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The Romantic Period 
1785-1830 

1789—1815: Revolutionary and Napoleonic period in France.—1789: 
The Revolution begins with the assembly of the States-
General in May and the storming of the Bastille on July 14 .— 
1793: King Louis XVI executed; England joins the alliance 
against France.—1793—94: The Reign of Terror under 
Robespierre. 1804: Napoleon crowned emperor.—1815: 
Napoleon defeated at Waterloo 

1807: British slave trade outlawed (slavery abolished throughout 
the empire, including the West Indies, twenty-six years 
later) 

1811—20: The Regency—George, Prince of Wales, acts as regent for 
George III, who has been declared incurably insane 

1819: Peterloo Massacre 
1820: Accession of George IV 

The Romantic period, though by far the shortest, is at least as complex and 
diverse as any other period in British literary history. For much of the twentieth 
century, scholars singled out five poets—Wordsworth, Coleridge, Byron, Percy 
Shelley, and Keats, adding Blake belatedly to make a sixth—and constructed 
notions of a unified Romanticism on the basis of their works. But there were 
problems all along: even the two closest collaborators of the 1790s, Words-
worth and Coleridge, would fit no single definition; Byron despised both Cole-
ridge's philosophical speculations and Wordsworth's poetry; Shelley and Keats 
were at opposite poles from each other stylistically and philosophically; Blake 
was not at all like any of the other five. 

Nowadays, although the six poets remain, by most measures of canonicity, 
the principal canonical figures, we recognize a greater range of accomplish-
ments. In 1798, the year of Wordsworth and Coleridge's first Lyrical Ballads, 
neither of the authors had much of a reputation; Wordsworth was not even 
included among the 1,112 entries in David Rivers's Literary Memoirs of Living 
Authors of Great Britain of that year, and Lyrical Ballads was published anon-
ymously because, as Coleridge told the publisher, "Wordsworth's name is 
nothing-—to a large number of people mine stinks." Some of the best-regarded 
poets of the time were women—Anna Barbauld, Charlotte Smith, Mary Rob-
inson—and Wordsworth and Coleridge (junior colleagues of Robinson when 
she was poetry editor of the Morning Post in the late 1790s) looked up to them 
and learned their craft from them. The rest of the then-established figures 
were the later eighteenth-century poets who are printed at the end of volume 
1 of this anthology—Gray, Collins, Crabbe, and Cowper in particular. Only 
Byron, among the now-canonical poets, was instantly famous; and Felicia 

1 
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2 / T H E R O M A N T I C P E R I O D 

Hemans and Letitia Landon ran him a close race as best-sellers. The Romantic 
period had a great many more participants than the six principal male poets 
and was shaped by a multitude of political, social, and economic changes. 

REVOLUTION AND REACTION 

Following a widespread practice of historians of English literature, we use 
"Romantic period" to refer to the span between the year 1785, the midpoint 
of the decade in which Samuel Johnson died and Blake, Burns, and Smith 
published their first poems, and 1830, by which time the major writers of the 
preceding century were either dead or no longer productive. This was a tur-
bulent period, during which England experienced the ordeal of change from 
a primarily agricultural society, where wealth and power had been concen-
trated in the landholding aristocracy, to a modern industrial nation. And this 
change occurred in a context of revolution—first the American and then the 
more radical French—and of war, of economic cycles of inflation and depres-
sion, and of the constant threat to the social structure from imported revolu-
tionary ideologies to which the ruling classes responded by the repression of 
traditional liberties. 

The early period of the French Revolution, marked by the Declaration of 
the Rights of Man and the storming of the Bastille, evoked enthusiastic sup-
port from English liberals and radicals alike. Three important books epitomize 
the radical social thinking stimulated by the Revolution. Mary Wollstonecraft's 
A Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790) justified the French Revolution 
against Edmund Burke's attack in his Reflections on the Revolution in France 
(1790). Tom Paine's Rights of Man (1791-92) also advocated for England a 
democratic republic that was to be achieved, if lesser pressures failed, by pop-
ular revolution. More important as an influence on Wordsworth and Percy 
Shelley was William Godwin's Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793), 
which foretold an inevitable but peaceful evolution of society to a final stage 
in which property would be equally distributed and government would wither 
away. But English sympathizers dropped off as the Revolution followed its 
increasingly grim course: the accession to power by Jacobin extremists, intent 
on purifying their new republic by purging it of its enemies; the "September 
Massacres" of the imprisoned nobility in 1792, followed by the execution of 
the king and queen; the new French Republic's invasion of the Rhineland and 
the Netherlands, which brought England into the war against France; the 
guillotining of thousands in the Reign of Terror under Robespierre; and, after 
the execution in their turn of the men who had directed the Terror, the emer-
gence of Napoleon, first as dictator then as emperor of France. As Wordsworth 
wrote in The Prelude, 

become Oppressors in their turn, 
Frenchmen had changed a war of self-defence 
For one of Conquest, losing sight of all 
Which they had struggled for (11.206-09) 

Napoleon, the brilliant tactician whose rise through the ranks of the army had 
seemed to epitomize the egalitarian principles of the Revolution, had become 
an arch-aggressor, a despot, and would-be founder of a new imperial dynasty. 
By 1800 liberals found they had no side they could wholeheartedly espouse. 
Napoleon's defeat at Waterloo in 1815 proved to be the triumph, not of 
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progress and reform, but of reactionary despotisms throughout continental 
Europe. 

In England this was a period of harsh, repressive measures. Public meetings 
were prohibited, the right of habeas corpus (the legal principle protecting 
individuals from arbitrary imprisonment) was suspended for the first time in 
over a hundred years, and advocates of even moderate political change were 
charged with treason. Efforts during these war years to repeal the laws that 
barred Protestants who did not conform to the Anglican Church from the 
universities and government came to nothing: in the new climate of counter-
revolutionary alarm, it was easy to portray even a slight abridgement of the 
privileges of the established Church as a measure that, validating the Jacobins' 
campaigns to de-Christianize France, would aid the enemy cause. Another 
early casualty of this counterrevolution was the movement to abolish the slave 
trade, a cause supported initially by a wide cross-section of English society. 
In the 1780s and 1790s numerous writers, both white (Barbauld, Robinson, 
Coleridge, and Wordsworth) and black (Ottobah Cugoano and Olaudah Equi-
ano), attacked the greed of the owners of the West Indian sugar plantations 
and detailed the horrors of the traffic in African flesh that provided them with 
their labor power. But the bloodshed that accompanied political change in 
France strengthened the hand of apologists for slavery, by making any manner 
of reform seem the prelude to violent insurrection. Parliament rejected a bill 
abolishing the trade in 1791, and sixteen years—marked by slave rebellions 
and by the planters' brutal reprisals—elapsed before it passed a new version 
of the bill. 

The frustration of the abolitionist cause is an emblematic chapter in the 
larger story of how a reactionary government sacrificed hopes of reform while 
it mobilized the nation's resources for war. Yet this was the very time when 
economic and social changes were creating a desperate need for corresponding 
changes in political arrangements. For one thing, new classes inside 
England—manufacturing rather than agricultural—were beginning to 
demand a voice in government proportionate to their wealth. The "Industrial 
Revolution"—the shift in manufacturing that resulted from the invention of 
power-driven machinery to replace hand labor—had begun in the mid-
eighteenth century with improvements in machines for processing textiles, and 
was given immense impetus when James Watt perfected the steam engine in 
1765. In the succeeding decades steam replaced wind and water as the primary 
source of power for all sorts of manufacturing processes, beginning that 
dynamic of ever-accelerating economic expansion and technological devel-
opment that we still identify as the hallmark of the modern age. A new laboring 
population massed in sprawling mill towns such as Manchester, whose pop-
ulation increased by a factor of five in fifty years. In agricultural communities 
the destruction of home industry was accompanied by the acceleration of the 
process of enclosing open fields and wastelands (usually, in fact, "commons" 
that had provided the means of subsistence for entire communities) and incor-
porating them into larger, privately owned holdings. Enclosure was by and 
large necessary for the more efficient methods of agriculture required to feed 
the nation's growing population (although some of the land that the wealthy 
acquired through parliamentary acts of enclosure they in fact incorporated 
into their private estates). But enclosure was socially destructive, breaking up 
villages, creating a landless class who either migrated to the industrial towns 
or remained as farm laborers, subsisting on starvation wages and the little they 
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could obtain from parish charity. The landscape of England began to take on 
its modern appearance—the hitherto open rural areas subdivided into a 
checkerboard of fields enclosed by hedges and stone walls, with the factories 
of the cities casting a pall of smoke over vast areas of cheaply built houses and 
slum tenements. Meanwhile, the population was increasingly polarized into 
what Disraeli later called the "Two Nations"—the two classes of capital and 
labor, the rich and the poor. 

No attempt was made to regulate this shift from the old economic world to 
the new, since even liberal reformers were committed to the philosophy of 
laissez-faire. This theory of "let alone," set out in Adam Smith's The Wealth 
of Nations in 1776, holds that the general welfare can be ensured only by the 
free operation of economic laws; the government should maintain a policy of 
strict noninterference and leave people to pursue, unfettered, their private 
interests. On the one hand, laissez-faire thinking might have helped pave the 
way for the long-postponed emancipation of the slave population of the West 
Indies; by 1833, when Parliament finally ended slavery, the anomaly that their 
unfree labor represented for the new economic and social orthodoxies evi-
dently had become intolerable. But for the great majority of the laboring class 
at home, the results of laissez-faire and the "freedom" of contract it secured 
were inadequate wages and long hours of work under harsh discipline and in 
sordid conditions. Investigators' reports on the coal mines, where male and 
female children of ten or even five years of age were harnessed to heavy coal-
sledges that they dragged by crawling on their hands and knees, read like 
scenes from Dante's Inferno. With the end of the war in 1815, the nation's 
workforce was enlarged by demobilized troops at the very moment when 
demand for manufactured goods, until now augmented by the needs of the 
military, fell dramatically. The result was an unemployment crisis that per-
sisted through the 1820s. Since the workers had no vote and were prevented 
by law from unionizing, their only recourses were petitions, protest meetings, 
and riots, to which the ruling class responded with even more repressive mea-
sures. The introduction of new machinery into the mills resulted in further 
loss of jobs, provoking sporadic attempts by the displaced workers to destroy 
the machines. After one such outbreak of "Luddite" machine-breaking, the 
House of Lords—despite Byron's eloquent protest—passed a bill (1812) mak-
ing death the penalty for destroying the frames used for weaving in the stocking 
industry. In 1819 hundreds of thousands of workers organized meetings to 
demand parliamentary reform. In August of that year, a huge but orderly 
assembly at St. Peter's Fields, Manchester, was charged by saber-wielding 
troops, who killed nine and severely injured hundreds more; this was the noto-
rious "Peterloo Massacre," so named with sardonic reference to the Battle of 
Waterloo, and condemned by Shelley in his poem for the working class 
"England in 1819." 

Suffering was largely confined to the poor, however, while the landed classes 
and industrialists prospered. So did many merchants, who profited from the 
new markets opened up as the British Empire expanded aggressively, com-
pensating with victories against the French for the traumatic loss of America 
in 1783. England's merchants profited, too, thanks to the marketing successes 
that, over time, converted once-exotic imports from these colonies into every-
day fare for the English. In the eighteenth century tea and sugar had been 
transformed in this way, and in the nineteenth century other commodities 
followed suit: the Indian muslin, for instance, that was the fabric of choice 
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for gentlemen's cravats and fashionable ladies' gowns, and the laudanum 
(Indian opium dissolved in alcohol) that so many ailing writers of the period 
appear to have found irresistible. The West End of London and new seaside 
resorts like Brighton became in the early nineteenth century consumers' par-
adises, sites where West Indian planters and nabobs (a Hindi word that 
entered English as a name for those who owed their fortunes to Indian gain) 
could be glimpsed displaying their purchasing power in a manner that made 
them moralists' favorite examples of nouveau riche vulgarity. The word shop-
ping came into English usage in this era. Luxury villas sprang up in London, 
and the prince regent, who in 1820 became George IV, built himself palaces 
and pleasure domes, retreats from his not very onerous public responsibilities. 

But even, or especially, in private life at home, the prosperous could not 
escape being touched by the great events of this period. French revolutionary 
principles were feared by English conservatives almost as much for their chal-
lenge to the "proper" ordering of the relations between men and women as for 
their challenge to traditional political arrangements. Yet the account of what 
it meant to be English that developed in reaction to this challenge—an 
account emphasizing the special virtues of the English sense of home and 
family—was in its way equally revolutionary. The war that the English waged 
almost without intermission between 1793 and 1815 was one that in an 
unprecedented manner had a "home front": the menaced sanctuary of the 
domestic fireside became the symbol of what the nation's military might was 
safeguarding. What popularity the monarchy held on to during this turbulent 
period was thus a function not of the two King Georges' traditional exercise 
of a monarch's sovereign powers but instead of the publicity, tailored to suit 
this nationalist rhetoric, that emphasized each one's domestic bliss within a 
"royal family." Conceptions of proper femininity altered as well under the 
influence of this new idealization and nationalization of the home, this project 
(as Burke put it) of "binding up the constitution of our country with our dearest 
domestic ties." 

And that alteration both put new pressures on women and granted them 
new opportunities. As in earlier English history, women in the Romantic 
period were provided only limited schooling, were subjected to a rigid code of 
sexual behavior, and (especially after marriage) were bereft of legal rights. In 
this period women began, as well, to be deluged by books, sermons, and mag-
azine articles that insisted vehemently on the physical and mental differences 
between the sexes and instructed women that, because of these differences, 
they should accept that their roles in life involved child rearing, housekeeping, 
and nothing more. (Of course, in tendering this advice promoters of female 
domesticity conveniently ignored the definitions of duty that industrialists 
imposed on the poor women who worked in their mills.) Yet a paradoxical 
byproduct of the connections that the new nationalist rhetoric forged between 
the well-being of the state and domestic life was that the identity of the patriot 
became one a woman might attempt, with some legitimacy, to claim. Within 
the framework created by the new accounts of English national identity, a 
woman's private virtues now had a public relevance. They had to be seen as 
crucial to the nation's welfare. Those virtues might well be manifested in the 
work of raising patriotic sons, but, as the thousands of women in this period 
who made their ostensibly natural feminine feelings of pity their alibi for par-
ticipation in abolitionism demonstrated, they could be turned to nontradi-
tional uses as well. 
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The new idea that, as the historian Linda Colley has put it, a woman's place 
was not simply in the home but also in the nation could also justify or at least 
extenuate the affront to proper feminine modesty represented by publication— 
by a woman's entry into the public sphere of authorship. "Bluestockings"— 
educated women—remained targets of masculine scorn. This became, none-
theless, the first era in literary history in which women writers began to com-
pete with men in their numbers, sales, and literary reputations: just in the 
category of poetry, some nine hundred women are listed in J. R. de J. Jackson's 
comprehensive bibliography, Romantic Poetry by Women. These female 
authors had to tread carefully, to be sure, to avoid suggesting that (as one male 
critic fulminated) they wished the nation's "affectionate wives, kind mothers, 
and lovely daughters" to be metamorphosed into "studious philosophers" and 
"busy politicians." And figures like Wollstonecraft, who in the Vindication of 
the Rights of Woman grafted a radical proposal about gender equality onto a 
more orthodox argument about the education women needed to be proper 
mothers, remained exceptional. Later women writers tended cautiously to 
either ignore her example or define themselves against it. 

Only in the Victorian period would Wollstonecraft's cause of women's rights 
rally enough support for substantial legal reform to begin, and that process 
would not be completed until the twentieth century. In the early nineteenth 
century the pressures for political reform focused on the rights of men, as 
distinct from women. Middle-class and working-class men, entering into stra-
tegic and short-lived alliances, made the restructuring of the British electoral 
system their common cause. Finally, at a time of acute economic distress, and 
after unprecedented disorders that threatened to break out into revolution, 
the first Reform Bill was passed in 1832. It did away with the rotten boroughs 
(depopulated areas whose seats in the House of Commons were at the disposal 
of a few noblemen), redistributed parliamentary representation to include the 
industrial cities, and extended the franchise. Although about half the middle 
class, almost all the working class, and all women remained without a vote, 
the principle of the peaceful adjustment of conflicting interests by parliamen-
tary majority had been firmly established. Reform was to go on, by stages, until 
Britain acquired universal adult suffrage in 1928. 

"THE SPIRIT OF THE AGE" 

Writers working in the period 1785—1830 did not think of themselves as 
"Romantic"; the word was not applied until half a century later, by English 
historians. Contemporary reviewers treated them as independent individuals, 
or else grouped them (often maliciously, but with some basis in fact) into a 
number of separate schools: the "Lake School" of Wordsworth, Coleridge, and 
Robert Southey; the "Cockney School," a derogatory term for the Londoners 
Leigh Hunt, William Hazlitt, and associated writers, including Keats; and the 
"Satanic School" of Percy Shelley, Ryron, and their followers. 

Many writers, however, felt that there was something distinctive about their 
time—not a shared doctrine or literary quality, but a pervasive intellectual and 
imaginative climate, which some of them called "the spirit of the age." They 
had the sense that (as Keats wrote) "Great spirits now on earth are sojourning," 
and that there was evidence of the experimental boldness that marks a literary 
renaissance. In his "Defence of Poetry" Shelley claimed that the literature of 
the age "has arisen as it were from a new birth," and that "an electric life 
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burns" within the words of its best writers, "less their spirit than the spirit of 
the age." He explained this spirit as an accompaniment of revolution, and 
others agreed. Francis Jeffrey, the foremost conservative reviewer of the day, 
connected "the revolution in our literature" with "the agitations of the French 
Revolution, and the discussions as well as the hopes and terrors to which it 
gave occasion." Hazlitt, who devoted a series of essays entitled The S-pirit of 
the Age to assessing his contemporaries, maintained that the new poetry of 
the school of Wordsworth "had its origin in the French Revolution." 

The imagination of many Romantic-period writers was preoccupied with 
revolution, and from that fact and idea they derived the framework that ena-
bled them to think of themselves as inhabiting a distinctive period in history. 
The deep familiarity that many late-eighteenth-century Englishmen and 
-women had with the prophetic writings of the Bible contributed from the 
start to their readiness to attribute a tremendous significance to the political 
transformations set in motion in 1789. Religious belief predisposed many to 
view these convulsions as something more than local historical events and to 
cast them instead as harbingers of a new age in the history of all human beings. 
Seeing the hand of God in the events in France and understanding those 
events as the fulfillment of prophecies of the coming millennium came easily 
to figures such as Barbauld, Coleridge, Wollstonecraft, and, above all, Blake: 
all were affiliated with the traditions of radical Protestant Dissent, in which 
accounts of the imminence of the Apocalypse and the coming of the Kingdom 
of God had long been central. A quarter-century later, their millenarian inter-
pretation of the Revolution would be recapitulated by radical writers such as 
Percy Shelley and Hazlitt, who, though they tended to place their faith in 
notions of progress and the diffusion of knowledge and tended to identify a 
rational citizenry and not God as the moving force of history, were just as 
convinced as their predecessors were that the Revolution had marked human-
ity's chance to start history over again (a chance that had been lost but was 
perhaps recoverable). 

Another method that writers of this period took when they sought to salvage 
the millennial hopes that had, for many, been dashed by the bloodshed of the 
Terror involved granting a crucial role to the creative imagination. Some writ-
ers rethought apocalyptic transformation so that it no longer depended on the 
political action of collective humanity but depended instead (in a shift from 
the external to the internal) on the individual consciousness. The new heaven 
and earth promised in the prophecies could, in this account, be gained by the 
individual who had achieved a new, spiritualized, and visionary way of seeing. 
An apocalypse of the imagination could liberate the individual from time, from 
what Blake called the "mind-forg'd manacles" of imprisoning orthodoxies and 
from what Percy Shelley called "the curse which binds us to be subjected to 
the accident of surrounding impressions." 

Wordsworth, whose formulations of this notion of a revolution in imagi-
nation would prove immensely influential, wrote in The Prelude the classic 
description of the spirit of the early 1790s. "Europe at that time was thrilled 
with joy, / France standing on top of the golden hours, / And human nature 
seeming born again" (6.340—42). "Not favored spots alone, but the whole 
earth, / The beauty wore of promise" (6.117—18). Something of this sense of 
possibility and anticipation of spiritual regeneration (captured in that phrase 
"born again") survived the disenchantment with politics that Wordsworth 
experienced later in the decade. His sense of the emancipatory opportunities 
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brought in by the new historical moment carried over to the year 1797, when, 
working in tandem, he and Coleridge revolutionized the theory and practice 
of poetry. The product of their exuberant daily discussions was the Lyrical 
Ballads of 1798. 

POETIC THEORY AND POETIC PRACTICE 

Wordsworth undertook to justify those poems by means of a critical manifesto, 
or statement of poetic principles, which appeared first as a short Advertise-
ment in the original Lyrical Ballads and then as an extended Preface to the 
second edition in 1800, which he enlarged still further in the third edition of 
1802. In it he set himself in opposition to the literary ancien regime, those 
writers of the eighteenth century who, in his view, had imposed on poetry 
artificial conventions that distorted its free and natural expression. Many of 
Wordsworth's later critical writings were attempts to clarify, buttress, or qual-
ify points made in this first declaration. Coleridge said that the Preface was 
"half a child of my own brain"; and although he developed doubts about some 
of Wordsworth's unguarded statements, he did not question the Tightness of 
Wordsworth's attempt to overthrow the reigning tradition. Of course, many 
writers in eighteenth-century England had anticipated Wordsworth's attempt, 
as well as the definitions of the "authentic" language of poetry it assumed. Far 
from unprecedented, efforts to displace the authority of a poet such as Pope 
can be dated back to only a few years after Pope's death in 1744; by 1800 
readers were accustomed to hear, for instance, that Pope's propensities for 
satire had derailed true poetry by elevating wit over feeling. Moreover, the last 
half of the eighteenth century, a time when philosophers and moralists high-
lighted in new ways the role that emotional sensitivity ("sensibility") plays in 
mental and social life, had seen the emergence of many of the critical con-
cepts, as well as a number of the poetic subjects and forms, that later would 
be exploited by Wordsworth and his contemporaries. 

Wordsworth's Preface nevertheless deserves its reputation as a turning point 
in literary history, for Wordsworth gathered up isolated ideas, organized them 
into a coherent theory, and made them the rationale for his own achievements. 
We can safely use concepts in the Preface as points of departure for a survey 
of some of the distinctive elements in the poetry of the Romantic period— 
especially if we bear in mind that during this era of revolution definitions of 
good poetry, like definitions of the good society, were sure to create as much 
contention as consensus. 

The Concept of the Poet and the Poem 
Seeking a stable foundation on which social institutions might be constructed, 
eighteenth-century British philosophers had devoted much energy to dem-
onstrating that human nature must be everywhere the same, because it every-
where derived from individuals' shared sensory experience of an external world 
that could be objectively represented. As the century went on, however, phi-
losophers began emphasizing—and poets began developing a new language 
for—individual variations in perception and the capacity the receptive 
consciousness has to filter and to re-create reality. This was the shift Words-
worth registered when in the Preface he located the source of a poem not in 
outer nature but in the psychology of the individual poet, and specified that 
the essential materials of a poem were not the external people and events it 
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represented but the inner feelings of the author, or external objects only after 
these have been transformed by the author's feelings. Wordsworth in 1802 
described all good poetry as, at the moment of composition, "the spontaneous 
overflow of powerful feelings." Other Romantic theories concurred by refer-
ring to the mind, emotions, and imagination of the poet for the origin, content, 
and defining attributes of a poem. Using a metaphor that parallels Words-
worth's "overflow," and that Wordsworth would revive in a late poem, Mary 
Robinson and Coleridge identified some of their key poems of the 1790s as 
"effusions"—ardent outpourings of feeling. Coleridge subsequently drew on 
German precedents and introduced into English criticism an account of the 
organic form of literary works; in this account the work is conceptualized as 
a self-originating and self-organizing process, parallel to the growth of a plant, 
that begins with a seedlike idea in the poet's imagination, grows by assimilating 
both the poet's feelings and the materials of sensory experience, and evolves 
into an organic whole in which the parts are integrally related to each other 
and to the whole. 

In keeping with the view that poetry expresses the poet's feelings, the lyric 
poem written in the first person, which for much of literary history was 
regarded as a minor kind, became a major Romantic form and was often 
described as the most essentially poetic of all the genres. And in most Roman-
tic lyrics the "I" is no longer a conventionally typical lyric speaker, such as the 
Petrarchan lover or Cavalier gallant of Elizabethan and seventeenth-century 
love poems, but one who shares recognizable traits with the poet. The expe-
riences and states of mind expressed by the lyric speaker often accord closely 
with the known facts of the poet's life and the personal confessions in the 
poet's letters and journals. This reinvention of the lyric complicated estab-
lished understandings of the gender of authorship. It may not be an accident, 
some critics suggest, that Wordsworth in the Preface defines poetry as "the 
real language of men" and the Poet as a "man speaking to men": Wordsworth, 
who began to publish when women such as Robinson and Charlotte Smith 
occupied the vanguard of the new personal poetry, might have decided that 
to establish the distinctiveness of his project he needed to counterbalance his 
emphasis on his feelings with an emphasis on those feelings' "manly" dignity. 
This is not to say that women writers' relationship to the new ideas about 
poetry was straightforward either. In one of her prefaces Smith says that she 
anticipates being criticized for "bringing forward 'with querulous egotism,' the 
mention of myself." For many female poets the other challenge those ideas 
about poetry posed might have consisted in their potential to reinforce the 
old, prejudicial idea that their sex—traditionally seen as creatures of feeling 
rather than intellect—wrote about their own experiences because they were 
capable of nothing else. For male poets the risks of poetic self-revelation were 
different—and in some measure they were actively seized by those who, like 
Coleridge and Shelley, intimated darkly that the introspective tendency and 
emotional sensitivity that made someone a poet could also lead him to mel-
ancholy and madness. 

It was not only the lyric that registered these new accounts of the poet. 
Byron confounded his contemporaries' expectations about which poetic genre 
was best suited to self-revelation by inviting his audience to equate the heroes 
of Childe Harold, Manfred, and Don Juan with their author, and to see these 
fictional protagonists' experiences as disclosing the deep truths of his secret 
self. Wordsworth's Prelude represents an extreme instance of this tendency to 
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self-reference. Though the poem is of epic length and seriousness, its subject 
is not, as is customary in an epic, history on a world-changing scale but the 
growth of the poet's mind. 

The Prelude exemplifies two other important tendencies. Like Blake, Cole-
ridge in early poems, and later on Shelley, Wordsworth presents himself as, 
in his words, "a chosen son" or "Bard." That is, he assumes the persona of a 
poet-prophet, a composite figure modeled on Milton, the biblical prophets, 
and figures of a national music, the harp-playing patriots, Celtic or Anglo-
Saxon, whom eighteenth-century poets and antiquarians had located in a leg-
endary Dark Ages Britain. Adopting this bardic guise, Wordsworth puts 
himself forward as a spokesman for civilization at a time of crisis—a time, as 
Wordsworth said in The Prelude, of the "melancholy waste of hopes 
o'erthrown." (Spokesman is appropriate here: almost always, the bardic poet-
prophet was a distinctively male persona.) The Prelude is also an instance of 
a central literary form of English, as of European, Romanticism—a long work 
about the crisis and renewal of the self, recounted as the story of an interior 
journey taken in quest of one's true identity and destined spiritual home and 
vocation. Blake's Milton, Keats's Endymion and Fall of Hyperion, and, in Vic-
torian poetry, Elizabeth Barrett Browning's Aurora Leigh also exemplify this 
form. Late in the period there are equivalent developments in prose: spiritual 
autobiographies (Coleridge's Biographia Literaria, Thomas De Quincey's Con-
fessions of an English Opium Eater) undergo a revival, at the same time that 
Lamb and Hazlitt rediscover the essay as a medium of self-revelation. 

Spontaneity and the Impulses of Feeling 
Wordsworth defined good poetry not merely as the overflow but as the "spon-
taneous overflow" of feelings. In traditional poetics, poetry had been regarded 
as supremely an art—an art that in modern times is practiced by poets who 
have assimilated classical precedents, are aware of the "rules" governing the 
kind of poem they are writing, and (except for the happy touches that, as Pope 
said, are "beyond the reach of art") deliberately employ tested means to achieve 
premeditated effects on an audience. But to Wordsworth, although the com-
position of a poem originates from "emotion recollected in tranquillity" and 
may be preceded and followed by reflection, the immediate act of composition 
must be spontaneous—arising from impulse and free from rules. Keats listed 
as an "axiom" a similar proposition—that "if poetry comes not as naturally as 
the leaves to a tree it had better not come at all." 

Other Romantics voiced similar declarations of artistic independence from 
inherited precepts, sometimes in a manner involving, paradoxically, a turn 
from the here-and-now toward a remote, preliterate, and primitive past. If the 
ancient bard was a charismatic figure for many Romantics, this was in part 
because imagining the songs he might have sung made it easier to think about 
an alternative to the mundane language of modernity—about a natural, oral 
poetry, blissfully unconscious of modern decorums. (Though they chafed 
against this expectation, writers from the rural working class—Burns and later 
John Clare—could be expected, by virtue of their perceived distance from the 
restraint and refinement of civilized discourse, to play a comparable role inside 
modern culture, that of peasant poet or natural genius.) When, after Waterloo, 
writers like Byron, Hunt, and the Shelleys traveled to Italy, taking these bardic 
ideals with them, they became enthralled with the arts of the improvisatore 
and improvisatrice, men and women whose electrifying oral performances of 
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poetry involved no texts but those of immediate inspiration. One of the writers 
who praised and emulated that rhapsodic spontaneity, Percy Shelley, thought 
it "an error to assert that the finest passages of poetry are produced by labor 
and study." He suggested instead that these were the products of an uncon-
scious creativity: "A great statue or picture grows under the power of the artist 
as a child in the mother's womb." 

The emphasis in this period on the spontaneous activity of the imagination 
is linked to a belief (which links the Romantics' literary productions to the 
poetry and fiction of sensibility written earlier in the eighteenth century) in 
the essential role of passion, whether in the province of art, philosophy, or 
morality. The intuitive feelings of "the heart" had to supplement the judgments 
of the purely logical faculty, "the head." "Deep thinking," Coleridge wrote, "is 
attainable only by a man of deep feeling"; hence, "a metaphysical solution 
that does not tell you something in the heart is grievously to be suspected as 
apocryphal." 

Romantic "Nature Poetry" 
Wordsworth identified Lyrical Ballads as his effort to counteract the degra-
dation in taste that had resulted from "the increasing accumulation of men in 
cities": the revolution in style he proposed in the Preface was meant in part 
to undo the harmful effects of urbanization. Because he and many fellow 
writers kept their distance from city life, and because natural scenes so often 
provide the occasions for their writing, Romantic poetry for present-day read-
ers has become almost synonymous with "nature poetry." In the Essay that 
supplements his Preface, Wordsworth portrays himself as remedying the fail-
ings of predecessors who, he argues, were unable truthfully to depict natural 
phenomena such as a moonlit sky: from Dryden to Pope, he asserts, there are 
almost no images of external nature "from which it can be inferred that the 
eye of the Poet had been steadily fixed upon his object." Neither Romantic 
theory nor practice, however, justifies the opinion that Romantic poets valued 
description for its own sake, though many poems of the period are almost 
unmatched in their ability to capture the sensuous nuances of the natural 
scene, and the writers participated enthusiastically in the touring of pictur-
esque scenery that was a new leisure activity of their age. But in the Essay 
Supplementary to the Preface, Wordsworth's complaint against eighteenth-
century poetic imagery continues: take an image from an early-eighteenth-
century poem, and it will show no signs either, he says, that the Poet's "feelings 
had urged him to work upon it in the spirit of genuine imagination." For 
Wordsworth the ability to observe objects accurately is a necessary but not 
sufficient condition for poetry, "as its exercise supposes all the higher qualities 
of the mind to be passive, and in a state of subjection to external objects." And 
while many of the great Romantic lyrics—Wordsworth's "Tintern Abbey," 
Coleridge's "Frost at Midnight," Keats's "Nightingale," Smith's Beachy Head— 
remark on an aspect or a change of aspect in the natural scene, this serves 
only as stimulus to the most characteristic human activity, that of thinking. 
The longer Romantic "nature poems" are in fact usually meditative, using the 
presented scene to suggest a personal crisis; the organizing principle of the 
poem involves that crisis's development and resolution. 

In addition, Romantic poems habitually endow the landscape with human 
life, passion, and expressiveness. Many poets respond to the outer universe as 
a vital entity that participates in the feelings of the observer (an idea of sym-
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pathetic exchange between nature and humanity that Mary Shelley, however, 
would probe fiercely in her novel The Last Man). James Thomson and other 
descriptive poets of the eighteenth century had depicted the created universe 
as giving direct access to the deity. In "Tintern Abbey" and other poems, 
Wordsworth not only exhibits toward the landscape attitudes and sentiments 
that human beings had earlier felt for God; he also loves it in the way human 
beings love a father, a mother, or a beloved. Still, there was a competing sense, 
evident'especially in the poetry of Blake and Percy Shelley, that natural objects 
were meaningful primarily for the correspondences linking them to an inner 
or spiritual world. In their poems a rose, a sunflower, a cloud, or a mountain 
is presented not as something to be observed and imaged but as an object 
imbued with a significance beyond itself. "I always seek in what I see," Shelley 
said, "the likeness of something beyond the present and tangible object." And 
by Blake, mere nature, as perceived by the physical eye, was spurned "as the 
dust upon my feet, no part of me." Annotating a copy of Wordsworth's 1815 
Poems, Blake deplored what he perceived as Wordsworth's commitment to 
unspiritualized observation: "Natural objects always did, and now do, weaken, 
deaden, and obliterate imagination in men." 

The Glorification of the Ordinary 
Also discussing Wordsworth, Hazlitt declared his school of poetry the literary 
equivalent of the French Revolution, which translated political change into 
poetical experiment. "Kings and queens were dethroned from their rank and 
station in legitimate tragedy or epic poetry, as they were decapitated elsewhere. 
. . . The paradox [these poets] set out with was that all things are by nature, 
equally fit subjects for poetry; or that if there is any preference to give, those 
that are the meanest [i.e., most humble] and most unpromising are the best." 
Hazlitt had in mind Wordsworth's statement that the aim of Lyrical Ballads 
was "to choose incidents and situations from common life" and to use a "lan-
guage really spoken by men": for Wordsworth's polemical purposes, it is in 
"humble and rustic life" that this language is found. Later eighteenth-century 
writers had already experimented with the simple treatment of simple subjects. 
Burns—like the young Wordsworth, a sympathizer with the Revolution—had 
with great success represented "the rural scenes and rural pleasures of [his] 
natal Soil," and in a language aiming to be true to the rhythms of his regional 
Scots dialect. Women poets especially—Barbauld, Bobinson, Baillie—assim-
ilated to their poems the subject matter of everyday life. But Wordsworth 
underwrote his poetic practice with a theory that inverted the traditional hier-
archy of poetic genres, subjects, and styles: it elevated humble life and the 
plain style, which in earlier theory were appropriate only for the pastoral, the 
genre at the bottom of the traditional hierarchy, into the principal subject and 
medium for poetry in general. And in his practice, as Hazlitt also noted, Words-
worth went further and turned for the subjects of serious poems not only to 
humble country folk but to the disgraced, outcast, and delinquent—'"convicts, 
female vagrants, gypsies . . . idiot boys and mad mothers." Hence the scorn of 
Lord Byron, who facetiously summoned ghosts from the eighteenth century 
to help him demonstrate that Wordsworth's innovations had been taking lit-
erature in the wrong direction: 

"Peddlers," and "Boats," and "Wagons"! Oh! ye shades 
Of Pope and Dryden, are we come to this? 
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Yet Wordsworth's project was not simply to represent the world as it is but, 
as he announced in his Preface, to throw over "situations from common life 
. . . a certain coloring of imagination, whereby ordinary things should be pre-
sented to the mind in an unusual aspect." No one can read his poems without 
noticing the reverence with which he invests words that for earlier writers had 
been derogatory—words such as "common," "ordinary," "everyday," "humble." 
Wordsworth's aim was to shatter the lethargy of custom so as to refresh our 
sense of wonder in the everyday, the trivial, and the lowly. In the eighteenth 
century Samuel Johnson had said that "wonder is a pause of reason"—"the 
effect of novelty upon ignorance." But for many Romantics, to arouse in the 
sophisticated mind that sense of wonder presumed to be felt by the ignorant 
and the innocent—to renew the universe, Percy Shelley wrote, "after it has 
been blunted by reiteration"—was a major function of poetry. Commenting 
on the special imaginative quality of Wordsworth's early verse, Coleridge 
remarked: "To combine the child's sense of wonder and novelty with the 
appearances, which every day for perhaps forty years had rendered familiar 
. . . this is the character and privilege of genius." Contributing to this poetry 
of the child's-eye view, Baillie and Barbauld wrote poems centered on an 
observer's effort to imagine the unknowable perspective of beings for whom 
thought and sensation are new or not begun—in Baillie's case, a "waking 
infant," in Barbauld's, a "little invisible being who is expected soon to become 
visible" but is still in its mother's womb. 

The Supernatural, the Romance, and Psychological Extremes 
In most of his poems, Coleridge, like Wordsworth, dealt with everyday things, 
and in "Frost at Midnight" he showed how well he too could achieve the effect 
of wonder in the familiar. But Coleridge tells us in Biographia Literaria that, 
according to the division of labor that organized their collaboration on Lyrical 
Ballads, his assignment was to achieve wonder by a frank violation of natural 
laws and of the ordinary course of events: in his poems "the incidents and 
agents were to be, in part at least, supernatural." And in The Rime of the 
Ancient Mariner, Christahel, and "Kubla Khan," Coleridge opened up to mod-
ern poetry a realm of mystery and magic. Stories of bewitchings, hauntings, 
and possession—-shaped by antiquated treatises on demonology, folklore, and 
Gothic novels—supplied him with the means of impressing upon readers a 
sense of occult powers and unknown modes of being. 

Materials like these were often grouped together under the rubric 
"romance," a term that would some time after the fact give the "Romantic" 
period its name. On the one hand romances were writings that turned, in their 
quest for settings conducive to supernatural happenings, to "strange fits of 
passion" and strange adventures, to distant pasts, faraway places, or both— 
Keats's "perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn" or the China of "Kubla Khan." 
On the other hand romance also named a homegrown, native tradition of 
literature, made unfamiliar and alien by the passage of time. For many authors, 
starting with Horace Walpole, whose Castle of Otranto (1764) began the tra-
dition of Gothic fiction, writing under the banner of romance meant reclaim-
ing their national birthright: a literature of untrammeled imagination— 
associated, above all, with Spenser and the Shakespeare of fairy magic and 
witchcraft—that had been forced underground by the Enlightenment's 
emphasis on reason and refinement. Byron negotiated between romance's two 
sets of associations in Childe Harold, having his hero travel in far-off Albania 
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and become entranced by the inhabitants' savage songs, but also giving the 
poem the subtitle "A Romaunt" (an archaic spelling of romance) and writing 
it in Spenserian stanzas. This was the same stanzaic form, neglected for much 
of the eighteenth century, that Keats drew on for The Eve of St. Agnes, the 
poem in which he proved himself a master of that Romantic mode that estab-
lishes a medieval setting for events that violate our sense of realism and the 
natural order. The Romantic period's "medieval revival" was also promoted by 
women: Robinson, for instance (author of "Old English," "Monkish," and 
"Gothic" Tales), as well as Letitia Landon, Felicia Hemans, Joanna Baillie, 
and others, women who often matched the arch-medievalist Sir Walter Scott 
in the historical learning they brought to their compositions. 

The "addition of strangeness to beauty" that Walter Pater near the end of 
the nineteenth century would identify as a key Romantic tendency is seen not 
only in this concern with the exotic and archaic landscapes of romance, but 
also in the Romantic interest in the mysteries of mental life and determination 
to investigate psychological extremes. Wordsworth explored visionary states of 
consciousness that are common among children but violate the categories of 
adult judgment. Coleridge and De Quincey shared an interest in dreams and 
nightmares and in the altered consciousness they experienced under their 
addiction to opium. In his odes as in the quasi-medieval "ballad" "La Belle 
Dame sans Merci" Keats recorded strange mixtures of pleasure and pain with 
extraordinary sensitivity, pondering the destructive aspects of sexuality and 
the erotic quality of the longing for death. And Byron made repeated use of 
the fascination of the forbidden and the appeal of the terrifying yet seductive 
Satanic hero. 

There were, of course, writers who resisted these poetic engagements with 
fantasized landscapes and strange passions. Significant dissent came from 
women, who, given accounts of their sex as especially susceptible to the delu-
sions of romantic love, had particular reason to continue the Enlightenment 
program and promote the rational regulation of emotion. Barbauld wrote a 
poem gently advising the young Coleridge not to prolong his stay in the "fairy 
bower" of romance but to engage actively with the world as it is. Often satirical 
when she assesses characters who imagine themselves the pitiable victims of 
their own powerful feelings, Jane Austen had her heroine in Persuasion, while 
conversing with a melancholy, Byron-reading young man, caution him against 
overindulgence in Byron's "impassioned descriptions of hopeless agony" and 
"prescribe" to him a "larger allowance of prose in his daily study." And yet this 
heroine, having "been forced into prudence in her youth," has "learned 
romance as she grew older." The reversal of the sequence that usually orders 
the story line of female socialization suggests a receptivity to romance's allure 
that links even Austen to the spirit of the age. 

Individualism and Alienation 
Another feature of Byron's poetry that attracted notice and, in some quarters, 
censure was its insistence on his or his hero's self-sufficiency. Hazlitt, for 
instance, borrowed lines from Shakespeare's Coriolanus to object to Byron's 
habit of spurning human connection "[a]s if a man were author of himself, / 
And owned no other kin." The audacious individualism that Hazlitt questions 
here (a questioning that he carries on in part by enacting his own reliance on 
others and supplementing his words with Shakespeare's) was, however, central 
to the celebrations of creativity occupying many Romantic-period writers: 
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indeed, in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth (as if anticipating and 
preemptively defying Hazlitt) had already characterized his poetic experimen-
tation as an exercise in artistic self-sufficiency. The Preface has been read as 
a document in which Wordsworth, proving himself a self-made man, arranges 
for his disinheritance—arranges to cut himself off, he says, "from a large por-
tion of the phrases and figures of speech which from father to son have long 
been regarded as the common inheritance of Poets." The German philoso-
phers who generated many of the characteristic ideas of European Romanti-
cism had likewise developed an account of how individuals might author and 
create themselves. In the work of Kant and others, the human mind was 
described as creating the universe it perceived and so creating its own expe-
rience. Mind is "not passive," Kant's admirer Coleridge wrote, but "made in 
God's image, and that too in the sublimest sense—the Image of the Creator." 
And Wordsworth declared in The Prelude that the individual mind "Doth, 
like an Agent of the one great Mind, / Create, creator and receiver both." 
The Romantic period, the epoch of free enterprise, imperial expansion, and 
boundless revolutionary hope, was also an epoch of individualism in which 
philosophers and poets alike put an extraordinarily high estimate on human 
potentialities and powers. 

In representing this expanded scope for individual initiative, much poetry 
of the period redefined heroism and made a ceaseless striving for the unat-
tainable its crucial element. Viewed by moralists of previous ages as sin or 
lamentable error, longings that can never be satisfied—in Percy Shelley's 
phrase, "the desire of the moth for a star"—came to be revalued as the glory 
of human nature. "Less than everything," Blake announced, "cannot satisfy 
man." Discussions of the nature of art developed similarly. The German phi-
losopher Friedrich Schlegel's proposal that poetry "should forever be becoming 
and never be perfected" supplied a way to understand the unfinished, "frag-
ment" poems of the period (Coleridge's "Kubla Khan" most famously) not as 
failures but instead as confirmations that the most poetic poetry was defined 
as much by what was absent as by what was present: the poem, in this under-
standing, was a fragmentary trace of an original conception that was too grand 
ever to be fully realized. This defiant attitude toward limits also made many 
writers impatient with the conceptions of literary genre they inherited from 
the past. The result was that, creating new genres from old, they produced an 
astonishing variety of hybrid forms constructed on fresh principles of organi-
zation and style: "elegiac sonnets," "lyrical ballads," the poetic autobiography 
of The Prelude, Percy Shelley's "lyric drama" of cosmic reach, Prometheus 
Unbound, and (in the field of prose) the "historical novels" of Scott and the 
complex interweaving of letters, reported oral confessions, and interpolated 
tales that is Mary Shelley's Frankenstein. Blake went furthest: the composite 
art of word and image and "illuminated printing" he created for his poems 
daringly reinvented the concept of the book. 

In this context many writers' choice to portray poetry as a product of solitude 
and poets as loners might be understood as a means of reinforcing the indi-
viduality of their vision. (The sociability of the extroverted narrator of Don 
Juan, who is forever buttonholing "the gentle reader," is exceptional—Byron's 
way of harkening back to the satire of the eighteenth century.) And the per-
vasiveness of nature poetry in the period can be attributed to a determination 
to idealize the natural scene as a site where the individual could find freedom 
from social laws, an idealization that was easier to sustain when nature was, 
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as often in the era, represented not as cultivated fields but as uninhabitable 
wild wastes, unploughed uplands, caves, and chasms. Rural community, 
threatened by the enclosures that were breaking up village life, was a tenuous 
presence in poetry as well. 

Wordsworth's imagination is typically released, for instance, by the sudden 
apparition of a single figure, stark and solitary against a natural background; 
the words "solitary," "by one self," "alone" sound through his poems. In the 
poetry of Coleridge, Shelley, and Byron (before Don Juan launched Byron's 
own satire on Byronism), the desolate landscapes are often the haunts of dis-
illusioned visionaries and accursed outlaws, figures whose thwarted ambitions 
and torments connect them, variously, to Cain, the Wandering Jew, Satan, 
and even Napoleon. A variant of this figure is Prometheus, the hero of classical 
mythology, who is Satan-like in setting himself in opposition to God, but who, 
unlike Satan, is the champion rather than the enemy of the human race. Mary 
Shelley subjected this hero, central to her husband's mythmaking, to ironic 
rewriting in Frankenstein: Victor Frankenstein, a "Modern Prometheus," is far 
from championing humankind. For other women writers of the period, and 
for Shelley in novels following Frankenstein, the equivalent to these half-
charismatic, half-condemnable figures of alienation is the woman of "genius." 
In a world in which—as Wollstonecraft complained in the Rights of Woman— 
"all women are to be levelled by meekness and docility, into one character of 
. . . gentle compliance," the woman who in "unfeminine" fashion claimed a 
distinctive individuality did not gain authority but risked ostracism. As for the 
woman of genius, in writings by Robinson, Hemans, and Landon particularly, 
her story was often told as a modern variation on ancient legends of the Greek 
Sappho, the ill-fated female poet who had triumphed in poetry but died of 
love. Pressured by the emergent Victorianism of the 1820s and playing it 
safe, Hemans and Landon especially were careful to associate genius with 
self-inflicted sorrow and happiness with a woman's embrace of her domestic 
calling. 

WRITING IN THE MARKETPLACE AND THE COURTS 

Even Romantics who wished to associate literature with isolated poets holding 
mute converse with their souls had to acknowledge that in real life the writer 
did not dwell in solitude but confronted, and was accountable to, a crowd. 
For many commentators the most revolutionary aspect of the age was the 
spread of literacy and the dramatic expansion of the potential audience for 
literature. This revolution, like the Revolution in France, occasioned a con-
servative reaction: the worry, frequently expressed as books ceased to be writ-
ten exclusively for an elite, that this bigger audience (by 1830, about half 
England's population of fourteen million) would be less qualified to judge or 
understand what it read. Beginning in 1780, more members of the working 
classes had learned to read as a result of lessons provided in Sunday schools 
(informal sites for the education of the poor that long antedated state-
supported schools). At the same time reading matter became more plentiful 
and cheaper, thanks to innovations in retailing—the cut-rate sales of remain-
dered books and the spread of circulating libraries where volumes could be 
"rented"-—and thanks to technological developments. By the end of the period, 
printing presses were driven by steam engines, and the manufacture of paper 
had been mechanized; publishers had mastered publicity, the art (as it was 
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called) of "the puff." Surveying the consequences of these changes, Coleridge 
muttered darkly about that "misgrowth," "a Reading Public," making it sound 
like something freakish. Books had become a big business, one enrolling 
increasing numbers of individuals who found it possible to do without the 
assistance of wealthy patrons and who, accordingly, looked to this public for 
their hopes of survival. A few writers became celebrities, invested with a 
glamor that formerly had been reserved for royalty and that we nowadays save 
for movie stars. This was the case for the best-selling Byron, particularly, 
whose enthusiastic public could by the 1830s purchase dinner services 
imprinted with illustrations from his life and works. 

How such popular acclaim was to be understood and how the new reading 
public that bestowed it (and took it away) could possibly be reformed or mon-
itored when, as Coleridge's term "misgrowth" suggests, its limits and compo-
sition seemed unknowable: these were pressing questions for the age. 
Opponents of the French Revolution and political reform at home pondered 
a frightening possibility: if "events . . . [had] made us a world of readers" (as 
Coleridge put it, thinking of how newspapers had proliferated in response to 
the political upheavals), it might also be true that readers could make events 
in turn, that the new members of the audience for print would demand a part 
in the drama of national politics. Conservatives were well aware of arguments 
conjecturing that the Revolution had been the result of the invention of the 
printing press three centuries before. They certainly could not forget that 
Paine's Rights of Man—not the reading matter for the poor the Sunday-school 
movement had envisioned—had sold an astonishing two hundred thousand 
copies in a year. Distributed by clubs of workers who pooled money for this 
purpose, read aloud in alehouses or as listeners worked in the fields, those 
copies reached a total audience that was much more numerous still. 

However, the British state had lacked legal provisions for the prepublication 
censorship of books since 1695, which was when the last Licensing Act had 
lapsed. Throughout the Romantic period therefore the Crown tried out other 
methods for policing reading and criminalizing certain practices of authoring 
and publishing. Paine was in absentia found guilty of sedition, for instance, 
and in 1817 the radical publisher William Hone narrowly escaped conviction 
for blasphemy. Another government strategy was to use taxes to inflate the 
prices of printed matter and so keep political information out of the hands of 
the poor without exactly violating the freedom of the press. In the meantime 
worries about how the nation would fare now that "the people" read were 
matched by worries about how to regulate the reading done by women. In 
1807 the bowdlerized edition was born, as the Reverend Thomas Bowdler and 
his sister Henrietta produced The Family Shakespeare, concocting a Bard who, 
his indelicacies expurgated, could be sanctioned family fare. 

Commentators who condemned the publishing industry as a scene of crim-
inality also cited the frequency with which, during this chaotic time, best-
selling books ended up republished in unauthorized, "pirated" editions. Novels 
were the pirates' favorite targets. But the radical underground of London's 
printing industry also appropriated one of the most politically daring works of 
Percy Shelley, Queen Mah, and by keeping it in print, and accessible in cheap 
editions, thwarted attempts to posthumously sanitize the poet's reputation. 
And in 1817 Robert Southey, the Poet Laureate, was embarrassed to find his 
insurrectionary drama of 1794, Wat Tyler, republished without his permission. 
There was no chance, Southey learned, that the thieves who had filched his 
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intellectual property and put this souvenir of his youthful radicalism back into 
circulation would be punished: the judiciary ruled that copyright law was for 
the law-abiding and did not apply to "sedition." 

OTHER LITERARY FORMS 

Prose 
Although we now know the Romantic period as an age of poetry, centered on 
works of imagination, nonfiction prose forms—essays, reviews, political pam-
phlets—flourished during the epoch, as writers seized the opportunity to speak 
to and for the era's new audiences. In eighteenth-century England, prose, 
particularly in the urbane, accessible style that writers such as Addison and 
Hume cultivated in their essays, had been valued as the medium of sociable 
exchange that could integrate different points of view and unify the public 
space known as the "republic of letters." That ideal of civil discussion came 
under pressure in the Romantic period, however, since by then many intellec-
tuals were uncertain whether a republic of letters could survive the arrival of 
those new readers, "the people," and whether in this age of class awareness 
such a thing as a unified public culture was even possible. Those uncertainties 
are never far from the surface in the masterpieces of Romantic prose—a cat-
egory that ranges from the pamphleteering that drew Burke, Wollstonecraft, 
and Paine into the Revolution controversy of the 1790s, to the periodical 
essays, with suggestive titles like The Watchman and The Friend, in which 
Coleridge turned controversialist, to the magazine writing of Hazlitt, Lamb, 
and De Quincey in the 1820s. 

The issue of how the writer should relate to audience—as watchman or 
friend?—was especially tricky, because this period, when so many more people 
defined themselves as readers, saw the emergence of a new species of specialist 
reader. This was the critic, who, perhaps problematically, was empowered to 
tell all the others what to read. Following the establishment in 1802 of the 
Edinburgh Review and in 1809 of the Quarterly Review, a new professionalized 
breed of book reviewer claimed a degree of cultural authority to which 
eighteenth-century critics had never aspired. Whereas later-eighteenth-
century periodicals such as the Monthly Review and Critical Review had aimed 
to notice almost everything in print, the Edinburgh and Quarterly limited 
themselves to about fifteen books per issue. The selectivity enabled them to 
make decisive statements about what would count as culture and what would 
fall beyond the pale. They also conceptualized criticism as a space of disci-
pline, in which the reputations of the writers under review were as likely to 
be marred as they were to be made. The stern Latin motto of the Edinburgh 
(founded by lawyers) translates as "the judge is condemned when the guilty 
go free." The continuing tension in the relations between criticism and liter-
ature and doubt about whether critical prose can be literature—whether it 
can have artistic value as well as social utility—are legacies from the Romantic 
era. Hazlitt wondered self-consciously in an essay on criticism whether his 
was not in fact a critical rather than a poetical age and whether "no great 
works of genius appear, because so much is said and written about them." 

Hazlitt participated importantly in another development. In 1820 the found-
ing editor of the London Magazine gathered a group of writers, Hazlitt, Lamb, 
and De Quincey, who in the London's pages collectively developed the Roman-
tic form known as the familiar essay: intimate-feeling commentaries, often 
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presented as if prompted by incidents in the authors' private lives, on an eclec-
tic range of topics, from pork to prize-fighting. In some of his essays, Hazlitt 
modeled an account of the individual's response to works of art as most impor-
tant not for how, for instance, it prepares that person for public citizenship, 
but for what it helps him discover about his personality. For their essays Lamb 
and De Quincey developed a style that harkened back to writers who flourished 
before the republic of letters and who had more idiosyncratic eccentricities 
than eighteenth-century decorum would have allowed. Though these essayists 
were very differently circumstanced from the Romantic poets who were their 
friends—paid by the page and writing to a deadline, for a start—their works 
thus parallel the poets' in also turning toward the personal and subjective. One 
consequence of the essayists' cultivation of intimacy and preference for the 
impressionistic over the systematic is that, when we track the history of prose 
to the 1820s, we see it end up in a place very different from the one it occupies 
at the start of the Romantic period. Participants in the Revolution controversy 
of the 1790s had claimed to speak for all England. By the close of the period 
the achievement of the familiar essay was to have brought the medium of prose 
within the category of "the literary"—but by distancing it from public life. 

Drama 
Whether the plays composed during the Bomantic period can qualify as lit-
erature has been, by contrast, more of a puzzle. England throughout this 
period had a vibrant theatrical culture. Theater criticism, practiced with flair 
by Hazlitt and Lamb, emerged as a new prose genre; actors like Sarah Siddons 
and Edmund Kean numbered the poets among their admirers and found their 
way into Romantic poetry; Mary Robinson was known as an actor before she 
was known as an author. But there were many restrictions limiting what could 
be staged in England and many calls for reform. As places where crowds gath-
ered, theaters were always closely watched by suspicious government officials. 
The English had habitually extolled their theater as a site of social mixing—a 
mirror to the political order in that it supplied all the classes in the nation 
(those who, depending on how their tickets were priced, frequented the box, 
the pit, or the gallery) with another sort of representative assembly. But during 
this era disorder seemed the rule: riots broke out at Covent Garden in 1792 
and 1809. The link between drama and disorder was one reason that new 
dramas had to meet the approval of a censor before they could be performed, 
a rule in place since 1737. Another restriction was that only the theaters royal 
(in London, Drury Lane and Covent Garden) had the legal right to produce 
"legitimate" (spoken word) drama, leaving the other stages limited to enter-
tainments—pantomimes and melodramas mainly—in which dialogue was by 
regulation always combined with music. An evening's entertainment focused 
on legitimate drama would not have been so different. The stages and audi-
toriums of the two theaters royal were huge spaces, which encouraged their 
managers to favor grandiose spectacles or, more precisely, multimedia expe-
riences, involving musicians, dancers, and artists who designed scenery, 
besides players and playwrights. 

This theatrical culture's demotion of words might explain why the poets of 
the era, however stagestruck, found drama uncongenial. Nonetheless, almost 
all tried their hands at the form, tempted by the knowledge that the plays of 
certain of their (now less esteemed) contemporaries—Hannah Cowley and 
Charles Maturin, for example—had met with immense acclaim. Some of the 
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poets' plays were composed to be read rather than performed: "closet dramas," 
such as Byron's Manfred, Shelley's Prometheus Unbound, and most of Baillie's 
Plays on the Passions, permitted experimentation with topic and form. Others 
were written expressly for the stage, but their authors were hampered by their 
inexperience and tendency, exacerbated by the censorship that encouraged 
them to seek safe subject matter in the past, to imitate the style of Elizabethan 
and Jacobean drama. There were exceptions to this discouraging record. Cole-
ridge's tragedy Remorse, for instance, was a minor hit and ran for twenty nights 
in 1813. The most capable dramatist among the poets was, surprisingly, Percy 
Shelley. His powerful tragedy The Cenci (1820), the story of a monstrous 
father who rapes his daughter and is murdered by her in turn, was deemed 
unstageable on political rather than artistic or technical grounds. It had no 
chance of getting by the Examiner of Plays; indeed, by thematizing the 
unspeakable topic of incest, Shelley predicted his own censoring. 

The Novel 
Novels at the start of the Romantic period were immensely popular but—as 
far as critics and some of the form's half-ashamed practitioners were con-
cerned—not quite respectable. Loose in structure, they seemed to require 
fewer skills than other literary genres. This genre lacked the classic pedigree 
claimed by poetry and drama. It attracted (or so detractors declared) an undue 
proportion of readers who were women, and who, by consuming its escapist 
stories of romantic love, risked developing false ideas of life. It likewise 
attracted (so some of these same critics complained) too many writers who 
were women. (By the 1780s women were publishing as many novels as men.) 
Because of its popularity, the form also focused commentators' anxieties about 
the expansion of the book market and commercialization of literature: hence 
late-eighteenth-century reviewers of new novels often sarcastically described 
them as mass-produced commodities, not authored exactly, but instead 
stamped out automatically in "novel-mills." Matters changed decisively, how-
ever, starting around 1814. Reviews of Scott's Waverley series of historical 
novels and then a review that Scott wrote of Jane Austen's Emma declared a 
renaissance—"a new style of novel." By this time, too, the genre had its his-
torians, who delineated the novel's origins and rise and in this manner estab-
lished its particularity against the more reputable literary forms. It was having 
a canon created for it too; figures like Barbauld and Scott compiled and intro-
duced collections of the best novels. So equipped, the novel began to endanger 
poetry's long-held monopoly on literary prestige. 

There had in fact been earlier signs of these new ambitions for the genre, 
although reviewers did not then know what to make of them. The last decade 
of the eighteenth century saw bold experiments with novels' form and subject 
matter—in particular, new ways of linking fiction with philosophy and history. 
Rather than, as one reviewer put it, contentedly remaining in a "region of their 
own," some novels showed signs of having designs on the real world. The 
writers now known as the Jacobin novelists used the form to test political 
theories and represent the political upheavals of the age. Thus in Caleb Wil-
liams, or, Things as They Are, the philosopher William Godwin (husband of 
Mary Wollstonecraft and father of Mary Shelley) set out, he said, to "write a 
tale, that shall constitute an epoch in the mind of the reader, that no one, 
after he had read it, shall ever be exactly the same": the result was a chilling 
novel of surveillance and entrapment in which a servant recounts the perse-
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cutions he suffers at the hands of the master whose secret past he has 
detected. (The disturbing cat-and-mouse game between the two gets rewritten 
two decades later as the conclusion to Frankenstein, a novel that, among many 
other things, represents Shelley's tribute to the philosophical fictions of her 
parents.) Loyalists attacked the Jacobins with their own weapons and, in mak-
ing novels their ammunition, contributed in turn to enhancing the genre's 
cultural presence: 

Another innovation in novel-writing took shape, strangely enough, as a 
recovery of what was old. Writers whom we now describe as the Gothic nov-
elists revisited the romance, the genre identified as the primitive forerunner 
of the modern novel, looking to a medieval (i.e., "Gothic") Europe that they 
pictured as a place of gloomy castles, devious Catholic monks, and stealthy 
ghosts. These authors—first Walpole, followed by Clara Reeve, Sophia Lee, 
Matthew Lewis, and the hugely popular Ann Radcliffe—developed for the 
novel a repertory of settings and story lines meant to purvey to readers the 
pleasurable terror of regression to a premodern, prerational state. This Gothic 
turn was another instance of the period's "romance revival," another variation 
on the effort to renew the literature of the present by reworking the past. 
Gothic fiction was thus promoted in terms running parallel to those in 
accounts of the powers of poetry: when novels break with humdrum reality, 
Anna Barbauld explained, "our imagination, darting forth, explores with rap-
ture the new world which is laid open to its view, and rejoices in the expansion 
of its powers." 

Possibly this "new world" was meant to supply Romantic-period readers with 
an escape route from the present and from what Godwin called "things as they 
are." Certainly, the pasts that Gothic novelists conjure up are conceived of in 
fanciful, freewheeling ways; it is comical just how often a Radcliffe heroine 
who is supposed to inhabit sixteenth-century France can act like a proper 
English girl on the marriage market in the 1790s. But even that example of 
anachronism might suggest that some Gothic novelists were inviting readers 
to assess their stories as engaging the questions of the day. Gothic horrors 
gave many writers a language in which to examine the nature of power—the 
elements of sadism and masochism in the relations between men and women, 
for instance. And frequently the Gothic novelists probe the very ideas of his-
torical accuracy and legitimacy that critics use against them, and meditate on 
who is authorized to tell the story of the past and who is not. 

The ascendancy of the novel in the early nineteenth century is in many ways 
a function of fiction writers' new self-consciousness about their relation to 
works of history. By 1814 the novelist and historian encroached on each 
other's territory more than ever. This was not exactly because nineteenth-
century novelists were renewing their commitment to probability and realism 
(although, defining themselves against the critically reviled Gothic novelists, 
many were), but rather because the nature of things historical was also being 
reinvented. In light of the Revolution, history's traditional emphasis on public 
affairs and great men had begun to give way to an emphasis on beliefs, 
customs, everyday habits—the approach we now identify with social history. 
Novelists pursued similar interests: in works like Castle Rackrent, Maria Edge-
worth, for instance, provides an almost anthropological account of the way of 
life of a bygone Ireland. The only novelist before Scott whom the influential 
Edinburgh Review took seriously, Edgeworth builds into her "national tales" 
details about local practices that demonstrate how people's ways of seeing 
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are rooted in the particularities of their native places. Scott learned from her, 
incorporating her regionalism into his new style of historical novels, in which, 
with deeply moving results, he also portrayed the past as a place of adventure, 
pageantry, and grandeur. 

Scott and Edgeworth establish the master theme of the early-nineteenth-
century novel: the question of how the individual consciousness intermeshes 
with larger social structures, of how far character is the product of history and 
how far it is not. Jane Austen's brilliance as a satirist of the English leisure 
class often prompts literary historians to compare her works to witty Resto-
ration and eighteenth-century comedies. But she too helped bring this theme 
to the forefront of novel-writing, devising new ways of articulating the rela-
tionship between the psychological history of the individual and the history of 
society, and, with unsurpassed psychological insight, creating unforgettable 
heroines who live in time and change. As with other Romantics, Austen's topic 
is revolution—revolutions of the mind. The momentous event in her fictions, 
which resemble Wordsworth's poetry in finding out the extraordinary in the 
everyday, is the change of mind that creates the possibility of love. Contrasting 
his own "big bow-wow strain" with Austen's nuance, Scott wrote that Austen 
"had a talent for describing the involvements and feelings and characters of 
ordinary life, which is to me the most wonderful I ever met with." Nineteenth-
century reviewers of his triumphant Waverley series were certain that Scott's 
example foretold the future of novel-writing. He, however, recognized the 
extent to which Austen had also changed the genre in which she worked, by 
developing a new novelistic language for the workings of the mind in flux. 

Additional information about the Romantic Period, including primary texts 
and images, is available at Norton Literature Online (www.wwnorton.com/ 
literature). Online topics are 

• Tintern Abbey, Tourism, and Romantic Landscape 
• The Satanic and Byronic Hero 
• The French Revolution 
• Romantic Orientalism 
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T E X T S C O N T E X T S 

1773 Anna Letitia Aikin (later Barbauld), 
Poems 

1774 J. W. von Goethe, The Sorrows of 
Young Werther 

1775 American War of Independence (1775— 
83) 

1776 Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations 

1778 Frances Burney, Evelina 

1779 Samuel Johnson, Lives of the English 
Poets (1779-81) 

1780 Gordon Riots in London 

1781 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure 
Reason. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Confessions. 
J. C. Friedrich Schiller, The Robbers 

1783 William Pitt becomes prime minister 
(serving until 1801 and again in 1804—06) 

1784 Charlotte Smith, Elegiac Sonnets 1784 Death of Samuel Johnson 

1785 William Cowper, The Task 

1786 William Beckford, Vathek. Robert 
Burns, Poems, Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect 

1787 W. A. Mozart, Don Giovanni. Society 
for the Abolition of the Slave Trade founded 

1789 Jeremy Bentham, Principles of Morals 
and Legislation. William Blake, Songs of 
Innocence 

1789 Fall of the Bastille (beginning of the 
French Revolution) 

1790 Joanna Baillie, Poems. Blake, The 
Marriage of Heaven and Hell. Edmund 
Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in 
France 

1790 J. M. W. Turner first exhibits at the 
Royal Academy 

1791 William Gilpin, Observations on the 
River Wye. Thomas Paine, Rights of Man. 
Ann Radcliffe, The Romance of the Forest 

1791 Revolution in Santo Domingo 
(modern Haiti) 

1792 Mar>' Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of 
the Rights of Woman 

1792 September Massacres in Paris. First 
gas lights in Britain 

1793 William Godwin, Political Justice 1793 Execution of Louis XVI and Marie 
Antoinette. France declares war against 
Britain (and then Britain against France). 
The Reign of Terror 

1794 Blake, Songs of Experience. Godwin, 
Caleb Williams. Radcliffe, The Mysteries of 
Udolpho 

1794 The fall of Robespierre. Trials for high 
treason of members of the London 
Corresponding Society 

1795 Pitt's Gagging Acts suppress freedom 
of speech and assembly in Britain 

2 3 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



T E X T S C O N T E X T S 

1796 Matthew Gregory Lewis, The Monk 

1797 Death of complications resulting from 
childbirth of Mary Wollstonecraft 

1798 Joanna Baillie, Plays on the Passions, 1798 Rebellion in Ireland 
volume 1. Bentham, Political Economy. 
Thomas Malthus, An Essay on the Principle 
of Population. William Wordsworth and 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Lyrical Ballads 

1800 Maria Edgeworth, Castle Rackrent. 
Mary Robinson, Lyrical Tales 

1801 Parliamentary Union of Ireland and 
Great Britain 

1802 Treaty of Amiens. Edinburgh Review 
founded. John Constable first exhibits at the 
Royal Academy 

1804 Napoleon crowned emperor. 
Founding of the republic of Haiti 

1805 Walter Scott, The Lay of the Last 1805 The French fleet defeated by the 
Minstrel British at Trafalgar 

1807 Wordsworth, Poems in Two Volumes 1807 Abolition of the slave trade in Britain 

1808 Goethe, Faiist, part 1 1808 Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphonies 5 
and 6 

1809 Quarterly Revieiv founded 

1811 The Prince of Wales becomes regent 
for George III, who is declared incurably 
insane 

1812 Lord Byron, Childe Harold's 1812 War between Britain and the United 
Pilgrimage, cantos 1 and 2. Felicia Hemans, States (1812-15) 
The Domestic Affections 

1813 Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice 

1814 Walter Scott, Waverley. Wordsworth, 
The Excursion 

1815 Napoleon defeated at Waterloo. Corn 
Laws passed, protecting economic interests 
of the landed aristocracy 

1816 Byron, Childe Harold, cantos 3 and 4. 
Coleridge, Christahel, "Kubla Khan." Percy 
Shelley, Alastor 

1817 Byron, Manfred. Coleridge, Biographia 1817 BlacJnvood's Edinburgh Magazine 
Literaria and Sibylline Leaves. John Keats, founded. Death of Princess Charlotte. 
Poems Death of Jane Austen 

1818 Austen, Northanger Abbey. Keats, 
Endymion. Thomas Love Peacock, 
Nightmare Abbey. Mary Shelley, 
Frankenstein 
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1819 Byron, Don Juan, cantos 1 and 2 1819 "Peterloo Massacre" in Manchester 

1820 John Clare, Poems Descriptive of 1820 Death of George III; accession of 
Rural Life. Keats, Lamia, Isabella, The Eve George IV. London Magazine founded 
of St. Agnes, and Other Poems. Percy 
Sheljey, Prometheus Unbound 

1821 Thomas De Quincey, Confessions of 1821 Deaths of Keats in Rome and 
an English Opium-Eater. Percy Shelley, Napoleon at St. Helena 
Adonais 

1822 Franz Schubert, Unfinished 
Symphony. Death of Percy Shelley in the 
Bay of Spezia, near Lerici, Italy 

1824 Letitia Landon, The Improvisatrice 1824 Death of Byron in Missolonghi 

1827 Clare, The Shepherd's Calendar 

1828 Hemans, Records of Woman 1828 Parliamentary repeal of the Test and 
Corporation Acts excluding Dissenters from 
state offices 

1829 Catholic Emancipation 

1830 Charles Lyell, Principles of Geology 1830 Death of George IV; accession of 
(1830-33). Alfred Tennyson, Poems, Chiefly William IV. Revolution in France 
Lyrical 

1832 First Reform Bill 
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ANNA L E T I T I A B A R B A U L D 
1 7 4 3 - 1 8 2 5 

Anna Barbauld, born Anna Letitia Aikin, received an unusual education from her 
father, a minister and a teacher, after 1758, at the Warrington Academy in Lanca-
shire, the great educational center for the Nonconformist community, whose religion 
barred them from admission to the universities of Oxford and Cambridge. Over the 
course of the eighteenth century, Dissenting academies such as Warrington had 
developed a modern curriculum in the natural sciences, as well as in modern lan-
guages and English literature. This progressive educational program deviated signif-
icantly from the classics-based curriculum, scarcely altered since the sixteenth 
century, that was supplied by the old universities. Barbauld benefited from the cur-
riculum the Dissenters had designed with their sons in mind and mastered French 
and Italian, and then Latin and Greek, while still a girl. 

She made her literary debut with Poems, which went through five editions between 
1773 and 1777 and immediately established her as a leading poet. In 1774 she mar-
ried Rochemont Barbauld, a Dissenting minister, and with him comanaged a school 
at Palgrave, in Suffolk. Thereafter, becoming increasingly famous and respected in 
literary circles as (according to the custom of the day) "Mrs. Barbauld," she divided 
her time between the teaching of younger pupils at Palgrave and a series of writings 
focused on education, politics, and literature. She published Devotional Pieces 
(1775), three volumes of Lessons for Children (1778—79), and Hymns in Prose for 
Children (1781) , all of which were reprinted many times. William Hazlitt records a 
common experience in recalling that he read her works "before those of any other 
author, male or female, when I was learning to spell words of one syllable in her story-
books for children." 

She wrote political pamphlets in the 1790s, opposing Britain's declaration of war 
against France, defending democratic government and popular education, and cam-
paigning for the repeal of the Test Acts that had long excluded Nonconformist Prot-
estants (those who would not subscribe, as a "test" of their loyalty, to the thirty-nine 
Articles of the Established Church) from the public life of the nation. Her 1791 
"Epistle to William Wilberforce" attacked Britain's involvement in the slave trade. 
She accompanied her poetry and political writing with editing, producing an edition 
of William Collins's poems (1797) , six volumes of the correspondence of the mid-
eighteenth-century novelist Samuel Richardson (1804) , fifty volumes of The British 
Novelists (beginning in 1810), and a popular anthology of poetry and prose for young 
women called The Female Speaker (1811). The British Novelists was the first attempt 
to establish a national canon in fiction paralleling the multivolume collections of 
British poets (such as the one associated with Samuel Johnson's prefaces) that had 
been appearing since the 1770s. Her introductory essay, "On the Origin and Progress 
of Novel-Writing," is a pioneering statement concerning the educational value of 
novels. 

Barbauld's last major work in poetry was Eighteen Hundred and Eleven (1812) , a 
bitter diagnosis of contemporary British life and politics, which lamented the war 
with France (then in its seventeenth year), the poverty of leadership, the fallen econ-
omy, colonialism, and the failure of genius (at the conclusion, the Spirit of Genius 
emigrates to South America). Critics, even the more liberal ones, were antagonized 
by a woman writer's use of the scourge of Juvenalian satire, and their response was 
anguished and unanimously negative; and Barbauld seems not to have attempted 
another long work after this (she was, by this time, in her late sixties). After Barbauld's 
death, her niece Lucy Aikin brought out her aunt's Works (two volumes), including 
several previously unpublished pieces. 
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The Mouse's Petition1 

Found in the trap where he had heen confined all night by Dr. Priestle}', 
for the sake of making experiments with different kinds of air 

"Parcere subjectis, et debellare superbos." 
—Virgil 

Oh hear a pensive prisoner's prayer, 
For liberty that sighs; 
And never let thine heart be shut 
Against the wretch's cries. 

5 For here forlorn and sad I sit, 
Within the wiry gate; 
And tremble at th' approaching morn, 
Which brings impending fate. 

If e'er thy breast with freedom glow'd, 
10 And spurn'd a tyrant's chain, 

Let not thy strong oppressive force 
A free-born mouse detain. 

Oh do not stain with guiltless blood 
Thy hospitable hearth; 

15 Nor triumph that thy wiles betray'd 
A prize so little worth. 

The scatter'd gleanings of a feast 
My frugal meals supply; 
But if thine unrelenting heart 

20 That slender boon deny, 

The cheerful light, the vital air, 
Are blessings widely given; 
Let nature's commoners enjoy 
The common gifts of heaven. 

25 The well-taught philosophic mind 
To all compassion gives; 
Casts round the world an equal eye, 
And feels for all that lives. 

If mind, as ancient sages taught,2 

30 A never dying flame, 

1. Addressed to the clergyman, political theorist, 
and scientist Joseph Priestley (1733—1804), who 
at this time was the most distinguished teacher at 
the Nonconformist Protestant Warrington Acad-
emy, where Barbauld's father was also a member 
of the faculty. The imagined speaker (the petition-
ing mouse) is destined to participate in just the sort 
of experiment that led Priestley, a few years later, 
to the discovery of "phlogiston"—what we now- call 
oxygen. Tradition has it that when Barbauld 

showed him the lines, Priestley set the mouse free. 
According to Barbauid's modern editors, the poem 
was many times reprinted and was a favorite to 
assign students for memorizing. The Latin epi-
graph is from The Aeneid 6.853, "To spare the 
humbled, and to tame in war the proud." 
2. Lines 29—36 p!ay on the idea of transmigration 
of souls, a doctrine that Priestley believed until the 
early 1770s. 
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Still shifts through matter's varying forms, 
In every form the same, 

Beware, lest in the worm you crush 
A brother's soul you find; 

35 And tremble lest thy luckless hand 
Dislodge a kindred mind. 

Or, if this transient gleam of day 
Be all of life we share, 
Let pity plead within thy breast 

40 That little all to spare. 

So may thy hospitable board 
With health and peace be crown'd; 
And every charm of heartfelt ease 
Beneath thy roof be found. 

45 So, when destruction lurks unseen, 
Which men, like mice, may share, 
May some kind angel clear thy path, 
And break the hidden snare. 

ca. 1771 1773 

An Inventory of the Furniture in Dr. Priestley's Study 

A map of every country known,1 

With not a foot of land his own. 
A list of folks that kicked a dust 
On this poor globe, from Ptol. the First;2 

5 He hopes,—indeed it is but fair,— 
Some day to get a corner there. 
A group of all the British kings, 
Fair emblem! on a packthread swings. 
The Fathers, ranged in goodly row,3 

10 A decent, venerable show, 
Writ a great while ago, they tell us, 
And many an inch o'ertop their fellows. 
A Juvenal to hunt for mottos; 
And Ovid's tales of nymphs and grottos.4 

15 The meek-robed lawyers, all in white; 
Pure as the lamb,—at least, to sight. 
A shelf of bottles, jar and phial,0 vial 

By which the rogues he can defy all,— 
All filled with lightning keen and genuine, 

20 And many a little imp he'll pen you in; 

1. The maps, historical charts, books, and scien-
tific apparatus are all part of the "furniture" (fur-
nishings) of Joseph Priestley's study (see the first 
note to the preceding poem). 
2. Ptolemy I (ca. 367—283 B.C.E.), founder of the 

Ptolemaic dynasty in Egypt. 
3. The works of the Catholic Church Fathers. 
4. Ovid's Metamorphoses and the works of the 
Roman satirist Juvenal. 
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Which, like Le Sage's sprite, let out, 
Among the neighbours makes a rout;5 

Brings down the lightning on their houses, 
And lulls their geese, and frights their spouses. 

25 A rare thermometer, by which 
He settles, to the nicest pitch, 
The just degrees of heat, to raise 
Sermons, or politics, or plays. 
Papers and books, a strange mixed olio, 

30 From shilling touch0 to pompous folio; cheap pamphlet 
Answer, remark, reply, rejoinder, 
Fresh from the mint, all stamped and coined here; 
Like new-made glass, set by to cool, 
Before it bears the workman's tool. 

35 A blotted proof-sheet, wet from Bowling.6 

—"How can a man his anger hold in?"— 
Forgotten rimes, and college themes, 
Worm-eaten plans, and embryo schemes;— 
A mass of heterogeneous matter, 

40 A chaos dark, nor land nor water;— 
New books, like new-born infants, stand, 
Waiting the printer's clothing hand;— 
Others, a motley ragged brood, 
Their limbs unfashioned all, and rude, 

45 Like Cadmus' half-formed men appear;7 

One rears a helm, one lifts a spear, 
And feet were lopped and fingers torn 
Before their fellow limbs were born; 
A leg began to kick and sprawl 

50 Before the head was seen at all, 
Which quiet as a mushroom lay 
Till crumbling hillocks gave it way; 
And all, like controversial writing, 
Were born with teeth, and sprung up fighting. 

55 "But what is this," I hear you cry, 
"Which saucily provokes my eye?"— 
A thing unknown, without a name, 
Born of the air and doomed to flame. 

ca .1771 1825 

A Summer Evening's Meditation1 

Tis past! The sultry tyrant of the south 
Has spent his short-lived rage; more grateful0 hours pleasing 
Move silent on; the skies no more repel 

5. In Rene LeSage's Le Diable Boiteiix (1707), a 
laboratory-created spirit lifts the roofs from the 
neighbors' houses, exposing their private lives and 
creating havoc. 
6. Presumably a local printer. 
7. Armed men created when Cadmus sowed the 
earth with the teeth of a dragon he had killed 

(Ovid's Metamorphoses 3 . 95 -114 ) . 
1. This poem looks backward to poems such as 
William Collins's "Ode to Evening" (1747), Anne 
Finch's "A Nocturnal Reverie" (1713), and even to 
Milton's description in book 2 of Paradise Lost of 
Satan's daring navigation of the realm of Chaos. At 
the same time Barbauld's excursion-and-return 
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The dazzled sight, but with mild maiden beams 
5 Of tempered lustre court the cherished eye 

To wander o'er their sphere; where, hung aloft, 
Dian's bright crescent, like a silver bow 
New strung in heaven, lifts high its beamy horns 
Impatient for the night, and seems to push 

10 Her brother" down the sky. Fair Venus shines Apollo 
Even in the eye of day; with sweetest beam 
Propitious shines, and shakes a trembling flood 
Of softened radiance from her dewy locks. 
The shadows spread apace; while meekened2 Eve, 

is Her cheek yet warm with blushes, slow retires 
Through the Hesperian gardens of the west, 
And shuts the gates of day. Tis now the hour 
When Contemplation from her sunless haunts, 
The cool damp grotto, or the lonely depth 

20 Of unpierced woods, where wrapt in solid shade 
She mused away the gaudy hours of noon, 
And fed on thoughts unripened by the sun, 
Moves forward; and with radiant finger points 
To yon blue concave swelled by breath divine, 

25 Where, one by one, the living eyes of heaven 
Awake, quick kindling o'er the face of ether 
One boundless blaze; ten thousand trembling fires, 
And dancing lustres, where the unsteady eye, 
Restless and dazzled, wanders unconfined 

30 O'er all this field of glories; spacious field, 
And worthy of the Master: he, whose hand 
With hieroglyphics elder than the Nile 
Inscribed the mystic tablet, hung on high 
To public gaze, and said, "Adore, O man! 

35 The finger of thy God." From what pure wells 
Of milky light, what soft o'erflowing urn, 
Are all these lamps so fill'd? these friendly lamps, 
For ever streaming o'er the azure deep 
To point our path, and light us to our home. 

40 How soft they slide along their lucid spheres! 
And silent as the foot of Time, fulfill 
Their destined courses: Nature's self is hushed, 
And, but° a scattered leaf, which rustles through except for 
The thick-wove foliage, not a sound is heard 

45 To break the midnight air; though the raised ear, 
Intensely listening, drinks in every breath. 
How deep the silence, yet how loud the praise! 
But are they silent all? or is there not 
A tongue in every star, that talks with man, 

so And woos him to be wise? nor woos in vain: 
This dead of midnight is the noon of thought, 
And Wisdom mounts her zenith with the stars. 

structure anticipates the high flights (and returns) 
of later lyrics by Coleridge, Percy Shelley, and 
Keats. But her account of the journey, with its ref-
erences to Diana's crescent (line 7) and Venus's 

sweetest beams (10 and 11) is differently gendered: 
this soul that launches "into the trackless deeps" 
(82) is clearly female. 
2. Softened, made meek. 
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At this still hour the self-collected soul 
Turns inward, and beholds a stranger there 

55 Of high descent, and more than mortal rank; 
An embryo God; a spark of fire divine, 
Which must burn on for ages, when the sun,— 
Fair transitory creature of a day!— 
Has closed his golden eye, and wrapt in shades 

60 Forgets his wonted journey through the east. 

Ye citadels of light, and seats of Gods! 
Perhaps my future home, from whence the soul, 
Revolving0 periods past, may oft look back Meditating on 
With recollected tenderness on all 

65 The various busy scenes she left below, 
Its deep-laid projects and its strange events, 
As on some fond and doting tale that soothed 
Her infant hours—O be it lawful now 
To tread the hallowed circle of your courts, 

70 And with mute wonder and delighted awe 
Approach your burning confines. Seized in thought, 
On Fancy's wild and roving wing I sail, 
From the green borders of the peopled Earth, 
And the pale Moon, her duteous fair attendant; 

75 From solitary Mars; from the vast orb 
Of Jupiter, whose huge gigantic bulk 
Dances in ether like the lightest leaf; 
To the dim verge, the suburbs of the system, 
Where cheerless Saturn 'midst his watery moons3 

so Girt with a lucid zone," in gloomy pomp, belt 
Sits like an exiled monarch: fearless thence 
I launch into the trackless deeps of space, 
Where, burning round, ten thousand suns appear, 
Of elder beam, which ask no leave to shine 

85 Of our terrestrial star, nor borrow light 
From the proud regent of our scanty day; 
Sons of the morning, first-born of creation, 
And only less than Him who marks their track, 
And guides their fiery wheels. Here must I stop, 

90 Or is there aught beyond? What hand unseen 
Impels me onward through the glowing orbs 
Of habitable nature, far remote, 
To the dread confines of eternal night, 
To solitudes of vast unpeopled space, 

95 The deserts of creation, wide and wild; 
Where embryo systems and unkindled suns 
Sleep in the womb of chaos? fancy droops, 
And thought astonished stops her bold career. 
But O thou mighty mind! whose powerful word 

ioo Said, thus let all things be, and thus they were,4 

Where shall I seek thy presence? how unblamed 

3. Saturn marked the outmost bounds of the solar 4. An echo of Genesis 1.3. 
system until the discovery of Uranus in 1781. 
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Invoke thy dread perfection? 
Have the broad eyelids of the morn beheld thee? 
Or does the beamy shoulder of Orion 

105 Support thy throne? O look with pity down 
On erring, guilty man! not in thy names 
Of terror clad; not with those thunders armed 
That conscious Sinai felt, when fear appalled 
The scattered tribes;5—thou hast a gentler voice, 

no" That whispers comfort to the swelling heart, 
Abashed, yet longing to behold her Maker. 

But now my soul, unused to stretch her powers 
In flight so daring, drops her weary wing, 
And seeks again the known accustomed spot, 

115 Drest up with sun, and shade, and lawns, and streams, 
A mansion fair, and spacious for its guest, 
And full replete with wonders. Let me here, 
Content and grateful, wait the appointed time, 
And ripen for the skies: the hour will come 

120 When all these splendours bursting on my sight 
Shall stand unveiled, and to my ravished sense 
Unlock the glories of the world unknown. 

1773 

Epistle to William Wilberforce, Esq. on the 
Rejection of the Bill for Abolishing the Slave Trade1 

Cease, Wilberforce, to urge thy generous aim! 
Thy Country knows the sin, and stands the shame! 
The Preacher, Poet, Senator in vain 
Has rattled in her sight the Negro's chain; 

5 With his deep groans assail'd her startled ear, 
And rent the veil that hid his constant tear; 
Forc'd her averted eyes his stripes to scan, 
Beneath the bloody scourge laid bare the man, 
Claim'd Pity's tear, urg'd Conscience' strong control, 

10 And flash'd conviction on her shrinking soul. 
The Muse too, soon awak'd, with ready tongue 
At Mercy's shrine applausive0 paeans rung; approving 

And Freedom's eager sons, in vain foretold 
A new Astrean reign,° an age of gold: reign of justice 

15 She knows and she persists—Still Afric bleeds, 
Uncheck'd, the human traffic still proceeds; 
She stamps her infamy to future time, 

5. When God came down to deliver the Ten Com-
mandments "there were thunders and lightnings 
. . . so that all the people . . . trembled" (Exodus 
19.16). 
1. On April 18, 1791, the politician and humani-
tarian Wilberforce (1759—1833) presented a 

motion in the House of Commons to abolish the 
slave trade. The motion was rejected a day later by 
a vote of 163 to 88. Sixteen years passed before the 
trade was outlawed in the British West Indies 
(1807), and another twenty-six before it was abol-
ished in the rest of the British Empire (1833). 
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And on her harden'd forehead seals the crime. 
In vain, to thy white standard gathering round, 

20 Wit, Worth, and Parts and Eloquence are found: 
In vain, to push to birth thy great design, 
Contending chiefs, and hostile virtues join; 
All, from conflicting ranks, of power possest 
To rouse, to melt, or to inform the breast. 

25 Where seasoned tools of Avarice prevail, 
A Nation's eloquence, combined, must fail: 
Each flimsy sophistry by turns they try; 
The plausive0 argument, the daring lie, specious 
The artful gloss, that moral sense confounds, 

30 Th' acknowledged thirst of gain that honour wounds: 
Bane of ingenuous minds, th' unfeeling sneer, 
Which, sudden, turns to stone the falling tear: 
They search assiduous, with inverted skill, 
For forms of wrong, and precedents of ill; 

35 With impious mockery west the sacred page, 
And glean up crimes from each remoter age: 
Wrung Nature's tortures, shuddering, while you tell, 
From scoffing fiends bursts forth the laugh of hell; 
In Britain's senate, Misery's pangs give birth 

40 To jests unseemly, and to horrid mirth— 
Forbear!—thy virtues but provoke our doom, 
And swell th' account of vengeance yet to come; 
For, not unmark'd in Heaven's impartial plan, 
Shall man, proud worm, contemn his fellow-man? 

45 And injur'd Afric, by herself redrest, 
Darts her own serpents at her Tyrant's breast. 
Each vice, to minds deprav'd by bondage known, 
With sure contagion fastens on his own; 
In sickly languors melts his nerveless frame, 

50 And blows to rage impetuous Passion's flame: 
Fermenting swift, the fiery venom gains 
The milky innocence of infant veins; 
There swells the stubborn will, damps learning's fire, 
The whirlwind wakes of uncontrol'd desire, 

55 Sears the young heart to images of woe, 
And blasts the buds of Virtue as they blow.0 bloom 

Lo! where reclin'd, pale Beauty courts the breeze, 
Diffus'd on sofas of voluptuous ease; 
With anxious awe, her menial train around, 

60 Catch her faint whispers of half-utter'd sound; 
See her, in monstrous fellowship, unite 
At once the Scythian, and the Sybarite;2 

Blending repugnant vices, misallied, 
Which frugal nature purpos'd to divide; 

65 See her, with indolence to fierceness join'd, 
Of body delicate, infirm of mind, 
With languid tones imperious mandates urge; 
With arm recumbent wield the household scourge; 

2. I.e., the contraries of pastoral wildness and effeminate voluptuousness. 
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And with unruffled mien, and placid sounds, 
70 Contriving torture, and inflicting wounds. 

Nor, in their palmy walks and spicy groves, 
The form benign of rural Pleasure roves; 
No milk-maid's song, or hum of village talk, 
Sooths the lone Poet in his evening walk: 

75 No willing arm the flail unwearied plies, 
- Where the mix'd sounds of cheerful labour rise; 

No blooming maids and frolic swains are seen 
To pay gay homage to their harvest queen: 
No heart-expanding scenes their eyes must prove 

so Of thriving industry, and faithful love: 
But shrieks and yells disturb the balmy air, 
Dumb sullen looks of woe announce despair, 
And angry eyes through dusky features glare. 
Far from the sounding lash the Muses fly, 

85 And sensual riot drowns each finer joy. 
Nor less from the gay East, on essenc'd wings, 

Breathing unnam'd perfumes, Contagion springs; 
The soft luxurious plague alike pervades 
The marble palaces, and rural shades; 

90 Hence, throng'd Augusta0 builds her rosy bowers, London 

And decks in summer wreaths her smoky towers; 
And hence, in summer bow'rs, Art's costly hand 
Pours courtly splendours o'er the dazzled land: 
The manners melt—One undistinguish'd blaze 

95 O'erwhelms the sober pomp of elder days; 
Corruption follows with gigantic stride, 
And scarce vouchsafes his shameless front to hide: 
The spreading leprosy taints ev'ry part, 
Infects each limb, and sickens at the heart. 

ioo Simplicity! most dear of rural maids, 
Weeping resigns her violated shades: 
Stern Independance from his glebe0 retires, cidtivated land 
And anxious Freedom eyes her drooping fires; 
By foreign wealth are British morals chang'd, 

105 And Afric's sons, and India's, smile aveng'd. 
For you, whose temper'd ardour long has borne 

Untir'd the labour, and unmov'd the scorn; 
In Virtue's fasti0 be inscrib'd your fame, records 
And utter'd yours with Howard's honour'd name,3 

no Friends of the friendless—Hail, ye generous band! 
Whose efforts yet arrest Heav'n's lifted hand, 
Around whose steady brows, in union bright, 
The civic wreath, and Christian's palm unite: 
Your merit stands, no greater and no less, 

us Without, or with the varnish of success; 
But seek no more to break a Nation's fall, 
For ye have sav'd yourselves—and that is all. 
Succeeding times your struggles, and their fate, 
With mingled shame and triumph shall relate, 

3. John Howard (1726-1790) , philanthropist and prison and public health reformer. 
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120 While faithful History, in her various page, 
Marking the features of this motley age, 
To shed a glory, and to fix a stain, 
Tells how you strove, and that you strove in vain. 

1791 1791 

The Rights of Woman1 

Yes, injured Woman! rise, assert thy right! 
Woman! too long degraded, scorned, opprest; 
O born to rule in partial" Law's despite, biased 
Resume thy native empire o'er the breast! 

5 Go forth arrayed in panoply" divine; suit of armor 
That angel pureness which admits no stain; 
Go, bid proud Man his boasted rule resign, 
And kiss the golden sceptre of thy reign. 

Go, gird thyself with grace; collect thy store 
10 Of bright artillery glancing from afar; 

Soft melting tones thy thundering cannon's roar, 
Rlushes and fears thy magazine0 of war. storehouse of arms 

Thy rights are empire: urge no meaner claim,— 
Felt, not defined, and if debated, lost; 

15 Like sacred mysteries, which withheld from fame, 
Shunning discussion, are revered the most. 

Try all that wit and art suggest to bend 
Of thy imperial foe the stubborn knee; 
Make treacherous Man thy subject, not thy friend; 

20 Thou mayst command, but never canst be free. 

Awe the licentious, and restrain the rude; 
Soften the sullen, clear the cloudy brow: 
Be, more than princes' gifts, thy favours sued;— 
She hazards all, who will the least allow. 

25 But hope not, courted idol of mankind, 
On this proud eminence secure to stay; 
Subduing and subdued, thou soon shalt find 
Thy coldness soften, and thy pride give way. 

Then, then, abandon each ambitious thought, 
30 Conquest or rule thy heart shall feebly move, 

1. A response—seemingly favorable until the last 
two stanzas—to Mary Wollstonecraft's A Vindica-
tion of the Rights of Woman (1792). In chapter 4 
of Vindication, Wollstonecraft had singled out Bar-
bauld's poem "To a Lady with Some Painted Flow-

ers" as evidence that even women of sense were 
capable of adopting the masculine-centered gen-
der code that identified the feminine with the orna-
mental and the frivolous. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



3 6 / A N N A L E T I T I A B A R B A U L D 

In Nature's school, by her soft maxims taught, 
That separate rights are lost in mutual love. 

ca. 1792-95 1825 

To a Little Invisible Being 
Who Is Expected Soon to Become Visible 

Germ of new life, whose powers expanding slow 
For many a moon their full perfection wait,— 
Haste, precious pledge of happy love, to go 
Auspicious borne through life's mysterious gate. 

s What powers lie folded in thy curious frame,— 
Senses from objects locked, and mind from thought! 
How little canst thou guess thy lofty claim 
To grasp at all the worlds the Almighty wrought! 

young plants 

bloom 

For thee the nurse prepares her lulling songs, 
The eager matrons count the lingering day; 

15 But far the most thy anxious parent longs 
On thy soft cheek a mother's kiss to lay. 

She only asks to lay her burden down, 
That her glad arms that burden may resume; 
And nature's sharpest pangs her wishes crown, 

20 That free thee living from thy living tomb. 

She longs to fold to her maternal breast 
Part of herself, yet to herself unknown; 
To see and to salute the stranger guest, 
Fed with her life through many a tedious moon. 

25 Come, reap thy rich inheritance of love! 
Bask in the fondness of a Mother's eye! 
Nor wit nor eloquence her heart shall move 
Like the first accents of thy feeble cry. 

Haste, little captive, burst thy prison doors! 
30 Launch on the living world, and spring to light! 

Nature for thee displays her various stores, 
Opens her thousand inlets of delight. 

If charmed verse or muttered prayers had power, 
With favouring spells to speed thee on thy way, 

And see, the genial season's warmth to share, 
io Fresh younglings" shoot, and opening roses glow! 

Swarms of new life exulting fill the air,— 
Haste, infant bud of being, haste to blow!0 
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35 Anxious I'd bid my beads0 each passing hour, offer a prayer 
Till thy wished smile thy mother's pangs o'erpay.0 more than compensate 

ca. 1795? 1825 

Washing-Day 

. . . and their voice, 
Turning again towards childish treble, pipes 
And whistles in its sound.1 

The Muses are turned gossips; they have lost 
The buskined0 step, and clear high-sounding phrase, tragic, elevated 
Language of gods. Come then, domestic Muse, 
In slipshod measure loosely prattling on 

5 Of farm or orchard, pleasant curds and cream, 
Or drowning flies, or shoe lost in the mire 
By little whimpering boy, with rueful face; 
Come, Muse; and sing the dreaded Washing-Day. 
Ye who beneath the yoke of wedlock bend, 

10 With bowed soul, full well ye ken° the day know 
Which week, smooth sliding after week, brings on 
Too soon;—for to that day nor peace belongs 
Nor comfort;—ere the first gray streak of dawn, 
The red-armed washers come and chase repose, 

is Nor pleasant smile, nor quaint device of mirth, 
E'er visited that day: the very cat, 
From the wet kitchen scared, and reeking hearth, 
Visits the parlour,—an unwonted0 guest. unaccustomed 
The silent breakfast-meal is soon dispatched; 

20 Uninterrupted, save by anxious looks 
Cast at the lowering sky, if sky should lower. 
From that last evil, O preserve us, heavens! 
For should the skies pour down, adieu to all 
Remains of quiet: then expect to hear 

25 Of sad disasters,—dirt and gravel stains 
Hard to efface, and loaded lines at once 
Snapped short,—and linen-horse0 by dog thrown down, drying rack 
And all the petty miseries of life. 
Saints have been calm while stretched upon the rack, 

30 And Guatimozin2 smiled on burning coals; 
But never yet did housewife notable 
Greet with a smile a rainy washing-day. 
—But grant the welkin0 fair, require not thou sky 
Who call'st thyself perchance the master there, 

35 Or study swept or nicely dusted coat, 
Or usual 'tendance;—ask not, indiscreet, 
Thy stockings mended, though the yawning rents 
Gape wide as Erebus;0 nor hope to find the underworld 

1. Looselv quoted from Shakespeare's As You Like 
It 2 .7 .160-62 . 
2. The last Aztec emperor (Cuanht^moc, d. 1525), 

who was tortured and executed by the Spanish 
conquistadors. 
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Some snug recess impervious: shouldst thou try 
40 The 'customed garden walks, thine eye shall rue 

The budding fragrance of thy tender shrubs, 
Myrtle or rose, all crushed beneath the weight 
Of coarse checked apron,—with impatient hand 
Twitched off when showers impend: or crossing lines 

45 Shall mar thy musings, as the wet cold sheet 
Flaps in thy face abrupt. Woe to the friend 
Whose evil stars have urged him forth to claim 
On such a day the hospitable rites! 
Looks, blank at best, and stinted courtesy, 

50 Shall he receive. Vainly he feeds his hopes 
With dinner of roast chicken, savoury pie, 
Or tart or pudding:—pudding he nor tart 
That day shall eat; nor, though the husband try, 
Mending what can't be helped, to kindle mirth 

55 From cheer deficient, shall his consort's brow 
Clear up propitious:—the unlucky guest 
In silence dines, and early slinks away. 
I well remember, when a child, the awe 
This day struck into me; for then the maids, 

60 I scarce knew why, looked cross, and drove me from them; 
Nor soft caress could I obtain, nor hope 
Usual indulgencies; jelly or creams, 
Relic of costly suppers, and set by 
For me, their petted one; or buttered toast, 

65 When butter was forbid; or thrilling tale 
Of ghost or witch, or murder—so I went 
And sheltered me beside the parlour fire: 
There my dear grandmother, eldest of forms, 
Tended the little ones, and watched from harm, 

70 Anxiously fond, though oft her spectacles 
With elfin cunning hid, and oft the pins 
Drawn from her ravelled stocking, might have soured 
One less indulgent.— 
At intervals my mother's voice was heard, 

75 Urging dispatch: briskly the work went on, 
All hands employed to wash, to rinse, to wring, 
To fold, and starch, and clap,0 and iron, and plait. flatten 
Then would I sit me down, and ponder much 
Why washings were. Sometimes through hollow bowl 

so Of pipe amused we blew, and sent aloft 
The floating bubbles; little dreaming then 
To see, Mongolfier,3 thy silken ball 
Ride buoyant through the clouds—so near approach 
The sports of children and the toils of men. 

85 Earth, air, and sky, and ocean, hath its bubbles,4 

And verse is one of them—this most of all. 

1797 

3. Brothers Joseph-Michel and Jacques-Etienne 4. Cf. Shakespeare's Macbeth 1.3.77: "The earth 
Mongolfier successfully launched the first hot-air hath bubbles, as the water has." 
balloon, at Annonay, France, in 1783. 
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The melancholy of Charlotte Smith's poems was no mere literary posture. After her 
father married for the second time, she herself was married off, at the age of fifteen, 
and bore a dozen children (three of whom died in infancy or childhood), before 
permanently separating from her husband, Benjamin Smith, because of his abusive 
temper, infidelities, and financial irresponsibility. She began writing to make money 
when her husband was imprisoned for debt in 1783. Her first book, Elegiac Sonnets, 
and Other Essays by Charlotte Smith ofBignor Park, in Sussex, came out in 1785 and 
went through nine expanding editions in the following sixteen years. 

Beginning with the 1788 publication of Emmeline, Smith also enjoyed considerable 
success as a novelist, rapidly producing nine more novels within the decade, including 
Desmond (1792), The Old Manor House (1793), The Banished Man (1794), and The 
Young Philosopher (1798) . The liberal political views espoused in these fictions made 
the books key contributions to the Revolution Controversy in Britain. This was also 
the case with her eight-hundred-line blank verse poem The Emigrants (1793) , which 
both evokes the suffering endured by political refugees from France and links their 
plight to that of the poet herself, who as a woman has discovered the emptiness of 
her native land's "boast / Of equal law." Such views earned Smith a place of dishonor, 
alongside Mary Wollstonecraft and Anna Letitia Barbauld, in Richard Polwhele's 
conservative satire The Unsex'd Females (1797) , which scolds her for having suffered 
"her mind to be infected with the Gallic mania." We are more likely now to follow 
Stuart Curran, Smith's modern editor, and hail The Emigrants as "the finest piece of 
extended blank verse in English between Cowper's The Task (1785) and Wordsworth's 
unpublished initial version of The Prelude (1799) . " 

The sonnet as a form, after its great flourishing in the Renaissance in the hands of 
Sidney, Spenser, Shakespeare, Donne, and Milton, dropped out of fashion in the 
eighteenth century. It was, Samuel Johnson declared in his Dictionary (1755) , "not 
very suitable to the English language." Its revival toward the end of that century—by 
Coleridge in the 1790s; Wordsworth (who wrote some five hundred sonnets beginning 
in 1802); and in the next generation, Shelley and Keats—was largely the result of 
Smith's influential refashioning of the sonnet as a medium of mournful feeling. Cole-
ridge noted in the introduction to his privately printed "sheet of sonnets" in 1796 that 
"Charlotte Smith and [William Lisle] Bowles are they who first made the Sonnet 
popular among the present English"; but Bowles's Fourteen Sonnets of 1789, imitating 
those that Smith first published five years earlier (which by 1789 had reached a fifth 
edition), rode on a wave of popularity of the form that she had already established. 

Coleridge in his 1796 introductory essay on the sonnet, using Smith as a principal 
example, remarked that "those Sonnets appear to me the most exquisite, in which 
moral Sentiments, Affections, or Feelings, are deduced from, and associated with, 
the scenery of Nature." Subsequently, of course, the connecting of feelings and 
nature became a central theme and strategy in Romantic poetry, especially in the 
genre that has come to be known as "the greater Romantic lyric." But Smith's engage-
ment with nature differs from Coleridge's and Wordsworth's in its quasi-scientific 
insistence on the faithful rendering of detail: it is not surprising to learn that she 
addressed a sonnet to the "goddess of botany." That close-up view of nature is ren-
dered exquisitely in her last long poem, the posthumously published Beachy Head 
(1807) . 
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FROM ELEGIAC SONNETS 

Written at the Close of Spring 

The garlands fade that Spring so lately wove, 
Each simple flower, which she had nursed in dew, 

Anemonies,1 that spangled every grove, 
The primrose wan, and hare-bell mildly blue. 

5 No more shall violets linger in the dell, 
Or purple orchis variegate the plain, 

Till Spring again shall call forth every bell, 
And dress with humid hands her wreaths again.— 

Ah! poor humanity! so frail, so fair, 
10 Are the fond visions of thy early day, 

Till tyrant passion, and corrosive care, 
Bid all thy fairy colors fade away! 

Another May new buds and flowers shall bring; 
Ah! why has happiness—no second Spring? 

1784 

To Sleep 

Come, balmy Sleep! tired nature's soft resort! 
On these sad temples all thy poppies shed; 

And bid gay dreams, from Morpheus'0 airy court, Greek god of sleep 
Float in light vision round my aching head! 

5 Secure of all thy blessings, partial0 Power! friendly 
On his hard bed the peasant throws him down; 

And the poor sea boy, in the rudest hour, 
Enjoys thee more than he who wears a crown.1 

Clasp'd in her faithful shepherd's guardian arms, 
10 Well may the village girl sweet slumbers prove 

And they, O gentle Sleep! still taste thy charms, 
Who wake to labor, liberty, and love. 

But still thy opiate aid dost thou deny 
To calm the anxious breast; to close the streaming eye. 

1784 

To Night 

I love thee, mournful, sober-suited Night! 
When the faint moon, yet lingering in her wane, 

And veil'd in clouds, with pale uncertain light 
Hangs o'er the waters of the restless main. 

1. Anemonies. Anemony Nemeroso. The wood 
Anemony [Smith's note], 
1. "Wilt thou upon the high and giddy mast / seal 
up the ship boy's eyes, and rock his brains / In 

cradle of the rude impetuous surge?" Shake-
speare's Henry IV [Smith's note; "imperious surge" 
in the original]. 
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5 In deep depression sunk, the enfeebled mind 
Will to the deaf cold elements complain, 
And tell the embosom'd grief, however vain, 

To sullen surges and the viewless wind. 
Though no repose on thy dark breast I find, 

10 I still enjoy thee—cheerless as thou art; 
For in thy quiet gloom the exhausted heart 

Is calm, though wretched; hopeless, yet resign'd. 
While to the winds and waves its sorrows given, 
May reach—though lost on earth—the ear of Heaven! 

1788 

Written in the Church-Yard at Middleton in Sussex1 

Press'd by the Moon, mute arbitress of tides, 
While the loud equinox its power combines, 
The sea no more its swelling surge confines, 

But o'er the shrinking land sublimely rides. 
5 The wild blast, rising from the Western cave, 

Drives the huge billows from their heaving bed; 
Tears from their grassy tombs the village dead, 

And breaks the silent sabbath of the grave! 
With shells and sea-weed mingled, on the shore 

10 Lo! their bones whiten in the frequent wave; 
But vain to them the winds and waters rave; 

They hear the warring elements no more: 
While I am doom'd—by life's long storm opprest, 
To gaze with envy on their gloomy rest. 

1789 

On Being Cautioned against Walking on an 
Headland Overlooking the Sea, Because 

It Was Frequented by a Lunatic 

Is there a solitary wretch who hies 
To the tall cliff, with starting pace or slow, 

And, measuring, views with wild and hollow eyes 
Its distance from the waves that chide below; 

5 Who, as the sea-born gale with frequent sighs 
Chills his cold bed upon the mountain turf, 

With hoarse, half-utter'd lamentation, lies 

1. Middleton is a village on the margin of the sea, 
in Sussex, containing only two or three houses. 
There were formerly several acres of ground 
between its small church and the sea, which now, 
by its continual encroachments, approaches within 
a few feet of this half ruined and humble edifice. 

The wall, which once surrounded the churchyard, 
is entirely swept away, many of the graves broken 
up, and the remains of bodies interred washed into 
the sea: whence human bones are found among 
the sand and shingles on the shore [Smith's note]. 
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Murmuring responses to the dashing surf? 
In moody sadness, on the giddy brink, 

10 I see him more with envy than with fear; 
He has no nice felicities that shrink1 

From giant horrors; wildly wandering here, 
He seems (uncursed with reason) not to know 
The depth or the duration of his woe. 

1797 

The Sea View1 

The upland shepherd, as reclined he lies 
On the soft turf that clothes the mountain brow, 

Marks the bright sea-line mingling with the skies; 
Or from his course celestial, sinking slow, 

5 The summer-sun in purple radiance low, 
Blaze on the western waters; the wide scene 

Magnificent, and tranquil, seems to spread 
Even o'er the rustic's breast a joy serene, 

When, like dark plague-spots by the Demons shed, 
10 Charged deep with death, upon the waves, far seen, 

Move the war-freighted ships; and fierce and red, 
Flash their destructive fire.—The mangled dead 

And dying victims then pollute the flood. 
Ah! thus man spoils Heaven's glorious works with blood! 

1797 

The Emigrants1 

From Book 1 
s c e n e , on the Cliffs to the Eastward of the Town of 

Brighthelmstone in Sussex. 

t i m e , a Morning in November, 1792. 

Slow in the Wintry Morn, the struggling light 
Throws a faint gleam upon the troubled waves; 

1. " Tis delicate felicity that shrinks / when rock-
ing winds are loud." Walpole [Smith's note; the 
passage from Walpole has not been identified]. 
1. Suggested by the recollection of having seen, 
some years since, on a beautiful evening of Sum-
mer, an engagement between two armed ships, 
from the high down called the Beacon Hill, near 
Brighthelmstone [Smith's note, referring to a loca-
tion near Brighton]. 
1. As the Revolution unfolded in France, growing 
numbers of aristocrats, aghast at their loss of 
power and increasingly in fear for their lives, aban-
doned their estates and riches and sought refuge 
in England. Following the new Republic's abolition 
of state religion and confiscation of Church lands, 
these nobles were joined in their exile by Catholic 
clerics. Book 1 of The Emigrants traces how these 
people cope, and fail to cope, with the disintegra-

tion of the system that had sanctioned their social 
privilege. It is set, as Smith indicates, in November 
1792, just after the downfall of the French mon-
archy and the declaration of a Republic. Its "scene" 
is atop the cliffs at Brighthelmstone (Brighton), 
across the Channel from France. Book 2, set five 
months later, at a time following the execution of 
Louis XVI and the outbreak of war between Britain 
and France, narrates how the emigrants, forming 
a counterrevolutionary army, invade France to 
wage war on their own countrymen. Here Smith 
emphasizes the situation of the women this fool-
hardy army leaves behind, abandoned to an 
unwanted independence in a strange land. 

Smith dedicated The Emigrants to William Cow-
per, whose easy, informal blank verse in The Task 
(1785) was an immediate influence on her own. 
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Their foaming tops, as they approach the shore 
And the broad surf that never ceasing breaks 

5 On the innumerous pebbles, catch the beams 
Of the pale Sun, that with reluctance gives 
To this cold northern Isle, its shorten'd day. 
Alas! how few the morning wakes to joy! 
How many murmur at oblivious night 

10 For leaving them so soon; for bearing thus 
Their fancied bliss (the only bliss they taste!), 
On her black wings away!—Changing0 the dreams exchanging 
That sooth'd their sorrows, for calamities 
(And every day brings its own sad proportion) 

15 For doubts, diseases, abject dread of Death, 
And faithless friends, and fame and fortune lost; 
Fancied or real wants; and wounded pride, 
That views the day star,0 but to curse his beams. the sun 

Yet He, whose Spirit into being call'd 
20 This wondrous World of Waters; He who bids 

The wild wind lift them till they dash the clouds, 
And speaks to them in thunder; or whose breath, 
Low murmuring o'er the gently heaving tides, 
When the fair Moon, in summer night serene, 

25 Irradiates with long trembling lines of light 
Their undulating surface; that great Power, 
Who, governing the Planets, also knows 
If but a Sea-Mew falls, whose nest is hid 
In these incumbent0 cliffs; He surely means overhanging 

30 To us, his reasoning Creatures, whom He bids 
Acknowledge and revere his awful0 hand, awe-inspiring 
Nothing but good: Yet Man, misguided Man, 
Mars the fair work that he was bid enjoy, 
And makes himself the evil he deplores. 

35 How often, when my weary soul recoils 
From proud oppression, and from legal crimes 
(For such are in this Land, where the vain boast 
Of equal Law is mockery, while the cost 
Of seeking for redress is sure to plunge 

40 Th' already injur'd to more certain ruin 
And the wretch starves, before his Counsel pleads) 
How often do I half abjure Society, 
And sigh for some lone Cottage, deep embower'd 
In the green woods, that these steep chalky Hills 

45 Guard from the strong South West; where round their base 
The Beach2 wide flourishes, and the light Ash 
With slender leaf half hides the thymy0 turf!— abounding in thyme 
There do I wish to hide me; well content 
If on the short grass, strewn with fairy flowers, 

50 I might repose thus shelter'd; or when Eve 
In Orient crimson0 lingers in the west, the setting sun 
Gain the high mound, and mark these waves remote 
(Lucid tho' distant), blushing with the rays 
Of the far-flaming Orb, that sinks beneath them; 

2. Possibly a variant spelling of beech (the tree). 
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For I have thought, that I should then behold 
The beauteous works of God, unspoil'd by Man 
And less affected then, by human woes 
I witness'd not; might better learn to bear 
Those that injustice, and duplicity 
And faithlessness and folly, fix on me: 
For never yet could I derive relief, 
When my swol'n heart wap bursting with its sorrows, 
From the sad thought, that others like myself 
Live but to swell affliction's countless tribes! 
—Tranquil seclusion I have vainly sought; 
Peace, who delights in solitary shade, 
No more will spread for me her downy wings, 
But, like the fabled Danai'ds—or the wretch, 
Who ceaseless, up the steep acclivity, 
Was doom'd to heave the still rebounding rock,3 

Onward I labour; as the baffled wave, 
Which yon rough beach repulses, that returns 
With the next breath of wind, to fail again.— 
Ah! Mourner—cease these wailings: cease and learn, 
That not the Cot sequester'd, where the briar 
And wood-bine wild, embrace the mossy thatch, 
(Scarce seen amid the forest gloom obscure!) 
Or more substantial farm, well fenced and warm, 
Where the full barn, and cattle fodder'd round 
Speak rustic plenty; nor the statelier dome 
By dark firs shaded, or the aspiring pine, 
Close by the village Church (with care conceal'd 
By verdant foliage, lest the poor man's grave 
Should mar the smiling prospect of his Lord), 
Where offices0 well rang'd, or dove-cote stock'd, outbuildings 
Declare manorial residence; not these 
Or any of the buildings, new and trim 
With windows circling towards the restless Sea, 
Which ranged in rows, now terminate my walk, 
Can shut out for an hour the spectre Care, 
That from the dawn of reason, follows still 
Unhappy Mortals,'till the friendly grave 
(Our sole secure asylum) "ends the chace."4 

Behold, in witness of this mournful truth, 
A group approach me, whose dejected looks, 
Sad Heralds of distress! proclaim them Men 
Banish'd for ever5 and for conscience sake 
From their distracted Country, whence the name 
Of Freedom misapplied, and much abus'd 
By lawless Anarchy, has driven them far 
To wander; with the prejudice they learn'd 

3. In Greek mythology Sisyphus was condemned 
forever to push a rock uphill, only to have it roll 
back down just before it reached the top. The 
Danaides were condemned to pour water into 
leaky vessels. 
4. I have a confused notion, that this expression, 

with nearly the same application, is to be found in 
[Edward] Young: but I cannot refer to it [Smith's 
note; the quotation has never been identified], 
5. Catholic clergymen, banished from France by 
the revolutionists. 
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From Bigotry (the Tut'ress of the blind), 
Thro' the wide World unshelter'd; their sole hope, 
That German spoilers, thro' that pleasant land 

105 May carry wide the desolating scourge 
Of War and Vengeance;6 yet unhappy Men, 
Whate'er your errors, I lament your fate: 
And, as disconsolate and sad ye hang 
Upon the barrier of the rock, and seem 

110 " To murmur your despondence, waiting long 
Some fortunate reverse that never comes; 
Methinks in each expressive face, I see 
Discriminated0 anguish; there droops one, distinct, marked 
Who in a moping cloister long consum'd 

115 This life inactive, to obtain a better, 
And thought that meagre abstinence, to wake 
From his hard pallet with the midnight bell, 
To live on eleemosynary bread,0 alms 
And to renounce God's works, would please that God. 

120 And now the poor pale wretch receives, amaz'd, 
The pity, strangers give to his distress, 
Because these strangers are, by his dark creed, 
Condemn'd as Heretics—and with sick heart 
Regrets0 his pious prison, and his beads.7— recalls with regret 

125 Another, of more haughty port, declines 
The aid he needs not; while in mute despair 
His high indignant thoughts go back to France, 
Dwelling on all he lost—the Gothic dome, 
That vied with splendid palaces;8 the beds 

130 Of silk and down, the silver chalices, 
Vestments with gold enwrought for blazing altars; 
Where, amid clouds of incense, he held forth 
To kneeling crowds the imaginary bones 
Of Saints suppos'd, in pearl and gold enchas'd,0 decoratively set 

135 And still with more than living Monarchs' pomp 
Surrounded; was believ'd by mumbling bigots 
To hold the keys of Heaven, and to admit 
Whom he thought good to share it.—Now alas! 
He, to whose daring soul and high ambition 

140 The World seem'd circumscrib'd; who, wont to dream 
Of Fleuri, Richelieu, Alberoni,9 men 
Who trod on Empire, and whose politics 
Were not beyond the grasp of his vast mind, 
Is, in a Land once hostile, still prophan'd 

6. An Austro-Prussian army invaded France in 
August 1792 but was driven back. 
7. Lest the same attempts at misrepresentation 
should now be made, as have been made on former 
occasions, it is necessary to repeat, that nothing is 
farther from my thoughts, than to reflect invidi-
ously on the Emigrant clergy, whose steadiness of 
principle excites veneration, as much as their suf-
ferings compassion. Adversity has now taught 
them the charity and humility they perhaps 
wanted, when they made it a part of their faith, 
that salvation could be obtained in no other reli-

gion than their own [Smith's note]. 
8. Let it not be considered as an insult to men in 
fallen fortune, if these luxuries (undoubtedly 
inconsistent with their profession) be here enu-
merated.—France is not the only country, where 
the splendour and indulgences of the higher, and 
the poverty and depression of the inferior Clergy, 
have alike proved injurious to the cause of Religion 
[Smith's note]. 
9. Three cardinals who held important political 
offices. 
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145 By disbelief, and rites un-orthodox, 
The object of compassion.—At his side, 
Lighter of heart than these, but heavier far 
Than he was wont, another victim comes, 
An Abbe—who with less contracted brow 

150 Still smiles and flatters, and still talks of Hope; 
Which, sanguine as he is, he does not feel, 
And so he cheats the sad and weighty pressure 
Of evils present;—Still, as Men misled 
By early prejudice (so hard to break), 

155 I mourn your sorrows; for I too have known 
Involuntary exile; and while yet 
England had charms for me, have felt how sad 
It is to look across the dim cold sea, 
That melancholy rolls its refluent0 tides ebbing 

160 Between us and the dear regretted land 
We call our own—as now ye pensive wait 
On this bleak morning, gazing on the waves 
That seem to leave your shore; from whence the wind 
Is loaded to your ears, with the deep groans 

165 Of martyr'd Saints and suffering Royalty, 
While to your eyes the avenging power of Heaven 
Appears in aweful anger to prepare 
The storm of vengeance, fraught with plagues and death. 
Even he of milder heart, who was indeed 

170 The simple shepherd in a rustic scene, 
And,'mid the vine-clad hills of Languedoc, 
Taught to the bare-foot peasant, whose hard hands 
Produc'd1 the nectar he could seldom taste, 
Submission to the Lord for whom he toil'd; 

175 He, or his brethren, who to Neustria's sons0 the men of Normandy 
Enforc'd religious patience, when, at times, 
On their indignant hearts Power's iron hand 
Too strongly struck; eliciting some sparks 
Of the bold spirit of their native North; 

180 Even these Parochial Priests, these humbled men, 
Whose lowly undistinguish'd cottages 
Witness'd a life of purest piety, 
While the meek tenants were, perhaps, unknown 
Each to the haughty Lord of his domain, 

185 Who mark'd them not; the Noble scorning still 
The poor and pious Priest, as with slow pace 
He glided thro' the dim arch'd avenue 
Which to the Castle led; hoping to cheer 
The last sad hour of some laborious life 

190 That hasten'd to its close—even such a Man 
Becomes an exile; staying not to try 
By temperate zeal to check his madd'ning flock, 

1. See the finely descriptive Verses written at 
Montauban in France in 1750, by Dr. Joseph War-
ton. Printed in Dodsley's Miscellanies, Vol. IV, 
page 203 [Smith's note; the lines begin, "Tarn, how 
delightful wind thy willow'd waves, / But ah! they 

fructify a land of slaves! / In vain thy barefoot, sun-
burnt peasants hide / With luscious grapes yon 
hill's romantic side; / No cups nectareous shall 
their toils repay . . ."]. Languedoc is in southern 
France, just above the Pyrenees. 
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Who, at the novel sound of Liberty 
(Ah! most intoxicating sound to slaves!), 

195 Start into licence.—Lo! dejected now, 
The wandering Pastor mourns, with bleeding heart, 
His erring people, weeps and prays for them, 
And trembles for the account that he must give 
To Heaven for souls entrusted to his care .— 

200 Where the cliff, hollow'd by the wintry storm, 
Affords a seat with matted sea-weed strewn, 
A softer form reclines; around her run, 
On the rough shingles,0 or the chalky bourn, pebbles 
Her gay unconscious children, soon amus'd; 

205 Who pick the fretted stone, or glossy shell, 
Or crimson plant marine: or they contrive 
The fairy vessel, with its ribband sail 
And gilded paper pennant: in the pool, 
Left by the salt wave on the yielding sands, 

210 They launch the mimic navy.—Happy age! 
Unmindful of the miseries of Man!— 
Alas! too long a victim to distress, 
Their Mother, lost in melancholy thought, 
Lull'd for a moment by the murmurs low 

215 Of sullen billows, wearied by the task 
Of having here, with swol'n and aching eyes 
Fix'd on the grey horizon, since the dawn 
Solicitously watch'd the weekly sail 
From her dear native land, now yields awhile 

220 To kind forgetfulness, while Fancy brings, 
In waking dreams, that native land again! 
Versailles2 appears—its painted galleries, 
And rooms of regal splendour; rich with gold, 
Where, by long mirrors multiply'd, the crowd 

225 Paid willing homage—and, united there, 
Beauty gave charms to empire.—Ah! too soon 
From the gay visionary pageant rous'd, 
See the sad mourner start!—and, drooping, look 
With tearful eyes and heaving bosom round 

230 On drear reality—where dark'ning waves, 
Urg'd by the rising wind, unheeded foam 
Near her cold rugged seat. * 4 * 

1793 

Beachy Head1 

On thy stupendous summit, rock sublime! 
That o'er the channel rear'd, half way at sea 

2. Louis XIV's opulent palace, south of Paris. 
1. This is the longest of several works left in man-
uscript when Smith died in October 1806 and pub-
lished in the posthumous volume Beachy Head and 
Other Poems the following year. It is not known to 

what degree Smith considered the poem finished. 
Beachy Head is the southernmost point of Sussex, 
near Eastbourne and directly across the Channel 
from the French town of Dieppe. 
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The mariner at early morning hails,2 

I would recline; while Fancy should go forth, 
5 And represent the strange and awful hour 

Of vast concussion;3 when the Omnipotent 
Stretch'd forth his arm, and rent the solid hills, 
Bidding the impetuous main flood rush between 
The rifted shores, and from the continent 

10 Eternally divided this green isle. 
Imperial lord of the high southern coast! 
From thy projecting head-land I would mark 
Far in the east the shades of night disperse, 
Melting and thinned, as from the dark blue wave 

is Emerging, brilliant rays of arrowy light0 dawn 
Dart from the horizon; when the glorious sun 
Just lifts above it his resplendent orb. 
Advances now, with feathery silver touched, 
The rippling tide of flood; glisten the sands, 

20 While, inmates of the chalky clefts that scar 
Thy sides precipitous, with shrill harsh cry, 
Their white wings glancing in the level beam, 
The terns, and gulls, and tarrocks, seek their food,4 

And thy rough hollows echo to the voice 
25 Of the gray choughs,5 and ever restless daws, 

With clamour, not unlike the chiding hounds, 
While the lone shepherd, and his baying dog, 
Drive to thy turfy crest his bleating flock. 

The high meridian0 of the day is past, noon 
30 And Ocean now, reflecting the calm Heaven, 

Is of cerulean hue; and murmurs low 
The tide of ebb, upon the level sands. 
The sloop, her angular canvas shifting still, 
Catches the light and variable airs 

35 That but a little crisp the summer sea, 
Dimpling its tranquil surface. 

Afar off, 
And just emerging from the arch immense 
Where seem to part the elements, a fleet 
Of fishing vessels stretch their lesser sails; 

40 While more remote, and like a dubious spot 
Just hanging in the horizon, laden deep, 
The ship of commerce richly freighted, makes 
Her slower progress, on her distant voyage, 
Bound to the orient climates, where the sun 

2. In crossing the Channel from the coast of 
France, Beachy-Head is the first land made 
[Smith's note]. 
3. Alluding to an idea that this Island was once 
joined to the continent of Europe, and torn from 
it by some convulsion in Nature. I confess I never 
could trace the resemblance between the two 
countries. Yet the cliffs about Dieppe, resemble 
the chalk cliffs on the Southern coast. But Nor-

mandy has no likeness whatever to the part of 
England opposite to it [Smith's note]. 
4. Terns. Sterna hirundo, or Sea Swallow. Gulls. 
Lams canus. Tarrocks. Larus tridactyhis [Smith's 
note]. 
5. Gray choughs. Connis Graculus, Cornish 
Choughs, or, as these birds are called by the Sussex 
people, Saddle-backed Crows, build in great num-
bers on this coast [Smith's note]. 
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45 Matures the spice within its odorous shell, 
And, rivalling the gray worm's filmy toil, 
Bursts from its pod the vegetable down;6 

Which in long turban'd wreaths, from torrid heat 
Defends the brows of Asia's countless castes. 

50 There the Earth hides within her glowing breast 
The beamy adamant,7 and the round pearl 
Enchased0 in rugged covering; which the slave, enclosed 
With perilous and breathless toil, tears off 
From the rough sea-rock, deep beneath the waves. 

55 These are the toys of Nature; and her sport 
Of little estimate in Reason's eye: 
And they who reason, with abhorrence see 
Man, for such gaudes and baubles, violate 
The sacred freedom of his fellow man— 

60 Erroneous estimate! As Heaven's pure air, 
Fresh as it blows on this aerial height, 
Or sound of seas upon the stony strand, 
Or inland, the gay harmony of birds, 
And winds that wander in the leafy woods; 

65 Are to the unadulterate taste more worth 
Than the elaborate harmony, brought out 
From fretted stop, or modulated airs 
Of vocal science.—So the brightest gems, 
Glancing resplendent on the regal crown, 

70 Or trembling in the high born beauty's ear, 
Are poor and paltry, to the lovely light 
Of the fair star,0 that as the day declines Venus 
Attendent on her queen, the crescent moon, 
Bathes her bright tresses in the eastern wave. 

75 For now the sun is verging to the sea, 
And as he westward sinks, the floating clouds 
Suspended, move upon the evening gale, 
And gathering round his orb, as if to shade 
The insufferable brightness, they resign 

so Their gauzy whiteness; and more warm'd, assume 
All hues of purple. There, transparent gold 
Mingles with ruby tints, and sapphire gleams, 
And colours, such as Nature through her works 
Shews only in the ethereal canopy. 

85 Thither aspiring Fancy fondly soars, 
Wandering sublime thro' visionary vales, 
Where bright pavilions rise, and trophies, fann'd 
By airs celestial; and adorn'd with wreaths 
Of flowers that bloom amid elysian bowers. 

90 Now bright, and brighter still the colours glow, 
Till half the lustrous orb within the flood 
Seems to retire: the flood reflecting still 
Its splendor, and in mimic glory drest; 

6. Cotton. Goss)'pium herbaceum [Smith's note]. 
The worm's "filmy toil" in line 46 produces silk. 
7. Diamonds, the hardest and most valuable of 
precious stones. For the extraordinary exertions of 

the Indians in diving for the pearl oysters, see the 
account of the Pearl fisheries in Percival's Vieiv of 
Ceylon [Smith's note]. 
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Till the last ray shot upward, fires the clouds 
95 With blazing crimson; then in paler light, 

Long lines of tenderer radiance, lingering yield 
To partial darkness; and on the opposing side 
The early moon distinctly rising, throws 
Her pearly brilliance on the trembling tide. 

100 The fishermen, who at set seasons pass 
Many a league off at sea their toiling night, 
Now hail their comrades, from their daily task 
Returning; and make ready for their own, 
With the night tide commencing:—The night tide 

105 Bears a dark vessel on, whose hull and sails 
Mark her a coaster8 from the north. Her keel 
Now ploughs the sand; and sidelong now she leans, 
While with loud clamours her athletic crew 
Unload her; and resounds the busy hum 

no Along the wave-worn rocks. Yet more remote 
Where the rough cliff hangs beetling0 o'er its base, projecting 
All breathes repose; the waters rippling sound 
Scarce heard; but now and then the sea-snipe's9 cry 
Just tells that something living is abroad; 

115 And sometimes crossing on the moonbright line, 
Glimmers the skiff, faintly discern'd awhile, 
Then lost in shadow. 

Contemplation here, 
High on her throne of rock, aloof may sit, 
And bid recording Memory unfold 

120 Her scroll voluminous—bid her retrace 
The period, when from Neustria's hostile shore0 Normandy 
The Norman launch'd his galleys, and the bay 
O'er which that mass of ruin1 frowns even now 
In vain and sullen menace, then received 

125 The new invaders; a proud martial race, 
Of Scandinavia2 the undaunted sons, 

8. Ship that sails along the coast. 
9. In crossing the channel this bird is heard at 
night, uttering a short cry, and flitting along near 
the surface of the waves. The sailors call it the Sea 
Snipe; but I can find no species of sea bird of which 
this is the vulgar name. A bird so called inhabits 
the Lake of Geneva [Smith's note]. 
1. Pevensey Castle [Smith's note]. 
2. The Scandinavians (modern Norway, Sweden, 
Denmark, Lapland, &c.) and other inhabitants of 
the north, began towards the end of the 8th cen-
tury, to leave their inhospitable climate in search 
of the produce of more fortunate countries. 

The North-men made inroads on the coasts of 
France; and carrying back immense booty, excited 
their compatriots to engage in the same piratical 
voyages: and they were afterwards joined by num-
bers of necessitous and daring adventurers from 
the coasts of Provence and Sicily. 

In 844, these wandering innovators had a great 
number of vessels at sea; and again visiting the 
coasts of France, Spain, and England, the follow-

ing year they penetrated even to Paris: and the 
unfortunate Charles the Bald, king of France, pur-
chased at a high price, the retreat of the banditti 
he had no other means of repelling. 

These successful expeditions continued for 
some time; till Rollo, otherwise Raoul, assembled 
a number of followers, and after a descent on 
England, crossed the channel, and made himself 
master of Rouen, which he fortified. Charles the 
Simple, unable to contend with Rollo, offered to 
resign to him some of the northern provinces, and 
to give him his daughter in marriage. Neustria, 
since called Normandy, was granted to him, and 
afterwards Brittany. He added the more solid vir-
tues of the legislator to the fierce valour of the con-
queror—converted to Christianity, he established 
justice, and repressed the excesses of his Danish 
subjects, till then accustomed to live only by plun-
der. His name became the signal for pursuing 
those who violated the laws; as well as the cry of 
Haro, still so usual in Normandy. The Danes and 
Francs produced a race of men celebrated for their 
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Whom Dogon, Fier-a-bras, and Humfroi led 
To conquest: while Trinacria to their power 
Yielded her wheaten garland; and when thou, 

130 Parthenope! within thy fertile bay 
Receiv'd the victors— 

In the mailed ranks 
Of Normans landing on the British coast 
Rode Taillefer; and with astounding voice 
Thunder'd the war song daring Roland sang 

135 First in the fierce contention: vainly brave, 
One not inglorious struggle England made— 
But failing, saw the Saxon heptarchy3 

Finish for ever. Then the holy pile,4 

Yet seen upon the field of conquest, rose, 
ho Where to appease heavens wrath for so much blood, 

The conqueror bade unceasing prayers ascend, 
And requiems for the slayers and the slain. 
But let not modern Gallia0 form from hence France 
Presumptuous hopes, that ever thou again, 

145 Queen of the isles! shalt crouch to foreign arms. 
The enervate sons of Italy may yield; 
And the Iberian, all his trophies torn 
And wrapp'd in Superstition's monkish weed, 
May shelter his abasement, and put on 

150 Degrading fetters. Never, never thou! 
Imperial mistress of the obedient sea; 
But thou, in thy integrity secure, 
Shalt now undaunted meet a world in arms. 

England! 'twas where this promontory rears 
155 Its rugged brow above the channel wave, 

Parting the hostile nations, that thy fame, 
Thy naval fame was tarnish'd, at what time 
Thou, leagued with the Batavian, gavest to France5 

valour; and it was a small party of these that in 983, 
having been on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, arrived 
on their return at Salerno, and found the town sur-
rounded by Mahometans, whom the Salernians 
were bribing to leave their coast. The Normans 
represented to them the baseness and cowardice 
of such submission; and notwithstanding the 
inequality of their numbers, they boldly attacked 
the Saracen camp, and drove the infidels to their 
ships. The prince of Salerno, astonished at their 
successful audacity, would have loaded them with 
the marks of his gratitude; but refusing every 
reward, they returned to their own country, from 
whence, however, other bodies of Normans passed 
into Sicily (anciently called Trinacria); and many 
of them entered into the service of the emperor of 
the East, others of the Pope, and the duke of 
Naples was happy to engage a small party of them 
in defence of his newly founded dutchy. Soon 
afterwards three brothers of Coutance, the sons of 
Tancred de Hauteville, Guillaume Fier-a-bras, 
Drogon, and Humfroi, joining the Normans estab-
lished at Aversa, became masters of the fertile 
island of Sicily; and Robert Guiscard joining them, 

the Normans became sovereigns both of Sicily and 
Naples (Parthenope). How William, the natural 
son of Robert, duke of Normandy, possessed him-
self of England, is too well known to be repeated 
here. William sailing from St. Valori, landed in the 
bay of Pevensey; and at the place now called Battle, 
met the English forces under Harold: an esquire 
(ecuyer) called Taillefer, mounted on an armed 
horse, led on the Normans, singing in a thundering 
tone the war song of RoIIo. He threw himself 
among the English, and was killed on the first 
onset. In a marsh not far from Hastings, the skel-
etons of an armed man and horse were found a few 
years since, which are believed to have belonged 
to the Normans, as a party of their horse, deceived 
in the nature of the ground, perished in the morass 
[Smith's note]. 
3. The seven kingdoms of Saxon England. 
4. Battle Abbey was raised by the Conqueror, and 
endowed with an ample revenue, that masses 
might be said night and day for the souls of those 
who perished in battle [Smith's note]. 
5. In 1690, King William being then in Ireland, 
Tourville, the French admiral, arrived on the coast 
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One day of triumph—triumph the more loud, 
160 Because even then so rare. Oh! well redeem'd, 

Since, by a series of illustrious men, 
Such as no other country ever rear'd, 
To vindicate her cause. It is a list 
Which, as Fame echoes it, blanches the cheek 

165 Of bold Ambition; while the despot feels 
The extorted sceptre tremble in his grasp. 

From even the proudest roll° by glory fill'd, historical record 
How gladly the reflecting mind returns 
To simple scenes of peace and industry, 

170 Where, bosom'd in some valley of the hills 
Stands the lone farm; its gate with tawny ricks0 haystacks 
Surrounded, and with granaries and sheds, 
Roof'd with green mosses, and by elms and ash 
Partially shaded; and not far remov'd 

175 The hut of sea-flints built; the humble home 
Of one, who sometimes watches on the heights,6 

When hid in the cold mist of passing clouds, 
The flock, with dripping fleeces, are dispers'd 
O'er the wide down; then from some ridged point 

i8o That overlooks the sea, his eager eye 
Watches the bark that for his signal waits 
To land its merchandize:—Quitting for this 
Clandestine traffic his more honest toil, 
The crook abandoning, he braves himself 

185 The heaviest snow-storm of December's night, 
When with conflicting winds the ocean raves, 
And on the tossing boat, unfearing mounts 
To meet the partners of the perilous trade, 
And share their hazard. Well it were for him, 

190 If no such commerce of destruction known, 
He were content with what the earth affords 
To human labour; even where she seems 
Reluctant most. More happy is the hind,° peasant 
Who, with his own hands rears on some black moor, 

195 Or turbary,0 his independent hut peat bog 
Cover'd with heather, whence the slow white smoke 
Of smouldering peat arises A few sheep, 
His best possession, with his children share 

of England. His fleet consisted of seventy-eight 
largfe ships, and twenty-two fire-ships. Lord Tor-
rington, the English admiral, lay at St. Helens, with 
only forty English and a few Dutch ships; and con-
scious of the disadvantage under which he should 
give battle, he ran up between the enemy's fleet 
and the coast, to protect it. The queen's council, 
dictated to by Russel, persuaded her to order Tor-
rington to venture a battle. The orders Torrington 
appears to have obeyed reluctantly: his fleet now 
consisted of twenty-two Dutch and thirty-four 
English ships. Evertson, the Dutch admiral, was 
eager to obtain glory; Torrington, more cautious, 
reflected on the importance of the stake. The con-
sequence was, that the Dutch rashly sailing on 
were surrounded, and Torrington, solicitous to 
recover this false step, placed himself with diffi-

culty between the Dutch and French;—but three 
Dutch ships were burnt, two of their admirals 
killed, and almost all their ships disabled. The 
English and Dutch declining a second engage-
ment, retired towards the mouth of the Thames. 
The French, from ignorance of the coast, and mis-
understanding among each other, failed to take all 
the advantage they might have done of this victory 
[Smith's note], 
6. The shepherds and labourers of this tract of 
country, a hardy and athletic race of men, are 
almost universally engaged in the contraband 
trade, carried on for the coarsest and most destruc-
tive spirits, with the opposite coast. When no other 
vessel will venture to sea, these men hazard their 
lives to elude the watchfulness of the Revenue offi-
cers, and to secure their cargoes [Smith's note]. 
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The rugged shed when wintry tempests blow; 
200 But, when with Spring's return the green blades rise 

Amid the russet heath, the household live 
Joint tenants of the waste0 throughout the day, uncultivated land 
And often, from her nest, among the swamps, 
Where the gemm'd sun-dew grows, or fring'd buck-bean,7 

205 They scare the plover,8 that with plaintive cries 
Flutters, as° sorely wounded, down the wind. pretending to be 
Rude, and but just remov'd from savage life 
Is the rough dweller among scenes like these, 
(Scenes all unlike the poet's fabling dreams 

210 Describing Arcady9)—But he is free; 
The dread that follows on illegal acts 
He never feels; and his industrious mate 
Shares in his labour. Where the brook is traced 
By crowding osiers,0 and the black coot1 hides willows 

215 Among the plashy reeds, her diving brood, 
The matron wades; gathering the long green rush2 

That well prepar'd hereafter lends its light 
To her poor cottage, dark and cheerless else 
Thro' the drear hours of Winter. Otherwhile 

220 She leads her infant group where charlock0 grows wild mustard 
"Unprofitably gay,"3 or to the fields, 
Where congregate the linnet and the finch, 
That on the thistles, so profusely spread, 
Feast in the desert; the poor family 

225 Early resort, extirpating with care 
These, and the gaudier mischief of the ground; 
Then flames the high rais'd heap; seen afar off 
Like hostile war-fires flashing to the sky.4 

Another task is theirs: On fields that shew 
230 As° angry Heaven had rain'd sterility, as if 

Stony and cold, and hostile to the plough, 
Where clamouring loud, the evening curlew5 runs 
And drops her spotted eggs among the flints; 
The mother and the children pile the stones 

235 In rugged pyramids;—and all this toil 
They patiently encounter; well content 
On their flock bed6 to slumber undisturb'd 
Beneath the smoky roof they call their own. 
Oh! little knows the sturdy hind, who stands 

240 Gazing, with looks where envy and contempt 
Are often strangely mingled, on the car0 carriage 
Where prosperous Fortune sits; what secret care 
Or sick satiety is often hid, 
Beneath the splendid outside: He knows not 

7. Sun-dew. Drosera rotundifolia. Buck-bean. 
Menyanthes trifoliatum [Smith's note]. 
8. Plover. Tringa vanelltis [Smith's note]. 
9. Arcadia, an imagined land of peace and sim-
plicity. 
1. Coot. Fulica aterrima [Smith's note]. 
2. A reedy plant burned for light. 
3. "With blossom'd furze, unprofitably gay." Gold-
smith [Smith's note, citing The Deserted Village, 

line 194]. 
4. The Beacons formerly lighted up on the hills to 
give notice of the approach of an enemy. These 
signals would still be used in case of alarm, if the 
Telegraph [the signaling apparatus] now substi-
tuted could not be distinguished on account of fog 
or darkness [Smith's note]. 
5. Curlew. Charadrilis oedienemus [Smith's note]. 
6. A bed stuffed with tufts of wool. 
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245 How frequently the child of Luxury 
Enjoying nothing, flies from place to place 
In chase of pleasure that eludes his grasp; 
And that content is e'en less found by him, 
Than by the labourer, whose pick-axe smooths 

250 The road before his chariot; and who doffs 
What was an hat; and as the train pass on, 
Thinks how one day's expenditure, like this, 
Would cheer him for long months, when to his toil 
The frozen earth closes her marble breast. 

255 Ah! who is happy? Happiness! a word 
That like false fire,0 from marsh effluvia born, xvill-o'-the-wisp 
Misleads the wanderer, destin'd to contend 
In the world's wilderness, with want or woe— 
Yet they are happy, who have never ask'd 

260 What good or evil means. The boy 
That on the river's margin gaily plays, 
Has heard that Death is there.—He knows not Death, 
And therefore fears it not; and venturing in 
He gains a bullrush, or a minnow—then, 

265 At certain peril, for a worthless prize, 
A crow's, or raven's nest, he climbs the boll" hole, trunk 
Of some tall pine; and of his prowess proud, 
Is for a moment happy. Are your cares, 
Ye who despise him, never worse applied? 

270 The village girl is happy, who sets forth 
To distant fair, gay in her Sunday suit, 
With cherry colour'd knots, and flourish'd shawl, 
And bonnet newly purchas'd. So is he 
Her little brother, who his mimic drum 

275 Beats, till he drowns her rural lovers' oaths 
Of constant faith, and still increasing love; 
Ah! yet a while, and half those oaths believ'd, 
Her happiness is vanish'd; and the boy 
While yet a stripling, finds the sound he lov'd 

280 Has led him on, till he has given up 
His freedom, and his happiness together. 
I once was happy, when while yet a child, 
I learn'd to love these upland solitudes, 
And, when elastic as the mountain air, 

285 To my light spirit, care was yet unknown 
And evil unforseen:—Early it came, 
And childhood scarcely passed, I was condemned, 
A guiltless exile, silently to sigh, 
While Memory, with faithful pencil, drew 

290 The contrast; and regretting, I compar'd 
With the polluted smoky atmosphere 
And dark and stifling streets, the southern hills 
That to the setting Sun, their graceful heads 
Rearing, o'erlook the frith," where Vecta7 breaks firth, inlet 

7. Vecta. The Isle of Wight, which breaks the 
force of the waves when they are driven by south-
west winds against this long and open coast. It is 

somewhere described as "Vecta shouldering the 
Western Waves" [Smith's note]. 
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295 With her white rocks, the strong impetuous tide, 
When western winds the vast Atlantic urge 
To thunder on the coast.—Haunts of my youth! 
Scenes of fond day dreams, I behold ye yet! 
Where 'twas so pleasant by thy northern slopes 

300 To climb the winding sheep-path, aided oft 
By scatter'd thorns: whose spiny branches bore 
Small woolly tufts, spoils of the vagrant lamb 
There seeking shelter from the noon-day sun; 
And pleasant, seated on the short soft turf, 

305 To look beneath upon the hollow way 
While heavily upward mov'd the labouring wain,° wagon 
And stalking slowly by, the sturdy hind 
To ease his panting team, stopp'd with a stone 
The grating wheel. 

Advancing higher still 
310 The prospect widens, and the village church 

But little, o'er the lowly roofs around 
Rears its gray belfry, and its simple vane; 
Those lowly roofs of thatch are half conceal'd 
By the rude arms of trees, lovely in spring,8 

315 When on each bough, the rosy-tinctur'd bloom 
Sits thick, and promises autumnal plenty. 
For even those orchards round the Norman Farms, 
Which, as their owners mark the promis'd fruit, 
Console them for the vineyards of the south, 
Surpass not these. 

320 Where woods of ash, and beech, 
And partial copses, fringe the green hill foot, 
The upland shepherd rears his modest home, 
There wanders by, a little nameless stream 
That from the hill wells forth, bright now and clear, 

325 Or after rain with chalky mixture gray, 
But still refreshing in its shallow course, 
The cottage garden; most for use design'd, 
Yet not of beauty destitute. The vine 
Mantles the little casement; yet the briar 

330 Drops fragrant dew among the July flowers; 
And pansies rayed, and freak'd and mottled pinks 
Grow among balm, and rosemary and rue; 
There honeysuckles flaunt, and roses blow 
Almost uncultured:0 Some with dark green leaves uncultivated 

335 Contrast their flowers of pure unsullied white; 
Others, like velvet robes of regal state 
Of richest crimson, while in thorny moss 
Enshrined and cradled, the most lovely, wear 
The hues of youthful beauty's glowing cheek.— 

8. Every cottage in this country has its orchard; 
and I imagine that not even those of Herefordshire, 
or Worcestershire, exhibit a more beautiful pros-
pect, when the trees are in bloom, and the "Pri-

mavera Candida e vermiglia," is every where so 
enchanting [Smith's note, quoting Petrarch's son-
net 310, "pure and ruddy spring"]. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



5 6 / C H A R L O T T E S M I T H 

340 With fond regret I recollect e'en now 
In Spring and Summer, what delight I felt 
Among these cottage gardens, and how much 
Such artless nosegays, knotted with a rush 
By village housewife or her ruddy maid, 

345 Were welcome to me; soon and simply pleas'd. 

An early worshipper at Nature's shrine, 
I loved her rudest scenes—warrens,0 and heaths, land for breeding 
And yellow commons, and birch-shaded hollows, 
And hedge rows, bordering unfrequented lanes 

350 Bowered with wild roses, and the clasping woodbine 
Where purple tassels of the tangling vetch9 

With bittersweet, and bryony inweave,1 

And the dew fills the silver bindweed's2 cups.— 
I loved to trace the brooks whose humid banks 

355 Nourish the harebell, and the freckled pagil;3 

And stroll among o'ershadowing woods of beech, 
Lending in Summer, from the heats of noon 
A whispering shade; while haply there reclines 
Some pensive lover of uncultur'd flowers,0 wildflowers 

360 Who, from the tumps0 with bright green mosses clad, hillocks, mounds 
Plucks the wood sorrel,4 with its light thin leaves, 
Heart-shaped, and triply folded; and its root 
Creeping like beaded coral; or who there 
Gathers, the copse's pride, anemones,5 

365 With rays like golden studs on ivory laid 
Most delicate: but touch'd with purple clouds, 
Fit crown for April's fair but changeful brow. 

Ah! hills so early loved! in fancy still 
I breathe your pure keen air; and still behold 

370 Those widely spreading views, mocking alike 
The Poet and the Painter's utmost art. 
And still, observing objects more minute, 
Wondering remark the strange and foreign forms 
Of sea-shells; with the pale calcareous0 soil chalky 

375 Mingled, and seeming of resembling substance.6 

Tho' surely the blue Ocean (from the heights 
Where the downs westward trend, but dimly seen) 
Here never roll'd its surge. Does Nature then 

9. Vetch. Vicia syivatica [Smith's note], 
1. Bittersweet. Solatium dulcamara. Bryony. 
Bryonia alba [Smith's note]. 
2. Bindweed. Convolvulus senium [Smith's note]. 
3. Harebell. Hyacinthus non scriptus. Pagil. Pri-
mula veris [Smith's note]. 
4. Sorrel. Oxalis acetosella [Smith's note]. 
5. Anemones. Anemone tiemorosa. It appears to be 
settled on late and excellent authorities, that this 
word should not be accented on the second sylla-
ble, but on the penultima. I have however ventured 
the more known accentuation, as more generally 
used, and suiting better the nature of my verse 
[Smith's note]. 
6. Among the crumbling chalk I have often found 

shells, some quite in a fossil state and hardly dis-
tinguishable from chalk. Others appeared more 
recent; cockles, muscles, and periwinkles, I well 
remember, were among the number; and some 
whose names I do not know. A great number were 
like those of small land snails. It is now many years 
since I made these observations. The appearance 
of sea-shells so far from the sea excited my sur-
prise, though I then knew nothing of natural his-
tory. I have never read any of the late theories of 
the earth, nor was I ever satisfied with the attempts 
to explain many of the phenomena which call forth 
conjecture in those books I happened to have had 
access to on this subject [Smith's note]. 
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Mimic, in wanton mood, fantastic shapes 
380 Of bivalves, and inwreathed volutes,7 that cling 

To the dark sea-rock of the wat'ry world? 
Or did this range of chalky mountains, once8 

Form a vast basin, where the Ocean waves 
Swell'd fathomless? What time these fossil shells, 

385 Buoy'd on their native element, were thrown 
Among the imbedding calx:° when the huge hill lime 
Its giant bulk heaved, and in strange ferment 
Grew up a guardian barrier, 'twixt the sea 
And the green level of the sylvan weald.9 

390 Ah! very vain is Science' proudest boast, 
And but a little light its flame yet lends 
To its most ardent votaries; since from whence 
These fossil forms are seen, is but conjecture, 
Food for vague theories, or vain dispute, 

395 While to his daily task the peasant goes, 
Unheeding such inquiry; with no care 
But that the kindly change of sun and shower, 
Fit for his toil the earth he cultivates. 
As little recks the herdsman of the hill, 

400 Who on some turfy knoll, idly reclined, 
Watches his wether0 flock, that deep beneath male sheep 
Rest the remains of men, of whom is left1 

No traces in the records of mankind, 
Save what these half obliterated mounds 

405 And half fill'd trenches doubtfully impart 
To some lone antiquary; who on times remote, 
Since which two thousand years have roll'd away, 
Loves to contemplate. He perhaps may trace, 
Or fancy he can trace, the oblong square 

410 Where the mail'd legions, under Claudius,2 rear'd 
The rampire,0 or excavated fosse0 delved; rampart / ditch 
What time the huge unwieldy Elephant3 

7. Spiral-shelled mollusks such as periwinkles. 
"Bivalves": hinge-shelled mollusks such as clams 
and oysters. 
8. The theory here slightly hinted at, is taken from 
an idea started by Mr. White [Smith's note, refer-
ring to Gilbert White, author of The Natural His-
tory and Antiquities of Selborne, 1789]. 
9. The Sussex Weald, a wooded tract of land 
between the North and South Downs. 
1. These Downs are not only marked with traces 
of encampments, which from their forms are called 
Roman or Danish; but there are numerous tumuli 
[burial mounds] among them. Some of which 
having been opened a few years ago, were sup-
posed by a learned antiquary to contain the 
remains of the original natives of the country 
[Smith's note]. 
2. That the legions of Claudius [ 10 b . c . e - 5 4 c.e.] 
were in this part of Britain appears certain. Since 
this emperor received the submission of Cantii, 
Atrebates, Irenobates, and Regni, in which latter 
denomination were included the people of Sussex 
[Smith's note]. 
3. In the year 1740, some workmen digging in the 

park at Burton in Sussex, discovered, nine feet 
below the surface, the teeth and bones of an ele-
phant; two of the former were seven feet eight 
inches in length. There were besides these, tusks, 
one of which broke in removing it, a grinder not at 
all decayed, and a part of the jaw-bone,. with 
bones of the knee and thigh, and several others. 
Some of them remained very lately at Burton 
House, the seat of John Biddulph, Esq. Others 
were in possession of the Rev. Dr. Langrish, min-
ister of Petworth at that period, who was present 
when some of these bones were taken up, and 
gave it as his opinion, that they had remained 
there since the universal deluge [the Flood]. The 
Romans under the Emperor Claudius probably 
brought elephants into Britain. Milton, in the Sec-
ond Book of his History [of Britain], in speaking 
of the expedition, says that "He like a great east-
ern king, with armed elephants, marched through 
Gallia." This is given on the authority of Dion 
Cassius, in his Life of the Emperor Claudius. It 
has therefore been conjectured, that the bones 
found at Burton might have been those of one of 
these elephants, who perished there soon after its 
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Auxiliary reluctant, hither led, 
From Afric's forest glooms and tawny sands, 

415 First felt the Northern blast, and his vast frame 
Sunk useless; whence in after ages found, 
The wondering hinds, on those enormous bones 
Gaz'd; and in giants4 dwelling on the hills 
Believed and marvell'd.— 

Hither, Ambition come! 
420 Come and behold the nothingness of all 

For which you carry thro' the oppressed Earth, 
War, and its train of horrors—see where tread 
The innumerous0 hoofs of flocks above the works countless 
By which the warrior sought to register 

425 His glory, and immortalize his name.— 
The pirate Dane,5 who from his circular camp 
Bore in destructive robbery, fire and sword 
Down thro' the vale, sleeps unrememberd here; 
And here, beneath the green sward, rests alike 

430 The savage native,6 who his acorn meal 
Shar'd with the herds, that ranged the pathless woods; 
And the centurion, who on these wide hills 
Encamping, planted the Imperial Eagle.0 the Roman standard 
All, with the lapse of Time, have passed away, 

435 Even as the clouds, with dark and dragon shapes, 
Or like vast promontories crown'd with towers, 
Cast their broad shadows on the downs: then sail 
Far to the northward, and their transient gloom 
Is soon forgotten. 

But from thoughts like these, 
440 By human crimes suggested, let us turn 

To where a more attractive study courts 
The wanderer of the hills; while shepherd girls 
Will from among the fescue7 bring him flowers, 
Of wonderous mockery; some resembling bees 

445 In velvet vest, intent on their sweet toil,8 

While others mimic flies,9 that lightly sport 

landing; or dying on the high downs, one of 
which, called Duncton Hill, rises immediately 
above Burton Park, the bones might have been 
washed down by the torrents of rain, and buried 
deep in the soil. They were not found together, 
but scattered at some distance from each other. 
The two tusks were twenty feet apart. I had often 
heard of the elephant's bones at Burton, but never 
saw them; and I have no books to refer to. I think 
I saw, in what is now called the National Museum 
at Paris, the very large bones of an elephant, 
which were found in North America: though it is 
certain that this enormous animal is never seen in 
its natural state, but in the countries under the 
torrid zone of the old world. I have, since making 
this note, been told that the bones of the rhinoc-
eros and hippopotamus have been found in Amer-
ica [Smith's note]. 
4. The peasants believe that the large bones some-
times found belonged to giants, who formerly lived 
on the hills. The devil also has a great deal to do 

with the remarkable forms of hill and vale: the 
Devil's Punch Bowl, the Devil's Leaps, and the 
Devil's Dyke, are names given to deep hollows, or 
high and abrupt ridges, in this and the neighbour-
ing county [Smith's note]. 
5. The incursions of the Danes were for many ages 
the scourge of this island [Smith's note]. 
6. The Aborigines of this country lived in woods, 
unsheltered but by trees and caves; and were prob-
ably as truly savage as any of those who are now 
termed so [Smith's note]. 
7. The grass called Sheep's Fescue (Festuca 
ovina), clothes these Downs with the softest turf 
[Smith's note]. 
8. Ophrys apifera, Bee Ophrys, or Orchis found 
plentifully on the hills, as well as the next [Smith's 
note]. 
9. Ophrys muscifera. Fly Orchis. Linnaeus, misled 
by the variations to which some of this tribe are 
really subject, has perhaps too rashly esteemed all 
those which resemble insects, as forming only one 
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In the green shade, or float along the pool, 
But here seen perch'd upon the slender stalk, 
And gathering honey dew. While in the breeze 

450 That wafts the thistle's plumed seed along, 
Blue bells wave tremulous. The mountain thyme1 

Purples the hassock0 of the heaving mole, tuft of grass 
And the short turf is gay with tormentil,2 

And bird's foot trefoil, and the lesser tribes 
455 Of hawkweed;3 spangling it with fringed stars.— 

Near where a richer tract of cultur d land 
Slopes to the south; and burnished by the sun, 
Bend in the gale of August, floods of corn; 
The guardian of the flock, with watchful care,4 

460 Repels by voice and dog the encroaching sheep— 
While his boy visits every wired trap5 

That scars the turf; and from the pit-falls takes 
The timid migrants,6 who from distant wilds, 
Warrens, and stone quarries, are destined thus 

465 To lose their short existence. But unsought 
By Luxury yet, the Shepherd still protects 
The social bird,7 who from his native haunts 
Of willowy current, or the rushy pool, 
Follows the fleecy crowd, and flirts and skims, 
In fellowship among them. 

470 Where the knoll 
More elevated takes the changeful winds, 
The windmill rears its vanes; and thitherward 
With his white load,0 the master travelling, load of grain 
Scares the rooks rising slow on whispering wings, 

475 While o'er his head, before the summer sun 
Lights up the blue expanse, heard more than seen, 
The lark sings matins; and above the clouds 
Floating, embathes his spotted breast in dew. 

species, which he terms Ophrys insecti fera. See 
English Botany [Smith's note]. 
1. Blue bells. Campanula rotundifolia. Mountain 
thyme. Thymus serpyllum. "It is a common notion, 
that the flesh of sheep which feeds upon aromatic 
plants, particularly wild thyme, is superior in fla-
vour to other mutton. The truth is, that sheep do 
not crop these aromatic plants, unless now and 
then by accident, or when they are first turned on 
hungry to downs, heaths, or commons; but the soil 
and situations favourable to aromatic plants, pro-
duce a short sweet pasturage, best adapted to feed-
ing sheep, whom nature designed for mountains, 
and not for turnip grounds and rich meadows. The 
attachment of bees to this, and other aromatic 
plants, is well known." Martyn's Miller [Smith's 
note, citing Thomas Martyn's revision of Philip 
Miller's The Gardener's and Botanist's Dictionar\', 
1797-1807] . 
2. Tormentil. Tormentilla reptans [Smith's note]. 
3. Bird's foot trefoil. Trifolium ornithopoides. 
Hawkweed. Hieracium, many sorts [Smith's note]. 
4. The downs, especially to the south, where they 

are less abrupt, are in many places under the 
plough; and the attention of the shepherds is there 
particularly required to keep the flocks from tres-
passing [Smith's note]. 
5. Square holes cut in the turf, into which a wire 
noose is fixed, to catch Wheatears. Mr. White 
[Natural History of Selborne] says, that these birds 
(Motacilla oenanthe) are never taken beyond the 
river Adur, and Beding Hill; but this is certainly a 
mistake [Smith's note]. 
6. These birds are extremely fearful, and on the 
slightest appearance of a cloud, run for shelter to 
the first rut, or heap of stone, that they see [Smith's 
note]. 
7. The Yellow Wagtail. Motacilla flava. It fre-
quents the banks of rivulets in winter, making its 
nest in meadows and corn-fields. But after the 
breeding season is over, it haunts downs and 
sheepwalks, and is seen constantly among the 
flocks, probably for the sake of the insects it picks 
up. In France the shepherds call it LaBergeronette, 
and say it often gives them, by its cry, notice of 
approaching danger [Smith's note]. 
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Beneath the shadow of a gnarled thorn, 
480 Bent by the sea blast8 from a seat of turf 

With fairy nosegays strewn, how wide the view!9 

Till in the distant north it melts away, 
And mingles indiscriminate with clouds: 
But if the eye could reach so far, the mart 

485 Of England's capital, its domes and spires 
Might be perceived.—Yet hence the distant range 
Of Kentish hills,1 appear in purple haze; 
And nearer, undulate the wooded heights, 
And airy summits,2 that above the mole 

490 Rise in green beauty; and the beacon'd ridge 
Of Black-down3 shagg'd with heath, and swelling rude 
Like a dark island from the vale; its brow 
Catching the last rays of the evening sun 
That gleam between the nearer park's old oaks, 

495 Then lighten up the river, and make prominent 
The portal, and the ruin'd battlements4 

Of that dismantled fortress; rais'd what time 
The Conqueror's successors fiercely fought, 
Tearing with civil feuds the desolate land. 

500 But now a tiller of the soil dwells there, 
And of the turret's loop'd and rafter'd halls 
Has made an humbler homestead—Where he sees, 
Instead of armed foemen, herds that graze 
Along his yellow meadows; or his flocks 

505 At evening from the upland driv'n to fold.— 

In such a castellated mansion once 
A stranger chose his home; and where hard by 
In rude disorder fallen, and hid with brushwood 
Lay fragments gray of towers and buttresses, 

510 Among the ruins, often he would muse.— 
His rustic meal soon ended, he was wont 
To wander forth, listening the evening sounds 
Of rushing milldam,5 or the distant team, 
Or night-jar, chasing fern-flies:6 the tir'd hind 

8. The strong winds from the south-west occasion 
almost all the trees, which on these hills are 
exposed to it, to grow the other way [Smith's note]. 
9. So extensive are some of the views from these 
hills, that only the want of power in the human eye 
to travel so far, prevents London itself being dis-
cerned. Description falls so infinitely short of the 
reality, that only here and there, distinct features 
can be given [Smith's note]. 
1. A scar of chalk in a hill beyond Sevenoaks in 
Kent, is very distinctly seen of a clear day [Smith's 
note]. 
2. The hills about Dorking in Surry; over almost 
the whole extent of which county the prospect 
extends [Smith's note]. "Mole" refers to the cliffs 
descending to the sea. 
3. This is an high ridge, extending between Sussex 
and Surry. It is covered with heath, and has almost 
always a dark appearance. On it is a telegraph 
[Smith's note]. 
4. In this country there are several of the for-

tresses or castles built by Stephen of Blois [King of 
England, 1135—54], in his contention for the king-
dom, with the daughter of Henry the First, the 
empress Matilda. Some of these are now converted 
into farm houses [Smith's note]. 
5. I.e., the water in the dammed millstream. 
6. Dr. Aikin remarks, I believe, in his essay "On 
the Application of Natural History to the Purposes 
of Poetry," how many of our best poets have 
noticed the same circumstance, the hum of the 
Dor Beetle (Scaraboens stercorarius) among the 
sounds heard by the evening wanderer. I remem-
ber only one instance in which the more remark-
able, though by no means uncommon noise, of the 
Fern Owl, or Goatsucker, is mentioned. It is called 
the Night Hawk, the Jar Bird, the Churn Owl, and 
the Fern Owl, from its feeding on the Scaraboens 
solstitialis, or Fern Chafer, which it catches while 
on the wing with its claws, the middle toe of which 
is long and curiously serrated, on purpose to hold 
them. It was this bird that was intended to be 
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515 Pass'd him at nightfall, wondering he should sit 
On the hill top so late: they from the coast 
Who sought by-paths with their clandestine load, 
Saw with suspicious doubt, the lonely man 
Cross on their way: but village maidens thought 

520 His senses injur'd; and with pity say 
That he, poor youth! must have been cross'd in love— 
For often, stretch'd upon the mountain turf 
With folded arms, and eyes intently fix'd 
Where ancient elms and firs obscured a grange,0 farm 

525 Some little space within the vale below, 
They heard him, as complaining of his fate, 
And to the murmuring wind, of cold neglect 
And baffled hope he told.—The peasant girls 
These plaintive sounds remember, and even now 

530 Among them may be heard the stranger's songs. 

Were I a Shepherd on the hill 
And ever as the mists withdrew 

Could see the willows of the rill 
Shading the footway to the mill 

535 Where once I walk'd with you— 

And as away Night's shadows sail, 
And sounds of birds and brooks arise, 

Believe, that from the woody vale 
I hear your voice upon the gale 

540 In soothing melodies; 

And viewing from the Alpine height, 
The prospect dress'd in hues of air, 

Could say, while transient colours bright 
Touch'd the fair scene with dewy light, 

545 'Tis, that her eyes are there! 

I think, I could endure my lot 
And linger on a few short years, 

And then, by all but you forgot, 
Sleep, where the turf that clothes the spot 

550 May claim some pitying tears. 

For 'tis not easy to forget 
One, who thro' life has lov'd you still, 

And you, however late, might yet 

described in the Forty-second sonnet. I was mis-
taken in supposing it as visible in November; it is 
a migrant, and leaves this country in August. I had 
often seen and heard it, but I did not then know 
its name or history. It is called Goatsucker (Capri-
mitlgtis), from a strange prejudice taken against it 
by the Italians, who assert that it sucks their goats; 
and the peasants of England still believe that a dis-
ease in the backs of their cattle, occasioned by a 

fly, which deposits its egg under the skin, and 
raises a boil, sometimes fata! to calves, is the work 
of this bird, which they call a Puckeridge. Nothing 
can convince them that their beasts are not injured 
by this bird, which they therefore hold in abhor-
rence [Smith's note, referring at the beginning to 
John Aikin's An Essay on the Application of Natural 
History to Poetry, 1777, and in the middle to sonnet 
42 in her own Elegiac Sonnets]. 
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With sighs to Memory giv'n, regret0 recall with regret 
555 The Shepherd of the Hill. 

Yet otherwhile it seem'd as if young Hope 
Her flattering pencil gave to Fancy's hand, 
And in his wanderings, rear'd to sooth his soul 
Ideal bowers of pleasure.—Then, of Solitude 

560 And of his hermit life, still more enamour'd, 
His home was in the forest; and wild fruits 
And bread sustain'd him. There in early spring 
The Barkmen7 found him, e'er the sun arose; 
There at their daily toil, the Wedgecutters8 

565 Beheld him thro' the distant thicket move. 
The shaggy dog following the truffle hunter,9 

Bark'd at the loiterer; and perchance at night 
Belated villagers from fair or wake, 
While the fresh night-wind let the moonbeams in 

570 Between the swaying boughs, just saw him pass, 
And then in silence, gliding like a ghost 
He vanish'd! Lost among the deepening gloom.— 
But near one ancient tree, whose wreathed roots 
Form'd a rude couch, love-songs and scatter'd rhymes, 

575 Unfinish'd sentences, or half erased, 
And rhapsodies like this, were sometimes found.— 

Let us to woodland wilds repair 
While yet the glittering night-dews seem 

To wait the freshly-breathing air, 
580 Precursive of the morning beam, 

That rising with advancing day, 
Scatters the silver drops away. 

An elm, uprooted by the storm, 
The trunk with mosses gray and green, 

585 Shall make for us a rustic form, 
Where lighter grows the forest scene; 

And far among the bowery shades, 
Are ferny lawns and grassy glades. 

Retiring May to lovely June 
590 Her latest garland now resigns; 

The banks with cuckoo-flowers1 are strewn, 
The woodwalks blue with columbines,2 

7. As soon as the sap begins to rise, the trees 
intended for felling are cut and barked. At which 
time the men who are employed in that business 
pass whole days in the woods [Smith's note], 
8. The wedges used in ship-building are made of 
beech wood, and great numbers are cut every year 
in the woods near the Downs [Smith's note]. 
9. Truffles are found under the beech woods, by 
means of small dogs trained to hunt them by the 

scent [Smith's note]. 
1. Cuckoo-flowers. Lychnis dioica. Shakespeare 
describes the Cuckoo buds as being yellow [Love's 
Labor's Lost 5.2.871], He probably meant the 
numerous Ranunculi, or March marigolds (Caltha 
palustris) which so gild the meadows in Spring; but 
poets have never been botanists. The Cuckoo 
flower is the Lychnisfloscuctili [Smith's note]. 
2. Columbines. Aquilegia vulgaris [Smith's note]. 
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And with its reeds, the wandering stream 
Reflects the flag-flower's3 golden gleam. 

595 There, feathering down the turf to meet, 
Their shadowy arms the beeches spread, 

While high above our sylvan seat, 
Lifts the light ash its airy head; 

And later leaved, the oaks between 
600 Extend their boughs of vernal green. 

The slender birch its paper rind 
Seems offering to divided love, 

And shuddering even without a wind 
Aspens, their paler foliage move, 

605 As if some spirit of the air 
Breath'd a low sigh in passing there. 

The Squirrel in his frolic mood, 
Will fearless bound among the boughs; 

Yaffils4 laugh loudly thro' the wood, 
6io And murmuring ring-doves tell their vows; 

While we, as sweetest woodscents rise, 
Listen to woodland melodies. 

And I'll contrive a sylvan room 
Against the time of summer heat, 

615 Where leaves, inwoven in Nature's loom, 
Shall canopy our green retreat; 

And gales that "close the eye of day"5 

Shall linger, e'er they die away. 

And when a sere and sallow hue 
620 From early frost the bower receives, 

I'll dress the sand rock cave for you, 
And strew the floor with heath and leaves, 

That you, against the autumnal air 
May find securer shelter there. 

625 The Nightingale will then have ceas'd 
To sing her moonlight serenade; 

But the gay bird with blushing breast,6 

And Woodlarks7 still will haunt the shade, 
And by the borders of the spring 

630 Reed-wrens8 will yet be carolling. 

3. Flag-flower. Iris pseudacorns [Smith's note], 
4. Yaffils. Woodpeckers (Picus); three or four spe-
cies in Britain [Smith's note]. 
5. "And liquid notes that close the eye of day." 
Milton [Sonnet 1, "O Nightingale"]. The idea here 
meant to be conveyed is of the evening wind, so 
welcome after a hot day of Summer, and which 
appears to sooth and lull all nature into tranquillity 
[Smith's note]. 

6. The Robin (Motacilla rubecula), which is 
always heard after other songsters have ceased to 
sing [Smith's note]. 
7. The Woodlark (Alauda nemorosa), sings very 
late [Smith's note]. 
8. Reed-wrens (Motacilla amndinacea), sing all 
the summer and autumn, and are often heard dur-
ing the night [Smith's note]. 
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The forest hermit's lonely cave 
None but such soothing sounds shall reach, 

Or hardly heard, the distant wave 
Slow breaking on the stony beach; 

635 Or winds, that now sigh soft and low, 
Now make wild music as they blow. 

And then, before the chilling North 
The tawny foliage falling light, 

Seems, as it flits along the earth, 
640 The footfall of the busy Sprite, 

Who wrapt in pale autumnal gloom, 
Calls up the mist-born Mushroom. 

Oh! could I hear your soft voice there, 
And see you in the forest green 

645 All beauteous as you are, more fair 
You'd look, amid the sylvan scene, 

And in a wood-girl's simple guise, 
Be still more lovely in mine eyes. 

Ye phantoms of unreal delight, 
650 Visions of fond delirium born! 

Rise not on my deluded sight, 
Then leave me drooping and forlorn 

To know, such bliss can never be, 
Unless Amanda loved like me. 

655 The visionary, nursing dreams like these, 
Is not indeed unhappy. Summer woods 
Wave over him, and whisper as they wave, 
Some future blessings he may yet enjoy. 
And as above him sail the silver clouds, 

660 He follows them in thought to distant climes, 
Where, far from the cold policy of this, 
Dividing him from her he fondly loves, 
He, in some island of the southern sea,9 

May haply build his cane-constructed bower 
665 Beneath the bread-fruit, or aspiring palm, 

With long green foliage rippling in the gale. 
Oh! let him cherish his ideal bliss— 
For what is life, when Hope has ceas'd to strew 
Her fragile flowers along its thorny way? 

670 And sad and gloomy are his days, who lives 
Of Hope abandon'd! 

Just beneath the rock 
Where Beachy overpeers the channel wave, 

9. An allusion to the visionary delights of the 
newly discovered islands [Polynesia], where it was 
at first believed men lived in a state of simplicity 
and happiness; but where, as later enquiries have 
ascertained, that exemption from toil, which the 

fertility of their country gives them, produces the 
grossest vices; and a degree of corruption that late 
navigators think will end in the extirpation of the 
whole people in a few years [Smith's note]. 
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Within a cavern mined by wintry tides 
Dwelt one,1 who long disgusted with the world 

675 And all its ways, appear'd to suffer life 
Rather than live; the soul-reviving gale, 
Fanning the bean-field, or the thymy° heath, abounding in thyme 
Had not for many summers breathed on him; 
And nothing mark'd to him the season's change, 

6so Save that more gently rose the placid sea, 
And that the birds which winter on the coast 
Gave place to other migrants; save that the fog, 
Hovering no more above the beetling cliffs 
Betray'd not then the little careless sheep2 

685 On the brink grazing, while their headlong fall 
Near the lone Hermit's flint-surrounded home, 
Claim'd unavailing pity; for his heart 
Was feelingly alive to all that breath'd; 
And outraged as he was, in sanguine youth, 

690 By human crimes, he still acutely felt 
For human misery. 

Wandering on the beach, 
He learn'd to augur from the clouds of heaven, 
And from the changing colours of the sea, 
And sullen murmurs of the hollow cliffs, 

695 Or the dark porpoises,3 that near the shore 
Gambol'd and sported on the level brine 
When tempests were approaching: then at night 
He listen'd to the wind; and as it drove 
The billows with o'erwhelming vehemence 

7oo He, starting from his rugged couch, went forth 
And hazarding a life, too valueless, 
He waded thro' the waves, with plank or pole 
Towards where the mariner in conflict dread 
Was buffeting for life the roaring surge; 

705 And now just seen, now lost in foaming gulphs, 
The dismal gleaming of the clouded moon 
Shew'd the dire peril. Often he had snatch'd 
From the wild billows, some unhappy man 
Who liv'd to bless the hermit of the rocks. 

710 But if his generous cares were all in vain, 
And with slow swell the tide of morning bore 
Some blue swol'n cor'se° to land; the pale recluse corpse 
Dug in the chalk a sepulchre—above 
Where the dank sea-wrack0 mark'd the utmost tide, refuse from the sea 

1. In a cavern almost immediately under the cliff 
called Beachy Head, there lived, as the people of 
the country believed, a man of the name of Darby, 
who for many years had no other abode than this 
cave, and subsisted almost entirely on shell-fish. 
He had often administered assistance to ship-
wrecked mariners; but venturing into the sea on 
this charitable mission during a violent equinoctial 
storm, he himself perished. As it is above thirty 

years since I heard this tradition of Parson Darby 
(for so I think he was called): it may now perhaps 
be forgotten [Smith's note]. 
2. Sometimes in thick weather the sheep feeding 
on the summit of the cliff, miss their footing, and 
are killed by the fall [Smith's note]. 
3. Dark porpoises. Del-phimts phoccena [Smith's 
note]. 
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715 And with his prayers perform'd the obsequies 
For the poor helpless stranger. 

O n e dark night 
T h e equinoct ia l wind blew south by west , 
F ie rce on the s h o r e ; — t h e bel lowing cliffs were shook 
Even to their s tony base, and f ragments fell 

720 Flashing and thunder ing on the angry flood. 
At day-break, anxious for the lonely man, 
His cave the m o u n t a i n shepherds visited, 
T h o ' sand and banks of weeds had choak 'd their w a y . — 
He was not in it; but his drowned cor 'se 

725 By the waves wafted, near his former h o m e 
Receiv 'd the rites of burial . T h o s e who read 
Chisel 'd within t h e rock, these mournful l ines, 
Memor ia l s of his sufferings, did not grieve, 
T h a t dying in the c a u s e of chari ty 

730 His spirit, f rom its earthly bondage freed, 
Had to some b e t t e r region fled for ever. 

1 8 0 6 1 8 0 7 

MARY R O B I N S O N 
1 7 5 7 ? — 1 8 0 0 

Mary Robinson, whom the Dictionary of National Biography, at the beginning of a 
long entry, describes as "actress, author, and mistress of George, Prince of Wales," 
lived a more sensational life than any other poet of the period, Byron and Shelley 
included. Her father was a Bristol whaler, her mother a woman of "genteel back-
ground" who, after her husband deserted the family, ran a school for girls. At fifteen 
Mary was married to Thomas Robinson, an articled law clerk who seemed a good 
match but quickly proved a gambler and libertine; he was arrested for debt, and Mary 
and her infant daughter spent a year with him in debtors' prison, where, to pass the 
time, she began writing poetry. Her first pieces appeared in a two-volume Poems 
published under the patronage of the duchess of Devonshire in 1775. 

In December 1776, accepting a long-standing invitation of David Garrick, the 
actor-manager of the Drury Lane theater, Robinson made her stage debut as Juliet, 
and for the next four years she was constantly before the public—in thirty or more 
principal roles, nine of them in plays by Shakespeare. A beauty and leader of fashion, 
she attracted many suitors and was painted by many of the leading portraitists of the 
day, including George Romney, Thomas Gainsborough, and Sir Joshua Reynolds, 
president of the Royal Academy. At a command performance of The Winter's Tale in 
December 1779, playing the role of Perdita, Robinson captivated the teenaged prince 
of Wales and, after negotiating financial compensation in the form of a £ 2 0 , 0 0 0 bond 
(because she would have to give up her acting career), became his mistress. As a royal 
mistress, she was even more exposed to the public eye than she had been on the stage; 
years after the prince abandoned her, ribald speculation about the erotic adventures 
of "Perdita" continued to engross gossip columnists and satiric cartoonists. Robin-
son's attempt, following the prince's desertion, to sue for the promised £ 2 0 , 0 0 0 failed, 
but through the efforts of the Whig parliamentarian Charles James Fox, another 
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famous man who may have been her lover, she received an annuity from the prince 
of £500 per year. At twenty-five she formed an attachment with Banastre Tarleton, 
an army officer who had just returned from the war in America and was embarking 
on a career in Parliament. That attachment lasted ten years, until Tarleton married 
an heiress. Robinson was by this time in poor health and, as a consequence of either 
a miscarriage (in some accounts) or rheumatic fever (in others), was paralyzed from 
the waist down. Even in this condition she made a striking public figure, as four 
liveried servants, covering their arms with long white sleeves, bore her from the opera 
house to her waiting carriage. A sawy self-publicist, she appears to have been well 
aware of the part she played in the spectacle that was fashionable London, accepting 
and even embracing (in the words of her modern editor, Judith Pascoe) her role as 
"the most attractive object in a large urban display." 

Literature became Robinson's principal activity and source of income when she 
was in her early thirties. In 1788 and 1789, writing under the pen name "Laura Maria" 
and sending her verse to the papers the World and the Oracle, she entered into a 
passionate poetical correspondence with "Delia Crusca" (pseudonym of the poet Rob-
ert Merry, who had already participated in a similar public flirtation in the periodical 
press, in the series of love poems he exchanged with "Anna Matilda," the poet Hannah 
Cowley). When, in her Poems of 1791, Robinson reprinted some of these "effusions" 
of feeling, she attracted six hundred subscribers. In 1796 she contributed to the 
English revival of the sonnet with her Petrarchan series Sappho and Phaon. In the 
1790s she also authored seven novels, beginning in 1792 with Vacenza, or The Dan-
gers of Credulity. She succeeded Robert Southey in the influential office of poetry 
editor of the Morning Post in 1799. Other writings by Robinson include her political 
tracts Impartial Reflections on the Present Situation of the Queen of France (1793) 
and Thoughts on the Condition of Women, and on the Injustice of Mental Subordi-
nation (1799) and her posthumous Memoirs (1801), an autobiography whose descrip-
tion of a woman's poetic vocation makes it (like Robinson's critical discussion of the 
Greek poet of passion Sappho) exceptional in an era now better known for its models 
of masculine artistry. 

Robinson is one of the accomplished writers of blank verse in the 1790s (as in 
"London's Summer Morning") as well as one of the most irrepressibly musical in 
many different forms of rhyme. Outspokenly liberal in its politics, good-humored, 
satirical, and sentimental by turns, her late verse in particular exemplifies what Stuart 
Curran calls "the new realism that will impel English poetry into the nineteenth 
century." Lyrical Tales (1800), the final volume of Robinson's poetry to be published 
in her lifetime, appeared the month before the second edition of Wordsworth and 
Coleridge's Lyrical Ballads—from the same publisher and printer and in exactly the 
same format and typography (Wordsworth, in reaction, tried to change his own title 
to Poems by W. Wordsworth). Robinson's "The Poor Singing Dame" is modeled on 
the most popular of Wordsworth's 1798 ballads, "Goody Blake and Harry Gill." 
Wordsworth in turn based one of his pieces ("The Seven Sisters; or, The Solitude of 
Binnorie") on the elaborate metrical scheme of Robinson's "The Haunted Beach," a 
poem that prompted Coleridge to exclaim to Southey, when he first saw it in the 
Morning Post, "the Metre—ay! that Woman has an Ear." Coleridge admired her 
"undoubted Genius," and Robinson returned the compliment in one of her last 
poems, "To the Poet Coleridge," a shrewd reading of "Kubla Khan" sixteen years 
before it first got into print. 
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January, 17951 

Pavement slipp'ry, people sneezing, 
Lords in ermine, beggars freezing; 
Titled gluttons dainties carving, 
Genius in a garret starving. 

5 Lofty mansions, warm and spacious; 
Courtiers cringing and voracious; 
Misers scarce the wretched heeding; 
Gallant soldiers fighting, bleeding. 

Wives who laugh at passive spouses; 
10 Theatres, and meeting-houses; 

Ralls, where simp'ring misses languish; 
Hospitals, and groans of anguish. 

Arts and sciences bewailing; 
Commerce drooping, credit failing; 

15 Placemen" mocking subjects loyal; political appointees 
Separations, weddings royal. 

Authors who can't earn a dinner; 
Many a subtle rogue a winner; 
Fugitives for shelter seeking; 

20 Misers hoarding, tradesmen breaking.0 going bankrupt 

Taste and talents quite deserted; 
All the laws of truth perverted; 
Arrogance o'er merit soaring; 
Merit silently deploring. 

25 Ladies gambling night and morning; 
Fools the works of genius scorning; 
Ancient dames for girls mistaken, 
Youthful damsels quite forsaken. 

Some in luxury delighting; 
30 More in talking than in fighting; 

Lovers old, and beaux decrepid; 
Lordlings empty and insipid. 

Poets, painters, and musicians; 
Lawyers, doctors, politicians: 

35 Pamphlets, newspapers, and odes, 
Seeking fame by diff'rent roads. 

Gallant souls with empty purses; 
Gen'rals only fit for nurses; 
School-boys, smit with martial spirit, 

40 Taking place of vet'ran merit. 

1. First published in the Morning Post as the work of "Portia." 
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Honest men who can't get places, 
Knaves who shew unblushing faces; 
Ruin hasten'd, peace retarded; 
Candor spurn'd, and art rewarded. 

1795 1806 

London's Summer Morning 

Who has not wak'd to list the busy sounds 
Of summer's morning, in the sultry smoke 
Of noisy London? On the pavement hot 
The sooty chimney-boy, with dingy face 

5 And tatter'd covering, shrilly bawls his trade, 
Rousing the sleepy housemaid. At the door 
The milk-pail rattles, and the tinkling bell 
Proclaims the dustman's0 office; while the street trash collector's 
Is lost in clouds impervious. Now begins 

10 The din of hackney-coaches, waggons, carts; 
While tinmen's shops, and noisy trunk-makers, 
Knife-grinders, coopers, squeaking cork-cutters, 
Fruit-barrows, and the hunger-giving cries 
Of vegetable venders, fill the air. 

15 Now ev'ry shop displays its varied trade, 
And the fresh-sprinkled pavement cools the feet 
Of early walkers. At the private door 
The ruddy housemaid twirls the busy mop,1 

Annoying the smart 'prentice, or neat girl, 
20 Tripping with band-box2 lightly. Now the sun 

Darts burning splendor on the glitt'ring pane, 
Save where the canvas awning throws a shade 
On the gay merchandise. Now, spruce and trim, 
In shops (where beauty smiles with industry) 

25 Sits the smart damsel; while the passenger" passerby 
Peeps through the window, watching ev'ry charm. 
Now pastry dainties catch the eye minute 
Of humming insects, while the limy snare3 

Waits to enthral them. Now the lamp-lighter 
30 Mounts the tall ladder, nimbly venturous, 

To trim the half-fill'd lamp; while at his feet 
The pot-boy4 yells discordant! All along 
The sultry pavement, the old-clothes-man cries 
In tone monotonous, and side-long views 

35 The area for his traffic: now the bag 
Is slily open'd, and the half-worn suit 
(Sometimes the pilfer'd treasure of the base 
Domestic spoiler), for one half its worth, 
Sinks in the green abyss. The porter now 

40 Bears his huge load along the burning way; 

1. An echo of Jonathan Swift's urban pastoral "A 2. Box for hats, gloves, etc. 
Description of the Morning" (1709), in which Moll 3. Sticky substance used to catch insects. 
whirls "her mop with dex'trous airs" (line 7). 4. Servant from a nearby pub. 
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And the poor poet wakes from busy dreams, 
To paint the summer morning. 

1795-1800 1800 

The Camp1 

Tents, marquees, and baggage waggons; 
Suttling houses,2 beer in flaggons; 
Drums and trumpets, singing, firing; 
Girls seducing, beaux admiring; 

5 Country lasses gay and smiling, 
City lads their hearts beguiling; 
Dusty roads, and horses frisky; 
Many an Eton boy in whisky;3 

Tax'd carts full of farmer's daughters; 
io Brutes condemn'd, and man—who slaughters! 

Public-houses, booths, and castles; 
Belles of fashion, serving vassals; 
Lordly Gen'rals fiercely staring, 
Weary soldiers, sighing, swearing! 

15 Petit maitres° always dressing— fops 
In the glass themselves caressing; 
Perfum'd, painted, patch'd and blooming 
Ladies—manly airs assuming! 
Dowagers of fifty, simp'ring 

20 Misses, for a lover whimp'ring— 
Husbands drill'd to household tameness; 
Dames heart sick of wedded sameness. 
Princes setting girls a-madding— 
Wives for ever fond of gadding— 

25 Princesses with lovely faces, 
Beauteous children of the Graces! 
Britain's pride and Virtue's treasure, 
Fair and gracious, beyond measure! 
Aid de Camps, and youthful pages— 

30 Prudes, and vestals0 of all ages!— virgins 
Old coquets, and matrons surly, 
Sounds of distant hurly burly\ 
Mingled voices uncouth singing; 
Carts, full laden, forage bringing; 

35 Sociables,4 and horses weary; 
Houses warm, and dresses airy; 
Loads of fatten'd poultry; pleasure 
Serv'd (TO NOBLES) without measure. 
Doxies' who the waggons follow; 

40 Beer, for thirsty hinds0 to swallow; farm boys 

1. Robinson's description of the social world of a 
military camp was published in the Morning Post, 
on Aug. 1, !800 , as the work of "Oberon," king of 
the fairies. 
2. Establishments selling provisions to soldiers. 
3. Besides being a drink, a whisky was a fashion-

able two-wheeled carriage. Eton, the famous pub-
lic school, is in Windsor, where a military camp 
had been established. 
4. ^Carriages with facing seats. 
5. Mistresses, perhaps prostitutes. 
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Washerwomen, fruit-girls cheerful, 
ANTIENT LADIES—chaste and fearfull 
Tradesmen, leaving shops, and seeming 
More of war than profit dreaming; 

45 Martial sounds, and braying asses; 
Noise, that ev'ry noise surpasses! 
All confusion, din, and riot— 
NOTHING CLEAN—and NOTHING QUIET. 

1800 

The Poor Singing Dame 

Beneath an old wall, that went round an old castle, 
For many a year, with brown ivy o'erspread, 

A neat little hovel, its lowly roof raising, 
Defied the wild winds that howl'd over its shed: 

5 The turrets, that frown'd on the poor simple dwelling, 
Were rock'd to and fro, when the tempest would roar, 

And the river, that down the rich valley was swelling, 
Flow'd swiftly beside the green step of its door. 

The summer sun gilded the rushy roof slanting, 
10 The bright dews bespangled its ivy-bound hedge, 

And above, on the ramparts, the sweet birds were chanting, 
And wild buds thick dappled the clear river's edge. 

When the castle's rich chambers were haunted and dreary, 
The poor little hovel was still and secure; 

15 And no robber e'er enter'd, nor goblin nor fairy, 
For the splendors of pride had no charms to allure. 

The Lord of the castle, a proud surly ruler, 
Oft heard the low dwelling with sweet music ring, 

For the old Dame that Iiv'd in the little hut cheerly, 
20 Would sit at her wheel, and would merrily sing: 

When with revels the castle's great hall was resounding, 
The old Dame was sleeping, not dreaming of fear; 

And when over the mountains the huntsmen were bounding 
She would open her lattice, their clamors to hear. 

25 To the merry-ton'd horn she would dance on the threshold, 
And louder, and louder, repeat her old song: 

And when winter its mantle of frost was displaying, 
She caroll'd, undaunted, the bare woods among: 

She would gather dry fern, ever happy and singing, 
30 With her cake of brown bread, and her jug of brown beer, 

And would smile when she heard the great castle-bell ringing, 
Inviting the proud—to their prodigal cheer. 

Thus she liv'd, ever patient and ever contented, 
Till envy the Lord of the castle possess'd, 

35 For he hated that poverty should be so cheerful, 
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While care could the fav'rites of fortune molest; 
He sent his bold yeomen with threats to prevent her, 

And still would she carol her sweet roundelay; 
At last, an old steward relentless he sent her— 

40 Who bore her, all trembling, to prison away! 

Three weeks did she languish, then died broken-hearted, 
Poor Dame! how the death-bell did mournfully sound! 

And along the green path six young bachelors bore her, 
And laid her for ever beneath the cold ground! 

45 And the primroses pale 'mid the long grass were growing, 
The bright dews of twilight bespangled her grave, 

And morn heard the breezes of summer soft blowing 
To bid the fresh flow'rets in sympathy wave. 

The Lord of the castle, from that fatal moment 
so When poor singing Mary was laid in her grave, 

Each night was surrounded by screech-owls appalling, 
Which o'er the black turrets their pinions would wave! 

On the ramparts that frown'd on the river, swift flowing, 
They hover'd, still hooting a terrible song, 

55 When his windows would rattle, the winter blast blowing, 
They would shriek like a ghost, the dark alleys among! 

Wherever he wander'd they follow'd him crying, 
At dawnlight, at eve, still they haunted his way! 

When the moon shone across the wide common they hooted, 
60 Nor quitted his path till the blazing of day. 

His bones began wasting, his flesh was decaying, 
And he hung his proud head, and he perish'd with shame; 

And the tomb of rich marble, no soft tear displaying, 
O'ershadows the grave of the Poor Singing Dame! 

1799-1800 1800 

The Haunted Beach 

Upon a lonely desart Beach, 
Where the white foam was scatter'd, 

A little shed uprear'd its head, 
Though lofty barks0 were shatter'd. ships 

5 The sea-weeds gath'ring near the door 
A somber path display'd; 

And, all around, the deaf'ning roar 
Re-echo'd on the chalky shore, 

By the green billows made. 

10 Above a jutting cliff was seen 
Where Sea Birds hover'd, craving; 

And all around the craggs were bound 
With weeds—for ever waving. 
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And here and there, a cavern wide 
is Its shad'wyjaws display'd; 

And near the sands, at ebb of tide, 
A shiver'd mast was seen to ride 

Where the green billows stray'd. 

And often, while the moaning wind 
20 Stole o'er the Summer Ocean, 

The moonlight scene was all serene, 
The waters scarce in motion; 

Then, while the smoothly slanting sand 
The tall cliff wrapp'd in shade, 

25 The Fisherman beheld a band 
Of Spectres gliding hand in hand— 

Where the green billows play'd. 

And pale their faces were as snow, 
And sullenly they wander'd; 

30 And to the skies with hollow eyes 
They look'd as though they ponder'd. 

And sometimes, from their hammock shroud, 
They dismal howlings made, 

And while the blast blew strong and loud 
35 The clear moon mark'd the ghastly crowd, 

Where the green billows play'd! 

And then above the haunted hut 
The Curlews screaming hover'd; 

And the low door, with furious roar, 
40 The frothy breakers cover'd. 

For in the Fisherman's lone shed 
A murder'd man was laid, 

With ten wide gashes in his head, 
And deep was made his sandy bed 

45 Where the green billows play'd. 

A shipwreck'd Mariner was he, 
Doom'd from his home to sever; 

Who swore to be through wind and sea 
Firm and undaunted ever! 

50 And when the wave resistless roll'd, 
About his arm he made 

A packet rich of Spanish gold, 
And, like a British sailor bold, 

Plung'd where the billows play'd! 

55 The Spectre band, his messmates brave, 
Sunk in the yawning ocean, 

While to the mast he lash'd him fast, 
And braVd the storm's commotion. 

The winter moon upon the sand 
60 A silv'ry carpet made, 

And mark'd the Sailor reach the land, 
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And mark'd his murd'rer wash his hand 
Where the green billows play'd. 

And since that hour the Fisherman 
65 Has toil'd and toil'd in vain; 

For all the night the moony light 
Gleams on the specter'd main! 

And when the skies are veil'd in gloom, 
The Murd'rer's liquid way 

70 Bounds o'er the deeply yawning tomb, 
And flashing fires the sands illume, 

Where the green billows play! 

Full thirty years his task has been 
Day after day more weary; 

75 For Heav'n design'd his guilty mind 
Should dwell on prospects dreary. 

Bound by a strong and mystic chain, 
He has not pow'r to stray; 

But destin'd mis'ry to sustain, 
so He wastes, in Solitude and Pain, 

A loathsome life away. 

1800 

To the Poet Coleridge1 

Rapt in the visionary theme! 
Spirit divine! with thee I'll wander, 

Where the blue, wavy, lucid stream, 
'Mid forest glooms, shall slow meander! 

5 With thee I'll trace the circling bounds 
Of thy new Paradise extended; 

And listen to the varying sounds 
Of winds, and foamy torrents blended. 

Now by the source which lab'ring heaves 
10 The mystic fountain, bubbling, panting, 

While gossamer" its net-work weaves, filmy cobweb 
Adown the blue lawn slanting! 

I'll mark thy sunny dome, and view 
Thy caves of ice, thy fields of dew! 

15 Thy ever-blooming mead, whose flow'r 
Waves to the cold breath of the moonlight hour! 
Or when the day-star, peering bright 
On the grey wing of parting night; 
While more than vegetating pow'r 

20 Throbs grateful to the burning hour, 

1. This poem is a tribute to, and running commentary on, Coleridge's "Kubla Khan," which Robinson read 
in manuscript (Coleridge had drafted it in 1797 but did not publish it until 1816). 
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As summer's whisper'd sighs unfold 
Her million, million buds of gold; 
Then will I climb the breezy bounds, 

Of thy new Paradise extended, 
25 And listen to the distant sounds 

Of winds, and foamy torrents blended! 

Spirit divine! with thee I'll trace 
Imagination's boundless space! 
With thee, beneath thy sunny dome, 

30 I'll listen to the minstrel's lay, 
Hymning the gradual close of day; 

In caves of ice enchanted roam, 
Where on the glitt'ring entrance plays 
The moon's-beam with its silv'ry rays; 

35 Or, when the glassy stream, 
That through the deep dell flows, 

Flashes the noon's hot beam; 
The noon's hot beam, that midway shows 

Thy flaming temple, studded o'er 
40 With all Peruvia's0 lustrous store! Peru's 

There will I trace the circling bounds 
Of thy new Paradise extended! 

And listen to the awful sounds, 
Of winds, and foamy torrents blended! 

45 And now I'll pause to catch the moan 
Of distant breezes, cavern-pent; 

Now, ere the twilight tints are flown, 
Purpling the landscape, far and wide, 
On the dark promontory's side 

50 I'll gather wild flow'rs, dew besprent,0 sprinkled 

And weave a crown for thee, 
Genius of Heav'n-taught poesy! 
While, op'ning to my wond'ring eyes, 
Thou bidst a new creation rise, 

55 I'll raptur'd trace the circling bounds 
Of thy rich Paradise extended, 

And listen to the varying sounds 
Of winds, and foaming torrents blended. 

And now, with lofty tones inviting, 
60 Thy nymph, her dulcimer swift smiting, 

Shall wake me in ecstatic measures! 
Far, far remov'd from mortal pleasures! 

In cadence rich, in cadence strong, 
Proving the wondrous witcheries of song! 

65 I hear her voice! thy sunny dome, 
Thy caves of ice, aloud repeat, 
Vibrations, madd'ning sweet, 
Calling the visionary wand'rer home. 
She sings of thee, O favor'd child 

70 Of minstrelsy, sublimely wild! 
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Of thee, whose soul can feel the tone 
Which gives to airy dreams a magic all thy own! 

Oct. 1800 1801 

W I L L I A M B L A K E 
1 7 5 7 - 1 8 2 7 

What William Blake called his "Spiritual Life" was as varied, free, and dramatic as 
his "Corporeal Life" was simple, limited, and unadventurous. His father was a London 
tradesman. His only formal education was in art: at the age of ten he entered a 
drawing school, and later he studied for a time at the school of the Royal Academy 
of Arts. At fourteen he entered an apprenticeship for seven years to a well-known 
engraver, James Basire, and began reading widely in his free time and trying his hand 
at poetry. At twenty-four he married Catherine Boucher, daughter of a market gar-
dener. She was then illiterate, but Blake taught her to read and to help him in his 
engraving and printing. In the early and somewhat sentimentalized biographies, Cath-
erine is represented as an ideal wife for an unorthodox and impecunious genius. 
Blake, however, must have been a trying domestic partner, and his vehement attacks 
on the torment caused by a possessive, jealous female will, which reached their height 
in 1793 and remained prominent in his writings for another decade, probably reflect 
a troubled period at home. The couple was childless. 

The Blakes for a time enjoyed a moderate prosperity while Blake gave drawing 
lessons, illustrated books, and engraved designs made by other artists. When the 
demand for his work slackened, Blake in 1800 moved to a cottage at Felpham, on the 
Sussex seacoast, to take advantage of the patronage of the wealthy amateur of the 
arts and biographer William Hayley (also a supporter of Charlotte Smith), who with 
the best of narrow intentions tried to transform Blake into a conventional artist and 
breadwinner. But the caged eagle soon rebelled. Hayley, Blake wrote, "is the Enemy 
of my Spiritual Life while he pretends to be the Friend of my Corporeal." 

At Felpham in 1803 occurred an event that left a permanent mark on Blake's mind 
and art—an altercation with one John Schofield, a private in the Royal Dragoons. 
Blake ordered the soldier out of his garden and, when Schofield replied with threats 
and curses against Blake and his wife, pushed him the fifty yards to the inn where he 
was quartered. Schofield brought charges that Blake had uttered seditious statements 
about king and country. Since England was at war with France, sedition was a hanging 
offense. Blake was acquitted—an event, according to a newspaper account, "which 
so gratified the auditory that the court was . . . thrown into an uproar by their noisy 
exultations." Nevertheless Schofield, his fellow soldier Cock, and other participants 
in the trial haunted Blake's imagination and were enlarged to demonic characters 
who play a sinister role in Jerusalem. The event exacerbated Blake's sense that omi-
nous forces were at work in the contemporary world and led him to complicate the 
symbolic and allusive style by which he veiled the radical religious, moral, and political 
opinions that he expressed in his poems. 

The dominant literary and artistic fashion of Blake's youth involved the notion that 
the future of British culture would involve the recovery, through archaeology as well 
as literary history, of an all but lost past. As an apprentice engraver who learned to 
draw by sketching the medieval monuments of London churches, Blake began his 
artistic career in the thick of that antiquarianism. It also informs his early lyric poetry. 
Poetical Sketches, published when he was twenty-six, suggests Blake's affinities with 
a group of later-eighteenth-century writers that includes Thomas Warton, poet and 
student of Middle English romance and Elizabethan verse; Thomas Gray, translator 
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from Old Icelandic and Welsh and author, in 1757, of "The Bard," a poem about the 
English conquest of Wales; Thomas Percy, the editor of the ballad collection Reliques 
of Ancient English Poetry (1765); and James Macpherson, who came before the public 
in the 1760s claiming to be the translator of the epic verse of a third-century Gaelic 
bard named Ossian. Like these figures, Blake located the sources of poetic inspiration 
in an archaic native tradition that, according to the prevailing view of national history, 
had ended up eclipsed after the seventeenth century, when French court culture, 
manners, and morals began their cultural ascendancy. Even in their orientation to a 
visionary culture, the bards of Blake's later Prophetic Books retain an association with 
this imagined version of a primitive past. 

Poetical Sketches was the only book of Blake's to be set in type according to cus-
tomary methods. In 1788 he began to experiment with relief etching, a method that 
he called "illuminated printing" (a term associating his works with the illuminated 
manuscripts of the Middle Ages) and used to produce most of his books of poems. 
Working directly on a copper plate with pens, brushes, and an acid-resistant medium, 
he wrote the text in reverse (so that it would print in the normal order) and also drew 
the illustration; he then etched the plate in acid to eat away the untreated copper 
and leave the design standing in relief. The pages printed from such plates were 
colored by hand in water colors, often by Catherine Blake, and stitched together to 
make up a volume. This process was laborious and time-consuming, and Blake printed 
very few copies of his books; for example, of Songs of Innocence and of Experience 
only twenty-eight copies (some of them incomplete) are known to exist; of The Book 
ofThel, sixteen; of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, nine; and of Jerusalem, five. 

To read a Blake poem without the pictures is to miss something important: Blake 
places words and images in a relationship that is sometimes mutually enlightening 
and sometimes turbulent, and that relationship is an aspect of the poem's argument. 
In this mode of relief etching, he published Songs of Innocence (1789), then added 
supplementary poems and printed Songs of Innocence and of Experience (1794). The 
two groups of poems represent the world as it is envisioned by what he calls "two 
contrary states of the human soul." 

Gradually Blake's thinking about human history and his experience of life and 
suffering articulated themselves in the "Giant Forms" and their actions, which came 
to constitute a complete mythology. As Blake's mythical character Los said, speaking 
for all imaginative artists, "I must Create a System or be enslaved by another Man's." 
This coherent but constantly altering and enlarging system composed the subject 
matter first of Blake's "minor prophecies," completed by 1795, and then of the major 
prophetic books on which he continued working until about 1820: The Four Zoas, 
Milton, and Jerusalem. 

In his sixties Blake gave up poetry to devote himself to pictorial art. In the course 
of his life, he produced hundreds of paintings and engravings, many of them illustra-
tions for the work of other poets, including a representation of Chaucer's Canterbury 
pilgrims, a superb set of designs for the Book of Job, and a series of illustrations of 
Dante, on which he was still hard at work when he died. At the time of his death, 
Blake was little known as an artist and almost entirely unknown as a poet. In the mid-
nineteenth century he acquired a group of admirers among the Pre-Baphaelites, who 
regarded him as a precursor. Since the mid-1920s Blake has finally come into his 
own, both in poetry and in painting, as one of the most dedicated, intellectually 
challenging, and astonishingly original artists. His marked influence ranges from Wil-
liam Butler Yeats, who edited Blake's writings and modeled his own system of mythol-
ogy on Blake's, to Allen Ginsberg and other Beat writers, Philip Pullman's His Dark 
Materials trilogy, and the graphic novels of the present day. 

The explication of Blake's cryptic prophetic books has been the preoccupation of 
many scholars. Blake wrote them in the persona, or "voice," of "the Bard! / Who 
Present, Past, & Future sees"—that is, as a British poet who follows Spenser, and 
especially Milton, in a lineage going back to the prophets of the Bible. "The Nature 
of my Work," he said, "is Visionary or Imaginative." What Blake meant by the key 
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terms vision and imagination, however, is often misinterpreted by taking literally what 
he, speaking the traditional language of his great predecessors, intended in a figurative 
sense. "That which can be made Explicit to the Idiot," he declared, "is not worth my 
care." Blake was a born ironist who enjoyed mystifying his well-meaning but literal-
minded friends and who took a defiant pleasure in shocking the dull and complacent 
"angels" of his day by being deliberately outrageous in representing his work and 
opinions. 

Blake declared that "all he knew was in the Bible" and that "The Old & New 
Testaments are the Great Code of Art." This is an exaggeration of the truth that all 
his prophetic writings deal, in various formulations, with some aspects of the overall 
biblical plot of the creation and the Fall, the history of the generations of humanity 
in the fallen world, redemption, and the promise of a recovery of Eden and of a New 
Jerusalem. These events, however, Blake interprets in what he calls "the spiritual 
sense." For such a procedure he had considerable precedent, not in the neoplatonic 
and occult thinkers with whom some modern commentators align him, but in the 
"spiritual" interpreters of the Bible among the radical Protestant sects in seventeenth-
and eighteenth-century England. In The French Revolution, America: A Prophecy, 
Europe: A Prophecy, and the trenchant prophetic satire The Marriage of Heaven and 
Hell—all of which Blake wrote in the early 1790s while he was an ardent supporter 
of the French Revolution—he, like Wordsworth, Coleridge, Southey, and a number 
of radical English theologians, represented the contemporary Revolution as the puri-
fying violence that, according to biblical prophecy, portended the imminent redemp-
tion of humanity and the world. (For discussion of these apocalyptic expectations, 
see "The French Revolution" at Norton Literature Online.) In Blake's later poems 
Ore, the fiery spirit of violent revolution, gives way as a central personage to Los, the 
type of the visionary imagination in the fallen world. 

BLARE'S MYTHMAKING 

Blake's first attempt to articulate his full myth of humanity's present, past, and future 
was The Four Zoas, begun in 1796 or 1797. A passage from the opening statement 
of its theme exemplifies the long verse line (what Blake called "the march of long 
resounding strong heroic verse") in which he wrote his Prophetic Books and will serve 
also to outline the Books' vision: 

Four Mighty Ones are in every Man; a Perfect Unity 
Cannot Exist, but from the Universal Brotherhood of Eden, 
The Universal Man. To Whom be Glory Evermore, Amen. . . . 
Los was the fourth immortal starry one, & in the Earth 
Of a bright Universe Empery attended day & night 
Days & nights of revolving joy, Urthona was his name 
In Eden; in the Auricular Nerves of Human life 
Which is the Earth of Eden, he his Emanations propagated. . . . 

Daughter of Beulah, Sing 
His fall into Division & his Resurrection to Unity. 

Blake's mythical premise, or starting point, is not a transcendent God but the "Uni-
versal Man" who is God and who incorporates the cosmos as well. (Blake elsewhere 
describes this founding image as "the Human Form Divine" and names him "Albion.") 
The Fall, in this myth, is not the fall of humanity away from God but a falling apart 
of primal people, a "fall into Division." In this event the original sin is what Blake 
calls "Selfhood," the attempt of an isolated part to be self-sufficient. The breakup of 
the all-inclusive Universal Man in Eden into exiled parts, it is evident, serves to iden-
tify the Fall with the creation—the creation not only of man and of nature as we 
ordinarily know them but also of a separate sky god who is alien from humanity. 
Universal Man divides first into the "Four Mighty Ones" who are the Zoas, or chief 
powers and component aspects of humanity, and these in turn divide sexually into 
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male Spectres and female Emanations. (Thus in the quoted passage the Zoa known 
in the unfallen state of Eden as Urthona, the imaginative power, separates into the 
form of Los in the fallen world.) In addition to Eden there are three successively 
lower "states" of being in the fallen world, which Blake calls Beulah (a pastoral con-
dition of easy and relaxed innocence, without clash of "contraries"), Generation (the 
realm of common human experience, suffering, and conflicting contraries), and Ulro 
(Blake's hell, the lowest state, or limit, of bleak rationality, tyranny, static negation, 
and isolated Selfhood). The fallen world moves through the cycles of its history, 
successively approaching and falling away from redemption, until, by the agency of 
the Redeemer (who is equated with the human imagination and is most potently 
operative in the prophetic poet), it will culminate in an apocalypse. In terms of his 
controlling image of the Universal Man, Blake describes this apocalypse as a return 
to the original, undivided condition, "his Resurrection to Unity." 

What is confusing to many readers is that Blake alternates this representation of 
the Fall (as a fragmentation of the one Primal Man into separate parts) with a different 
kind of representation, in terms of two sharply opposed ways of seeing the universe. 
In this latter mode the Fall is a catastrophic change from imaginative insight (which 
sees the cosmos as unified and humanized) to sight by the physical eye (which sees 
the cosmos as a multitude of isolated individuals in an inhuman and alien nature). 
In terms of this distinction, the apocalypse toward which Blake as imaginative artist 
strives unceasingly will enable men and women once again to envision all beings as 
participant in the individual life that he calls "the Universal Brotherhood of Eden"— 
that is, a humanized world in which all individuals, in familial union, can feel at 
home. 

The text for Blake's writings is that of The Complete Poetry and Prose of William 
Blake, edited by David V. Erdman and Harold Bloom (rev. ed., Berkeley, 1982). 
Blake's erratic spelling and punctuation have been altered when the original form 
might mislead the reader. The editors are grateful for the expert advice of Joseph 
Viscomi and Robert Essick in editing the selections from Blake. 

All Religions Are One1 

The Voice of one crying in the Wilderness2 

The Argument. As the true method of knowledge is experiment the true 
faculty of knowing must be the faculty which experiences. This faculty I treat 
of. 

PRINCIPLE 1 s t . That the Poetic Genius is the true Man, and that the body 
or outward form of Man is derived from the Poetic Genius. Likewise that the 
forms of all things are derived from their Genius, which by the Ancients was 
call'd an Angel & Spirit & Demon. 

PRINCIPLE 2d. As all men are alike in outward form, So (and with the same 
infinite variety) all are alike in the Poetic Genius. 

PRINCIPLE 3d. No man can think write or speak from his heart, but he must 

1. This and the following two selections are early 
illuminated works, probably etched in 1788. They 
are directed both against 18th-century Deism, or 
"natural religion" (which bases its religious tenets 
not on scriptural revelation, but on evidences of 
God in the natural or "organic" world), and against 
Christian orthodoxy, whose creed is based on a 
particular Scripture. In this selection Blake ironi-
cally accepts the Deistic view that all particular 
religions are variants of the one true religion but 

rejects the Deists' "Argument" that this religion is 
grounded on reasoning from sense experience. He 
attributes the one religion instead to the innate 
possession by all people of "Poetic Genius"—that 
is, of a capacity for imaginative vision. 
2. Applied in the Gospels (e.g., Matthew 3.3) to 
John the Baptist, regarded as fulfilling the proph-
ecy in Isaiah 39.3. Blake applies the phrase to him-
self, as a later prophetic voice in an alien time. 
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intend truth. Thus all sects of Philosophy are from the Poetic Genius, adapted 
to the weaknesses of every individual. 

P R I N C I P L E 4. As none by travelling over known lands can find out the 
unknown, So from already acquired knowledge Man could not acquire more. 
Therefore an universal Poetic Genius exists. 

P R I N C I P L E 5. The Religions of all Nations are derived from each Nation's 
different reception of the Poetic Genius, which is every where call'd the Spirit 
of Prophecy. 

P R I N C I P L E 6. The Jewish & Christian Testaments are An original derivation 
from the Poetic Genius. This is necessary from the confined nature of bodily 
sensation. 

P R I N C I P L E 7th. As all men are alike (tho' infinitely various), So all Religions 
& as all similars have one source. 

The true Man is the source, he being the Poetic Genius. 

1788 

There Is No Natural Religion1 

[a] 
The Argument. Man has no notion of moral fitness but from Education. 

Naturally he is only a natural organ subject to Sense. 
I. Man cannot naturally Percieve but through his natural or bodily organs. 
II. Man by his reasoning power can only compare & judge of what he has 

already perciev'd. 
III. From a perception of only 3 senses or 3 elements none could deduce a 

fourth or fifth. 
IV. None could have other than natural or organic thoughts if he had none 

but organic perceptions. 
V. Man's desires are limited by his perceptions; none can desire what he 

has not perciev'd. 
VI. The desires & perceptions of man, untaught by any thing but organs of 

sense, must be limited to objects of sense. 
Conclusion. If it were not for the Poetic or Prophetic character the Philo-

sophic & Experimental would soon be at the ratio of all things, & stand still 
unable to do other than repeat the same dull round over again. 

1788 

There Is No Natural Religion1 

[b] 

I. Man's perceptions are not bounded by organs of perception; he percieves 
more than sense (tho' ever so acute) can discover. 

1. In this selection Blake presents his version of 
English empiricism, which derives all mental con-
tent (including the evidences from which, in "nat-
ural religion," reason is held to prove the existence 
of God) from perceptions by the physical senses. 
1. In this third document Blaki? presents his asser-

tions (in opposition to those in the preceding tract) 
that knowledge is not limited to the physical 
senses, but is as unbounded as the infinite desires 
of humankind and its godlike capacity for infinite 
vision. 
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II. Reason, or the ratio2 of all we have already known, is not the same that 
it shall be when we know more. 

[Ill lacking] 
IV. The bounded is loathed by its possessor. The same dull round even of a 

universe would soon become a mill with complicated wheels. 
V. If the many become the same as the few when possess'd, More! More! is 

the cry of a mistaken soul. Less than All cannot satisfy Man. 
VI. If any could desire what he is incapable of possessing, despair must be 

his eternal lot. 
VII. The desire of Man being Infinite, the possession is Infinite & himself 

Infinite. 
Application. He who sees the Infinite in all things sees God. He who sees 

the Ratio only sees himself only. 
Therefore God becomes as we are, that we may be as he is. 

1788 

FROM SONGS OF INNOCENCE AND OF EXPERIENCE 1 

S H E W I N G T H E TWO CONTRARY STATES OF T H E HUMAN SOUL 

FROM S O N G S OF I N N O C E N C E 

Introduction 

Piping down the valleys wild 
Piping songs of pleasant glee 
On a cloud I saw a child, 
And he laughing said to me, 

5 "Pipe a song about a Lamb"; 
So I piped with merry chear; 
"Piper pipe that song again"— 
So I piped, he wept to hear. 

2. In Latin ratio signifies both "reason" and "cal-
culation." Blake applies the term derogatorily to 
the 18th-century concept of reason as a calculating 
faculty whose operations are limited to sense per-
ceptions. 
1. Songs of Innocence was etched in 1789, and in 
1794 was combined with additional poems under 
the title Songs of Innocence and of Experience; this 
collection was reprinted at various later times with 
varying arrangements of the poems. In his songs of 
innocence Blake assumes the stance that he is 
writing "happy songs / Every child may joy to hear," 
but they do not all depict an innocent and happy 
world; many of them incorporate injustice, evil, 
and suffering. These aspects of the fallen world, 
however, are represented as they appear to a 
"state" of the human soul that Blake calls "inno-
cence" and that he expresses in a simple pastoral 

language, in the tradition both of Isaac Watts's 
widely read Divine Songs for Children (1715) and 
of the picture-books for child readers pioneered by 
mid-eighteenth-century booksellers such as John 
Newbery. The vision of the same world, as it 
appears to the "contrary" state of the soul that 
Blake calls "experience," is an ugly and terrifying 
one of poverty, disease, prostitution, war, and 
social, institutional, and sexual repression, epitom-
ized in the ghastly representation of modern Lon-
don. Though each stands as an independent poem, 
a number of the songs of innocence have a 
matched counterpart, or "contrary," in the songs 
of experience. Thus "Infant Joy" is paired with 
"Infant Sorrow," and the meek "Lamb" reveals its 
other aspect of divinity in the flaming, wrathful 
"Tyger." 
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"Drop thy pipe thy happy pipe 
10 Sing thy songs of happy chear"; 

So I sung the same again 
While he wept with joy to hear. 

"Piper sit thee down and write 
In a book that all may read"—-

15 So he vanish'd from my sight. 
And I pluck'd a hollow reed, 

And I made a rural pen, 
And I stain'd the water clear, 
And I wrote my happy songs 

20 Every child may joy to hear. 

1789 

The Ecchoing Green 

The Sun does arise, 
And make happy the skies. 
The merry bells ring 
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To welcome the Spring. 
5 The sky-lark and thrush, 

The birds of the bush, 
Sing louder around, 
To the bells' chearful sound. 
While our sports shall be seen 

10 On the Ecchoing Green. 

Old John with white hair 
Does laugh away care, 
Sitting under the oak, 
Among the old folk. 

15 They laugh at our play, 
And soon they all say: 
"Such, such were the joys. 
When we all, girls & boys, 
In our youth-time were seen, 

20 On the Ecchoing Green." 

Till the little ones weary 
No more can be merry 
The sun does descend, 
And our sports have an end: 

25 Round the laps of their mothers, 
Many sisters and brothers, 
Like birds in their nest, 
Are ready for rest; 
And sport no more seen, 

30 On the darkening Green. 

1789 

The Lamb1 

Little Lamb, who made thee? 
Dost thou know who made thee? 

Gave thee life & bid thee feed, 
By the stream & o'er the mead; 

5 Gave thee clothing of delight, 
Softest clothing wooly bright; 
Gave thee such a tender voice, 
Making all the vales rejoice! 

Little Lamb who made thee? 
10 Dost thou know who made thee? 

Little Lamb I'll tell thee, 
Little Lamb I'll tell thee! 

He is called by thy name, 

1. The opening of this poem mimes the form of the catechistic questions and answers customarily used 
for children's religious instruction. 
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For he calls himself a Lamb; 
is He is meek & he is mild, 

He became a little child; 
I a child & thou a lamb, 
We are called by his name. 

Little Lamb God bless thee. 
20 Little Lamb God bless thee. 

1789 

The Little Black Boy 

My mother bore me in the southern wild, 
And I am black, but O! my soul is white; 
WTiite as an angel is the English child, 
But I am black as if bereav'd of light. 

5 My mother taught me underneath a tree, 
And sitting down before the heat of day, 
She took me on her lap and kissed me, 
And pointing to the east, began to say: 

"Look on the rising sun: there God does live 
10 And gives his light, and gives his heat away; 

And flowers and trees and beasts and men receive 
Comfort in morning, joy in the noon day. 

"And we are put on earth a little space, 
That we may learn to bear the beams of love, 

15 And these black bodies and this sun-burnt face 
Is but a cloud, and like a shady grove. 

"For when our souls have leam'd the heat to bear, 
The cloud will vanish; we shall hear his voice, 
Saying: 'Come out from the grove, my love & care, 

20 And round my golden tent like lambs rejoice.' " 

Thus did my mother say, and kissed me; 
And thus I say to little English boy: 
When I from black and he from white cloud free, 
And round the tent of God like lambs we joy, 

25 I'll shade him from the heat till he can bear 
To lean in joy upon our father's knee. 
And then I'll stand and stroke his silver hair, 
And be like him, and he will then love me. 

1 7 8 9 
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The Chimney Sweeper 

When my mother died I was very young, 
And my father sold me while yet my tongue 
Could scarcely cry " 'weep! 'weep! 'weep! 'weep!"1 

So your chimneys I sweep & in soot I sleep. 

5 There's little Tom Dacre, who cried when his head 
That curl'd like a lamb's back, was shav'd, so I said, 
"Hush, Tom! never mind it, for when your head's bare, 
You know that the soot cannot spoil your white hair." 

And so he was quiet, & that very night, 
10 As Tom was a-sleeping he had such a sight! 

That thousands of sweepers, Dick, Joe, Ned, & Jack, 
Were all of them lock'd up in coffins of black; 

And by came an Angel who had a bright key, 
And he open'd the coffins & set them all free; 

is Then down a green plain, leaping, laughing they run, 
And wash in a river and shine in the Sun. 

Then naked & white, all their bags left behind, 
They rise upon clouds, and sport in the wind. 
And the Angel told Tom, if he'd be a good boy, 

20 He'd have God for his father & never want joy. 

And so Tom awoke; and we rose in the dark 
And got with our bags & our brushes to work. 
Tho' the morning was cold, Tom was happy & warm; 
So if all do their duty, they need not fear harm. 

1789 

The Divine Image 

To Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love, 
All pray in their distress, 
And to these virtues of delight 
Return their thankfulness. 

5 For Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love, 
Is God, our father dear: 
And Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love, 
Is Man, his child and care. 

For Mercy has a human heart, 
10 Pity, a human face, 

And Love, the human form divine, 
And Peace, the human dress. 

1. The child's lisping attempt at the chimney sweeper's street cry, "Sweep! Sweep!" 
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Then every man of every clime, 
That prays in his distress, 

15 Prays to the human form divine, 
Love, Mercy, Pity, Peace. 

And all must love the human form, 
In heathen, Turk, or Jew. 
Where Mercy, Love, & Pity dwell, 

20 There God is dwelling too. 

1789 

Holy Thursday1 

'Twas on a Holy Thursday, their innocent faces clean, 
The children walking two & two, in red & blue & green; 
Grey headed beadles2 walkd before with wands as white as snow, 
Till into the high dome of Paul's they like Thames' waters flow. 

5 O what a multitude they seemd, these flowers of London town! 
Seated in companies they sit with radiance all their own. 
The hum of multitudes was there, but multitudes of lambs, 
Thousands of little boys & girls raising their innocent hands. 

Now like a mighty wind they raise to heaven the voice of song, 
10 Or like harmonious thunderings the seats of heaven among. 

Beneath them sit the aged men, wise guardians of the poor; 
Then cherish pity, lest you drive an angel from your door.3 

c a . 1 7 8 4 1789 

Nurse's Song 

When the voices of children are heard on the green 
And laughing is heard on the hill, 
My heart is at rest within my breast 
And everything else is still. 

5 "Then come home my children, the sun is gone down 
And the dews of night arise; 
Come, come, leave off play, and let us away 
Till the morning appears in the skies." 

"No, no, let us play, for it is yet day 
10 And we cannot go to sleep; 

1. In the Anglican Church the Thursday celebrat-
ing the ascension of Jesus (thirty-nine days after 
Easter). It was the custom on this day to march the 
poor (frequently orphaned) children from the 
charity schools of London to a service at St. Paul's 
Cathedral. 

2. Lower church officers, one of whose duties is 
to keep order. 
3. Cf. Hebrews 13.2: "Be not forgetful to entertain 
strangers: for thereby some have entertained 
angels unawares." 
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Besides, in the sky, the little birds fly 
And the hills are all coverd with sheep." 

"Well, well, go & play till the light fades away 
And then go home to bed." 

15 The little ones leaped & shouted & laugh'd 
And all the hills ecchoed. 

ca. 1784 1789 

Infant Joy 

"I have no name, 
I am but two days old." 
What shall I call thee? 
"I happy am, 

5 Joy is my name." 
Sweet joy befall thee! 

Pretty joy! 
Sweet joy but two days old, 
Sweet joy I call thee; 

10 Thou dost smile, 
I sing the while— 
Sweet joy befall thee. 

1789 

FROM SONGS OF EXPERIENCE 

Introduction 

Hear the voice of the Bard! 
Who Present, Past, & Future sees; 
Whose ears have heard 
The Holy Word 

5 That walk'd among the ancient trees;1 

Calling the lapsed Soul2 

And weeping in the evening dew, 
That might controll3 

The starry pole, 
io And fallen, fallen light renew! 

1. Genesis 3.8: "And [Adam and Eve] heard the 
voice of the Lord God walking in the garden in the 
cool of the day." The Bard, or poet-prophet, whose 
imagination is not bound by time, has heard the 
voice of the Lord in Eden. 
2. The syntax leaves it ambiguous whether it is 

"the Bard" or "the Holy Word" who calls to the 
fallen ("lapsed") soul and to the fallen earth to stop 
the natural cycle of light and darkness. 
3. The likely syntax is that "Soul" is the subject of 
"might controll." 
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P E R I E N C L 

P r / n W V fib I 
Separa te title page for Songs of 
Experience ( 1 7 9 4 ) 

"O Earth, O Earth, return! 
Arise from out the dewy grass; 
Night is worn, 
And the morn 

15 Rises from the slumberous mass. 

"Turn away no more; 
Why wilt thou turn away? 
The starry floor 
The watry shore4 

20 Is giv'n thee till the break of day." 

1794 

Earth's Answer1 

Earth rais'd up her head, 
From the darkness dread & drear. 

4. In Blake's recurrent symbolism the starry sky 1. The Earth explains why she, the natural world, 
("floor") signifies rigid rational order, and the sea cannot by her unaided endeavors renew the fallen 
signifies chaos. light. 
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Her light fled: 
Stony dread! 

5 And her locks cover'd with grey despair. 

"Prison'd on watry shore 
Starry Jealousy does keep my den, 
Cold and hoar 
Weeping o'er 

10 I hear the Father of the ancient men.2 

"Selfish father of men, 
Cruel, jealous, selfish fear! 
Can delight 
Chain'd in night 

15 The virgins of youth and morning bear? 

"Does spring hide its joy 
When buds and blossoms grow? 
Does the sower 
Sow by night, 

20 Or the plowman in darkness plow? 

"Break this heavy chain 
That does freeze my bones around; 
Selfish! vain! 
Eternal bane! 

25 That free Love with bondage bound." 

1794 

The Clod & the Pebble 

"Love seeketh not Itself to please, 
Nor for itself hath any care; 
But for another gives its ease, 
And builds a Heaven in Hell's despair." 

5 So sang a little Clod of Clay, 
Trodden with the cattle's feet; 
But a Pebble of the brook, 
Warbled out these metres meet: 

"Love seeketh only Self to please, 
10 To bind another to its delight; 

Joys in another's loss of ease, 
And builds a Hell in Heaven's despite." 

1794 

2. This is the character that Blake later named 
"Urizen" in his prophetic works. He is the tyrant 
who binds the mind to the natural world and also 

imposes a moral bondage on sexual desire and 
other modes of human energy. 
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Holy Thursday 

Is this a holy thing to see, 
In a rich and fruitful land, 
Babes reduced to misery, 
Fed with cold and usurous hand? 

5 Is that trembling cry a song? 
Can it be a song of joy? 
And so many children poor? 
It is a land of poverty! 

And their sun does never shine, 
10 And their fields are bleak & bare, 

And their ways are fill'd with thorns; 
It is eternal winter there. 

For where-e'er the sun does shine, 
And where-e'er the rain does fall, 

15 Babe can never hunger there, 
Nor poverty the mind appall. 

1794 

The Chimney Sweeper 

A little black thing among the snow 
Crying " 'weep, weep," in notes of woe! 
"Where are thy father & mother? say?" 
"They are both gone up to the church to pray. 

5 "Because I was happy upon the heath, 
And smil'd among the winter's snow; 
They clothed me in the clothes of death, 
And taught me to sing the notes of woe. 

"And because I am happy, & dance & sing, 
IO They think they have done me no injury, 

And are gone to praise God & his Priest & King, 
Who make up a heaven of our misery." 

1790-92 1794 

Nurse's Song 

When the voices of children are heard on the green 
And whisperings are in the dale, 
The days of my youth rise fresh in my mind, 
My face turns green and pale. 
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5 Then come home my children, the sun is gone down 
And the dews of night arise; 
Your spring & your day are wasted in play, 
And your winter and night in disguise. 

1794 

The Sick Rose 

O Rose, thou art sick. 
The invisible worm 
That flies in the night 
In the howling storm 

5 Has found out thy bed 
Of crimson joy, 
And his dark secret love 
Does thy life destroy. 

1794 

The Fly 

Little Fly 
Thy summer's play 
My thoughtless hand 
Has brush'd away 

5 Am not I 
A fly like thee? 
Or art not thou 
A man like me? 

For I dance 
10 And drink & sing, 

Till some blind hand 
Shall brush my wing. 

If thought is life 
And strength & breath, 

15 And the want 
Of thought is death; 

Then am I 
A happy fly, 
If I live, 

20 Or if I die. 

1 7 9 4 
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"The Tyger" 

The Tyger1 

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright 
In the forests of the night, 
What immortal hand or eye 
Could frame thy fearful symmetry? 

5 In what distant deeps or skies 
Burnt the fire of thine eyes? 
On what wings dare he aspire? 
What the hand dare seize the fire? 

And what shoulder, & what art, 
10 Could twist the sinews of thy heart? 

And when thy heart began to beat, 
What dread hand? & what dread feet? 
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1. For the author's revisions while composing "The Tyger," see "Poems in Process," in the appendices to 
this volume. 
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What the hammer? what the chain? 
In what furnace was thy brain? 

is What the anvil? what dread grasp 
Dare its deadly terrors clasp? 

When the stars threw down their spears2 

And water'd heaven with their tears, 
Did he smile his work to see? 

20 Did he who made the Lamb make thee? 

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright 
In the forests of the night, 
What immortal hand or eye 
Dare frame thy fearful symmetry? 

1790-92 1794 

My Pretty Rose Tree 

A flower was offerd to me; 
Such a flower as May never bore, 
But I said, "I've a Pretty Rose-tree," 
And I passed the sweet flower o'er. 

5 Then I went to my Pretty Rose-tree, 
To tend her by day and by night. 
But my Rose turnd away with jealousy, 
And her thorns were my only delight. 

1794 

Ah Sun-flower 

Ah Sun-flower! weary of time, 
Who countest the steps of the Sun, 
Seeking after that sweet golden clime 
Where the traveller's journey is done; 

5 Where the Youth pined away with desire, 
And the pale Virgin shrouded in snow, 
Arise from their graves and aspire, 
Where my Sun-flower wishes to go. 

1794 

2. "Threw down" is ambiguous and may signify that the stars either "surrendered" or "hurled down" their 
spears. 
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The Garden of Love 

I went to the Garden of Love, 
And saw what I never had seen: 
A Chapel was built in the midst, 
Where I used to play on the green. 

5 And the gates of this Chapel were shut, 
And "Thou shalt not" writ over the door; 
So I turn'd to the Garden of Love, 
That so many sweet flowers bore, 

And I saw it was filled with graves, 
10 And tomb-stones where flowers should be; 

And Priests in black gowns were walking their rounds, 
And binding with briars my joys & desires. 

I wander thro' each charter'd' street, 
Near where the charter'd Thames does flow, 
And mark in every face I meet 
Marks of weakness, marks of woe. 

5 In every cry of every Man, 
In every Infant's cry of fear, 
In every voice, in every ban,2 

The mind-forg'd manacles I hear: 

How the Chimney-sweeper's cry 
10 Every blackning Church appalls, 

And the hapless Soldier's sigh 
Runs in blood down Palace walls. 

But most thro' midnight streets I hear 
How the youthful Harlot's curse 

15 Blasts the new-born Infant's tear,3 

And blights with plagues the Marriage hearse.4 

1794 

London 

1794 

1. "Given liberty," but also, ironically, "preempted 
as private property, and rented out." 

ease (the "plagues" of line 16) by earlier infection 
from the harlot. 

2. The various meanings of ban are relevant (polit-
ical and legal prohibition, curse, public condem-
nation) as well as "banns" (marriage proclama-
tion). 
3. Most critics read this line as implying prenatal 
blindness, resulting from a parent's venereal dis-

4. In the older sense: "converts the marriage bed 
into a bier." Or possibly, because the current sense 
of the word had also come into use in Blake's day, 
"converts the marriage coach into a funeral 
hearse." 
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The Human Abstract1 

Pity would be no more, 
If we did not make somebody Poor; 
And Mercy no more could be, 
If all were as happy as we; 

5 And mutual fear brings peace, 
Till the selfish loves increase; 
Then Cruelty knits a snare, 
And spreads his baits with care. 

He sits down with holy fears, 
10 And waters the ground with tears; 

Then Humility takes its root 
Underneath his foot. 

Soon spreads the dismal shade 
Of Mystery over his head; 

is And the Catterpiller and Fly 
Feed on the Mystery. 

And it bears the fruit of Deceit, 
Ruddy and sweet to eat; 
And the Raven his nest has made 

20 In its thickest shade. 

The Gods of the earth and sea, 
Sought thro' Nature to find this Tree, 
But their search was all in vain: 
There grows one in the Human Brain. 

1790-92 1794 

Infant Sorrow 

My mother groand! my father wept. 
Into the dangerous world I leapt, 
Helpless, naked, piping loud; 
Like a fiend hid in a cloud. 

5 Struggling in my father's hands, 
Striving against my swadling bands; 
Bound and weary I thought best 
To sulk upon my mother's breast. 

1794 

1. The matched contrary to "The Divine Image" in represented as possible marks for exploitation, cru-
Songs of Innocence. The virtues of the earlier elty, conflict, and hypocritical humility, 
poem, "Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love," are now 
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A Poison Tree 

I was angry with my friend: 
I told my wrath, my wrath did end. 
I was angry with my foe: 
I told it not, my wrath did grow. 

5 And I waterd it in fears, 
Night & morning with my tears; 
And I sunned it with smiles, 
And with soft deceitful wiles. 

And it grew both day and night, 
10 Till it bore an apple bright. 

And my foe beheld it shine, 
And he knew that it was mine, 

And into my garden stole, 
When the night had veild the pole; 

15 In the morning glad I see 
My foe outstretchd beneath the tree. 

Whate'er is Born of Mortal Birth 
Must be consumed with the Earth 
To rise from Generation free; 
Then what have I to do with thee?2 

5 The Sexes sprung from Shame & Pride, 
Blow'd0 in the morn, in evening died; blossomed 
But Mercy changd Death into Sleep; 
The Sexes rose to work & weep. 

Thou, Mother of my Mortal part, 
10 With cruelty didst mould my Heart, 

And with false self-deceiving tears 
Didst bind my Nostrils, Eyes, & Ears. 

Didst close my Tongue in senseless clay 
And me to Mortal Life betray. 

15 The Death of Jesus set me free; 
Then what have I to do with thee? 

1794 

To Tirzah1 

ca. 1805 

1. Tirzah was the capital of the northern kingdom 
of Israel and is conceived by Blake in opposition to 
Jerusalem, capital of the southern kingdom of 
Judah, whose tribes had been redeemed from cap-
tivity. In this poem, which was added to late ver-
sions of Songs of Experience, Tirzah is represented 

as the mother—in the realm of material nature and 
"Generation"—of the mortal body, with its restric-
tive senses. 
2. Echoing the words of Christ to his mother at 
the marriage in Cana, John 2.4: "Woman, what 
have I to do with thee? mine hour is not yet come." 
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A Divine Image1 

Cruelty has a Human Heart 
And Jealousy a Human Face, 
Terror, the Human Form Divine, 
And Secrecy, the Human Dress. 

5 The Human Dress is forged Iron, 
The Human Form, a fiery Forge, 
The Human Face, a Furnace seal'd, 
The Human Heart, its hungry Gorge.0 maw, stomach 

1790-91 

T h e B o o k of T h e l Although Blake dated the etched poem 1789, its compo-
sition probably extended to 1791, so that he was working on it at the time he was 
writing the Songs of Innocence and some of the Songs of Experience. The Book of Thel 
treats the same two "states"; now, however, Blake employs the narrative instead of 
the lyrical mode and embodies aspects of the developing myth that was fully enacted 
in his later prophetic books. And like the major prophecies, this poem is written in 
the fourteener, a long line of seven stresses. 

The name Thel possibly derives from the Greek word for "wish" or "will" and may 
be intended to suggest the failure of desire, because of timidity, to fulfill itself. Thel 
is represented as a virgin dwelling in the Vales of Har, which seems equivalent to the 
sheltered state of pastoral peace and innocence in Blake's Songs of Innocence. Here, 
however, Thel feels useless and unfulfilled, and appeals for comfort, unavailingly, to 
various beings who are contented with their roles in Har. Finally, the Clay invites 
Thel to try the experiment of assuming embodied life. Part 4 (plate 6) expresses the 
brutal shock of the revelation to Thel of the experience of sexual desire—a revelation 
from which she flees in terror back to her sheltered, if unsatisfying, existence in Har. 

Some commentators propose that Thel is an unborn soul who rejects the ordeal of 
an embodied life in the material world. Others propose that Thel is a human virgin 
who shrinks from experiencing a life of adult sexuality. It is possible, however, to read 
Blake's little myth as comprehending both these areas of significance. The reader 
does not need to know Blake's mythology inside and out to recognize the broad sym-
bolic reach of this poem in ordinary human experience—the elemental failure of 
nerve to meet the challenge of life as it is, the timid incapacity to risk the conflict, 
physicality, pain, and loss without which there is no possibility either of growth or of 
creativity. 

1. Blake omitted this poem from all but one copy and subtle contrary to "The Divine Image" in Songs 
of Songs of Experience, probably because "The of Innocence. 
Human Abstract" served as a more comprehensive 
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The Book of Thel 

PLATE i1 

Thel's Motto 

Does the Eagle know what is in the pit? 
Or wilt thou go ask the Mole? 
Can Wisdom be put in a silver rod? 
Or Love in a golden bowl?2 

PLATE 1 

1 

The daughters of Mne3 Seraphim led round their sunny flocks, 
All but the youngest; she in paleness sought the secret air, 
To fade away like morning beauty from her mortal day; 
Down by the river of Adona her soft voice is heard, 
And thus her gentle lamentation falls like morning dew: 

"O life of this our spring! why fades the lotus of the water? 
Why fade these children of the spring? born but to smile & fall. 
Ah! Thel is like a watry bow, and like a parting cloud, 
Like a reflection in a glass, like shadows in the water, 
Like dreams of infants, like a smile upon an infant's face, 
Like the dove's voice, like transient day, like music in the air. 
Ah! gentle may I lay me down, and gentle rest my head, 
And gentle sleep the sleep of death, and gentle hear the voice 
Of him that walketh in the garden in the evening time."4 

The Lilly of the valley breathing in the humble grass 
Answer'd the lovely maid and said: "I am a watry weed, 
And I am very small, and love to dwell in lowly vales; 
So weak, the gilded butterfly scarce perches on my head; 
Yet I am visited from heaven, and he that smiles on all 
Walks in the valley and each morn over me spreads his hand, 
Saying: 'Rejoice, thou humble grass, thou new-born lilly flower, 
Thou gentle maid of silent valleys and of modest brooks; 
For thou shalt be clothed in light, and fed with morning manna, 
Till summer's heat melts thee beside the fountains and the springs 
To flourish in eternal vales.' Then why should Thel complain? 

1. The plate numbers identify the page, each with 
its own pictorial design, as originally printed by 
Blake. These numbers are reproduced here 
because they are frequently used in references to 
Blake's writings. 
2. Ecclesiastes 12.5—6 describes a time when 
"fears shall be in the way . . . and desire shall fail: 
because man goeth to his long home, and the 
mourners go about the streets: Or ever the silver 
cord be loosed, or the golden bowl be broken." Per-

haps Blake changed the silver cord to a rod to make 
it, with the golden bowl, a sexual symbol. 
3. There has been much speculation about this 
curious term. It may be an abbreviation for the 
name "Mnetha," the goddess of the Vales of Har 
in Blake's earlier poem Tiriel. 
4. Genesis 3.8: "And they heard the voice of the 
Lord God walking in the garden in the cool of the 
day." 
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Title page of The Book of Thel 
(1789), plate ii. Copy N, ca. 1815 

PLATE 2 

Why should the mistress of the vales of Har utter a sigh?" 

She ceasd & smild in tears, then sat down in her silver shrine. 

Thel answerd: "O thou little virgin of the peaceful valley, 
Giving to those that cannot crave, the voiceless, the o'ertired; 

5 Thy breath doth nourish the innocent lamb, he smells thy milky garments, 
He crops thy flowers, while thou sittest smiling in his face, 
Wiping his mild and meekin° mouth from all contagious taints. humble 
Thy wine doth purify the golden honey; thy perfume, 
Which thou dost scatter on every little blade of grass that springs, 

10 Revives the milked cow, & tames the fire-breathing steed. 
But Thel is like a faint cloud kindled at the rising sun: 
I vanish from my pearly throne, and who shall find my place?" 

"Queen of the vales," the Lilly answered, "ask the tender cloud, 
And it shall tell thee why it glitters in the morning sky, 

15 And why it scatters its bright beauty thro' the humid air. 
Descend, O little cloud, & hover before the eyes of Thel." 
The Cloud descended, and the Lilly bowd her modest head, 
And went to mind her numerous charge among the verdant grass. 
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PLATE 3 

2 

"O little Cloud," the virgin said, "I charge thee tell to me, 
Why thou complainest not when in one hour thou fade away: 
Then we shall seek thee but not find; ah, Thel is like to Thee. 
I pass away, yet I complafn, and no one hears my voice." 

s The Cloud then shew'd his golden head & his bright form emerg'd, 
Hovering and glittering on the air before the face of Thel. 

"O virgin, know'st thou not our steeds drink of the golden springs 
Where Luvah5 doth renew his horses? Look'st thou on my youth, 
And fearest thou because I vanish and am seen no more, 

10 Nothing remains? O maid, I tell thee, when I pass away, 
It is to tenfold life, to love, to peace, and raptures holy: 
Unseen descending, weigh my light wings upon balmy flowers, 
And court the fair eyed dew, to take me to her shining tent; 
The weeping virgin trembling kneels before the risen sun, 

is Till we arise link'd in a golden band, and never part, 
But walk united, bearing food to all our tender flowers." 

"Dost thou O little Cloud? I fear that I am not like thee; 
For I walk through the vales of Har and smell the sweetest flowers, 
But I feed not the little flowers; I hear the warbling birds, 

20 But I feed not the warbling birds; they fly and seek their food; 
But Thel delights in these no more, because I fade away, 
And all shall say, 'Without a use this shining woman liv'd, 
Or did she only live to be at death the food of worms?' " 

The Cloud reclind upon his airy throne and answer'd thus: 

25 "Then if thou art the food of worms, O virgin of the skies, 
How great thy use, how great thy blessing! Every thing that lives 
Lives not alone, nor for itself; fear not, and I will call 
The weak worm from its lowly bed, and thou shalt hear its voice. 
Come forth, worm of the silent valley, to thy pensive queen." 

30 The helpless worm arose, and sat upon the Lilly's leaf, 
And the bright Cloud saild on, to find his partner in the vale. 

PLATE 4 

3 

Then Thel astonish'd view'd the Worm upon its dewy bed. 

"Art thou a Worm? Image of weakness, art thou but a Worm? 
I see thee like an infant wrapped in the Lilly's leaf; 
Ah, weep not, little voice, thou can'st not speak, but thou can'st weep. 

5. The earliest mention in Blake's work of one of 
his "Giant Forms," the Zoas. Luvah is the mythical 
embodiment of the passional and sexual aspect of 
humankind. He is represented here, like the Greek 
Phoebus Apollo, as the driver of the chariot of the 

sun; he repairs to the Vales of Har simply to rest 
and water his horses. The cloud in this passage 
describes the cycle of water, from cloud to rain and 
(by the vaporizing action of the sun on water) back 
to the cloud. 
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Is this a Worm? I see thee lay helpless & naked, weeping, 
And none to answer, none to cherish thee with mother's smiles." 

The Clod of Clay heard the Worm's voice, & raisd her pitying head; 
She bow'd over the weeping infant, and her life exhal'd 
In milky fondness; then on Thel she fix'd her humble eyes. 

"O beauty of the vales of Har! we live not for ourselves; 
Thou seest me the meanest thing, and so I am indeed; 
My bosom of itself is cold, and of itself is dark, 

PLATE 5 

But he that loves the lowly, pours his oil upon my head, 
And kisses me, and binds his nuptial bands around my breast, 
And says: 'Thou mother of my children, I have loved thee, 
And I have given thee a crown that none can take away.' 
But how this is, sweet maid, I know not, and I cannot know; 
I ponder, and I cannot ponder; yet I live and love." 

The daughter of beauty wip'd her pitying tears with her white veil, 
And said: "Alas! I knew not this, and therefore did I weep. 
That God would love a Worm, I knew, and punish the evil foot 
That, wilful, bruis'd its helpless form; but that he cherish'd it 
With milk and oil I never knew; and therefore did I weep, 
And I complaind in the mild air, because I fade away, 
And lay me down in thy cold bed, and leave my shining lot." 

"Queen of the vales," the matron Clay answered, "I heard thy sighs, 
And all thy moans flew o'er my roof, but I have call'd them down. 
Wilt thou, O Queen, enter my house? 'tis given thee to enter 
And to return; fear nothing, enter with thy virgin feet." 

PLATE 6 

4 

The eternal gates' terrific porter lifted the northern bar:6 

Thel enter'd in & saw the secrets of the land unknown. 
She saw the couches of the dead, & where the fibrous roots 
Of every heart on earth infixes deep its restless twists: 
A land of sorrows & of tears where never smile was seen. 

She wanderd in the land of clouds thro' valleys dark, Iistning 
Dolours & lamentations; waiting oft beside a dewy grave, 
She stood in silence, Iistning to the voices of the ground, 
Till to her own grave plot she came, & there she sat down, 
And heard this voice of sorrow breathed from the hollow pit: 

"Why cannot the Ear be closed to its own destruction? 
Or the glistning Eye to the poison of a smile? 

6. Homer, in Odyssey 13, described the Cave of tonist Porphyry had allegorized it as an account of 
the Naiades, of which the northern gate is for mor- the descent of the soul into matter and then its 
tals and the southern gate for gods. The neopla- return. 
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Why are Eyelids stord with arrows ready drawn, 
Where a thousand fighting men in ambush lie? 
Or an Eye of gifts & graces, show'ring fruits & coined gold? 
Why a Tongue impress'd with honey from every wind? 
Why an Ear, a whirlpool fierce to draw creations in? 
Why a Nostril wide inhaling terror, trembling, & affright? 
Why a tender curb upon the youthful burning boy? 
Why a little curtain of flesh on the bed of our desire?" 

The Virgin started from her seat, & with a shriek 
Fled back unhinderd till she came into the vales of Har. 

1789-91 

V i s i o n s of t h e D a u g h t e r s of Alb ion This work, dated 1793 on the title 
page, is one of Blake's early illuminated books, and like his later and longer works is 
written in what Blake called "the long resounding strong heroic verse" of seven-foot 
lines. Unlike the timid heroine of The Book of Thel, the virgin Oothoon dares to break 
through into adult sexuality (symbolized by her plucking a marigold and placing it 
between her breasts) and sets out joyously to join her lover Theotormon, whose realm 
is the Atlantic Ocean. She is stopped and raped by Bromion, who appears as a thun-
derstorm (1.16—17). The jealous Theotormon, condemning the victim as well as the 
rapist, binds the two "back to back" in a cave and sits weeping on the threshold. The 
rest of the work consists of monologues by the three characters, who remain fixed in 
these postures. Throughout this stage tableau the Daughters of Albion serve as the 
chorus who, in a recurrent refrain, echo the "woes" and "sighs" of Oothoon, but not 
her call to rebellion. 

This simple drama is densely significant, for as Blake's compressed allusions indi-
cate, the characters, events, and monologues have diverse areas of application. Blake's 
abrupt opening word, which he etched in very large letters, is Enslav'd, and the work 
as a whole embodies his view that contemporary men, and even more women, in a 
spiritual parallel to shackled black slaves, are in bondage to oppressive concepts and 
codes in all aspects of perception, thought, social institutions, and actions. As indi-
cated by the refrain of the Daughters of Albion (that is, contemporary Englishwomen), 
Oothoon in one aspect represents the sexual disabilities and slavelike status of all 
women in a male-dominated society. But as "the soft soul of America" (1.3) she is 
also the revolutionary nation that had recently won political emancipation, yet con-
tinued to tolerate an agricultural system that involved black slavery and to acquiesce 
in the crass economic exploitation of her "soft American plains." At the same time 
Oothoon is represented in the situation of a black female slave who has been branded, 
whipped, raped, and impregnated by her master. 

Correlatively, the speeches of the boastful Bromion show him to be not only a 
sexual exploiter of women and a cruel and acquisitive slave owner but also a general 
proponent of the use of force to achieve mastery in wars, in an oppressive legal system, 
and in a religious morality based on the fear of hell (4.19—24). Theotormon is rep-
resented as even more contemptible. Broken and paralyzed by the prohibitions of a 
puritanical religion, he denies any possibility of achieving "joys" in this life, despairs 
of the power of intellect and imagination to improve the human condition and, ration-
alizing his own incapacity, bewails Oothoon's daring to think and act other than he 
does. 

Oothoon's long and passionate oration that concludes the poem (plates 5—8) cel-
ebrates a free sexual life for both women and men. Blake, however, uses' this open 
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and unpossessive sexuality to typify the realization of all human potentialities and to 
represent an outgoing altruism, as opposed to an enclosed self-centeredness, "the 
self-love that envies all." To such a suspicious egotism, as her allusions indicate, 
Oothoon attributes the tyranny of uniform moral laws imposed on variable individ-
uals, a rigidly institutional religion, the acquisitiveness that drives the system of com-
merce, and the property rights in another person that are established by the marriage 
contract. 

Blake's poem reflects some prominent happenings of the years of its composition, 
1791-93. This was not only the time when the revolutionary spirit had moved from 
America to France and effected reverberations in England, but also the time of rebel-
lions by black slaves in the Western Hemisphere and of widespread debate in England 
about the abolition of the slave trade. Blake, while composing the Visions, had illus-
trated the sadistic punishments inflicted on rebellious slaves in his engravings for 
J. G. Stedman's A Narrative, of a Five Years' Expedition, against the Revolted Negroes 
of Surinam (see David Erdman, Blake: Prophet against Empire, chap. 10). Blake's 
championing of women's liberation parallels some of the views expressed in the Vin-
dication of the Rights of Woman published in 1792 by Mary Wollstonecraft, whom 
Blake knew and admired, and for whom he had illustrated a book the year before. 

Visions of the Daughters of Albion 

The Eye sees more than the Heart knows. 

PLATE i i i 

The Argument 

I loved Theotormon 
And I was not ashamed 
I trembled in my virgin fears 
And I hid in Leutha's1 vale! 

5 I plucked Leutha's flower, 
And I rose up from the vale; 
But the terrible thunders tore 
My virgin mantle in twain. 

PLATE 1 

Visions 

ENSLAVED, the Daughters of Albion weep: a trembling lamentation 
Upon their mountains; in their valleys, sighs toward America. 

For the soft soul of America, Oothoon2 wandered in woe, 
Along the vales of Leutha seeking flowers to comfort her; 

5 And thus she spoke to the bright Marygold of Leutha's vale: 

1. In some poems by Blake, Leutha is represented 
as a female figure who is beautiful and seductive 
but treacherous. 
2. The name is adapted by Blake from a character 
in James Macpherson's pretended translations, in 

the 1760s, from the ancient British bard Ossian. 
After her husband goes off to war, Macpherson's 
Oithona is abducted, raped, and imprisoned by a 
rejected suitor. 
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Front i sp iece , Visions of the Daughters of 
Alhion ( 1 7 9 3 ) , plate i . Copy P, ca . 1 8 1 5 

"Art thou a flower! art thou a nymph! I see thee now a flower, 
Now a nymph! I dare not pluck thee from thy dewy bed!" 

The Golden nymph replied: "Pluck thou my flower Oothoon the mild. 
Another flower shall spring, because the soul of sweet delight 
Can never pass away." She ceas'd & closd her golden shrine. 

Then Oothoon pluck'd the flower saying, "I pluck thee from thy bed, 
Sweet flower, and put thee here to glow between my breasts, 
And thus I turn my face to where my whole soul seeks." 

Over the waves she went in wing'd exulting swift delight; 
And over Theotormon's reign took her impetuous course. 

Bromion rent her with his thunders. On his stormy bed 
Lay the faint maid, and soon her woes appalld his thunders hoarse. 

Bromion spoke: "Behold this harlot here on Bromion's bed, 
And let the jealous dolphins sport around the lovely maid; 
Thy soft American plains are mine, and mine thy north & south: 
Stampt with my signet3 are the swarthy children of the sun: 
They are obedient, they resist not, they obey the scourge: 
Their daughters worship terrors and obey the violent. 

Now thou maist marry Bromion's harlot, and protect the child 
Of Bromion's rage, that Oothoon shall put forth in nine moons' time."4 

PLATE 2 

3. A small seal or stamp. The allusion is to the 
branding of black slaves by their owners. 

4. Pregnancy enhanced the market value of a 
female slave in America. 
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Then storms rent Theotqrmon's limbs; he rolld his waves around, 
And folded his black jealous waters round the adulterate pair; 

5 Bound back to back in Bromion's caves terror & meekness dwell. 

At entrance Theotormon sits wearing the threshold hard 
With secret tears; beneath him sound like waves on a desart shore 
The voice of slaves beneath the sun, and children bought with money, 
That shiver in religious caves beneath the burning fires 

10 Of lust, that belch incessant from the summits of the earth. 

Oothoon weeps not: she cannot weep! her tears are locked up; 
But she can howl incessant, writhing her soft snowy limbs, 
And calling Theotormon's Eagles to prey upon her flesh.5 

"I call with holy voice! kings of the sounding air, 
15 Rend away this defiled bosom that I may reflect 

The image of Theotormon on my pure transparent breast." 

The Eagles at her call descend & rend their bleeding prey; 
Theotormon severely smiles; her soul reflects the smile, 
As the clear spring mudded with feet of beasts grows pure & smiles. 

20 The Daughters of Albion hear her woes, & eccho back her sighs. 

"Why does my Theotormon sit weeping upon the threshold, 
And Oothoon hovers by his side, perswading him in vain? 
I cry, 'Arise O Theotormon, for the village dog 
Barks at the breaking day, the nightingale has done lamenting, 

25 The lark does rustle in the ripe corn, and the Eagle returns 
From nightly prey, and lifts his golden beak to the pure east, 
Shaking the dust from his immortal pinions to awake 
The sun that sleeps too long. Arise my Theotormon, I am pure; 
Because the night is gone that clos'd me in its deadly black.' 

30 They told me that the night & day were all that I could see; 
They told me that I had five senses to inclose me up, 
And they inclos'd my infinite brain into a narrow circle, 
And sunk my heart into the Abyss, a red round globe hot burning, 
Till all from life I was obliterated and erased. 

35 Instead of morn arises a bright shadow, like an eye 
In the eastern cloud,6 instead of night a sickly charnel house, 
That Theotormon hears me not! to him the night and morn 
Are both alike: a night of sighs, a morning of fresh tears; 

PLATE 3 

And none but Bromion can hear my lamentations. 

"With what sense is it that the chicken shuns the ravenous hawk? 
With what sense does the tame pigeon measure out the expanse? 
With what sense does the bee form cells? have not the mouse & frog 

5. The implied parallel is to Zeus's punishment of ceived by the constricted ("inclos'd," line 32) sen-
Prometheus for befriending the human race, by sible eye and "the breaking day" (line 24) of a new 
setting an eagle to devour his liver. era perceived by Oothoon's liberated vision. 
6. The contrast is between the physical sun per-
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Eyes and ears and sense of touch? yet are their habitations 
And their pursuits as different as their forms and as their joys. 
Ask the wild ass why he refuses burdens, and the meek camel 
Why he loves man; is it because of eye, ear, mouth, or skin, 
Or breathing nostrils? No, for these the wolf and tyger have. 
Ask the blind worm the secrets of the grave, and why her spires 
Love to curl round the bones of death; and ask the rav'nous snake 
Where she gets poison, & the wing'd eagle why he loves the sun, 
And then tell me the thoughts of man, that have been hid of old.7 

"Silent I hover all the night, and all day could be silent, 
If Theotormon once would turn his loved eyes upon me. 
How can I be defild when I reflect thy image pure? 
Sweetest the fruit that the worm feeds on, & the soul prey'd on by woe, 
The new wash'd lamb ting'd with the village smoke, & the bright swan 
By the red earth of our immortal river:8 I bathe my wings, 
And I am white and pure to hover round Theotormon's breast." 

Then Theotormon broke his silence, and he answered: 

"Tell me what is the night or day to one o'erflowd with woe? 
Tell me what is a thought? & of what substance is it made? 
Tell me what is a joy? & in what gardens do joys grow? 
And in what rivers swim the sorrows? and upon what mountains 

PLATE 4 

Wave shadows of discontent? and in what houses dwell the wretched 
Drunken with woe, forgotten, and shut up from cold despair? 

"Tell me where dwell the thoughts, forgotten till thou call them forth? 
Tell me where dwell the joys of old! & where the ancient loves? 
And when will they renew again & the night of oblivion past? 
That I might traverse times & spaces far remote and bring 
Comforts into a present sorrow and a night of pain. 
Where goest thou, O thought? to what remote land is thy flight? 
If thou returnest to the present moment of affliction 
Wilt thou bring comforts on thy wings and dews and honey and balm, 
Or poison from the desart wilds, from the eyes of the envier?" 

Then Bromion said, and shook the cavern with his lamentation: 

"Thou knowest that the ancient trees seen by thine eyes have fruit; 
But knowest thou that trees and fruits flourish upon the earth 
To gratify senses unknown? trees beasts and birds unknown: 
Unknown, not unpercievd, spread in the infinite microscope, 
In places yet unvisited by the voyager, and in worlds 
Over another kind of seas, and in atmospheres unknown? 

7. Oothoon implies that "thoughts" (powers of 
conceiving a liberated life in a better world) are as 
innate to human beings as instinctual patterns of 
behavior are to other species of living things. 
8. "Red earth" is the etymological meaning of the 

Hebrew name "Adam" (cf. The Marriage ofHea 
and Hell 2 .13, p. 111). The "immortal riv 
accordingly, may refer to the "river" that "went 
of Eden" (Genesis 2.10). 
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Ah! are there other wars, beside the wars of sword and fire? 
And are there other sorrows, beside the sorrows of poverty? 
And are there other joys, beside the joys of riches and ease? 
And is there not one law for both the lion and the ox?9 

And is there not eternal fire, and eternal chains? 
To bind the phantoms of existence from eternal life?" 

Then Oothoon waited silent all the day and all the night, 

PLATE 5 

But when the morn arose, her lamentation renewd. 
The Daughters of Albion hear her woes, & eccho back her sighs. 

"O Urizen!1 Creator of men! mistaken Demon of heaven: 
Thy joys are tears! thy labour vain, to form men to thine image. 
How can one joy absorb another? are not different joys 
Holy, eternal, infinite! and each joy is a Love. 

"Does not the great mouth laugh at a gift? & the narrow eyelids mock 
At the labour that is above payment? and wilt thou take the ape 
For thy councellor? or the dog for a schoolmaster to thy children? 
Does he who contemns poverty, and he who turns with abhorrence 
From usury, feel the same passion, or are they moved alike? 
How can the giver of gifts experience the delights of the merchant? 
How the industrious citizen the pains of the husbandman? 
How different far the fat fed hireling with hollow drum, 
Who buys whole corn fields into wastes,2 and sings upon the heath: 
How different their eye and ear! how different the world to them! 
With what sense does the parson claim the labour of the farmer? 
What are his nets & gins0 & traps? & how does he surround him snares 
With cold floods of abstraction, and with forests of solitude, 
To build him castles and high spires, where kings & priests may dwell? 
Till she who burns with youth, and knows no fixed lot, is bound 
In spells of law to one she Ioaths; and must she drag the chain 
Of life, in weary lust? must chilling murderous thoughts obscure 
The clear heaven of her eternal spring? to bear the wintry rage 
Of a harsh terror, driv'n to madness, bound to hold a rod 
Over her shrinking shoulders all the day, & all the night 
To turn the wheel of false desire, and longings that wake her womb 
To the abhorred birth of cherubs in the human form 
That live a pestilence & die a meteor & are no more; 
Till the child dwell with one he hates, and do the deed he loaths, 
And the impure scourge force his seed into its unripe birth 
E'er yet his eyelids can behold the arrows of the day?3 

9. The last line of The Marriage of Heaven and 
Hell proclaims: "One Law for the Lion & Ox is 
Oppression." 
1. This is the first occurrence of the name "Uri-
zen" in Blake (the name can be pronounced either 
as "your reason" or as an echo of "horizon"). Ooth-
oon's liberated vision recognizes the error in the 
way God is conceived in conventional religion. 
2. Probably a compressed allusion both to the 

wealthy landowner who converts fertile fields into 
a game preserve and to the recruiting officer ("with 
hollow drum") who strips the land of its agricul-
tural laborers. 
3. The reference is to the begetting of children, 
both in actual slavery and in the metaphoric slavery 
of a loveless marriage, from generation to genera-
tion. 
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"Does the whale worship at thy footsteps as the hungry dog? 
Or does he scent the mountain prey, because his nostrils wide 

35 Draw in the ocean? does his eye discern the flying cloud 
As the raven's eye? or does he measure the expanse like the vulture? 
Does the still spider view the cliffs where eagles hide their young? 
Or does the fly rejoice because the harvest is brought in? 
Does not the eagle scorn the earth & despise the treasures beneath? 

40 But the mole knoweth what is there, & the worm shall tell it thee. 
Does not the worm erect a pillar in the mouldering church yard, 

PLATE 6 

And a palace of eternity in the jaws of the hungry grave? 
Over his porch these words are written: 'Take thy bliss O Man! 
And sweet shall be thy taste & sweet thy infant joys renew!' 

"Infancy, fearless, lustful, happy! nestling for delight 
s In laps of pleasure; Innocence! honest, open, seeking 

The vigorous joys of morning light, open to virgin bliss, 
Who taught thee modesty, subtil modesty? Child of night & sleep, 
When thou awakest wilt thou dissemble all thy secret joys, 
Or wert thou not awake when all this mystery was disclos'd? 

10 Then com'st thou forth a modest virgin, knowing to dissemble, 
With nets found under thy night pillow to catch virgin joy, 
And brand it with the name of whore, & sell it in the night, 
In silence, ev'n without a whisper, and in seeming sleep.4 

Religious dreams and holy vespers light thy smoky fires; 
15 Once were thy fires lighted by the eyes of honest morn. 

And does my Theotormon seek this hypocrite modesty, 
This knowing, artful, secret, fearful, cautious, trembling hypocrite? 
Then is Oothoon a whore indeed! and all the virgin joys 
Of life are harlots, and Theotormon is a sick man's dream, 

20 And Oothoon is the crafty slave of selfish holiness. 

"But Oothoon is not so; a virgin fill'd with virgin fancies 
Open to joy and to delight where ever beauty appears. 
If in the morning sun I find it, there my eyes are fix'd 

PLATE 7 

In happy copulation; if in evening mild, wearied with work, 
Sit on a bank and draw the pleasures of this free born joy. 

"The moment of desire! the moment of desire! The virgin 
That pines for man shall awaken her womb to enormous joys 

5 In the secret shadows of her chamber; the youth shut up from 
The lustful joy shall forget to generate & create an amorous image 
In the shadows of his curtains and in the folds of his silent pillow.5 

4. Oothoon contrasts the natural, innocent sen- the Rights of Woman, is "merely a respect for the 
suality of an infant to the sort of modesty charac- opinion of the world." 
terizing the adult virgin, a false modesty that, Mary 5. Blake is describing masturbation. 
Wollstonecraft had observed in her Vindication of 
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Are not these the places of religion? the rewards of continence? 
The self enjoyings of self denial? Why dost seek religion? 
Is it because acts are not lovely, that thou seekest solitude, 
Where the horrible darkness is impressed with reflections of desire? 

"Father of Jealousy,6 be thou accursed from the earth! 
Why hast thou taught my Theotormon this accursed thing? 
Till beauty fades from off my shoulders, darken'd and cast out, 
A solitary shadow wailing on the margin of non-entity. 

"I cry, Love! Love! Love! happy happy Love! free as the mountain wind! 
Can that be Love, that drinks another as a sponge drinks water? 
That clouds with jealousy his nights, with weepings all the day, 
To spin a web of age around him, grey and hoary! dark! 
Till his eyes sicken at the fruit that hangs before his sight. 
Such is self-love that envies all! a creeping skeleton 
With lamplike eyes watching around the frozen marriage bed. 

"But silken nets and traps of adamant7 will Oothoon spread, 
And catch for thee girls of mild silver, or of furious gold; 
I'll lie beside thee on a bank & view their wanton play 
In lovely copulation bliss on bliss with Theotormon: 
Red as the rosy morning, lustful as the first born beam, 
Oothoon shall view his dear delight, nor e'er with jealous cloud 
Come in the heaven of generous love; nor selfish blightings bring. 

"Does the sun walk in glorious raiment on the secret floor 

PLATE 8 

Where the cold miser spreads his gold? or does the bright cloud drop 
On his stone threshold? does his eye behold the beam that brings 
Expansion to the eye of pity? or will he bind himself 
Beside the ox to thy hard furrow? does not that mild beam blot 
The bat, the owl, the glowing tyger, and the king of night? 
The sea fowl takes the wintry blast for a cov'ring to her limbs, 
And the wild snake the pestilence to adorn him with gems & gold. 
And trees & birds & beasts & men behold their eternal joy. 
Arise you little glancing wings, and sing your infant joy! 
Arise and drink your bliss, for every thing that lives is holy!"8 

Thus every morning wails Oothoon, but Theotormon sits 
Upon the margind ocean conversing with shadows dire. 

The Daughters of Albion hear her woes, & eccho back her sighs. 

1791-93 1793 

6. I.e., Urizen (5.3), the God who prohibits the 
satisfaction of human desires. 
7. A legendary stone believed to be unbreakable. 
(The name is derived from the Greek word for 

diamond.) 
8. This last phrase is also the concluding line of 
"A Song of Liberty," appended to The Marriage of 
Heaven and Hell. 
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The Marriage of Heaven and Hell This, the most immediately acces-
sible of Blake's longer works, is a vigorous, deliberately outrageous, and at times comic 
onslaught against timidly conventional and self-righteous members of society as well 
as against stock opinions of orthodox Christian piety and morality. The seeming sim-
plicity of Blake's satiric attitude, however, is deceptive. 

Initially, Blake accepts the terminology of standard Christian morality ("what the 
religious call Good & Evil") but reverses its values. In this conventional use Evil, 
which is manifested by the class of beings called Devils and which consigns wrong-
doers to the orthodox Hell, is everything associated with the body and its desires and 
consists essentially of energy, abundance, actions, and freedom. Conventional Good, 
which is manifested by Angels and guarantees its adherents a place in the orthodox 
Heaven, is associated with the Soul (regarded as entirely separate from the body) and 
consists of the contrary qualities of reason, restraint, passivity, and prohibition. 
Blandly adopting these conventional oppositions, Blake elects to assume the diabolic 
persona—what he calls "the voice of the Devil"—and to utter "Proverbs of Hell." 

But this stance is only a first stage in Blake's complex irony, designed to startle the 
reader into recognizing the inadequacy of conventional moral categories. As he also 
says in the opening summary, "Without Contraries is no progression," and "Reason 
and Energy" are both "necessary to Human existence." It turns out that Blake sub-
ordinates his reversal of conventional values under a more inclusive point of view, 
according to which the real Good, as distinguished from the merely ironic Good, is 
not abandonment of all restraints but a "marriage," or union of the contraries, of 
desire and restraint, energy and reason, the promptings of Hell and the denials of 
Heaven—or as Blake calls these contraries in plate 16, "the Prolific" and "the Devour-
ing." These two classes, he adds, "should be enemies," and "whoever tries to reconcile 
them seeks to destroy existence." Implicit in Blake's satire is the view that the good 
and abundant life consists in the sustained tension, without victory or suppression, 
of co-present oppositions. 

When Blake composed this unique work in the early 1790s, his city of London was 
teeming with religious mystics, astrologers, and sometimes bawdy freethinkers who 
were determined to challenge the Established Church's monopoly on spirituality and 
who were reviving the link, created in the seventeenth century, between enthusiasm 
in religion and political revolution. The work is also a response to the writings of the 
visionary Swedish theologian Emanuel Swedenborg, whom Blake had at first admired 
but then had come to recognize as a conventional Angel in the disguise of a radical 
Devil. In plate 3 the writings of Swedenborg are described as the winding clothes 
Blake discards as he is resurrected from the tomb of his past self, as a poet-prophet 
who heralds the apocalyptic promise of his age. Blake shared the expectations of a 
number of radical English writers, including the young poets Wordsworth, Coleridge, 
and Southey, that the French Revolution was the violent stage that, as the biblical 
prophets foresaw, immediately preceded the millennium. The double role of The 
Marriage as both satire and revolutionary prophecy is made explicit in A Song of 
Liberty, which Blake etched in 1792 and added as a coda. 
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The Marriage of Heaven and Hell 

PLATE 2 

The Argument 

Rintrah1 roars & shakes his fires in the burdend air; 
Hungry clouds swag on the deep. 
Once meek, and in a perilous path, 
The just man kept his course along 

5 The vale of death. 
Roses are planted where thorns grow, 
And on the barren heath 
Sing the honey bees. 

Then the perilous path was planted, 
10 And a river, and a spring, 

On every cliff and tomb; 
And on the bleached bones 
Red clay2 brought forth; 

Till the villain left the paths of ease, 
15 To walk in perilous paths, and drive 

The just man into barren climes. 

Now the sneaking serpent walks 
In mild humility, 
And the just man rages in the wilds 

20 Where lions roam. 

Rintrah roars & shakes his fires in the burdend air; 
Hungry clouds swag on the deep. 

PLATE 3 

As a new heaven is begun, and it is now thirty-three years since its advent, 
the Eternal Hell revives. And lo! Swedenborg3 is the Angel sitting at the tomb; 
his writings are the linen clothes folded up. Now is the dominion of Edom, & 
the return of Adam into Paradise; see Isaiah xxxiv & XXXV Chap.4 

1. Rintrah plays the role of the angry Old Testa-
ment prophet Elijah as well as of John the Baptist, 
the voice "crying in the wilderness" (Matthew 3), 
preparing the way for Christ the Messiah. It has 
been plausibly suggested that stanzas 2—5 sum-
marize the course of biblical history to the present 
time. "Once" (line 3) refers to Old Testament his-
tory after the Fall; "Then" (line 9) is the time of 
the birth of Christ. "Till" (line 14) identifies the 
era when Christianity was perverted into an insti-
tutional religion. "Now" (line 17) is the time of the 
wrathful portent of the French Revolution. In this 
final era the hypocritical serpent represents the 
priest of the "angels" in the poem, while "the just 
man" is embodied in Blake, a raging poet and 
prophet in the guise of a devil. "Swag" (line 2): sag, 
hang down. 
2. In Hebrew the literal meaning of "Adam," or 

created man. The probable reference is to the birth 
of the Redeemer, the new Adam. 
3. Emanuel Swedenborg (1688—1772), Swedish 
scientist and religious philosopher, had predicted, 
on the basis of his visions, that the Last Judgment 
and the coming of the Kingdom of Heaven would 
occur in 1757. This was precisely the year of 
Blake's birth. Now, in 1790, Blake is thirty-three, 
the age at which Christ had been resurrected from 
the tomb; correspondingly, Blake rises from the 
tomb of his past life in his new role as imagina-
tive artist who will redeem his age. But, Blake iron-
ically comments, the works he will engrave in his 
resurrection will constitute the Eternal Hell, the 
contrary brought into simultaneous being by Swe-
denborg s limited New Heaven. 
4. Isaiah 34 prophesies "the day of the Lord's ven-
geance," a time of violent destruction and blood-
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Without Contraries is no progression. Attraction and Repulsion, Reason and 
Energy, Love and Hate, are necessary to Human existence. 

From these contraries spring what the religious call Good & Evil. Good is 
the passive that obeys Reason. Evil is the active springing from Energy. 

Good is Heaven. Evil is Hell. 

PLATE 4 

The Voice of the Devil 

All Bibles or sacred codes have been the causes of the following Errors: 
1. That Man has two real existing principles; Viz: a Body & a Soul. 
2. That Energy, calld Evil, is alone from the Body, & that Reason, calld 

Good, is alone from the Soul. 
3. That God will torment Man in Eternity for following his Energies. 
But the following Contraries to these are True: 
1. Man has no Body distinct from his Soul; for that calld Body is a portion 

of Soul discernd by the five Senses, the chief inlets of Soul in this age. 
2. Energy is the only life, and is from the Body; and Reason is the bound 

or outward circumference of Energy. 
3. Energy is Eternal Delight. 

PLATE 5 

Those who restrain desire, do so because theirs is weak enough to be 
restrained; and the restrainer or reason usurps its place & governs the 
unwilling. 

And being restraind, it by degrees becomes passive, till it is only the shadow 
of desire. 

The history of this is written in Paradise Lost,5 & the Governor or Reason is 
call'd Messiah. 

And the original Archangel, or possessor of the command of the heavenly 
host, is calld the Devil or Satan, and his children are call'd Sin & Death.6 

But in the Book of Job, Milton's Messiah is call'd Satan.7 

For this history has been adopted by both parties. 
It indeed appear'd to Reason as if Desire was cast out; but the Devil's 

account is, that the Messi[pLATE 6]ah fell, & formed a heaven of what he stole 
from the Abyss. 

This is shewn in the Gospel, where he prays to the Father to send the 
comforter or Desire that Reason may have Ideas to build on;8 the Jehovah of 

shed; Isaiah 35 prophesies the redemption to 
follow, in which "the desert shall. . . blossom as 
the rose," "in the wilderness shall waters break out, 
and streams in the desert," and "no lion shall be 
there," but "an highway shall be there . . . and it 
shall be called The way of holiness" (cf. "The Argu-
ment," lines 3—11, 20). Blake combines with these 
chapters Isaiah 63, in which "Edom" is the place 
from which comes the man whose garments are 
red with the blood he has spilled; for as he says, 
"the day of vengeance is in mine heart, and the year 
of my redeemed is come." Blake interprets this last 
phrase as predicting the time when Adam would 
regain his lost Paradise. Also relevant is Genesis 
36.1, where the Edomites are identified as the 
descendants of the disinherited Esau, cheated out 
of his father's blessing by Jacob. 

5. What follows, to the end of this section, is 
Blake's "diabolical" reading of Milton's Paradise 
Lost. For other Romantic comments on the mag-
nificence of Milton's Satan see "The Satanic and 
Byronic Hero" at Norton Literature Online. 
6. Satan's giving birth to Sin and then incestu-
ously begetting Death upon her is described in Par-
adise Lost 2.745ff.; the war in heaven, referred to 
three lines below, in which the Messiah defeated 
Satan and drove him out of heaven, is described in 
6.824ff. 
7. In the Book of Job, Satan plays the role of Job's 
moral accuser and physical tormentor. 
8. Possibly John 14.16—17, where Christ says he 
"will pray the Father, and he shall give you another 
Comforter . . . Even the Spirit of truth." 
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the Bible being no other than he who dwells in flaming fire. Know that after 
Christ's death, he became Jehovah. 

But in Milton, the Father is Destiny, the Son, a Ratio9 of the five senses, & 
the Holy-ghost, Vacuum! 

Note. The reason Milton wrote in fetters when he wrote of Angels & God, 
and at liberty when of Devils & Hell, is because he was a true Poet and of the 
Devil's party without knowing it. 

A Memorable Fancy1 

As I was walking among the fires of hell, delighted with the enjoyments of 
Genius, which to Angels look like torment and insanity, I collected some of 
their Proverbs; thinking that as the sayings used in a nation mark its character, 
so the Proverbs of Hell shew the nature of Infernal wisdom better than any 
description of buildings or garments. 

When I came home, on the abyss of the five senses, where a flat sided steep 
frowns over the present world, I saw a mighty Devil folded in black clouds, 
hovering on the sides of the rock; with cor [PLATE 7]roding fires he wrote the 
following sentence2 now perceived by the minds of men, & read by them on 
earth: 

How do you know but ev'ry Bird that cuts the airy way, 
Is an immense world of delight, clos'd by your senses five? 

Proverbs of Hell3 

In seed time learn, in harvest teach, in winter enjoy. 
Drive your cart and your plow over the bones of the dead. 
The road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom. 
Prudence is a rich ugly old maid courted by Incapacity. 

5 He who desires but acts not, breeds pestilence. 
The cut worm forgives the plow. 
Dip him in the river who loves water. 
A fool sees not the same tree that a wise man sees. 
He whose face gives no light, shall never become a star. 

10 Eternity is in love with the productions of time. 
The busy bee has no time for sorrow. 
The hours of folly are measur'd by the clock; but of wisdom, no clock can 

measure. 
All wholsom food is caught without a net or a trap. 
Bring out number, weight, & measure in a year of dearth. 

15 No bird soars too high, if he soars with his own wings. 
A dead body revenges not injuries. 
The most sublime act is to set another before you. 
If the fool would persist in his folly he would become wise. 

9. The Latin ratio means both "reason" and "sum." 
Blake applies the term to the 18th-century view, 
following the empiricist philosophy of John Locke, 
that the content of the mind, on which the faculty 
of reason operates, is limited to the sum of the 
experience acquired by the five senses. 
1. A parody of what Swedenborg called "memo-
rable relations" of his literal-minded visions of the 
eternal world. 

2. The "mighty Devil" is Blake, as he sees himself 
reflected in the shiny plate on which he is etching 
this very passage with "corroding fires," i.e., the 
acid used in the etching process. See also the third 
from last sentence in plate 14. 
3. A "diabolic" version of the Book of Proverbs in 
the Old Testament, which also incorporates sly 
allusions to 18th-century books of piety such as 
Isaac Watts's Divine Songs. 
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Folly is the cloke of knavery. 
Shame is Pride's cloke. 

PLATE 8 

Prisons are built with stones of Law, Brothels with bricks of Religion. 
The pride of the peacock is the glory of God. 
The lust of the goat is the bounty of God. 
The wrath of the lion is the wisdom of God. 
The nakedness of woman is the work of God. 
Excess of sorrow laughs. Excess of joy weeps. 
The roaring of lions, the howling of wolves, the raging of the stormy sea, 

and the destructive sword, are portions of eternity too great for the eye 
of man. 

The fox condemns the trap, not himself. 
Joys impregnate. Sorrows bring forth. 
Let man wear the fell of the lion, woman the fleece of the sheep. 
The bird a nest, the spider a web, man friendship. 
The selfish smiling fool & the sullen frowning fool shall be both thought 

wise, that they may be a rod. 
What is now proved was once only imagin'd. 
The rat, the mouse, the fox, the rabbit watch the roots; the lion, the tyger, 

the horse, the elephant, watch the fruits. 
The cistern contains; the fountain overflows. 
One thought fills immensity. 
Always be ready to speak your mind, and a base man will avoid you. 
Every thing possible to be believ'd is an image of truth. 
The eagle never lost so much time as when he submitted to learn of the 

crow. 

PLATE 9 

The fox provides for himself, but God provides for the lion. 
Think in the morning, Act in the noon, Eat in the evening, Sleep in the 

night. 
He who has sufferd you to impose on him knows you. 
As the plow follows words, so God rewards prayers. 
The tygers of wrath are wiser than the horses of instruction. 
Expect poison from the standing water. 
You never know what is enough unless you know what is more than 

enough. 
Listen to the fool's reproach! it is a kingly title! 
The eyes of fire, the nostrils of air, the mouth of water, the beard of earth. 
The weak in courage is strong in cunning. 
The apple tree never asks the beech how he shall grow, nor the lion the 

horse, how he shall take his prey. 
The thankful reciever bears a plentiful harvest. 
If others had not been foolish, we should be so. 
The soul of sweet delight can never be defil'd. 
When thou seest an Eagle, thou seest a portion of Genius; lift up thy head! 
As the catterpiller chooses the fairest leaves to lay her eggs on, so the priest 

lays his curse on the fairest joys. 
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To create a little flower is the labour of ages. 
Damn braces; Bless relaxes. 
The best wine is the oldest, the best water the newest. 
Prayers plow not! Praises reap not! 
Joys laugh not! Sorrows weep not! 

PLATE 10 

The head Sublime, the heart Pathos, the genitals Beauty, the hands & feet 
Proportion. 

As the air to a bird or the sea to a fish, so is contempt to the contemptible. 
The crow wish'd every thing was black, the owl that every thing was white. 
Exuberance is Beauty. 
If the lion was advised by the fox, he would be cunning. 
Improvement makes strait roads, but the crooked roads without 

Improvement are roads of Genius. 
Sooner murder an infant in its cradle than nurse unacted desires. 
Where man is not, nature is barren. 
Truth can never be told so as to be understood, and not be believ'd. 

Enough! or Too much. 

PLATE 11 

The ancient Poets animated all sensible objects with Gods or Geniuses, 
calling them by the names and adorning them with the properties of woods, 
rivers, mountains, lakes, cities, nations, and whatever their enlarged & numer-
ous senses could perceive. 

And particularly they studied the genius of each city & country, placing it 
under its mental deity. 

Till a system was formed, which some took advantage of & enslav'd the 
vulgar by attempting to realize or abstract the mental deities from their objects; 
thus began Priesthood, 

Choosing forms of worship from poetic tales. 
And at length they pronounced that the Gods had ordered such things. 
Thus men forgot that All deities reside in the human breast. 

PLATE 12 

A Memorable Fancy4 

The Prophets Isaiah and Ezekiel dined with me, and I asked them how they 
dared so roundly to assert that God spake to them; and whether they did not 
think at the time that they would be misunderstood, & so be the cause of 
imposition. 

Isaiah answer'd: "I saw no God, nor heard any, in a finite organical percep-
tion; but my senses discover'd the infinite in every thing, and as I was then 
perswaded, & remain confirm'd, that the voice of honest indignation is the 
voice of God, I cared not for consequences, but wrote." 

Then I asked: "Does a firm perswasion that a thing is so, make it so?" 
He replied: "All poets believe that it does, & in ages of imagination this firm 

4. Blake parodies Swedenborg's accounts, in his Memorable Relations, of his conversations with the inhab-
itants during his spiritual trips to heaven. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



1 1 6 / W I L L I A M B L A K E 

perswasion removed mountains; but many are not capable of a firm perswasion 
of any thing." 

Then Ezekiel said: "The philosophy of the East taught the first principles of 
human perception. Some nations held one principle for the origin & some 
another; we of Israel taught that the Poetic Genius (as you now call it) was 
the first principle and all the others merely derivative, which was the cause of 
our despising the Priests & Philosophers of other countries, and prophecying 
that all Gods [PL 13] would at last be proved to originate in ours & to be the 
tributaries of the Poetic Genius; it was this that our great poet, King David, 
desired so fervently & invokes so pathetically, saying by this he conquers ene-
mies & governs kingdoms; and we so loved our God, that we cursed in his 
name all the deities of surrounding nations, and asserted that they had 
rebelled; from these opinions the vulgar came to think that all nations would 
at last be subject to the Jews." 

"This," said he, "like all firm perswasions, is come to pass, for all nations 
believe the Jews' code and worship the Jews' god, and what greater subjection 
can be?" 

I heard this with some wonder, & must confess my own conviction. After 
dinner I ask'd Isaiah to favour the world with his lost works; he said none of 
equal value was lost. Ezekiel said the same of his. 

I also asked Isaiah what made him go naked and barefoot three years? He 
answered, "the same that made our friend Diogenes,5 the Grecian." 

I then asked Ezekiel why he eat dung, & lay so long on his right & left side?6 

He answered, "the desire of raising other men into a perception of the infinite; 
this the North American tribes practise, & is he honest who resists his genius 
or conscience only for the sake of present ease or gratification?" 

PLATE 1 4 

The ancient tradition that the world will be consumed in fire at the end of 
six thousand years is true, as I have heard from Hell. 

For the cherub with his flaming sword is hereby commanded to leave his 
guard at the tree of life;7 and when he does, the whole creation will be con-
sumed, and appear infinite and holy, whereas it now appears finite & corrupt. 

This will come to pass by an improvement of sensual enjoyment. 
But first the notion that man has a body distinct from his soul is to be 

expunged; this I shall do, by printing in the infernal method, by corrosives, 
which in Hell are salutary and medicinal, melting apparent surfaces away, and 
displaying the infinite which was hid.8 

If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would appear to man 
as it is, infinite. 

For man has closed himself up, till he sees all things thro' narrow chinks of 
his cavern. 

5. Greek Cynic (4th century), whose extreme 
repudiation of civilized customs gave rise to anec-
dotes that he had renounced clothing. In Isaiah 
20 .2 -3 the prophet, at the Lord's command, 
walked "naked and barefoot" for three years. 
6. The Lord gave these instructions to the prophet 

Ezekiel (4 .4-6) . 
7. In Genesis 3.24, when the Lord drove Adam 
and Eve from the Garden of Eden, he had placed 
Cherubim and a flaming sword at the eastern end 
"to keep the way of the tree of life." 
8. S e e n . 2, p. 113. 
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PLATE 15 

A Memorable Fancy 

I was in a Printing house9 in Hell & saw the method in which knowledge is 
transmitted from generation to generation. 

In the first chamber was a Dragon-Man, clearing away the rubbish from a 
cave's mouth; within, a number of Dragons were hollowing the cave. 

In the second chamber was a Viper folding round the rock & the cave, and 
others adorning it with gold, silver, and precious stones. 

In the third chamber was an Eagle with wings and feathers of air; he caused 
the inside of the cave to be infinite; around were numbers of Eagle-like men, 
who built palaces in the immense cliffs. 

In the fourth chamber were Lions of flaming fire, raging around & melting 
the metals into living fluids. 

In the fifth chamber were Unnam'd forms, which cast the metals into the 
expanse. 

There they were receiv'd by Men who occupied the sixth chamber, and took 
the forms of books & were arranged in libraries.1 

PLATE 16 

The Giants2 who formed this world into its sensual existence, and now seem 
to live in it in chains, are in truth the causes of its life & the sources of all 
activity; but the chains are the cunning of weak and tame minds which have 
power to resist energy; according to the proverb, the weak in courage is strong 
in cunning. 

Thus one portion of being is the Prolific, the other, the Devouring; to the 
Devourer it seems as if the producer was in his chains, but it is not so; he only 
takes portions of existence and fancies that the whole. 

But the Prolific would cease to be Prolific unless the Devourer as a sea 
received the excess of his delights. 

Some will say, "Is not God alone the Prolific?" I answer, "God only Acts & 
Is, in existing beings or Men." 

These two classes of men are always upon earth, & they should be enemies; 
whoever tries [PLATE 1 7 ] to reconcile them seeks to destroy existence. 

Religion is an endeavour to reconcile the two. 
Note. Jesus Christ did not wish to unite but to separate them, as in the 

Parable of sheep and goats! & he says, "I came not to send Peace but a Sword."3 

Messiah or Satan or Tempter was formerly thought to be one of the Ante-
diluvians4 who are our Energies. 

A Memorable Fancy 

An Angel came to me and said: "O pitiable foolish young man! O horrible! 
O dreadful state! consider the hot burning dungeon thou art preparing for 
thyself to all eternity, to which thou art going in such career." 

9. A covert pun runs through this section: work-
ers, ink-blackened, who did the dirty work in the 
printing houses of the period were humorously 
known as "printer's devils." 
I. In this "Memorable Fancy" Blake allegorizes his 
procedure in designing, etching, printing, and 
binding his works of imaginative genius. 

2. In this section human creative energies, called 
"the Prolific," in their relation to their indispen-
sable contrary, "the Devourer." 
3. Matthew 10.34. The parable of the sheep and 
the goats is in Matthew 2 5 . 3 2 - 3 3 . 
4. Those who lived before Noah's Flood. 
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I said: "Perhaps you will be willing to shew me my eternal lot, & we will 
contemplate together upon it and see whether your lot or mine is most 
desirable." 

So he took me thro' a stable & thro' a church & down into the church vault 
at the end of which was a mill; thro' the mill we went, and came to a cave; 
down the winding cavern we groped our tedious way till a void boundless as 
a nether sky appeared beneath us, & we held by the roots of trees and hung 
over this immensity, but 1 said: "If you please, we will commit ourselves to 
this void, and see whether Providence is here also, if you will not I will." But 
he answered: "Do not presume, O young man, but as we here remain, behold 
thy lot which will soon appear when the darkness passes away."5 

So I remaind with him sitting in the twisted [PLATE 1 8 ] root of an oak; he 
was suspended in a fungus which hung with the head downward into the deep. 

By degrees we beheld the infinite Abyss, fiery as the smoke of a burning 
city; beneath us at an immense distance was the sun, black but shining; round 
it were fiery tracks on which revolv'd vast spiders, crawling after their prey, 
which flew, or rather swum in the infinite deep, in the most terrific shapes of 
animals sprung from corruption; & the air was full of them, & seemed com-
posed of them; these are Devils, and are called Powers of the air. I now asked 
my companion which was my eternal lot? He said, "Between the black & white 
spiders." 

But now, from between the black & white spiders a cloud and fire burst and 
rolled thro the deep, blackning all beneath, so that the nether deep grew black 
as a sea & rolled with a terrible noise. Beneath us was nothing now to be seen 
but a black tempest, till looking east between the clouds & the waves, we saw 
a cataract of blood mixed with fire, and not many stones' throw from us 
appeared and sunk again the scaly fold of a monstrous serpent. At last to the 
east, distant about three degrees, appeared a fiery crest above the waves. 
Slowly it reared like a ridge of golden rocks till we discovered two globes of 
crimson fire, from which the sea fled away in clouds of smoke. And now we 
saw it was the head of Leviathan;6 his forehead was divided into streaks of 
green & purple like those on a tyger's forehead; soon we saw his mouth & red 
gills hang just above the raging foam, tinging the black deep with beams of 
blood, advancing toward [PLATE 19] us with all the fury of a spiritual existence. 

My friend the Angel climb'd up from his station into the mill. I remain'd 
alone, & then this appearance was no more, but I found myself sitting on a 
pleasant bank beside a river by moon light, hearing a harper who sung to the 
harp, & his theme was: "The man who never alters his opinion is like standing 
water, & breeds reptiles of the mind." 

But I arose, and sought for the mill, & there I found my Angel, who surprised 
asked me how I escaped? 

I answerd: "All that we saw was owing to your metaphysics: for when you 
ran away, I found myself on a bank by moonlight hearing a harper. But now 
we have seen my eternal lot, shall I shew you yours? He laughd at my proposal; 

5. The "stable" is that where Jesus was born, 
which, allegorically, leads to the "church" founded 
in his name and to the "vault" where this institu-
tion effectually buried him. The "mill" in Blake is 
a symbol of mechanical and analytic philosophy; 
through this the pilgrims pass into the twisting 
cave of rationalistic theology and descend to an 
underworld that is an empty abyss. The point of 

this Blakean equivalent of a carnival funhouse is 
that only after you have thoroughly confused your-
self by this tortuous approach, and only if you then 
(as in the next two paragraphs) stare at this topsy-
turvy emptiness long enough, will the void gradu-
ally assume the semblance of the comic horrors of 
the fantasized Hell of religious orthodoxy. 
6. The biblical sea monster. 
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but I by force suddenly caught him in my arms, & flew westerly thro' the night, 
til we were elevated above the earth's shadow; then I flung myself with him 
directly into the body of the sun. Here I clothed myself in white, & taking in 
my hand Swedenborg's volumes, sunk from the glorious clime, and passed all 
the planets till we came to Saturn. Here I staid to rest & then leap'd into the 
void between Saturn & the fixed stars.7 

"Here," said I, "is your lot, in this space, if space it may be calld." Soon we 
saw the stable and the church, & I took him to the altar and open'd the Bible, 
and lo! it was a deep pit, into which I descended, driving the Angel before me. 
Soon we saw seven houses of brick;8 one we enterd; in it were a [PLATE 20] 
number of monkeys, baboons, & all of that species, chaind by the middle, 
grinning and snatching at one another, but withheld by the shortness of their 
chains. However, I saw that they sometimes grew numerous, and then the 
weak were caught by the strong, and with a grinning aspect, first coupled with 
& then devourd, by plucking off first one limb and then another till the body 
was left a helpless trunk. This, after grinning & kissing it with seeming fond-
ness, they devourd too; and here & there I saw one savourily picking the flesh 
off of his own tail. As the stench terribly annoyd us both, we went into the 
mill, & I in my hand brought the skeleton of a body, which in the mill was 
Aristotle's Analytics.9 

So the Angel said: "Thy phantasy has imposed upon me, & thou oughtest 
to be ashamed." 

I answerd: "We impose on one another, & it is but lost time to converse 
with you whose works are only Analytics." 

Opposition is true Friendship. 

PLATE 21 

I have always found that Angels have the vanity to speak of themselves as 
the only wise; this they do with a confident insolence sprouting from system-
atic reasoning. 

Thus Swedenborg boasts that what he writes is new; tho' it is only the 
Contents or Index of already publish'd books. 

A man carried a monkey about for a shew, & because he was a little wiser 
than the monkey, grew vain, and conceiv'd himself as much wiser than seven 
men. It is so with Swedenborg; he shews the folly of churches & exposes 
hypocrites, till he imagines that all are religious, & himself the single [PLATE 

22] one on earth that ever broke a net. 
Now hear a plain fact: Swedenborg has not written one new truth. Now 

hear another: he has written all the old falshoods. 
And now hear the reason: He conversed with Angels who are all religious, 

& conversed not with Devils, who all hate religion, for he was incapable thro' 
his conceited notions. 

Thus Swedenborg's writings are a recapitulation of all superficial opinions, 
and an analysis of the more sublime, but no further. 

7. In the Ptolemaic world picture, Saturn was in 
the outermost planetary sphere; beyond it was the 
sphere of the fixed stars. 
8. The "seven churches which are in Asia," to 
which John addresses the Book of Revelation 1.4. 

Blake now forces on the angel his own diabolic 
view of angelic biblical exegesis, theological spec-
ulation and disputation, and Hell. 
9. Aristotle's treatises on logic. 
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Have now another plain fact: Any man of mechanical talents may from the 
writings of Paracelsus or Jacob Behmen1 produce ten thousand volumes of 
equal value with Swedenborg's, and from those of Dante or Shakespear, an 
infinite number. 

But when he has done this, let him not say that he knows better than his 
master, for he only holds a candle in sunshine. 

A Memorable Fancy 

Once I saw a Devil in a flame of fire, who arose before an Angel that sat on 
a cloud, and the Devil utterd these words: 

"The worship of God is, Honouring his gifts in other men, each according 
to his genius, and loving the [PLATE 23] greatest men best. Those who envy or 
calumniate great men hate God, for there is no other God." 

The Angel hearing this became almost blue; but mastering himself, he grew 
yellow, & at last white, pink, & smiling, and then replied: 

"Thou Idolater, is not God One? & is not he visible in Jesus Christ? and has 
not Jesus Christ given his sanction to the law of ten commandments, and are 
not all other men fools, sinners, & nothings?" 

The Devil answer'd; "Bray a fool in a mortar with wheat, yet shall not his 
folly be beaten out of him.2 If Jesus Christ is the greatest man, you ought to 
love him in the greatest degree. Now hear how he has given his sanction to 
the law of ten commandments: did he not mock at the sabbath, and so mock 
the sabbath's God?3 murder those who were murderd because of him? turn 
away the law from the woman taken in adultery?4 steal the labor of others to 
support him? bear false witness when he omitted making a defence before 
Pilate?5 covet when he pray'd for his disciples, and when he bid them shake 
off the dust of their feet against such as refused to lodge them?6 I tell you, no 
virtue can exist without breaking these ten commandments. Jesus was all vir-
tue, and acted from im[PLATE 24]pulse, not from rules." 

When he had so spoken, I beheld the Angel, who stretched out his arms 
embracing the flame of fire, & he was consumed and arose as Elijah.7 

Note. This Angel, who is now become a Devil, is my particular friend; we 
often read the Bible together in its infernal or diabolical sense, which the world 
shall have if they behave well. 

I have also The Bible of Hell,8 which the world shall have whether they will 
or no. 

One Law for the Lion & Ox is Oppression. 

1790-93 1790-93 

PLATE 2 5 

1. Jakob Boehme (1575—1624), a German shoe-
maker who developed a theosophical system that 
has had persisting influence on both theological 
and metaphysical speculation. Paracelsus (1493— 
1541), a Swiss physician and a pioneer in empirical 
medicine, was also a prominent theorist of the 
occult. 
2. Proverbs 27.22: "Though thou shouldst bray a 
fool in a mortar among wheat with a pestle, yet will 
not his foolishness depart from him." "Bray": 
pound into small pieces. 

3. Mark 2.27: "The sabbath was made for man." 
4. Cf. John 8 .2 -11 . 
5. Cf. Matthew 2 7 . 1 3 - 1 4 . 
6. Matthew 10.14: "Whosoever shall not receive 
you . . . when ye depart. . . shake off the dust of 
your feet." 
7. In 2 Kings 2.11 the prophet Elijah "went up by 
a whirlwind into heaven," borne by "a chariot of 
fire." 
8. I.e., the poems and designs that Blake is work-
ing on. 
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A Song of Liberty1 

1. The Eternal Female groand! it was heard over all the Earth. 
2. Albion's coast is sick, silent; the American meadows faint! 
3. Shadows of Prophecy shiver along by the lakes and the rivers and mutter 

across the ocean. France, rend down thy dungeon!2 

4. Golden Spain, burst the barriers of old Rome! 
5. Cast thy keys, O Rome,3 into the deep down falling, even to eternity down 

falling, 
6. And weep.4 

7. In her trembling hands she took the new born terror, howling. 
8. On those infinite mountains of light now barr'd out by the Atlantic sea,5 

the new born fire stood before the starry king!6 

9. Flag'd with grey brow'd snows and thunderous visages, the jealous wings 
wav'd over the deep. 
10. The speary hand burned aloft, unbuckled was the shield, forth went the 
hand of jealousy among the flaming hair, and [PLATE 26] hurl'd the new born 
wonder thro' the starry night. 
11. The fire, the fire, is falling! 
12. Look up! look up! O citizen of London, enlarge thy countenance! O Jew, 
leave counting gold! return to thy oil and wine. O African! black African! (Go, 
winged thought, widen his forehead.) 
13. The fiery limbs, the flaming hair, shot like the sinking sun into the western 
sea. 
14. Wak'd from his eternal sleep, the hoary element7 roaring fled away: 
15. Down rushd, beating his wings in vain, the jealous king; his grey brow'd 
councellors, thunderous warriors, curl'd veterans, among helms, and shields, 
and chariots, horses, elephants; banners, castles, slings and rocks, 
16. Falling, rushing, ruining! buried in the ruins, on Urthona's dens; 
17. All night beneath the ruins; then, their sullen flames faded, emerge round 
the gloomy king, 
18. With thunder and fire, leading his starry hosts thro' the waste wilderness 
[PLATE 27] he promulgates his ten commands, glancing his beamy eyelids over 
the deep in dark dismay, 
19. Where the son of fire in his eastern cloud, while the morning plumes her 
golden breast, 

1. Blake etched this poem in 1792 and sometimes 
bound it as an appendix to The Marriage of Heaven 
and Hell. It recounts the birth, manifested in the 
contemporary events in France, of the flaming 
Spirit of Revolution (whom Blake later called Ore), 
and describes his conflict with the tyrannical sky 
god (whom Blake later called Urizen). The poem 
ends with the portent of the Spirit of Revolution 
shattering the ten commandments, or prohibitions 
against political, religious, and moral liberty, and 
bringing in a free and joyous new world. "Albion's" 
(line 2): England's. 
2. The political prison, the Bastille, was destroyed 
by the French revolutionaries in 1789. 

3. The keys of Rome, a symbol of Papal power. 
4. Echoing, among others, John 11.35 ("Jesus 
wept") and Revelation 18.11 (which states that at 
the fall of Babylon, "the merchants of the earth 
shall weep and mourn for her"). 
5. The legendary continent of Atlantis, sunk 
beneath the sea, which Blake uses to represent the 
condition before the Fall. 
6. Blake often uses the stars, in their fixed courses, 
as a symbol of the law-governed Newtonian uni-
verse. 
7. The sea, which to Blake represents a devouring 
chaos, such as had swallowed Atlantis. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



1 2 2 / W I L L I A M B L A K E 

20. Spurning the clouds written with curses, stamps the stony law8 to dust, 
loosing the eternal horses from the dens of night, crying: 

"Empire is no more! and now the lion & wolf shall cease."9 

Chorus 

Let the Priests of the Raven of dawn, no longer in deadly black, with hoarse 
note curse the sons of joy. Nor his accepted brethren, whom, tyrant, he calls 
free, lay the bound or build the roof. Nor pale religious letchery call that 
virginity, that wishes but acts not! 

For every thing that lives is Holy. 

1792 

8. I.e., the Ten Commandments (verse 18), which 
the "finger of God" had written on "tables [tablets] 
of stone" (Exodus 31.18). 
9. Cf. Isaiah's prophecy, 65.17—25, of "new heav-

1792 

ens and a new earth," when "The wolf and the lamb 
shall feed together, and the lion shall eat straw like 
the bullock." 

FROM BLAKE'S NOTEBOOK1 

Mock on, Mock on, Voltaire, Rousseau 

Mock on, Mock on, Voltaire, Rousseau;2 

Mock on, Mock on, 'tis all in vain. 
You throw the sand against the wind, 
And the wind blows it back again; 

5 And every sand becomes a Gem 
Reflected in the beams divine; 
Blown back, they blind the mocking Eye, 
But still in Israel's paths they shine. 

The Atoms of Democritus 
10 And Newton's Particles of light3 

Are sands upon the Red sea shore, 
Where Israel's tents do shine so bright. 

Never pain to tell thy love 

Never pain to tell thy love 
Love that never told can be, 

1. A commonplace book in which Blake drew 
sketches and jotted down verses and memoranda 
between the late 1780s and 1810. It is known as 
the Rossetti manuscript because it later came into 
the possession of the poet and painter Dante 
Gabriel Rossetti. These poems were first published 
in imperfect form in 1863, then transcribed from 
the manuscript by Geoffrey Keynes in 1935. 

2. Blake regards both Voltaire and Rousseau, 
French writers often hailed as the authors of 
the Revolution, as representing rationalism and 
Deism. 
3. Newton in his Opticks hypothesized that light 
consisted of minute material particles. Democritus 
( 4 6 0 - 3 6 2 b.c.E.) proposed that atoms were the 
ultimate components of the universe. 
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For the gentle wind does move 
Silently, invisibly. 

5 I told my love, I told my love, 
I told her all my heart, 
Trembling, cold, in ghastly fears— 
Ah, she doth depart. 

Soon as she was gone from me 
10 A traveller came by 

Silently, invisibly— 
O, was no deny. 

I asked a thief 

I asked a thief to steal me a peach, 
He turned up his eyes; 
I ask'd a lithe lady to lie her down, 
Holy & meek she cries. 

5 As soon as I went 
An angel came. 
He wink'd at the thief 
And smild at the dame— 

And without one word said 
10 Had a peach from the tree 

And still as a maid 
Enjoy'd the lady. 

1796 

And did those feet1 

And did those feet in ancient time 
Walk upon England's mountains green? 
And was the holy Lamb of God 
On England's pleasant pastures seen? 

5 And did the Countenance Divine 
Shine forth upon our clouded hills? 
And was Jerusalem builded here, 
Among those dark Satanic Mills?2 

1. These quatrains occur in the preface to Blake's 
prophetic poem Milton. There is an ancient belief 
that Jesus came to England with Joseph of Ari-
mathea, the merchant who is identified in the Gos-
pels as making the arrangements for Christ's burial 
following the crucifixion. Blake adapts the legend 
to his own conception of a spiritual Israel, in which 
the significance of biblical events is as relevant to 
England as to Palestine. By a particularly Blakean 
irony, this poem of mental war in the service of 

apocalyptic desire is widely used as a hymn, 
national anthem, or school song by just those 
establishment figures whom Blake would call 
"angels." 
2. There may be an allusion here to industrial 
England, but the mill is also Blake's symbol for a 
mechanistic and utilitarian worldview, according 
to which, as he said elsewhere, "the same dull 
round, even of a universe" becomes "a mill with 
complicated wheels." 
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Bring me my Bow of burning gold, 
10 Bring me my Arrows of desire, 

Bring me my Spear; O clouds unfold! 
Bring me my Chariot of fire! 

I will not cease from Mental Fight, 
Nor shall my Sword sleep in my hand, 

15 Till we have built Jerusalem 
In England's green & pleasant Land. 

ca. 1804-10 ca. 1804-10 

From A Vision of the Last Judgment1 

For the Year 1810 
Additions to Blake's Catalogue of Pictures &c 

The Last Judgment [will be] when all those are Cast away who trouble 
Religion with Questions concerning Good & Evil or Eating of the Tree of those 
Knowledges or Reasonings which hinder the Vision of God turning all into a 
Consuming fire. When Imaginative Art & Science & all Intellectual Gifts, all 
the Gifts of the Holy Ghost, are lookd upon as of no use & only Contention 
remains to Man, then the Last Judgment begins, & its Vision is seen by the 
Imaginative Eye of Every one according to the situation he holds. 

[PAGE 68] The Last Judgment is not Fable or Allegory but Vision. Fable or 
Allegory are a totally distinct & inferior kind of Poetry. Vision, or Imagination, 
is a Representation of what Eternally Exists, Really & Unchangeably. Fable or 
Allegory is Formd by the daughters of Memory. Imagination is Surrounded by 
the daughters of Inspiration, who in the aggregate are calld Jerusalem, [PAGE 
69] Fable is Allegory, but what Critics call The Fable is Vision itself, [PAGE 
68] The Hebrew Bible & the Gospel of Jesus are not Allegory, but Eternal 
Vision, or Imagination of All that Exists. Note here that Fable or Allegory is 
Seldom without some Vision. Pilgrim's Progress is full of it, the Greek Poets 
the same; but Allegory & Vision ought to be known as Two Distinct Things, 
& so calld for the Sake of Eternal Life. Plato has made Socrates say that Poets 
& Prophets do not know or Understand what they write or Utter; this is a most 
Pernicious Falshood. If they do not, pray is an inferior Kind to be calld Know-
ing? Plato confutes himself.2 

The Last Judgment is one of these Stupendous Visions. I have represented 
it as I saw it. To different People it appears differently, as [PAGE 69] every 
thing else does; for tho on Earth things seem Permanent, they are less per-
manent than a Shadow, as we all know too well. 

1. In this essay Blake describes and comments on 
his painting of the Last Judgment, now lost, which 
is said to have measured seven by five feet and to 
have included a thousand figures. The text has 
been transcribed and rearranged, as the sequence 
of the pages indicates, from the scattered frag-
ments in Blake's Notebook. The opening and clos-
ing parts are reprinted here as Blake's fullest, 
although cryptic, statements of what he means by 
"vision." These sections deal with the relations of 
imaginative vision to allegory, Greek fable, and the 
biblical story; to uncurbed human passion and 

intellectual power; to conventional and coercive 
virtue; to what is seen by the "corporeal" eye; to 
the arts; and to the Last Judgment and the apoc-
alyptic redemption of humanity and of the created 
world—an apocalypse that is to be achieved 
through the triumph over the bodily eye by human 
imagination, as manifested in the creative artist. 
2. In Plato's dialogue Ion, in which Socrates traps 
Ion into admitting that, because poets compose hv 
inspiration, they do so without knowing what they 
are doing. 
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The Nature of Visionary Fancy, or Imagination, is very little Known, & the 
Eternal nature & permanence of its ever Existent Images is considered as less 
permanent than the things of Vegetative & Generative Nature; yet the Oak 
dies as well as the Lettuce, but Its Eternal Image & Individuality never dies, 
but renews by its seed. Just so the Imaginative Image returns by the seed of 
Contemplative Thought. The Writings of the Prophets illustrate these con-
ceptions of the Visionary Fancy by their various sublime & Divine Images as 
seen in the Worlds of Vision. * * * 

Let it here be Noted that the Greek Fables originated in Spiritual Mystery 
[PAGE 72] & Real Visions, Which are lost & clouded in Fable & Allegory, while 
the Hebrew Bible & the Greek Gospel are Genuine, Preservd by the Saviour's 
Mercy. The Nature of my Work is Visionary or Imaginative; it is an Endeavour 
to Restore what the Ancients calld the Golden Age. 

[PAGE 69] This world of Imagination is the World of Eternity; it is the Divine 
bosom into which we shall all go after the death of the Vegetated body. This 
World of Imagination is Infinite & Eternal, whereas the world of Generation, 
or Vegetation, is Finite & Temporal. There Exist in that Eternal World the 
Permanent Realities of Every Thing which we see reflected in this Vegetable 
Glass of Nature. 

All Things are comprehended in their Eternal Forms in the Divine [PAGE 

70] body of the Saviour, the True Vine of Eternity, The Human Imagination, 
who appeard to Me as Coming to Judgment among his Saints & throwing off 
the Temporal that the Eternal might be Establishd. Around him were seen the 
Images of Existences according to a certain order suited to my Imaginative 
Eye. * * * 

[PAGE 87] Men are admitted into Heaven not because they have curbed & 
governd their Passions, or have No Passions, but because they have Cultivated 
their Understandings. The Treasures of Heaven are not Negations of Passion, 
but Realities of Intellect from which All the Passions Emanate Uncurbed in 
their Eternal Glory. The Fool shall not enter into Heaven, let him be ever so 
Holy. Holiness is not The price of Enterance into Heaven. Those who are cast 
out Are All Those who, having no Passions of their own because No Intellect, 
Have spent their lives in Curbing & Governing other People's by the Various 
arts of Poverty & Cruelty of all kinds. Wo Wo Wo to you Hypocrites! Even 
Murder the Courts of Justice, more merciful than the Church, are compelld 
to allow, is not done in Passion but in Cool Blooded Design & Intention. 

The Modern Church Crucifies Christ with the Head Downwards. 
[PAGE 92] Many persons such as Paine & Voltaire,3 with some of the Ancient 

Greeks, say: "We will not converse concerning Good & Evil; we will live in 
Paradise & Liberty." You may do so in Spirit, but not in the Mortal Body as 
you pretend, till after the last Judgment; for in Paradise they have no Corporeal 
& Mortal Body—that originated with the Fall & was calld Death & cannot be 
removed but by a Last Judgment; while we are in the world of Mortality we 
Must Suffer. The Whole Creation Groans to be deliverd; there will always be 
as many Hypocrites born as Honest Men & they will always have superior 
Power in Mortal Things. You cannot have Liberty in this World without what 
you call Moral Virtue, & you cannot have Moral Virtue without the Slavery of 
that half of the Human Race who hate what you call Moral Virtue. 

3, Blake represents Thomas Paine, author of The 
Rights of Man (1791), and Voltaire, the great 
author of the French Enlightenment, as propo-
nents of the possibility of restoring an earthly par-

adise by political revolution. Such had been Blake's 
own view in the early 1790s (see, e.g., The Mar-
riage of Heaven and Hell, p. 110). 
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• * a 

Thinking as I do that the Creator of this World is a very Cruel Being, & 
being a Worshipper of Christ, I cannot help saying: "The Son, O how unlike 
the Father!" First God Almighty comes with a Thump on the Head. Then Jesus 
Christ comes with a balm to heal it. 

The Last Judgment is an Overwhelming of Bad Art & Science. Mental 
Things are alone Real; what is Calld Corporeal Nobody Knows of its dwelling 
Place; it is in Fallacy & its Existence an Imposture. Where is the Existence 
Out of Mind or Thought? Where is it but in the Mind of a Fool? Some People 
flatter themselves that there will be No Last Judgment, & [PAGE 95] that Bad 
Art will be adopted & mixed with Good Art, That Error or Experiment will 
make a Part of Truth, & they Boast that it is its Foundation. These People 
flatter themselves; I will not Flatter them. Error is Created; Truth is Eternal. 
Error or Creation will be Burned Up, & then & not till then Truth or Eternity 
will appear. It is Burnt up the Moment Men cease to behold it. I assert for 
My self that I do not behold the Outward Creation & that to me it is hindrance 
& not Action; it is as the Dirt upon my feet, No part of Me. "What," it will be 
Questioned, "When the Sun rises, do you not see a round Disk of fire some-
what like a Guinea?"4 O no no, I see an Innumerable company of the Heavenly 
host crying "Holy Holy Holy is the Lord God Almighty." I question not my 
Corporeal or Vegetative Eye any more than I would Question a Window con-
cerning a Sight: I look thro it & not with it. 

1810 1810 

Two Letters on Sight and Vision1 

To Dr. John Trusler (Aug. 23, 1799) 

Rev"1 Sir 

I really am sorry that you are falln out with the Spiritual World, Especially 
if I should have to answer for it. I feel very sorry that your Ideas & Mine on 
Moral Painting differ so much as to have made you angry with my method of 
Study. If I am wrong, I am wrong in good company. I had hoped your plan 
comprehended All Species of this Art, & Especially that you would not regret 
that Species which gives Existence to Every other, namely Visions of Eternity. 
You say that I want somebody to Elucidate my Ideas. But you ought to know 
that What is Grand is necessarily obscure to Weak men. That which can be 
made Explicit to the Idiot is not worth my care. The wisest of the Ancients 
considerd what is not too Explicit as the fittest for Instruction, because it 
rouzes the faculties to act. I name Moses, Solomon, Esop, Homer, Plato. 

But as you have favored me with your remarks on my Design, permit me in 
return to defend it against a mistaken one, which is, That I have supposed 
Malevolence without a Cause.2—Is not Merit in one a Cause of Envy in 

4. A gold coin worth twenty-one shillings. 
1. Blake wrote these pronouncements about the 
difference between "corporeal" sight and imagi-
native vision at times when a friend, a patron, or 
the need for money was putting pressure on him 
to turn from his visionary art to more fashionable 
modes of representation. The first letter is a pas-

sionate response to John Trusler (1735—1820), 
clergyman and author, who had objected to some 
of Blake's visionary art. 
2. Blake had made a watercolor drawing (which 
has survived) illustrating Malevolence. He describ-
ed this design in an earlier letter: "A Father, taking 
leave of his Wife & Child, Is watch'd by two Fiends 
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another, & Serenity & Happiness & Beauty a Cause of Malevolence? But Want 
of Money & the Distress of A Thief can never be alleged as the Cause of his 
Thievery, for many honest people endure greater hardships with For-
titude. We must therefore seek the Cause elsewhere than in want of Money, 
for that is the Miser's passion, not the Thief's. 

I have therefore proved your Beasonings 111 proportioned, which you can 
never prove my figures to be. They are those of Michael Angelo, Bafael, & the 
Antique, & of the best living Models. I perceive that your Eye is perverted by 
Caricature Prints,3 which ought not to abound so much as they do. Fun I love, 
but too much Fun is of all things the most loathsom. Mirth is better than Fun, 
& Happiness is better than Mirth—I feel that a Man may be happy in This 
World. And I know that This World Is a World of Imagination & Vision. I see 
Every thing I paint In This World, but Every body does not see alike. To the 
Eyes of a Miser a Guinea is more beautiful than the Sun, & a bag worn with 
the use of Money has more beautiful proportions than a Vine filled with 
Grapes. The tree which moves some to tears of joy is in the Eyes of others 
only a Green thing that stands in the way. Some See Nature all Bidicule & 
Deformity, & by these I shall not regulate my proportions; & Some Scarce see 
Nature at all. But to the Eyes of the Man of Imagination Nature is Imagination 
itself. As a man is, So he Sees. As the Eye is formed, such are its Powers. You 
certainly Mistake when you say that the Visions of Fancy are not to be found 
in This World. To Me This World is all One continued Vision of Fancy or 
Imagination, & I feel Flatterd when I am told So. What is it sets Homer, Virgil, 
& Milton in so high a rank of Art? Why is the Bible more Entertaining & 
Instructive than any other book? Is it not because they are addressed to the 
Imagination, which is Spiritual Sensation, & but mediately to the Understand-
ing or Beason? Such is True Painting, and such was alone valued by the Greeks 
& the best modern Artists. Consider what Lord Bacon says, "Sense sends over 
to Imagination before Beason have judged, & Beason sends over to Imagina-
tion before the Decree can be acted." See Advancem1 of Learning, Part 2, 
P. 47 of first Edition. 

But I am happy to find a Great Majority of Fellow Mortals who can Elucidate 
My Visions, & Particularly they have been Elucidated by Children, who have 
taken a greater delight in contemplating my Pictures than I even hoped. Nei-
ther Youth nor Childhood is Folly or Incapacity. Some Children are Fools, & 
so are some Old Men. But There is a vast Majority on the side of Imagination 
or Spiritual Sensation. 

To Engrave after another Painter is infinitely more laborious than to 
Engrave one's own Inventions. And of the Size you require my price has been 
Thirty Guineas, & I cannot afford to do it for less. I had Twelve for the Head 
I sent you as a Specimen; but after my own designs, I could do at least Six 
times the quantity of labour in the same time, which will account for the 
difference of price, as also that Chalk Engraving is at least six times as labo-
rious as Aqua tinta. I have no objection to Engraving after another Artist. 
Engraving is the profession I was apprenticed to, & should never have 
attempted to live by any thing else, If orders had not come in for my Designs 
& Paintings, which I have the pleasure to tell you are Increasing Every Day. 

incarnate, with intention that when his back is 3. Pictures of people with ludicrously exaggerated 
turned they will murder the mother & her infant." features. 
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Thus If I am a Painter, it is not to be attributed to Seeking after. But I am 
contented whether I live by Painting or Engraving. 

I am Rev*1 Sir Your very obedient servant, 
William Blake 

To George Cumberland4 (Apr. 12, 1827) 

Dear Cumberland 

I have been very near the Gates of Death & have returned very weak & an 
Old Man feeble & tottering, but not in Spirit & Life not in The Real Man The 
Imagination which Liveth for Ever. In that I am stronger & stronger as this 
Foolish Body decays. I thank you for the Pains you have taken with Poor Job.5 

I know too well that a great majority of Englishmen are fond of The Indefinite, 
which they Measure by Newton's Doctrine of the Fluxions of an Atom,6 a 
Thing that does not Exist. These are Politicians & think that Republican Art7 

is Inimical to their Atom. For a Line or Lineament is not formed by Chance; 
a Line is a Line in its Minutest Subdivision[s]; Strait or Crooked, It is Itself, 
& Not Intermeasurable with or by any Thing Else. Such is Job, but since the 
French Revolution Englishmen are all Intermeasurable One by Another; Cer-
tainly a happy state of Agreement, to which I for One do not Agree. God keep 
me from the Divinity of Yes & No too, The Yea Nay Creeping Jesus, from 
supposing Up & Down to be the same Thing, as all Experimentalists must 
suppose. 

You are desirous, I know, to dispose of some of my Works & to make [them] 
Pleasing. I am obliged to you & to all who do so. But having none remaining 
of all that I had Printed, I cannot Print more Except at a great loss, for at the 
time I printed those things I had a whole House to range in; now I am shut 
up in a Corner, therefore am forced to ask a Price for them that I scarce expect 
to get from a Stranger. I am now Printing a Set of the Songs of Innocence & 
Experience for a Friend at Ten Guineas, which I cannot do under Six Months 
consistent with my other Work, so that I have little hope of doing any more 
of such things. The Last Work I produced is a Poem Entitled "Jerusalem the 
Emanation of the Giant Albion," but find that to Print it will Cost my Time 
the amount of Twenty Guineas. One I have Finishd; it contains 100 Plates 
but it is not likely that I shall get a Customer for it.8 

As you wish me to send you a list with the Prices of these things they are 
as follows: 

£ s d 
America 6. 6. 0 
Europe 6. 6. 0 
Visions &c 5. 5. 0 
Thel 3. 3. 0 
Songs of Inn. & Exp. 10. 10. 0 
Urizen 6. 6. 0 

4. A businessman who was an old and loyal friend 
of Blake and a buyer of his illuminated books. 
Blake wrote this letter only four months before he 
died on Aug. 4, 1827. 
5. Cumberland was trying to interest his friends 
in buying a set of Blake's engravings, Illustrations 
of the Book of Job. 
6. Isaac Newton's Method of Fluxions (1704) 

announced his discovery of the infinitesimal cal-
culus. To Blake, Newton was the archrepresenta-
tive of materialist philosophy. 
7. I.e., a free art, not subject to authoritarian con-
trol, and suited to the free citizens of a republic 
(rather than the subjects of a monarch). 
8. This single colored copy of Blake's Jerusalem 
survives in the Mellon Collection. 
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The Little Card9 I will do as soon as Possible, but when you Consider that 
I have been reduced to a Skeleton, from which I am slowly recovering, you 
will I hope have Patience with me. 

Flaxman1 is Gone & we must All soon follow, every one to his Own Eternal 
House, Leaving the Delusive Goddess Nature & her Laws to get into Freedom 
from all Law of the Members into The Mind, in which every one is King & 
Priest in his own House. God Send it so on Earth as it is in Heaven. 

I am, Dear Sir, Yours Affectionately 
W I L L I A M BLAKE 

9. A small illustrated name card that Blake exe- time and illustrator of Homer and Dante, had died 
cuted for Cumberland; it was his last engraving. the preceding December. 
1. John Flaxman, a well-known sculptor of the 

R O B E R T B U R N S 
1 7 5 9 - 1 7 9 6 

When Robert Burns published his first volume of Poems in 1786, he was immediately 
hailed by the Edinburgh establishment as an instance of the natural genius, a 
"Heaven-taught ploughman" whose poems owed nothing to literary study, but instead 
represented the spontaneous overflow of his native feelings. Burns took care to call 
attention to those qualities in his verse—the undisciplined energy and rustic simplic-
ity—that suited the temper of an age worried that modern refinement and propriety 
had undermined the vigor of poetry. But even though he cast himself (in the half-
modest, half-defiant words of his Preface to Poems) as someone "unacquainted with 
the necessary requisites for commencing Poet by rule," Burns was in fact a widely 
read (although largely self-educated) man and a careful craftsman who turned to two 
earlier traditions for his poetic models. One of these was an oral tradition of folklore 
and folk song. The other was the highly developed literary tradition of poetry written 
in the Scots dialect of English. 

His father—William Burnes, as he spelled his name—was a God-fearing and hard-
working farmer of Ayrshire, a county in southwestern Scotland, who, unable to make 
a go of it in a period of hard times and high rents, died in 1784 broken in body and 
spirit. Robert, with his brother Gilbert, was forced to do the heavy work of a man 
while still a boy and began to show signs of the heart trouble of which he was to die 
when only thirty-seven. Although his father had the Scottish esteem for education 
and saw to it that his sons attended school whenever they could, Burns's education 
in literature, theology, politics, and philosophy came mainly from his own reading. 
At the age of fifteen, he fell in love and was inspired by that event to write his first 
song. "Thus," he said, "with me began Love and Poesy." After he reached maturity, 
he practiced at both. He began a series of love affairs, fathering in 1785 the first of 
a number of illegitimate children. He also extended greatly the range and quantity of 
his attempts at poetry. So rapid was his development that by the time he published 
the Kilmarnock edition, at the age of twenty-seven, he had written all but a few of 
his greatest long poems. 

The Kilmarnock volume (so named from the town in which it was published) is 
one of the most remarkable first volumes by any British poet, and it had a great and 
immediate success. Burns was acclaimed "Caledonia's Bard" and championed by 
intellectuals and gentlefolk when he visited the city of Edinburgh soon after his book 
came out. The peasant-poet demonstrated that he could more than hold his own as 
an urbane conversationalist and debater. But he was also wise enough to realize that 
once the novelty wore off, his eminence in this society would not endure. He had a 
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fierce pride that was quick to resent any hint of contempt or condescension toward 
himself as a man of low degree. His sympathies were democratic, and even in 1793 
and 1794, when partisans of parliamentary reform were being prosecuted for sedition 
in Edinburgh and Glasgow, he remained (like William Blake in London) an outspoken 
admirer of the republican revolutions in America and France. In religion, too, he was 
a radical. Against the strict Calvinism of the Presbyterian kirk (church) in which he 
had been raised, Burns was known to profess "the Beligion of Sentiment and Beason." 
A letter of December 1789, in which he seizes the chance to play a free-thinking Son 
"of Satan," merrily proclaims his intention to take up a theme that will, he says, be 
"pregnant with all the stores of Learning, from Moses & Confucius to [Benjamin] 
Franklin & [Joseph] Priestl[e]y—in short . . . I intend to write Baudy." Burns's satires 
on the kirk and taste for bawdy vulgarity could offend. Furthermore, his promiscuity 
gained him considerable notoriety, less because womanizing was out of the common 
order for the time than because he flaunted it. Many of the friendships that he made 
in high society fell apart, and Burns's later visits to Edinburgh were less successful 
than the first. 

In 1788 Burns was given a commission as excise officer, or tax inspector, and he 
settled down with Jean Armour, a former lover, now his wife, at Ellisland, near Dum-
fries, combining his official duties with farming. This was the fourth farm on which 
Burns had worked; and when it, like the others, failed, he moved his family to the 
lively country town of Dumfries. Here he was fairly happy, despite recurrent illness 
and a chronic shortage of money. He performed his official duties efficiently and was 
respected by his fellow townspeople and esteemed by his superiors; he was a devoted 
family man and father; and he accumulated a circle of intimates to whom he could 
repair for conversation and conviviality. In 1787 James Johnson, an engraver, had 
enlisted Burns's aid in collecting Scottish folk songs for an anthology called The Scots 
Musical Museum. Burns soon became the real editor for several volumes of this work, 
devoting all of his free time to collecting, editing, restoring, and imitating traditional 
songs, and to writing verses of his own to traditional dance tunes. Almost all of his 
creative work during the last twelve years of his life went into the writing of songs for 
the Musical Museum and for George Thomson's Select Collection of Original Scottish 
Airs. This was for Burns a devoted labor of love and patriotism, done anonymously, 
for which he refused to accept any pay, although badly in need of money; and he 
continued the work when he was literally on his deathbed. 

Because of its use of Scots dialect, the language spoken by most eighteenth-century 
Scottish people (lower and upper class alike), and because, in addition, of its lyricism 
and engagement with folk culture, Burns's verse is often said to anticipate William 
Wordsworth's idea of a poetry founded on "a selection of language really used by 
men." This account is based primarily on his songs. By far the major portion of the 
poems that he published under his own name are concerned with men and manners 
and are written in the literary forms that had been favored by earlier eighteenth-
century poets. They include brilliant satire in a variety of modes, a number of fine 
verse epistles to friends and fellow poets, and one masterpiece of mock-heroic (or at 
any rate seriocomic) narrative, "Tarn o' Shanter." It can be argued that, next to Pope, 
Burns is the greatest eighteenth-century master of these literary types. (Byron would 
later claim those forms for his own generation.) Yet Burns's writings in satire, epistle, 
and mock-heroic are remote from Pope's in their heartiness and verve, no less than 
in their dialect and intricate stanza forms. The reason for the difference is that Burns 
turned for his models not to Horace and the English neoclassic tradition but to the 
native tradition that had been established in the golden age of Scottish poetry by 
Bobert Henryson, William Dunbar, Gavin Douglas, and other Scottish Chaucerians 
of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. He knew this literature through his 
eighteenth-century Scottish predecessors, especially Allan Bamsay and Bobert Fer-
gusson, who had collected some of the old poems and written new ones based on the 
old models. Burns improved greatly on these predecessors, but he derived from them 
much that is characteristic in his literary forms, subjects, diction, and stanzas. 
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Burns's songs, which number more than three hundred, have, however, in them-
selves been enough to sustain his poetic reputation. They made him, for a start, a 
central figure for his contemporaries' discussions of how music, valued by them for 
awakening sympathies that reason could not rouse, might serve as the foundation of 
a national identity. (William Wordsworth would explore this new notion of "national 
music"—of ethnically marked melody—in his 1805 poem "The Solitary Reaper.") But 
beyond being the bard of Scots nationalism, Burns is a songwriter for all English-
speaking people. Evidence of that standing is supplied each New Year's Eve, when, 
moved once again to acknowledge their common bondage to time, men and women 
join hands and sing "Auld Lang Syne," to an old tune that Burns refitted with his new 
words. 

The texts printed here are based on The Poems and Songs of Robert Burns, ed. 
James Kinsley, 3 vols. (Oxford, 1968). 

Green grow the rashes1 

Chorus 

Green grow the rashes,0 O; rushes 
Green grow the rashes, O; 
The sweetest hours that e'er I spend, 

Are spent among the lasses, O. 

i 
There's nought but care on ev'ry han', 

In ev'ry hour that passes, O: 
What signifies the life o' man, 

An' 'twere na for the lasses, O. 
Chorus 

The warly° race may riches chase, worldly 
An' riches still may fly them, O; 

An' tho' at last they catch them fast, 
Their hearts can ne'er enjoy them, O. 

Chorus 

3 
But gie me a canny" hour at e'en, quiet 

My arms about my Dearie, O; 
An' warly cares, an' warly men, 

May a' gae tapsalteerie,0 O! topsy-turvy 
Chorus 

4 
For you sae douse,0 ye sneer at this, sober 

Ye're nought but senseless asses, O: 
The wisest Man2 the warl' saw, 

He dearly lov'd the lasses, O. 
Chorus 

1. Bums's revision of a song long current in a Online, 
number of versions, most of them b a w d y . A record- 2. King Solomon, 
ing of this song may be found at Norton Literature 
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5 
Auld Nature swears, the lovely Dears 

Her noblest work she classes, O: 
Her prentice0 han' she try'd on man, apprentice 

An' then she made the lasses, O. 
Chorus 

1784 1787 

Holy Willie's Prayer1 

And send the Godly in a pet to pray— 
P o p e 

Argument 

Holy Willie was a rather oldish batchelor Elder in the parish of Mauchline, 
and much and justly famed for that polemical chattering which ends in tippling 
Orthodoxy, and for that Spiritualized Bawdry which refines to Liquorish Devo-
tion.—In a Sessional process with a gentleman in Mauchline, a Mr. Gavin 
Hamilton, Holy Willie, and his priest, Father Auld, after full hearing in the 
Presbytry of Ayr, came off but second best; owing partly to the oratorical 
powers of Mr. Robt. Aiken, Mr. Hamilton's Counsel; but chiefly to Mr. Ham-
ilton's being one of the most irreproachable and truly respectable characters 
in the country.—On losing his Process, the Muse overheard him at his devo-
tions as follows— 

0 thou that in the heavens does dwell! 
Wha, as it pleases best thysel, 
Sends ane to heaven and ten to h-11, 

A' for thy glory! 
5 And no for ony gude or ill 

They've done before thee.2 

1 bless and praise thy matchless might, 
When thousands thou has left in night, 
That I am here before thy sight, 

10 For gifts and grace, 
A burning and a shining light 

To a' this place. 

1. This satire, in the form of a dramatic 
monologue, was inspired by William Fisher, a self-
righteous elder in the same Ayrshire parish that in 
1785 had forced Burns and Betty Paton to do pub-
lic penance in church for "fornication," and is 
directed against a basic Calvinist tenet of the old 
Scottish kirk. Holy Willie assumes that he is one 
of a small minority, God's "elect"—in other words 
that he has been predestined for grace, no matter 
what deeds he does in this world. The sessional 
processes were court proceedings carried on under 
the auspices of the Kirk. The epigraph is from The 
Rape of the Lock. 
2. Here as elsewhere Burns use the virtuosic 

stanza form known as the "standard Habbie" 
(named for "The Life and Death of Habbie Simp-
son" a ballad in this form by Robert Sempill, a 
17th-century poet who, also hailing from the west 
of Scotland, was a countryman of Burns's). In each 
sestet three lines of iambic tetrameter that rhyme 
aaa are followed by a dimeter rhyming h, another 
line of tetrameter rhyming a, and a final dimeter 
rhyming h. Associated at its origins with the trou-
badour poetry of Europe, the form came to Scot-
land during the Renaissance and had been revived 
in the 18th century by Ramsay and Fergusson as 
a distinctively national Scots measure. 
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What was I, or my generation, 
That I should get such exaltation? 

15 I, wha deserv'd most just damnation, 
For broken laws 

Sax° thousand years ere my creation, six 
Thro' Adam's cause! 

When from my mother's womb I fell, 
20 Thou might hae plunged me deep in hell, 

To gnash my gooms, and weep, and wail,3 

In burning lakes, 
Where damned devils roar and yell 

Chain'd to their stakes. 

25 Yet I am here, a chosen sample, 
To shew thy grace is great and ample: 
I'm here, a pillar o' thy temple 

Strong as a rock, 
A guide, a ruler and example 

30 To a' thy flock. 

O Lord thou kens what zeal I bear, 
When drinkers drink, and swearers swear, 
And singin' there, and dancin' here, 

Wi' great an' sma'; 
35 For I am keepet by thy fear, 

Free frae them a'. 

But yet—O Lord-—confess I must— 
At times I'm fash'd0 wi' fleshly lust; troubled 
And sometimes too, in warldly trust 

40 Vile Self gets in; 
But thou remembers we are dust, 

Defil'd wi' sin. 

O Lord—yestreen0—thou kens°—wi' Meg— yesterday / knoivest 
Thy pardon I sincerely beg! 

45 O may't ne'er be a living plague, 
To my dishonor! 

And I'll ne'er lift a lawless leg 
Again upon her. 

Besides, I farther maun0 avow, 
50 Wi' Leezie's lass, three times—I trow° 

But Lord, that Friday I was fou° 
When I cam near her; 

Or else, thou kens, thy servant true 
Wad never steer0 her. 

must 
believe 
drunk 

molest 

3. An echo of Matthew 8.12, "the children of the kingdom shall be cast out into outer darkness: there shall 
be weeping and gnashing of teeth." 
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55 Maybe thou lets this fleshly thorn 
Buffet thy servant e'en and morn,4 

Lest he o'er proud and high should turn, 
That he's sae gifted; 

If sae, thy hand maun e'en be borne 
60 Untill thou lift it. 

Lord bless thy Chosen in this place, 
For here thou has a chosen race: 
But God, confound their stubborn face, 

And blast their name, 
65 Wha bring thy rulers to disgrace 

And open shame. 

Lord mind Gaun Hamilton's' deserts! 
He drinks, and swears, and plays at cartes,0 cards 
Yet has sae mony taking arts 

70 Wi' Great and Sma', 
Frae God's ain priest the people's hearts 

He steals awa. 

And when we chasten'd him therefore, 
Thou kens how he bred sic a splore,0 disturbance 

75 And set the warld in a roar 
O' laughin at us: 

Curse thou his basket and his store, 
Kail° and potatoes. broth 

Lord hear my earnest cry and prayer 
so Against that Presbytry of Ayr! 

Thy strong right hand, Lord, make it bare 
Upon their heads! 

Lord visit them, and dinna spare, 
For their misdeeds! 

85 O Lord my God, that glib-tongu'd Aiken! 
My very heart and flesh are quaking 
To think how I sat, sweating, shaking, 

And piss'd wi' dread, 
While Auld wi' hingin0 lip gaed sneaking hanging 

90 And hid his head! 

Lord, in thy day o'vengeance try him! 
Lord visit him that did employ him! 
And pass not in thy mercy by them, 

Nor hear their prayer; 
95 But for thy people's sake destroy them, 

And dinna spare! 

4. An echo of 2 Corinthians 12.7, "there was given 
to me a thorn in the flesh, the messenger of Satan 
to buffet me, lest I should be exalted above mea-
sure." 
5. Burns's friend Gavin Hamilton, whom Holy 

Willie had brought up on moral charges before the 
Kirk Session of the Presbytery of Ayr. As Burns 
explains in the Argument, Hamilton was success-
fully defended by his counsel, Robert Aiken 
(referred to in line 85). 
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But Lord, remember me and mine 
Wi' mercies temporal and divine! 
That I for grace and gear0 may shine, 

Excell'd by nane! 
And a' the glory shall be thine! 
Amen! Amen! 

wealth 

1 7 8 9 1789 

To a Mouse 

On Turning Her up in Her Nest with the Plough, 
November, 1785' 

Wee, sleeket,° cowran, tim'rous beastie, 
O, what a panic's in thy breastie! 
Thou need na start awa sae hasty, 

Wi' bickering brattle!2 

5 I wad be laith° to rin an' chase thee 
Wi' murd'ring pattle!0 

I'm truly sorry Man's dominion 
Has broken Nature's social union, 
An' justifies that ill opinion, 

10 Which makes thee startle, 
At me, thy poor, earth-born companion, 

An' fellow mortal! 

sleek 

loath 
plowstaff 

I doubt na, whyles,° but thou may thieve; 
What then? poor beastie, thou maun" live! 
A daimen-icker in a thrave3 

'S a sma' request: 
I'll get a blessin wi' the lave,° 

An' never miss't! 

sometimes 
must 

remainder 

Thy wee-bit housie, too, in ruin! 
It's silly wa's° the win's are strewin! 
An' naething, now, to big° a new ane, 

O' foggage0 green! 
An' bleak December's winds ensuin, 

Baith snell° an' keen! 

frail walls 
build 

coarse grass 

bitter 

Thou saw the fields laid bare an' waste, 
An' weary Winter comin fast, 
An' cozie here, beneath the blast, 

Thou thought to dwell, 
Till crash! the cruel coulter0 past 

Out thro' thy cell. 
cutter blade 

1. Burns's brother claimed that this poem was 2. With headlong scamper. 
composed while the poet was actually holding the 3. An occasional ear in twenty-four sheaves. 
plow. 
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40 

That wee-bit heap o' leaves an' stibble0 

Has cost thee monie a weary nibble! 
Now thou's turn'd out, for a' thy trouble, 

But° house or hald,4 

To thole° the Winter's sleety dribble, 
An' cranreuch" cauld! 

But Mousie, thou art no thy-lane,° 
In proving foresight may be vain: 
The best laid schemes o' Mice an' Men 

Gang aft agley,5 

An' lea'e us nought but grief an' pain, 
For promis'd joy! 

Still, thou art blest, compar'd wi' me! 
The present only toucheth thee: 
But Och! I backward cast my e'e, 

On prospects drear! 
An' forward tho' I canna see, 

I guess an' fear! 

stubble 

without 
endure 

hoarfrost 

not alone 

1785 1786 

To a Louse 

On Seeing One on a Lady's Bonnet at Church 

Ha! whare ye gaun, ye crowlan0 ferlie!0 crawling / wonder 
Your impudence protects you sairly:° sorely 
I canna say but ye strunt0 rarely, strut 

Owre gawze and lace; 
5 Tho' faith, I fear ye dine but sparely, 

On sic a place. 

Ye ugly, creepan, blastet wonner,° 
Detested, shunn'd, by saunt an' sinner, 
How daur ye set your fit° upon her, 

10 Sae fine a Lady! 
Gae somewhere else and seek your dinner, 

On some poor body. 

Swith,° in some beggar's haffet0 squattle;0 swift / locks /sprawl 
There ye may creep, and sprawl, and sprattle,0 struggle 

15 Wi' ither kindred, jumping cattle, 
In shoals and nations; 

Whare horn nor bane1 ne'er daur unsettle, 
Your thick plantations. 

Now haud you there, ye're out o' sight, 
20 Below the fatt'rels,0 snug and tight, ribbon ends 

wonder 

foot 

4. Hold, holding (i.e., land). 
5. Go oft awry. 

1. I.e., fine-tooth comb made of horn or bone 
("bane"). 
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Na faith ye yet!2 ye'll no be right, 
Till ye've got on it, 

The vera tapmost, towrin height 
O' Miss's bonnet. 

My sooth! right bauld ye set your nose out, 
As plump an' gray as onie grozet:0 gooseberry 
0 for some rank, mercurial rozet,° rosin 

Or fell,° red smeddum,0 sharp / powder 
I'd gie you sic a hearty dose o't, 

Wad dress your droddum!° buttocks 

1 wad na been surpriz'd to spy 
You on an auld wife's flainen toy,° flannel cap 
Or aiblins° some bit duddie0 boy, perhaps / ragged 

O n ' s wylecoat;0 undershirt 
But Miss's fine Lunardi,3 fye! 

How daur ye do't? 

O Jenny dinna toss your head, 
An' set your beauties a' abread!0 abroad 
Ye little ken what cursed speed 

The blastie's0 makin! creature's 
Thae° winks and finger-ends, I dread, those 

Are notice takin! 

O wad some Pow'r the giftie gie us 
To see oursels as others see us! 
It wad frae monie a blunder free us 

An' foolish notion: 
What airs in dress an' gait wad Iea'e us, 

And ev'n Devotion!4 

1785 1786 

Auld Lang Syne1 

Should auld acquaintance be forgot 
And never brought to mind? 

Should auld acquaintance be forgot, 
And auld lang syne! 

Chorus 

5 For auld lang syne, my jo, 
For auld lang syne, 

We'll tak a cup o' kindness yet 
For auld lang syne. 

2. Confound you! 
3. A balloon-shaped bonnet, named after Vin-
cenzo Lunardi, who made a number of balloon 

flights in the mid-1780s. 
4. I.e., even pretended piety. 
1. Long ago. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



1 3 8 / R O B E R T B U R N S 

And surely ye'll be° your pint stowp!0 

And surely I'll be mine! 
And we'll tak a cup o' kindness yet, 

For auld lang syne, 
Chorus 

pay for / pint cup 

We twa hae run about the braes° 
And pou'd° the gowans0 fine; 

But we've wander'd many a weary fitt, 
Sin° auld lang syne. 

Chorus 

slopes 
pulled / daisies 

We twa hae paidl'd in the burn0 stream 
Frae morning sun till dine;° dinner, noon 

But seas between us braid0 hae roar'd, broad 
Sin auld lang syne. 

Chorus 

And there's a hand, my trusty fiere!° friend 
And gie's a hand o' thine! 

And we'll tak a right gude-willie-waught,° cordial drink 
For auld lang syne. 

Chorus 

1788 1796 

Afton Water1 

Flow gently, sweet Afton, among thy green braes,° slopes 
Flow gently, I'll sing thee a song in thy praise; 
My Mary's asleep by thy murmuring stream, 
Flow gently, sweet Afton, disturb not her dream. 

s Thou stock dove whose echo resounds thro' the glen, 
Ye wild whistling blackbirds in yon thorny den, 
Thou green crested lapwing thy screaming forbear, 
I charge you disturb not my slumbering Fair. 

How lofty, sweet Afton, thy neighbouring hills, 
io Far mark'd with the courses of clear winding rills; 

There daily I wander as noon rises high, 
My flocks and my Mary's sweet Cot0 in my eye. cottage 

How pleasant thy banks and green vallies below, 
Where wild in the woodlands the primroses blow; 

15 There oft as mild ev'ning weeps over the lea, 
The sweet scented birk0 shades my Mary and me. birch 

Thy chrystal stream, Afton, how lovely it glides, 
And winds by the cot where my Mary resides; 

1. The Afton is a small river in Ayrshire. 
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How wanton thy waters her snowy feet lave, 
20 As gathering sweet flowerets she stems thy clear wave. 

Flow gently, sweet Afton, among thy green braes, 
Flow gently, sweet River, the theme of my lays; 
My Mary's asleep by thy murmuring stream, 
Flow gently, sweet Afton, disturb not her dream. 

1789 1792 

Tam o' Shanter: A Tale1 

Of Brownyis and of Bogillis full is this buke. 
G a w i n D o u g l a s . 

When chapman billies2 leave the street, 
And drouthy0 neebors neebors meet, 
As market-days are wearing late, 
An' folk begin to tak the gate;0 

5 While we sit bousing at the nappy,0 

And getting fou° and unco° happy, 
We think na on the lang Scots miles, 
The mosses, waters, slaps,0 and styles, 
That lie between us and our hame, 

10 Whare sits our sulky sullen dame, 
Gathering her brows like gathering storm, 
Nursing her wrath to keep it warm. 

This truth fand° honest Tam o' Shanter, 
As he frae Ayr ae night did canter, 

15 (Auld Ayr, wham ne'er a town surpasses, 
For honest men and bonny lasses). 

O Tam! hadst thou but been sae wise, 
As ta'en thy ain wife Kate's advice! 
She tauld thee weel thou was a skellum,0 

20 A blethering,0 blustering, drunken blellum;0 

That frae November till October, 
Ae market-day thou was nae sober; 
That ilka° melder,3 wi' the miller, 

thirsty 

road 
strong ale 

drunk / very 

gaps (in walls) 

found 

good-for-nothing 
chattering / babbler 

every 

1. This poem, written to order for a book on Scot-
tish antiquities, is based on a witch story told about 
Alloway Kirk, an old ruin near Burns's house in 
Ayr. As a mock-heroic rendering of folk material, 
"Tam o' Shanter" is comparable to The Nun's 
Priest's Tale of Chaucer. Burns recognized that the 
poem was his most sustained and finished artistic 
performance; it discovers "a spice of roguish wag-
gery" but also shows "a force of genius and a fin-
ishing polish that I despair of ever excelling." The 
verve and seriocomic sympathy with which Burns 
manages this misadventure of a confirmed tippler 
won Wordsworth, a water drinker, to passionate 
advocacy against the moralists who objected to 
Burns's ribaldry: "Who, but some impenetrable 
dunce or narrow-minded puritan in works of art, 

ever read without delight the picture which he has 
drawn of the convivial exaltation of the rustic 
adventurer, Tam o' Shanter?" ("Letter to a Friend 
of Burns," 1816). The epigraph is from the pro-
logue to book 6 of Gavin Douglas's 16th-century 
Scots translation of Virgil's Aeneid. In this book the 
epic hero Aeneas, soon to be the founder of Rome, 
descends into the world of the dead. 

Scots can be easier to understand when heard 
than when read. For tips on pronunciation listen 
to the reading of "Tam o' Shanter" at Norton Lit-
erature Online. 
2. Peddler fellows. 
3. The amount of corn processed at a single grind-
ing. 
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Thou sat as lang as thou had siller;0 silver, money 
25 That every naig° was ca'd° a shoe on, nag I driven 

The smith and thee gat roaring fou on; 
That at the Lord's house, even on Sunday, 
Thou drank wi' Kirkton Jean till Monday. 
She prophesied that late or soon, 

30 Thou would be found deep drown'd in Doon; 
Or catch'd wi' warlocks in the mirk,° night 
By Alloway's auld haunted kirk. 

Ah, gentle dames! it gars° me greet0 makes / weep 
To think how mony counsels sweet, 

35 How mony lengthen'd sage advices, 
The husband frae the wife despises! 

But to our tale: Ae market-night, 
Tam had got planted unco right; 
Fast by an ingle,0 bleezing0 finely, 

40 Wi' reaming swats,0 that drank divinely; 
And at his elbow, Souter0 Johnny, 
His ancient, trusty, drouthy crony; 
Tam lo'ed him like a vera brither; 
They had been fou for weeks thegither. 

45 The night drave on wi' sangs and clatter; 
And ay the ale was growing better: 
The landlady and Tam grew gracious, 
Wi' favours secret, sweet, and precious: 
The Souter tauld his queerest stories; 

50 The landlord's laugh was ready chorus: 
The storm without might rair° and rustle, 
Tam did na mind the storm a whistle. 

Care, mad to see a man sae happy, 
E'en drown'd himsel amang the nappy: 

55 As bees flee hame wi' lades o' treasure, 
The minutes wing'd their way wi' pleasure: 
Kings may be blest, but Tam was glorious, 
O'er a' the ills o' life victorious! 

But pleasures are like poppies spread, 
60 You seize the flower, its bloom is shed; 

Or like the snow falls in the river, 
A moment white—then melts for ever; 
Or like the borealis race, 
That flit ere you can point their place; 

65 Or like the rainbow's lovely form 
Evanishing amid the storm.— 
Nae man can tether time or tide; 
The hour approaches Tam maun° ride; must 
That hour, o' night's black arch the key-stane, 

70 That dreary hour, he mounts his beast in; 
And sic a night he taks the road in, 
As ne'er poor sinner was abroad in. 

fireplace / blazing 
foaming new ale 

shoemaker 
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The wind blew as 'twad blawn its last; 
The rattling showers rose on the blast; 
The speedy gleams the darkness swallow'd; 
Loud, deep, and lang, the thunder bellow'd: 
That night, a child might understand, 
The Deil had business on his hand. 

Weel mounted on his gray mare, Meg, 
A better never lifted leg,4 

Tam skelpit0 on thro' dub° and mire, 
Despising wind, and rain, and fire; 
Whiles holding fast his gude blue bonnet; 
Whiles crooning o'er some auld Scots sonnet; 
Whiles glowring0 round wi' prudent cares, 
Lest bogles0 catch him unawares. 
Kirk-Alloway was drawing nigh, 
Whare ghaists0 and houlets0 nightly cry.— 

By this time he was cross the ford, 
Whare in the snaw, the chapman smoor'd;5 

And past the birks° and meilde stane,° 
Whare drunken Charlie brak's neck-bane; 
And thro' the whins, and by the cairn,6 

Whare hunters fand the murder'd bairn; 
And near the thorn, aboon the well, 
Where Mungo's mither hang'd hersel.— 
Before him Doon pours all his floods; 
The doubling storm roars thro' the woods; 
The lightnings flash from pole to pole; 
Near and more near the thunders roll: 
When, glimmering thro' the groaning trees, 
Kirk-Alloway seemed in a bleeze;0 

Thro' ilka bore° the beams were glancing; 
And loud resounded mirth and dancing.— 

Inspiring bold John Barleycorn! 
What dangers thou canst make us scorn! 
Wi' tippeny,7 we fear nae evil; 
Wi' usquabae,° we'll face the devil!— 
The swats sae ream'd in Tammie's noddle, 
Fair play, he car'd na deils a boddle.8 

But Maggie stood right sair astonish'd, 
Till, by the heel and hand admonish'd, 
She ventured forward on the light; 
And, vow! Tam saw an unco" sight! 
Warlocks and witches in a dance; 
Nae cotillion brent0 new frae France, 

slapped / puddle 

staring 

ghosts / owls 

birches / big stone 

blaze 

hole 

whisky 

strange 

brand 

4. Compare this "lifted leg" to Willie's use of the 
term about himself in line 47 of "Holy Willie's 
Prayer." Tarn's horse, Meg (also called Maggie), 
occasions the poem's bawdiest wordplay. 
5. The peddler smothered. 

6. Stones heaped up as a memorial. "Whins": 
furze (an evergreen shrub). 
7. Twopenny (usually of weak beer). 
8. I.e., he didn't care a farthing about devils (a 
"boddle" is a very small copper coin). 
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160 

But hornpipes, jigs, strathspeys,9 and reels, 
Put life and mettle in their heels. 
A winnock-bunker0 in the east, window seat 
There sat auld Nick, in shape o' beast; 
A touzie tyke,° black, grim, and large, shaggy dog 
To gie them music was his charge: 
He screw'd the pipes and gart° them skirl,0 made / screech 
Till roof and rafters a' did dirl.°— rattle 
Coffins stood round, like open presses, 
That shaw'd the dead in their last dresses; 
And by some devilish cantraip0 slight charm, trick 
Each in its cauld hand held a light.— 
By which heroic Tam was able 
To note upon the haly° table, holy 
A murderer's banes in gibbet airns;° irons 
Twa span-lang,1 wee, unchristened bairns; 
A thief, new-cutted frae a rape,0 rope 
Wi' his last gasp his gab° did gape; mouth 
Five tomahawks, wi' blude red-rusted; 
Five scymitars, wi' murder crusted; 
A garter, which a babe had strangled; 
A knife, a father's throat had mangled, 
Whom his ain son o' life bereft, 
The grey hairs yet stack0 to the heft; stuck 
Wi' mair o' horrible and awefu', 
Which even to name wad be unlawfu'. 

As Tammie glowr'd, amaz'd, and curious, 
The mirth and fun grew fast and furious: 
The piper loud and louder blew; 
The dancers quick and quicker flew; 
They reel'd, they set, they cross'd, they cleekit,0 joined hands 
Till ilka carlin0 swat and reekit, old woman 
And coost her duddies to the wark,2 

And linket0 at it in her sark!3 tripped lightly 

Now, Tam, O Tam! had thae been queans,0 girls 
A' plump and strapping in their teens, 
Their sarks, instead o' creeshie flannen,0 greasy flannel 
Been snaw-white seventeen hunder linnen!4 

Thir° breeks o' mine, my only pair, these 
That ance were plush, o' gude blue hair, 
I wad hae gi'en them off my hurdies,° buttocks 
For ae blink o' the bonie burdies!0 bonny (pretty) girls 

But wither'd beldams,0 auld and droll, hags 
Rigwoodie0 hags wad spean0 a foal, bony / wean 
Lowping0 and flinging on a crummock,0 leaping / staff 
I wonder didna turn thy stomach. 

9. Slow Highland dance. 
1. Two spans long (a span is the distance from 
outstretched thumb to little finger). 
2. Cast off her clothes for the work. 

3. Shirt (underclothes). 
4. Very fine linen, woven on a loom with seven-
teen hundred strips. 
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But Tam kend what was what fu' brawlie,0 

There was ae winsome wench and wawlie0 

165 That night enlisted in the core," 
(Lang after kend on Carrick shore; 
For mony a beast to dead she shot, 
And perish'd mony a bony boat, 
And shook baith meikle corn and bear,0 

170 And kept the country-side in fear:) 
Her cutty0 sark, o' Paisley harn,0 

That while a lassie she had worn, 
In longitude tho' sorely scanty, 
It was her best, and she was vauntie.0— 

175 Ah! little kend thy reverend grannie, 
That sark she coft° for her wee Nannie, 
Wi' twa pund Scots ('twas a' her riches), 
Wad ever grac'd a dance of witches! 

But here my Muse her wing maun cour;° 
180 Sic flights are far beyond her pow'r; 

To sing how Nannie lap and flang, 
(A souple jade° she was, and Strang), 
And how Tam stood, like ane bewitch'd, 
And thought his very een° enrich'd; 

185 Even Satan glowr'd, and fidg'd fu' fain,5 

And hotch'd0 and blew wi' might and main: 
Till first ae caper, syne0 anither, 
Tam tint0 his reason a' thegither, 
And roars out, 'Weel done, Cutty-sark!' 

190 And in an instant all was dark: 
And scarcely had he Maggie rallied, 
When out the hellish legion sallied. 

As bees bizz out wi' angry fyke,° 
When plundering herds0 assail their byke;° 

195 As open0 pussie's mortal foes, 
When, pop! she starts before their nose; 
As eager runs the market-crowd, 
When 'Catch the thief!' resounds aloud; 
So Maggie runs the witches follow, 

200 Wi ' mony an eldritch0 skreech and hollow. 

Ah, Tam! Ah, Tam! thou'll get thy fairin'!0 

In hell they'll roast thee like a herrin! 
In vain thy Kate awaits thy comin! 
Kate soon will be a woefu' woman! 

205 Now, do thy speedy utmost, Meg, 
And win the key-stane of the brig;6 

There at them thou thy tail may toss, 
A running stream they dare na cross. 

5. Fidgeted with pleasure. 
6. It is a well known fact that witches, or any evil 
spirits, have no power to follow a poor wight any 
farther than the middle of the next running 
stream.—It may be proper likewise to mention to 
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finely 
strapping 

corps 

barley 

short / yarn 

proud 

bought 

lower 

disreputable woman 

eyes 

jerked 
then 
lost 

fuss 
herdsmen / hive 

begin to bark 

unearthly 

deserts 

the benighted traveler, that when he falls in with 
bogles, whatever danger may be in his going for-
ward, there is much more hazard in turning back 
[Burns's note]. "Brig": bridge. 
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But ere the key-stane she could make, 
210 The fient a tail she had to shake! 

For Nannie, far before the rest, 
Hard upon noble Maggie prest, 
And flew at Tam wi' furious ettle;0 

But little wist she Maggie's mettle— 
215 Ae spring brought off her master hale,° 

But left behind her ain gray tail: 
The carlin claught° her by the rump, 
And left poor Maggie scarce a stump.7 

Now, wha this tale o' truth shall read, 
220 Ilk man and mother's son, take heed: 

Whene'er to drink you are inclin'd, 
Or cutty-sarks run in your mind, 
Think, ye may buy the joys o'er dear, 
Remember Tam o' Shanter's mare. 

1790 1791 

intent 

whole 

clutched 

Such a parcel of rogues in a nation 

Fareweel to a' our Scotish fame, 
Fareweel our ancient glory; 

Fareweel even to the Scotish name, 
Sae fam'd in martial story! 

5 Now Sark rins° o'er the Solway sands, runs 
And Tweed rins to the ocean, 

To mark whare England's province stands,. 
Such a parcel of rogues in a nation! 

What force or guile could not subdue, 
10 Thro' many warlike ages, 

Is wrought now by a coward few, 
For hireling traitors' wages. 

The English steel we could disdain, 
Secure in valor's station; 

15 But English gold has been our bane, 
Such a parcel of rogues in a nation! 

O would, or I had seen the day 
That treason thus could sell us, 

My auld grey head had lien in clay, 
20 Wi' B R U C E and loyal W A L L A C E ! ' 

But pith and power,0 till my last hour, with all my strength 
I'll mak this declaration; 

We're bought and sold for English gold, 
Such a parcel of rogues in a nation! 

1 7 9 2 

7. I.e., she had no tail left at all. 
1. For Bruce and Wallace, see the notes to the next poem. 
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Robert Bruce's March to Bannockburn1 

[SCOTS, W H A HAE] 

Scots, wha hae wi' Wallace2 bled, 
Scots, wham Bruce has aften led, 
Welcome to your gory bed,— 

Or to victorie.— 

5 Now's the day, and now's the hour; 
See the front o' battle lour; 
See approach proud Edward's power, 

Chains and Slaverie.— 

Wha will be a traitor-knave? 
10 Wha can fill a coward's grave? 

Wha sae base as be a Slave? 
—Let him turn and flie:— 

Wha for Scotland's king and law, 
Freedom's sword will strongly draw, 

15 Free-man stand, or Free-man fa', 
Let him follow me.— 

By Oppression's woes and pains! 
By your Sons in servile chains! 
We will drain our dearest veins, 

20 But they shall be free! 

Lay the proud Usurpers low! 
Tyrants fall in every foe! 
Liberty's in every blow! 

Let us Do—or Die!!! 

1793 1794 ,1815 

A Red, Red Rose1 

O my Luve's like a red, red rose, 
That's newly sprung in June; 

O my Luve's like the melodie 
That's sweetly played in tune. 

5 As fair art thou, my bonie lass, 
So deep in luve am I; 

1. Burns's words are set to the old tune to which, 
it was said, Robert Bruces Scottish army had 
marched when it went to battle against the English 
invaders in 1314. This marching song is at once a 
historical reconstruction and an anthem for the 
Revolutionary 1790s. Burns's turn to songwriting 
in these last few years of his life might, the critic 
Marilyn Butler has suggested, have had to do with 

the fact that songs like these, transmitted aurally, 
were more likely than compositions in other modes 
to slip past the scrutiny of a censorious govern-
ment, 
2. Sir William Wallace (ca. 1272-1305) , the great 
Scottish warrior in the wars against the English. 
1. Like many of Burns's lyrics, this one incorpo-
rates elements from several current folk songs. 
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And I will love thee still, my Dear, 
Till a' the seas gang dry. 

Till a' the seas gang dry, my Dear, 
10 And the rocks melt wi' the sun: 

O I will love thee still, my Dear, 
While the sands o' life shall run. 

And fare thee weel, my only Luve! 
And fare thee weel, a while! 

15 And I will come again, my Luve, 
Tho' it were ten thousand mile! 

1794 1796 

Song: For a' that and a' that1 

Is there, for honest Poverty 
That hangs his head, and a' that; 

The coward-slave, we pass him by, 
We dare be poor for a' that! 

5 For a' that, and a' that, 
Our toils obscure, and a' that, 

The rank is but the guinea's stamp,0 inscription on a coin 
The Man's the gowd° for a' that. gold 

What though on hamely fare we dine, 
10 Wear hodden grey,2 and a' that. 

Gie fools their silks, and knaves their wine, 
A Man's a Man for a' that. 

For a' that, and a' that, 
Their tinsel show, and a' that; 

15 The honest man, though e'er sae poor, 
Is king o' men for a' that. 

Ye see yon birkie0 ca'd a lord, fellow 
Wha struts, and stares, and a' that, 

Though hundreds worship at his word, 
20 He's but a cooP for a' that. dolt 

For a' that, and a' that, 
His ribband, star and a' that, 

The man of independant mind, 
He looks and laughs at a' that. 

25 A prince can mak a belted knight, 
A marquis, duke, and a' that; 

But an honest man's aboon° his might, above 
Guid faith he mauna fa' that!3 

1. This song was set to a dance tune, known as 2. A coarse cloth of undyed wool. 
Lady Macintosh's Reel, that Burns had drawn on 3. Must not claim that. 
for previous songs. 
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For a' that, and a' that, 
bo Their dignities, and a' that, 

The pith o' Sense, and pride o' Worth, 
Are higher rank than a' that. 

Then let us pray that come it may, 
As come it will for a' that, 

35 That Sense and Worth, o'er a' the earth 
Shall bear the gree,° and a' that. win the prize 

For a' that, and a' that, 
It's coming yet for a' that, 

That Man to Man the warld o'er, 
40 Shall brothers be for a' that. 

1795 1795 
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e Revolution Controversy and tke 
"Spir i t o f tke A^e" 

In a letter to Byron in 1816, Percy Shelley called the French Revolution "the master 
theme of the epoch in which we live"; and in various letters and essays, he declared 
that, as the result of the repercussions of the Revolution, the literature of England 
"has arisen as it were from a new birth," and that "the electric life that burns" within 
the great poets of the time expresses "less their spirit than the spirit of the age." (See, 
for example, the concluding paragraph of Shelley's "Defence of Poetry," page 849.) 
With these judgments many of Shelley's contemporaries concurred. Writers during 
Shelley's lifetime were obsessed with the possibility of a drastic and inclusive change 
in the human condition; and the works of the period cannot be understood historically 
without awareness of the extent to which their distinctive themes, plot forms, imagery, 
and modes of imagining and feeling were shaped first by the boundless promise, then 
by the tragedy, of the great events in neighboring France. And for a number of young 
poets in the early years (1789—93), the enthusiasm for the Revolution had the impetus 
and intensity of a religious awakening, because they interpreted the events in France 
in accordance with the apocalyptic prophecies in the Hebrew and Christian Scrip-
tures; that is, they viewed these events as fulfilling the promise, guaranteed by an 
infallible text, that a short period of retributive and cleansing violence would usher 
in an era of universal peace and felicity equivalent to a restored Paradise. (See "The 
French Revolution: Apocalyptic Expectations" at Norton Literature Online.) Even 
after what they considered the failure of the revolutionary promise—signaled by the 
execution of the king and queen, the massacres during the Reign of Terror under 
Robespierre, and later the wars of imperial conquest under Napoleon—these poets 
did not surrender their hope for a radical transformation of the political and social 
world. Instead, they transferred the basis of that hope from violent political revolution 
to an inner revolution in the moral and imaginative nature of the human race. 

The Revolution began with the storming of the Bastille and freeing of a handful of 
political prisoners by an angry mob of Parisians on July 14, 1789. A month later, the 
new French National Assembly passed the Declaration of the Rights of Man. Six 
weeks after that (in early October), citizens marched to the royal palace at Versailles, 
southwest of the city, and arrested King Louis XVI and his queen, Marie Antoinette, 
confining them to the Tuileries palace in Paris. These happenings were quickly 
reported in the London newspapers. The British liberals applauded; the radicals were 
ecstatic; many ordinary people were confused by the events, which seemed to promise 
improvement of the common lot but at the cost of toppling long-standing traditions 
of royalty and aristocracy. 

One reaction on the English side of the Channel was the so-called war of pam-
phlets, initiated by Richard Price's sermon A Discourse on the Love of Our Country, 
which he delivered on November 4, 1789, a month after the imprisonment of the 
French king and queen. The controversy accelerated in the wake of Edmund Burke's 
response to Price a year later, Reflections on the Revolution in France, which itself 
drew more than fifty further responses, among which the two most famous are Mary 
Wollstonecraft's A Vindication of the Rights of Men and Thomas Paine's Rights of 
Man. The works of Burke and Wollstonecraft and part 1 of Paine's Rights appeared 
in a very short span, from November 1790 to March 1791. 

1 4 8 
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All four writers in this section are concerned with the same questions: justification 
of hereditary rule, ownership of property, interpretation of the English constitution, 
and the "rights of men"—and women—in things such as (in Price's words) "liberty 
of conscience in religious matters," the "right to resist power when abused," the "right 
to chuse our own governors; to cashier them for misconduct; and to frame a govern-
ment for ourselves." But the extracts have been chosen mainly to illustrate the tones 
of the debate: celebratory in Price, congratulating himself and his audience on having 
lived to see "Thirty Millions of people, indignant and resolute, spurning at slavery, 
and demanding liberty with an irresistible voice"; blatantly sensationalist in Burke, 
depicting the rude treatment of the king and especially the queen, in her nightgown 
("almost naked"), "forced to abandon the sanctuary of the most splendid palace in 
the world, which they left swimming in blood, polluted by massacre, and strewed with 
scattered limbs and mutilated carcases"; forthrightly contemptuous in Wollstonecraft, 
who describes Burke's work as "many ingenious arguments in a very specious garb"; 
basically pointed and plain in Paine: "I am contending for the rights of the living, and 
against their being willed away, and controuled and contracted for, by the . . . 
assumed authority of the dead." 

R I C H A R D P R I C E 

Richard Price (1723— 1791) was a Unitarian minister in London and a writer on moral 
philosophy, population, and the national debt, among other topics. The full title of 
his sermon, which prompted Burke's Reflections and in turn the scores of responses 
to Burke, is A Discourse on the Love of Our Country, Delivered on Nov. 4, J 789, at 
the Meeting-House in the Old Jewry, to the Society for Commemorating the Revolution 
in Great Britain. The London Bevolution Society had been founded a year earlier to 
mark the hundredth anniversary of the "bloodless" Glorious Revolution of 1688, 
which ended the short reign of King James II and produced the Declaration of Right, 
establishing a limited monarchy and guaranteeing the civil rights of privileged classes. 
The first two-thirds of the extracts given here commemorate that Revolution; in the 
final third, beginning "What an eventful period is this!" Price greets with religious 
fervor "two other Revolutions, both glorious," the American and the French. The 
Discourse went through six editions in its first year of publication. 

From. A Discourse on the Love of Our Country 

We are met to thank God for that event in this country to which the name of 
T H E REVOLUTION has been given; and which, for more than a century, it has 
been usual for the friends of freedom, and more especially Protestant Dis-
senters, under the title of the REVOLUTION SOCIETY , to celebrate with expres-
sions of joy and exultation. * * * By a bloodless victory, the fetters which 
despotism had been long preparing for us were broken; the rights of the people 
were asserted, a tyrant expelled, and a Sovereign of our own choice appointed 
in his room. Security was given to our property, and our consciences were 
emancipated. The bounds of free enquiry were enlarged; the volume in which 
are the words of eternal life, was laid more open to our examination; and that 
aera of light and liberty was introduced among us, by which we have been 
made an example to other kingdoms, and became the instructors of the world. 
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Had it not been for this deliverance, the probability is, that, instead of being 
thus distinguished, we should now have been a base people, groaning under 
the infamy and misery of popery and slavery. Let us, therefore, offer thanks-
givings to God, the author of all our blessings. * * * 

It is well known that King James was not far from gaining his purpose; and 
that probably he would have succeeded, had he been less in a hurry. But he 
was a fool as well as a bigot. He wanted courage as well as prudence; and, 
therefore, fled, and left us to settle quietly for ourselves that constitution of 
government which is now our boast. We have particular reason, as Protestant 
Dissenters, to rejoice on this occasion. It was at this time we were rescued 
from persecution, and obtained the liberty of worshipping God in the manner 
we think most acceptable to him. It was then our meeting houses were opened, 
our worship was taken under the protection of the law, and the principles of 
toleration gained a triumph. We have, therefore, on this occasion, peculiar 
reasons for thanksgiving.—But let us remember that we ought not to satisfy 
ourselves with thanksgivings. Our gratitude, if genuine, will be accompanied 
with endeavours to give stability to the deliverance our country has obtained, 
and to extend and improve the happiness with which the Revolution has blest 
us.—Let us, in particular, take care not to forget the principles of the Revo-
lution. This Society has, very properly, in its Reports, held out these principles, 
as an instruction to the public. I will only take notice of the three following: 

First: The right to liberty of conscience in religious matters. 
Secondly: The right to resist power when abused. And, 
Thirdly: The right to chuse our own governors; to cashier them for miscon-

duct; and to frame a government for ourselves. 
$ rt * 

I would farther direct you to remember, that though the Revolution was a 
great work, it was by no means a perfect work; and that all was not then gained 
which was necessary to put the kingdom in the secure and complete possession 
of the blessings of liberty.—In particular, you should recollect, that the tol-
eration then obtained was imperfect. It included only those who could declare 
their faith in the doctrinal articles of the church of England. It has, indeed, 
been since extended, but not sufficiently; for there still exist penal laws on 
account of religious opinions, which (were they carried into execution) would 
shut up many of our places of worship, and silence and imprison some of our 
ablest and best men.—The TEST LAWS are also still in force; and deprive of 
eligibility to civil and military offices, all who cannot conform to the estab-
lished worship. It is with great pleasure I find that the body of Protestant 
Dissenters, though defeated in two late attempts to deliver their country from 
this disgrace to it, have determined to persevere. Should they at last succeed, 
they will have the satisfaction, not only of removing from themselves a pro-
scription they do not deserve, but of contributing to lessen the number of 
public iniquities. For I cannot call by a gentler name, laws which convert an 
ordinance appointed by our Saviour to commemorate his death, into an instru-
ment of oppressive policy, and a qualification of rakes and atheists for civil 
posts.—I have said, should they succeed—but perhaps I ought not to suggest 
a doubt about their success. And, indeed, when I consider that in Scotland 
the established church is defended by no such test—-that in Ireland it has been 
abolished—that in a great neighbouring country it has been declared to be an 
indefeasible right of all citizens to be equally eligible to public offices—that 
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in the same kingdom a professed Dissenter from the established church holds 
the first office in the state—that in the Emperor's dominions Jews have been 
lately admitted to the enjoyment of equal privileges with other citizens—and 
that in this very country, a Dissenter, though excluded from the power of 
executing the laws, yet is allowed to be employed in making them.—When, I 
say, I consider such facts as these, I am disposed to think it impossible that 
the enemies of the repeal of the Test Laws should not soon become ashamed, 
and give up their opposition. 

But the most important instance of the imperfect state in which the Revo-
lution left our constitution, is the inequality of our representation. I think, 
indeed, this defect in our constitution so gross and so palpable, as to make it 
excellent chiefly in form and theory. You should remember that a represen-
tation in the legislature of a kingdom is the basis of constitutional liberty in it, 
and of all legitimate government; and that without it a government is nothing 
but an usurpation. When the representation is fair and equal, and at the same 
time vested with such powers as our House of Commons possesses, a kingdom 
may be said to govern itself, and consequently to possess true liberty. When 
the representation is partial, a kingdom possesses liberty only partially; and if 
extremely partial, it only gives a semblance of liberty; but if not only extremely 
partial, but corruptly chosen, and under corrupt influence after being chosen, 
it becomes a nuisance, and produces the worst of all forms of government—a 
government by corruption, a government carried on and supported by spread-
ing venality and profligacy through a kingdom. May heaven preserve this king-
dom from a calamity so dreadful! It is the point of depravity to which abuses 
under such a government as ours naturally tend, and the last stage of national 
unhappiness. We are, at present, I hope, at a great distance from it. But it 
cannot be pretended that there are no advances towards it, or that there is no 
reason for apprehension and alarm. 

* * * 

What an eventful period is this! I am thankful that I have lived to it; and I 
could almost say, Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, for mine 
eyes have seen thy salvation [Luke 2.29—30]. I have lived to see a diffusion of 
knowledge, which has undermined superstition and error—I have lived to see 
the rights of men better understood than ever; and nations panting for liberty, 
which seemed to have lost the idea of it.—I have lived to see THIRTY M I L L I O N S 

of people, indignant and resolute, spurning at slavery, and demanding liberty 
with an irresistible voice; their king led in triumph, and an arbitrary monarch 
surrendering himself to his subjects.—After sharing in the benefits of one 
Revolution, I have been spared to be a witness to two other Revolutions, both 
glorious. And now, methinks, I see the ardour for liberty catching and 
spreading; a general amendment beginning in human affairs; the dominion of 
kings changed for the dominion of laws, and the dominion of priests giving 
way to the dominion of reason and conscience. 

Be encouraged, all ye friends of freedom, and writers in its defence! The 
times are auspicious. Your labours have not been in vain. Behold kingdoms, 
admonished by you, starting from sleep, breaking their fetters, and claiming 
justice from their oppressors! Behold, the light you have struck out, after set-
ting America free, reflected to France, and there kindled into a blaze that lays 
despotism in ashes, and warms and illuminates Europe! 

Tremble all ye oppressors of the world! Take warning all ye supporters of 
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slavish governments, and slavish hierarchies! Call no more (absurdly and wick-
edly) REFORMATION , innovation. You cannot now hold the world in darkness. 
Struggle no longer against increasing light and liberality. Restore to mankind 
their rights; and consent to the correction of abuses, before they and you are 
destroyed together. 

1789 

E D M U N D B U R K E 

The great statesman and political theorist Edmund Burke (1729—1797) read Price's 
Discourse in January 1790 and immediately began drafting his Reflections on the 
Revolution in France as a reply in the form of a letter (as the lengthy subtitle describes 
it) "Intended to Have Been Sent to a Gentleman in Paris" (a Frenchman who had 
written to Burke soliciting the British parliamentarian's opinion of events in his coun-
try). The work was published at the beginning of November and was an instant best-
seller: thirteen thousand copies were purchased in the first five weeks, and by the 
following September it had gone through eleven editions. Clearly, part of its appeal 
to contemporary readers lay in the highly wrought accounts of the mob's violent 
treatment of the French king and queen (who at the time Burke was writing were 
imprisoned in Paris and would be executed three years later, in January and October 
1793). Reflections has become the classic, most eloquent statement of British con-
servatism favoring monarchy, aristocracy, property, hereditary succession, and the 
wisdom of the ages. Earlier in his career Burke had championed many liberal causes 
and sided with the Americans in their war for independence; opponents and allies 
alike were surprised at the strength of his conviction that the French Revolution was 
a disaster and the revolutionists "a swinish multitude." 

From Reflections on the Revolution in France 

* * * All circumstances taken together, the French revolution is the most 
astonishing that has hitherto happened in the world. The most wonderful 
things are brought about in many instances by means the most absurd and 
ridiculous; in the most ridiculous modes; and apparently, by the most con-
temptible instruments. Every thing seems out of nature in this strange chaos 
of levity and ferocity, and of all sorts of crimes jumbled together with all sorts 
of follies. In viewing this monstrous tragi-comic scene, the most opposite pas-
sions necessarily succeed, and sometimes mix with each other in the mind; 
alternate contempt and indignation; alternate laughter and tears; alternate 
scorn and horror. 

& * a 

You will observe, that from Magna Charta to the Declaration of Right,1 it 
has been the uniform policy of our constitution to claim and assert our lib-

1. The Magna Carta, the "great charter" of 
English personal and political liberty, dates from 
1215. The Declaration of Right, another corner-

stone of the English constitution, was a product of 
the Glorious Revolution of 1688. 
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erties, as an entailed inheritance2 derived to us from our forefathers, and to 
be transmitted to our posterity; as an estate specially belonging to the people 
of this kingdom without any reference whatever to any other more general or 
prior right. By this means our constitution preserves an unity in so great a 
diversity of its parts. We have an inheritable crown; an inheritable peerage; 
and an house of commons and a people inheriting privileges, franchises, and 
liberties, from a long line of ancestors. 

This policy appears to me to be the result of profound reflection; or rather 
the happy effect of following nature, which is wisdom without reflection, and 
above it. A spirit of innovation is generally the result of a selfish temper and 
confined views. People will not look forward to posterity, who never look back-
ward to their ancestors. Besides, the people of England well know, that the 
idea of inheritance furnishes a sure principle of conservation, and a sure prin-
ciple of transmission; without at all excluding a principle of improvement. It 
leaves acquisition free; but it secures what it acquires. Whatever advantages 
are obtained by a state proceeding on these maxims, are locked fast as in a 
sort of family settlement; grasped as in a kind of mortmain3 for ever. By a 
constitutional policy, working after the pattern of nature, we receive, we hold, 
we transmit our government and our privileges, in the same manner in which 
we enjoy and transmit our property and our lives. The institutions of policy, 
the goods of fortune, the gifts of Providence, are handed down, to us and from 
us, in the same course and order. Our political system is placed in a just 
correspondence and symmetry with the order of the world, and with the mode 
of existence decreed to a permanent body composed of transitory parts; 
wherein, by the disposition of a stupendous wisdom, moulding together the 
great mysterious incorporation of the human race, the whole, at one time, is 
never old, or middle-aged, or young, but in a condition of unchangeable con-
stancy, moves on through the varied tenour of perpetual decay, fall, renova-
tion, and progression. Thus, by preserving the method of nature in the conduct 
of the state, in what we improve we are never wholly new; in what we retain 
we are never wholly obsolete. By adhering in this manner and on those prin-
ciples to our forefathers, we are guided not by the superstition of antiquarians, 
but by the spirit of philosophic analogy. In this choice of inheritance we have 
given to our frame of polity the image of a relation in blood; binding up the 
constitution of our country with our dearest domestic ties; adopting our fun-
damental laws into the bosom of our family affections; keeping inseparable, 
and cherishing with the warmth of all their combined and mutually reflected 
charities, our state, our hearths, our sepulchres, and our altars. 

Through the same plan of a conformity to nature in our artificial institutions, 
and by calling in the aid of her unerring and powerful instincts, to fortify the 
fallible and feeble contrivances of our reason, we have derived several other, 
and those no small benefits, from considering our liberties in the light of an 
inheritance. Always acting as if in the presence of canonized forefathers, the 
spirit of freedom, leading in itself to misrule and excess, is tempered with an 
awful gravity. This idea of a liberal descent inspires us with a sense of habitual 
native dignity, which prevents that upstart insolence almost inevitably adher-

2. An entail is a legal device that prescribes the 
line of succession along which a piece of family 
property must pass and that thereby prevents 
future generations of heirs from making their own 

decisions about that property. 
3. A legal term (literally, "dead hand") for the per-
petual holding of lands by an ecclesiastical or other 
corporation. 
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ing to and disgracing those who are the first acquirers of any distinction. By 
this means our liberty becomes a noble freedom. It carries an imposing and 
majestic aspect. It has a pedigree and illustrating ancestors. It has its bearings 
and its ensigns armorial. It has its gallery of portraits; its monumental inscrip-
tions; its records, evidences, and titles. We procure reverence to our civil insti-
tutions on the principle upon which nature teaches us to revere individual 
men; on account of their age; and on account of those from whom they are 
descended. All your sophisters4 cannot produce any thing better adapted to 
preserve a rational and manly freedom than the course that we have pursued, 
who have chosen our nature rather than our speculations, our breasts rather 
than our inventions, for the great conservatories and magazines of our rights 
and privileges. 

* * & 

Far am I from denying in theory; full as far is my heart from withholding in 
practice (if I were of power to give or to withhold) the real rights of men. In 
denying their false claims of right, I do not mean to injure those which are 
real, and are such as their pretended rights would totally destroy. If civil society 
be made for the advantage of man, all the advantages for which it is made 
become his right. It is an institution of beneficence; and law itself is only 
beneficence acting by a rule. Men have a right to live by that rule; they have 
a right to justice; as between their fellows, whether their fellows are in politic 
function or in ordinary occupation. They have a right to the fruits of their 
industry; and to the means of making their industry fruitful. They have a right 
to the acquisitions of their parents; to the nourishment and improvement of 
their offspring; to instruction in life, and to consolation in death. Whatever 
each man can separately do, without trespassing upon others, he has a right 
to do for himself; and he has a right to a fair portion of all which society, with 
all its combinations of skill and force, can do in his favor. In this partnership 
all men have equal rights; but not to equal things. He that has but five shillings 
in the partnership, has as good a right to it, as he that has five hundred pound 
has to his larger proportion. But he has not a right to an equal dividend in the 
product of the joint stock; and as to the share of power, authority, and direction 
which each individual ought to have in the management of the state, that I 
must deny to be amongst the direct original rights of man in civil society; for 
I have in my contemplation the civil social man, and no other. It is a thing to 
be settled by convention. 

s $ $ 

* * * History, who keeps a durable record of all our acts, and exercises her 
awful censure over the proceedings of all sorts of sovereigns, will not forget, 
either those events, or the aera of this liberal refinement in the intercourse of 
mankind. History will record, that on the morning of the 6th of October 1789, 
the king and queen of France, after a day of confusion, alarm, dismay, and 
slaughter, lay down, under the pledged security of public faith, to indulge 
nature in a few hours of respite, and troubled melancholy repose. From this 
sleep the queen was first startled by the voice of the centinel at her door, who 
cried out to her, to save herself by flight—that this was the last proof of fidelity 

4. Persons reasoning with clever and fallacious arguments (from the name given to a sect of paid teachers 
of rhetoric and philosophy in ancient Athens). 
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he could give—that they were upon him, and he was dead. Instantly he was 
cut down. A band of cruel ruffians and assassins, reeking with his blood, 
rushed into the chamber of the queen, and pierced with an hundred strokes 
of bayonets and poniards the bed, from whence this persecuted woman had 
but just time to fly almost naked, and through ways unknown to the murderers 
had escaped to seek refuge at the feet of a king and husband, not secure of 
his own life for a moment. 

This king, to say no more of him, and this queen, and their infant children 
(who once would have been the pride and hope of a great and generous people) 
were then forced to abandon the sanctuary of the most splendid palace in the 
world, which they left swimming in blood, polluted by massacre, and strewed 
with scattered limbs and mutilated carcases. Thence they were conducted into 
the capital of their kingdom. Two had been selected from the unprovoked, 
unresisted, promiscuous slaughter, which was made of the gentlemen of birth 
and family who composed the king's body guard. These two gentlemen, with 
all the parade of an execution of justice, were cruelly and publickly dragged 
to the block, and beheaded in the great court of the palace. Their heads were 
stuck upon spears, and led the procession; whilst the royal captives who fol-
lowed in the train were slowly moved along, amidst the horrid yells, and shrill-
ing screams, and frantic dances, and infamous contumelies, and all the 
unutterable abominations of the furies of hell, in the abused shape of the vilest 
of women. After they had been made to taste, drop by drop, more than the 
bitterness of death, in the slow torture of a journey of twelve miles, protracted 
to six hours, they were, under a guard, composed of those very soldiers who 
had thus conducted them through this famous triumph, lodged in one of the 
old palaces of Paris, now converted into a Bastile5 for kings. 

& * $ 

I hear that the august person, who was the principal object of our preacher's 
triumph,6 though he supported himself, felt much on that shameful occasion. 
As a man, it became him to feel for his wife and his children, and the faithful 
guards of his person, that were massacred in cold blood about him; as a prince, 
it became him to feel for the strange and frightful transformation of his civi-
lized subjects, and to be more grieved for them, than solicitous for himself. It 
derogates little from his fortitude, while it adds infinitely to the honor of his 
humanity. I am very sorry to say it, very sorry indeed, that such personages 
are in a situation in which it is not unbecoming in us to praise the virtues of 
the great. 

I hear, and I rejoice to hear, that the great lady, the other object of the tri-
umph, has borne that day (one is interested that beings made for suffering 
should suffer well) and that she bears all the succeeding days, that she bears 
the imprisonment of her husband, and her own captivity, and the exile of her 
friends, and the insulting adulation of addresses, and the whole weight of her 
accumulated wrongs, with a serene patience, in a manner suited to her rank 
and race, and becoming the offspring of a sovereign distinguished for her piety 
and her courage;7 that like her she has lofty sentiments; that she feels with the 

5. The Bastille was France's political prison. 
6. A reference to Price's exclamation, in the final 
selection printed above from A Discourse on the 
Love of Our Country, that he has lived to see the 
French "king led in triumph . . . an arbitrary mon-

arch surrendering himself to his subjects." "August 
person": King Louis XVI. 
7. Marie Antoinette was the daughter of Maria 
Theresa, empress of Austria. 
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dignity of a Roman matron; that in the last extremity she will save herself from 
the last disgrace,8 and that if she must fall, she will fall by no ignoble hand. 

It is now sixteen or seventeen years since I saw the queen of France, then 
the dauphiness,9 at Versailles; and surely never lighted on this orb, which she 
hardly seemed to touch, a more delightful vision. I saw her just above the 
horizon, decorating and cheering the elevated sphere she just began to move 
in,—glittering like the morning-star, full of life, and splendor, and joy. Oh! 
what a revolution! and what an heart must I have, to contemplate without 
emotion that elevation and that fall! Little did I dream when she added titles 
of veneration to those of enthusiastic, distant, respectful love, that she should 
ever be obliged to carry the sharp antidote against disgrace concealed in that 
bosom; little did I dream that I should have lived to see such disasters fallen 
upon her in a nation of gallant men, in a nation of men of honor and of 
cavaliers. I thought ten thousand swords must have leaped from their scab-
bards to avenge even a look that threatened her with insult.—But the age of 
chivalry is gone.—That of sophisters, oeconomists, and calculators, has suc-
ceeded; and the glory of Europe is extinguished for ever. Never, never more, 
shall we behold that generous loyalty to rank and sex, that proud submission, 
that dignified obedience, that subordination of the heart, which kept alive, 
even in servitude itself, the spirit of an exalted freedom. The unbought grace 
of life, the cheap defence of nations, the nurse of manly sentiment and heroic 
enterprize is gone! It is gone, that sensibility of principle, that chastity of 
honor, which felt a stain like a wound, which inspired courage whilst it miti-
gated ferocity, which ennobled whatever it touched, and under which vice 
itself lost half its evil, by losing all its grossness. 

This mixed system of opinion and sentiment had its origin in the antient 
chivalry; and the principle, though varied in its appearance by the varying state 
of human affairs, subsisted and influenced through a long succession of gen-
erations, even to the time we live in. If it should ever be totally extinguished, 
the loss I fear will be great. It is this which has given its character to modern 
Europe. It is this which has distinguished it under all its forms of government, 
and distinguished it to its advantage, from the states of Asia, and possibly from 
those states which flourished in the most brilliant periods of the antique world. 
It was this, which, without confounding ranks, had produced a noble equality, 
and handed it down through all the gradations of social life. It was this opinion 
which mitigated kings into companions, and raised private men to be fellows 
with kings. Without force, or opposition, it subdued the fierceness of pride 
and power; it obliged sovereigns to submit to the soft collar of social esteem, 
compelled stern authority to submit to elegance, and gave a domination van-
quisher of laws, to be subdued by manners. 

But now all is to be changed. All the pleasing illusions, which made power 
gentle, and obedience liberal, which harmonized the different shades of life, 
and which, by a bland assimilation, incorporated into politics the sentiments 
which beautify and soften private society, are to be dissolved by this new 
conquering empire of light and reason. All the decent drapery of life is to be 
rudely torn off. All the superadded ideas, furnished from the wardrobe of a 
moral imagination, which the heart owns, and the understanding ratifies, as 

8. Like the women of classical Rome when they suffer the disgrace of rape. 
endured defeat, Marie Antoinette, Burke suggests, 9. I.e., wife of the dauphin, who was heir to the 
will kill herself to preserve her chastity rather than throne of France. 
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necessary to cover the defects of our naked shivering nature, and to raise it to 
dignity in our own estimation, are to be exploded as a ridiculous, absurd, and 
antiquated fashion. 

On this scheme of things, a king is but a man; a queen is but a woman; a 
woman is but an animal; and an animal not of the highest order. All homage 
paid to the sex1 in general as such, and without distinct views, is to be regarded 
as romance and folly. Regicide, and parricide, and sacrilege, are but fictions 
of superstition, corrupting jurisprudence by destroying its simplicity. The mur-
der of a king, or a queen, or a bishop, or a father, are only common homicide; 
and if the people are by any chance, or in any way gainers by it, a sort of 
homicide much the most pardonable, and into which we ought not to make 
too severe a scrutiny. 

On the scheme of this barbarous philosophy, which is the offspring of cold 
hearts and muddy understandings, and which is as void of solid wisdom, as it is 
destitute of all taste and elegance, laws are to be supported only by their own 
terrors, and by the concern, which each individual may find in them, from his 
own private speculations, or can spare to them from his own private interests. 
In the groves of their academy, at the end of every visto, you see nothing but the 
gallows. Nothing is left which engages the affections on the part of the com-
monwealth. On the principles of this mechanic philosophy, our institutions 
can never be embodied, if I may use the expression, in persons; so as to create 
in us love, veneration, admiration, or attachment. But that sort of reason which 
banishes the affections is incapable of filling their place. These public affec-
tions, combined with manners, are required sometimes as supplements, some-
times as correctives, always as aids to law. The precept given by a wise man, as 
well as a great critic, for the construction of poems, is equally true as to states. 
Now satis est pulchra esse poemata, dulcia sunto.2 There ought to be a system of 
manners in every nation which a well-formed mind would be disposed to relish. 
To make us love our country, our country ought to be lovely. 

But power, of some kind or other, will survive the shock in which manners 
and opinions perish; and it will find other and worse means for its support. 
The usurpation which, in order to subvert antient institutions, has destroyed 
antient principles, will hold power by arts similar to those by which it has 
acquired it. When the old feudal and chivalrous spirit of Fealty,3 which, by 
freeing kings from fear, freed both kings and subjects from the precautions of 
tyranny, shall be extinct in the minds of men, plots and assassinations will be 
anticipated by preventive murder and preventive confiscation, and that long 
roll of grim and bloody maxims, which form the political code of all power, 
not standing on its own honor, and the honor of those who are to obey it. 
Kings will be tyrants from policy when subjects are rebels from principle. 

When antient opinions and rules of life are taken away, the loss cannot 
possibly be estimated. From that moment we have no compass to govern us; 
nor can we know distinctly to what port we steer. Europe undoubtedly, taken 
in a mass, was in a flourishing condition the day on which your Revolution 
was compleated. How much of that prosperous state was owing to the spirit 
of our old manners and opinions is not easy to say; but as such causes cannot 
be indifferent in their operation, we must presume, that, on the whole, their 
operation was beneficial. 

1. Homage paid to women. 
2. It is not enough for poems to have beauty; they 
must be sweet, tender, affecting (Latin; Horace's 

Ars Poetica 99). 
3. Fidelity of a vassal or feudal tenant to his lord. 
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We are but too apt to consider things in the state in which we find them, 
without sufficiently adverting to the causes by which they have been produced, 
and possibly may be upheld. Nothing is more certain, than that our manners, 
our civilization, and all the good things which are connected with manners, 
and with civilization, have, in this European world of ours, depended for ages 
upon two principles; and were indeed the result of both combined; I mean the 
spirit of a gentleman, and the spirit of religion. The nobility and the clergy, 
the one by profession, the other by patronage, kept learning in existence, even 
in the midst of arms and confusions, and whilst governments were rather in 
their causes than formed. Learning paid back what it received to nobility and 
to priesthood; and paid it with usury,4 by enlarging their ideas, and by fur-
nishing their minds. Happy if they had all continued to know their indissoluble 
union, and their proper place! Happy if learning, not debauched by ambition, 
had been satisfied to continue the instructor, and not aspired to be the master! 
Along with its natural protectors and guardians, learning will be cast into the 
mire, and trodden down under the hoofs of a swinish multitude. 

If, as I suspect, modern letters owe more than they are always willing to 
own to antient manners, so do other interests which we value full as much as 
they are worth. Even commerce, and trade, and manufacture, the gods of our 
oeconomical politicians, are themselves perhaps but creatures; are themselves 
but effects, which, as first causes, we choose to worship. They certainly grew 
under the same shade in which learning flourished. They too may decay with 
their natural protecting principles. With you, for the present at least, they all 
threaten to disappear together. Where trade and manufactures are wanting to 
a people, and the spirit of nobility and religion remains, sentiment supplies, 
and not always ill supplies their place; but if commerce and the arts should 
be lost in an experiment to try how well a state may stand without these old 
fundamental principles, what sort of a thing must be a nation of gross, stupid, 
ferocious, and at the same time, poor and sordid barbarians, destitute of reli-
gion, honor, or manly pride, possessing nothing at present, and hoping for 
nothing hereafter? 

I wish you may not be going fast, and by the shortest cut, to that horrible 
and disgustful situation. Already there appears a poverty of conception, a 
coarseness and vulgarity in all the proceedings of the assembly and of all their 
instructors. Their liberty is not liberal. Their science is presumptuous igno-
rance. Their humanity is savage and brutal. 

« *= $ 

1790 

4. Interest. 

MARY W O L L S T O N E C R A F T 

The first of the many published replies to Burke's Reflections was by Mary Wollstone-
craft (1759-1797), who appears elsewhere in this anthology as author of A Vindi-
cation of the Rights of Woman (1792), the landmark work in the history of feminism, 
and Letters Written during a Short Residence in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark 
(1796). Toward the end of 1790, when Burke's Reflections came out, she was working 
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in London as a writer and translator for the radical publisher Joseph Johnson. Reading 
Burke, she was outraged at the weakness of his arguments and the exaggerated rhet-
oric with which he depicted the revolutionists as violators of royalty and womanhood. 
Always a rapid writer, she composed her reply, A Vindication of the Rights of Men, in 
a matter of days, and Johnson's printer set it in type as fast as the sheets of manuscript 
were turned in. It was published anonymously in November, less than a month after 
Burke's Reflections first appeared, and a second edition (this time with her name on 
the title page) was called for almost immediately. 

From A Vindication of the Rights of Men 

Advertisement 

Mr. Burke's Reflections on the French Revolution first engaged my atten-
tion as the transient topic of the day; and reading it more for amusement than 
information, my indignation was roused by the sophistical arguments, that 
every moment crossed me, in the questionable shape of natural feelings and 
common sense. 

Many pages of the following letter were the effusions of the moment; but, 
swelling imperceptibly to a considerable size, the idea was suggested of pub-
lishing a short vindication of the Rights of Men. 

Not having leisure or patience to follow this desultory writer through all the 
devious tracks in which his fancy has started fresh game, I have confined my 
strictures, in a great measure, to the grand principles at which he has levelled 
many ingenious arguments in a very specious garb. 

A Letter to the Right Honorable Edmund Burke 

Sir, 

It is not necessary, with courtly insincerity, to apologize to you for thus intrud-
ing on your precious time, nor to profess that I think it an honor to discuss 
an important subject with a man whose literary abilities have raised him to 
notice in the state. I have not yet learned to twist my periods, nor, in the 
equivocal idiom of politeness, to disguise my sentiments, and imply what I 
should be afraid to utter: if, therefore, in the course of this epistle, I chance 
to express contempt, and even indignation, with some emphasis, I beseech 
you to believe that it is not a flight of fancy; for truth, in morals, has ever 
appeared to me the essence of the sublime; and, in taste, simplicity the only 
criterion of the beautiful. But I war not with an individual when I contend for 
the rights of men and the liberty of reason. You see I do not condescend to 
cull my words to avoid the invidious phrase, nor shall I be prevented from 
giving a manly definition of it, by the flimsy ridicule which a lively fancy has 
interwoven with the present acceptation of the term. Reverencing the rights 
of humanity, I shall dare to assert them; not intimidated by the horse laugh 
that you have raised, or waiting till time has wiped away the compassionate 
tears which you have elaborately labored to excite. 

From the many just sentiments interspersed through the letter before me, 
and from the whole tendency of it, I should believe you to be a good, though 
a vain man, if some circumstances in your conduct did not render the inflex-
ibility of your integrity doubtful; and for this vanity a knowledge of human 
nature enables me to discover such extenuating circumstances, in the very 
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texture of your mind, that I am ready to call it amiable, and separate the public 
from the private character. 

* * 

Quitting now the flowers of rhetoric, let us, Sir, reason together; and, believe 
me, I should not have meddled with these troubled waters, in order to point 
out your inconsistencies, if your wit had not burnished up some rusty, baneful 
opinions, and swelled the shallow current of ridicule till it resembled the flow 
of reason, and presumed to be the test of truth. 

I shall not attempt to follow you through "horse-way and foot-path;"1 but, 
attacking the foundation of your opinions, I shall leave the superstructure to 
find a center of gravity on which it may lean till some strong blast puffs it into 
the air; or your teeming fancy, which the ripening judgment of sixty years has 
not tamed, produces another Chinese erection,2 to stare, at every turn, the 
plain country people in the face, who bluntly call such an airy edifice—a folly. 

The birthright of man, to give you, Sir, a short definition of this disputed 
right, is such a degree of liberty, civil and religious, as is compatible with the 
liberty of every other individual with whom he is united in a social compact, 
and the continued existence of that compact. 

Liberty, in this simple, unsophisticated sense, I acknowledge, is a fair idea 
that has never yet received a form in the various governments that have been 
established on our beauteous globe; the demon of property has ever been at 
hand to encroach on the sacred rights of men, and to fence round with awful 
pomp laws that war with justice. But that it results from the eternal foundation 
of right—from immutable truth—who will presume to deny, that pretends to 
rationality—if reason has led them to build their morality3 and religion on an 
everlasting foundation—the attributes of God? 

I glow with indignation when I attempt, methodically, to unravel your slav-
ish paradoxes, in which I can find no fixed first principle to refute; I shall not, 
therefore, condescend to shew where you affirm in one page what you deny 
in another; and how frequently you draw conclusions without any previous 
premises:—it would be something like cowardice to fight with a man who had 
never exercised the weapons with which his opponent chose to combat, and 
irksome to refute sentence after sentence in which the latent spirit of tyranny 
appeared. 

I perceive, from the whole tenor of your Reflections, that you have a mortal 
antipathy to reason; but, if there is any thing like argument, or first principles, 
in your wild declamation, behold the result:—that we are to reverence the rust 
of antiquity, and term the unnatural customs, which ignorance and mistaken 
self-interest have consolidated, the sage fruit of experience: nay, that, if we 
do discover some errors, our feelings should lead us to excuse, with blind love, 
or unprincipled filial affection, the venerable vestiges of ancient days. These 
are gothic4 notions of beauty—the ivy is beautiful, but, when it insidiously 
destroys the trunk from which it receives support, who would not grub it up? 

Further, that we ought cautiously to remain for ever in frozen inactivity, 
because a thaw, whilst it nourishes the soil, spreads a temporary inundation; 
and the fear of risking any personal present convenience should prevent a 

1. Shakespeare's King Lear 4.1.57. 
2. Chinese pagodas were popular ornaments in 
late-18th-century British landscaping. 
3. As religion is included in my idea of morality, I 
should not have mentioned the term without spec-
ifying all the simple ideas which that comprehen-

sive word generalizes; but as the charge of atheism 
has been very freely banded about in the letter I 
am considering, I wish to guard against misrepre-
sentation [Wollstonecraft's note]. 
4. Barbarous. 
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struggle for the most estimable advantages. This is sound reasoning, I grant, 
in the mouth of the rich and short-sighted. 

Yes, Sir, the strong gained riches, the few have sacrificed the many to their 
vices; and, to be able to pamper their appetites, and supinely exist without 
exercising mind or body, they have ceased to be men.—Lost to the relish of 
true pleasure, such beings would, indeed, deserve compassion, if injustice was 
not softened by the tyrant's plea—necessity; if prescription was not raised as 
an immortal boundary against innovation. Their minds, in fact, instead of 
being cultivated, have been so warped by education, that it may require some 
ages to bring them back to nature, and enable them to see their true interest, 
with that degree of conviction which is necessary to influence their conduct. 

The civilization which has taken place in Europe has been very partial, and, 
like every custom that an arbitrary point of honour has established, refines the 
manners at the expence of morals, by making sentiments and opinions current 
in conversation that have no root in the heart, or weight in the cooler resolves 
of the mind.—And what has stopped its progress?—hereditary property— 
hereditary honors. The man has been changed into an artificial monster by 
the station in which he was born, and the consequent homage that benumbed 
his faculties like the torpedo's5 touch;—or a being, with a capacity of reason-
ing, would not have failed to discover, as his faculties unfolded, that true 
happiness arose from the friendship and intimacy which can only be enjoyed 
by equals; and that charity is not a condescending distribution of alms, but an 
intercourse of good offices and mutual benefits, founded on respect for justice 
and humanity. 

* * $ 

It is necessary emphatically to repeat, that there are rights which men 
inherit at their birth, as rational creatures, who were raised above the brute 
creation by their improvable faculties; and that, in receiving these, not from 
their forefathers but, from God, prescription can never undermine natural 
rights. 

A father may dissipate his property without his child having any right to 
complain;—but should he attempt to sell him for a slave, or fetter him with 
laws contrary to reason; nature, in enabling him to discern good from evil, 
teaches him to break the ignoble chain, and not to believe that bread becomes 
flesh, and wine blood, because his parents swallowed the Eucharist with this 
blind persuasion. 

There is no end to this implicit submission to authority-—some where it 
must stop, or we return to barbarism; and the capacity of improvement, which 
gives us a natural sceptre on earth, is a cheat, an ignis-fatuus,6 that leads us 
from inviting meadows into bogs and dung-hills. And if it be allowed that many 
of the precautions, with which any alteration was made, in our government, 
were prudent, it rather proves its weakness than substantiates an opinion of 
the soundness of the stamina, or the excellence of the constitution. 

But on what principle Mr. Burke could defend American independence, I 
cannot conceive; for the whole tenor of his plausible arguments settles slavery 
on an everlasting foundation. Allowing his servile reverence for antiquity, and 
prudent attention to self-interest, to have the force which he insists on, the 
slave trade ought never to be abolished; and, because our ignorant forefathers, 

5. Stingray, a fish with a whiplike tail that gives an 
electric shock to those it touches. 
6. The phosphorescent light (also known as will o* 

the wisp) that is said to appear in marshy land-
scapes and lead travelers off the path of safety. 
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not understanding the native dignity of man, sanctioned a traffic that outrages 
every suggestion of reason and religion, we are to submit to the inhuman 
custom, and term an atrocious insult to humanity the love of our country, and 
a proper submission to the laws by which our property is secured.—Security 
of property! Behold, in a few words, the definition of English liberty. And to 
this selfish principle every nobler one is sacrificed.—The Briton takes place 
of the man, and the image of God is lost in the citizen! But it is not that 
enthusiastic flame which in Greece and Rome consumed every sordid passion: 
no, self is the focus; and the disparting rays rise not above our foggy atmo-
sphere. But softly—it is only the property of the rich that is secure; the man 
who lives by the sweat of his brow has no asylum from oppression; the strong 
man may enter—when was the castle of the poor sacred? and the base 
informer steal him from the family that depend on his industry for subsistence. 

* # 3 

But, among all your plausible arguments, and witty illustrations, your con-
tempt for the poor always appears conspicuous, and rouses my indignation. 
The following paragraph in particular struck me, as breathing the most tyran-
nic spirit, and displaying the most factitious feelings. "Good order is the foun-
dation of all good things. To be enabled to acquire, the people, without being 
servile, must be tractable and obedient. The magistrate must have his rever-
ence, the laws their authority. The body of the people must not find the prin-
ciples of natural subordination by art rooted out of their minds. They must 
respect that property of which they cannot partake. They must labor to obtain 
what by labor can be obtained; and when they find, as they commonly do, the 
success disproportioned to the endeavor, they must be taught their consolation 
in the final proportions of eternal justice. Of this consolation, whoever deprives 
them, deadens their industry, and strikes at the root of all acquisition as of all 
conservation. He that does this, is the cruel oppressor, the merciless enemy, 
of the poor and wretched; at the same time that, by his wicked speculations, 
he exposes the fruits of successful industry, and the accumulations of fortune, 
(ah! there's the rub)7 to the plunder of the negligent, the disappointed, and 
the unprosperous." 

This is contemptible hard-hearted sophistry, in the specious form of humil-
ity, and submission to the will of Heaven.-—It is, Sir, possible to render the 
poor happier in this world, without depriving them of the consolation which 
you gratuitously grant them in the next. They have a right to more comfort 
than they at present enjoy; and more comfort might be afforded them, without 
encroaching on the pleasures of the rich: not now waiting to enquire whether 
the rich have any right to exclusive pleasures. What do I say?—encroaching! 
No; if an intercourse were established between them, it would impart the only 
true pleasure that can be snatched in this land of shadows, this hard school 
of moral discipline. 

I know, indeed, that there is often something disgusting in the distresses of 
poverty, at which the imagination revolts, and starts back to exercise itself in 
the more attractive Arcadia of fiction. The rich man builds a house, art and 
taste give it the highest finish. His gardens are planted, and the trees grow to 
recreate the fancy of the planter, though the temperature of the climate may 
rather force him to avoid the dangerous damps they exhale, than seek the 
umbrageous retreat. Every thing on the estate is cherished but man;—yet, to 

7. Cf. Shakespeare's Hamlet 3.1.67. The "rub" is the flaw in the reasoning. 
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contribute to the happiness of man, is the most sublime of all enjoyments. But 
if, instead of sweeping pleasure-grounds, obelisks, temples, and elegant cot-
tages,8 as objects for the eye, the heart was allowed to beat true to nature, 
decent farms would be scattered over the estate, and plenty smile around. 
Instead of the poor being subject to the griping hand of an avaricious steward, 
they would be watched over with fatherly solicitude, by the man whose duty 
and pleasure it was to guard their happiness, and shield from rapacity the 
beings who, by the sweat of their brow, exalted him above his fellows. 

I could almost imagine I see a man thus gathering blessings as he mounted 
the hill of life; or consolation, in those days when the spirits lag, and the tired 
heart finds no pleasure in them. It is not by squandering alms that the poor 
can be relieved, or improved—it is the fostering sun of kindness, the wisdom 
that finds them employments calculated to give them habits of virtue, that 
meliorates their condition. Love is only the fruit of love; condescension and 
authority may produce the obedience you applaud; but he has lost his heart 
of flesh who can see a fellow-creature humbled before him, and trembling 
at the frown of a being, whose heart is supplied by the same vital current, 
and whose pride ought to be checked by a consciousness of having the same 
infirmities. 

s fc $ 

1790 

8. A reference to the vogue for picturesque landscaping on aristocratic estates. 

T H O M A S P A I N E 

Although he was born and lived his first thirty-seven years in England, Thomas Paine 
(1737—1809) enters the debate as a visitor from America, where by writing Common 
Sense (1776) and the sixteen Crisis pamphlets, beginning "These are the times that 
try men's souls" (1776—83), he had served as the most effective propagandist for 
American independence. His Rights of Man: Being an Answer to Mr. Burke's Attack 
on the French Revolution, published in March 1791 with a dedication "To George 
Washington, President of the United States of America," has the full weight of the 
American revolutionary experience behind it and is the strongest statement against 
hereditary monarchy of any of the works replying to Burke in this "war of pamphlets." 
Paine published a second part of Rights of Man the following year and, when charged 
with treason by the British, fled to France, where he was made a citizen and a member 
of the Convention. With the fall of the more moderate Girondists, he was imprisoned 
by the Jacobins for a year in 1793—94, during which he wrote his last famous work, 
The Age of Reason (1794). 

From Rights of Man 

Among the incivilities by which nations or individuals provoke and irritate 
each other, Mr. Burke's pamphlet on the French Revolution is an extraordi-
nary instance. Neither the people of France, nor the National Assembly, were 
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troubling themselves about the affairs of England, or the English Par-
liament; and why Mr. Burke should commence an unprovoked attack upon 
them, both in parliament and in public, is a conduct that cannot be pardoned 
on the score of manners, nor justified on that of policy. 

There is scarcely an epithet of abuse to be found in the English language 
with which Mr. Burke has not loaded the French nation and the National 
Assembly. Every thing which rancor, prejudice, ignorance or knowledge could 
suggest, are poured forth in the copious fury of near four hundred pages. In 
the strain and on the plan Mr. Burke was writing, he might have written on 
to as many thousands. When the tongue or the pen is let loose in a frenzy of 
passion, it is the man, and not the subject, that becomes exhausted. 

Hitherto Mr. Burke has been mistaken and disappointed in the opinions he 
had formed of the affairs of France; but such is the ingenuity of his hope, or 
the malignancy of his despair, that it furnishes him with new pretences to go 
on. There was a time when it was impossible to make Mr. Burke believe there 
would be any revolution in France. His opinion then was, that the French had 
neither spirit to undertake it, nor fortitude to support it; and now that there 
is one, he seeks an escape by condemning it. 

$ # $ 

There never did, there never will, and there never can exist a parliament, or 
any description of men, or any generation of men, in any country, possessed 
of the right or the power of binding and controuling posterity to the "end of 
time," or of commanding for ever how the world shall be governed, or who 
shall govern it; and therefore, all such clauses, acts or declarations, by which 
the makers of them attempt to do what they have neither the right nor the 
power to do, nor the power to execute, are in themselves null and void.—Every 
age and generation must be as free to act for itself, in all cases, as the ages 
and generations which preceded it. The vanity and presumption of governing 
beyond the grave, is the most ridiculous and insolent of all tyrannies. Man has 
no property in man; neither has any generation a property in the generations 
which are to follow. The parliament or the people of 1688, or of any other 
period, had no more right to dispose of the people of the present day, or to 
bind or to controul them in any shape whatever, than the parliament or the 
people of the present day have to dispose of, bind or controul those who are 
to live a hundred or a thousand years hence. Every generation is, and must 
be, competent to all the purposes which its occasions require. It is the living, 
and not the dead, that are to be accommodated. When man ceases to be, his 
power and his wants cease with him; and having no longer any participation 
in the concerns of this world, he has no longer any authority in directing 
who shall be its governors, or how its government shall be organized, or how 
administered. 

I am not contending for nor against any form of government, nor for nor 
against any party here or elsewhere. That which a whole nation chooses to do, 
it has a right to do. Mr. Burke says, No. Where then does the right exist? I am 
contending for the rights of the living, and against their being willed away, 
and controuled and contracted for, by the manuscript assumed authority of 
the dead; and Mr. Burke is contending for the authority of the dead over the 
rights and freedom of the living. * * 4 

* $ $ 
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"We have seen," says Mr. Burke, "the French rebel against a mild and lawful 
Monarch, with more fury, outrage, and insult, than any people has been known 
to rise against the most illegal usurper, or the most sanguinary tyrant."—This 
is one among a thousand other instances, in which Mr. Burke shews that he 
is ignorant of the springs and principles of the French revolution. 

It was not against Louis the XVIth, but against the despotic principles of 
the government, that the nation revolted. These principles had not their origin 
in him, but in the original establishment, many centuries back; and they were 
become too deeply rooted to be removed, and the augean stable1 of parasites 
and plunderers too abominably filthy to be cleansed, by any thing short of a 
complete and universal revolution. When it becomes necessary to do a thing, 
the whole heart and soul should go into the measure, or not attempt it. That 
crisis was then arrived, and there remained no choice but to act with deter-
mined vigor, or not to act at all. The King was known to be the friend of the 
nation, and this circumstance was favorable to the enterprise. Perhaps no man 
bred up in the style of an absolute King, ever possessed a heart so little dis-
posed to the exercise of that species of power as the present King of France. 
But the principles of the government itself still remained the same. The Mon-
arch and the monarchy were distinct and separate things; and it was against 
the established despotism of the latter, and not against the person or principles 
of the former, that the revolt commenced, and the revolution has been carried. 

Mr. Burke does not attend to the distinction between men and principles; 
and therefore, he does not see that a revolt may take place against the des-
potism of the latter, while there lies no charge of despotism against the former. 

The natural moderation of Louis the XVIth contributed nothing to alter the 
hereditary despotism of the monarchy. All the tyrannies of former reigns, acted 
under that hereditary despotism, were still liable to be revived in the hands of 
a successor. It was not the respite of a reign that would satisfy France, enlight-
ened as she was then become. A casual discontinuance of the practice of 
despotism, is not a discontinuance of its principles; the former depends on the 
virtue of the individual who is in immediate possession of power; the latter, 
on the virtue and fortitude of the nation. In the case of Charles I and James 
II of England, the revolt was against the personal despotism of the men;2 

whereas in France, it was against the hereditary despotism of the established 
government. But men who can consign over the rights of posterity for ever on 
the authority of a moldy parchment, like Mr. Burke, are not qualified to judge 
of this revolution. It takes in a field too vast for their views to explore, and 
proceeds with a mightiness of reason they cannot keep pace with. 

But there are many points of view in which this revolution may be consid-
ered. When despotism has established itself for ages in a country, as in France, 
it is not in the person of the King only that it resides. It has the appearance 
of being so in show, and in nominal authority; but it is not so in practice, and 
in fact. It has its standard every where. Every office and department has its 
despotism founded upon custom and usage. Every place has its Bastille,3 and 
every Bastille its despot. The original hereditary despotism resident in the 
person of the King, divides and subdivides itself into a thousand shapes and 

1. King Augeas's stable, housing three thousand 
oxen and neglected for decades, was a classical 
symbol of filth and corruption. Hercules cleaned it 
by changing the course of a river. 
2. Charles I was overthrown by the Civil War and 

executed in 1649. His son, James II, was 
dethroned in the Glorious Revolution of 1688. 
3. France's political prison (where the French 
Revolution began on July 14, 1789). 
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forms, till at last the whole of it is acted by deputation. This was the case in 
France; and against this species of despotism, proceeding on through an end-
less labyrinth of office till the source of it is scarcely perceptible, there is no 
mode of redress. It strengthens itself by assuming the appearance of duty, and 
tyrannises under the pretence of obeying. 

When a man reflects on the condition which France was in from the nature 
of her government, he will see other causes for revolt than those which imme-
diately-connect themselves with the person or character of Louis XVI. There 
were, if I may so express it, a thousand despotisms to be reformed in France, 
which had grown up under the hereditary despotism of the monarchy, and 
became so rooted as to be in a great measure independent of it. Between the 
monarchy, the parliament, and the church, there was a rivalshi-p of despotism; 
besides the feudal despotism operating locally, and the ministerial despotism 
operating every where. But Mr. Burke, by considering the King as the only 
possible object of a revolt, speaks as if France was a village, in which every 
thing that passed must be known to its commanding officer, and no oppression 
could be acted but what he could immediately control. Mr. Burke might have 
been in the Bastille his whole life, as well under Louis XVI as Louis XIV and 
neither the one nor the other have known that such a man as Mr. Burke 
existed. The despotic principles of the government were the same in both 
reigns, though the dispositions of the men were as remote as tyranny and 
benevolence. 

What Mr. Burke considers as a reproach to the French Revolution (that of 
bringing it forward under a reign more mild than the preceding ones), is one 
of its highest honors. The revolutions that have taken place in other European 
countries, have been excited by personal hatred. The rage was against the man, 
and he became the victim. But, in the instance of France, we see a revolution 
generated in the rational contemplation of the rights of man, and distinguish-
ing from the beginning between persons and principles. 

But Mr. Burke appears to have no idea of principles, when he is contem-
plating governments. "Ten years ago," says he, "I could have felicitated France 
on her having a government, without enquiring what the nature of that gov-
ernment was, or how it was administered." Is this the language of a rational 
man? Is it the language of a heart feeling as it ought to feel for the rights and 
happiness of the human race? On this ground, Mr. Burke must compliment 
every government in the world, while the victims who suffer under them, 
whether sold into slavery, or tortured out of existence, are wholly forgotten. It 
is power, and not principles, that Mr. Burke venerates; and under this abom-
inable depravity, he is disqualified to judge between them.—Thus much for 
his opinion as to the occasions of the French Revolution. * * * 

$ * # 

As to the tragic paintings by which Mr. Burke has outraged his own imag-
ination, and seeks to work upon that of his readers, they are very well calcu-
lated for theatrical representation, where facts are manufactured for the sake 
of show, and accommodated to produce, through the weakness of sympathy, 
a weeping effect. But Mr. Burke should recollect that he is writing History, 
and not Plays; and that his readers will expect truth, and not the spouting rant 
of high-toned exclamation. 

When we see a man dramatically lamenting in a publication intended to be 
believed, that, "The age of chivalry is gone! that The glory of Europe is extin-
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guishedfor ever! that The unbought grace of life (if any one knows what it is), 
the cheap defence of nations, the nurse of manly sentiment and heroic enter-prize, 
is gone!" and all this because the Quixote age of chivalric nonsense is gone, 
What opinion can we form of his judgment, or what regard can we pay to his 
facts? In the rhapsody of his imagination, he has discovered a world of wind-
mills, and his sorrows are, that there are no Quixotes to attack them. But if 
the age of aristocracy, like that of chivalry, should fall, and they had originally 
some connection, Mr. Burke, the trumpeter of the Order, may continue his 
parody to the end, and finish with exclaiming, "Othello's occupation's gone!"4 

Notwithstanding Mr. Burke's horrid paintings, when the French Revolution 
is compared with that of other countries, the astonishment will be, that it is 
marked with so few sacrifices; but this astonishment will cease when we reflect 
that principles, and not persons, were the meditated objects of destruction. 
The mind of the nation was acted upon by a higher stimulus than what the 
consideration of persons could inspire, and sought a higher conquest than 
could be produced by the downfall of an enemy. * * * 

4. Shakespeare's Othello 3 .3 .362 (Othello's feel-
ing, when he thinks Desdemona has been unfaith-
ful, that his life is over). "Quixote" as an adjective, 

1791 

referring to the hero of Cervantes's romance, who 
famously mistakes windmills for his foes the giants, 
means "insanely idealistic." 

M A R Y W O L L S T O N E C R A F T 

1 7 5 9 - 1 7 9 7 

Mary Wollstonecraft's father inherited a substantial fortune and set himself up as a 
gentleman farmer. He was, however, both extravagant and incompetent, and as one 
farm after another failed, he became moody and violent and sought solace in heavy 
bouts of drinking and in tyrannizing his submissive wife. Mary was the second of five 
children and the oldest daughter. She later told her husband, William Godwin, that 
she used to throw herself in front of her mother to protect her from her husband's 
blows, and that she sometimes slept outside the door of her parents' bedroom to 
intervene if her father should break out in a drunken rage. The solace of Mary's early 
life was her fervent attachment to Fanny Blood, an accomplished girl two years her 
senior; their friendship, which began when Mary was sixteen, endured and deepened 
until Fanny's death. 

At the age of nineteen, Mary Wollstonecraft left home to take a position as com-
panion to a well-to-do widow living in Bath, where for the first time she had the 
opportunity to observe—and scorn—the social life of the upper classes at the most 
fashionable of English resort cities. Having left her job in 1780 to nurse her dying 
mother through a long and harrowing illness, Wollstonecraft next went to live with 
the Bloods, where her work helped sustain the struggling family. Her sister Eliza 
meanwhile had married and, in 1784, after the birth of a daughter, suffered a nervous 
breakdown. Convinced that her sister's collapse was the result of her husband's cru-
elty and abuse, Wollstonecraft persuaded her to abandon husband and child and flee 
to London. Because a divorce at that time was not commonly available, and a fugitive 
wife could be forced to return to her husband, the two women hid in secret quarters 
while awaiting the grant of a legal separation. The infant, automatically given into 
the father's custody, died before she was a year old. 
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The penniless women, together with Fanny Blood and Wollstonecraft's other sister, 
Everina, established a girls' school at Newington Green, near London. The project 
flourished at first, and at Newington, Wollstonecraft was befriended by the Reverend 
Richard Price, the radical author who was soon to play a leading role in the British 
debates about the Revolution in France, and whose kindly guidance helped shape her 
social and political opinions. Blood, although already ill with tuberculosis, went to 
Lisbon to marry her longtime suitor, Hugh Skeys, and quickly became pregnant. 
Wollstonecraft rushed to Lisbon to attend her friend's childbirth, only to have Fanny 
die in her arms; the infant died soon afterward. The loss threw Wollstonecraft (already 
subject to bouts of depression) into black despair, which was heightened when she 
found that the school at Newington was in bad financial straits and had to be closed. 
Tormented by creditors, she rallied her energies to write her first book, Thoughts 
on the Education of Daughters (1786) , a conventional and pious series of essays, 
and took up a position as governess for several daughters in the Anglo-Irish family 
of Viscount Kingsborough, a man of great wealth whose seat was in County Cork, 
Ireland. 

The Kingsboroughs were well intentioned and did their best to introduce Woll-
stonecraft into the busy trivialities of their social life. But the ambiguity of her position 
as governess, halfway between a servant and a member of the family, was galling. An 
antagonism developed between Wollstonecraft and Lady Kingsborough, in part 
because the children feared their mother and adored their governess. Wollstonecraft 
was dismissed. She returned to London, where Joseph Johnson in 1788 published 
Mary, a Fiction, a novel, as Wollstonecraft described it, about "the mind of a woman 
who has thinking powers." Johnson also published her book for children, Original 
Stories from Real Life, a considerable success that was translated into German and 
quickly achieved a second English edition illustrated with engravings by William 
Blake. Wollstonecraft was befriended and subsidized by Johnson, the major publisher 
in England of radical and reformist books, and she took a prominent place among 
the writers (including notables such as Barbauld and Coleridge) whom he regularly 
entertained at his rooms in St. Paul's Churchyard. She published translations from 
French and German (she had taught herself both languages) and began reviewing 
books for Johnson's newly founded journal, the Analytical Review. Though still in 
straitened circumstances, she helped support her two sisters and her improvident and 
importunate father, and was also generous with funds—and with advice—to one of 
her brothers and to the indigent family of Fanny Blood. 

In 1790 Edmund Burke's Reflections on the Revolution in France—an eloquent 
and powerful attack on the French Revolution and its English sympathizers—quickly 
evoked Wollstonecraft's response, A Vindication of the Rights of Men. This was a 
formidable piece of argumentation; its most potent passages represent the disabilities 
and sufferings of the English lower classes and impugn the motives and sentiments 
of Burke. This work, the first book-length reply to Burke, scored an immediate suc-
cess, although it was soon submerged in the flood of other replies, most notably Tom 
Paine's classic Rights of Man (1791—92). In 1792 Wollstonecraft focused her defense 
of the underprivileged on her own sex and wrote, in six weeks of intense effort, A 
Vindication of the Rights of Woman. 

Earlier writers in both France and England had proposed that, given equivalent 
educations, women would equal men in achievement. Wollstonecraft was particularly 
indebted to the historian Catharine Macaulay, whose Letters on Education (1790) 
she had reviewed enthusiastically. At the same time Wollstonecraft was contributing 
to a long-running discussion of human rights that in Britain dated back to John 
Locke's publication of the Second Treatise of Civil Government (1690) . Prefaced with 
a letter addressed to the French politician Bishop Talleyrand, the Vindication was in 
part her rejoinder to the inconsistent actions of France's National Assembly, which 
in 1791 had formally denied to all Frenchwomen the rights of citizens, even as, 
ironically enough, it set about celebrating the "universal rights of man." 

Her book was also unprecedented in its firsthand observations of the disabilities 
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and indignities suffered by women and in the articulateness and passion with which 
it exposed and decried this injustice. Wollstonecraft's views were conspicuously rad-
ical at a time when women had no political rights; were limited to a few lowly voca-
tions as servants, nurses, governesses, and petty shopkeepers; and were legally 
nonpersons who lost their property to their husbands at marriage and were incapable 
of instituting an action in the courts of law. An impressive feature of her book, for 
all its vehemence, is the clear-sightedness and balance of her analysis of the social 
conditions of the time, as they affect men as well as women. She perceives that women 
constitute an oppressed class that cuts across the standard hierarchy of social classes; 
she shows that women, because they are denied their rights as human beings, have 
been forced to seek their ends by means of coquetry and cunning, the weapons of 
the weak; and, having demonstrated that it is contrary to reason to expect virtue from 
those who are not free, she also recognizes that men, no less than women, inherit 
their roles, and that the wielding of irresponsible power corrupts the oppressor no 
less than it distorts the oppressed. Hence her surprising and telling comparisons 
between women on the one hand and men of the nobility and military on the other 
as classes whose values and behavior have been distorted because their social roles 
prevent them from becoming fully human. In writing this pioneering work, Wollstone-
craft found the cause that she was to pursue the rest of her life. 

In December 1792 Wollstonecraft went to Paris to observe the Revolution at first-
hand. During the years that she lived in France, 1793—94, the early period of mod-
eration was succeeded by extremism and violence. In Paris she joined a group of 
English, American, and European expatriates sympathetic to the Revolution and fell 
in love with Gilbert Imlay, a personable American who had briefly been an officer in 
the American Revolutionary Army and was the author of a widely read book on the 
Kentucky backwoods, where he had been an explorer. He played the role in Paris of 
an American frontiersman and child of nature, but was in fact an adventurer who 
had left America to avoid prosecution for debt and for freewheeling speculations in 
Kentucky land. He was also unscrupulous in his relations with women. The two 
became lovers, and Wollstonecraft bore a daughter, Fanny Imlay, in May 1794. Imlay, 
who was often absent on mysterious business deals, left mother and daughter for a 
visit to London that he kept protracting. After the publication of her book An 
Historical and Moral View of the Origin and Progress of the French Revolution (1794), 
Wollstonecraft followed Imlay to London, where, convinced that he no longer loved 
her, she tried to commit suicide. The attempt, however, was discovered and prevented 
by Imlay. To get her out of the way, he persuaded her to take a trip as his business 
envoy to the Scandinavian countries. Although this was then a region of poor or 
impassible roads and primitive accommodations, the intrepid Wollstonecraft traveled 
there for four months, sometimes in the wilds, accompanied by the year-old Fanny 
and a French nursemaid. 

Back in London, Wollstonecraft discovered that Imlay was living with a new mis-
tress, an actress. Finally convinced he was lost to her, she hurled herself from a bridge 
into the Thames but was rescued by a passerby. Imlay departed with his actress to 
Paris. Wollstonecraft, resourceful as always, used the letters she had written to Imlay 
to compose a book, Letters Written during a Short Residence in Sweden, Norway, and 
Denmark (1796), full of sharp observations of politics, the lives of Scandinavian 
women, and the austere northern landscape. 

In the same year Wollstonecraft renewed an earlier acquaintance with the philos-
opher William Godwin. His Inquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793), the most 
drastic proposal for restructuring the political and social order yet published in 
England, together with his novel of terror, Caleb Williams (1794), which embodies 
his social views, had made him the most famed radical writer of his time. The austerely 
rationalistic philosopher, then forty years of age, had an unexpected capacity for deep 
feeling, and what began as a flirtation soon ripened into affection and (as their letters 
show) passionate physical love. She wrote Godwin, with what was for the time remark-
able outspokenness on the part of a woman: "Now by these presents [i.e., this doc-
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ument] let me assure you that you are not only in my heart, but my veins, this 
morning. I turn from you half abashed—yet you haunt me, and some look, word or 
touch thrills through my whole frame. . . . When the heart and reason accord there 
is no flying from voluptuous sensations, do what a woman can." Wollstonecraft was 
soon pregnant once more, and Godwin (who had in his Inquiry attacked the institu-
tion of marriage as a base form of property rights in human beings) braved the ridicule 
of his radical friends and conservative enemies by marrying her. 

They set up a household together, but Godwin also kept separate quarters in which 
to do his writing, and they further salvaged their principles by agreeing to live separate 
social lives. Wollstonecraft was able to enjoy this arrangement for only six months. 
She began writing The Wrongs of Woman, a novel about marriage and motherhood 
that uses its Gothic setting inside a dilapidated madhouse to explore how women are 
confined both by unjust marriage laws and by their own romantic illusions. On August 
30, 1797, she gave birth to a daughter, Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, later the author 
of Frankenstein and wife of Percy Shelley. The delivery was not difficult, but resulted 
in massive blood poisoning. After ten days of agony, she lapsed into a coma and died. 
Her last whispered words were about her husband: "He is the kindest, best man in 
the world." Godwin wrote to a friend, announcing her death: "I firmly believe that 
there does not exist her equal in the world. I know from experience we were formed 
to make each other happy." 

To distract himself in his grief, Godwin published in 1798 Memoirs of the Author 
of "A Vindication of the Rights of Woman," in which he told, with the total candor on 
which he prided himself, of her affairs with Imlay and himself, her attempts at suicide, 
and her free thinking in matters of religion and sexual relationships. In four compan-
ion volumes of her Posthumous Works, he indiscreetly included her love letters to 
Imlay along with the unfinished Wrongs of Woman. The reaction to these revelations 
was immediate and ugly. The conservative satirist the Reverend Richard Polwhele, 
for instance, remarked gloatingly on how it appeared to him providential that as a 
proponent of sexual equality Wollstonecraft should have died in childbirth—"a death 
that strongly marked the distinction of the sexes, by pointing out the destiny of 
women, and the diseases to which they are liable." The unintended consequence of 
Godwin's candor was that Wollstonecraft came to be saddled with a scandalous rep-
utation so enduring that through the Victorian era advocates of the equality of women 
circumspectly avoided explicit reference to her Vindication. Even John Stuart Mill, 
in his Subjection of Women (1869), neglected to mention the work. It was only in the 
twentieth century, and especially in the later decades, that Wollstonecraft's Vindi-
cation gained recognition as a classic in the literature not only of women's rights but 
of social analysis as well. 

From A Vindication of the Rights of Woman1 

Introduction 

After considering the historic page, and viewing the living world with anx-
ious solicitude, the most melancholy emotions of sorrowful indignation have 
depressed my spirits, and I have sighed when obliged to confess, that either 
nature has made a great difference between man and man, or that the civili-
zation which has hitherto taken place in the world has been very partial. I 
have turned over various books written on the subject of education, and 
patiently observed the conduct of parents and the management of schools; 

1. The text is from the second revised edition of tors gratefully acknowledge Poston's permission to 
1792, as edited by Carol H. Poston for the Norton use the information in her annotations. 
Critical Edition of A Vindication (1975). The edi-
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but what has been the result?—a profound conviction that the neglected edu-
cation of my fellow-creatures is the grand source of the misery I deplore; and 
that women, in particular, are rendered weak and wretched by a variety of 
concurring causes, originating from one hasty conclusion. The conduct and 
manners of women, in fact, evidently prove that their minds are not in a 
healthy state; for, like the flowers which are planted in too rich a soil, strength 
and usefulness are sacrificed to beauty; and the flaunting leaves, after having 
pleased a fastidious eye, fade, disregarded on the stalk, long before the season 
when they ought to have arrived at maturity.—One cause of this barren bloom-
ing I attribute to a false system of education, gathered from the books written 
on this subject by men who, considering females rather as women than human 
creatures, have been more anxious to make them alluring mistresses than 
affectionate wives and rational mothers; and the understanding of the sex has 
been so bubbled2 by this specious homage, that the civilized women of the 
present century, with a few exceptions, are only anxious to inspire love, when 
they ought to cherish a nobler ambition, and by their abilities and virtues exact 
respect. 

In a treatise, therefore, on female rights and manners, the works which have 
been particularly written for their improvement must not be overlooked; espe-
cially when it is asserted, in direct terms, that the minds of women are enfee-
bled by false refinement; that the books of instruction, written by men of 
genius, have had the same tendency as more frivolous productions; and that, 
in the true style of Mahometanism, they are treated as a kind of subordinate 
beings, and not as a part of the human species,3 when improvable reason is 
allowed to be the dignified distinction which raises men above the brute cre-
ation, and puts a natural sceptre in a feeble hand. 

Yet, because I am a woman, I would not lead my readers to suppose that I 
mean violently to agitate the contested question respecting the equality or 
inferiority of the sex; but as the subject lies in my way, and I cannot pass it 
over without subjecting the main tendency of my reasoning to misconstruc-
tion, I shall stop a moment to deliver, in a few words, my opinion.—In the 
government of the physical world it is observable that the female in point of 
strength is, in general, inferior to the male. This is the law of nature; and it 
does not appear to be suspended or abrogated in favor of woman. A degree of 
physical superiority cannot, therefore, be denied—and it is a noble preroga-
tive! But not content with this natural pre-eminence, men endeavor to sink us 
still lower, merely to render us alluring objects for a moment; and women, 
intoxicated by the adoration which men, under the influence of their senses, 
pay them, do not seek to obtain a durable interest in their hearts, or to become 
the friends of the fellow creatures who find amusement in their society. 

I am aware of an obvious inference:—from every quarter have I heard excla-
mations against masculine women; but where are they to be found? If by this 
appellation men mean to inveigh against their ardor in hunting, shooting, and 
gaming, I shall most cordially join in the cry; but if it be against the imitation 
of manly virtues, or, more properly speaking, the attainment of those talents 
and virtues, the exercise of which ennobles the human character, and which 
raise females in the scale of animal being, when they are comprehensively 
termed mankind;—all those who view them with a philosophic eye must, I 

2. In an archaic sense: deluded, cheated. 
3. It was a common but mistaken opinion among 

Europeans that the Koran, the sacred text of Islam, 
teaches that women have no souls. 
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should think, wish with me, that they may every day grow more and more 
masculine. 

This discussion naturally divides the subject. I shall first consider women 
in the grand light of human creatures, who, in common with men, are placed 
on this earth to unfold their faculties; and afterwards I shall more particularly 
point out their peculiar designation. 

I wish also to steer clear of an error which many respectable writers have 
fallen into; for the instruction which has hitherto been addressed to women, 
has rather been applicable to ladies, if the little indirect advice, that is scattered 
through Sandford and Merton,4 be excepted; but, addressing my sex in a firmer 
tone, I pay particular attention to those in the middle class, because they 
appear to be in the most natural state.5 Perhaps the seeds of false refinement, 
immorality, and vanity, have ever been shed by the great. Weak, artificial 
beings, raised above the common wants and affections of their race, in a pre-
mature unnatural manner, undermine the very foundation of virtue, and 
spread corruption through the whole mass of society! As a class of mankind 
they have the strongest claim to pity; the education of the rich tends to render 
them vain and helpless, and the unfolding mind is not strengthened by the 
practice of those duties which dignify the human character.—They only live 
to amuse themselves, and by the same law which in nature invariably produces 
certain effects, they soon only afford barren amusement. 

But as I purpose taking a separate view of the different ranks of society, and 
of the moral character of women, in each, this hint is, for the present, suffi-
cient, and I have only alluded to the subject, because it appears to me to be 
the very essence of an introduction to give a cursory account of the contents 
of the work it introduces. 

My own sex, I hope, will excuse me, if I treat them like rational creatures, 
instead of flattering their fascinating graces, and viewing them as if they were 
in a state of perpetual childhood, unable to stand alone. I earnestly wish to 
point out in what true dignity and human happiness consists—I wish to per-
suade women to endeavor to acquire strength, both of mind and body, and to 
convince them that the soft phrases, susceptibility of heart, delicacy of sen-
timent, and refinement of taste, are almost synonymous with epithets of weak-
ness, and that those beings who are only the objects of pity and that kind of 
love, which has been termed its sister, will soon become objects of contempt. 

Dismissing then those pretty feminine phrases, which the men condescend-
ingly use to soften our slavish dependence, and despising that weak elegancy 
of mind, exquisite sensibility, and sweet docility of manners, supposed to be 
the sexual characteristics of the weaker vessel, I wish to shew that elegance is 
inferior to virtue, that the first object of laudable ambition is to obtain a char-
acter as a human being, regardless of the distinction of sex; and that secondary 
views should be brought to this simple touchstone. 

This is a rough sketch of my plan; and should I express my conviction with 
the energetic emotions that I feel whenever I think of the subject, the dictates 
of experience and reflection will be felt by some of my readers. Animated by 
this important object, I shall disdain to cull5 my phrases or polish my style;—I 

4. The Histor)' of Sandford and Mertotl, by Thomas 
Day, was a very popular story for children, pub-
lished in three volumes (1786—89). In it a tutor, 
the Reverend Mr. Barlow, frequently cites the 
superiority in moral principles of Harry Sandford, 
the son of a poor farmer, over Tommy Merton, the 

spoiled son of a rich family. 
5. The middle class is viewed as more "natural" 
than the upper classes because it is uncorrupted 
by the artificialities of leisure-class life. 
6. Be selective in. 
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aim at being useful, and sincerity will render me unaffected; for, wishing rather 
to persuade by the force of my arguments, than dazzle by the elegance of my 
language, I shall not waste my time in rounding periods,7 or in fabricating the 
turgid bombast of artificial feelings, which, coming from the head, never reach 
the heart. I shall be employed about things, not words!—and, anxious to render 
my sex more respectable members of society, I shall try to avoid that flowery 
diction which has slided from essays into novels, and from novels into familiar 
letters and conversation. 

These pretty superlatives, dropping glibly from the tongue, vitiate the taste, 
and create a kind of sickly delicacy that turns away from simple unadorned 
truth; and a deluge of false sentiments and over-stretched feelings, stifling the 
natural emotions of the heart, render the domestic pleasures insipid, that 
ought to sweeten the exercise of those severe duties, which educate a rational 
and immortal being for a nobler field of action. 

The education of women has, of late, been more attended to than formerly; 
yet they are still reckoned a frivolous sex, and ridiculed or pitied by the writers 
who endeavour by satire or instruction to improve them. It is acknowledged 
that they spend many of the first years of their lives in acquiring a smattering 
of accomplishments;8 meanwhile strength of body and mind are sacrificed to 
libertine notions of beauty, to the desire of establishing themselves,—the only 
way women can rise in the world,—by marriage. And this desire making mere 
animals of them, when they marry they act as such children may be expected 
to act:—they dress; they paint, and nickname God's creatures.9—Surely these 
weak beings are only fit for a seraglio!1—Can they be expected to govern a 
family with judgment, or take care of the poor babes whom they bring into 
the world? 

If then it can be fairly deduced from the present conduct of the sex, from 
the prevalent fondness for pleasure which takes place of ambition and those 
nobler passions that open and enlarge the soul; that the instruction which 
women have hitherto received has only tended, with the constitution of civil 
society, to render them insignificant objects of desire—mere propagators of 
fools!—if it can be proved that in aiming to accomplish them, without culti-
vating their understandings, they are taken out of their sphere of duties, and 
made ridiculous and useless when the short-lived bloom of beauty is over,2 I 
presume that rational men will excuse me for endeavoring to persuade them 
to become more masculine and respectable. 

Indeed the word masculine is only a bugbear': there is little reason to fear 
that women will acquire too much courage or fortitude; for their apparent 
inferiority with respect to bodily strength, must render them, in some degree, 
dependent on men in the various relations of life; but why should it be 
increased by prejudices that give a sex to virtue, and confound simple truths 
with sensual reveries? 

7. I.e., in rounding out elaborate sentences. 
"Period": a formal sentence composed of balanced 
clauses. 
8. The lessons in music, dancing, sketching, and 
needlework that were central elements in the edu-
cation provided for genteel young ladies and that 
were supposed to enhance their value on the mar-
riage market. 
9. Hamlet, charging Ophelia with the faults char-
acteristic of women, says: "You jig, you amble, and 
you lisp, and / nickname God's creatures, and make 
your wantonness your ignorance" (Shakespeare, 

Hamlet 3 .1.143^15). 
1. Harem, the women's quarters in a Muslim 
household. 
2. A lively writer, I cannot recollect his name, asks 
what business women turned of forty have to do in 
the world? [Wollstonecraft's note], Poston, in her 
edition of the Vitidication, suggests that Woll-
stonecraft is recalling a passage in Frances Bur-
ney's novel Evelbia (1778), where the licentious 
Lord Merton exclaims: "I don't know what the devil 
a woman lives for after thirty; she is only in other 
folks' way." 
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Women are, in fact, so much degraded by mistaken notions of female excel-
lence, that I do not mean to add a paradox when I assert, that this artificial 
weakness produces a propensity to tyrannize, and gives birth to cunning, the 
natural opponent of strength, which leads them to playoff those contemptible 
infantine airs that undermine esteem even whilst they excite desire. Let men 
become more chaste and modest, and if women do not grow wiser in the same 
ratio it will be clear that they have weaker understandings. It seems scarcely 
necessary to say, that I now speak of the sex in general. Many individuals have 
more sense than their male relatives; and, as nothing preponderates where 
there is a constant struggle for an equilibrium, without3 it has naturally more 
gravity, some women govern their husbands without degrading themselves, 
because intellect will always govern. 

Chap. 2. The Prevailing Opinion of a Sexual Character Discussed 

To account for, and excuse the tyranny of man, many ingenious arguments 
have been brought forward to prove, that the two sexes, in the acquirement 
of virtue, ought to aim at attaining a very different character: or, to speak 
explicitly, women are not allowed to have sufficient strength of mind to acquire 
what really deserves the name of virtue. Yet it should seem, allowing them to 
have souls, that there is but one way appointed by Providence to lead mankind 
to either virtue or happiness. 

If then women are not a swarm of ephemeron4 triflers, why should they be 
kept in ignorance under the specious name of innocence? Men complain, and 
with reason, of the follies and caprices of our sex, when they do not keenly 
satirize our headstrong passions and groveling vices.—Behold, I should 
answer, the natural effect of ignorance! The mind will ever be unstable that 
has only prejudices to rest on, and the current will run with destructive fury 
when there are no barriers to break its force. Women are told from their 
infancy, and taught by the example of their mothers, that a little knowledge 
of human weakness, justly termed cunning, softness of temper, outward obe-
dience, and a scrupulous attention to a puerile kind of propriety, will obtain 
for them the protection of man; and should they be beautiful, every thing else 
is needless, for, at least, twenty years of their lives. 

Thus Milton describes our first frail mother; though when he tells us that 
women are formed for softness and sweet attractive grace,5 I cannot compre-
hend his meaning, unless, in the true Mahometan strain, he meant to deprive 
us of souls, and insinuate that we were beings only designed by sweet attractive 
grace, and docile blind obedience, to gratify the senses of man when he can 
no longer soar on the wing of contemplation. 

How grossly do they insult us who thus advise us only to render ourselves 
gentle, domestic brutes! For instance, the winning softness so warmly, and 
frequently, recommended, that governs by obeying. What childish expressions, 
and how insignificant is the being—can it be an immortal one? who will con-
descend to govern by such sinister methods! "Certainly," says Lord Bacon, 
"man is of kin to the beasts by his body; and if he be not of kin to God by his 
spirit, he is a base and ignoble creature!"6 Men, indeed, appear to me to act 
in a very unphilosophical manner when they try to secure the good conduct 

3. Unless. 
4. A flying insect that lives only one day. 
5. Milton asserts the authority of man over 
woman, on the grounds that "for contemplation he 

and valor formed, / For softness she and sweet 
attractive grace; / He for God only, she for God in 
him" (Paradise Lost 4.298ff.). 
6. Francis Bacon's "Of Atheism" (1 597). 
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of women by attempting to keep them always in a state of childhood. Rous-
seau7 was more consistent when he wished to stop the progress of reason in 
both sexes, for if men eat of the tree of knowledge, women will come in for a 
taste; but, from the imperfect cultivation which their understandings now 
receive, they only attain a knowledge of evil. 

Children, I grant, should be innocent; but when the epithet is applied to 
men, or women, it is but a civil term for weakness. For if it be allowed that 
women were destined by Providence to acquire human virtues, and by the 
exercise of their understandings, that stability of character which is the firmest 
ground to rest our future hopes upon, they must be permitted to turn to the 
fountain of light, and not forced to shape their course by the twinkling of a 
mere satellite. Milton, I grant, was of a very different opinion; for he only 
bends to the indefeasible right of beauty, though it would be difficult to render 
two passages which I now mean to contrast, consistent. But into similar incon-
sistencies are great men often led by their senses. 

To whom thus Eve with perfect beauty adorn'd. 
My Author and Disposer, what thou bidst 
Unargued I obey; So God ordains; 
God is thy law, thou mine: to know no more 
Is Woman's happiest knowledge and her praise.8 

These are exactly the arguments that I have used to children; but I have 
added, your reason is now gaining strength, and, till it arrives at some degree 
of maturity, you must look up to me for advice—then you ought to think, and 
only rely on God. 

Yet in the following lines Milton seems to coincide with me; when he makes 
Adam thus expostulate with his Maker. 

Hast thou not made me here thy substitute, 
And these inferior far beneath me set? 
Among unequals what society 
Can sort, what harmony or true delight? 
Which must be mutual, in proportion due 
Giv'n and receiv'd; but in disparity 
The one intense, the other still remiss 
Cannot well suit with either, but soon prove 
Tedious alike: of fellowship I speak 
Such as I seek, fit to participate 
All rational delight9—• 

In treating, therefore, of the manners of women, let us, disregarding sensual 
arguments, trace what we should endeavor to make them in order to co-
operate, if the expression be not too bold, with the supreme Being. 

By individual education, I mean, for the sense of the word is not precisely 
defined, such an attention to a child as will slowly sharpen the senses, form 
the temper,1 regulate the passions as they begin to ferment, and set the under-
standing to work before the body arrives at maturity; so that the man may only 

7. Throughout his writings Jean-Jacques Rous-
seau (1712—1778) argued against the notion that 
civilization and rationality brought moral perfec-
tion, proposing that virtuous societies were instead 
the primitive ones that remained closest to nature. 
Rousseau's opinions about women, also alluded to 
in this chapter, are outlined in Emile (1762), a 
blend of educational treatise and novel. In book 5 

Rousseau describes the education of the perfect 
woman, Sophie, brought up to provide Emile with 
a perfect wife. 
8. Paradise Lost 4 . 6 3 4 - 3 8 (Wollstonecraft's ital-
ics). 
9. Paradise Lost 8 . 3 8 1 - 9 1 (Wollstonecraft's ital-
ics). 
1. Temperament, character. 
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have to proceed, not to begin, the important task of learning to think and 
reason. 

To prevent any misconstruction, I must add, that I do not believe that a 
private education2 can work the wonders which some sanguine writers have 
attributed to it. Men and women must be educated, in a great degree, by the 
opinions and manners of the society they live in. In every age there has been 
a stream of popular opinion that has carried all before it, and given a family 
character, as it were, to the century. It may then fairly be inferred, that, till 
society be differently constituted, much cannot be expected from education. 
It is, however, sufficient for my present purpose to assert, that, whatever effect 
circumstances have on the abilities, every being may become virtuous by the 
exercise of its own reason; for if but one being was created with vicious incli-
nations, that is positively bad, what can save us from atheism? or if we worship 
a God, is not that God a devil? 

Consequently, the most perfect education, in my opinion, is such an exer-
cise of the understanding as is best calculated to strengthen the body and form 
the heart. Or, in other words, to enable the individual to attain such habits of 
virtue as will render it independent. In fact, it is a farce to call any being 
virtuous whose virtues do not result from the exercise of its own reason. This 
was Rousseau's opinion respecting men: I extend it to women, and confidently 
assert that they have been drawn out of their sphere by false refinement, and 
not by an endeavour to acquire masculine qualities. Still the regal homage 
which they receive is so intoxicating, that till the manners of the times are 
changed, and formed on more reasonable principles, it may be impossible to 
convince them that the illegitimate power, which they obtain, by degrading 
themselves, is a curse, and that they must return to nature and equality, if 
they wish to secure the placid satisfaction that unsophisticated affections 
impart. But for this epoch we must wait—wait, perhaps, till kings and nobles, 
enlightened by reason, and, preferring the real dignity of man to childish state,3 

throw off their gaudy hereditary trappings: and if then women do not resign 
the arbitrary power of beauty—they will prove that they have less mind than 
man. 

I may be accused of arrogance; still I must declare what I firmly believe, 
that all the writers who have written on the subject of female education and 
manners from Rousseau to Dr. Gregory,4 have contributed to render women 
more artificial, weak characters, than they would otherwise have been; and, 
consequently, more useless members of society. I might have expressed this 
conviction in a lower key; but I am afraid it would have been the whine of 
affectation, and not the faithful expression of my feelings, of the clear result, 
which experience and reflection have led me to draw. When I come to that 
division of the subject, I shall advert to the passages that I more particularly 
disapprove of, in the works of the authors I have just alluded to; but it is first 
necessary to observe, that my objection extends to the whole purport of those 
books, which tend, in my opinion, to degrade one half of the human species, 
and render women pleasing at the expense of every solid virtue. 

Though, to reason on Rousseau's ground, if man did attain a degree of 
perfection of mind when his body arrived at maturity, it might be proper, in 

2. Education at home. 
3. Pomp, costly display. 
4. John Gregory, Scottish author of a widely read 

book on the education of women, A Father's Legacy 
to His Daughters (1774). 
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order to make a man and his wife one, that she should rely entirely on his 
understanding; and the graceful ivy, clasping the oak that supported it, would 
form a whole in which strength and beauty would be equally conspicuous. 
But, alas! husbands, as well as their helpmates, are often only overgrown chil-
dren; nay, thanks to early debauchery, scarcely men in their outward form— 
and if the blind lead the blind, one need not come from heaven to tell us the 
consequence. 

Many are the causes that, in the present corrupt state of society, contribute 
to enslave women by cramping their understandings and sharpening their 
senses. One, perhaps, that silently does more mischief than all the rest, is their 
disregard of order. 

To do every thing in an orderly manner, is a most important precept, which 
women, who, generally speaking, receive only a disorderly kind of education, 
seldom attend to with that degree of exactness that men, who from their 
infancy are broken into method, observe. This negligent kind of guess-work, 
for what other epithet can be used to point out the random exertions of a sort 
of instinctive common sense, never brought to the test of reason? prevents 
their generalizing matters of fact—so they do to-day, what they did yesterday, 
merely because they did it yesterday. 

This contempt of the understanding in early life has more baneful conse-
quences than is commonly supposed; for the little knowledge which women 
of strong minds attain, is, from various circumstances, of a more desultory 
kind than the knowledge of men, and it is acquired more by sheer observations 
on real life, than from comparing what has been individually observed with 
the results of experience generalized by speculation. Led by their dependent 
situation and domestic employments more into society, what they learn is 
rather by snatches; and as learning is with them, in general, only a secondary 
thing, they do not pursue any one branch with that persevering ardour nec-
essary to give vigor to the faculties, and clearness to the judgment. In the 
present state of society, a little learning is required to support the character 
of a gentleman; and boys are obliged to submit to a few years of discipline. 
But in the education of women, the cultivation of the understanding is always 
subordinate to the acquirement of some corporeal accomplishment; even 
while enervated by confinement and false notions of modesty, the body is 
prevented from attaining that grace and beauty which relaxed half-formed 
limbs never exhibit. Besides, in youth their faculties are not brought forward 
by emulation; and having no serious scientific study, if they have natural sagac-
ity it is turned too soon on life and manners. They dwell on effects, and mod-
ifications, without tracing them back to causes; and complicated rules to adjust 
behaviour are a weak substitute for simple principles. 

As a proof that education gives this appearance of weakness to females, we 
may instance the example of military men, who are, like them, sent into the 
world before their minds have been stored with knowledge or fortified by prin-
ciples. The consequences are similar; soldiers acquire a little superficial 
knowledge, snatched from the muddy current of conversation, and, from con-
tinually mixing with society, they gain, what is termed a knowledge of the 
world; and this acquaintance with manners and customs has frequently been 
confounded with a knowledge of the human heart. But can the crude fruit of 
casual observation, never brought to the test of judgment, formed by compar-
ing speculation and experience, deserve such a distinction? Soldiers, as well 
as women, practice the minor virtues with punctilious politeness. Where is 
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then the sexual difference, when the education has been the same? All the 
difference that I can discern, arises from the superior advantage of liberty, 
which enables the former to see more of life. 

It is wandering from my present subject, perhaps, to make a political remark; 
but, as it was produced naturally by the train of my reflections, I shall not pass 
it silently over. 

Standing armies can never consist of resolute, robust men; they may be well 
disciplined machines, but they will seldom contain men under the influence 
of strong passions, or with very vigorous faculties. And as for any depth of 
understanding, I will venture to affirm, that it is as rarely to be found in the 
army as amongst women; and the cause, I maintain, is the same. It may be 
further observed, that officers are also particularly attentive to their persons, 
fond of dancing, crowded rooms, adventures, and ridicule.5 Like the fair sex, 
the business of their lives is gallantry.—They were taught to please, and they 
only live to please. Yet they do not lose their rank in the distinction of sexes, 
for they are still reckoned superior to women, though in what their superiority 
consists, beyond what I have just mentioned, it is difficult to discover. 

The great misfortune is this, that they both acquire manners before morals, 
and a knowledge of life before they have, from reflection, any acquaintance 
with the grand ideal outline of human nature. The consequence is natural; 
satisfied with common nature, they become a prey to prejudices, and taking 
all their opinions on credit, they blindly submit to authority. So that, if they 
have any sense, it is a kind of instinctive glance, that catches proportions, and 
decides with respect to manners; but fails when arguments are to be pursued 
below the surface, or opinions analyzed. 

May not the same remark be applied to women? Nay, the argument may be 
carried still further, for they are both thrown out of a useful station by the 
unnatural distinctions established in civilized life. Riches and hereditary hon-
ours have made cyphers of women to give consequence to the numerical fig-
ure;6 and idleness has produced a mixture of gallantry and despotism into 
society, which leads the very men who are the slaves of their mistresses to 
tyrannize over their sisters, wives, and daughters. This is only keeping them 
in rank and file, it is true. Strengthen the female mind by enlarging it, and 
there will be an end to blind obedience; but, as blind obedience is ever sought 
for by power, tyrants and sensualists are in the right when they endeavour to 
keep women in the dark, because the former only want slaves, and the latter 
a play-thing. The sensualist, indeed, has been the most dangerous of tyrants, 
and women have been duped by their lovers, as princes by their ministers, 
whilst dreaming that they reigned over them. 

I now principally allude to Rousseau, for his character of Sophia is, 
undoubtedly, a captivating one, though it appears to me grossly unnatural; 
however it is not the superstructure, but the foundation of her character, the 
principles on which her education was built, that I mean to attack; nay, warmly 
as I admire the genius of that able writer, whose opinions I shall often have 
occasion to cite, indignation always takes place of admiration, and the rigid 
frown of insulted virtue effaces the smile of complacency, which his eloquent 

5. Why should women be censured with petulant 
acrimony, because they seem to have a passion for 
a scarlet coat? Has not education placed them 
more on a level with soldiers than any other class 
of men? [Wollstonecraft's note]. 

6. Much as a zero added to a number multiplies 
its value by a factor of ten, in a hierarchical society 
women magnify the status of the men with whom 
they are allied. 
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periods are wont to raise, when I read his voluptuous reveries. Is this the man, 
who, in his ardor for virtue, would banish all the soft arts of peace, and almost 
carry us back to Spartan discipline? Is this the man who delights to paint the 
useful struggles of passion, the triumphs of good dispositions, and the heroic 
flights which carry the glowing soul out of itself?—How are these mighty 
sentiments lowered when he describes the pretty foot and enticing airs of his 
little favorite! But, for the present, I waive the subject, and, instead of severely 
reprehending the transient effusions of overweening sensibility, I shall only 
observe, that whoever has cast a benevolent eye on society, must often have 
been gratified by the sight of a humble mutual love, not dignified by sentiment, 
or strengthened by a union in intellectual pursuits. The domestic trifles of the 
day have afforded matters for cheerful converse, and innocent caresses have 
softened toils which did not require great exercise of mind or stretch of 
thought: yet, has not the sight of this moderate felicity excited more tenderness 
than respect? An emotion similar to what we feel when children are playing, 
or animals sporting,7 whilst the contemplation of the noble struggles of suf-
fering merit has raised admiration, and carried our thoughts to that world 
where sensation will give place to reason. 

Women are, therefore, to be considered either as moral beings, or so weak 
that they must be entirely subjected to the superior faculties of men. 

Let us examine this question. Rousseau declares that a woman should never, 
for a moment, feel herself independent, that she should be governed by fear 
to exercise her natural cunning, and made a coquetish slave in order to render 
her a more alluring object of desire, a sweeter companion to man, whenever 
he chooses to relax himself. He carries the arguments, which he pretends to 
draw from the indications of nature, still further, and insinuates that truth 
and fortitude, the corner stones of all human virtue, should be cultivated with 
certain restrictions, because, with respect to the female character, obedience 
is the grand lesson which ought to be impressed with unrelenting rigor.8 

What nonsense! when will a great man arise with sufficient strength of mind 
to puff away the fumes which pride and sensuality have thus spread over the 
subject! If women are by nature inferior to men, their virtues must be the same 
in quality, if not in degree, or virtue is a relative idea; consequently, their 
conduct should be founded on the same principles, and have the same aim. 

Connected with man as daughters, wives, and mothers, their moral char-
acter may be estimated by their manner of fulfilling those simple duties; but 
the end, the grand end of their exertions should be to unfold their own faculties 
and acquire the dignity of conscious virtue. They may try to render their road 
pleasant; but ought never to forget, in common with man, that life yields not 
the felicity which can satisfy an immortal soul. I do not mean to insinuate, 
that either sex should be so lost in abstract reflections or distant views, as to 
forget the affections and duties that lie before them, and are, in truth, the 
means appointed to produce the fruit of life; on the contrary, I would warmly 

7. Similar feelings has Milton's pleasing picture of 
paradisiacal happiness ever raised in my mind; yet, 
instead of envying the lovely pair, I have, with con-
scious dignity, or Satanic pride, turned to hell for 
sublimer objects. In the same style, when viewing 
some noble monument of human art, I have traced 
the emanation of the Deity in the order I admired, 
till, descending from that giddy height, I have 
caught myself contemplating the grandest of all 
human sights;—for fancy quickly placed, in some 

solitary recess, an outcast of fortune, rising supe-
rior to passion and discontent [Wollstonecraft's 
note]. 
8. Rousseau had written in Emile: "What is most 
wanted in a woman is gentleness; formed to obey 
a creature so imperfect as man, a creature often 
vicious and always faulty, she should early learn to 
submit to injustice and to suffer the wrongs 
inflicted on her by her husband without com-
plaint." 
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recommend them, even while I assert, that they afford most satisfaction when 
they are considered in their true, sober light. 

Probably the prevailing opinion, that woman was created for man, may have 
taken its rise from Moses's poetical story;9 yet, as very few, it is presumed, who 
have bestowed any serious thought on the subject, ever supposed that Eve 
was, literally speaking, one of Adam's ribs, the deduction must be allowed to 
fall to the ground; or, only be so far admitted as it proves that man, from the 
remotest antiquity, found it convenient to exert his strength to subjugate his 
companion, and his invention to shew that she ought to have her neck bent 
under the yoke, because the whole creation was only created for his conve-
nience or pleasure. 

Let it not be concluded that I wish to invert the order of things; I have 
already granted, that, from the constitution of their bodies, men seem to be 
designed by Providence to attain a greater degree of virtue.11 speak collectively 
of the whole sex; but I see not the shadow of a reason to conclude that their 
virtues should differ in respect to their nature. In fact, how can they, if virtue 
has only one eternal standard? I must therefore, if I reason consequentially, 
as strenuously maintain that they have the same simple direction, as that there 
is a God. 

It follows then that cunning should not be opposed to wisdom, little cares 
to great exertions, or insipid softness, varnished over with the name of gentle-
ness, to that fortitude which grand views alone can inspire. 

I shall be told that woman would then lose many of her peculiar graces, and 
the opinion of a well known poet might be quoted to refute my unqualified 
assertion. For Pope has said, in the name of the whole male sex, 

Yet ne'er so sure our passion to create, 
As when she touch'd the brink of all we hate.2 

In what light this sally places men and women, I shall leave to the judicious 
to determine; meanwhile I shall content myself with observing, that I cannot 
discover why, unless they are mortal, females should always be degraded by 
being made subservient to love or lust. 

To speak disrespectfully of love is, I know, high treason against sentiment 
and fine feelings; but I wish to speak the simple language of truth, and rather 
to address the head than the heart. To endeavor to reason love out of the 
world, would be to out-Quixote Cervantes,3 and equally offend against com-
mon sense; but an endeavor to restrain this tumultuous passion, and prove 
that it should not be allowed to dethrone superior powers, or to usurp the 
sceptre which the understanding should ever coolly wield, appears less wild. 

Youth is the season for love in both sexes; but in those days of thoughtless 
enjoyment provision should be made for the more important years of life, when 
reflection takes place of sensation. But Rousseau, and most of the male writers 
who have followed his steps, have warmly inculcated that the whole tendency 
of female education ought to be directed to one point:—to render them 
pleasing. 

Let me reason with the supporters of this opinion who have any knowledge 
of human nature, do they imagine that marriage can eradicate the habitude 

9. The story of the creation of Eve from the rib of 
Adam (Genesis 2.21—22). Traditionally, the first 
five books of the Old Testament were attributed to 
the authorship of Moses. 
1. In the third paragraph of her Introduction 
(p. 171 above), Wollstonecraft had said that men 

are, in general, physically stronger than women. 
2. Alexander Pope's Moral Essays 2, "Of the Char-
acters of Women," lines 51—52. 
3. I.e., to outdo the hero of Cervantes's Don Quix-
ote (1605) in trying to accomplish the impossible. 
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of life? The woman who has only been taught to please will soon find that her 
charms are oblique sunbeams, and that they cannot have much effect on her 
husband's heart when they are seen every day, when the summer is passed 
and gone. Will she then have sufficient native energy to look into herself for 
comfort, and cultivate her dormant faculties? or, is it not more rational to 
expect that she will try to please other men; and, in the emotions raised by the 
expectation of new conquests, endeavor to forget the mortification her love or 
pride has received? When the husband ceases to be a lover—and the time will 
inevitably come, her desire of pleasing will then grow languid, or become a 
spring of bitterness; and love, perhaps, the most evanescent of all passions, 
gives place to jealousy or vanity. 

I now speak of women who are restrained by principle or prejudice; such 
women, though they would shrink from an intrigue with real abhorrence, yet, 
nevertheless, wish to be convinced by the homage of gallantry that they are 
cruelly neglected by their husbands; or, days and weeks are spent in dreaming 
of the happiness enjoyed by congenial souls till their health is undermined 
and their spirits broken by discontent. How then can the great art of pleasing 
be such a necessary study? it is only useful to a mistress; the chaste wife, and 
serious mother, should only consider her power to please as the polish of her 
virtues, and the affection of her husband as one of the comforts that render 
her task less difficult and her life happier.—But, whether she be loved or 
neglected, her first wish should be to make herself respectable,4 and not to 
rely for all her happiness on a being subject to like infirmities with herself. 

The worthy Dr. Gregory fell into a similar error. I respect his heart; but 
entirely disapprove of his celebrated Legacy to his Daughters. 

He advises them to cultivate a fondness for dress, because a fondness for 
dress, he asserts, is natural to them. I am unable to comprehend what either 
he or Rousseau mean, when they frequently use this indefinite term.5 If they 
told us that in a pre-existent state the soul was fond of dress, and brought this 
inclination with it into a new body, I should listen to them with a half smile, 
as I often do when I hear a rant about innate elegance.—But if he only meant 
to say that the exercise of the faculties will produce this fondness—I deny it.— 
It is not natural; but arises, like false ambition in men, from a love of power. 

Dr. Gregory goes much further; he actually recommends dissimulation, and 
advises an innocent girl to give the lie to her feelings, and not dance with 
spirit, when gaiety of heart would make her feel eloquent without making her 
gestures immodest. In the name of truth and common sense, why should not 
one woman acknowledge that she can take more exercise than another? or, in 
other words, that she has a sound constitution; and why, to damp innocent 
vivacity, is she darkly to be told that men will draw conclusions which she 
little thinks of?6—Let the libertine draw what inference he pleases; but, I hope, 
that no sensible mother will restrain the natural frankness of youth by instilling 
such indecent cautions. Out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speak-
eth;7 and a wiser than Solomon hath said, that the heart should be made 
clean,8 and not trivial ceremonies observed, which is not very difficult to fulfill 
with scrupulous exactness when vice reigns in the heart. 

4. I.e., morally worthy of respect. 
5. I.e., "natural." 
6. In A Father's Legacy1 to His Daughters, Gregory 
had advised a girl, when she dances, not "to forget 
the delicacy of [her] sex," lest she be "thought to 
discover a spirit she little dreams of"—i.e., lest she 

betray her capacity for physical pleasure. 
7. Matthew 12.34. 
8. Psalm 51 (attributed to David, the "wiser than 
Solomon"), 10: "Create in me a clean heart, 0 
God; and renew a right spirit within me." 
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Women ought to endeavor to purify their heart; but can they do so when 
their uncultivated understandings make them entirely dependent on their 
senses for employment and amusement, when no noble pursuit sets them 
above the little vanities of the day, or enables them to curb the wild emotions 
that agitate a reed over which every passing breeze has power? To gain the 
affections of a virtuous man is affectation necessary? Nature has given woman 
a weaker frame than man; but, to ensure her husband's affections, must a 
wife, who by the exercise of her mind and body whilst she was discharging the 
duties of a daughter, wife, and mother, has allowed her constitution to retain 
its natural strength, and her nerves a healthy tone, is she, I say, to condescend 
to use art and feign a sickly delicacy in order to secure her husband's affection? 
Weakness may excite tenderness, and gratify the arrogant pride of man; but 
the lordly caresses of a protector will not gratify a noble mind that pants for, 
and deserves to be respected. Fondness is a poor substitute for friendship! 

In a seraglio, I grant, that all these arts are necessary; the epicure must have 
his palate tickled, or he will sink into apathy; but have women so little ambition 
as to be satisfied with such a condition? Can they supinely dream life away in 
the lap of pleasure, or the languor of weariness, rather than assert their claim 
to pursue reasonable pleasures and render themselves conspicuous by prac-
tising the virtues which dignify mankind? Surely she has not an immortal soul 
who can loiter life away merely employed to adorn her person, that she may 
amuse the languid hours, and soften the cares of a fellow-creature who is 
willing to be enlivened by her smiles and tricks, when the serious business of 
life is over. 

Besides, the woman who strengthens her body and exercises her mind will, 
by managing her family and practising various virtues, become the friend, and 
not the humble dependent of her husband; and if she, by possessing such 
substantial qualities, merit his regard, she will not find it necessary to conceal 
her affection, nor to pretend to an unnatural coldness of constitution to excite 
her husband's passions. In fact, if we revert to history, we shall find that the 
women who have distinguished themselves have neither been the most beau-
tiful nor the most gentle of their sex. 

Nature, or, to speak with strict propriety, God, has made all things right; 
but man has sought him out many inventions to mar the work. I now allude 
to that part of Dr. Gregory's treatise, where he advises a wife never to let her 
husband know the extent of her sensibility or affection. Voluptuous precau-
tion, and as ineffectual as absurd.—Love, from its very nature, must be tran-
sitory. To seek for a secret that would render it constant, would be as wild a 
search as for the philosopher's stone, or the grand panacea:9 and the discovery 
would be equally useless, or rather pernicious to mankind. The most holy band 
of society is friendship. It has been well said, by a shrewd satirist, "that rare 
as true love is, true friendship is still rarer."1 

This is an obvious truth, and the cause not lying deep, will not elude a slight 
glance of inquiry. 

Love, the common passion, in which chance and sensation take place of 
choice and reason, is, in some degree, felt by the mass of mankind; for it is 
not necessary to speak, at present, of the emotions that rise above or sink 

9. A medicine reputed to cure all diseases. "The 1. Maxim 473 of La Rochefoucauld (1613-1680) , 
philosopher's stone," in alchemy, had the power of the great French writer of epigrams, 
transmuting base metals into gold. 
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below love. This passion, naturally increased by suspense and difficulties, 
draws the mind out of its accustomed state, and exalts the affections; but the 
security of marriage, allowing the fever of love to subside, a healthy temper-
ature is thought insipid, only by those who have not sufficient intellect to 
substitute the calm tenderness of friendship, the confidence of respect, instead 
of blind admiration, and the sensual emotions of fondness. 

This is, must be, the course of nature.—Friendship or indifference inevi-
tably succeeds love.—And this constitution seems perfectly to harmonize with 
the system of government which prevails in the moral world. Passions are spurs 
to action, and open the mind; but they sink into mere appetites, become a 
personal and momentary gratification, when the object is gained, and the sat-
isfied mind rests in enjoyment. The man who had some virtue whilst he was 
struggling for a crown, often becomes a voluptuous tyrant when it graces his 
brow; and, when the lover is not lost in the husband, the dotard, a prey to 
childish caprices, and fond jealousies, neglects the serious duties of life, and 
the caresses which should excite confidence in his children are lavished on 
the overgrown child, his wife. 

In order to fulfil the duties of life, and to be able to pursue with vigour the 
various employments which form the moral character, a master and mistress 
of a family ought not to continue to love each other with passion. I mean to 
say, that they ought not to indulge those emotions which disturb the order of 
society, and engross the thoughts that should be otherwise employed. The 
mind that has never been engrossed by one object wants vigor—if it can long 
be so, it is weak. 

A mistaken education, a narrow, uncultivated mind, and many sexual prej-
udices, tend to make women more constant than men; but, for the present, I 
shall not touch on this branch of the subject. I will go still further, and 
advance, without dreaming of a paradox, that an unhappy marriage is often 
very advantageous to a family, and that the neglected wife is, in general, the 
best mother.2 And this would almost always be the consequence if the female 
mind were more enlarged: for, it seems to be the common dispensation of 
Providence, that what we gain in present enjoyment should be deducted from 
the treasure of life, experience; and that when we are gathering the flowers of 
the day and revelling in pleasure, the solid fruit of toil and wisdom should not 
be caught at the same time. The way lies before us, we must turn to the right 
or left; and he who will pass life away in bounding from one pleasure to 
another, must not complain if he acquire neither wisdom nor respectability of 
character. 

Supposing, for a moment, that the soul is not immortal, and that man was 
only created for the present scene,—I think we should have reason to complain 
that love, infantine fondness, ever grew insipid and palled upon the sense. Let 
us eat, drink, and love for to-morrow we die, would be, in fact, the language 
of reason, the morality of life; and who but a fool would part with a reality for 
a fleeting shadow? But, if awed by observing the improbable3 powers of the 
mind, we disdain to confine our wishes or thoughts to such a comparatively 
mean field of action; that only appears grand and important, as it is connected 
with a boundless prospect and sublime hopes, what necessity is there for false-

2. Wollstonecraft's point is that a woman who is 
not preoccupied with her husband (and his atten-
tions to her) has more time and attention for her 
children. 

3. Poston points out that this may be a misprint 
in the second edition for "improvable," which 
occurs in the first edition. 
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hood in conduct, and why must the sacred majesty of truth be violated to 
detain a deceitful good that saps the very foundation of virtue? Why must the 
female mind be tainted by coquetish arts to gratify the sensualist, and prevent 
love from subsiding into friendship, or compassionate tenderness, when there 
are not qualities on which friendship can be built? Let the honest heart shew 
itself, and reason teach passion to submit to necessity; or, let the dignified 
pursuit of virtue and knowledge raise the mind above those emotions which 
rather imbitter than sweeten the cup of life, when they are not restrained 
within due bounds. 

I do not mean to allude to the romantic passion, which is the concomitant 
of genius.—Who can clip its wing? But that grand passion not proportioned 
to the puny enjoyments of life, is only true to the sentiment, and feeds on 
itself. The passions which have been celebrated for their durability have always 
been unfortunate. They have acquired strength by absence and constitutional 
melancholy.—The fancy has hovered around a form of beauty dimly seen— 
but familiarity might have turned admiration into disgust; or, at least, into 
indifference, and allowed the imagination leisure to start fresh game. With 
perfect propriety, according to his view of things, does Bousseau make the 
mistress of his soul, Eloisa, love St. Preux, when life was fading before her;4 

but this is no proof of the immortality of the passion. 
Of the same complexion is Dr. Gregory's advice respecting delicacy of sen-

timent,5 which he advises a woman not to acquire, if she have determined to 
marry. This determination, however, perfectly consistent with his former 
advice, he calls indelicate, and earnestly persuades his daughters to conceal 
it, though it may govern their conduct;—as if it were indelicate to have the 
common appetites of human nature. 

Noble morality! and consistent with the cautious prudence of a little soul 
that cannot extend its views beyond the present minute division of existence. 
If all the faculties of woman's mind are only to be cultivated as they respect 
her dependence on man; if, when a husband be obtained, she have arrived at 
her goal, and meanly proud rests satisfied with such a paltry crown, let her 
grovel contentedly, scarcely raised by her employments above the animal king-
dom; but, if, struggling for the prize of her high calling,6 she look beyond the 
present scene, let her cultivate her understanding without stopping to consider 
what character the husband may have whom she is destined to marry. Let her 
only determine, without being too anxious about present happiness, to acquire 
the qualities that ennoble a rational being, and a rough inelegant husband may 
shock her taste without destroying her peace of mind. She will not model her 
soul to suit the frailties of her companion, but to bear with them: his character 
may be a trial, but not an impediment to virtue. 

If Dr. Gregory confined his remark to romantic expectations of constant 
love and congenial feelings, he should have recollected that experience will 
banish what advice can never make us cease to wish for, when the imagination 
is kept alive at the expence of reason. 

I own it frequently happens that women who have fostered a romantic 

4. In Rousseau's Julie, ou la Nouvelle Heloise 
(1761), Julie, after a life of fidelity to her husband, 
reveals on her deathbed that she has never lost her 
passion for St. Preux, her lover when she was 
young. Wollstonecraft accepts the common opin-
ion that Julie represents Madame d'Houdetot, with 
whom Rousseau was in love when he wrote the 

novel. 
5. I.e., too elevated and refined a notion of what 
to expect in a man. 
6. An echo of Philippians 3.14, where St. Paul 
writes, "I press toward the mark for the prize of the 
high calling of God in Christ Jesus." 
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unnatural delicacy of feeling, waste their7 lives in imagining how happy they 
should have been with a husband who could love them with a fervid increasing 
affection every day, and all day. Rut they might as well pine married as single— 
and would not be a jot more unhappy with a bad husband than longing for a 
good one. That a proper education; or, to speak with more precision, a well 
stored mind, would enable a woman to support a single life with dignity, I 
grant; but that she should avoid cultivating her taste, lest her husband should 
occasionally shock it, is quitting a substance for a shadow. To say the truth, I 
do not know of what use is an improved taste, if the individual be not rendered 
more independent of the casualties of life; if new sources of enjoyment, only 
dependent on the solitary operations of the mind, are not opened. People of 
taste, married or single, without distinction, will ever be disgusted by various 
things that touch not less observing minds. On this conclusion the argument 
must not be allowed to hinge; but in the whole sum of enjoyment is taste to 
be denominated a blessing? 

The question is, whether it procures most pain or pleasure? The answer will 
decide the propriety of Dr. Gregory's advice, and shew how absurd and tyran-
nic it is thus to lay down a system of slavery; or to attempt to educate moral 
beings by any other rules than those deduced from pure reason, which apply 
to the whole species. 

Gentleness of manners, forbearance, and long-suffering, are such amiable 
Godlike qualities, that in sublime poetic strains the Deity has been invested 
with them; and, perhaps, no representation of his goodness so strongly fastens 
on the human affections as those that represent him abundant in mercy and 
willing to pardon. Gentleness, considered in this point of view, bears on its 
front all the characteristics of grandeur, combined with the winning graces of 
condescension; but what a different aspect it assumes when it is the submis-
sive demeanour of dependence, the support of weakness that loves, because 
it wants protection; and is forbearing, because it must silently endure injuries; 
smiling under the lash at which it dare not snarl. Abject as this picture appears, 
it is the portrait of an accomplished woman, according to the received opinion 
of female excellence, separated by specious reasoners from human excellence. 
Or, they8 kindly restore the rib, and make one moral being of a man and 
woman; not forgetting to give her all the "submissive charms."9 How women 
are to exist in that state where there is to be neither marrying nor giving in 
marriage,' we are not told, For though moralists have agreed that the tenor of 
life seems to prove that man is prepared by various circumstances for a future 
state, they constantly concur in advising woman only to provide for the present. 
Gentleness, docility, and a spaniel-like affection are, on this ground, consis-
tently recommended as the cardinal virtues of the sex; and, disregarding the 
arbitrary economy of nature, one writer has declared that it is masculine for 
a woman to be melancholy. She was created to be the toy of man, his rattle, 

7. For example, the herd of Novelists [Wollstone-
craft 's note]. The author's reference is to women 
who have formed their expectations of love as it is 
misrepresented in the sentimental novels of their 
time. 
8. Vide [see] Rousseau and Swedenborg [Woll-
stonecraft's note]. Rousseau's view was that a wife 
constituted an integral moral being only in concert 
with her husband. Emanuel Swedenborg (1688— 
1772), the Swedish theosophist, held that in the 

married state in heaven male and female are 
embodied in a single angelic form. 
9. Milton says of Adam and Eve in Paradise Lost 
4 . 4 9 7 - 9 9 that "he in delight / Both of her beauty 
and submissive charms / Smiled with superior 
love." 
1. "For in the resurrection they neither marry, nor 
are given in marriage, but are as the angels of God 
in heaven" (Matthew 22.30). 
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and it must jingle in his ears whenever, dismissing reason, he chooses to be 
amused. 

To recommend gentleness, indeed, on a broad basis is strictly philosophical. 
A frail being should labor to be gentle. But when forbearance confounds right 
and wrong, it ceases to be a virtue; and, however convenient it may be found 
in a companion—that companion will ever be considered as an inferior, and 
only inspire a vapid tenderness, which easily degenerates into contempt. Still, 
if advice could really make a being gentle, whose natural disposition admitted 
not of such a fine polish, something towards the advancement of order would 
be attained; but if, as might quickly be demonstrated, only affectation be pro-
duced by this indiscriminate counsel, which throws a stumbling-block in the 
way of gradual improvement, and true melioration of temper, the sex is not 
much benefited by sacrificing solid virtues to the attainment of superficial 
graces, though for a few years they may procure the individuals regal sway. 

As a philosopher, I read with indignation the plausible epithets which men 
use to soften their insults; and, as a moralist, I ask what is meant by such 
heterogeneous associations, as fair defects, amiable weaknesses, &c.?2 If there 
be but one criterion of morals, but one archetype of man, women appear to 
be suspended by destiny, according to the vulgar tale of Mahomet's coffin;3 

they have neither the unerring instinct of brutes, nor are allowed to fix the eye 
of reason on a perfect model. They were made to be loved, and must not aim 
at respect, lest they should be hunted out of society as masculine. 

But to view the subject in another point of view. Do passive indolent women 
make the best wives? Confining our discussion to the present moment of 
existence, let us see how such weak creatures perform their part. Do the 
women who, by the attainment of a few superficial accomplishments, have 
strengthened the prevailing prejudice, merely contribute to the happiness of 
their husbands? Do they display their charms merely to amuse them? And 
have women, who have early imbibed notions of passive obedience, sufficient 
character to manage a family or educate children? So far from it, that, after 
surveying the history of woman, I cannot help, agreeing with the severest 
satirist, considering the sex as the weakest as well as the most oppressed half 
of the species. What does history disclose but marks of inferiority, and how 
few women have emancipated themselves from the galling yoke of sovereign 
man?—So few, that the exceptions remind me of an ingenious conjecture 
respecting Newton: that he was probably a being of a superior order, acciden-
tally caged in a human body.4 Following the same train of thinking, I have 
been led to imagine that the few extraordinary women who have rushed in 
eccentrical directions out of the orbit prescribed to their sex, were male spirits, 
confined by mistake in female frames. But if it be not philosophical to think 
of sex when the soul is mentioned, the inferiority must depend on the organs; 
or the heavenly fire, which is to ferment the clay, is not given in equal portions. 

But avoiding, as I have hitherto done, any direct comparison of the two 
sexes collectively, or frankly acknowledging the inferiority of woman, accord-
ing to the present appearance of things, I shall only insist that men have 
increased that inferiority till women are almost sunk below the standard of 

2. In Paradise Lost 10 .891-92 the fallen Adam 
refers to Eve as "this fair defect / Of Nature"; and 
in Moral Essays 2 .43 Pope describes women as 
"Fine by defect, and delicately weak." 
3. A legend has it that Muhammad's coffin hovers 

suspended in his tomb. 
4. A possible reminiscence of Pope's An Essay on 
Man 2 . 3 1 - 3 4 : "Superior beings [i.e., angels] . . . / 
Admired such wisdom in an earthly shape, / And 
showed a Newton as wre show an ape." 
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rational creatures. Let their faculties have room to unfold, and their virtues 
to gain strength, and then determine where the whole sex must stand in the 
intellectual scale. Yet let it be remembered, that for a small number of distin-
guished women I do not ask a place. 

It is difficult for us purblind mortals to say to what height human discoveries 
and improvements may arrive when the gloom of despotism subsides, which 
makes us stumble at every step; but, when morality shall be settled on a more 
solid basis, then, without being gifted with a prophetic spirit, I will venture to 
predict that woman will be either the friend or slave of man. We shall not, as 
at present, doubt whether she is a moral agent, or the link which unites man 
with brutes.5 But, should it then appear, that like the brutes they were prin-
cipally created for the use of man, he will let them patiently bite the bridle, 
and not mock them with empty praise; or, should their rationality be proved, 
he will not impede their improvement merely to gratify his sensual appetites. 
He will not, with all the graces of rhetoric, advise them to submit implicitly 
their understanding to the guidance of man. He will not, when he treats of 
the education of women, assert that they ought never to have the free use of 
reason, nor would he recommend cunning and dissimulation to beings who 
are acquiring, in like manner as himself, the virtues of humanity. 

Surely there can be but one rule of right, if morality has an eternal foun-
dation, and whoever sacrifices virtue, strictly so called, to present convenience, 
or whose duty it is to act in such a manner, lives only for the passing day, and 
cannot be an accountable creature. 

The poet then should have dropped his sneer when he says, 

If weak women go astray, 
The stars are more in fault than they.6 

For that they are bound by the adamantine chain of destiny is most certain, 
if it be proved that they are never to exercise their own reason, never to be 
independent, never to rise above opinion, or to feel the dignity of a rational 
will that only bows to God, and often forgets that the universe contains any 
being but itself and the model of perfection to which its ardent gaze is turned, 
to adore attributes that, softened into virtues, may be imitated in kind, though 
the degree overwhelms the enraptured mind. 

If, I say, for I would not impress by declamation when Reason offers her 
sober light, if they be really capable of acting like rational creatures, let them 
not be treated like slaves; or, like the brutes who are dependent on the reason 
of man, when they associate with him; but cultivate their minds, give them 
the salutary, sublime curb of principle, and let them attain conscious dignity 
by feeling themselves only dependent on God. Teach them, in common with 
man, to submit to necessity, instead of giving, to render them more pleasing, 
a sex to morals. 

Further, should experience prove that they cannot attain the same degree 

5. Rousseau doubted that a woman, of herself, 
was a moral agent. There had been a long dispute 
about the question of woman being part of human-
kind. In the Sumina Theologica (Question XVII, 
Art. 1) St. Thomas Aquinas concedes, with Aris-
totle, that the "production of woman comes from 
a defect in the active power, or from some material 
indisposition, or even from some external influ-
ence, such as that of a south wind, which is moist" 

(English Dominican translation of St. Thomas, 
edited by Anton C. Pegis, The Basic Writings of 
Saint Thomas Aquinas [New York, 1945], I, 880) 
]Poston's note]. 
6. Matthew Prior, "Hans Carvel," lines 11—12, 
alluding to Shakespeare's Julius Caesar 1.2.141— 
42: "The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars, / 
But in ourselves." 
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of strength of mind, perseverance, and fortitude, let their virtues be the same 
in kind, though they may vainly struggle for the same degree; and the supe-
riority of man will be equally clear, if not clearer; and truth, as it is a simple 
principle, which admits of no modification, would be common to both. Nay, 
the order of society as it is at present regulated would not be inverted, for 
woman would then only have the rank that reason assigned her, and arts could 
not be practised to bring the balance even, much less to turn it. 

These may be termed Utopian dreams.—Thanks to that Being who 
impressed them on my soul, and gave me sufficient strength of mind to dare 
to exert my own reason, till, becoming dependent only on him for the support 
of my virtue, I view, with indignation, the mistaken notions that enslave my 
sex. 

I love man as my fellow; but his scepter, real or usurped, extends not to me, 
unless the reason of an individual demands my homage; and even then the 
submission is to reason, and not to man. In fact, the conduct of an accountable 
being must be regulated by the operations of its own reason; or on what foun-
dation rests the throne of God? 

It appears to me necessary to dwell on these obvious truths, because females 
have been insulated, as it were; and, while they have been stripped of the 
virtues that should clothe humanity, they have been decked with artificial 
graces that enable them to exercise a short-lived tyranny. Love, in their bos-
oms, taking place of every nobler passion, their sole ambition is to be fair, to 
raise emotion instead of inspiring respect; and this ignoble desire, like the 
servility in absolute monarchies, destroys all strength of character. Liberty is 
the mother of virtue, and if women be, by their very constitution, slaves, and 
not allowed to breathe the sharp invigorating air of freedom, they must ever 
languish like exotics,7 and be reckoned beautiful flaws in nature. 

As to the argument respecting the subjection in which the sex has ever been 
held, it retorts on man. The many have always been enthralled by the few; and 
monsters, who scarcely have shewn any discernment of human excellence, 
have tyrannized over thousands of their fellow-creatures. Why have men of 
superiour endowments submitted to such degradation? For, is it not univer-
sally acknowledged that kings, viewed collectively, have ever been inferior, in 
abilities and virtue, to the same number of men taken from the common mass 
of mankind—yet, have they not, and are they not still treated with a degree of 
reverence that is an insult to reason? China is not the only country where a 
living man has been made a God.8 Men have submitted to superior strength 
to enjoy with impunity the pleasure of the moment—women have only done 
the same, and therefore till it is proved that the courtier, who servilely resigns 
the birthright of a man, is not a moral agent, it cannot be demonstrated that 
woman is essentially inferior to man because she has always been subjugated. 

Brutal force has hitherto governed the world, and that the science of politics 
is in its infancy, is evident from philosophers scrupling to give the knowledge 
most useful to man that determinate distinction. 

I shall not pursue this argument any further than to establish an obvious 
inference, that as sound politics diffuse liberty, mankind, including woman, 
will become more wise and virtuous. 

7. Hot-house plants, which do not thrive in the 
English climate. There is also an echo here of the 
language of the Mansfield Judgment of 1772, the 
legal decision that effectually prohibited slavery 

within England by declaring "the air of England 
. . . too pure for slaves to breathe in." 
8. The emperors of China were regarded as dei-
ties. 
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From Chap. 4. Observations on the State of Degradation to Which 
Woman Is Reduced by Various Causes 

$ $ # 

In the middle rank of life, to continue the comparison,9 men, in their youth, 
are prepared for professions, and marriage is not considered as the grand 
feature in their lives; whilst women, on the contrary, have no other scheme to 
sharpen their faculties. It is not business, extensive plans, or any of the excur-
sive flights of ambition, that engross their attention; no, their thoughts are not 
employed in rearing such noble structures. To rise in the world, and have the 
liberty of running from pleasure to pleasure, they must marry advantageously, 
and to this object their time is sacrificed, and their persons often legally pros-
tituted. A man when he enters any profession has his eye steadily fixed on 
some future advantage (and the mind gains great strength by having all its 
efforts directed to one point), and, full of his business, pleasure is considered 
as mere relaxation; whilst women seek for pleasure as the main purpose of 
existence. In fact, from the education, which they receive from society, the 
love of pleasure may be said to govern them all; but does this prove that there 
is a sex in souls? It would be just as rational to declare that the courtiers in 
France, when a destructive system of despotism had formed their character, 
were not men, because liberty, virtue, and humanity, were sacrificed to plea-
sure and vanity.—Fatal passions, which have ever domineered over the whole 
race! 

The same love of pleasure, fostered by the whole tendency of their educa-
tion, gives a trifling turn to the conduct of women in most circumstances: for 
instance, they are ever anxious about secondary things; and on the watch for 
adventures, instead of being occupied by duties. 

A man, when he undertakes a journey, has, in general, the end in view; a 
woman thinks more of the incidental occurrences, the strange things that may 
possibly occur on the road; the impression that she may make on her fellow-
travellers; and, above all, she is anxiously intent on the care of the finery that 
she carries with her, which is more than ever a part of herself, when going to 
figure on a new scene; when, to use an apt French turn of expression, she is 
going to produce a sensation.—Can dignity of mind exist with such trivial 
cares? 

In short, women, in general, as well as the rich of both sexes, have acquired 
all the follies and vices of civilization, and missed the useful fruit. It is not 
necessary for me always to premise, that I speak of the condition of the whole 
sex, leaving exceptions out of the question. Their senses are inflamed, and 
their understandings neglected, consequently they become the prey of their 
senses, delicately termed sensibility, and are blown about by every momentary 
gust of feeling. Civilized women are, therefore, so weakened by false refine-
ment, that, respecting morals, their condition is much below what it would be 
were they left in a state nearer to nature. Ever restless and anxious, their over 
exercised sensibility not only renders them uncomfortable themselves, but 
troublesome, to use a soft phrase, to others. All their thoughts turn on things 
calculated to excite emotion; and feeling, when they should reason, their con-
duct is unstable, and their opinions are wavering—not the wavering produced 

9. I.e., her comparison between the social expectations that shape men and those that shape women and 
lead them to "degradation." 
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by deliberation or progressive views, but by contradictory emotions. By fits and 
starts they are warm in many pursuits; yet this warmth, never concentrated 
into perseverance, soon exhausts itself; exhaled by its own heat, or meeting 
with some other fleeting passion, to which reason has never given any specific 
gravity, neutrality ensues. Miserable, indeed, must be that being whose cul-
tivation of mind has only tended to inflame its passions! A distinction should 
be made between inflaming and strengthening them. The passions thus pam-
pered, whilst the judgment is left unformed, what can be expected to ensue?— 
Undoubtedly, a mixture of madness and folly! 

This observation should not be confined to the/air sex; however, at present, 
I only mean to apply it to them. 

Novels, music, poetry, and gallantry, all tend to make women the creatures 
of sensation, and their character is thus formed in the mold of folly during 
the time they are acquiring accomplishments, the only improvement they are 
excited, by their station in society, to acquire. This overstretched sensibility 
naturally relaxes the other powers of the mind, and prevents intellect from 
attaining that sovereignty which it ought to attain to render a rational creature 
useful to others, and content with its own station: for the exercise of the 
understanding, as life advances, is the only method pointed out by nature to 
calm the passions. 

Satiety has a very different effect, and I have often been forcibly struck by 
an emphatical description of damnation:—when the spirit is represented as 
continually hovering with abortive eagerness round the defiled body, unable 
to enjoy any thing without the organs of sense. Yet, to their senses, are women 
made slaves, because it is by their sensibility that they obtain present power. 

And will moralists pretend to assert, that this is the condition in which one 
half of the human race should be encouraged to remain with listless inactivity 
and stupid acquiescence? Kind instructors! what were we created for? To 
remain, it may be said, innocent; they mean in a state of childhood.—We 
might as well never have been born, unless it were necessary that we should 
be created to enable man to acquire the noble privilege of reason, the power 
of discerning good from evil, whilst we lie down in the dust from whence we 
were taken, never to rise again.— 

It would be an endless task to trace the variety of meannesses, cares, and 
sorrows, into which women are plunged by the prevailing opinion, that they 
were created rather to feel than reason, and that all the power they obtain, 
must be obtained by their charms and weakness: 

Fine by defect, and amiably weak!1 

And, made by this amiable weakness entirely dependent, excepting what they 
gain by illicit sway, on man, not only for protection, but advice, is it surprising 
that, neglecting the duties that reason alone points out, and shrinking from 
trials calculated to strengthen their minds, they only exert themselves to give 
their defects a graceful covering, which may serve to heighten their charms 
in the eye of the voluptuary, though it sink them below the scale of moral 
excellence? 

Fragile in every sense of the word, they are obliged to look up to man for 
every comfort. In the most trifling dangers they cling to their support, with 
parasitical tenacity, piteously demanding succour; and their natural protector 
extends his arm, or lifts up his voice, to guard the lovely trembler—from what? 

1. Pope's actual words were "Fine by defect, and delicately weak" (Moral Essays 2.43). 
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Perhaps the frown of an old cow, or the jump of a mouse; a rat, would be a 
serious danger. In the name of reason, and even common sense, what can 
save such beings from contempt; even though they be soft and fair? 

These fears, when not affected, may produce some pretty attitudes; but they 
shew a degree of imbecility which degrades a rational creature in a way women 
are not aware of—for love and esteem are very distinct things. 

I am fully persuaded that we should hear of none of these infantine airs, if 
girls were allowed to take sufficient exercise, and not confined in close rooms 
till their muscles are relaxed, and their powers of digestion destroyed. To carry 
the remark still further, if fear in girls, instead of being cherished, perhaps, 
created, were treated in the same manner as cowardice in boys, we should 
quickly see women with more dignified aspects. It is true, they could not then 
with equal propriety be termed the sweet flowers that smile in the walk of 
man; but they would be more respectable members of society, and discharge 
the important duties of life by the light of their own reason. "Educate women 
like men," says Rousseau, "and the more they resemble our sex the less power 
will they have over us."2 This is the very point I aim at. I do not wish them to 
have power over men; but over themselves. 

In the same strain have I heard men argue against instructing the poor; for 
many are the forms that aristocracy assumes. "Teach them to read, and write," 
say they, "and you take them out of the station assigned them by nature." An 
eloquent Frenchman has answered them, I will borrow his sentiments. But 
they know not, when they make man a brute, that they may expect every instant 
to see him transformed into a ferocious beast.3 Without knowledge there can 
be no morality! 

Ignorance is a frail base for virtue! Yet, that it is the condition for which 
woman was organized, has been insisted upon by the writers who have most 
vehemently argued in favor of the superiority of man; a superiority not in 
degree, but essence; though, to soften the argument, they have labored to 
prove, with chivalrous generosity, that the sexes ought not to be compared; 
man was made to reason, woman to feel: and that together, flesh and spirit, 
they make the most perfect whole, by blending happily reason and sensibility 
into one character. 

And what is sensibility? "Quickness of sensation; quickness of perception; 
delicacy." Thus is it defined by Dr. Johnson;4 and the definition gives me no 
other idea than of the most exquisitely polished instinct. I discern not a trace 
of the image of God in either sensation or matter. Refined seventy times 
seven,5 they are still material; intellect dwells not there; nor will fire ever make 
lead gold! 

I come round to my old argument; if woman be allowed to have an immortal 
soul, she must have, as the employment of life, an understanding to improve. 
And when, to render the present state more complete, though every thing 
proves it to be but a fraction of a mighty sum, she is incited by present grati-
fication to forget her grand destination, nature is counteracted, or she was 
born only to procreate and rot. Or, granting brutes, of every description, a 

2. In Emile Rousseau means this as a warning to 
women that if they are brought up to be like men, 
they will lose their sexual power over men. 
3. Poston suggests that Wollstonecraft has in 
mind the comment by Mirabeau, the Revolution-
ary statesman, to the Abbe Sieves, who had been 
rudely treated in the French Constituent Assembly 
in 1790: "My dear abbe, you have loosed the bull: 

do you expect he is not to make use of his horns?" 
4. In his Dictionary1 of the English Language 
(1755). 
5. Jesus replies, when asked whether a brother's 
repeated sin should be forgiven "till seven times": 
"I say not unto thee, Until seven times: but, Until 
seventy times seven" (Matthew 18.22). 
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soul, though not a reasonable one, the exercise of instinct and sensibility may 
be the step, which they are to take, in this life, towards the attainment of 
reason in the next; so that through all eternity they will lag behind man, who, 
why we cannot tell, had the power given him of attaining reason in his first 
mode of existence. 

When I treat of the peculiar duties of women, as I should treat of the pecu-
liar duties of a citizen or father, it will be found that I do not mean to insinuate 
that they should be taken out of their families, speaking of the majority. "He 
that hath wife and children," says Lord Bacon, "hath given hostages to fortune; 
for they are impediments to great enterprises, either of virtue or mischief. 
Certainly the best works, and of greatest merit for the public, have proceeded 
from the unmarried or childless men."6 I say the same of women. But, the 
welfare of society is not built on extraordinary exertions; and were it more 
reasonably organized, there would be still less need of great abilities, or heroic 
virtues. 

In the regulation of a family, in the education of children, understanding, 
in an unsophisticated sense, is particularly required: strength both of body and 
mind; yet the men who, by their writings, have most earnestly labored to 
domesticate women, have endeavored, by arguments dictated by a gross appe-
tite, which satiety had rendered fastidious, to weaken their bodies and cramp 
their minds. But, if even by these sinister methods they really -persuaded. 
women, by working on their feelings, to stay at home, and fulfil the duties of 
a mother and mistress of a family, I should cautiously oppose opinions that 
led women to right conduct, by prevailing on them to make the discharge of 
such important duties the main business of life, though reason were insulted. 
Yet, and I appeal to experience, if by neglecting the understanding they be as 
much, nay, more detached from these domestic employments, than they could 
be by the most serious intellectual pursuit, though it may be observed, that 
the mass of mankind will never vigorously pursue an intellectual object,71 may 
be allowed to infer that reason is absolutely necessary to enable a woman to 
perform any duty properly, and I must again repeat, that sensibility is not 
reason. 

The comparison with the rich still occurs to me; for, when men neglect the 
duties of humanity, women will follow their example; a common stream hur-
ries them both along with thoughtless celerity. Riches and honors prevent a 
man from enlarging his understanding, and enervate all his powers by revers-
ing the order of nature, which has ever made true pleasure the reward of labor. 
Pleasure—enervating pleasure is, likewise, within women's reach without 
earning it. But, till hereditary possessions are spread abroad, how can we 
expect men to be proud of virtue? And, till they are, women will govern them 
by the most direct means, neglecting their dull domestic duties to catch the 
pleasure that sits lightly on the wing of time. 

"The power of the woman," says some author, "is her sensibility";8 and men, 
not aware of the consequence, do all they can to make this power swallow up 
every other. Those who constantly employ their sensibility will have most: for 

6. From Francis Bacon's essay "Of Marriage and 
the Single Life." 
7. The mass of mankind are rather the slaves of 
their appetites than of their passions [Wollstone-
craft's note]. 
8. The sentiment is a commonplace, but Woll-
stonecraft may be referring to Edmund Burke's 

phrase: "The beauty of women is considerably 
owing to their weakness, or delicacy . . ." (Edmund 
Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of 
Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful [London, 
1759 (repr. The Scolar Press, 1970)], p. 219) [Pos-
ton's note]. 
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example; poets, painters, and composers.9 Yet, when the sensibility is thus 
increased at the expence of reason, and even the imagination, why do philo-
sophical men complain of their fickleness? The sexual attention of man par-
ticularly acts on female sensibility, and this sympathy has been exercised from 
their youth up. A husband cannot long pay those attentions with the passion 
necessary to excite lively emotions, and the heart, accustomed to lively emo-
tions, turns to a new lover, or pines in secret, the prey of virtue or prudence. 
I mean when the heart has really been rendered susceptible, and the taste 
formed; for I am apt to conclude, from what I have seen in fashionable life, 
that vanity is oftener fostered than sensibility by the mode of education, and 
the intercourse between the sexes, which I have reprobated; and that coquetry 
more frequently proceeds from vanity than from that inconstancy, which over-
strained sensibility naturally produces. 

Another argument that has had great weight with me, must, I think, have 
some force with every considerate benevolent heart. Girls who have been thus 
weakly educated, are often cruelly left by their parents without any provision; 
and, of course, are dependent on, not only the reason, but the bounty of their 
brothers. These brothers are, to view the fairest side of the question, good sort 
of men, and give as a favor, what children of the same parents had an equal 
right to. In this equivocal humiliating situation, a docile female may remain 
some time, with a tolerable degree of comfort. But, when the brother marries, 
a probable circumstance, from being considered as the mistress of the family, 
she is viewed with averted looks as an intruder, an unnecessary burden on the 
benevolence of the master of the house, and his new partner. 

Who can recount the misery, which many unfortunate beings, whose minds 
and bodies are equally weak, suffer in such situations—unable to work, and 
ashamed to beg? The wife, a cold-hearted, narrow-minded, woman, and this 
is not an unfair supposition; for the present mode of education does not tend 
to enlarge the heart any more than the understanding, is jealous of the little 
kindness which her husband shews to his relations; and her sensibility not 
rising to humanity, she is displeased at seeing the property of her children 
lavished on an helpless sister. 

These are matters of fact, which have come under my eye again and again. 
The consequence is obvious, the wife has recourse to cunning to undermine 
the habitual affection, which she is afraid openly to oppose; and neither tears 
nor caresses are spared till the spy is worked out of her home, and thrown on 
the world, unprepared for its difficulties; or sent, as a great effort of generosity, 
or from some regard to propriety, with a small stipend, and an uncultivated 
mind, into joyless solitude. 

These two women may be much upon a par, with respect to reason and 
humanity; and changing situations, might have acted just the same selfish part; 
but had they been differently educated, the case would also have been very 
different. The wife would not have had that sensibility, of which self is the 
centre, and reason might have taught her not to expect, and not even to be 
flattered by, the affection of her husband, if it led him to violate prior duties. 
She would wish not to love him merely because he loved her, but on account 

9. Men of these descriptions pour it into their body a soul; but, in woman's imagination, love 
compositions, to amalgamate the gross materials; alone concentrates these ethereal beams [Woll-
and, molding them with passion, give to the inert stonecraft's note]. 
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of his virtues; and the sister might have been able to struggle for herself instead 
of eating the bitter bread of dependence. 

I am, indeed, persuaded that the heart, as well as the understanding, is 
opened by cultivation; and by, which may not appear so clear, strengthening 
the organs; I am not now talking of momentary flashes of sensibility, but of 
affections. And, perhaps, in the education of both sexes, the most difficult task 
is so to adjust instruction as not to narrow the understanding, whilst the heart 
is warmed by the generous juices of spring, just raised by the electric fermen-
tation of the season; nor to dry up the feelings by employing the mind in 
investigations remote from life. 

With respect to women, when they receive a careful education, they are 
either made fine ladies, brimful of sensibility, and teeming with capricious 
fancies; or mere notable women.1 The latter are often friendly, honest crea-
tures, and have a shrewd kind of good sense joined with worldly prudence, 
that often render them more useful members of society than the fine senti-
mental lady, though they possess neither greatness of mind nor taste. The 
intellectual world is shut against them; take them out of their family or neigh-
borhood, and they stand still; the mind finding no employment, for literature 
affords a fund of amusement which they have never sought to relish, but 
frequently to despise. The sentiments and taste of more cultivated minds 
appear ridiculous, even in those whom chance and family connections have 
led them to love; but in mere acquaintance they think it all affectation. 

A man of sense can only love such a woman on account of her sex, and 
respect her, because she is a trusty servant. He lets her, to preserve his own 
peace, scold the servants, and go to church in clothes made of the very best 
materials. A man of her own size of understanding would, probably, not agree 
so well with her; for he might wish to encroach on her prerogative, and manage 
some domestic concerns himself. Yet women, whose minds are not enlarged 
by cultivation, or the natural selfishness of sensibility expanded by reflection, 
are very unfit to manage a family; for, by an undue stretch of power, they are 
always tyrannizing to support a superiority that only rests on the arbitrary 
distinction of fortune. The evil is sometimes more serious, and domestics are 
deprived of innocent indulgences, and made to work beyond their strength, in 
order to enable the notable woman to keep a better table, and outshine her 
neighbours in finery and parade. If she attend to her children, it is, in general, 
to dress them in a costly manner—and, whether this attention arise from 
vanity or fondness, it is equally pernicious. 

Besides, how many women of this description pass their days; or, at least, 
their evenings, discontentedly. Their husbands acknowledge that they are good 
managers, and chaste wives; but leave home to seek for more agreeable, may 
I be allowed to use a significant French word, piquant2 society; and the patient 
drudge, who fulfils her task, like a blind horse in a mill, is defrauded of her 
just reward; for the wages due to her are the caresses of her husband; and 
women who have so few resources in themselves, do not very patiently bear 
this privation of a natural right. 

A fine lady, on the contrary, has been taught to look down with contempt 
on the vulgar employments of life; though she has only been incited to acquire 
accomplishments that rise a degree above sense; for even corporeal accom-
plishments cannot be acquired with any degree of precision unless the 

1. I.e., energetic in running a household. 2. Stimulating. 
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understanding has been strengthened by exercise. Without a foundation of 
principles taste is superficial, grace must arise from something deeper than 
imitation. The imagination, however, is heated, and the feelings rendered fas-
tidious, if not sophisticated; or, a counterpoise of judgment is not acquired, 
when the heart still remains artless, though it becomes too tender. 

These women are often amiable; and their hearts are really more sensible 
to general benevolence, more alive to the sentiments that civilize life, than the 
square-elbowed family drudge; but, wanting a due proportion of reflection and 
self-government, they only inspire love; and are the mistresses of their hus-
bands, whilst they have any hold on their affections; and the platonic friends 
of his male acquaintance. These are the fair defects in nature; the women who 
appear to be created not to enjoy the fellowship of man, but to save him from 
sinking into absolute brutality, by rubbing off the rough angles of his character; 
and by playful dalliance to give some dignity to the appetite that draws him to 
them.—Gracious Creator of the whole human race! hast thou created such a 
being as woman, who can trace thy wisdom in thy works, and feel that thou 
alone art by thy nature exalted above her,—for no better purpose?—Can she 
believe that she was only made to submit to man, her equal, a being, who, like 
her, was sent into the world to acquire virtue?—Can she consent to be occu-
pied merely to please him; merely to adorn the earth, when her soul is capable 
of rising to thee?—And can she rest supinely dependent on man for reason, 
when she ought to mount with him the arduous steeps of knowledge?— 

Yet, if love be the supreme good, let women be only educated to inspire it, 
and let every charm be polished to intoxicate the senses; but, if they be moral 
beings, let them have a chance to become intelligent; and let love to man be 
only a part of that glowing flame of universal love, which, after encircling 
humanity, mounts in grateful incense to God. 

* $ * 

1792 

Letters Written in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark Writing to a 
friend in March 1797, the poet Robert Southey declared himself haunted by a book 
of travels that the firm of Joseph Johnson had published at the start of the preceding 
year: Mary Wollstonecraft, Southey enthused, "has made me in love with a cold 
climate, and frost and snow, with a northern moonlight." Wollstonecraft had set out 
on her arduous and sometimes dangerous five-month journey through the Scandi-
navian countries in June 1795, taking with her Fanny, her year-old infant, and Mar-
guerite, a French maid who had earlier accompanied her from Paris to London. 
Fanny's father, Gilbert Imlay—author, inaugurator of sometimes shady commercial 
deals, and inveterate philanderer—had devised this scheme of sending Wollstonecraft 
as his business agent to the northern countries, thus leaving himself free to pursue 
an affair with another woman. Upon returning to London in September 1795, Woll-
stonecraft prepared for publication the letters that she had written to Imlay during 
the trip. Contemporary readers were left to speculate about the identity of the you to 
whom the letters were addressed and to ponder the suggestion that the letters' 
unhappy author had once been romantically involved with this unnamed correspon-
dent. For many this tantalizingly sketchy love story gave the Letters their fascination. 
Writing in his Memoirs of Wollstonecraft, William Godwin declared, "If ever there 
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was a book calculated to make a man in love with its author, this appears to me the 
book." 

By the late eighteenth century, travel writing had begun to develop into a philo-
sophical genre—a forum for comparative inquiries into the effects various sorts of 
political institutions and legal systems had on people's everyday lives and a forum in 
which commentators assessed the costs, as well as the benefits, of social and eco-
nomic progress. Wollstonecraft had reviewed travelogues for Johnson's Analytical 
Review, and she contributed to this development in her turn with these discussions 
of Europe's northern fringe, a remote, unmodernized region that until then had rarely 
figured on travelers' itineraries. In the letters she thus remarks insightfully on the 
relations between rich and poor in the communities she visits, on the people's 
responses to the political tumults of the era, and, especially, on the situation of women 
and the petty despotisms of family life. Yet she also responds ardently to the sublime 
natural scenery of Scandinavia, and moves easily from those aesthetic contemplations 
to meditations on death and the possibility of an afterlife—reveries she intersperses 
with her sharply realistic observations of the world around her. 

Carol Poston, who has edited both Wollstonecraft's Vindications of the Rights of 
Woman and her Letters from Scandinavia, justly describes the latter as "her most 
delightful work" and remarks that, in the unsystematic freedom that it permits, "it is 
possible that the epistolary journal is the perfect literary mode for Wollstonecraft's 
strengths as a writer and thinker." 

From Letters Written during a Short Residence in Sweden, 
Norway, and Denmark 

Advertisement 

The writing travels, or memoirs, has ever been a pleasant employment; for 
vanity or sensibility always renders it interesting. In writing these desultory 
letters, I found I could not avoid being continually the first person—"the little 
hero of each tale." I tried to correct this fault, if it be one, for they were 
designed for publication; but in proportion as I arranged my thoughts, my 
letter, I found, became stiff and affected: I, therefore, determined to let my 
remarks and reflections flow unrestrained, as I perceived that I could not give 
a just description of what I saw, but by relating the effect different objects had 
produced on my mind and feelings, whilst the impression was still fresh. 

A person has a right, I have sometimes thought, when amused by a witty or 
interesting egotist, to talk of himself when he can win on our attention by 
acquiring our affection. Whether I deserve to rank amongst this privileged 
number, my readers alone can judge—and I give them leave to shut the book, 
if they do not wish to become better acquainted with me. 

My plan was simply to endeavor to give a just view of the present state of 
the countries I have passed through, as far as I could obtain information during 
so short a residence; avoiding those details which, without being very useful 
to travelers who follow the same route, appear very insipid to those who only 
accompany you in their chair. 

Letter 1 

Eleven days of weariness on board a vessel not intended for the accommo-
dation of passengers have so exhausted my spirits, to say nothing of the other 
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causes, with which you are already sufficiently acquainted, that it is with some 
difficulty I adhere to my determination of giving you my observations, as I 
travel through new scenes, whilst warmed with the impression they have made 
on me. 

The captain, as I mentioned to you, promised to put me on shore at Arendall, 
or Gothenburg, in his way to Elsineur;1 but contrary winds obliged us to pass 
both places during the night. In the morning, however, after we had lost sight 
of the entrance of the latter bay, the vessel was becalmed; and the captain, to 
oblige me, hanging out a signal for a pilot, bore down towards the shore. 

My attention was particularly directed to the lighthouse; and you can 
scarcely imagine with what anxiety I watched two long hours for a boat to 
emancipate me—still no one appeared. Every cloud that flitted on the horizon 
was hailed as a liberator, till approaching nearer, like most of the prospects 
sketched by hope, it dissolved under the eye into disappointment. 

Weary of expectation, I then began to converse with the captain on the 
subject; and, from the tenor of the information my questions drew forth, I 
soon concluded, that, if I waited for a boat, I had little chance of getting on 
shore at this place. Despotism, as is usually the case, I found had here cramped 
the industry of man. The pilots being paid by the king, and scantily, they will 
not run into any danger, or even quit their hovels, if they can possibly avoid 
it, only to fulfil what is termed their duty. How different is it on the English 
coast, where, in the most stormy weather, boats immediately hail you, brought 
out by the expectation of extraordinary profit. 

Disliking to sail for Elsineur, and still more to lie at anchor, or cruise about 
the coast for several days, I exerted all my rhetoric to prevail on the captain 
to let me have the ship's boat; and though I added the most forcible of argu-
ments, I for a long time addressed him in vain. 

It is a kind of rule at sea, not to send out a boat. The captain was a good-
natured man; but men with common minds seldom break through general 
rules. Prudence is ever the resort of weakness; and they rarely go as far as they 
may in any undertaking, who are determined not to go beyond it on any 
account. If, however, I had some trouble with the captain, I did not lose much 
time with the sailors; for they, all alacrity, hoisted out the boat, the moment 
I obtained permission, and promised to row me to the lighthouse. 

I did not once allow myself to doubt of obtaining a conveyance from thence 
round the rocks—and then away for Gothenburg—confinement is so 
unpleasant. 

The day was fine; and I enjoyed the water till, approaching the little island, 
poor Marguerite, whose timidity always acts as a feeler before her adventuring 
spirit, began to wonder at our not seeing any inhabitants. I did not listen to 
her. But when, on landing, the same silence prevailed, I caught the alarm, 
which was not lessened by the sight of two old men, whom we forced out of 
their wretched hut. Scarcely human in their appearance, we with difficulty 
obtained an intelligible reply to our questions—the result of which was, that 
they had no boat, and were not allowed to quit their post, on any pretense. 
But, they informed us, that there was at the other side, eight or ten miles over, 
a pilot's dwelling; two guineas2 tempted the sailors to risk the captain's dis-
pleasure, and once more embark to row me over. 

1. Helsingsr, Denmark. "Arendall": in Norway 2. A British gold coin worth one pound and a shil-
[Wollstonecraft's note]. "Gothenburg": Goteborg, ling. 
Sweden. 
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The weather was pleasant, and the appearance of the shore so grand, that 
I should have enjoyed the two hours it took to reach it, but for the fatigue 
which was too visible in the countenances of the sailors who, instead of utter-
ing a complaint, were, with the thoughtless hilarity peculiar to them, joking 
about the possibility of the captain's taking advantage of a slight westerly 
breeze, which was springing up, to sail without them. Yet, in spite of their 
good humor, I could not help growing uneasy when the shore, receding, as it 
were, as we advanced, seemed to promise no end to their toil. This anxiety 
increased when, turning into the most picturesque bay I ever saw, my eyes 
sought in vain for the vestige of a human habitation. Before I could determine 
what step to take in such a dilemma, for I could not bear to think of returning 
to the ship, the sight of a barge relieved me, and we hastened towards it for 
information. We were immediately directed to pass some jutting rocks when 
we should see a pilot's hut. 

There was a solemn silence in this scene, which made itself be felt. The 
sunbeams that played on the ocean, scarcely ruffled by the lightest breeze, 
contrasted with the huge, dark rocks, that looked like the rude materials of 
creation forming the barrier of unwrought space, forcibly struck me; but I 
should not have been sorry if the cottage had not appeared equally tranquil. 
Approaching a retreat where strangers, especially women, so seldom appeared, 
I wondered that curiosity did not bring the beings who inhabited it to the 
windows or door. I did not immediately recollect that men who remain so near 
the brute creation, as only to exert themselves to find the food necessary to 
sustain life, have little or no imagination to call forth the curiosity necessary 
to fructify the faint glimmerings of mind which entitles them to rank as lords 
of the creation.—Had they either, they could not contentedly remain rooted 
in the clods they so indolently cultivate. 

Whilst the sailors went to seek for the sluggish inhabitants, these conclu-
sions occurred to me; and, recollecting the extreme fondness which the Par-
isians ever testify for novelty, their very curiosity appeared to me a proof of 
the progress they had made in refinement. Yes; in the art of living—in the art 
of escaping from the cares which embarrass the first steps towards the attain-
ment of the pleasures of social life. 

The pilots informed the sailors that they were under the direction of a lieu-
tenant retired from the service, who spoke English; adding, that they could do 
nothing without his orders; and even the offer of money could hardly conquer 
their laziness, and prevail on them to accompany us to his dwelling. They 
would not go with me alone which I wanted them to have done, because I 
wished to dismiss the sailors as soon as possible. Once more we rowed off, 
they following tardily, till, turning round another bold protuberance of the 
rocks, we saw a boat malting towards us, and soon learnt that it was the lieu-
tenant himself, coming with some earnestness to see who we were. 

To save the sailors any further toil, I had my baggage instantly removed into 
his boat; for, as he could speak English, a previous parley was not necessary; 
though Marguerite's respect for me could hardly keep her from expressing the 
fear, strongly marked on her countenance, which my putting ourselves into 
the power of a strange man excited. He pointed out his cottage; and, drawing 
near to it, I was not sorry to see a female figure, though I had not, like Mar-
guerite, been thinking of robberies, murders, or the other evil3 which instantly, 
as the sailors would have said, runs foul of a woman's imagination. 

3. Rape. 
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On entering, I was still better pleased to find a clean house, with some 
degree of rural elegance. The beds were of muslin, coarse it is true, but daz-
zlingly white; and the floor was strewed over with little sprigs of juniper (the 
custom, as I afterwards found, of the country), which formed a contrast with 
the curtains and produced an agreeable sensation of freshness, to soften the 
ardor of noon. Still nothing was so pleasing as the alacrity of hospitality—all 
that the house afforded was quickly spread on the whitest linen.—Remember 
I had just left the vessel, where, without being fastidious, I had continually 
been disgusted. Fish, milk, butter, and cheese, and I am sorry to add, brandy, 
the bane of this country, were spread on the board. After we had dined, hos-
pitality made them, with some degree of mystery, bring us some excellent 
coffee. I did not then know that it was prohibited.4 

The good man of the house apologized for coming in continually, but 
declared that he was so glad to speak English, he could not stay out. He need 
not have apologized; I was equally glad of his company. With the wife I could 
only exchange smiles; and she was employed observing the make of our 
clothes. My hands, I found, had first led her to discover that I was the lady. I 
had, of course, my quantum of reverences; for the politeness of the north 
seems to partake of the coldness of the climate, and the rigidity of its iron 
sinewed rocks. Amongst the peasantry, there is, however, so much of the sim-
plicity of the golden age in this land of flint—so much overflowing of heart, 
and fellow-feeling, that only benevolence, and the honest sympathy of nature, 
diffused smiles over my countenance when they kept me standing, regardless 
of my fatigue, whilst they dropt courtesy after courtesy. 

The situation of this house was beautiful, though chosen for convenience. 
The master being the officer who commanded all the pilots on the coast, and 
the person appointed to guard wrecks, it was necessary for him to fix on a spot 
that would overlook the whole bay. As he had seen some service, he wore, not 
without a pride I thought becoming, a badge to prove that he had merited well 
of his country. It was happy, I thought, that he had been paid in honor; for 
the stipend he received was little more than twelve pounds a year.—I do not 
trouble myself or you with the calculation of Swedish ducats. Thus, my friend, 
you perceive the necessity of perquisites.5 This same narrow policy runs 
through every thing. I shall have occasion further to animadvert on it. 

Though my host amused me with an account of himself, which gave me an 
idea of the manners of the people I was about to visit, I was eager to climb 
the rocks to view the country, and see whether the honest tars had regained 
their ship. With the help of the lieutenant's telescope I saw the vessel under-
way with a fair though gentle gale. The sea was calm, playful even as the most 
shallow stream, and on the vast bason6 I did not see a dark speck to indicate 
the boat. My conductors were consequently arrived. 

Straying further my eye was attracted by the sight of some heart's-ease7 that 
peeped through the rocks. I caught at it as a good omen, and going to preserve 
it in a letter that had not conveyed balm to my heart, a cruel remembrance 
suffused my eyes; but it passed away like an April shower. If you are deep read 
in Shakspeare, you will recollect that this was the little western flower tinged 

4. The law then prohibited the import or con-
sumption of coffee. 
5. Payments in addition to salary. The suggestion 
is of income derived from bribes or smuggling. 
6. I.e., basin. 

7. A small wildflower, variously colored. Woll-
stonecraft goes on to make the first of many veiled 
allusions to her faithless lover Gilbert Imlay, to 
whom these letters are addressed. 
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by love's dart, which "maidens call love in idleness."8 The gaiety of my babe 
was unmixed; regardless of omens or sentiments, she found a few wild straw-
berries more grateful9 than flowers or fancies. 

The lieutenant informed me that this was a commodious bay. Of that I could 
not judge, though I felt its picturesque beauty. Rocks were piled on rocks, 
forming a suitable bulwark to the ocean. Come no further, they emphatically 
said, turning their dark sides to the waves to augment the idle roar. The view 
was sterile: still little patches of earth, of the most exquisite verdure, enameled 
with the sweetest wild flowers, seemed to promise the goats and a few strag-
gling cows luxurious herbage. How silent and peaceful was the scene. I gazed 
around with rapture, and felt more of that spontaneous pleasure which gives 
credibility to our expectation of happiness, than I had for a long, long time 
before. I forgot the horrors I had witnessed in France,1 which had cast a gloom 
over all nature, and suffering the enthusiasm of my character, too often, gra-
cious God! damped by the tears of disappointed affection, to be lighted up 
afresh, care took wing while simple fellow feeling expanded my heart. 

To prolong this enjoyment, I readily assented to the proposal of our host to 
pay a visit to a family, the master of which spoke English, who was the drollest 
dog in the country, he added, repeating some of his stories, with a hearty laugh. 

I walked on, still delighted with the rude beauties of the scene; for the 
sublime often gave place imperceptibly to the beautiful, dilating the emotions 
which were painfully concentrated. 

When we entered this abode, the largest I had yet seen, I was introduced 
to a numerous family; but the father, from whom I was led to expect so much 
entertainment, was absent. The lieutenant consequently was obliged to be the 
interpreter of our reciprocal compliments. The phrases were awkwardly trans-
mitted, it is true; but looks and gestures were sufficient to make them intel-
ligible and interesting. The girls were all vivacity, and respect for me could 
scarcely keep them from romping with my host, who, asking for a pinch of 
snuff, was presented with a box, out of which an artificial mouse, fastened to 
the bottom, sprung. Though this trick had doubtless been played time out of 
mind, yet the laughter it excited was not less genuine. 

They were overflowing with civility; but to prevent their almost killing my 
babe with kindness, I was obliged to shorten my visit; and two or three of the 
girls accompanied us, bringing with them a part of whatever the house 
afforded to contribute towards rendering my supper more plentiful; and plen-
tiful in fact it was, though I with difficulty did honor to some of the dishes, 
not relishing the quantity of sugar and spices put into every thing. At supper 
my host told me bluntly that I was a woman of observation, for I asked him 
men's questions. 

The arrangements for my journey were quickly made; I could only have a 
car with post-horses, as I did not choose to wait till a carriage could be sent 
for to Gothenburg. The expense of my journey, about one or two and twenty 
English miles, I found would not amount to more than eleven or twelve shil-
lings, paying, he assured me, generously. I gave him a guinea and a half. But 
it was with the greatest difficulty that I could make him take so much, indeed 
any thing for my lodging and fare. He declared that it was next to robbing me, 

8. Popular name for the pansy, whose juice 
Oberon put on the sleeping Titania's eyes to make 
her dote on the next person she saw (Shakespeare's 
A Midsummer Night's Dream 2 .1 .165-72) . 

9. Pleasing. 
1. Wollstonecraft had lived in France at the time 
of the Reign of Terror under Robespierre (1793— 
94). 
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explaining how much I ought to pay on the road. However, as I was positive, 
he took the guinea for himself; but, as a condition, insisted on accompanying 
me, to prevent my meeting with any trouble or imposition on the way. 

I then retired to my apartment with regret. The night was so fine, that I 
would gladly have rambled about much longer; yet recollecting that I must 
rise very early, I reluctantly went to bed: but my senses had been so awake, 
and my imagination still continued so busy, that I sought for rest in vain. Rising 
before six, I scented the sweet morning air; I had long before heard the birds 
twittering to hail the dawning day, though it could scarcely have been allowed 
to have departed. 

Nothing, in fact, can equal the beauty of the northern summer's evening 
and night; if night it may be called that only wants the glare of day, the full 
light, which frequently seems so impertinent; for I could write at midnight 
very well without a candle. I contemplated all nature at rest; the rocks, even 
grown darker in their appearance, looked as if they partook of the general 
repose, and reclined more heavily on their foundation.—What, I exclaimed, 
is this active principle which keeps me still awake?—Why fly my thoughts 
abroad when every thing around me appears at home? My child was sleeping 
with equal calmness—innocent and sweet as the closing flowers.—Some rec-
ollections, attached to the idea of home, mingled with reflections respecting 
the state of society I had been contemplating that evening, made a tear drop 
on the rosy cheek I had just kissed; and emotions that trembled on the brink 
of ectasy and agony gave a poignancy to my sensations, which made me feel 
more alive than usual. 

What are these imperious sympathies? How frequently has melancholy and 
even misanthropy taken possession of me, when the world has disgusted me, 
and friends have proved unkind. I have then considered myself as a particle 
broken off from the grand mass of mankind;—I was alone, till some involun-
tary sympathetic emotion, like the attraction of adhesion,2 made me feel that 
I was still a part of a mighty whole, from which I could not sever myself—not, 
perhaps, for the reflection has been carried very far, by snapping the thread 
of an existence which loses its charms in proportion as the cruel experience 
of life stops or poisons the current of the heart. Futurity, what hast thou not 
to give to those who know that there is such a thing as happiness! I speak not 
of philosophical contentment, though pain has afforded them the strongest 
conviction of it. 

After our coffee and milk, for the mistress of the house had been roused 
long before us by her hospitality, my baggage was taken forward in a boat by 
my host, because the car could not safely have been brought to the house. 

The road at first was very rocky and troublesome; but our driver was careful, 
and the horses accustomed to the frequent and sudden acclivities and 
descents; so that not apprehending any danger, I played with my girl, whom I 
would not leave to Marguerite's care, on account of her timidity. 

Stopping at a little inn to bait3 the horses, I saw the first countenance in 
Sweden that displeased me, though the man was better dressed than any one 
who had as yet fallen in my way. An altercation took place between him and 
my host, the purport of which I could not guess, excepting that I was the 
occasion of it, be it what it would. The sequel was his leaving the house angrily; 

2. The physical attraction between two different 
substances. 

3. Feed. 
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and I was immediately informed that he was the custom-house officer. The 
professional had indeed effaced the national character, for living as he did 
with these frank hospitable people, still only the exciseman appeared,—the 
counterpart of some I had met with in England and France. I was unprovided 
with a passport, not having entered any great town. At Gothenburg I knew I 
could immediately obtain one, and only the trouble made me object to the 
searching my trunks. He blustered for money; but the lieutenant was deter-
mined to guard me, according to promise, from imposition. 

To avoid being interrogated at the town-gate, and obliged to go in the rain 
to give an account of myself, merely a form, before we could get the refresh-
ment we stood in need of, he requested us to descend, I might have said step, 
from our car, and walk into town. 

I expected to have found a tolerable inn, but was ushered into a most com-
fortless one; and, because it was about five o'clock, three or four hours after 
their dining hour, I could not prevail on them to give me any thing warm to 
eat. 

The appearance of the accommodations obliged me to deliver one of my 
recommendatory letters, and the gentleman, to whom it was addressed, sent 
to look out for a lodging for me whilst I partook of his supper. As nothing 
passed at this supper to characterize the country, I shall here close my letter. 

Your's truly. 

Letter 4 

The severity of the long Swedish winter tends to render the people sluggish; 
for, though this season has its peculiar pleasures, too much time is employed 
to guard against its inclemency. Still, as warm cloathing is absolutely neces-
sary, the women spin, and the men weave, and by these exertions get a fence 
to keep out the cold. I have rarely passed a knot of cottages without seeing 
cloth laid out to bleach; and when I entered, always found the women spinning 
or knitting. 

A mistaken tenderness, however, for their children, makes them, even in 
summer, load them with flannels; and, having a sort of natural antipathy to 
cold water, the squalid appearance of the poor babes, not to speak of the 
noxious smell which flannel and rugs retain, seems a reply to a question I had 
often asked—Why I did not see more children in the villages I passed through? 
Indeed the children appear to be nipt in the bud, having neither the graces 
nor charms of their age. And this, I am persuaded, is much more owing to the 
ignorance of the mothers than to the rudeness of the climate. Rendered feeble 
by the continual perspiration they are kept in, whilst every pore is absorbing 
unwholesome moisture, they give them, even at the breast, brandy, salt fish, 
and every other crude substance, which air and exercise enables the parent to 
digest. 

The women of fortune here, as well as every where else, have nurses to 
suckle their children; and the total want of chastity in the lower class of women 
frequently renders them very unfit for the trust.4 

You have sometimes remarked to me the difference of the manners of the 
country girls in England and in America; attributing the reserve of the former 
to the climate—to the absence of genial suns. But it must be their stars,5 not 

4. Because of the possibility that veneral disease 
might be transmitted via their breast milk. 
5. See the quotation from Prior and the explana-

tory note in chapter 2 of Vindication (p. 187 
above). 
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the zephyrs gently stealing on their senses, which here lead frail women 
astray.—Who can look at these rocks, and allow the voluptuousness6 of nature 
to be an excuse for gratifying the desires it inspires? We must, therefore, find 
some other cause beside voluptuousness, I believe, to account for the con-
duct of the Swedish and American country girls; for I am led to conclude, 
from all the observations I have made, that there is always a mixture of sen-
timent and imagination in voluptuousness, to which neither of them have 
much pretension. 

The country girls of Ireland and Wales equally feel the first impulse of 
nature, which, restrained in England by fear or delicacy, proves that society 
is there in a more advanced state. Besides, as the mind is cultivated, and taste 
gains ground, the passions become stronger, and rest on something more sta-
ble than the casual sympathies of the moment. Health and idleness will always 
account for promiscuous amors; and in some degree I term every person idle, 
the exercise of whose mind does not bear some proportion to that of the body. 

The Swedish ladies exercise neither sufficiently; of course, grow very fat at 
an early age; and when they have not this downy7 appearance, a comfortable 
idea, you will say, in a cold climate, they are not remarkable for fine forms. 
They have, however, mostly fine complexions; but indolence makes the lily 
soon displace the rose. The quantity of coffee, spices, and other things of that 
kind, with want of care, almost universally spoil their teeth, which contrast 
but ill with their ruby lips. 

The manners of Stockholm are refined, I hear, by the introduction of gal-
lantry; but in the country, romping and coarse freedoms, with coarser allu-
sions, keep the spirits awake. In the article of cleanliness, the women, of all 
descriptions, seem very deficient; and their dress shews that vanity is more 
inherent in women than taste. 

The men appear to have paid still less court to the graces. They are a robust, 
healthy race, distinguished for their common sense and turn for humor, rather 
than for wit or sentiment. I include not, as you may suppose, in this general 
character, some of the nobility and officers, who having traveled, are polite 
and well informed. 

I must own to you, that the lower class of people here amuse and interest 
me much more than the middling, with their apish good breeding and preju-
dices. The sympathy and frankness of heart conspicuous in the peasantry pro-
duces even a simple gracefulness of deportment, which has frequently struck 
me as very picturesque; I have often also been touched by their extreme desire 
to oblige me, when I could not explain my wants, and by their earnest manner 
of expressing that desire. There is such a charm in tenderness!—It is so 
delightful to love our fellow-creatures, and meet the honest affections as they 
break forth. Still, my good friend, I begin to think that I should not like to live 
continually in the country, with people whose minds have such a narrow range. 
My heart would frequently be interested; but my mind would languish for 
more companionable society. 

The beauties of nature appear to me now even more alluring than in my 
youth, because my intercourse with the world has formed, without vitiating 
my taste. But, with respect to the inhabitants of the country, my fancy has 
probably, when disgusted with artificial manners, solaced itself by joining the 
advantages of cultivation with the interesting sincerity of innocence, forgetting 
the lassitude that ignorance will naturally produce. I like to see animals sport-

6. Erotic sensuality. 7. Softly plump. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



2 0 4 / M A R Y W O L L S T O N E C R A F T 

ing, and sympathize in their pains and pleasures. Still I love sometimes to view 
the human face divine,8 and trace the soul, as well as the heart, in its varying 
lineaments. 

A journey to the country, which I must shortly make, will enable me to 
extend my remarks.—Adieu! 

Letter 8 

Tonsberg9 was formerly the residence of one of the little sovereigns of Nor-
way; and on an adjacent mountain the vestiges of a fort remain, which was 
battered down by the Swedes; the entrance of the bay lying close to it. 

Here I have frequently strayed, sovereign of the waste, I seldom met any 
human creature; and sometimes, reclining on the mossy down, under the shel-
ter of a rock, the prattling of the sea amongst the pebbles has lulled me to 
sleep—no fear of any rude satyr's approaching to interrupt my repose. Balmy 
were the slumbers, and soft the gales, that refreshed me, when I awoke to 
follow, with an eye vaguely curious, the white sails, as they turned the cliffs, 
or seemed to take shelter under the pines which covered the little islands that 
so gracefully rose to render the terrific ocean beautiful. The fishermen were 
calmly casting their nets; whilst the seagulls hovered over the unruffled deep. 
Every thing seemed to harmonize into tranquillity—even the mournful call of 
the bittern was in cadence with the tinkling bells on the necks of the cows, 
that, pacing slowly one after the other, along an inviting path in the vale below, 
were repairing to the cottages to be milked. With what ineffable pleasure have 
I not gazed—and gazed again, losing my breath through my eyes—my very 
soul diffused itself in the scene—and, seeming to become all senses, glided in 
the scarcely-agitated waves, melted in the freshening breeze, or, taking its 
flight with fairy wing, to the misty mountains which bounded the prospect, 
fancy tript over new lawns, more beautiful even than the lovely slopes on the 
winding shore before me.—I pause, again breathless, to trace, with renewed 
delight, sentiments which entranced me, when, turning my humid eyes from 
the expanse below to the vault above, my sight pierced the fleecy clouds that 
softened the azure brightness; and, imperceptibly recalling the reveries of 
childhood, I bowed before the awful throne of my Creator, whilst I rested on 
its footstool. 

You have sometimes wondered, my dear friend, at the extreme affection of 
my nature—But such is the temperature of my soul—It is not the vivacity of 
youth, the hey-day of existence. For years have I endeavored to calm an impet-
uous tide—laboring to make my feelings take an orderly course.—It was striv-
ing against the stream.—I must love and admire with warmth, or I sink into 
sadness. Tokens of love which I have received have rapt me in elysium— 
purifying the heart they enchanted..—My bosom still glows.—Do not saucily 
ask, repeating Sterne's question, "Maria, is it still so warm?"1 Sufficiently, O 
my God! has it been chilled by sorrow and unkindness—still nature will pre-
vail—and if I blush at recollecting past enjoyment, it is the rosy hue of pleasure 

8. An echo of Milton's Paradise Lost 3.44 and 
possibly of William Blake's "The Divine Image" 
(p. 85 above). 
9. Tonsberg, Norway. 
1. In Laurence Sterne's novel A Sentimental Jour-
ney (1768), Parson Yorick, a man of acute sensi-

bility, drenches his handkerchief with tears at 
hearing of the beautiful Maria's romantic misad-
ventures. When Maria offers to wash the handker-
chief in the stream, then dry it in her bosom, Yorick 
asks flirtatiously, "And is your heart still so warm, 
Maria?" 
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heightened by modesty; for the blush of modesty and shame are as distinct as 
the emotions by which they are produced. 

I need scarcely inform you, after telling you of my walks, that my consti-
tution has been renovated here; and that I have recovered my activity, even 
whilst attaining a little embonpoint.2 My imprudence last winter, and some 
untoward accidents just at the time I was weaning my child, had reduced me 
to a state of weakness which I never before experienced.3 A slow fever preyed 
on me every night, during my residence in Sweden, and after I arrived at 
Tonsberg. By chance I found a fine rivulet filtered through the rocks, and 
confined in a bason for the cattle. It tasted to me like a chaly-beat;4 at any rate 
it was pure; and the good effect of the various waters which invalids are sent 
to drink, depends, I believe, more on the air, exercise and change of scene, 
than on their medicinal qualities. I therefore determined to turn my morning 
walks towards it, and seek for health from the nymph of the fountain; partaking 
of the beverage offered to the tenants of the shade. 

Chance likewise led me to discover a new pleasure, equally beneficial to my 
health. I wished to avail myself of my vicinity to the sea, and bathe; but it was 
not possible near the town; there was no convenience. The young woman 
whom I mentioned to you, proposed rowing me across the water, amongst the 
rocks; but as she was pregnant, I insisted on taking one of the oars, and learn-
ing to row. It was not difficult; and I do not know a pleasanter exercise. I soon 
became expert, and my train of thinking kept time, as it were, with the oars, 
or I suffered the boat to be carried along by the current, indulging a pleasing 
forgetfulness, or fallacious hopes.—How fallacious! yet, without hope, what 
is to sustain life, but the fear of annihilation—the only thing of which I have 
ever felt a dread—I cannot bear to think of being no more—of losing myself—-
though existence is often but a painful consciousness of misery; nay, it appears 
to me impossible that I should cease to exist, or that this active, restless spirit, 
equally alive to joy and sorrow, should only be organized dust—ready to fly 
abroad the moment the spring snaps, or the spark goes out, which kept it 
together. Surely something resides in this heart that is not perishable—and 
life is more than a dream. 

Sometimes, to take up my oar, once more, when the sea was calm, I was 
amused by disturbing the innumerable young star fish which floated just below 
the surface: I had never observed them before; for they have not a hard shell, 
like those which I have seen on the seashore. They look like thickened water, 
with a white edge; and four purple circles, of different forms, were in the 
middle, over an incredible number of fibers, or white lines. Touching them, 
the cloudy substance would turn or close, first on one side, then on the other, 
very gracefully; but when I took one of them up in the ladle with which I 
heaved the water out of the boat, it appeared only a colorless jelly. 

I did not see any of the seals, numbers of which followed our boat when we 
landed in Sweden; for though I like to sport in the water, I should have had 
no desire to join in their gambols. 

Enough, you will say, of inanimate nature, and of brutes, to use the lordly 
phrase of man; let me hear something of the inhabitants. 

The gentleman with whom I had business, is the mayor of Tonsberg; he 

4. Mineral water containing salts of iron, taken as 
a tonic. 

2. Plumpness (French). 
3. Wollstonecraft tells of these events in letters to 
Gilbert Imlay, January 1795. 
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speaks English intelligibly; and, having a sound understanding, I was sorry 
that his numerous occupations prevented my gaining as much information 
from him as I could have drawn forth, had we frequently conversed. The 
people of the town, as far as I had an opportunity of knowing their sentiments, 
are extremely well satisfied with his manner of discharging his office. He has 
a degree of information and good sense which excites respect, whilst a cheer-
fulness, almost amounting to gaiety, enables him to reconcile differences, and 
keep his neighbors in good humor.—"I lost my horse," said a woman to me; 
"but ever since, when I want to send to the mill, or go out, the mayor lends 
me one.—He scolds if I do not come for it." 

A criminal was branded, during my stay here, for the third offense; but the 
relief he received made him declare that the judge was one of the best men 
in the world. 

I sent this wretch a trifle, at different times, to take with him into slavery. 
As it was more than he expected, he wished very much to see me; and this 
wish brought to my remembrance an anecdote I heard when I was in Lisbon.5 

A wretch who had been imprisoned several years, during which period lamps 
had been put up, was at last condemned to a cruel death; yet, in his way to 
execution, he only wished for one night's respite, to see the city lighted. 

Having dined in company at the mayor's, I was invited with his family to 
spend the day at one of the richest merchant's houses.—Though I could not 
speak Danish, I knew that I could see a great deal: yes; I am persuaded that I 
have formed a very just opinion of the character of the Norwegians, without 
being able to hold converse with them. 

I had expected to meet some company; yet was a little disconcerted at being 
ushered into an apartment full of well-dressed people; and, glancing my eyes 
round, they rested on several very pretty faces. Rosy cheeks, sparkling eyes, 
and light brown or golden locks; for I never saw so much hair with a yellow 
cast; and, with their fine complexions, it looked very becoming. 

These women seem a mixture of indolence and vivacity; they scarcely ever 
walk out, and were astonished that I should, for pleasure; yet they are immod-
erately fond of dancing. Unaffected in their manners, if they have no preten-
sions to elegance, simplicity often produces a gracefulness of deportment, 
when they are animated by a particular desire to please—which was the case 
at present. The solitariness of my situation, which they thought terrible, inter-
ested them very much in my favor. They gathered round me—sung to me— 
and one of the prettiest, to whom I gave my hand, with some degree of cor-
diality, to meet the glance of her eyes, kissed me very affectionately. 

At dinner, which was conducted with great hospitality, though we remained 
at table too long, they sung several songs, and, amongst the rest, translations 
of some patriotic French ones.6 As the evening advanced, they became playful, 
and we kept up a sort of conversation of gestures. As their minds were totally 
uncultivated, I did not lose much, perhaps gained, by not being able to under-
stand them; for fancy probably filled up, more to their advantage, the void in 
the picture. Be that as it may, they excited my sympathy; and I was very much 
flattered when I was told, the next day, that they said it was a pleasure to look 
at me, I appeared so good-natured. 

The men were generally captains of ships. Several spoke English very tol-

5. Wollstonecraft had gone to Lisbon in 1785, to 
nurse her dying friend Fanny Blood. 

6. To indicate sympathy with the French Revolu-
tion. 
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erably; but they were merely matter of fact men, confined to a very narrow 
circle of observation. I found it difficult to obtain from them any information 
respecting their own country, when the fumes of tobacco did not keep me at 
a distance. 

1 was invited to partake of some other feasts, and always had to complain 
of the quantity of provision, and the length of time taken to consume it; for it 
would not have been proper to have said devour, all went on so fair and softly. 
The servants wait as slowly as their mistresses carve. 

The young women here, as well as in Sweden, have commonly bad teeth, 
which I attribute to the same causes. They are fond of finery, but do not pay 
the necessary attention to their persons, to render beauty less transient than 
a flower; and that interesting expression which sentiment and accomplish-
ments give, seldom supplies its place. 

The servants have likewise an inferior sort of food here; but their masters 
are not allowed to strike them with impunity. I might have added mistresses; 
for it was a complaint of this kind, brought before the mayor, which led me 
to a knowledge of the fact. 

The wages are low, which is particularly unjust, because the price of clothes 
is much higher than provisions. A young woman, who is wet nurse to the 
mistress of the inn where I lodge, receives only twelve dollars7 a year, and pays 
ten for the nursing of her own child; the father had run away to get clear of 
the expense. There was something in this most painful state of widowhood 
which excited my compassion, and led me to reflections on the instability of 
the most flattering plans of happiness, that were painful in the extreme, till I 
was ready to ask whether this world was not created to exhibit every possible 
combination of wretchedness. I asked these questions of a heart writhing with 
anguish, whilst I listened to a melancholy ditty sung by this poor girl. It was 
too early for thee to be abandoned, thought I, and I hastened out of the house, 
to take my solitary evening's walk—And here I am again, to talk of any thing, 
but the pangs arising from the discovery of estranged affection, and the lonely 
sadness of a deserted heart. 

The father and mother, if the father can be ascertained, are obliged to main-
tain an illegitimate child at their joint expense; but, should the father disap-
pear, go up the country or to sea, the mother must maintain it herself. 
However, accidents of this kind do not prevent their marrying; and then it is 
not unusual to take the child or children home; and they are brought up very 
amicably with the marriage progeny. 

I took some pains to learn what books were written originally in their lan-
guage; but for any certain information respecting the state of Danish literature, 
I must wait till I arrive at Copenhagen. 

The sound of the language is soft, a great proportion of the words ending 
in vowels; and there is a simplicity in the turn of some of the phrases which 
have been translated to me, that pleased and interested me. In the country, 
the farmers use the thou and thee; and they do not acquire the polite plurals 
of the towns by meeting at market. The not having markets established in the 
large towns appears to me a great inconvenience. When the farmers have any 
thing to sell, they bring it to the neighboring town, and take it from house to 
house. I am surprised that the inhabitants do not feel how very incommodious 
this usage is to both parties, and redress it. They indeed perceive it; for when 

7. The local currency was the rixdollar, worth about one-fifth of a British pound sterling. 
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I have introduced the subject, they acknowledged that they were often in want 
of necessaries, there being no butchers, and they were often obliged to buy 
what they did not want; yet it was the custom.', and the changing of customs 
of a long standing requires more energy than they yet possess. I received a 
similar reply, when I attempted to persuade the women that they injured their 
children by keeping them too warm. The only way of parrying off my reasoning 
was, that they must do as other people did. In short, reason on any subject of 
change, and they stop you by saying that "the town would talk." A person of 
sense, with a large fortune, to insure respect, might be very useful here, by 
inducing them to treat their children, and manage their sick properly, and eat 
food dressed in a simpler manner: the example, for instance, of a count's lady. 

Reflecting on these prejudices made me revert to the wisdom of those leg-
islators who established institutions for the good of the body, under the pretext 
of serving heaven for the salvation of the soul. These might with strict propriety 
be termed pious frauds; and I admire the Peruvian pair8 for asserting that they 
came from the sun, when their conduct proved that they meant to enlighten 
a benighted country, whose obedience, or even attention, could only be 
secured by awe. 

Thus much for conquering the inertia of reason; but, when it is once in 
motion, fables, once held sacred, may be ridiculed; and sacred they were, when 
useful to mankind.—Prometheus alone stole fire to animate the first man; his 
posterity need not supernatural aid to preserve the species, though love is 
generally termed a flame; and it may not be necessary much longer to suppose 
men inspired by heaven to inculcate the duties which demand special grace, 
when reason convinces them that they are the happiest who are the most nobly 
employed. 

In a few days I am to set out for the western part of Norway, and then shall 
return by land to Gothenburg. I cannot think of leaving this place without 
regret. I speak of the place before the inhabitants, though there is a tenderness 
in their artless kindness which attaches me to them; but it is an attachment 
that inspires a regret very different from that I felt at leaving Hull, in my way 
to Sweden. The domestic happiness, and good-humored gaiety, of the amiable 
family where I and my Frances were so hospitably received, would have been 
sufficient to insure the tenderest remembrance, without the recollection of 
the social evenings to stimulate it, when good-breeding gave dignity to sym-
pathy, and wit, zest to reason. 

Adieu!—I am just informed that my horse has been waiting this quarter of 
an hour. I now venture to ride out alone. The steeple serves as a land-mark. I 
once or twice lost my way, walking alone, without being able to inquire after 
a path. I was therefore obliged to make to the steeple, or wind-mill, over hedge 
and ditch. 

Your's truly. 

Letter 19 

Business having obliged me to go a few miles out of town this morning, I 
was surprised at meeting a crowd of people of every description; and inquiring 

8. Probably a reference to the Inca of Peru and 
his daughter Orazia in John Dryden and Robert 
Howard's drama The Indian Queen (1663). When 
the Aztec emperor Montezuma, as a reward for his 

military service, requests Orazia in marriage, the 
Inca, addressing him as "Thou glorious sun," says 
that Montezuma deserves to die for wanting to mix 
"such base blood" with his divine blood. 
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the cause, of a servant who spoke French, I was informed that a man had been 
executed two hours before, and the body afterwards burnt. I could not help 
looking with horror around—the fields lost their verdure—and I turned with 
disgust from the well-dressed women, who were returning with their children 
from this sight. What a spectacle for humanity! The seeing such a flock of idle 
gazers, plunged me into a train of reflections, on the pernicious effects pro-
duced by false notions of justice. And I am persuaded that till capital punish-
ments be entirely abolished, executions ought to have every appearance of 
horror given to them; instead of being, as they are now, a scene of amusement 
for the gaping crowd, where sympathy is quickly effaced by curiosity. 

I have always been of opinion that the allowing actors to die, in the presence 
of the audience, has an immoral tendency; but trifling when compared with 
the ferocity acquired by viewing the reality as a show; for it seems to me, that 
in all countries the common people go to executions to see how the poor 
wretch plays his part, rather than to commiserate his fate, much less to think 
of the breach of morality which has brought him to such a deplorable end. 
Consequently executions, far from being useful examples to the survivors, 
have, I am persuaded, a quite contrary effect, by hardening the heart they 
ought to terrify. Besides, the fear of an ignominious death, I believe, never 
deterred any one from the commission of a crime; because, in committing it, 
the mind is roused to activity about present circumstances. It is a game at 
hazard,9 at which all expect the turn of the die in their own favor; never reflect-
ing on the chance of ruin, till it comes. In fact, from what I saw, in the for-
tresses of Norway, I am more and more convinced that the same energy of 
character, which renders a man a daring villain, would have rendered him 
useful to society, had that society been well organized. When a strong mind 
is not disciplined by cultivation, it is a sense of injustice that renders it unjust. 

Executions, however, occur very rarely at Copenhagen; for timidity, rather 
than clemency, palsies all the operations of the present government. The mal-
efactor, who died this morning, would not, probably, have been punished with 
death at any other period; but an incendiary excites universal execration; and 
as the greater part of the inhabitants are still distressed by the late conflagra-
tion,1 an example was thought absolutely necessary; though, from what I can 
gather, the fire was accidental. 

Not, but that I have very seriously been informed, that combustible mate-
rials were placed at proper distances, by the emissaries of Mr. Pitt;2 and, to 
corroborate the fact, many people insist, that the flames burst out at once in 
different parts of the city; not allowing the wind to have any hand in it. So 
much for the plot. But the fabricators of plots in all countries build their 
conjectures on the "baseless fabric of a vision";3 and, it seems even a sort of 
poetical justice, that whilst this minister is crushing at home, plots of his own 
conjuring up,4 that on the continent, and in the north, he should, with as little 
foundation, be accused of wishing to set the world on fire. 

I forgot to mention, to you, that I was informed, by a man of veracity, that 
two persons came to the stake to drink a glass of the criminal's blood, as an 

9. A game played with dice, similar to craps. 
1. Earlier in that year (179 5) a great fire in Copen-
hagen had destroyed nearly a thousand houses and 
public buildings. "Incendiary": arsonist. 
2. William Pitt, then prime minister of England. 
3. Prospero in Shakespeare's The Tempest 

4 .1 .151 -54 : "And like the baseless fabric of this 
vision, . . . shall dissolve." 
4. Pitt was prosecuting what he claimed to be Jac-
obin plots against Great Britain, at a time of war 
with revolutionary France. 
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infallible remedy for the apoplexy. And when I animadverted in the company, 
where it was mentioned, on such a horrible violation of nature, a Danish lady 
reproved me very severely, asking how I knew that it was not a cure for the 
disease? adding, that every attempt was justifiable in search of health. I did 
not, you may imagine, enter into an argument with a person the slave of such 
a gross prejudice. And I allude to it not only as a trait of the ignorance of the 
people, but to censure the government, for not preventing scenes that throw 
an odium on the human race. 

Empiricism5 is not peculiar to Denmark; and I know no way of rooting it 
out, though it be a remnant of exploded witchcraft, till the acquiring a general 
knowledge of the component parts of the human frame, become a part of 
public education. 

Since the fire, the inhabitants have been very assiduously employed in 
searching for property secreted during the confusion; and it is astonishing how 
many people, formerly termed reputable, had availed themselves of the com-
mon calamity to purloin what the flames spared. Others, expert at making a 
distinction without a difference, concealed what they found, not troubling 
themselves to enquire for the owners, though they scrupled to search for plun-
der any where, but amongst the ruins. 

To be honester than the laws require, is by most people thought a work of 
supererogation;6 and to slip through the grate of the law, has ever exercised 
the abilities of adventurers, who wish to get rich the shortest way. Knavery, 
without personal danger, is an art, brought to great perfection by the statesman 
and swindler; and meaner knaves are not tardy in following their footsteps. 

It moves my gall to discover some of the commercial frauds practiced during 
the present war. In short, under whatever point of view I consider society, it 
appears, to me, that an adoration of property is the root of all evil. Here it 
does not render the people enterprising, as in America, but thrifty and cau-
tious. I never, therefore, was in a capital where there was so little appearance 
of active industry; and as for gaiety, I looked in vain for the sprightly gait of 
the Norwegians, who in every respect appear to me to have got the start of 
them. This difference I attribute to their having more liberty: a liberty which 
they think their right by inheritance, whilst the Danes, when they boast of 
their negative happiness, always mention it as the boon of the prince royal, 
under the superintending wisdom of count Bernstorff. Vassallage7 is never-
theless ceasing throughout the kingdom, and with it will pass away that sordid 
avarice which every modification of slavery is calculated to produce. 

If the chief use of property be power, in the shape of the respect it procures, 
is it not among the inconsistencies of human nature most incomprehensible, 
that men should find a pleasure in hoarding up property which they steal from 
their necessities, even when they are convinced that it would be dangerous to 
display such an enviable superiority? Is not this the situation of serfs in every 
country; yet a rapacity to accumulate money seems to become stronger in 
proportion as it is allowed to be useless. 

Wealth does not appear to be sought for, amongst the Danes, to obtain the 
elegant luxuries of life; for a want of taste is very conspicuous at Copenhagen; 
so much so, that I am not surprised to hear that poor Matilda8 offended the 

5. In the old sense: medical practices without a 
scientific basis. 
6. More than is required. 
7. Social system that holds the peasantry in legal 
bondage to their masters as serfs. Andreas Peter 

Bernstorff was an able administrator in the Danish 
foreign service. 
8. Caroline Matilda, sister of the Hanoverian 
George III of Great Britain, was the young wife of 
Christian VII of Denmark. By the plotting of 
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rigid Lutherans, by aiming to refine their pleasures. The elegance which she 
wished to introduce, was termed lasciviousness: yet I do not find that the 
absence of gallantry renders the wives more chaste, or the husbands more 
constant. Love here seems to corrupt the morals, without polishing the man-
ners, by banishing confidence and truth, the charm as well as cement of 
domestic life. A gentleman, who has resided in this city some time, assures 
me that he could not find language to give me an idea of the gross debaucheries 
into which the lower order of people fall; and the promiscuous amors of the 
men of the middling class with their female servants, debases both beyond 
measure, weakening every species of family affection. 

I have every where been struck by one characteristic difference in the con-
duct of the two sexes; women, in general, are seduced by their superiors, and 
men jilted by their inferiors; rank and manners awe the one, and cunning and 
wantonness subjugate the other; ambition creeping into the woman's passion, 
and tyranny giving force to the man's; for most men treat their mistresses as 
kings do their favorites: ergo is not man then the tyrant of the creation? 

Still harping on the same subject, you will exclaim—How can I avoid it, 
when most of the struggles of an eventful life have been occasioned by the 
oppressed state of my sex:9 we reason deeply, when we forcibly feel. 

But to return to the straight road of observation. The sensuality so prevalent 
appears to me to arise rather from indolence of mind, and dull senses, than 
from an exuberance of life, which often fructifies the whole character when 
the vivacity of youthful spirits begins to subside into strength of mind. 

I have before mentioned that the men are domestic tyrants, considering 
them as fathers, brothers, or husband; but there is a kind of interregnum 
between the reign of the father and husband, which is the only period of 
freedom and pleasure that the women enjoy. Young people, who are attached 
to each other, with the consent of their friends, exchange rings, and are per-
mitted to enjoy a degree of liberty together, which I have never noticed in any 
other country. The days of courtship are therefore prolonged, till it be perfectly 
convenient to marry: the intimacy often becomes very tender: and if the lover 
obtain the privilege of a husband, it can only be termed half by stealth, because 
the family is wilfully blind. It happens very rarely that these honorary engage-
ments are dissolved or disregarded, a stigma being attached to a breach of 
faith, which is thought more disgraceful, if not so criminal, as the violation of 
the marriage vow. 

Do not forget that, in my general observations, I do not pretend to sketch a 
national character; but merely to note the present state of morals and manners, 
as I trace the progress of the world's improvement. Because, during my resi-
dence in different countries, my principal object has been to take such a dis-
passionate view of men as will lead me to form a just idea of the nature of 
man. And, to deal ingenuously with you, I believe I should have been less 
severe in the remarks I have made on the vanity and depravity of the French,1 

had I travelled towards the north before I visited France. 
The interesting picture frequently drawn of the virtues of a rising people 

has, I fear, been fallacious, excepting the accounts of the enthusiasm which 

Crown Prince Frederick, who had become regent 
in 1784 when his father was judged mentally unfit 
to rule, she had been ordered imprisoned, but was 
rescued by an English ship and taken to Hanover, 
Germany, where she died in 1775 at the age of 
twenty-four. 

9. Wollstonecraft had published A Vindication of 
the Rights of Woman three years earlier, in 1792. 
1. See Historical and Moral View of the French 
Revolution [Wollstonecraft's note; she had pub-
lished the book in 1794], 
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various public struggles have produced. We talk of the depravity of the French, 
and lay a stress on the old age of the nation; yet where has more virtuous 
enthusiasm been displayed than during the two last years, by the common 
people of France and in their armies? I am obliged sometimes to recollect the 
numberless instances which I have either witnessed, or heard well authenti-
cated, to balance the account of horrors, alas! but too true. I am, therefore, 
inclined to believe that the gross vices which I have always seen allied with 
simplicity of manners, are the concomitants of ignorance. 

What, for example, has piety, under the heathen or christian system, been, 
but a blind faith in things contrary to the principles of reason? And could poor 
reason make considerable advances, when it was reckoned the highest degree 
of virtue to do violence to its dictates? Lutherans preaching reformation, have 
built a reputation for sanctity on the same foundation as the catholics; yet I 
do not perceive that a regular attendance on public worship, and their other 
observances, make them a whit more true in their affections, or honest in their 
private transactions. It seems, indeed, quite as easy to prevaricate2 with reli-
gious injunctions as human laws, when the exercise of their reason does not 
lead people to acquire principles for themselves to be the criterion of all those 
they receive from others. 

If travelling, as the completion of a liberal education, were to be adopted 
on rational grounds, the northern states ought to be visited before the more 
polished parts of Europe, to serve as the elements even of the knowledge of 
manners, only to be acquired by tracing the various shades in different coun-
tries. But, when visiting distant climes, a momentary social sympathy should 
not be allowed to influence the conclusions of the understanding; for hospi-
tality too frequently leads travellers, especially those who travel in search of 
pleasure, to make a false estimate of the virtues of a nation; which, I am now 
convinced, bear an exact proportion to their scientific improvements. 

Adieu. 

1795 1796 

2. Evade or distort. 

J O A N N A B A I L L I E 
1 7 6 2 - 1 8 5 1 

Joanna Baillie, who was born in Lanarkshire, Scotland, but lived in London and 
Hampstead from her early twenties until her death at the age of eighty-eight, is known 
primarily as a dramatist. Her first volume of A Series of Plays: in Which It Is Attempted 
to Delineate the Stronger Passions of the Mind: Each Passion Being the Subject of a 
Tragedy and a Comedy—now generally referred to as Plays on the Passions—appeared 
anonymously in 1798. It was an instant literary sensation, attracting as much spec-
ulation about its authorship as there was sixteen years later concerning Walter Scott's 
anonymous publication of Waverley. Two other volumes in the series followed in 1802 
and 1812, winning acclaim for her as Britain's most distinguished woman playwright 
of the time—in some evaluations, the most distinguished regardless of gender. Scott 
compared her to Shakespeare. In a letter of 1817, Byron, just then completing his 
own play Manfred, recalled that the French author Voltaire had proposed that "the 
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composition of a tragedy require [d] testicles": "If this be true," Byron continued, "Lord 
knows what Joanna Baillie does—I suppose she borrows them." Baillie published, all 
told, twenty-eight plays and exerted considerable sway over the early-nineteenth-
century drama. 

Her preface to the original Series of Plays, a seventy-page "introductory discourse" 
advocating naturalness of language and subject matter, influenced both the Adver-
tisement to Wordsworth and Coleridge's Lyrical Ballads, which appeared six months 
later, and Wordsworth's longer and more famous Preface two years later. "Those 
works," she wrote, "which most strongly characterize human nature in the middling 
and lower classes of society, where it is to be discovered by stronger and more une-
quivocal marks, will ever be the most popular"; the writer should forsake "the 
enchanted regions of simile, metaphor, allegory, and description" in favor of "the plain 
order of things in this every-day world." Baillie's prolonged focus on both the writer's 
and the reader's "sympathetick curiosity" in the essay probably also influenced Wil-
liam Hazlitt's concept of the sympathetic imagination and, through Hazlitt, Keats's 
notion of the self-effacing empathic "poetical Character." 

In an 1812 preface Baillie acknowledged the gap between her theory as a dramatist 
and her practice, admitting that her effort to "unveil" the workings of the mind was 
ill suited to the practical realities of the stage. In the major London theatres of her 
day, which were immense spaces designed principally to house spectacular scenery 
and light effects, only a third of the audience, she estimated, could hear the actors' 
lines or see their faces. (Charles Lamb had, to similar effect, argued in 1811 that 
readers who loved Shakespearean tragedy in the privacy of the study would have their 
illusions shattered when they saw it in one of these theaters.) Indeed, even when 
Baillie's plays were staged by stars such as Sarah Siddons and Edmund Kean, theater-
goers failed to respond as enthusiastically as reading audiences had. Today, in fact, 
the modern reader is more likely to agree not with Scott and Byron but with Hazlitt, 
who declared Baillie's plan to illustrate each passion separately a heresy in dramatic 
art: "the passions are . . . not so in nature, or in Shakspeare." But Baillie's interest in 
discovering an authentic language of feeling originated in her poetry, with a volume 
of 1790 titled Poems: Wherein It Is Attempted to Describe Certain Views of Nature 
and of Rustic Manners, and she remains of great interest as a poet. The modern reader, 
admiring the homely but graceful blank verse of her "A Winter's Day," can make 
connections with The Prelude (as in the descriptions of bird snaring, ice-skating, and 
the old discharged soldier), The Excursion (the character of the Wanderer), and 
"Michael" (Michael's thrift, Isabel's industrious spinning wheel)—works that Words-
worth wrote more than ten years after Baillie's poem. Baillie's 1823 "Address to a 
Steamvessel" likewise anticipates by a decade Wordsworth's "Steamboats, Viaducts, 
and Bailways," and it parallels, in its determination to make poetry accountable to 
new technology and in its mixed feelings about a modern tourist industry's marketing 
of picturesque nature, Wordsworth's ambivalent project in his 1810 guidebook to the 
Lake District. Baillie also excelled as a songwriter both in standard English (as in 
"Up! quit thy bower") and, like her contemporary Robert Burns, in the Scottish dialect 
(as in "Woo'd and married"). 

A Winter's Day 

The cock, warm roosting 'mid his feather'd mates, 
Now lifts his beak and snuffs the morning air, 
Stretches his neck and claps his heavy wings, 
Gives three hoarse crows and, glad his task is done, 

5 Low chuckling turns himself upon the roost, 
Then nestles down again into his place. 
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The laboring hind,1 who on his bed of straw 
Beneath his home-made coverings, coarse but warm, 
Lock'd in the kindly arms of her who spun them, 

10 Dreams of the gain that next year's crop should bring; 
Or at some fair, disposing of his wool, 
Or by some lucky and unlook'd-for bargain, 
Fills his skin purse with store of tempting gold; 
Now wakes from sleep at the unwelcome call, 

is And finds himself but just the same poor man 
As when he went to rest. 
He hears the blast against his window beat, 
And wishes to himself he were a laird,° landowner, lord 
That he might lie a-bed. It may not be: 

20 He rubs his eyes and stretches out his arms; 
Heigh oh! heigh oh! he drawls with gaping mouth, 
Then most unwillingly creeps from his lair, 
And without looking-glass puts on his clothes. 

With rueful face he blows the smother'd fire, 
25 And lights his candle at the reddening coal; 

First sees that all be right among his cattle, 
Then hies° him to the barn with heavy tread, hastens 
Printing his footsteps on the new-fall'n snow. 
From out the heap'd-up mow" he draws his sheaves, stored grain or hay 

so Dislodging the poor red-breast from his shelter 
Where all the live-long night he slept secure; 
But now, affrighted, with uncertain flight, 
Flutters round walls and roof to find some hole 
Through which he may escape. 

35 Then whirling o'er his head, the heavy flail 
Descends with force upon the jumping sheaves, 
While every rugged wall and neighboring cot° cottage 
The noise re-echoes of his sturdy strokes. 

The family cares call next upon the wife 
40 To quit her mean but comfortable bed. 

And first she stirs the fire and fans the flame, 
Then from her heap of sticks for winter stored 
An armful brings; loud crackling as they burn, 
Thick fly the red sparks upward to the roof, 

45 While slowly mounts the smoke in wreathy clouds. 
On goes the seething pot with morning cheer, 
For which some little wistful folk await, 
Who, peeping from the bed-clothes, spy well pleased 
The cheery light that blazes on the wall, 

50 And bawl for leave to rise. 
Their busy mother knows not where to turn, 

1. Hind does not perfectly express the condition 
of the person here intended, who is somewhat 
above a common laborer,—the tenant of a very 
small farm, which he cultivates with his own 
hands; a few cows, perhaps a horse, and some six 
or seven sheep being all the wealth he possessed. 

A class of men very common in the west of Scot-
land, ere political economy was thought of [Bail-
he's note], "Political economy" refers to the new 
discipline of economics pioneered by Adam Smith 
at the University of Glasgow, where Baillie's father 
and uncle also lectured. 
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Her morning's work comes now so thick upon her. 
One she must help to tie his little coat, 
Unpin another's cap, or seek his shoe 

55 Or hosen° lost, confusion soon o'er-master'd! breeches 
When all is o'er, out to the door they run 
With new-comb'd sleeky hair and glistening faces, 
Each with some little project in his head. 
His new-soled shoes one on the ice must try; 

60 To view his well-set trap another hies, 
In hopes to find some poor unwary bird 
(No worthless prize) entangled in his snare; 
While one, less active, with round rosy cheeks, 
Spreads out his purple fingers to the fire, 

65 And peeps most wistfully into the pot. 

But let us leave the warm and cheerful house 
To view the bleak and dreary scene without, 
And mark the dawning of a Winter day. 
The morning vapor rests upon the heights, 

70 Lurid and red, while growing gradual shades 
Of pale and sickly light spread o'er the sky. 
Then slowly from behind the southern hills 
Enlarged and ruddy comes the rising sun, 
Shooting athwart the hoary waste his beams 

75 That gild the brow of every ridgy bank, 
And deepen every valley with a shade. 
The crusted window of each scatter'd cot, 
The icicles that fringe the thatched roof, 
The new-swept slide upon the frozen pool, 

so All keenly glance, new kindled with his rays; 
And e'en the rugged face of scowling Winter 
Looks somewhat gay. But only for a time 
He shows his glory to the brightening earth, 
Then hides his face behind a sullen cloud. 

85 The birds now quit their holes and lurking sheds, 
Most mute and melancholy, where through night, 
All nestling close to keep each other warm, 
In downy sleep they had forgot their hardships; 
But not to chant and carol in the air, 

90 Or lightly swing upon some waving bough, 
And merrily return each other's notes; 
No, silently they hop from bush to bush, 
Can find no seeds to stop their craving want, 
Then bend their flight to the low smoking cot, 

95 Chirp on the roof, or at the window peck, 
To tell their wants to those who lodge within. 
The poor lank hare flies homeward to his den, 
But little burthen'd with his nightly meal 
Of wither'd coleworts2 from the farmer's garden, 

ioo A wretched scanty portion, snatch'd in fear; 

2. Kale or another cabbagelike vegetable. 
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And fearful creatures, forced abroad by hunger, 
Are now to every enemy a prey. 

The husbandman lays by his heavy flail, 
And to the house returns, where for him wait 

105 His smoking breakfast and impatient children, 
Who, spoon in hand, and ready to begin, 
Toward the door cast many an eager look 
To see their dad come in. 
Then round they sit, a cheerful company; 

110 All quickly set to work, and with heap'd spoons 
From ear to ear besmear their rosy cheeks. 
The faithful dog stands by his master's side 
Wagging his tail and looking in his face; 
While humble puss pays court to all around, 

115 And purrs and rubs them with her furry sides; 
Nor goes this little flattery unrewarded. 
But the laborious sit not long at table; 
The grateful father lifts his eyes to heaven 
To bless his God, whose ever bounteous hand 

120 Him and his little ones doth daily feed, 
Then rises satisfied to work again. 

The varied rousing sounds of industry 
Are heard through all the village. 
The humming wheel, the thrifty housewife's tongue, 

125 Who scolds to keep her maidens to their work, 
The wool-card's grating, most unmusical! 
Issue from every house. 
But hark! the sportsman3 from the neighboring hedge 
His thunder sends! loud bark the village curs; 

bo Up from her cards or wheel the maiden starts 
And hastens to the door; the housewife chides, 
Yet runs herself to look, in spite of thrift, 
And all the little town is in a stir. 

Strutting before, the cock leads forth his train, 
135 And, chuckling near the barn-door 'mid the straw, 

Reminds the farmer of his morning's service. 
His grateful master throws a liberal handful; 
They flock about it, while the hungry sparrows, 
Perch'd on the roof, look down with envious eye, 

140 Then, aiming well, amidst the feeders light, 
And seize upon the feast with greedy bill, 
Till angry partlets0 peck them off the field. hens 
But at a distance, on the leafless tree, 
All woe-begone, the lonely blackbird sits; 

145 The cold north wind ruffles his glossy feathers; 
Full oft he looks, but dares not make approach, 
Then turns his yellow beak to peck his side 

3. Since in the late 18th century only gentlemen who met certain property qualifications had the right to 
shoot game, this sportsman likely belongs to a higher social class than the villagers he disturbs. 
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And claps his wings close to his sharpen'd breast. 
The wandering fowler from behind the hedge, 

150 Fastens his eye upon him, points his gun, 
And firing wantonly, as at a mark, 
Of life bereaves him in the cheerful spot 
That oft hath echo'd to his summer's song. 

The mid-day hour is near; the pent-up kine cows 
155 Are driven from their stalls to take the air. 

How stupidly they stare! and feel how strange! 
They open wide their smoking mouths to low, 
But scarcely can their feeble sound be heard, 
Then turn and lick themselves and, step by step, 

160 Move, dull and heavy, to their stalls again. 

In scatter'd groups the little idle boys, 
With purple fingers molding in the snow 
Their icy ammunition, pant for war; 
And drawing up in opposite array, 

165 Send forth a mighty shower of well-aim'd balls. 
Each tiny hero tries his growing strength, 
And burns to beat the foe-men off the field. 
Or on the well-worn ice in eager throngs, 
After short race, shoot rapidly along, 

170 Trip up each other's heels, and on the surface 
With studded shoes draw many a chalky line. 
Untired and glowing with the healthful sport 
They cease not till the sun hath run his course, 
And threatening clouds, slow rising from the north, 

175 Spread leaden darkness o'er the face of heaven; 
Then by degrees they scatter to their homes, 
Some with a broken head or bloody nose, 
To claim their mother's pity, who, most skillful! 
Cures all their troubles with a bit of bread. 

180 The night comes on apace—-
Chill blows the blast and drives the snow in wreaths; 
Now every creature looks around for shelter, 
And whether man or beast, all move alike 
Towards their homes, and happy they who have 

185 A house to screen them from the piercing cold! 
Lo, o'er the frost a reverend form advances! 
His hair white as the snow on which he treads, 
His forehead mark'd with many a care-worn furrow, 
Whose feeble body bending o'er a staff, 

190 Shows still that once it was the seat of strength, 
Though now it shakes like some old ruin'd tower. 
Clothed indeed, but not disgraced with rags, 
He still maintains that decent dignity 
Which well becomes those who have served their country. 

195 With tottering steps he gains the cottage door; 
The wife within, who hears his hollow cough, 
And pattering of his stick upon the threshold, 
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Sends out her little boy to see who's there. 
The child looks up to mark the stranger's face, 

200 And, seeing it enlighten'd with a smile, 
Holds out his tiny hand to lead him in. 
Round from her work the mother turns her head, 
And views them, not ill pleased. 
The stranger whines not with a piteous tale, 

205 But only asks a little to relieve 
A poor old soldier's wants. 
The gentle matron brings the ready chair 
And bids him sit to rest his weary limbs, 
And warm himself before her blazing fire. 

210 The children, full of curiosity, 
Flock round, and with their fingers in their mouths 
Stand staring at him, while the stranger, pleased, 
Takes up the youngest urchin on his knee. 
Proud of its seat, it wags its little feet, 

215 And prates and laughs and plays with his white locks. 
But soon a change comes o'er the soldier's face; 
His thoughtful mind is turn'd on other days, 
When his own boys were wont to play around him, 
Who now lie distant from their native land 

220 In honorable but untimely graves: 
He feels how helpless and forlorn he is, 
And big round tears course down his wither'd cheeks. 
His toilsome daily labor at an end, 
In comes the wearied master of the house, 

225 And marks with satisfaction his old guest, 
In the chief seat, with all the children round him. 
His honest heart is fill'd with manly kindness, 
He bids him stay and share their homely meal, 
And take with them his quarters for the night. 

230 The aged wanderer thankfully accepts, 
And by the simple hospitable board, 
Forgets the by-past hardships of the day. 

When all are satisfied, about the fire 
They draw their seats and form a cheerful ring. 

235 The thrifty housewife turns her spinning-wheel; 
The husband, useful even in his hour 
Of ease and rest, a stocking knits, belike, 
Or plaits stored rushes, which with after skill 
Into a basket form'd may do good service, 

240 With eggs or butter fill'd at fair or market. 

Some idle neighbors now come dropping in, 
Draw round their chairs and widen out the circle; 
And every one in his own native way 
Does what he can to cheer the social group. 

245 Each tells some little story of himself, 
That constant subject upon which mankind, 
Whether in court or country, love to dwell. 
How at a fair he saved a simple clown0 country fellow 
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From being trick'd in buying of a cow; 
250 Or laid a bet on his own horse's head 

Against his neighbor's bought at twice his cost, 
Which fail'd not to repay his better skill; 
Or on a harvest day bound in an hour 
More sheaves of corn than any of his fellows, 

255 Though e'er so stark,0 could do in twice the time; strong, powerful 
Or won the bridal race with savory broose4 

And first kiss of the bonny bride, though all 
The fleetest youngsters of the parish strove 
In rivalry against him. 

260 But chiefly the good man, by his own fire, 
Hath privilege of being listen'd to, 
Nor dares a little prattling tongue presume, 
Though but in play, to break upon his story. 
The children sit and listen with the rest; 

265 And should the youngest raise its lisping voice, 
The careful mother, ever on the watch, 
And ever pleased with what her husband says, 
Gives it a gentle tap upon the fingers, 
Or stops its ill-timed prattle with a kiss. 

270 The soldier next, but not unask'd, begins 
His tale of war and blood. They gaze upon him, 
And almost weep to see the man so poor, 
So bent and feeble, helpless and forlorn, 
Who has undaunted stood the battle's brunt 

275 While roaring cannons shook the quaking earth, 
And bullets hiss'd round his defenseless head. 
Thus passes quickly on the evening hour, 
Till sober folks must needs retire to rest; 
Then all break up, and, by their several paths, 

2so Hie homeward, with the evening pastime cheer'd 
Far more, belike, than those who issue forth 
From city theatre's gay scenic show, 
Or crowded ball-room's splendid moving maze. 
But where the song and story, joke and gibe, 

285 So lately circled, what a solemn change 
In little time takes place! 
The sound of psalms, by mingled voices raised 
Of young and old, upon the night air borne, 
Haply to some benighted traveler, 

290 Or the late parted neighbors on their way, 
A pleasing notice gives, that those whose sires 
In former days on the bare mountain's side, 
In deserts, heaths, and caverns, praise and prayer, 
At peril of their lives, in their own form 

295 Of covenanted worship offered up, 
In peace and safety in their own quiet home 

4. A race, from the bride's former home to the bridegroom's house, run by the young men attending a 
country wedding. 
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Are—(as in quaint and modest phrase is termed) 
Engaged now in evening exercise 

But long accustom'd to observe the weather, 
300 The farmer cannot lay him down in peace 

Till he has look'd to mark what bodes the night. 
He lifts the latch, and moves the heavy door, 
Sees wreaths of snow heap'd up on every side, 
And black and dismal all above his head. 

305 Anon the northern blast begins to rise; 
He hears its hollow growling from afar, 
Which, gathering strength, rolls on with doubled might, 
And raves and bellows o'er his head. The trees 
Like pithless saplings bend. He shuts his door, 

310 And, thankful for the roof that covers him, 
Hies him to bed. 

1790 

A Mother to Her Waking Infant 

Now in thy dazzled half-oped eye, 
Thy curled nose and lip awry, 
Up-hoisted arms and noddling head, 
And little chin with crystal spread, 

5 Poor helpless thing! what do I see, 
That I should sing of thee? 

From thy poor tongue no accents come, 
Which can but rub thy toothless gum: 
Small understanding boasts thy face, 

10 Thy shapeless limbs nor step nor grace: 
A few short words thy feats may tell, 
And yet I love thee well. 

When wakes the sudden bitter shriek, 
And redder swells thy little cheek; 

15 When rattled keys thy woes beguile, 
And through thine eyelids gleams the smile, 
Still for thy weakly self is spent 
Thy little silly1 plaint. 

But when thy friends are in distress, 
20 Thou'lt laugh and chuckle ne'ertheless, 

5. In the first edition of the Winter Day, nothing 
regarding family worship was mentioned: a great 
omission, for which I justly take shame to myself. 
"The Evening exercise," as it was called, prevailed 
in every house over the simple country parts of the 
West of Scotland, and I have often heard the sound 
of it passing through the twilight air, in returning 
from a late walk [Baillie's note]. Lines 2 8 1 - 9 8 are 

a later addition to the poem. They allude to the 
persecutions that, during the "Killing Times" of the 
mid-17th century, were endured by the Covenant-
ers—Presbyterians who adhered to a Covenant 
contracted between their congregation and Christ 
and who therefore refused to acknowledge the 
Crown's authority over their forms of worship. 
1. Deserving of pity (Scots dialect). 
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Nor with kind sympathy be smitten, 
Though all are sad but thee and kitten; 
Yet puny varlet0 that thou art, rascal 
Thou twitchest at the heart. 

25 Thy smooth round cheek so soft and warm; 
Thy pinky hand and dimpled arm; 
Thy silken locks that scantly peep, 
With gold tipp'd ends, where circles deep, 
Around thy neck in harmless grace, 

30 So soft and sleekly hold their place, 
Might harder hearts with kindness fill, 
And gain our right goodwill. 

Each passing clown0 bestows his blessing, peasant 
Thy mouth is worn with old wives' kissing; 

35 E'en lighter looks the gloomy eye 
Of surly sense when thou art by; 
And yet, I think, whoe'er they be, 
They love thee not like me. 

Perhaps when time shall add a few 
40 Short months to thee, thou'lt love me too; 

And after that, through life's long way, 
Become my sure and cheering stay; 
Wilt care for me and be my hold, 
When I am weak and old. 

45 Thou'lt listen to my Iengthen'd tale, 
And pity me when I am frail2— 
But see, the sweepy spinning fly 
Upon the window takes thine eye. 
Go to thy little senseless play; 

50 Thou dost not heed my lay.° song 

1790 

Up! quit thy bower1 

Up! quit thy bower, late wears the hour; 
Long have the rooks caw'd round thy tower; 
On flower and tree, loud hums the bee; 
The wilding kid2 sports merrily: 

5 A day so bright, so fresh, so clear, 
Shineth when good fortune's near. 

Up! lady fair, and braid thy hair, 
And rouse thee in the breezy air; 

2. Feeble. In this sense the word is often applied 
in Scotland [Baillie's note], 
1. This song opens act 1 of Baillie's The Beacon: 

A Serious Musical Drama in Two Acts (1812). 
2. Wild young goat. 
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The lulling stream, that sooth'd thy dream, 
10 Is dancing in the sunny beam: 

And hours so sweet, so bright, so gay, 
Will waft good fortune on its way. 

Up! time will tell; the friar's bell 
Its service sound hath chimed well; 

15 The aged crone keeps house alone, 
And reapers to the fields are gone: 
The active day, so boon and bright, 
May bring good fortune ere the night. 

1812 

Song: Woo d and married and a'1 

The bride she is winsome and bonny, 
Her hair it is snooded2 sae sleek, 

And faithfu' and kind is her Johnny, 
Yet fast fa' the tears on her cheek. 

5 New pearlins° are cause of her sorrow, lace trimmings 
New pearlins and plenishing0 too, furnishings 

The bride that has a' to borrow, 
Has e'en right mickle ado, 

Woo'd and married and a'! 
10 Woo'd and married and a'! 

Is na' she very weel aff 
To be woo'd and married at a'? 

Her mither then hastily spak, 
"The lassie is glaikit0 wi' pride; 

15 In my pouch I had never a plack° 
On the day when I was a bride. 

E'en tak' to your wheel, and be clever, 
And draw out your thread in the sun; 

The gear0 that is gifted,0 it never 
20 Will last like the gear that is won.0 

Woo'd and married and a'! 
Wi' havins0 and toucher0 sae sma', 

I think ye are very weel aff, 
To be woo'd and married at a'!" 

25 "Toot, toot!" quo' her gray-headed faither, 
"She's less o' a bride than a bairn;0 child 

She's ta'en like a cout° frae the heather, colt 
Wi' sense and discretion to learn. 

Half husband, I trow, and half daddy, 
30 As humor inconstantly leans, 

The chieP maun" be patient and steady, man / must 

foolish 
farthing 

goods, wealth / given 
earned 

possessions / dowry 

1. For a reading of "Woo'd and married and a' " properly appreciated, 
consult Norton Literature Online: Baillie's writing 2. Bound up with a ribbon, 
in Scots needs to be heard as well as read to be 
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That yokes wi' a mate in her teens. 
A kerchief sae douce" and sae neat, sedate, respectable 
O'er her locks that the winds used to blaw! 

35 I'm baith like to laugh and to greet,0 weep 
When I think o' her married at a'!" 

Then out spak' the wily bridegroom; 
Weel waled0 were his wordies, I ween— chosen 

"I'm rich, though my coffer be toom,0 empty 
40 Wi' the blinks o' your bonny blue een.° eyes 

I'm prouder o' thee by my side, 
Though thy ruffles or ribbons be few, 

Than if Kate o' the Croft were my bride, 
Wi' purfles3 and pearlins enow. 

45 Dear and dearest of ony! 
Ye're woo'd and buikit4 and a'!" 

And do ye think scorn o' your Johnny, 
And grieve to be married at a'?" 

She turn'd, and she blush'd, and she smiled, 
50 And she looket sae bashfully down; 

The pride o' her heart was beguiled, 
And she played wi' the sleeves o' her gown; 

She twirled the tag o' her lace, 
And she nippet her boddice sae blue, 

55 Syne° blinket sae sweet in his face, then 
And aff like a maukin0 she flew. hare 

Woo'd and married and a'! 
Wi' Johnny to roose° her and a'! praise 

She thinks hersel very weel aff, 
60 To be woo'd and married at a'! 

1822 

Address to a Steamvessel1 

Freighted with passengers of every sort, 
A motley throng, thou leav'st the busy port: 
Thy long and ample deck,—where scatter'd lie 
Baskets and cloaks and shawls of crimson dye; 

5 Where dogs and children through the crowd are straying, 
And on his bench apart the fiddler playing, 

3. Embroidered trimmings. 
4. Booked, i.e., entered as betrothed in the official 
registry of the session clerk. 
1. Steamships and sightseers were new features in 
Scotland's landscape in Baillie's lifetime; here she 
reckons with their presence. As she notes, new 
steamship routes enabled greater numbers of tour-
ists, some from the industrial working classes, to 
visit the area's beauty spots, often the sites cele-
brated in the period's poetry of natural description. 
The mixed feelings she expresses about this change 

are similar to those informing the writings of 
Wordsworth. His sonnet "Steamboats, Viaducts, 
and Railways" (p. 320) acknowledges the sublime 
aspects of the new transportation technologies, but 
he later campaigned against the construction of 
the Kendal and Windermere Railway, and worried 
that the influx of visitors it would bring to the Lake 
District (visitors in some measure drawn there by 
his poetry) would "deface" the region's beauties. 
See "Tintem Abbey, Tourism, and Romantic Land-
scape" at Norton Literature Online. 
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While matron dames to tressel'd seats repair,— 
Seems, on the glassy waves, a floating fair. 

Its dark form on the sky's pale azure cast, 
10 Towers from this clustering group thy pillar'd mast; 

The dense smoke, issuing from its narrow vent, 
Is to the air in curly volumes sent, 
Which coiling and uncoiling on the wind, 
Trail, like a writhing serpent, far behind. 

15 Beneath, as each merged wheel its motion plies, 
On either side the white-churn'd waters rise, 
And newly parted from the noisy fray, 
Track with light ridgy foam thy recent way, 
Then far diverged, in many a lustrous line 

20 On the still-moving distant surface shine. 

Thou holdst thy course in independent pride; 
No leave ask'st thou of either wind or tide. 
To whate'er point the breeze inconstant veer, 
Still doth thy careless helmsman onward steer; 

25 As if the stroke of some magician's wand 
Had lent thee power the ocean to command. 
What is this power which thus within thee lurks 
And all unseen, like a mask'd giant works? 
E'en that which gentle dames at morning tea, 

30 From silver urn ascending, daily see 
With tressy wreathings borne upon the air 
Like loosen'd ringlets of a lady's hair; 
Or rising from th' enamell'd cup beneath, 
With the soft fragrance of an infant's breath; 

35 That which within the peasant's humble cot 
Comes from the uncover'd mouth of savoury pot, 
As his kind mate prepares his noonday fare, 
Which cur and cat and rosy urchins share; 
That which, all silver'd by the moon's pale beam 

40 Precedes the mighty Geyser's up-cast stream, 
What time, with bellowing din, exploded forth, 
It decks the midnight of the frozen north, 
While travellers from their skin-spread couches rise 
To gaze upon the sight with wondering eyes. 

45 Thou hast to those "in populous city pent"2 

Glimpses of wild and beauteous nature lent, 
A bright remembrance ne'er to be destroy'd, 
That proves to them a treasure long enjoy'd, 
And for this scope to beings erst confined, 

so I fain would hail thee with a grateful mind. 
They who had nought of verdant freshness seen, 
But suburb orchards choked with coleworts° green, cabbage plants 
Now, seated at their ease, may glide along, 

2. Milton's Paradise Lost 9.445, from the extended simile describing Satan's entrance into Eden. 
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Loch Lomond's fair and fairy Isles3 among; 
55 Where bushy promontories fondly peep 

At their own beauty in the nether deep, 
O'er drooping birch and rowan4 red that lave° wash 
Their fragrant branches in the glassy wave: 
They who on higher objects scarce have counted 

60 Than church-spire with its gilded vane surmounted, 
May view within their near, distinctive ken 
The rocky summits of the lofty Ben;5 

Or see his purple shoulders darkly lower 
Through the dim drapery of a summer shower. 

65 Where, spread in broad and fair expanse, the Clyde6 

Mingles his waters with the briny tide, 
Along the lesser Cumbray's rocky shore,7 

With moss and crusted lichens flecker'd o'er, 
He who but warfare held with thievish cat, 

70 Or from his cupboard chaced a hungry rat, 
The city cobbler,—scares the wild sea-mew 
In its mid-flight with loud and shrill halloo; 
Or valiantly with fearful threatening shakes 
His lank and greasy head at Kittywakes.8 

75 The eyes that have no fairer outline seen, 
Than chimney'd walls with slated roofs between, 
Which hard and harshly edge the smoky sky, 
May Arran's softly-vision'd peaks9 descry, 
Coping with graceful state her steepy sides 

so O'er which the cloud's broad shadow swiftly glides, 
And interlacing slopes that gently merge 
Into the pearly mist of ocean's verge. 
Eyes which admired that work of sordid skill, 
The storied structure of a cotton mill, 

85 May wondering now behold the unnumber'd host 
Of marshall'd pillars on fair Ireland's coast, 
Phalanx on phalanx ranged with sidelong bend, 
Or broken ranks that to the main descend, 
Like Pharaoh's army on the Red Sea shore, 

90 Which deep and deeper sank, to rise no more.1 

Yet ne'ertheless, whate'er we owe to thee, 
Rover at will on river, lake, and sea, 
As profit's bait or pleasure's lure engage, 
Offspring of Watt,2 that philosophic sage, 

95 Who in the heraldry of science ranks 
With those to whom men owe high meed of thanks 
For genius usefully employ'd, whose fame 
Shall still be Iink'd with Davy's3 splendid name; 

3. Loch Lomond, lake north of Glasgow and a 
favorite tourist destination. 
4. Mountain ash trees. 
5. The mountain Ben Lomond. 
6. River running through Scotland's industrial 
center, the city of Glasgow. 
7. Island in the Firth of Clyde. 
8. The common or vulgar name of a water-bird 

frequenting that coast [Baillie's note]. 
9. Island off the west coast of Scotland. 
1. See Exodus 14.28. 
2. James Watt (1736-1819) , Scottish engineer 
who developed the steam engine. 
3. Humphrey Davy (1778-1829) , English chem-
ist. 
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Dearer to fancy, to the eye more fair 
100 Are the light skiffs,0 that to the breezy air sailboats 

Unfurl their swelling sails of snowy hue 
Upon the moving lap of ocean blue: 
As the proud swan on summer lake displays, 
With plumage brightening in the morning rays, 

105 Her fair pavilion of erected wings, 
They change, and veer, and turn like living things. 

With ample store of shrouding,0 sails, and mast, rigging 
To brave with manly skill the winter blast 
Of every clime,—in vessels rigg'd like these 

no Did great Columbus cross the western seas, 
And to the stinted thoughts of man reveal'd 
What yet the course of ages had conceal'd: 
In such as these, on high adventure bent, 
Round the vast world Magellan's comrades went.4 

115 To such as these are hardy seamen found 
As with the ties of kindred feeling bound, 
Boasting, while cans of cheering grog they sip, 
The varied fortunes of "our gallant ship"; 
The offspring these of bold sagacious man, 

120 Ere yet the reign of letter'd lore began. 

In very truth, compared to these, thou art 
A daily labourer, a mechanic swart,0 swarthy 
In working weeds array'd of homely gray, 
Opposed to gentle nymph or lady gay, 

125 To whose free robes the graceful right is given 
To play and dally with the winds of heaven. 
Reholding thee, the great of other days 
And modern men with all their alter'd ways, 
Across my mind with hasty transit gleam, 

130 Like fleeting shadows of a feverish dream: 
Fitful I gaze, with adverse humours teased, 
Half sad, half proud, half angry, and half pleased. 

1823 1823 

4. Ferdinand Magellan (1489—1521), Portuguese navigator whose fleet undertook the first circumnavi-
gation of the globe. Magellan did not survive the voyage. 

M A R I A E D G E W O R T H 
1 7 6 8 - 1 8 4 9 

Maria Edgeworth's publishing career earned her more than £11,000—an enormous 
sum. It also made the novel, regularly reviled by critics in the late eighteenth century, 
a respectable form. After 1804, the editor Francis Jeffrey attended respectfully in the 
pages of his Edinburgh Review to each of Edgeworth's publications, remarking on 
how in her hands fiction had become an edifying medium for serious ideas. 
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Edgeworth was born in Oxfordshire on New Year's Day, 1768, the second child of 
Richard Lovell Edgeworth and Anna Maria Elers, who died when her daughter was 
five. (Richard Lovell Edgeworth married three more times, each new wife younger 
than her predecessor, and eventually fathered twenty-two children.) Maria Edgeworth 
spent most of her childhood in fashionable boarding schools in England, until her 
father, in a spirit of patriotism and optimism about social progress, decided to dedicate 
himself to the family estate in Ireland that had been his birthplace. In 1782 he sent 
for Maria to join him, his third wife, and Maria's half-brothers and half-sisters at 
Edgeworthstown, source of the Protestant Edgeworths' wealth since the early sev-
enteenth century, when the property had been confiscated from a Catholic family. 
For the rest of her life, that manor house in rural County Longford would remain 
home for Edgeworth, who in 1802 rejected a marriage proposal from a Swedish 
diplomat. 

Brimming over with children, with books, and (it was reported) with "ingenious 
mechanical devices" (some of them Richard Lovell Edgeworth's inventions), this 
home doubled as a laboratory for her father's experiments in education, up-to-the-
minute agricultural techniques, and enlightened landlord-tenant relations. From the 
age of fourteen, Edgeworth assumed a central role in those experiments. She took up 
the business of estate management. She taught the younger children. At her father's 
prompting, she began a course of reading in political and economic theory, starting 
with Adam Smith's The Wealth of Nations. 

Eventually Maria Edgeworth also began to write. Letters for Literary Ladies (1795), 
a novelistic defense of women's education, was followed by The Parent's Assistant 
(1796) and Practical Education (1798), treatises on pedagogy she coauthored with 
her father, and by the first of her influential collections of stories for children (Early 
Lessons, 1801). In 1800 she published Castle Rackrent, her masterpiece. Rackrent 
inaugurated Edgeworth's series of narratives memorializing the vanishing ways of life 
of rural Ireland, a project continued by Ennui (1809), The Absentee (1812), and 
Ormond (1819). Edgeworth's study of the Enlightenment social sciences is easy to 
trace in these regional fictions, and these concerns were a factor that helped secure 
their reputation among the reviewers. Not only had Edgeworth managed to associate 
the novel with a more intellectually prestigious discourse; by packaging her represen-
tations of Ireland's picturesque folk culture in this way, she was also able to tap the 
authority of a system of economic and political analysis that, in its claims to be sci-
entifically impartial, seemed to many to offer a counterweight to the ugly prejudices 
that were the legacies of that nation's history of colonial conquest. 

The year Richard Lovell Edgeworth settled in Ireland, 1782, seemed an auspicious 
moment for a reformer like him. The Parliament in Dublin had just won legislative 
independence, and it appeared as though penal laws targeting Catholics would soon 
be relaxed. But this confidence that a new era of civil harmony was dawning was 
quickly shattered. In 1798 armed insurrection, involving both Catholic peasants and 
middle-class Protestants from the North, engulfed Ireland. The rising was soon 
repressed, with extreme brutality. Introduced in 1800 as a security measure by a 
British state horrified at the news that French expeditionary forces had planned to 
aid the rebels, an Act of Union abolished the Dublin Parliament and incorporated 
Ireland into the United Kingdom. However, as Byron observed in an address to the 
House of Lords, to call the ensuing political situation a Union was to abuse the term: 
"If it must be called an Union, it is the union of the shark with his prey." The native 
Catholic population would long remain without civil rights. Indeed, when Edgeworth 
died in 1849 at the age of eighty-three, Ireland was once again a scene of violent 
insurrection as well as of horrendous famine. 

An anecdote in Edgeworth's 1820 memoir of her father conveys a sense of the 
ambiguous position that the Protestant Anglo-Irish—neither English exactly, nor 
Irish, neither outsiders nor natives—occupied in this tense political context. Edge-
worth recounts how, after their family escaped from the Catholic rebels who in 1798 
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occupied the countryside around Edgeworthstown, Richard Lovell Edgeworth was 
nearly lynched by a mob from the Protestant county town where the Edgeworths had 
taken refuge, who were certain (such were the suspicions aroused by his nonsectarian 
politics) that he was a rebel sympathizer and a French spy. 

The 1802 tale that we have selected as an example of Maria Edgeworth's fiction, 
"The Irish Incognito"—part trickster tale from the folk tradition, part philosophical 
meditation on the precariousness of personal identity—also captures something of 
this experience of living between cultures. Starting with the first disorienting sen-
tence, which introduces a hero who sports the ultra-English name of John Bull but 
who is also a native son of Cork, this treatment of cultural difference is distinguished 
by some slippery ironies. (A town on Ireland's south coast, Cork, of course, is home 
to the legendary Blarney Stone, which grants Irish people their gift of the gab.) The 
tale might well have promoted tolerance for British diversity among its original read-
ers: unlike many of his namesakes of the era, this "John Bull" is eminently likeable. 
But (as with the more biting satires that Jonathan Swift had penned in Dublin eighty 
years before) it would also have perplexed these readers' preconceived notions about 
who exactly was who within that hybrid political entity called "the United Kingdom 
of Great Britain and Ireland." 

The Irish Incognito1 

Sir John Bull was a native of Ireland, bred and born in the city of Cork. His 
real name was Phelim O'Mooney, and he was by profession a stocah, or walking 
gentleman; that is, a person who is too proud to earn his bread, and too poor 
to have bread without earning it. He had always been told that none of his 
ancestors had ever been in trade or business of any kind, and he resolved, 
when a boy, never to demean himself and family, as his elder brother had 
done, by becoming a rich merchant. When he grew up to be a young man, he 
kept this spirited resolution as long as he had a relation or friend in the world 
who would let him hang upon them; but when he was shaken off by all, what 
could he do but go into business? He chose the most genteel, however; he 
became a wine merchant. I'm only a wine merchant, said he to himself, and 
that is next door to being nothing at all. His brother furnished his cellars; and 
Mr. Phelim O'Mooney, upon the strength of the wine that he had in his cellars, 
and of the money he expected to make of it, immediately married a wife, set 
up a gig, and gave excellent dinners to men who were ten times richer than 
he even ever expected to be. In return for these excellent dinners, his new 
friends bought all their wine from Mr. O'Mooney, and never paid for it; he 
lived upon credit himself, and gave all his friends credit, till he became a 
bankrupt. Then nobody came to dine with him, and every body found out that 
he had been very imprudent; and he was obliged to sell his gig, but not before 
it had broken his wife's neck; so that when accounts came to be finally settled, 
he was not much worse than when he began the world, the loss falling upon 

I. Although written solely by Maria Edgeworth, 
"The Irish Incognito" forms the culminating chap-
ter of a book that was published under both her 
name and her father's (her Memoir of her father 
states that he contributed passages to a few of the 
other chapters). This book was the Essay on Irish 
Bulls, which went through three, revised editions 
between 1802 and 1808, before being included, in 
its 1808 version, in Maria Edgeworth's eighteen-

volume collected Tales and Novels of 1832. That 
edition provides the basis for the text we give here. 
A "bull" is a verbal blunder, an expression contain-
ing a contradiction that goes unperceived by the 
speaker. To collect "Irish bulls" as the Essay does 
is, on the face of it, to contribute to a longstanding 
English tradition of jokes about the dim-witted 
Irish, but the Edgeworths' relationship to that tra-
dition turned out to be quite complicated. 
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his creditors, and he being, as he observed, free to begin life again, with the 
advantage of being once more a bachelor. He was such a good-natured, free-
hearted fellow, that every body liked him, even his creditors. His wife's rela-
tions made up the sum of five hundred pounds for him, and his brother offered 
to take him into his firm as partner; but O'Mooney preferred, he said, going 
to try, or rather to make, his fortune in England, as he did not doubt but he 
should by marriage, being, as he did not scruple to acknowledge, a personable, 
clever-looking man, and a great favourite with the sex.2 

"My last wife I married for love, my next I expect will do the same by me, 
and of course the money must come on her side this time," said our hero, half 
jesting, half in earnest. His elder and wiser brother, the merchant, whom he 
still held in more than sufficient contempt, ventured to hint some slight objec-
tions to this scheme of Phelim's seeking fortune in England. He observed that 
so many had gone upon this plan already, that there was rather a prejudice in 
England against Irish adventurers. 

This could not affect him any ways, Phelim replied, because he did not mean 
to appear in England as an Irishman at all. 

"How then?" 
"As an Englishman, since that is most agreeable." 
"How can that be?" 
"Who should hinder it?" 
His brother, hesitatingly, said "Yourself." 
"Myself !-—What part of myself? Is it my tongue?—You'll acknowledge, 

brother, that I do not speak with the brogue." 
It was true that Phelim did not speak with any Irish brogue: his mother was 

an English woman, and he had lived much with English officers in Cork, and 
he had studied and imitated their manner of speaking so successfully, that no 
one, merely by his accent, could have guessed that he was an Irishman. 

"Hey! brother, I say!" continued Phelim, in a triumphant English tone; "I 
never was taken for an Irishman in my life. Colonel Broadman told me the 
other day, I spoke English better than the English themselves; that he should 
take me for an Englishman, in any part of the known world, the moment I 
opened my lips. You must allow that not the smallest particle of brogue is 
discernible on my tongue." 

His brother allowed that not the smallest particle of brogue was to be dis-
cerned upon Phelim's tongue, but feared that some Irish idiom might be per-
ceived in his conversation. And then the name of O'Mooney! 

"Oh, as to that, I need not trouble an act of parliament, or even a king's 
letter, just to change my name for a season; at the worst, I can travel and 
appear incognito." 

"Always?" 
"No: only just till I'm upon good terms with the lady—Mrs. Phelim 

O'Mooney, that is to be, God willing. Never fear, nor shake your head, brother; 
you men of business are out of this line, and not proper judges: I beg your 
pardon for saying so, but as you are my own brother, and nobody by, you'll 
excuse me." 

His brother did excuse him, but continued silent for some minutes; he was 
pondering upon the means of persuading Phelim to give up this scheme. 

"I would lay you any wager, my dear Phelim," said he, "that you could not 
continue four days in England incognito." 

2. Women. 
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"Done!" cried Phelim. "Done for a hundred pounds; done for a thousand 
pounds, and welcome." 

"But if you lose, how will you pay?" 
"Faith! that's the last thing I thought of, being sure of winning." 
"Then you will not object to any mode of payment I shall propose." 
"None: only remembering always, that I was bankrupt last week, and shall 

be little better till I'm married; but then I'll pay you honestly if I lose." 
"No,- if you lose I must be paid before that time, my good sir," said his 

brother, laughing. "My bet is this:—I will lay you one hundred guineas that 
you do not remain four days in England incognito; be upon honour with me, 
and promise, that if you lose, you will, instead of laying down a hundred 
guineas, come back immediately, and settle quietly again to business." 

The word business was always odious to our hero's proud ears; but he 
thought himself so secure of winning his wager, that he willingly bound him-
self in a penalty which he believed would never become due; and his gener-
ous brother, at parting, made the bet still more favourable, by allowing that 
Phelim should not be deemed the loser unless he was, in the course of the 
first four days after he touched English ground, detected eight times in being 
an Irishman. 

"Eight times !" cried Phelim. "Good bye to a hundred guineas, brother, you 
may say." 

"You may say," echoed his brother, and so they parted. 
Mr. Phelim O'Mooney the next morning sailed from Cork harbour with a 

prosperous gale, and with a confidence in his own success which supplied the 
place of auspicious omens. He embarked at Cork, to go by long sea to London, 
and was driven into Deal, where Julius Cesar once landed before him, and 
with the same resolution to see and conquer.3 It was early in the morning; 
having been very sea-sick, he was impatient, as soon as he got into the inn, 
for his breakfast: he was shown into a room where three ladies were waiting 
to go by the stage; his air of easy confidence was the best possible introduction. 

"Would any of the company choose eggs?" said the waiter. 
"I never touch an egg for my share," said O'Mooney, carelessly; he knew 

that it was supposed to be an Irish custom to eat eggs at breakfast; and when 
the malicious waiter afterwards set a plate full of eggs in salt upon the table, 
our hero magnanimously abstained from them; he even laughed heartily at a 
story told by one of the ladies of an Hibernian at Buxton, who declared that 
"no English hen ever laid a fresh egg." 

O'Mooney got through breakfast much to his own satisfaction, and to that 
of the ladies, whom he had taken a proper occasion to call the three graces,4 

and whom he had informed that he was an old baronet of an English family, 
and that his name was Sir John Bull. The youngest of the graces civilly 
observed, "that whatever else he might he, she should never have taken him 
for an old baronet." The lady who made this speech was pretty, but O'Mooney 
had penetration enough to discover, in the course of the conversation, that 
she and her companions were far from being divinities; his three graces 
were a greengrocer's wife, a tallow chandler's widow, and a milliner. When he 
found that these ladies were likely to be his companions if he were to travel 

3. The Roman expeditionary force that invaded 
Britain in 55 B.C.E. landed in the southeast in the 
vicinity of the modem-day port of Deal. A later vic-
tory in Asia Minor occasioned Caesar's boast about 

how he "came, saw, and conquered." 
4. A flowery compliment: in classical mythology 
the three graces are sister goddesses who bestow 
beauty and charm. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



T H E I R I S H I N C O G N I T O / 2 3 1 

in the coach, he changed his plan, and ordered a post-chaise and four. 
O'Mooney was not in danger of making any vulgar Irish blunders in paying 

his bill at an inn. No landlord or waiter could have suspected him, especially 
as he always left them to settle the matter first, and then looked over the bill 
and money with a careless gentility, saying, "Very right," or, "Very well, sir"; 
wisely calculating, that it was better to lose a few shillings on the road, than 
to lose a hundred pounds by the risk of Hibernian miscalculation. 

Whilst the chaise was getting ready he went to the custom-house to look 
after his baggage. He found a red-hot countryman of his own there, roaring 
about four and fourpence, and fighting the battle of his trunks, in which he 
was ready to make affidavit there was not, nor never had been, any thing 
contraband; and when the custom-house officer replied by pulling out of one 
of them a piece of Irish poplin, the Hibernian fell immediately upon the Union, 
which he swore was Disunion, as the custom-house officers managed it. Sir 
John Bull appeared to much advantage all this time, maintaining a dignified 
silence; from his quiet appearance and deportment, the custom-house officers 
took it for granted that he was an Englishman. He was in no hurry; he begged 
that gentleman's business might be settled first; he would wait the officer's 
leisure, and as he spoke he played so dexterously with half-a-guinea between 
his fingers, as to make it visible only where he wished. The custom-house 
officer was his humble servant immediately; but the Hibernian would have 
been his enemy, if he had not conciliated him by observing, "that even Eng-
lishmen must allow there was something very like a bull in professing to make 
a complete identification of the two kingdoms, whilst, at the same time, certain 
regulations continued in full force to divide the countries by art, even more 
than the British channel does by nature." 

Sir John talked so plausibly, and, above all, so candidly and coolly on Irish 
and English politics, that the custom-house officer conversed with him for a 
quarter of an hour without guessing of what country he was, till in an unlucky 
moment Phelim's heart got the better of his head. Joining in the praises 
bestowed by all parties on the conduct of a distinguished patriot of his country, 
he, in the height of his enthusiasm, inadvertently called him the Speaker. 

"The S-peaker!" said the officer. 
"Yes, the Speaker—our Speaker" cried Phelim, with exultation.5 He was not 

aware how he had betrayed himself, till the officer smiled and said— 
"Sir, I really never should have found out that you were an Irishman but 

from the manner in which you named your countryman, who is as highly 
thought of by all parties in this country as in yours: your enthusiasm does 
honour to your heart." 

"And to my head, I'm sure," said our hero, laughing with the best grace 
imaginable. "Well, I am glad you have found me out in this manner, though 
I lose the eighth part of a bet of a hundred guineas by it." 

He explained the wager, and begged the custom-house officer to keep his 
secret, which he promised to do faithfully, and assured him, "that he should 
be happy to do any thing in his power to serve him." Whilst he was uttering 
these last words, there came in a snug, but soft-looking Englishman, who 
opining from the words "happy to do any thing in my power to serve you," that 
O'Mooney was a friend of the custom-house officer's, and encouraged by 

5. John Foster, Baron Oriel, the last man to serve as speaker in the Irish House of Commons, before its 
abolition by the Act of Union in 1801. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



2 3 2 / M A R I A E D G E W O R T H 

something affable and good-natured in our hero's countenance, crept up to 
him, and whispered a request—"Could you tell a body, sir, how to get out of 
the custom-house a very valuable box of Sevre china that has been laying in 
the custom-house three weeks, and which I was commissioned to get out if I 
could, and bring up to town for a lady." 

As a lady was in the case, O'Mooney's gallantry instantly made his good-
nature effective. The box of Sevre china was produced, and opened only as a 
matter of form, and only as a matter of curiosity its contents were examined—a 
beautiful set of Sevre china and a pendule, said to have belonged to M. 
Egalite!6 "These things must be intended," said Phelim, "for some lady of 
superior taste or fortune." 

As Phelim was a proficient in the Socratic art of putting judicious interrog-
atories, he was soon happily master of the principal points it concerned him 
to know: he learnt that the lady was rich—a spinster—of full age—at her own 
disposal—living with a single female companion at Blackheath7—furnishing 
a house there in a superior style—had two carriages—her Christian name 
Mary—her surname Sharperson. 

O'Mooney, by the blessing of God, it shall soon be, thought Phelim. He 
politely offered the Englishman a place in his chaise for himself and Sevre 
china, as it was for a lady, and would run great hazard in the stage, which 
besides was full. Mr. Queasy, for that was our soft Englishman's name, was 
astonished by our hero's condescension and affability, especially as he heard 
him called Sir John: he bowed sundry times as low as the fear of losing his 
wig would permit, and accepted the polite offer with many thanks for himself 
and the lady concerned. 

Sir John Bull's chaise and four was soon ready and Queasy seated in the 
corner of it, and the Sevre china safely stowed between his knees. Captain 
Murray, a Scotch officer, was standing at the inn door, with his eyes intently 
fixed on the letters that were worked in nails on the top of Sir John's trunk; 
the letters were P. O'M. Our hero, whose eyes were at least as quick as the 
Scotchman's, was alarmed lest this should lead to a second detection. He 
called instantly, with his usual presence of mind, to the ostler, and desired 
him to uncord that trunk, as it was not to go with him; raising his voice loud 
enough for all the yard to hear, he added—"It is not mine at all; it belongs to 
my friend, Mr. O'Mooney: let it be sent after me, at leisure, by the waggon, 
as directed, to the care of Sir John Bull." 

Our hero was now giving his invention a prodigious quantity of superfluous 
trouble; and upon this occasion, as upon most others, he was more in danger 
from excess than deficiency of ingenuity: he was like the man in the fairy tale, 
who was obliged to tie his legs lest he should outrun the object of which he 
was in pursuit. The Scotch officer, though his eyes were fixed on the letters 
P. O'M., had none of the suspicions which Phelim was counteracting; he was 
only considering how he could ask for the third place in Sir John's chaise 
during the next stage, as he was in great haste to get to town upon particular 
business, and there were no other horses at the inn. When he heard that the 
heavy baggage was to go by the waggon, he took courage, and made his request. 

6. Cousin to King Louis XVI and himself in line 
for the throne of France, Philippe, Duke of 
Orleans (1747—1793) assumed the surname Egal-
ite ("Equality") as testimony of his support for the 
Revolution. The name change did not save him 

from the guillotine. The Duke's Sevre—expensive 
porcelain manufactured near Paris—and pendule, 
a pendulum clock, appear to have come on the 
market following his execution. 
7. District of London. 
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It was instantly granted by the good-natured Hibernian, who showed as much 
hospitality about his chaise as if it had been his house. Away they drove as 
fast as they could. Fresh dangers awaited him at the next inn. He left his hat 
upon the table in the hall whilst he went into the parlour, and when he 
returned, he heard some person inquiring what Irish gentleman was there. 
Our hero was terribly alarmed, for he saw that his hat was in the inquirer's 
hand, and he recollected that the name of Phelim O'Mooney was written in 
it. This the inquisitive gentleman did not see, for it was written in no very 
legible characters on the leather withinside of the front; but "F. Guest, hatter, 
Dame-street, Dublin," was a printed advertisement that could not be mistaken, 
and that was pasted within the crown. O'Mooney's presence of mind did not 
forsake him upon this emergency. 

"My good sir," said he, turning to Queasy, who, without hearing one word 
of what was passing, was coming out of the parlour, with his own hat and 
gloves in his hand; "My good sir," continued he, loading him with parcels, "will 
you have the goodness to see these put into my carriage? I'll take care of your 
hat and gloves," added O'Mooney in a low voice. Queasy surrendered his hat 
and gloves instantly, unknowing wherefore; then squeezed forward with his 
load through the crowd, crying—"Waiter! hostler! pray, somebody put these 
into Sir John Bull's chaise." 

Sir John Bull, equipped with Queasy's hat, marched deliberately through 
the defile, bowing with the air of at least an English county member8 to this 
side and to that, as way was made for him to his carriage. No one suspected 
that the hat did not belong to him; no one, indeed, thought of the hat, for all 
eyes were fixed upon the man. Seated in the carriage, he threw money to the 
waiter, hostler, and boots, and drew up the glass, bidding the postilions drive 
on. By this cool self-possession our hero effected his retreat with successful 
generalship, leaving his new Dublin beaver behind him, without regret, as 
bona waviata.9 Queasy, before whose eyes things passed continually without 
his seeing them, thanked Sir John for the care he had taken of his hat, drew 
on his gloves, and calculated aloud how long they should be going to the next 
stage. At the first town they passed through, O'Mooney bought a new hat, and 
Queasy deplored the unaccountable mistake by which Sir John's hat had been 
forgotten. No further mistakes happened upon the journey. The travellers rat-
tled on, and neither 'stinted nor stayed'1 till they arrived at Blackheath, at Miss 
Sharperson's. Sir John sat Queasy down without having given him the least 
hint of his designs upon the lady; but as he helped him out with the Sevre 
china, he looked through the large opening double doors of the hall, and 
slightly said—"Upon my word, this seems to be a handsome house: it would 
be worth looking at, if the family were not at home." 

"I am morally sure, Sir John," said the soft Queasy, "that Miss Sharperson 
would be happy to let you see the house to-night, and this minute, if she knew 
you were at the door, and who you were, and all your civility about me and 
the china.—Do, pray, walk in." 

"Not for the world: a gentleman could not do such a thing without an invi-
tation from the lady of the house herself." 

8. One of the members of Parliament who repre-
sented the counties of England. 
9. Bona ivaviata is a Latin term applied in law to 
stolen goods that have been thrown away by their 
thief, who would rather lose them than be caught 

red-handed. It is applied here to the hero's 
"beaver," a type of hat made from beaver's fur. 
1. I.e., by not stinting on money or food for the 
horses, they avoided any delay (stay). 
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"Oh, if that's all, I'll step up myself to the young lady; I'm certain she'll be 
proud—" 

"Mr. Queasy, by no means; I would not have the lady disturbed for the world 
at this unseasonable hour.—It is too late—quite too late." 

"Not at all, begging pardon, Sir John," said Queasy, taking out his watch: 
"only just tea-time by me.—Not at all unseasonable for any body; besides, the 
message is of my own head:—all, you know, if not well taken—" 

Up the great staircase he made bold to go on his mission, as he thought, in 
defiance of Sir John's better judgment. He returned in a few minutes with a 
face of self-complacent exultation, and Miss Sharperson's compliments, and 
begs Sir John Bull will walk up and rest himself with a dish of tea, and has 
her thanks to him for the china. 

Now Queasy, who had the highest possible opinion of Sir John Bull and of 
Miss Sharperson, whom he thought the two people of the greatest conse-
quence and affability, had formed the notion that they were made for each 
other, and that it must be a match if they could but meet. The meeting he had 
now happily contrived and effected; and he had done his part for his friend 
Sir John, with Miss Sharperson, by as many exaggerations as he could utter 
in five minutes, concerning his perdigious politeness and courage, his fine 
person and carriage, his ancient family, and vast connections and importance 
wherever he appeared on the road, at inns, and over all England. He had 
previously, during the journey, done his part for his friend Miss Sharperson 
with Sir John, by stating that "she had a large fortune left her by her mother, 
and was to have twice as much from her grandmother; that she had thousands 
upon thousands in the funds, and an estate of two thousand a year, called 
Rascally, in Scotland, besides plate and jewels without end." 

Thus prepared, how could this lady and gentleman meet without falling 
desperately in love with each other! 

Though a servant in handsome livery appeared ready to show Sir John up 
the great staircase, Mr. Queasy acted as a gentleman usher, or rather as show-
man. He nodded to Sir John as they passed across a long gallery and through 
an ante-chamber, threw open the doors of various apartments as he went 
along, crying—"Peep in! peep in! peep in here! peep in there!—Is not this 
spacious? Is not this elegant? Is not that grand? Did I say too much?" contin-
ued he, rubbing his hands with delight. "Did you ever see so magnificent and 
such highly-polished steel grates out of Lon'on?" 

Sir John, conscious that the servant's eyes were upon him, smiled at this 
question, "looked superior down;" and though with reluctant complaisance he 
leaned his body to this side or to that, as Queasy pulled or swayed, yet he 
appeared totally regardless of the man's vulgar reflections. He had seen every 
thing as he passed, and was surprised at all he saw; but he evinced not the 
slightest symptom of astonishment. He was now ushered into a spacious, well 
lighted apartment: he entered with the easy, unembarrassed air of a man who 
was perfectly accustomed to such a home. His quick coup-d'oeil took in the 
whole at a single glance. Two magnificent candelabras stood on Egyptian 
tables2 at the farther end of the room, and the lights were reflected on all sides 
from mirrors of no common size. Nothing seemed worthy to attract our hero's 
attention but the lady of the house, whom he approached with an air of dis-

2. Following the victory of the British Fleet against the French at the Battle of the Nile (1798), furnishings 
in an Egyptian style were the height of fashion. 
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tinguished respect. She was reclining on a Turkish sofa, her companion seated 
beside her, tuning a harp. Miss Sharperson half rose to receive Sir John: he 
paid his compliments with an easy, yet respectful air. He was thanked for his 
civilities to the person who had been commissioned to bring the box of Sevre 
china from Deal. 

"Vastly sorry it should have been so troublesome," Miss Sharperson said, in 
a voice fashionably unintelligible, and with a most becoming yet intimidating 
nonchalance of manner. Intimidating it might have been to any man but our 
hero; he, who had the happy talent of catching, wherever he went, the reigning 
manner of the place, replied to the lady in equal strains; and she, in her turn, 
seemed to look upon him more as her equal. Tea and coffee were served. 
Nothings were talked of quite easily by Sir John. He practised the art "not to 
admire," so as to give a justly high opinion of his taste, consequence, and 
knowledge of the world. Miss Sharperson, though her nonchalance was much 
diminished, continued to maintain a certain dignified reserve; whilst her com-
panion, Miss Felicia Flat, condescended to ask Sir John, who had doubtless 
seen every fine house in England and on the continent, his opinion with 
respect to the furniture and finishing of the room, the placing of the Egyptian 
tables and the candelabras. 

No mortal could have guessed by Sir John Bull's air, when he heard this 
question, that he had never seen a candelabra before in his life. He was so 
much, and yet seemingly so little upon his guard, he dealt so dexterously in 
generals, and evaded particulars so delicately, that he went through this dan-
gerous conversation triumphantly. Careful not to protract his visit beyond the 
bounds of propriety, he soon rose to take leave, and he mingled "intrusion, 
regret, late hour, happiness, and honour," so charmingly in his parting com-
pliment, as to leave the most favourable impression on the minds of both the 
ladies, and to procure for himself an invitation to see the house next morning. 

The first day was now ended, and our hero had been detected but once. He 
went to rest this night well satisfied with himself, but much more occupied 
with the hopes of marrying the heiress of Rascally than of winning a paltry 
bet. 

The next day he waited upon the ladies in high spirits. Neither of them was 
visible, but Mr. Queasy had orders to show him the house, which he did with 
much exultation, dwelling particularly in his praises on the beautiful high 
polish of the steel grates. Queasy boasted that it was he who had recommended 
the ironmonger who furnished the house in that line; and that his bill, as he 
was proud to state, amounted to many, many hundreds. Sir John, who did not 
attend to one word Queasy said, went to examine the map of the Rascally 
estate, which was unrolled, and he had leisure to count the number of lords' 
and ladies' visiting tickets3 which lay upon the chimney-piece. He saw names 
of the people of first quality and respectability: it was plain that Miss Shar-
person must be a lady of high family as well as large fortune, else she would 
not be visited by persons of such distinction. Our hero's passion for her 
increased every moment. Her companion, Miss Flat, now appeared, and 
entered very freely into conversation with Sir John; and as he perceived that 
she was commissioned to sit in judgment upon him, he evaded all her leading 
questions with the skill of an Irish witness, but without giving any Hibernian 
answers. She was fairly at a fault. Miss Sharperson at length appeared, ele-

3. The cards left by the people paying social calls on Miss Sharperson. 
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gantly dressed; her person was genteel, and her face rather pretty. Sir John, 
at this instant, thought her beautiful, or seemed to think so. The ladies inter-
changed looks, and afterwards Sir John found a softness in his fair one's man-
ner, a languishing tenderness in her eyes, in the tone of her voice, and at the 
same time a modest perplexity and reserve about her, which altogether per-
suaded him that he was quite right, and his brother quite wrong en fait 
d'amour.4 Miss Flat appeared now to have the most self-possession of the 
three,- and Miss Sharperson looked at her, from time to time, as if she asked 
leave to be in love. Sir John's visit lasted a full half hour before he was sensible 
of having been five minutes engaged in this delightful conversation. 

Miss Sharperson's coach now came to the door: he handed her into it, and 
she gave him a parting look, which satisfied him all was yet safe in her heart. 
Miss Flat, as he handed her into the carriage, said, "Perhaps they should meet 
Sir John at Tunbridge,5 where they were going in a few days." She added some 
words as she seated herself, which he scarcely noticed at the time, but they 
recurred afterwards disagreeably to his memory. The words were, "I'm so glad 
we've a roomy coach, for of all things it annoys me to be squeedged in a 
carriage." 

This word squeedged, as he had not been used to it in Ireland, sounded to 
him extremely vulgar, and gave him suspicions of the most painful nature. He 
had the precaution, before he left Blackheath, to go into several shops, and to 
inquire something more concerning his fair ladies. All he heard was much to 
their advantage; that is, much to the advantage of Miss Sharperson's fortune. 
All agreed that she was a rich Scotch heiress. A rich Scotch heiress, Sir John 
wisely considered, might have an humble companion who spoke bad English. 
He concluded that squeedged was Scotch, blamed himself for his suspicions, 
and was more in love with his mistress and with himself than ever. As he 
returned to town, he framed the outline of a triumphant letter to his brother 
on his approaching marriage. The bet was a matter, at present, totally beneath 
his consideration. However, we must do him the justice to say, that like a man 
of honour he resolved that, as soon as he had won the lady's heart, he would 
candidly tell her his circumstances, and then leave her the choice either to 
marry him or break her heart, as she pleased. Just as he had formed this 
generous resolution, at a sudden turn of the road he overtook Miss Sharper-
son's coach: he bowed and looked in as he passed, when, to his astonishment, 
he saw, squeedged up in the corner by Miss Felicia, Mr. Queasy. He thought 
that this was a blunder in etiquette that would never have been made in Ire-
land. Perhaps his mistress was of the same opinion, for she hastily pulled down 
the blind as Sir John passed. A cold qualm came over the lover's heart. He 
lost no time in idle doubts and suspicions, but galloped on to town as fast as 
he could, and went immediately to call upon the Scotch officer with whom he 
had travelled, and whom he knew to be keen and prudent. He recollected the 
map of the Rascally estate, which he saw in Miss Sharperson's breakfast-room, 
and he remembered that the lands were said to lie in that part of Scotland 
from which Captain Murray came; from him he resolved to inquire into the 
state of the premises, before he should offer himself as tenant for life. Captain 
Murray assured him that there was no such place as Rascally in that part of 
Scotland; that he had never heard of any such person as Miss Sharperson, 

4. In matters concerning love (French). 
5. Tunbridge Wells, a fashionable spa town in southeast England. 
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though he was acquainted with every family and every estate in the neigh-
bourhood where she fabled hers to be. O'Mooney drew, from memory, the 
map of the Rascally estate. Captain Murray examined the boundaries, and 
assured him that his cousin the general's lands joined his own at the very spot 
which he described, and that unless two straight lines could enclose a space, 
the Rascally estate could not be found. 

Sir John, naturally of a warm temper, proceeded, however, with prudence. 
The Scotch officer admired his sagacity in detecting this adventurer. Sir John 
waited at his hotel for Queasy, who had promised to call to let him know when 
the ladies would go to Tunbridge. Queasy came. Nothing could equal his 
astonishment and dismay when he was told the news. 

"No such place as the Rascally estate! Then I'm an undone man! an undone 
man!" cried poor Queasy, bursting into tears: "but I'm certain it's impossible; 
and you'll find, Sir John, you've been misinformed. I would stake my life upon 
it, Miss Sharperson's a rich heiress, and has a rich grandmother. Why, she's 
five hundred pounds in my debt, and I know of her being thousands and 
thousands in the books of as good men as myself, to whom I've recommended 
her, which I wouldn't have done for my life if I had not known her to be solid. 
You'll find she'll prove a rich heiress, Sir John." 

Sir John hoped so, but the proofs were not yet satisfactory. Queasy deter-
mined to inquire about her payments to certain creditors at Blackheath, and 
promised to give a decisive answer in the morning. O'Mooney saw that this 
man was too great a fool to be a knave; his perturbation was evidently the 
perturbation of a dupe, not of an accomplice: Queasy was made to "be an 
anvil, not a hammer."6 In the midst of his own disappointment, our good-
natured Hibernian really pitied this poor currier.7 

The next morning Sir John went early to Blackheath. All was confusion at 
Miss Sharperson's house; the steps covered with grates and furniture of all 
sorts; porters carrying out looking-glasses, Egyptian tables, and candelabras; 
the noise of workmen was heard in every apartment; and louder than all the 
rest, O'Mooney heard the curses that were denounced against his rich heir-
ess—curses such as are bestowed on a swindler in the moment of detection 
by the tradesmen whom she has ruined. 

Our hero, who was of a most happy temper, congratulated himself upon 
having, by his own wit and prudence, escaped making the practical bull of 
marrying a female swindler. 

Now that Phelim's immediate hopes of marrying a rich heiress were over, 
his bet with his brother appeared to him of more consequence, and he rejoiced 
in the reflection that this was the third day he had spent in England, and that 
he had but once been detected.—The ides of March8 were come, but not 
passed! 

"My lads," said he to the workmen, who were busy in carrying out the fur-
niture from Miss Sharperson's house, "all hands are at work, I see, in saving 
what they can from the wreck of the Sharperson. She was as well-fitted out a 
vessel, and in as gallant trim, as any ship upon the face of the earth." 

"Ship upon the face of the yearth\" repeated an English porter with a sneer; 

6. I.e., Queasy has not acted but been acted upon. 
7. Someone who curries favor. 
8. March 15. In Shakespeare's Julius Caesar 1.2, 

a soothsayer prophesies that Caesar will meet with 
danger on this date. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



2 3 8 / M A R I A E D G E W O R T H 

"ship upon the face of the water, you should say, master; but I take it you be's 
an Irishman." 

O'Mooney had reason to be particularly vexed at being detected by this man, 
who spoke a miserable jargon, and who seemed not to have a very extensive 
range of ideas. He was one of those half-witted geniuses who catch at the 
shadow of an Irish bull. In fact, Phelim had merely made a lapsus linguae and 
had used an expression justifiable by the authority of the elegant and witty 
lord Chesterfield,9 who said—no, who wrote—that the English navy is the 
finest navy upon the face of the earthl But it was in vain for our hero to argue 
the point; he was detected—no matter how or by whom. But this was only his 
second detection, and three of his four days of probation were past. 

He dined this day at Captain Murray's. In the room in which they dined 
there was a picture of the captain, painted by Romney. Sir John, who happened 
to be seated opposite to it, observed that it was a very fine picture; the more 
he looked at it, the more he liked it. His admiration was at last unluckily 
expressed: he said, "That's an incomparable, an inimitable picture; it is abso-
lutely more like than the original."1 

A keen Scotch lady in company smiled, and repeated, "More like than the 
original! Sir John, if I had not been told by my relative here that you were an 
Englishman, I should have set you doon, from that speech, for an Irishman." 

This unexpected detection brought the colour, for a moment, into Sir John's 
face; but immediately recovering his presence of mind, he said, "That was, I 
acknowledge, an excellent Irish bull; but in the course of my travels I have 
heard as good English bulls as Irish." 

To this Captain Murray politely acceded, and he produced some laughable 
instances in support of the assertion, which gave the conversation a new turn. 

O'Mooney felt extremely obliged to the captain for this, especially as he saw, 
by his countenance, that he also had suspicions of the truth. The first moment 
he found himself alone with Murray, our hero said to him, "Murray, you are 
too good a fellow to impose upon, even in jest. Your keen countrywoman 
guessed the truth—I am an Irishman, but not a swindler. You shall hear why 
I conceal my country and name; only keep my secret till to-morrow night, or 
I shall lose a hundred guineas by my frankness." 

O'Mooney then explained to him the nature of his bet. "This is only my third 
detection, and half of it voluntary, I might say, if I chose to higgle, which I 
scorn to do." 

Captain Murray was so much pleased by this openness, that as he shook 
hands with O'Mooney, he said, "Give me leave to tell you, Sir, that even if you 
should lose your bet by this frank behaviour, you will have gained a better 
thing—a friend." 

In the evening our hero went with his friend and a party of gentlemen to 
Maidenhead, near which place a battle was to be fought next day, between 
two famous pugilists, Bourke and Belcher.2 At the appointed time the com-
batants appeared upon the stage; the whole boxing corps and the gentlemen 
amateurs crowded to behold the spectacle. Phelim O'Mooney's heart beat for 

9. The hero's lapsus linguae (Latin for slip of the 
tongue) has a precedent in the writings of Philip 
Dormer Stanhope, the fourth earl of Chesterfield 
(1694—1773), whose posthumously published let-
ters to his illegitimate son secured him a reputation 
as a wit and a schemer. 

1. This bull was really made [Edgeworth's note]. 
George Romney (1734—1802) painted society por-
traits and rural scenes. 
2. The reference is to actual historical figures of 
the early 19th century—the bare-knuckle boxers 
Jem Belcher and Joe Bourke. 
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the Irish champion Bourke; but he kept a guard upon his tongue, and had 
even the forbearance not to bet upon his countryman's head. How many 
rounds were fought, and how many minutes the fight lasted, how many blows 
were put in on each side, or which was the game man of the two, we forbear 
to decide or relate, as all this has been settled in the newspapers of the day; 
where also it was remarked, that Bourke, who lost the battle, "was put into a 
post-chaise, and left standing half an hour, while another fight took place. This 
was very scandalous on the part of his friends," says the humane newspaper 
historian, "as the poor man might possibly be dying." 

Our hero O'Mooney's heart again got the better of his head. Forgetful of 
his bet, forgetful of every thing but humanity, he made his way up to the 
chaise, where Bourke was left. "How are you, my gay fellow?" said he. "Can 
you see at all with the eye that's knocked out?" 

The brutal populace, who overheard this question, set up a roar of laughter: 
"A bull! a bull! an Irish bull! Did you hear the question this Irish gentleman 
asked his countryman?" 

O'Mooney was detected a fourth time, and this time he was not ashamed. 
There was one man in the crowd who did not join in the laugh: a poor Irish-
man, of the name of Terence McDermod. He had in former times gone out a 
grousing, near Cork, with our hero; and the moment he heard his voice, he 
sprang forward, and with uncouth but honest demonstrations of joy, 
exclaimed, "Ah, my dear master! my dear young master! Phelim O'Mooney, 
Esq.3 And I have found your honour alive again? By the blessing of God above, 
I'll never part you now till I die; and I'll go to the world's end to sarve yees." 

O'Mooney wished him at the world's end this instant, yet could not prevail 
upon himself to check this affectionate follower of the O'Mooneys. He, how-
ever, put half a crown into his hand, and hinted that if he wished really to 
serve him, it must be at some other time. The poor fellow threw down the 
money, saying, he would never leave him. "Bid me do any thing, barring that. 
No, you shall never part me. Do what you plase with me, still I'll be close to 
your heart, like your own shadow: knock me down if you will, and wilcome, 
ten times a day, and I'll be up again like a ninepin: only let me sarve your 
honour; I'll ask no wages nor take none." 

There was no withstanding all this; and whether our hero's good-nature 
deceived him we shall not determine, but he thought it most prudent, as he 
could not get rid of Terence, to take him into his service, to let him into his 
secret, to make him swear that he would never utter the name of Phelim 
O'Mooney during the remainder of this day. Terence heard the secret of the 
bet with joy, entered into the jest with all the readiness of an Irishman, and 
with equal joy and readiness swore by the hind leg of the holy lamb that he 
would never mention, even to his own dog, the name of Phelim O'Mooney, 
Esq., good or bad, till past twelve o'clock; and further, that he would, till the 
clock should strike that hour, call his master Sir John Bull, and nothing else, 
to all men, women, and children, upon the floor of God's creation. 

Satisfied with the fulness of this oath, O'Mooney resolved to return to town 
with his man Terence McDermod. He, however, contrived, before he got there, 
to make a practical bull, by which he was detected a fifth time. He got into 
the coach which was driving from London instead of that which was driving 
to London, and he would have been carried rapidly to Oxford, had not his man 

3. "Esquire"—designation given to men regarded as gentlemen. 
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Terence, after they had proceeded a mile and a half on the wrong road, put 
his head down from the top of the coach, crying, as he looked in at the window, 
"Master, Sir John Bull, are you there? Do you know we're in the wrong box, 
going to Oxford?" 

"Your master's an Irishman, dare to say, as well as yourself," said the coach-
man, as he let Sir John out. He walked back to Maidenhead, and took a chaise 
to town. 

It was six o'clock when he got to London, and he went into a coffee-house 
to dine. He sat down beside a gentleman who was reading the newspaper. 
"Any news to-day, sir?" 

The gentleman told him the news of the day, and then began to read aloud 
some paragraphs in a strong Hibernian accent. Our hero was sorry that he 
had met with another countryman; but he resolved to set a guard upon his 
lips, and he knew that his own accent could not betray him. The stranger read 
on till he came to a trial about a legacy which an old woman had left to her 
cats. O'Mooney exclaimed, "I hate cats almost as much as old women; and if 
I had been the English minister, I would have laid the dog-tax upon cats."4 

"If you had been the Irish minister, you mean," said the stranger, smiling; 
"for I perceive now you are a countryman of my own." 

"How can you think so, sir?" said O'Mooney: "You have no reason to suppose 
so from my accent, I believe." 

"None in life—quite the contrary; for you speak remarkably pure English— 
not the least note or half note of the brogue; but there's another sort of free-
mason sign by which we Hibernians know one another and are known all over 
the globe. Whether to call it a confusion of expressions or of ideas, I can't tell. 
Now an Englishman, if he had been saying what you did, sir, just now, would 
have taken time to separate the dog and the tax, and he would have put the 
tax upon cats, and let the dogs go about their business." Our hero, with his 
usual good-humour, acknowledged himself to be fairly detected. 

"Well, sir," said the stranger, "if I had not found you out before by the 
blunder, I should be sure now you were my countryman by your good-humour. 
An Irishman can take what's said to him, provided no affront's meant, with 
more good-humour than any man on earth." 

"Ay, that he can," cried O' Mooney: "he lends himself, like the whale, to be 
tickled even by the fellow with the harpoon, till he finds what he is about, and 
then he pays away, and pitches the fellow, boat and all, to the devil. Ah, 
countryman! you would give me credit indeed for my good humour if you knew 
what danger you have put me in by detecting me for an Irishman. I have been 
found out six times, and if I blunder twice more before twelve o'clock this 
night, I shall lose a hundred guineas by it: but I will make sure of my bet; for 
I will go home straight this minute, lock myself up in my room, and not say a 
word to any mortal till the watchman cries 'past twelve o'clock,'—then the fast 
and long Lent of my tongue will be fairly over; and if you'll meet me, my dear 
friend, at the King's Arms, we will have a good supper and keep Easter for 
ever." 

Phelim, pursuant to his resolution, returned to his hotel, and shut himself 
up in his room, where he remained in perfect silence and consequent safety 
till about nine o'clock. Suddenly he heard a great huzzaing in the street; he 
looked out of the window, and saw that all the houses in the street were 
illuminated. His landlady came bustling into his apartment, followed by wait-

4. One of several new taxes introduced by Prime Minister Pitt to finance Britain's war against France. 
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ers with candles. His spirits instantly rose, though he did not clearly know the 
cause of the rejoicings. "I give you joy, ma'am. What are you all illuminating5 

for?" said he to his landlady. 
"Thank you, sir, with all my heart. I am not sure. It is either for a great 

victory or the peace. Bob—waiter—step out and inquire for the gentleman." 
The gentleman preferred stepping out to inquire for himself. The illumi-

nations were in honour of the peace.6 He totally forgot his bet, his silence, 
and his prudence, in his sympathy with the general joy. He walked rapidly 
from street to street, admiring the various elegant devices. A crowd was stand-
ing before the windows of a house that was illuminated with extraordinary 
splendour. He inquired whose it was, and was informed that it belonged to a 
contractor, who had made an immense fortune by the war. 

"Then I'm sure these illuminations of his for the peace are none of the most 
sincere," said O'Mooney. The mob were of his opinion; and Phelim, who was 
now, alas ! worked up to the proper pitch for blundering, added, by way of 
pleasing his audience still more—"If this contractor had illuminated in char-
acter, it should have been with dark lanterns."7 

"Should it? by Jasus! that would be an Irish illumination," cried some one. 
"Arrah, honey! you're an Irishman, whoever you are, and have spoke your mind 
in character." 

Sir John Bull was vexed that the piece of wit which he had aimed at the 
contractor had recoiled upon himself. "It is always, as my countryman 
observed, by having too much wit that I blunder. The deuce take me if I sport 
a single bon mot more this night. This is only my seventh detection, I have an 
eighth blunder still to the good; and if I can but keep my wit to myself till I 
am out of purgatory, then I shall be in heaven, and may sing Io triumphe8 in 
spite of my brother." 

Fortunately, Phelim had not made it any part of his bet that he should not 
speak to himself an Irish idiom, or that he should not think a bull. Resolved 
to be as obstinately silent as a monk of La Trappe,9 he once more shut himself 
up in his cell, and fell fast asleep—dreamed that fat bulls of Basan1 encom-
passed him round about—that he ran down a steep hill to escape them—that 
his foot slipped—he rolled to the bottom—felt the bull's horns in his side— 
heard the bull bellowing in his ears—wakened—and found Terence Mc_ 

Dermod bellowing at his room door. 
"Sir John Bull! Sir John Bull ! murder! murder! my dear master, Sir John 

Bull! murder, robbery, and reward! let me in! for the love of the Holy Virgin! 
they are all after you!" 

"Who? are you drunk, Terence?" said Sir John, opening the door. 
"No, but they are mad—all mad." 
"Who?" 
"The constable. They are all mad entirely, and the lord mayor, all along with 

your honour's making me swear I would not tell your name. Sure they are all 
coming armed in a body to put you in jail for a forgery, unless I run back and 
tell them the truth—will I?" 

"First tell me the truth, blunderer!" 

5. Decorating with lights as a sign of celebration. 
6. Probably the truce signed between Britain and 
France in October 1801, temporarily suspending 
hostilities after eight years of war. 
7. Lanterns equipped with slides that allow their 
light to be hidden. 

8. Greek cry of triumph. 
9. Alluding to the vows of silence taken by the 
monks of the French Abbey of La Trappe. 
1. A recollection of Psalms 22.12, where the 
Psalmist describes his anguish at being forsaken: 
"strong bulls of Bashan have beset me round." 
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"I'll make my affidavit I never blundered, plase your honour, but just went 
to the merchant's, as you ordered, with the draught, signed with the name I 
swore not to utter till past twelve. I presents the draught, and waits to be paid. 
'Are you Mr. O'Mooney's servant?' says one of the clerks after a while. No, sir, 
not at all, sir,' said I; 'I'm Sir John Bull's, at your sarvice.' He puzzles and 
puzzles, and asks me did I bring the draught, and was that your writing at the 
bottom of it? I still said it was my master's writing, Sir John Bull's, and no 
other. They whispered from one up to t'other, and then said it was a forgery, 
as I overheard, and I must go before the mayor. With that, while the master, 
who was called down to be examined as to his opinion, was putting on his 
glasses to spell it out, I gives them, one and all, the slip, and whips out of the 
street door and home to give your honour notice, and have been breaking my 
heart at the door this half hour to make you hear—and now you have it all." 

"I am in a worse dilemma now than when between the horns of the bull," 
thought Sir John: "I must now either tell my real name, avow myself an Irish-
man, and so lose my bet, or else go to gaol." 

He preferred going to gaol. He resolved to pretend to be dumb, and he 
charged Terence not to betray him. The officers of justice came to take him 
up: Sir John resigned himself to them, making signs that he could not speak. 
He was carried before a magistrate. The merchant had never seen Mr. Phelim 
O'Mooney, but could swear to his handwriting and signature, having many of 
his letters and draughts. The draught in question was produced. Sir John Bull 
would neither acknowledge nor deny the signature, but in dumb show made 
signs of innocence. No art or persuasion could make him speak; he kept his 
fingers on his lips. One of the bailiffs offered to open Sir John's mouth. Sir 
John clenched his hand, in token that if they used violence he knew his rem-
edy. To the magistrate he was all bows and respect: but the law, in spite of 
civility, must take its course. 

Terence McDermod beat his breast, and called upon all the saints in the 
Irish calender when he saw the committal actually made out, and his dear 
master given over to the constables. Nothing but his own oath and his master's 
commanding eye, which was fixed upon him at this instant, could have made 
him forbear to utter, what he had never in his life been before so strongly 
tempted to tell—the truth. 

Determined to win his wager, our hero suffered himself to be carried to a 
lock-up house, and persisted in keeping silence till the clock struck twelve! 
Then the charm was broken, and he spoke. He began talking to himself, and 
singing as loud as he possibly could. The next morning Terence, who was no 
longer bound by his oath to conceal Phelim's name, hastened to his master's 
correspondent in town, told the whole story, and O'Mooney was liberated. 
Having won his bet by his wit and steadiness, he had now the prudence to 
give up these adventuring schemes, to which he had so nearly become a dupe; 
he returned immediately to Ireland to his brother, and determined to settle 
quietly to business. His good brother paid him the hundred guineas most 
joyfully, declaring that he had never spent a hundred guineas better in his life 
than in recovering a brother. Phelim had now conquered his foolish dislike to 
trade: his brother took him into partnership, and Phelim O'Mooney never 
relapsed into Sir John Bull. 

1 8 0 2 
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W I L L I A M W O R D S W O R T H 
1 7 7 0 - 1 8 5 0 

William Wordsworth was born in Cockermouth in West Cumberland, just on the 
northern fringe of the English Lake District. When his mother died, the eight-year-
old boy was sent to school at Hawkshead, near Esthwaite Lake, in the heart of that 
sparsely populated region that he and Coleridge were to transform into one of the 
poetic centers of England. William and his three brothers boarded in the cottage of 
Ann Tyson, who gave the boys simple comfort, ample affection, and freedom to roam 
the countryside at will. A vigorous, unruly, and sometimes moody boy, William spent 
his free days and occasionally "half the night" in the sports and rambles described in 
the first two books of The Prelude, "drinking in" (to use one of his favorite metaphors) 
the natural sights and sounds, and getting to know the cottagers, shepherds, and 
solitary wanderers who moved through his imagination into his later poetry. He also 
found time to read voraciously in the books owned by his young headmaster, William 
Taylor, who encouraged him in his inclination to poetry. 

John Wordsworth, the poet's father, died suddenly when William was thirteen, 
leaving to his five children mainly the substantial sum owed him by Lord Lonsdale, 
whom he had served as attorney and as steward of the huge Lonsdale estate. This 
harsh nobleman had yet to pay the debt when he died in 1802. Wordsworth was 
nevertheless able in 1787 to enter St. John's College, Cambridge University, where 
four years later he took his degree without distinction. 

During the summer vacation of his third year at Cambridge (1790), Wordsworth 
and his closest college friend, the Welshman Robert Jones, journeyed on foot through 
France and the Alps (described in The Prelude 6) at the time when the French were 
joyously celebrating the first anniversary of the fall of the Bastille. Upon completing 
his course at Cambridge, Wordsworth spent four months in London, set off on 
another walking tour with Robert Jones through Wales (the time of the memorable 
ascent of Mount Snowdon in The Prelude 14), and then went back alone to France 
to master the language and qualify as a traveling tutor. 

During his year in France (November 1791 to December 1792), Wordsworth 
became a fervent supporter of the French Revolution—which seemed to him and 
many others to promise a "glorious renovation" of society—and he fell in love with 
Annette Vallon, the daughter of a French surgeon at Blois. The two planned to marry, 
despite their differences in religion and political inclinations (Annette belonged to an 
old Catholic family whose sympathies were Royalist). But almost immediately after 
their daughter, Caroline, was born, lack of money forced Wordsworth to return to 
England. The outbreak of war made it impossible for him to rejoin Annette and 
Caroline. Wordsworth's guilt over this abandonment, his divided loyalties between 
England and France, and his gradual disillusion with the course of the Revolution 
brought him—according to his account in The Prelude 10 and 11—to the verge of 
an emotional breakdown, when "sick, wearied out with contrarieties," he "yielded up 
moral questions in despair." His suffering, his near-collapse, and the successful effort, 
after his break with his past, to reestablish "a saving intercourse with my true self," 
are the experiences that underlie many of his greatest poems. 

At this critical point, a friend died and left Wordsworth a sum of money just suf-
ficient to enable him to live by his poetry. In 1795 he settled in a rent-free house 
at Racedown, Dorsetshire, with his beloved sister, Dorothy, who now began her 
long career as confidante, inspirer, and secretary. At that same time Wordsworth 
met Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Two years later he moved to Alfoxden House, Somer-
setshire, to be near Coleridge, who lived four miles away at Nether Stowey. Here 
he entered at the age of twenty-seven on the delayed springtime of his poetic 
career. 

Even while he had been an undergraduate at Cambridge, Coleridge claimed that 
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he had detected signs of genius in Wordsworth's rather conventional poem about his 
tour in the Alps, Descriptive Sketches, published in 1793. Now he hailed Wordsworth 
unreservedly as "the best poet of the age." The two men met almost daily, talked for 
hours about poetry, and wrote prolifically. So close was their association that we find 
the same phrases occurring in poems by Wordsworth and Coleridge, as well as in the 
remarkable journals that Dorothy kept at the time; the two poets collaborated in some 
writings and freely traded thoughts and passages for others; and Coleridge even 
undertook to complete a few poems that Wordsworth had left unfinished. This close 
partnership, along with the hospitality the two households offered to another young 
radical writer, John Thelwall, aroused the paranoia of people in the neighborhood. 
Already fearful of a military invasion by France, they became convinced that Words-
worth and Coleridge were political plotters, not poets. The government sent spies to 
investigate, and the Wordsworths lost their lease. 

Although brought to this abrupt end, that short period of collaboration resulted in 
one of the most important books of the era, Lyrical Ballads, with a Few Other Poems, 
published anonymously in 1798. This short volume opened with Coleridge's Ancient 
Mariner and included three other poems by Coleridge, some lyrics in which Words-
worth celebrated the experience of nature, and a number of verse anecdotes drawn 
from the lives of the rural poor. (The verse forms and the subject matter of this last 
set of poems—which includes "Simon Lee," "We Are Seven," and "The Thorn"— 
make evident the debt, announced in the very title of Lyrical Ballads, that Words-
worth's and Coleridge's book owed to the folk ballads that were being transcribed and 
anthologized in the later eighteenth century by collectors such as Thomas Percy and 
Robert Burns.) The book closed with Wordsworth's great descriptive and meditative 
poem in blank verse, "Tintern Abbey." This poem inaugurated what modern critics 
call Wordsworth's "myth of nature": his presentation of the "growth" of his mind to 
maturity, a process unfolding through the interaction between the inner world of the 
mind and the shaping force of external Nature. 

William Hazlitt said that when he heard Coleridge read some of the newly written 
poems of Lyrical Ballads aloud, "the sense of a new style and a new spirit in poetry 
came over me," with something of the effect "that arises from the turning up of the 
fresh soil, or of the first welcome breath of spring." The reviewers were less enthusi-
astic, warning that, because of their simple language and subject matter, poems such 
as "Simon Lee" risked "vulgarity" or silliness. Nevertheless Lyrical Ballads sold out in 
two years, and Wordsworth published under his own name a new edition, dated 1800, 
to which he added a second volume of poems. In his famous Preface to this edition, 
planned in close consultation with Coleridge, Wordsworth outlined a critical program 
that provided a retroactive rationale for the "experiments" the poems represented. 

Late in 1799 William and Dorothy moved back permanently to their native lakes, 
settling at Grasmere in the little house later named Dove Cottage. Coleridge, follow-
ing them, rented at Keswick, thirteen miles away. In 1802 Wordsworth finally came 
into his father's inheritance and, after an amicable settlement with Annette Vallon, 
married Mary Hutchinson, whom he had known since childhood. His life after that 
time had many sorrows: the drowning in 1805 of his favorite brother, John, a sea 
captain; the death in 1812 of two of his and Mary's five children; a growing rift with 
Coleridge, culminating in a bitter quarrel (1810) from which they were not completely 
reconciled for almost two decades; and, from the 1830s on, Dorothy's physical and 
mental illness. Over these years Wordsworth became, nonetheless, increasingly pros-
perous and famous. He also displayed a political and religious conservatism that dis-
appointed readers who, like Hazlitt, had interpreted his early work as the expression 
of a "levelling Muse" that promoted democratic change. In 1813a government sine-
cure, the position of stamp distributor (that is, revenue collector) for Westmorland, 
was bestowed on him—concrete evidence of his recognition as a national poet and 
of the alteration in the government's perception of his politics. Gradually, Words-
worth's residences, as he moved into more and more comfortable quarters, became 
standard stops for sightseers touring the Lakes. By 1843 he was poet laureate of Great 
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Britain. He died in 1850 at the age of eighty. Only then did his executors publish his 
masterpiece, The Prelude, the autobiographical poem that he had written in two parts 
in 1799, expanded to its full length in 1805, and then continued to revise almost to 
the last decade of his long life. 

Most of Wordsworth's greatest poetry had been written by 1807, when he published 
Poems, in Two Volumes; and after The Excursion (1814) and the first collected edition 
of his poems (1815), although he continued to write prolifically, his powers appeared 
to decline. The causes of that decline have been much debated. One seems to be 
inherent in the very nature of his writing. Wordsworth is above all the poet of the 
remembrance of things past or, as he put it, of "emotion recollected in tranquillity." 
Some object or event in the present triggers a sudden renewal of feelings he had 
experienced in youth; the result is a poem exhibiting the discrepancy between what 
Wordsworth called "two consciousnesses": himself as he is now and himself as he 
once was. But the memory of one's early emotional experience is not an inexhaustible 
resource for poetry, as Wordsworth recognized. He said in The Prelude 12, while 
describing the recurrence of "spots of time" from his memories of childhood: 

The days gone by 
Beturn upon me almost from the dawn 
Of life: the hiding places of Man's power 
Open; I would approach them, but they close. 
I see by glimpses now; when age comes on, 
May scarcely see at all. 

The past that Wordsworth recollected was one of moments of intense experience, 
and of emotional turmoil that is ordered, in the calmer present, into a hard-won 
equilibrium. As time went on, however, he gained what, in the "Ode to Duty" (com-
posed in 1804), he longed for, "a repose which ever is the same"—but at the expense 
of the agony and excitation that, under the calm surface, empower his best and most 
characteristic poems. 

Occasionally in his middle and later life a jolting experience would revive the inten-
sity of Wordsworth's remembered emotion, and also his earlier poetic strength. The 
moving sonnet "Surprised by Joy," for example, was written in his forties at the abrupt 
realization that time was beginning to diminish his grief at the death some years earlier 
of his little daughter Catherine. And when Wordsworth was sixty-five years old, the 
sudden report of the death of James Hogg called up the memory of other poets whom 
Wordsworth had loved and outlived; the result was his "Extempore Effusion," in 
which he returns to the simple quatrains of the early Lyrical Ballads and recovers the 
elegiac voice that had mourned Lucy, thirty-five years before. 

FROM LYRICAL BALLADS 

Simon Lee1 

The Old Huntsman 

W I T H A N I N C I D E N T I N W H I C H H E WAS C O N C E R N E D 

In the sweet shire of Cardigan,2 

Not far from pleasant Ivor-hall, 

1. This old man had been huntsman to the 
Squires of Alfoxden. . . . I have, after an interval of 
45 years, the image of the old man as fresh before 
my eyes as if I had seen him yesterday. The expres-
sion when the hounds were out, "I dearly love their 
voices," was word for word from his own lips 

[Wordsworth's note, 1843]. Wordsworth and 
Dorothy had lived at Alfoxden House, Somer-
setshire, in 1797-98 . 
2. Wordsworth relocates the incident from Somer-
setshire to Cardiganshire in Wales. 
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An old man dwells, a little man,-— 
'Tis said he once was tall. 

5 Full five-and-thirty years he lived 
A running huntsman3 merry; 
And still the centre of his cheek 
Is red as a ripe cherry. 

No man like him the horn could sound, 
10 And hill and valley rang with glee 

When Echo bandied, round and round, 
The halloo of Simon Lee. 
In those proud days, he little cared 
For husbandry or tillage; 

15 To blither tasks did Simon rouse 
The sleepers of the village. 

He all the country could outrun, 
Could leave both man and horse behind; 
And often, ere the chase was done, 

20 He reeled, and was stone-blind.0 totally blind 
And still there's something in the world 
At which his heart rejoices; 
For when the chiming hounds are out, 
He dearly loves their voices! 

25 But, oh the heavy change!4—bereft 
Of health, strength, friends, and kindred, see! 
Old Simon to the world is left 
In liveried5 poverty. 
His Master's dead,—and no one now 

30 Dwells in the Hall of Ivor; 
Men, dogs, and horses, all are dead; 
He is the sole survivor. 

And he is lean and he is sick; 
His body, dwindled and awry, 

35 Rests upon ankles swoln and thick; 
His legs are thin and dry. 
One prop he has, and only one, 
His wife, an aged woman, 
Lives with him, near the waterfall, 

40 Upon the village Common. 

Beside their moss-grown hut of clay, 
Not twenty paces from the door, 
A scrap of land they have, but they 
Are poorest of the poor. 

45 This scrap of land he from the heath 
Enclosed when he was stronger; 

3. Manager of the hunt and the person in charge 
of the hounds. 
4. Milton's "Lycidas," line 37: "But O the heavy 

change, now thou art gone." 
5. Livery was the uniform worn by the male ser-
vants of a household. 
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But what to them avails the land 
Which he can till no longer? 

Oft, working by her Husband's side, 
50 Ruth does what Simon cannot do; 

For she, with scanty cause for pride, 
Is Stouter0 of the two. stronger, sturdier 
And, though you with your utmost skill 
From labour could not wean them, 

55 'Tis very, very little—all 
That they can do between them. 

Few months of life has he in store 
As he to you will tell, 
For still, the more he works, the more 

60 Do his weak ankles swell. 
My gentle Reader, I perceive 
How patiently you've waited, 
And now I fear that you expect 
Some tale will be related. 

65 O Reader! had you in your mind 
Such stores as silent thought can bring, 
O gentle Reader! you would find 
A tale in every thing. 
What more I have to say is short, 

70 And you must kindly take it: 
It is no tale; but, should you think, 
Perhaps a tale you'll make it. 

One summer-day I chanced to see 
This old Man doing all he could 

75 To unearth the root of an old tree, 
A stump of rotten wood. 
The mattock tottered in his hand; 
So vain was his endeavour, 
That at the root of the old tree 

so He might have worked for ever. 

"You're overtasked, good Simon Lee, 
Give me your tool," to him I said; 
And at the word right gladly he 
Received my proffered aid. 

85 I struck, and with a single blow 
The tangled root I severed, 
At which the poor old Man so long 
And vainly had endeavoured. 

The tears into his eyes were brought, 
90 And thanks and praises seemed to run 

So fast out of his heart, I thought 
They never would have done. 
—I've heard of hearts unkind, kind deeds 
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With coldness still returning; 
95 Alas! the gratitude of men 

Hath oftener left me mourning 

1798 1798 

We Are Seven1 

A simple Child, 
That lightly draws its breath, 
And feels its life in every limb, 
What should it know of death? 

5 I met a little cottage Girl: 
She was eight years old, she said; 
Her hair was thick with many a curl 
That clustered round her head. 

She had a rustic, woodland air, 
10 And she was wildly clad: 

Her eyes were fair, and very fair; 
—Her beauty made me glad. 

"Sisters and brothers, little Maid, 
How many may you be?" 

15 "How many? Seven in all," she said, 
And wondering looked at me. 

"And where are they? I pray you tell." 
She answered, "Seven are we; 
And two of us at Conway2 dwell, 

20 And two are gone to sea. 
I 

"Two of us in the church-yard lie, 
My sister and my brother; 
And, in the church-yard cottage, I 
Dwell near them with my mother." 

25 "You say that two at Conway dwell, 
And two are gone to sea, 
Yet ye are seven! I pray you tell, 
Sweet Maid, how this may be." 

Then did the little Maid reply, 
30 "Seven boys and girls are we; 

Two of us in the church-yard lie, 
Beneath the church-yard tree." 

1. Written at Alfoxden in the spring of 1798. . . . 
The little girl who is the heroine I met within the 
area of Goodrich Castle [in the Wye Valley north 
of Tintern Abbey] in the year 1793 [Wordsworth's 
note, 1843]. Wordsworth also tells us that, "while 

walking to and fro," he composed the last stanza 
first, beginning with the last line, and that Cole-
ridge contributed the first stanza. 
2. A seaport town in north Wales. 
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"You run about, my little Maid, 
Your limbs they are alive; 

35 If two are in the church-yard laid, 
Then ye are only five." 

"Their graves are green, they may be seen," 
The little Maid replied, 
"Twelve steps or more from my mother's door, 

40 And they are side by side. 

"My stockings there I often knit, 
My kerchief there I hem; 
And there upon the ground I sit, 
And sing a song to them. 

45 "And often after sun-set, Sir, 
When it is light and fair, 
I take my little porringer,3 

And eat my supper there. 

"The first that died was sister Jane; 
50 In bed she moaning lay, 

Till God released her of her pain; 
And then she went away. 

"So in the church-yard she was laid; 
And, when the grass was dry, 

55 Together round her grave we played, 
My brother John and I. 

"And when the ground was white with snow, 
And I could run and slide, 
My brother John was forced to go, 

60 And he lies by her side." 

"How many are you, then," said I, 
"If they two are in heaven?" 
Quick was the little Maid's reply, 
"O Master! we are seven." 

65 "But they are dead; those two are dead! 
Their spirits are in heaven!" 
'Twas throwing words away; for still 
The little Maid would have her will, 
And said, "Nay, we are seven!" 

1798 1798 

3. Bowl for porridge. 
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Lines Written in Early Spring 

I heard a thousand blended notes, 
While in a grove I sate reclined, 
In that sweet mood when pleasant thoughts 
Bring sad thoughts to the mind. 

5 To her fair works did Nature link 
The human soul that through me ran; 
And much it grieved my heart to think 
What man has made of man. 

Through primrose tufts, in that green bower, 
10 The periwinkle1 trailed its wreaths, 

And 'tis my faith that every flower 
Enjoys the air it breathes. 

The birds around me hopped and played, 
Their thoughts I cannot measure:— 

15 But the least motion which they made, 
It seemed a thrill of pleasure. 

The budding twigs spread out their fan, 
To catch the breezy air; 
And I must think, do all I can, 

20 That there was pleasure there. 

If this belief from heaven be sent, 
If such be Nature's holy plan,2 

Have I not reason to lament 
What man has made of man? 

Expostulation and Reply1 

"Why, William, on that old grey stone, 
Thus for the length of half a day, 
Why, William, sit you thus alone, 
And dream your time away? 

5 "Where are your books?—that light bequeathed 
To Beings else forlorn and blind! 

1798 1798 

1. This and the following companion poem have 
often been attacked—and defended—as Words-
worth's own statement about the comparative mer-
its of nature and of books. But they are a dialogue 
between two friends who rally one another by the 

1. A trailing evergreen plant with small blue flow-
ers (U.S. myrtle). 
2. The version of these two lines in the Lyrical 
Ballads of 1798 reads: "If I these thoughts may not 
prevent, / If such be of my creed the plan." 

usual device of overstating parts of a whole truth. 
In the 1798 Advertisement to Lyrical Ballads, 
Wordsworth said that the pieces originated in a 
conversation "with a friend who was somewhat 
unreasonably attached to modern books of moral 
philosophy." In 1843 he noted that the idea of 
learning when the mind is in a state of "wise pas-
siveness" made this poem a favorite of the Quak-
ers, who rejected religious ritual for informal and 
spontaneous worship. 
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Up! up! and drink the spirit breathed 
From dead men to their kind. 

"You look round on your Mother Earth, 
10 As if she for no purpose bore you; 

As if you were her first-born birth, 
And none had lived before you!" 

One morning thus, by Esthwaite lake, 
When life was sweet, I knew not why, 

is To me my good friend Matthew spake, 
And thus I made reply. 

"The eye—it cannot choose but see; 
We cannot bid the ear be still; 
Our bodies feel, where'er they be, 

20 Against or with our will. 

"Nor less I deem that there are Powers 
Which of themselves our minds impress; 
That we can feed this mind of ours 
In a wise passiveness. 

25 "Think you, 'mid all this mighty sum 
Of things for ever speaking, 
That nothing of itself will come, 
But we must still be seeking? 

"—Then ask not wherefore, here, alone, 
30 Conversing2 as I may, 

I sit upon this old grey stone, 
And dream my time away." 

Spring 1798 1798 

The Tables Turned 

An Evening Scene on the Same Subject 

Up! up! my Friend, and quit your books; 
Or surely you'll grow double:0 double over 
Up! up! my Friend, and clear your looks; 
Why all this toil and trouble? 

5 The sun, above the mountain's head, 
A freshening lustre mellow 
Through all the long green fields has spread, 
His first sweet evening yellow. 

Books! 'tis a dull and endless strife: 
10 Come, hear the woodland linnet,0 small finch 

2. In the old sense of "communing" (with the "things for ever speaking"). 
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How sweet his music! on my life, 
There's more of wisdom in it. 

And hark! how blithe the throstle0 sings! song thrush 
He, too, is no mean preacher: 

15 Come forth into the light of things, 
Let Nature be your Teacher. 

She has a world of ready wealth, 
Our minds and hearts to bless— 
Spontaneous wisdom breathed by health, 

20 Truth breathed by cheerfulness. 

One impulse from a vernal wood 
May teach you more of man, 
Of moral evil and of good, 
Than all the sages can. 

25 Sweet is the lore which Nature brings; 
Our meddling intellect 
Mis-shapes the beauteous forms of things:— 
We murder to dissect. 

Enough of Science and of Art; 
30 Close up those barren leaves;0 pages 

Come forth, and bring with you a heart 
That watches and receives. 

1798 1798 

The Thorn1 

i 
"There is a Thorn2—it looks so old, 
In truth, you'd find it hard to say 

1. Arose out of my observing, on the ridge of 
Quantock Hill [in Somersetshire], on a stormy day, 
a thorn which I had often past, in calm and bright 
weather, without noticing it. I said to myself, "Can-
not I by some invention do as much to make this 
Thorn permanently an impressive object as the 
storm has made it to my eyes at this moment?" I 
began the poem accordingly, and composed it with 
great rapidity [Wordsworth's note, 1843]. In the 
prefatory Advertisement to the 1798 Lyrical Bal-
lads Wordsworth wrote, "The poem of the Thorn 
. . . is not supposed to be spoken in the author's 
own person: the character of the loquacious nar-
rator will sufficiently shew itself in the course of 
the story." In the editions of 1800-05 he elabo-
rated in a separate note that reads, in part: "The 
character which I have here introduced speaking 
is sufficiently common. The Reader will perhaps 
have a general notion of it, if he has ever known a 
man, a Captain of a small trading vessel, for exam-
ple, who, being past the middle age of life, had 
retired upon an annuity or small independent 
income to some village or country town of which 

he was not a native. . . . Such men, having little to 
do, become credulous and talkative from indo-
lence; and from the same cause . . . they are prone 
to superstition. On which account it appeared to 
me proper to select a character like this to exhibit 
some of the general laws by which superstition acts 
upon the mind. Superstitious men are almost 
always men of slow faculties and deep feelings: 
their minds are not loose but adhesive; they have 
a reasonable share of imagination, by which word 
I mean the faculty which produces impressive 
effects out of simple elements. . . . It was my wish 
in this poem to show the manner in which such 
men cleave to the same ideas; and to follow the 
turns of passion . . . by which their conversation is 
swayed. . . . There is a numerous class of readers 
who imagine that the same words cannot be 
repeated without tautology: this is a great error. . . . 
Words, a Poet's words more particularly, ought to 
be weighed in the balance of feeling and not mea-
sured by the space they occupy upon paper." 
2. Hawthorn, a thorny shrub or small tree. 
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How it could ever have been young, 
It looks so old and grey. 

5 Not higher than a two years' child 
It stands erect, this aged Thorn; 
No leaves it has, no prickly points; 
It is a mass of knotted joints, 
A wretched thing forlorn. 

10 It stands erect, and like a stone 
With lichens is it overgrown. 

2 
"Like rock or stone, it is o'ergrown, 
With lichens to the very top, 
And hung with heavy tufts of moss, 

15 A melancholy crop: 
Up from the earth these mosses creep, 
And this poor Thorn they clasp it round 
So close, you'd say that they are bent 
With plain and manifest intent 

20 To drag it to the ground; 
And all have joined in one endeavour 
To bury this poor Thorn for ever. 

3 
"High on a mountain's highest ridge, 
Where oft the stormy winter gale 

25 Cuts like a scythe, while through the clouds 
It sweeps from vale to vale; 
Not five yards from the mountain path, 
This Thorn you on your left espy; 
And to the left, three yards beyond, 

30 You see a little muddy pond 
Of water—never dry 
Though but of compass small, and bare 
To thirsty suns and parching air. 

4 
"And, close beside this aged Thorn, 

35 There is a fresh and lovely sight, 
A beauteous heap, a hill of moss, 
Just half a foot in height. 
All lovely colours there you see, 
All colours that were ever seen; 

40 And mossy network too is there, 
As if by hand of lady fair 
The work had woven been; 
And cups, the darlings of the eye, 
So deep is their vermilion dye. 

5 
45 "Ah me! what lovely tints are there 

Of olive green and scarlet bright, 
In spikes, in branches, and in stars, 
Green, red, and pearly white! 
This heap of earth o'ergrown with moss, 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



2 5 4 / W I L L I A M W O R D S W O R T H 

50 Which close beside the Thorn you see, 
So fresh in all its beauteous dyes, 
Is like an infant's grave in size, 
As like as like can be: 
But never, never any where, 

55 An infant's grave was half so fair. 

6 
"Now would you see this aged Thorn, 
This pond, and beauteous hill of moss, 
You must take care and choose your time 
The mountain when to cross. 

60 For oft there sits between the heap 
So like an infant's grave in size, 
And that same pond of which I spoke, 
A Woman in a scarlet cloak, 
And to herself she cries, 

65 'Oh misery! oh misery! 
Oh woe is me! oh misery!' 

7 
"At all times of the day and night 
This wretched Woman thither goes; 
And she is known to every star, 

70 And every wind that blows; 
And there, beside the Thorn, she sits 
When the blue daylight's in the skies, 
And when the whirlwind's on the hill, 
Or frosty air is keen and still, 

75 And to herself she cries, 
'Oh misery! oh misery! 
Oh woe is me! oh misery!' " 

8 
"Now wherefore, thus, by day and night, 
In rain, in tempest, and in snow, 

so Thus to the dreary mountain-top 
Does this poor Woman go? 
And why sits she beside the Thorn 
When the blue daylight's in the sky 
Or when the whirlwind's on the hill, 

85 Or frosty air is keen and still, 
And wherefore does she cry?—-
O wherefore? wherefore? tell me why 
Does she repeat that doleful cry?" 

9 
"I cannot tell; I wish I could; 

90 For the true reason no one knows: 
But would you gladly view the spot, 
The spot to which she goes; 
The hillock like an infant's grave, 
The pond—and Thorn, so old and grey; 

95 Pass by her door—'tis seldom shut— 
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And, if you see her in her hut— 
Then to the spot away! 
I never heard of such as dare 
Approach the spot when she is there." 

10 
100 "But wherefore to the mountain-top 

Can this unhappy Woman go, 
Whatever star is in the skies, 
Whatever wind may blow?" 
"Full twenty years are past and gone 

105 Since she (her name is Martha Ray)3 

Gave with a maiden's true good-will 
Her company to Stephen Hill; 
And she was blithe and gay, 
While friends and kindred all approved 

no Of him whom tenderly she loved. 

11 
"And they had fixed the wedding day, 
The morning that must wed them both; 
But Stephen to another Maid 
Had sworn another oath; 

115 And, with this other Maid, to church 
Unthinking Stephen went— 
Poor Martha! on that woeful day 
A pang of pitiless dismay 
Into her soul was sent; 

120 A fire was kindled in her breast, 
Which might not burn itself to rest. 

12 
"They say, full six months after this, 
While yet the summer leaves were green, 
She to the mountain-top would go, 

125 And there was often seen. 
What could she seek?—or wish to hide? 
Her state to any eye was plain; 
She was with child,0 and she was mad; pregnant 
Yet often was she sober sad 

130 From her exceeding pain. 
O guilty Father—would that death 
Had saved him from that breach of faith! 

"Sad case for such a brain to hold 
Communion with a stirring child! 

135 Sad case, as you may think, for one 
Who had a brain so wild! 

3. Wordsworth gives the woman the name of the 
victim at the center of one of the 18th century's 
most famous murder trials. Martha Ray, mistress 
to a nobleman, was murdered in 1779 by a rejected 
suitor, a clergyman who claimed he had been 

driven to the deed by "love's madness." One of the 
illegitimate children whom this Martha Ray bore 
to the earl of Sandwich was Wordsworth's and 
Coleridge's friend Basil Montagu. 
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Last Christmas-eve we talked of this, 
And grey-haired Wilfred of the glen 
Held that the unborn infant wrought 

uo About its mother's heart, and brought 
Her senses back again: 
And, when at last her time drew near, 
Her looks were calm, her senses clear. 

14 
"More know I not, I wish I did, 

145 And it should all be told to you; 
For what became of this poor child 
No mortal ever knew; 
Nay—if a child to her was born 
No earthly tongue could ever tell; 

150 And if 'twas born alive or dead, 
Far less could this with proof be said; 
But some remember well, 
That Martha Ray about this time 
Would up the mountain often climb. 

'5 
155 "And all that winter, when at night 

The wind blew from the mountain-peak, 
Twas worth your while, though in the dark, 
The churchyard path to seek: 
For many a time and oft were heard 

160 Cries coming from the mountain head: 
Some plainly living voices were; 
And others, I've heard many swear, 
Were voices of the dead: 
I cannot think, whate'er they say, 

165 They had to do with Martha Ray. 

16 
"But that she goes to this old Thorn, 
The Thorn which I described to you, 
And there sits in a scarlet cloak, 
I will be sworn is true. 

170 For one day with my telescope, 
To view the ocean wide and bright, 
When to this country first I came, 
Ere I had heard of Martha's name, 
I climbed the mountain's height:— 

175 A storm came on, and I could see 
No object higher than my knee. 

17 
" 'Twas mist and rain, and storm and rain: 
No screen, no fence could I discover; 
And then the wind! in sooth, it was 

180 A wind full ten times over. 
I looked around, I thought I saw 
A jutting crag,—and off I ran, 
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Head-foremost, through the driving rain, 
The shelter of the crag to gain; 

185 And, as I am a man, 
Instead of jutting crag, I found 
A Woman seated on the ground. 

18 
"I did not speak—I saw her face; 
Her face!—it was enough for me; 

190 I turned about and heard her cry, 
'Oh misery! oh misery!' 
And there she sits, until the moon 
Through half the clear blue sky will go; 
And, when the little breezes make 

195 The waters of the pond to shake, 
As all the country know, 
She shudders, and you hear her cry, 
'Oh misery! oh misery!' " 

19 
"But what's the Thorn? and what the pond? 

200 And what the hill of moss to her? 
And what the creeping breeze that comes 
The little pond to stir?" 
"I cannot tell; but some will say 
She hanged her baby on the tree; 

205 Some say she drowned it in the pond, 
Which is a little step beyond: 
But all and each agree, 
The little Babe was buried there, 
Beneath that hill of moss so fair. 

20 
210 "I've heard, the moss is spotted red 

With drops of that poor infant's blood; 
But kill a new-born infant thus, 
I do not think she could! 
Some say, if to the pond you go, 

215 And fix on it a steady view, 
The shadow of a babe you trace, 
A baby and a baby's face, 
And that it looks at you; 
Whene'er you look on it, 'tis plain 

220 The baby looks at you again. 

21 
"And some had sworn an oath that she 
Should be to public justice brought; 
And for the little infant's bones 
With spades they would have sought. 

225 But instantly the hill of moss 
Before their eyes began to stir! 
And, for full fifty yards around, 
The grass—it shook upon the ground! 
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Yet all do still aver 
230 The little Babe lies buried there, 

Beneath that hill of moss so fair. 

22 
"I cannot tell how this may be, 
But plain it is the Thorn is bound 
With heavy tufts of moss that strive 

235 To drag it to the ground; 
And this I know, full many a time, 
When she was on the mountain high, 
By day, and in the silent night, 
When all the stars shone clear and bright, 

240 That I have heard her cry, 
'Oh misery! oh misery! 
Oh woe is me! oh misery!' " 

Mar.—Apr. 1798 1798 

Lines' 
Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey, on Revisiting the Banks of 

the Wye during a Tour, July 13, 1798 

Five years have past; five summers, with the length 
Of five long winters! and again I hear 
These waters, rolling from their mountain-springs 
With a soft inland murmur.2—Once again 

5 Do I behold these steep and lofty cliffs, 
That on a wild secluded scene impress 
Thoughts of more deep seclusion; and connect 
The landscape with the quiet of the sky. 
The day is come when I again repose 

IO Here, under this dark sycamore, and view 
These plots of cottage-ground, these orchard-tufts, 
Which at this season, with their unripe fruits, 
Are clad in one green hue, and lose themselves 
'Mid groves and copses. Once again I see 

15 These hedge-rows, hardly hedge-rows, little lines 
Of sportive wood run wild: these pastoral farms, 
Green to the very door; and wreaths of smoke 
Sent up, in silence, from among the trees! 

1. No poem of mine was composed under circum-
stances more pleasant for me to remember than 
this. I began it upon leaving Tintern, after crossing 
the Wye, and concluded it just as I was entering 
Bristol in the evening, after a ramble of 4 or 5 days, 
with my sister. Not a line of it was altered, and not 
any part of it written down till I reached Bristol 
[Wordsworth's note, 1843]. The poem was printed 
as the last item in Lyrical Ballads. 

Wordsworth had first visited the Wye valley and 
the ruins of Tintern Abbey, in Monmouthshire, 
while on a solitary walking tour in August 1793, 
when he was twenty-three years old. (See "Tintern 

Abbey, Tourism, and Romantic Landscape" at Nor-
ton Literature Online.) The puzzling difference 
between the present landscape and the remem-
bered "picture of the mind" (line 61) gives rise to 
an intricately organized meditation, in which the 
poet reviews his past, evaluates the present, and 
(through his sister as intermediary) anticipates the 
future; he ends by rounding back quietly on the 
scene that had been his point of departure. 
2. The river is not affected by the tides a few miles 
above Tintern [Wordsworth's note, 1798 ff.]. Until 
1845 the text had "sweet" for "soft," meaning fresh, 
not salty. 
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With some uncertain notice, as might seem 
20 Of vagrant dwellers in the houseless woods, 

Or of some Hermit's cave, where by his fire 
The Hermit sits alone. 

These beauteous forms, 
Through a long absence, have not been to me 
As is a landscape to a blind man's eye: 

25 But oft, in lonely rooms, and 'mid the din 
Of towns and cities, I have owed to them 
In hours of weariness, sensations sweet, 
Felt in the blood, and felt along the heart; 
And passing even into my purer mind, 

30 With tranquil restoration:—feelings too 
Of unremembered pleasure: such, perhaps, 
As have no slight or trivial influence 
On that best portion of a good man's life, 
His little, nameless, unremembered, acts 

35 Of kindness and of love. Nor less, I trust, 
To them I may have owed another gift, 
Of aspect more sublime; that blessed mood, 
In which the burthen0 of the mystery, burden 
In which the heavy and the weary weight 

40 Of all this unintelligible world, 
Is lightened:—that serene and blessed mood, 
In which the affections gently lead us on ,— 
Until, the breath of this corporeal frame 
And even the motion of our human blood 

45 Almost suspended, we are laid asleep 
In body, and become a living soul: 
While with an eye made quiet by the power 
Of harmony, and the deep power of joy, 
We see into the life of things. 

If this 
50 Be but a vain belief, yet, oh! how of t— 

In darkness and amid the many shapes 
Of joyless daylight; when the fretful stir 
Unprofitable, and the fever of the world, 
Have hung upon the beatings of my heart— 

55 How oft, in spirit, have I turned to thee, 
O sylvan Wye! thou wanderer thro' the woods, 
How often has my spirit turned to thee! 

And now, with gleams of half-extinguished thought, 
With many recognitions dim and faint, 

60 And somewhat of a sad perplexity, 
The picture of the mind revives again: 
While here I stand, not only with the sense 
Of present pleasure, but with pleasing thoughts 
That in this moment there is life and food 

65 For future years. And so I dare to hope, 
Though changed, no doubt, from what I was when first 
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I came among these hills; when like a roe° deer 
I bounded o'er the mountains, by the sides 
Of the deep rivers, and the lonely streams, 

70 Wherever nature led: more like a man 
Flying from something that he dreads, than one 
Who sought the thing he loved. For nature then 
(The coarser pleasures of my boyish days, 
And their glad animal movements all gone by) 

75 To me was all in all.—I cannot paint 
What then I was. The sounding cataract 
Haunted me like a passion: the tall rock, 
The mountain, and the deep and gloomy wood, 
Their colours and their forms, were then to me 

so An appetite; a feeling and a love, 
That had no need of a remoter charm, 
By thought supplied, nor any interest 
Unborrowed from the eye.—That time is past, 
And all its aching joys are now no more, 

85 And all its dizzy raptures.3 Not for this 
Faint0 I, nor mourn nor murmur; other gifts lose heart 
Have followed; for such loss, I would believe, 
Abundant recompense. For I have learned 
To look on nature, not as in the hour 

90 Of thoughtless youth; but hearing oftentimes 
The still, sad music of humanity, 
Nor harsh nor grating, though of ample power 
To chasten and subdue. And I have felt 
A presence that disturbs me with the joy 

95 Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime 
Of something far more deeply interfused, 
Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns, 
And the round ocean and the living air, 
And the blue sky, and in the mind of man: 

ioo A motion and a spirit, that impels 
All thinking things, all objects of all thought, 
And rolls through all things. Therefore am I still 
A lover of the meadows and the woods, 
And mountains; and of all that we behold 

105 From this green earth; of all the mighty world 
Of eye, and ear,—both what they half create,4 

And what perceive; well pleased to recognise 
In nature and the language of the sense, 
The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse, 

no The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul 
Of all my moral being. 

3. Lines 66ff. contain Wordsworth's famed 
description of the three stages of his growing up, 
defined in terms of his evolving relations to the 
natural scene: the young boy's purely physical 
responsiveness (lines 73—74); the postadolescent's 
aching, dizzy, and equivocal passions—a love that 
is more like dread (lines 67—72, 75—85: this was 
his state of mind on the occasion of his first visit); 

his present state (lines 85ff.), in which for the first 
time he adds thought to sense. 
4. This line has a close resemblance to an admi-
rable line of Young, the exact expression of which 
I cannot recollect [Wordsworth's note, 1798 ff.]. 
Edward Young in Night Thoughts (1744) says that 
the human senses "half create the wondrous world 
they see." 
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Nor perchance, 
If I were not thus taught, should I the more 
Suffer my genial spirits5 to decay: 
For thou art with me here upon the banks 

us Of this fair river; thou my dearest Friend,6 

My dear, dear Friend; and in thy voice I catch 
The language of my former heart, and read 
My former pleasures in the shooting lights 
Of thy wild eyes. Oh! yet a little while 

120 May I behold in thee what I was once, 
My dear, dear Sister! and this prayer I make, 
Knowing that Nature never did betray 
The heart that loved her; 'tis her privilege, 
Through all the years of this our life, to lead 

125 From joy to joy: for she can so inform 
The mind that is within us, so impress 
With quietness and beauty, and so feed 
With lofty thoughts, that neither evil tongues,7 

Rash judgments, nor the sneers of selfish men, 
130 Nor greetings where no kindness is, nor all 

The dreary intercourse of daily life, 
Shall e'er prevail against us, or disturb 
Our cheerful faith, that all which we behold 
Is full of blessings. Therefore let the moon 

135 Shine on thee in thy solitary walk; 
And let the misty mountain-winds be free 
To blow against thee: and, in after years, 
When these wild ecstasies shall be matured 
Into a sober pleasure; when thy mind 

140 Shall be a mansion for all lovely forms, 
Thy memory be as a dwelling-place 
For all sweet sounds and harmonies; oh! then, 
If solitude, or fear, or pain, or grief, 
Should be thy portion," with what healing thoughts inheritance, dowry 

145 Of tender joy wilt thou remember me, 
And these my exhortations! Nor, perchance— 
If I should be where I no more can hear 
Thy voice, nor catch from thy wild eyes these gleams 
Of past existence8—wilt thou then forget 

iso That on the banks of this delightful stream 
We stood together; and that I, so long 
A worshipper of Nature, hither came 
Unwearied in that service; rather say 
With warmer love—oh! with far deeper zeal 

155 Of holier love. Nor wilt thou then forget, 
That after many wanderings, many years 
Of absence, these steep woods and lofty cliffs, 

5. Creative powers. ("Genial" is here the adjectival 
form of the noun genius.) 
6. His sister, Dorothy. 
7. In the opening of Paradise Lost 7, Milton 
describes himself as fallen on "evil days" and "evil 

tongues" and with "dangers compassed round" 
(lines 2 6 - 2 7 ) . 
8. I.e., reminders of his own "past existence" five 
years earlier (see lines 116—19). 
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And this green pastoral landscape, were to me 
More dear, both for themselves and for thy sake! 

July 1798 1798 

Preface to Lyrical Ballads (1802) To the first edition of Lyrical Ballads, 
published jointly with Coleridge in 1798, Wordsworth prefixed an "Advertisement" 
asserting that the majority of the poems were "to be considered as experiments" to 
determine "how far the language of conversation in the middle and lower classes of 
society is adapted to the purposes of poetic pleasure." In the second, two-volume 
edition of 1800, Wordsworth, aided by frequent conversations with Coleridge, 
expanded the Advertisement into a preface that justified the poems not as experi-
ments, but as exemplifying the principles of all good poetry. The Preface was enlarged 
for the third edition of Lyrical Ballads, published two years later. This last version of 
1802 is reprinted here. 

Although some of its ideas had antecedents in the later eighteenth century, the 
Preface as a whole deserves its reputation as a revolutionary manifesto about the 
nature of poetry. Like many radical statements, however, it claims to go back to 
the implicit principles that governed the great poetry of the past but have been per-
verted in recent practice. Most discussions of the Preface, following the lead of Cole-
ridge in chapters 14 and 1 7 of his Biographia Literaria, have focused on Wordsworth's 
assertions about the valid language of poetry, on which he bases his attack on the 
"poetic diction" of eighteenth-century poets. As Coleridge pointed out, Wordsworth's 
argument about this issue is far from clear. However, Wordsworth's questioning of 
the underlying premises of neoclassical poetry went even further. His Preface implic-
itly denies the traditional assumption that the poetic genres constitute a hierarchy, 
from epic and tragedy at the top down through comedy, satire, pastoral, to the short 
lyric at the lowest reaches of the poetic scale; he also rejects the traditional principle 
of "decorum," which required the poet to arrange matters so that the poem's subject 
(especially the social class of its protagonists) and its level of diction conformed to 
the status of the literary kind on the poetic scale. 

When Wordsworth asserted in the Preface that he deliberately chose to represent 
"incidents and situations from common life," he translated his democratic sympathies 
into critical terms, justifying his use of peasants, children, outcasts, criminals, and 
madwomen as serious subjects of poetic and even tragic concern. He also undertook 
to write in "a selection of language really used by men," on the grounds that there 
can be no "essential difference between the language of prose and metrical compo-
sition." In making this claim Wordsworth attacked the neoclassical principle that 
required the language, in many kinds of poems, to be elevated over everyday speech 
by a special, more refined and dignified diction and by artful figures of speech. Words-
worth's views about the valid language of poetry are based on the new premise that 
"all good poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings"—spontaneous, that 
is, at the moment of composition, even though the process is influenced by prior 
thought and acquired poetic skill. 

Wordsworth's assertions about the materials and diction of poetry have been greatly 
influential in expanding the range of serious literature to include the common people 
and ordinary things and events, as well as in justifying a poetry of sincerity rather 
than of artifice, expressed in the ordinary language of its time. But in the long view 
other aspects of his Preface have been no less significant in establishing its impor-
tance, not only as a turning point in English criticism but also as a central document 
in modern culture, Wordsworth feared that a new urban, industrial society's mass 
media and mass culture (glimpsed in the Preface when he refers derisively to contem-
porary Gothic novels and German melodramas) were threatening to blunt the human 
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mind's "discriminatory powers" and to "reduce it to a state of almost savage torpor." 
He attributed to imaginative literature the primary role in keeping the human beings 
who live in such societies emotionally alive and morally sensitive. Literature, that is, 
could keep humans essentially human. 

From Preface to Lyrical Ballads, with Pastoral and Other Poems 
(1802) 

[ T H E S U B J E C T AND LANGUAGE O F P O E T R Y ] 

The first volume of these poems has already been submitted to general 
perusal. It was published, as an experiment, which, I hoped, might be of some 
use to ascertain, how far, by fitting to metrical arrangement a selection of the 
real language of men in a state of vivid sensation, that sort of pleasure and 
that quantity of pleasure may be imparted, which a poet may rationally endeav-
our to impart. 

I had formed no very inaccurate estimate of the probable effect of those 
poems: I flattered myself that they who should be pleased with them would read 
them with more than common pleasure: and, on the other hand, I was well 
aware, that by those who should dislike them they would be read with more than 
common dislike. The result has differed from my expectation in this only, that I 
have pleased a greater number than I ventured to hope I should please. 

For the sake of variety, and from a consciousness of my own weakness, I 
was induced to request the assistance of a friend, who furnished me with the 
poems of the Ancient Mariner, the Foster-Mother's Tale, the Nightingale, and 
the poem entitled Love. I should not, however, have requested this assistance, 
had I not believed that the poems of my friend1 would in a great measure have 
the same tendency as my own, and that, though there would be found a dif-
ference, there would be found no discordance in the colours of our style; as 
our opinions on the subject of poetry do almost entirely coincide. 

Several of my friends are anxious for the success of these poems from a 
belief, that, if the views with which they were composed were indeed realized, 
a class of poetry would be produced, well adapted to interest mankind per-
manently, and not unimportant in the multiplicity, and in the quality of its 
moral relations: and on this account they have advised me to prefix a systematic 
defence of the theory upon which the poems were written. But I was unwilling 
to undertake the task, because I knew that on this occasion the reader would 
look coldly upon my arguments, since I might be suspected of having been 
principally influenced by the selfish and foolish hope of reasoning him into an 
approbation of these particular poems: and I was still more unwilling to under-
take the task, because, adequately to display my opinions, and fully to enforce 
my arguments, would require a space wholly disproportionate to the nature of 
a preface. For to treat the subject with the clearness and coherence of which 
I believe it susceptible, it would be necessary to give a full account of the 
present state of the public taste in this country, and to determine how far this 
taste is healthy or depraved; which, again, could not be determined, without 
pointing out, in what manner language and the human mind act and re-act 
on each other, and without retracing the revolutions, not of literature alone, 

1. The "friend" of course is Coleridge. 
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but likewise of society itself. I have therefore altogether declined to enter 
regularly upon this defence; yet I am sensible, that there would be some impro-
priety in abruptly obtruding upon the public, without a few words of intro-
duction, poems so materially different from those upon which general 
approbation is at present bestowed. 

It is supposed, that by the act of writing in verse an author makes a formal 
engagement that he will gratify certain known habits of association; that he 
not only thus apprizes the reader that certain classes of ideas and expressions 
will be found in his book, but that others will be carefully excluded. This 
exponent or symbol held forth by metrical language must in different eras of 
literature have excited very different expectations: for example, in the age of 
Catullus, Terence, and Lucretius and that of Statius or Claudian,2 and in our 
own country, in the age of Shakespeare and Beaumont and Fletcher, and that 
of Donne and Cowley, or Dryden, or Pope. I will not take upon me to deter-
mine the exact import of the promise which by the act of writing in verse an 
author, in the present day, makes to his reader; but I am certain, it will appear 
to many persons that I have not fulfilled the terms of an engagement thus 
voluntarily contracted. They who have been accustomed to the gaudiness and 
inane phraseology of many modern writers, if they persist in reading this book 
to its conclusion, will, no doubt, frequently have to struggle with feelings of 
strangeness and awkwardness: they will look round for poetry, and will be 
induced to inquire by what species of courtesy these attempts can be permitted 
to assume that title. I hope therefore the reader will not censure me, if I 
attempt to state what I have proposed to myself to perform; and also (as far 
as the limits of a preface will permit) to explain some of the chief reasons 
which have determined me in the choice of my purpose: that at least he may 
be spared any unpleasant feeling of disappointment, and that I myself may be 
protected from the most dishonorable accusation which can be brought 
against an author, namely, that of an indolence which prevents him from 
endeavouring to ascertain what is his duty, or, when this duty is ascertained, 
prevents him from performing it. 

The principal object, then, which I proposed to myself in these poems was 
to choose incidents and situations from common life, and to relate or describe 
them, throughout, as far as was possible, in a selection of language really used 
by men; and, at the same time, to throw over them a certain colouring of 
imagination, whereby ordinary things should be presented to the mind in an 
unusual way; and, further, and above all, to make these incidents and situa-
tions interesting by tracing in them, truly though not ostentatiously, the pri-
mary laws of our nature: chiefly, as far as regards the manner in which we 
associate ideas in a state of excitement. Low and rustic life was generally 
chosen, because in that condition, the essential passions of the heart find a 
better soil in which they can attain their maturity, are less under restraint, and 
speak a plainer and more emphatic language; because in that condition of life 
our elementary feelings co-exist in a state of greater simplicity, and, conse-
quently, may be more accurately contemplated, and more forcibly communi-
cated; because the manners of rural life germinate from those elementary 
feelings; and, from the necessary character of rural occupations, are more 
easily comprehended; and are more durable; and lastly, because in that con-

2. Wordsworth's implied contrast is between the and the elaborate artifice of the last two Roman 
naturalness and simplicity of the first three Roman poets (Statius wrote in the 1 st and Claudian in the 
poets (who wrote in the last two centuries b.c.e .) 4th century c.e.) . 
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dition the passions of men are incorporated with the beautiful and permanent 
forms of nature. The language, too, of these men is adopted (purified indeed 
from what appear to be its real defects, from all lasting and rational causes of 
dislike or disgust) because such men hourly communicate with the best objects 
from which the best part of language is originally derived; and because, from 
their rank in society and the sameness and narrow circle of their intercourse, 
being less under the influence of social vanity they convey their feelings and 
notions in simple and unelaborated expressions. Accordingly, such a language, 
arising out of repeated experience and regular feelings, is a more permanent, 
and a far more philosophical language, than that which is frequently substi-
tuted for it by poets, who think that they are conferring honour upon them-
selves and their art, in proportion as they separate themselves from the 
sympathies of men, and indulge in arbitrary and capricious habits of expres-
sion, in order to furnish food for fickle tastes, and fickle appetites, of their 
own creation.3 

I cannot, however, be insensible of the present outcry against the triviality 
and meanness both of thought and language, which some of my contempo-
raries have occasionally introduced into their metrical compositions; and I 
acknowledge, that this defect, where it exists, is more dishonorable to the 
writer's own character than false refinement or arbitrary innovation, though I 
should contend at the same time that it is far less pernicious in the sum of its 
consequences. From such verses the poems in these volumes will be found 
distinguished at least by one mark of difference, that each of them has a worthy 
purpose. Not that I mean to say, that I always began to write with a distinct 
purpose formally conceived; but I believe that my habits of meditation have 
so formed my feelings, as that my descriptions of such objects as strongly excite 
those feelings, will be found to carry along with them a purpose. If in this 
opinion I am mistaken, I can have little right to the name of a poet. For all 
good poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: but though this 
be true, poems to which any value can be attached, were never produced on 
any variety of subjects but by a man who, being possessed of more than usual 
organic sensibility, had also thought long and deeply. For our continued 
influxes of feeling are modified and directed by our thoughts, which are indeed 
the representatives of all our past feelings; and, as by contemplating the rela-
tion of these general representatives to each other we discover what is really 
important to men, so, by the repetition and continuance of this act, our feel-
ings will be connected with important subjects, till at length, if we be originally 
possessed of much sensibility, such habits of mind will be produced, that, by 
obeying blindly and mechanically the impulses of those habits, we shall 
describe objects, and utter sentiments, of such a nature and in such connec-
tion with each other, that the understanding of the being to whom we address 
ourselves, if he be in a healthful state of association, must necessarily be in 
some degree enlightened, and his affections ameliorated. 

I have said that each of these poems has a purpose. I have also informed 
my reader what this purpose will be found principally to be: namely, to illus-
trate the manner in which our feelings and ideas are associated in a state of 
excitement. But, speaking in language somewhat more appropriate, it is to 
follow the fluxes and refluxes of the mind when agitated by the great and 

3. It is worth while here to observe that the affecting parts of Chaucer are almost always expressed in 
language pure and universally intelligible even to this day [Wordsworth's note]. 
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simple affections of our nature. This object I have endeavored in these short 
essays to attain by various means; by tracing the maternal passion through 
many of its more subtile4 windings, as in the poems of the Idiot Boy and the 
Mad Mother; by accompanying the last struggles of a human being, at the 
approach of death, cleaving in solitude to life and society, as in the poem of 
the Forsaken Indian; by shewing, as in the stanzas entitled We Are Seven, the 
perplexity and obscurity which in childhood attend our notion of death, or 
rather our utter inability to admit that notion; or by displaying the strength of 
fraternal, or to speak more philosophically, of moral attachment when early 
associated with the great and beautiful objects of nature, as in The Brothers; 
or, as in the Incident of Simon Lee, by placing my reader in the way of receiving 
from ordinary moral sensations another and more salutary impression than we 
are accustomed to receive from them. It has also been part of my general 
purpose to attempt to sketch characters under the influence of less impas-
sioned feelings, as in the Two April Mornings, The Fountain, The Old Man 
Travelling, The Two Thieves, &c., characters of which the elements are simple, 
belonging rather to nature than to manners,5 such as exist now, and will proba-
bly always exist, and which from their constitution may be distinctly and profit-
ably contemplated. I will not abuse the indulgence of my reader by dwelling 
longer upon this subject; but it is proper that I should mention one other circum-
stance which distinguishes these poems from the popular poetry of the day; it is 
this, that the feeling therein developed gives importance to the action and situ-
ation, and not the action and situation to the feeling. My meaning will be ren-
dered perfectly intelligible by referring my reader to the poems entitled Poor 
Susan and the Childless Father, particularly to the last stanza of the latter poem. 

I will not suffer a sense of false modesty to prevent me from asserting, that 
I point my reader's attention to this mark of distinction, far less for the sake 
of these particular poems than from the general importance of the subject. 
The subject is indeed important! For the human mind is capable of being 
excited without the application of gross6 and violent stimulants; and he must 
have a very faint perception of its beauty and dignity who does not know this, 
and who does not further know, that one being is elevated above another, in 
proportion as he possesses this capability. It has therefore appeared to me, 
that to endeavour to produce or enlarge this capability is one of the best serv-
ices in which, at any period, a writer can be engaged; but this service, excellent 
at all times, is especially so at the present day. For a multitude of causes, 
unknown to former times, are now acting with a combined force to blunt the 
discriminating powers of the mind, and, unfitting it for all voluntary exertion, 
to reduce it to a state of almost savage torpor. The most effective of these 
causes are the great national events which are daily taking place, and the 
increasing accumulation of men in cities, where the uniformity of their occu-
pations produces a craving for extraordinary incident, which the rapid com-
munication of intelligence hourly gratifies.7 To this tendency of life and 
manners the literature and theatrical exhibitions of the country have con-
formed themselves. The invaluable works of our elder writers, I had almost 
said the works of Shakespeare and Milton, are driven into neglect by frantic 
novels, sickly and stupid German tragedies,8 and deluges of idle and extrava-

4. Subtle. 
5. Social custom. 
6. Coarse. 
7. This was the period of the wars against France, 
of industrial urbanization, and of the rapid prolif-
eration in England of daily newspapers. 

8. Wordsworth had in mind the "Gothic" terror 
novels by writers such as Ann Radcliffe and Mat-
thew Gregory Lewis and the sentimental melo-
drama, then immensely popular in England, of 
August von Kotzebue and his German contempo-
raries. 
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gant stories in verse.—When I think upon this degrading thirst after outra-
geous stimulation, I am almost ashamed to have spoken of the feeble effort 
with which I have endeavoured to counteract it; and, reflecting upon the mag-
nitude of the general evil, I should be oppressed with no dishonorable mel-
ancholy, had I not a deep impression of certain inherent and indestructible 
qualities of the human mind, and likewise of certain powers in the great and 
permanent objects that act upon it which are equally inherent and indestruc-
tible; and did I not further add to this impression a belief, that the time is 
approaching when the evil will be systematically opposed, by men of greater 
powers, and with far more distinguished success. 

Having dwelt thus long on the subjects and aim of these poems, I shall 
request the reader's permission to apprize him of a few circumstances relating 
to their style, in order, among other reasons, that I may not be censured for 
not having performed what I never attempted. The reader will find that per-
sonifications of abstract ideas9 rarely occur in these volumes; and, I hope, are 
utterly rejected as an ordinary device to elevate the style, and raise it above 
prose. I have proposed to myself to imitate, and, as far as is possible, to adopt 
the very language of men; and assuredly such personifications do not make 
any natural or regular part of that language. They are, indeed, a figure of 
speech occasionally prompted by passion, and I have made use of them as 
such; but I have endeavoured utterly to reject them as a mechanical device of 
style, or as a family language which writers in metre seem to lay claim to by 
prescription. I have wished to keep my reader in the company of flesh and 
blood, persuaded that by so doing I shall interest him. I am, however, well 
aware that others who pursue a different track may interest him likewise; I do 
not interfere with their claim, I only wish to prefer a different claim of my 
own. There will also be found in these volumes little of what is usually called 
poetic diction;1 I have taken as much pains to avoid it as others ordinarily take 
to produce it; this I have done for the reason already alleged, to bring my 
language near to the language of men, and further, because the pleasure which 
I have proposed to myself to impart is of a kind very different from that which 
is supposed by many persons to be the proper object of poetry. I do not know 
how, without being culpably particular, I can give my reader a more exact 
notion of the style in which I wished these poems to be written than by inform-
ing him that I have at all times endeavoured to look steadily at my subject, 
consequently, I hope that there is in these poems little falsehood of descrip-
tion, and that my ideas are expressed in language fitted to their respective 
importance. Something I must have gained by this practice, as it is friendly to 
one property of all good poetry, namely, good sense; but it has necessarily cut 
me off from a large portion of phrases and figures of speech which from father 
to son have long been regarded as the common inheritance of poets. I have 
also thought it expedient to restrict myself still further, having abstained from 
the use of many expressions, in themselves proper and beautiful, but which 
have been foolishly repeated by bad poets, till such feelings of disgust are 
connected with them as it is scarcely possible by any art of association to 
overpower. 

If in a poem there should be found a series of lines, or even a single line, 

9. This practice was common in 18th-century 
poetry. Samuel Johnson, for instance, in The Van-
ity of Human Wishes (1749), has "Observation . . . 
surveying] mankind" and "Vengeance listening] 
to the fool's request" (lines 1—2, 14). 

1. In the sense of words, phrases, and figures of 
speech not commonly used in conversation or 
prose that are regarded as especially appropriate to 
poetry. 
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in which the language, though naturally arranged and according to the strict 
laws of metre, does not differ f rom that of prose, there is a numerous class of 
critics, who, when they stumble upon these prosaisms as they call them, imag-
ine that they have made a notable discovery, and exult over the poet as over a 
man ignorant of his own profession. Now these men would establish a canon 
of criticism which the reader will conclude he must utterly reject, if he wishes 
to be pleased with these volumes. And it would be a most easy task to prove 
to him, that not only the language of a large portion of everygood poem, even 
of the most elevated character, must necessarily, except with reference to the 
metre, in no respect differ from that of good prose, but likewise that some of 
the most interesting parts of the best poems will be found to be strictly the 
language of prose, when prose is well written. The t ruth of this assertion might 
be demonstrated by innumerable passages from almost all the poetical writ-
ings, even of Milton himself. I have not space for much quotation; but, to 
illustrate the subject in a general manner , I will here adduce a short compo-
sition of Gray, who was at the head of those who by their reasonings have 
at tempted to widen the space of separation betwixt prose and metrical com-
position, and was more than any other man curiously elaborate in the structure 
of his own poetic diction. 2 

In vain to me the smiling mornings shine, 
And reddening Phoebus lifts his golden fire: 
The birds in vain their amorous descant join, 
Or cheerful fields resume their green attire: 
These ears, alas! for other notes repine; 
A different object do these eyes require; 
My lonely anguish melts no heart but mine; 
And in my breast the imperfect joys expire; 
Yet Morning smiles the busy race to cheer, 
And new-born pleasure brings to happier men; 
The fields to all their wonted tribute bear; 
To warm their little loves the birds complain. 
I fruitless mourn to him that cannot hear 
And weep the more because I weep in vain. 

It will easily be perceived that the only part of this sonnet which is of any 
value is the lines printed in italics: it is equally obvious, that , except in the 
rhyme, and in the use of the single word "fruitless" for fruitlessly, which is so 
far a defect, the language of these lines does in no respect differ f rom that of 
prose. 

By the foregoing quotation I have shewn that the language of prose may yet 
be well adapted to poetry; and I have previously asserted that a large portion 
of the language of every good poem can in no respect differ f rom that of good 
prose. I will go fur ther . I do not doubt that it may be safely affirmed, that there 
neither is, nor can be, any essential difference between the language of prose 
and metrical composition. We are fond of tracing the resemblance between 
poetry and painting, and, accordingly, we call them sisters: but where shall we 
find bonds of connection sufficiently strict to typify the affinity betwixt met-
rical and prose composition? They both speak by and to the same organs; the 

2. Thomas Gray (author in 1751 of the "Elegy age is never the language of poetry." T h e poem that 
Wri t ten in a Country Churchyard") had writ ten, in follows is Gray's "Sonnet on the Death of Richard 
a letter to Richard West , that "the language of the West ." 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



P R E F A C E T O LYRICAL BALLADS / 2 6 9 

bodies in which both of them are clothed may be said to be of the same 
substance, their affections are kindred and almost identical, not necessarily 
differing even in degree; poetry 3 sheds no tears "such as Angels weep," 4 but 
natural and h u m a n tears; she can boast of no celestial ichor 5 that distinguishes 
her vital juices f rom those of prose; the same h u m a n blood circulates through 
the veins of them both. 

& >* $ 

[ " W H A T IS A P O E T ? " ] 

Taking up the subject, then, upon general grounds, I ask what is meant by 
the word "poet"? Wha t is a poet? To whom does he address himself? And what 
language is to be expected from him? He is a man speaking to men: a man, it 
is true, endued with more lively sensibility, more enthusiasm and tenderness, 
who has a greater knowledge of h u m a n nature, and a more comprehensive 
soul, than are supposed to be common among mankind; a man pleased with 
his own passions and volitions, and who rejoices more than other men in the 
spirit of life that is in him; delighting to contemplate similar volitions and 
passions as manifested in the goings-on of the universe, and habitually 
impelled to create them where he does not find them. To these qualities he 
has added a disposition to be affected more than other men by absent things 
as if they were present; an ability of conjuring up in himself passions, which 
are indeed far from being the same as those produced by real events, yet 
(especially in those parts of the general sympathy which are pleasing and 
delightful) do more nearly resemble the passions produced by real events, than 
any thing which, f rom the motions of their own minds merely, other men are 
accustomed to feel in themselves; whence, and from practice, he has acquired 
a greater readiness and power in expressing what he thinks and feels, and 
especially those thoughts and feelings which, by his own choice, or f rom 
the structure of his own mind, arise in him without immediate external 
excitement. 

But, whatever portion of this faculty we may suppose even the greatest poet 
to possess, there cannot be a doubt but that the language which it will suggest 
to him, must, in liveliness and truth, fall far short of that which is uttered by 
men in real life, under the actual pressure of those passions, certain shadows 
of which the poet thus produces, or feels to be produced, in himself. However 
exalted a notion we would wish to cherish of the character of a poet, it is 
obvious, that, while he describes and imitates passions, his situation is alto-
gether slavish and mechanical, compared with the freedom and power of real 
and substantial action and suffering. So that it will be the wish of the poet to 
bring his feelings near to those of the persons whose feelings he describes, 
nay, for short spaces of time perhaps, to let himself slip into an entire delusion, 
and even confound and identify his own feelings with theirs; modifying only 
the language which is thus suggested to him, by a consideration that he 
describes for a particular purpose, that of giving pleasure. Here, then, he will 
3. I here use the word "poetry" (though against my 
own judgment) as opposed to the word "prose," 
and synonymous with metrical composit ion. But 
m u c h confusion has been introduced into criticism 
by this contradist inct ion of poetry and prose, 
instead of the more philosophical one of poetry and 
mat ter of fact, or science. T h e only strict anti thesis 
to prose is metre; nor is this, in t ruth, a strict 

anti thesis; because lines and passages of metre so 
naturally occur in writing prose, that i t would be 
scarcely possible to avoid them, even were it desir-
able [Wordsworth's note]. 
4. Milton's Paradise Lost 1.620. 
5. In Greek mythology the fluid in the veins of the 
gods. 
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apply the principle on which I have so much insisted, namely, that of selection; 
on this he will depend for removing what would otherwise be painful or dis-
gusting in the passion; he will feel that there is no necessity to trick ou t 6 or to 
elevate nature: and, the more industriously he applies this principle, the 
deeper will be his faith that no words, which his fancy or imagination can 
suggest, will be to be compared with those which are the emanat ions of reality 
and truth. 

But it may be said by those who do not object to the general spirit of these 
remarks, that, as it is impossible for the poet to produce upon all occasions 
language as exquisitely fitted for the passion as that which the real passion 
itself suggests, it is proper that he should consider himself as in the situation 
of a translator, who deems himself justified when he substitutes excellences 
of another kind for those which are unattainable by him; and endeavours 
occasionally to surpass his original, in order to make some amends for the 
general inferiority to which he feels that he must submit. But this would be 
to encourage idleness and unmanly despair. Further, it is the language of men 
who speak of what they do not understand; who talk of poetry as a mat ter of 
amusement and idle pleasure; who will converse with us as gravely about a 
taste for poetry, as they express it, as if it were a thing as indifferent as a taste 
for rope-dancing, or Frontiniac 7 or sherry. Aristotle, I have been told, ha th 
said, that poetry is the most philosophic of all writing; 8 it is so: its object is 
t ruth, not individual and local, but general, and operative; not standing upon 
external testimony, but carried alive into the heart by passion; t ruth which is 
its own testimony, which gives strength and divinity to the tribunal to which 
it appeals, and receives them from the same tribunal. Poetry is the image of 
man and nature. The obstacles which stand in the way of the fidelity of the 
biographer and historian, and of their consequent utility, are incalculably 
greater than those which are to be encountered by the poet who has an ade-
quate notion of the dignity of his art. The poet writes under one restriction 
only, namely, that of the necessity of giving immediate pleasure to a human 
being possessed of that information which may be expected from him, not as 
a lawyer, a physician, a mariner, an astronomer or a natural philosopher, but 
as a man. Except this one restriction, there is no object standing between the 
poet and the image of things; between this, and the biographer and historian 
there are a thousand. 

Nor let this necessity of producing immediate pleasure be considered as a 
degradation of the poet's art. It is far otherwise. It is an acknowledgment of 
the beauty of the universe, an acknowledgment the more sincere because it is 
not formal, but indirect; it is a task light and easy to him who looks at the 
world in the spirit of love: fur ther , it is a homage paid to the native and naked 
dignity of man, to the grand elementary principle of pleasure, by which he 
knows, and feels, and lives, and moves. 9 We have no sympathy but what is 
propagated by pleasure: I would not be misunderstood; but wherever we sym-
pathize with pain it will be found that the sympathy is produced and carried 
on by subtle combinations with pleasure. We have no knowledge, that is, no 
general principles drawn from the contemplation of particular facts, but what 

6. Dress up. 
7. A sweet wine made f rom muscat grapes. 
8. Aristotle in fact said that "poetry is more phil-
osophic than history, since its s ta tements are of the 
na ture of universals, whereas those of history are 

singulars" (Poetics 1451b). 
9. A bold echo of the w rords of St. Paul , that in 
God "we live, and move, and have our being" (Acts 
17.28). 
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has been built up by pleasure, and exists in us by pleasure alone. The man of 
science, the chemist and mathematician, whatever difficulties and disgusts 
they may have had to struggle with, know and feel this. However painful may 
be the objects with which the anatomist 's knowledge is connected, he feels 
that his knowledge is pleasure; and where he has no pleasure he has no knowl-
edge. What then does the poet? He considers man and the objects that sur-
round him as acting and re-acting upon each other, so as to produce an infinite 
complexity of pain and pleasure; he considers man in his own nature and in 
his ordinary life as contemplating this with a certain quantity of immediate 
knowledge, with certain convictions, intuitions, and deductions which by habit 
become of the nature of intuitions; he considers him as looking upon this 
complex scene of ideas and sensations, and finding every where objects that 
immediately excite in him sympathies which, from the necessities of his 
nature, are accompanied by an overbalance of enjoyment. 

To this knowledge which all men carry about with them, and to these sym-
pathies in which without any other discipline than that of our daily life we are 
fitted to take delight, the poet principally directs his at tention. He considers 
man and nature as essentially adapted to each other, and the mind of man as 
naturally the mirror of the fairest and most interesting qualities of nature. And 
thus the poet, prompted by this feeling of pleasure which accompanies him 
through the whole course of his studies, converses with general nature with 
affections akin to those, which, through labour and length of time, the man 
of science has raised up in himself, by conversing with those particular parts 
of nature which are the objects of his studies. The knowledge both of the poet 
and the man of science is pleasure; but the knowledge of the one cleaves to 
us as a necessary part of our existence, our natural and unalienable inheri-
tance; the other is a personal and individual acquisition, slow to come to us, 
and by no habitual and direct sympathy connect ing us with our fellow-beings. 
The man of science seeks t ru th as a remote and unknown benefactor; he 
cherishes and loves it in his solitude: the poet, singing a song in which all 
human beings join with him, rejoices in the presence of t ruth as our visible 
friend and hourly companion. Poetry is the breath and finer spirit of all knowl-
edge; it is the impassioned expression which is in the countenance of all sci-
ence. Emphatically may it be said of the poet, as Shakespeare ha th said of 
man, "that he looks before and after." 1 He is the rock of defence of human 
nature; an upholder and preserver, carrying everywhere with him relationship 
and love. In spite of difference of soil and climate, of language and manners , 
of laws and customs, in spite of things silently gone out of mind and things 
violently destroyed, the poet binds together by passion and knowledge the vast 
empire of human society, as it is spread over the whole earth, and over all 
time. The objects of the poet's thoughts are every where; though the eyes and 
senses of man are, it is true, his favorite guides, yet he will follow wheresoever 
he can find an atmosphere of sensation in which to move his wings. Poetry is 
the first and last of all knowledge—it is as immortal as the heart of man. If 
the labours of men of science should ever create any material revolution, direct 
or indirect, in our condition, and in the impressions which we habitually 
receive, the poet will sleep then no more than at present, but he will be ready 
to follow the steps of the man of science, not only in those general indirect 
effects, but he will be at his side, carrying sensation into the midst of the 

1. Cf. Shakespeare's Hamlet 4 .4.9.27. 
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objects of the science itself. The remotest discoveries of the chemist, the bot-
anist, or mineralogist, will be as proper objects of the poet's art as any upon 
which it can be employed, if the time should ever come when these things 
shall be familiar to us, and the relations under which they are contemplated 
by the followers of these respective sciences shall be manifestly and palpably 
material to us as enjoying and suffering beings. 2 If the time should ever come 
when what is now called science, thus familiarized to men, shall be ready to 
put on, as it were, a form of flesh and blood, the poet will lend his divine spirit 
to aid the transfiguration, and will welcome the being thus produced, as a dear 
and genuine inmate of the household of man.—It is not, then, to be supposed 
that any one, who holds that sublime notion of poetry which I have at tempted 
to convey, will break in upon the sanctity and t ruth of his pictures by transitory 
and accidental ornaments, and endeavour to excite admiration of himself by 
arts, the necessity of which must manifestly depend upon the assumed mean-
ness of his subject. 

Wha t I have thus far said applies to poetry in general; but especially to those 
parts of composition where the poet speaks through the mouth of his char-
acters; and upon this point it appears to have such weight that I will conclude, 
there are few persons, of good sense, who would not allow that the dramatic 
parts of composition are defective, in proportion as they deviate from the real 
language of nature, and are coloured by a diction of the poet's own, either 
peculiar to him as an individual poet, or belonging simply to poets in general, 
to a body of men who, from the circumstance of their compositions being in 
metre, it is expected will employ a particular language. 

It is not, then, in the dramatic parts of composition that we look for this 
distinction of language; but still it may be proper and necessary where the 
poet speaks to us in his own person and character. To this I answer by referring 
my reader to the description which I have before given of a poet. Among the 
qualities which I have enumerated as principally conducing to form a poet, is 
implied nothing differing in kind from other men, but only in degree. The sum 
of what I have there said is, that the poet is chiefly distinguished from other 
men by a greater promptness to think and feel without immediate external 
excitement, and a greater power in expressing such thoughts and feelings as 
are produced in him in that manner . But these passions and thoughts and 
feelings are the general passions and thoughts and feelings of men. And with 
what are they connected? Undoubtedly with our moral sentiments and animal 
sensations, and with the causes which excite these; with the operations of the 
elements and the appearances of the visible universe; with storm and sun-
shine, with the revolutions 3 of the seasons, with cold and heat, with loss of 
friends and kindred, with injuries and resentments , gratitude and hope, with 
fear and sorrow. These, and the like, are the sensations and objects which the 
poet describes, as they are the sensations of other men, and the objects which 
interest them. The poet thinks and feels in the spirit of the passions of men. 
How, then, can his language differ in any material degree from that of all other 
men who feel vividly and see clearly? It might be proved that it is impossible. 
But supposing that this were not the case, the poet might then be allowed to 
use a peculiar language, when expressing his feelings for his own gratification, 
or that of men like himself. But poets do not write for poets alone, but for 
2. Wordsworth is at least right in anticipating the Joanna Baillie's "Address to a Steamvessel." 
poetry of the machine . His sonnet "Steamboats , 3. Recurrence . 
Viaducts, and Railways" is an early instance, as is 
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men. Unless therefore we are advocates for that admiration which depends 
upon ignorance, and that pleasure which arises from hearing what we do not 
understand, the poet must descend f rom this supposed height, and, in order 
to excite rational sympathy, he must express himself as other men express 
themselves. * * * 

[ " E M O T I O N R E C O L L E C T E D I N T R A N Q U I L L I T Y " ] 

I have said that poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: it 
takes its origin from emotion recollected in tranquillity: the emotion is con-
templated till by a species of reaction the tranquillity gradually disappears, and 
an emotion, kindred to that which was before the subject of contemplation, 
is gradually produced, and does itself actually exist in the mind. In this mood 
successful composition generally begins, and in a mood similar to this it is 
carried on; but the emotion, of whatever kind and in whatever degree, from 
various causes is qualified by various pleasures, so that in describing any pas-
sions whatsoever, which are voluntarily described, the mind will upon the 
whole be in a state of enjoyment. Now, if nature be thus cautious in preserving 
in a state of enjoyment a being thus employed, the poet ought to profit by the 
lesson thus held forth to him, and ought especially to take care, that whatever 
passions he communicates to his reader, those passions, if his reader's mind 
be sound and vigorous, should always be accompanied with an overbalance 
of pleasure. Now the music of harmonious metrical language, the sense of 
difficulty overcome, and the blind association of pleasure which has been 
previously received from works of rhyme or metre of the same or similar con-
struction, an indistinct perception perpetually renewed of language closely 
resembling that of real life, and yet, in the circumstance of metre, differing 
from it so widely, all these imperceptibly make up a complex feeling of delight, 
which is of the most important use in tempering the painful feeling which will 
always be found intermingled with powerful descriptions of the deeper pas-
sions. This effect is always produced in pathetic and impassioned poetry; 
while, in lighter compositions, the ease and gracefulness with which the poet 
manages his numbers are themselves confessedly a principal source of the 
gratification of the reader. I might perhaps include all which it is necessary to 
say upon this subject by affirming, what few persons will deny, that, of two 
descriptions, either of passions, manners , or characters, each of them equally 
well executed, the one in prose and the other in verse, the verse will be read 
a hundred times where the prose is read once. * * * 

I know that nothing would have so effectually contributed to fur ther the 
end which I have in view, as to have shewn of what kind the pleasure is, and 
how the pleasure is produced, which is confessedly produced by metrical com-
position essentially different from that which I have here endeavoured to rec-
ommend: for the reader will say that he has been pleased by such composition; 
and what can I do more for him? The power of any art is limited; and he will 
suspect, that, if I propose to furnish him with new friends, it is only upon 
condition of his abandoning his old friends. Besides, as I have said, the reader 
is himself conscious of the pleasure which he has received from such com-
position, composition to which he has peculiarly at tached the endearing name 
of poetry; and all men feel an habitual gratitude, and something of an hon-
orable bigotry for the objects which have long cont inued to please them: we 
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not only wish to be pleased, but to be pleased in that particular way in which 
we have been accustomed to be pleased. There is a host of arguments in these 
feelings; and I should be the less able to combat them successfully, as I am 
willing to allow, that , in order entirely to enjoy the poetry which I am rec-
ommending, it would be necessary to give up much of what is ordinarily 
enjoyed. But, would my limits have permitted me to point out how this plea-
sure is produced, I might have removed many obstacles, and assisted my reader 
in perceiving that the powers of language are not so limited as he may suppose; 
and that it is possible that poetry may give other enjoyments, of a purer, more 
lasting, and more exquisite nature. This part of my subject I have not alto-
gether neglected; but it has been less my present aim to prove, that the interest 
excited by some other kinds of poetry is less vivid, and less worthy of the nobler 
powers of the mind, than to offer reasons for presuming, that, if the object 
which I have proposed to myself were adequately attained, a species of poetry 
would be produced, which is genuine poetry; in its na ture well adapted to 
interest mankind permanently, and likewise important in the multiplicity and 
quality of its moral relations. 

From what has been said, and from a perusal of the poems, the reader will 
be able clearly to perceive the object which I have proposed to myself: he will 
determine how far 1 have attained this object; and, what is a much more 
important question, whether it be worth attaining; and upon the decision of 
these two questions will rest my claim to the approbation of the public. 

1800, 1802 

Strange fits of passion have I known1 

Strange fits of passion have I known: 
And I will dare to tell, 
But in the Lover's ear alone, 
W h a t once to me befel. 

5 W h e n she I loved looked every day 
Fresh as a rose in June , 
I to her cottage bent my way, 
Beneath an evening moon. 
Upon the moon I fixed my eye, 

10 All over the wide lea; 
Wi th quickening pace my horse drew nigh 
Those paths so dear to me. 
And now we reached the orchard-plot; 
And, as we climbed the hill, 

is The sinking moon to Lucy's cot 
Came near, and nearer still. 

1. This and the four following pieces are of ten 
grouped by editors as the "Lucy poems," even 
though "A s lumber did my spirit seal" does not 
identify' the "she" who is the subject of that poem. 
All but the last were written in 1799, while Words-

worth and his sister were in Germany and home-
sick. There has been diligent speculation about the 
identity of Lucy, bu t it remains speculation. The 
one certainty is that she is not the gir! of Words-
worth 's "Lucy Gray." 
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In one of those sweet dreams I slept, 
Kind Nature 's gentlest boon! 
And all the while my eyes I kept 

20 On the descending moon. 
My horse moved on; hoof after hoof 
He raised, and never stopped: 
W h e n down behind the cottage roof, 
At once, the bright moon dropped. 

25 W h a t fond and wayward thoughts will slide 
Into a Lover's head! 
"O mercy!" to myself I cried, 
"If Lucy should be dead!" 2 

1799 1800 

She dwelt among the untrodden ways1 

She dwelt among the unt rodden ways 
Beside the springs of Dove, 2 

A Maid whom there were none to praise 
And very few to love: 

5 A violet by a mossy stone 
Half hidden f rom the eye! 

—Fair as a star, when only one 
Is shining in the sky. 

She lived unknown, and few could know 
10 W h e n Lucy ceased to be; 

But she is in her grave, and, oh, 
The difference to me! 

1799 1800 

Three years she grew 

Three years she grew in sun and shower, 
Then Nature said, "A lovelier flower 
On earth was never sown; 
This Child I to myself will take; 

5 She shall be mine, and I will make 
A Lady of my own. 1 

2. An additional stanza in an earlier manuscr ip t 
version demonstra tes how a poem can be improved 
by omission of a passage that is, in itself, excellent 
poetry: "I told her this: her laughter light / Is ring-
ing in my ears; / And when I think upon that night 
/ My eyes are dim with tears." 
1. For the author 's revisions while composing this 
poem, see "Poems in Process," in the appendices 

to this volume. 
2. There are several rivers by this name in 
England, including one in the Lake District. 
1. I.e., Lucy was three years old when Na tu re 
made this promise; line 37 makes clear that Lucy 
had reached the maturi ty foretold in the sixth 
stanza when she died. 
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"Myself will to my darling be 
Both law and impulse: and with me 
The Girl, in rock and plain, 

10 In ear th and heaven, in glade and bower, 
Shall feel an overseeing power 
To kindle or restrain. 

"She shall be sportive as the fawn 
Tha t wild with glee across the lawn 

15 Or up the mounta in springs; 
And hers shall be the breathing balm, 
And hers the silence and the calm 
Of mu te insensate things. 
"The floating clouds their state shall lend 

20 To her; for her the willow bend; 
Nor shall she fail to see 
Even in the motions of the Storm 
Grace that shall mould the Maiden's form 
By silent sympathy. 

25 "The stars of midnight shall be dear 
To her; and she shall lean her ear 
In many a secret place 
W h e r e rivulets dance their wayward round, 
And beauty born of murmur ing sound 

30 Shall pass into her face. 
"And vital feelings of delight 
Shall rear her form to stately height, 
Her virgin bosom swell; 
Such thoughts to Lucy I will give 

35 While she and I together live 
Here in this happy dell." 
Thus Nature spake—the work was done— 
How soon my Lucy's race was run! 
She died, and left to me 

40 This heath, this calm, and quiet scene; 
T h e memory of what has been, 
And never more will be. 

1799 1800 

A slumber did my spirit seal 

A slumber did my spirit seal; 
I had no h u m a n fears: 

She seemed a thing that could not feel 
The touch of earthly years. 

5 No motion has she now, no force; 
She nei ther hears nor sees; 
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Rolled round in earth 's d iurna l 0 course, daily 
With rocks, and stones, and trees. 

1799 1800 

I travelled among unknown men 

I travelled among unknown men, 
In lands beyond the sea; 

Nor, England! did I know till then 
W h a t love I bore to thee. 

5 T i s past, that melancholy dream! 
Nor will I quit thy shore 

A second time; for still I seem 
To love thee more and more. 

Among thy mounta ins did I feel 
10 T h e joy of my desire; 

And she I cherished turned her wheel 
Beside an English fire. 

Thy mornings showed, thy nights concealed 
The bowers where Lucy played; 

is And thine too is the last green field 
That Lucy's eyes surveyed. 

ca. 1801 1807 

Lucy Gray1 

Or, Solitude 
Oft I had heard of Lucy Gray: 
And, when I crossed the wild, 
I chanced to see at break of day 
The solitary child. 

5 No mate, no comrade Lucy knew; 
She dwelt on a wide moor, 
— T h e sweetest thing that ever grew 
Beside a human door! 
You yet may spy the fawn at play, 

10 The hare upon the green; 
1. Wri t ten in 1799 while Wordsworth was in Ger-
many, and founded on a t rue account of a young 
girl who drowned when she lost her way in a snow-
storm. "The body however was found in the canal . 
The way in which the incident was treated and the 
spiritualizing of the character might furn ish hints 
for contrast ing the imaginative inf luences which I 
have endeavored to throw over common life with 

Crabbe 's matter-of-fact style of t reat ing subjects of 
the same kind" [Wordsworth 's note, 1843], George 
Crabbe ( 1 7 6 5 - 1 8 3 2 ) won fame in the late 18th 
century for his long poem The Village. Cf. Words-
worth 's discussion, in the Preface to Lyrical Bal-
lads, of how he had aimed in those poems to throw 
over ordinary things "a certain colouring of imag-
ination" (p. 264) . 
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But the sweet face of Lucy Gray 
Will never more be seen. 
"To-night will be a stormy night— 
You to the town must go; 

15 And take a lantern, Child, to light 
Your mother through the snow." 
"That, Father! will I gladly do: 
'Tis scarcely a f t e rnoon— 
T h e minster°-clock has just s truck two, church 

20 And yonder is the moon!" 
At this the Father raised his hook, 
And snapped a faggot-band 2 

He plied his work;—and Lucy took 
T h e lantern in her hand. 

25 Not blither is the mounta in roe:° deer 
With many a wanton stroke 
Her feet disperse the powdery snow, 
That rises up like smoke. 
The storm came on before its time: 

30 She wandered up and down; 
And many a hill did Lucy climb: 
But never reached the town. 
The wretched parents all that night 
W e n t shouting far and wide; 

35 But there was nei ther sound nor sight 
To serve them for a guide. 
At day-break on a hill they stood 
That overlooked the moor; 
And thence they saw the bridge of wood, 

40 A fur long 3 f rom their door. 
They wept—and, turning homeward, cried, 
"In heaven we all shall meet;" 
— W h e n in the snow the mother spied 
The print of Lucy's feet. 

45 Then downwards f rom the steep hill's edge 
They tracked the footmarks small; 
And through the broken hawthorn hedge, 
And by the long stone-wall; 
And then an open field they crossed: 

50 The marks were still the same; 

2. Cord binding a bundle of sticks to be used for 
fuel. 

3. O n e eighth of a mile. 
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They tracked them on, nor ever lost; 
And to the bridge they came. 
They followed from the snowy bank 
Those footmarks, one by one, 

55 Into the middle of the plank; 
And fur ther there were none! 
-—Yet some maintain that to this day 
She is a living child; 
Tha t you may see sweet Lucy Gray 

60 Upon the lonesome wild. 
O'er rough and smooth she trips along, 
And never looks behind; 
And sings a solitary song 
That whistles in the wind. 

1799 1800 

Nutting1 

It seems a day 
(I speak of one f rom many singled out) 
O n e of those heavenly days that cannot die; 
When , in the eagerness of boyish hope, 

5 I left our cottage-threshold, sallying forth 
With a huge wallet 0 o'er my shoulder slung, bag, knapsack 
A nutt ing-crook in hand; and turned my steps 
Tow'rd some far-distant wood, a Figure quaint , 
Tricked out in proud disguise of cast-off weeds 0 clothes 

10 Which for that service had been husbanded, 
By exhortation of my frugal D a m e 2 — 
Motley accoutrement , of power to smile 
At thorns, and brakes, and brambles ,—and, in t ruth, 
More ragged than need was! O'er pathless rocks, 

15 Through beds of mat ted fern, and tangled thickets, 
Forcing my way, I came to one dear nook 
Unvisited, where not a broken bough 
Drooped with its withered leaves, ungracious sign 
Of devastation; but the hazels rose 

20 Tall and erect, with tempting clusters hung, 
A virgin scene!—A little while I stood, 
Breathing with such suppression of the heart 
As joy delights in; and, with wise restraint 
Voluptuous, fearless of a rival, eyed 

25 The banquet ;—or benea th the trees I sate 

I. Wordsworth said in 1843 that these lines, writ-
ten in Germany in 1798, were "intended as par t of 
a poem on my own life [T7ze Prelude], but s truck 
out as not being wanted there." He published them 

in the second edition of Lyrical Ballads, 1800. 
2. Ann Tyson, with whom Wordsworth lodged 
while at Hawkshead grammar school. 
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Among the flowers, and with the flowers I played; 
A temper known to those, who, af ter long 
And weary expectation, have been blest 
Wi th sudden happiness beyond all hope. 

30 Perhaps it was a bower beneath whose leaves 
The violets of five seasons re-appear 
And fade, unseen by any h u m a n eye; 
W h e r e fairy water-breaks 3 do m u r m u r on 
For ever; and I saw the sparkling foam, 

35 And—with my cheek on one of those green stones 
That , f leeced with moss, under the shady trees, 
Lay round me, scattered like a flock of sheep— 
I heard the murmur and the murmur ing sound, 
In that sweet mood when pleasure loves to pay 

40 Tribute to ease; and, of its joy secure, 
The heart luxuriates with indifferent things, 
Wast ing its kindliness on stocks 4 and stones, 
And on the vacant air. Then up I rose, 
And dragged to earth both branch and bough, with crash 

45 And merciless ravage: and the shady nook 
Of hazels, and the green and mossy bower, 
Deformed and sullied, patiently gave up 
Their quiet being: and, unless I now 
Confound my present feelings with the past, 

50 Ere f rom the mutilated bower I turned 
Exulting, rich beyond the wealth of kings, 
I felt a sense of pain when I beheld 
The silent trees, and saw the intruding sky.— 
Then , dearest Maiden, 5 move along these shades 

55 In gentleness of heart ; with gentle hand 
Touch—for there is a spirit in the woods. 

1798 1800 

The Ruined Cottage1 

First Part 
'Twas summer and the sun was mounted high. 
Along the south the uplands feebly glared 

3. Places where the flow of a stream is broken by 
rocks. 
4. Tree s tumps. ("Stocks and stones" is a conven-
tional expression for " inanimate things.") 
5. In a manuscr ipt passage originally in tended to 
lead up to "Nutt ing," the maiden is called Lucy. 
1. Wordsworth wrote The Ruined Cottage in 
1797—98, then revised it several times before he 
finally published an expanded version of the story 
as book I of The Excursion, in 1814. The Ruined 
Cottage was not published as an independent poem 
until 1949, when it appeared in the fifth volume 
of The Poetical Works of William Wordsworth, 
edited by Ernest de Selincourt and Helen Darbi-
shire, who printed a version known as "MS. B." 

The text reprinted here is f rom "MS. D," dated 
1799, as transcribed by James Butler in the Cornell 
Wordsworth volume, "The Ruined Cottage" and 
"The Pedlar" (1979). 

Concern ing the principal narrator , int roduced in 
line 33, Wordsworth said in 1843, "had I been born 
in a class which would have deprived me of what 
is called a liberal educat ion, it is not unlikely that 
being strong in body; I should have taken to a way 
of life such as that in which my Pedlar passed the 
greater part of his days. . . . [T]he character I have 
represented in his person is chiefly an idea of what 
I fancied my own character might have become in 
his c i rcumstances ." 
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Through a pale steam, and all the nor thern downs 
In clearer air ascending shewed far off 

5 Their surfaces with shadows dappled o'er 
Of deep embatt led clouds: far as the sight 
Could reach those many shadows lay in spots 
Determined and unmoved, with steady beams 
Of clear and pleasant sunshine interposed; 

10 Pleasant to him who on the soft cool moss 
Extends his careless limbs beside the root 
Of some huge oak whose aged branches make 
A twilight of their own, a dewy shade 
Where the wren warbles while the dreaming man, 

15 Half-conscious of that soothing melody, 
Wi th side-long eye looks out upon the scene, 
By those impending branches made more soft, 
More soft and distant. Other lot was mine. 
Across a bare wide C o m m o n I had toiled 

20 With languid feet which by the slipp'ry ground 
Were baffled still, and when I stretched myself 
On the brown earth my limbs f rom very heat 
Could find no rest nor my weak arm disperse 
T h e insect host which gathered round my face 

25 And joined their murmurs to the tedious noise 
Of seeds of burst ing gorse that crackled round. 
I rose and turned towards a group of trees 
Which midway in that level stood alone, 
And thi ther come at length, benea th a shade 

30 Of clustering elms that sprang f rom the same root 
I found a ruined house, four naked walls 
That stared upon each other. I looked round 
And near the door I saw an aged Man, 
Alone, and stretched upon the cottage bench; 

35 An iron-pointed staff lay at his side. 
With ins tantaneous joy I recognized 
That pride of na ture and of lowly life, 
The venerable Armytage, a fr iend 
As dear to me as is the setting sun. 

40 Two days before 
We had been fellow-travellers. I knew 
That he was in this neighbourhood and now 
Delighted found him here in the cool shade. 
He lay, his pack of rustic merchandize 

45 Pillowing his head—I guess he had no thought 
Of his way-wandering life. His eyes were shut; 
The shadows of the breezy elms above 
Dappled his face. Wi th thirsty heat oppress'd 
At length I hailed him, glad to see his hat 

50 Bedewed with water-drops, as if the brim 
Had newly scoop'd a running stream. He rose 
And pointing to a sun-flower bade me climb 
The [ ] 2 wall where that same gaudy flower 

2. The brackets here and in later lines mark blank spaces left unfilled in the manuscr ip t . 
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Looked out upon the road. It was a plot 
55 Of garden-ground, now wild, its mat ted weeds 

Marked with the steps of those whom as they pass'd, 
The goose-berry trees that shot in long lank slips, 
Or currants hanging from their leafless stems 
In scanty strings, had tempted to o'erleap 

60 The broken wall. With in that cheerless spot, 
Where two tall hedgerows of thick willow boughs 
Joined in a damp cold nook, I found a well 
Half-choked [with willow flowers and weeds.] 3 

I slaked my thirst and to the shady bench 
65 Returned, and while I stood unbonneted 

To catch the motion of the cooler air 
T h e old M a n said, "I see around me here 
Things which you cannot see: we die, my Friend, 
Nor we alone, but that which each man loved 

70 And prized in his peculiar nook of earth 
Dies with him or is changed, and very soon 
Even of the good is no memorial left. 
The Poets in their elegies and songs 
Lament ing the departed call the groves, 

75 They call upon the hills and streams to mourn, 
And senseless"' rocks, nor idly; for they speak 
In these their invocations with a voice 
Obedient to the strong creative power 
Of h u m a n passion. Sympathies there are 

so More tranquil, yet perhaps of kindred birth, 
Tha t steal upon the meditative mind 
And grow with thought . Beside yon spring I stood 
And eyed its waters till we seemed to feel 
O n e sadness, they and I. For them a bond 

85 Of brotherhood is broken: t ime has been 
W h e n every day the touch of h u m a n hand 
Disturbed their stillness, and they ministered 
To h u m a n comfort . W h e n I stooped to drink, 
A spider's web hung to the water's edge, 

90 And on the wet and slimy foot-stone lay 
The useless f ragment of a wooden bowl; 
It moved my very heart . The day has been 
W h e n I could never pass this road but she 
W h o lived within these walls, when I appeared, 

95 A daughter 's welcome gave me, and I loved her 
As my own child. O Sir! the good die first, 
And they whose hearts are dry as summer dust 
Burn to the socket. Many a passenger 0 passerby, traveler 
Has blessed poor Margaret for her gentle looks 

IOO W h e n she upheld the cool re f reshment drawn 
From that forsaken spring, and no one came 
But he was welcome, no one went away 
But that it seemed she loved him. She is dead, 

3. Wordsworth penciled the bracketed phrase into 
a gap left in the manuscr ipt . 

4. Incapable of sensation or percept ion. 
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T h e worm is on her cheek, and this poor hut , 
105 Stripp'd of its outward garb of household flowers, 

Of rose and sweet-briar, offers to the wind 
A cold bare wall whose earthy top is tricked 
With weeds and the rank spear-grass. She is dead, 
And nettles rot and adders sun themselves 

no Where we have sate together while she nurs 'd 
Her infant at her breast. The unshod Colt, 
The wandring heifer and the Potter 's ass, 
Find shelter now within the chimney-wall 
Where I have seen her evening hearth-stone blaze 

us And through the window spread upon the road 
Its chearful light.—You will forgive me, Sir, 
But of ten on this cottage do I muse 
As on a picture, till my wiser mind 
Sinks, yielding to the foolishness of grief. 

120 She had a husband, an industrious man, 
Sober and steady; I have heard her say 
That he was up and busy at his loom 
In summer ere the mower's scythe had swept 
The dewy grass, and in the early spring 

125 Ere the last star had vanished. They who pass'd 
At evening, f rom behind the garden-fence 
Might hear his busy spade, which he would ply 
After his daily work till the day-light 
Was gone and every leaf and flower were lost 

130 In the dark hedges. So they pass'd their days 
In peace and comfort , and two pretty babes 
Were their best hope next to the God in Heaven. 
—You may remember, now some ten years gone, 
Two blighting seasons when the fields were left 

135 With half a harvest. 5 It pleased heaven to add 
A worse affliction in the plague of war: 
A happy land was stricken to the heart; 
'Twas a sad time of sorrow and distress: 
A wanderer among the cottages, 

140 I with my pack of winter raiment saw 
The hardships of that season: many rich 
Sunk down as in a dream among the poor, 
And of the poor did many cease to be, 
And their place knew them not. Meanwhile, abridg'd 0 deprived 

145 Of daily comforts, gladly reconciled 
To numerous self-denials, Margaret 
Wen t struggling on through those calamitous years 
With chearful hope: but ere the second a u t u m n 
A fever seized her husband. In disease 

150 He lingered long, and when his strength re turned 
He found the little he had stored to meet 
The hour of accident or crippling age 

5. As James Butler points out in his introduction, 
Wordsworth is purposely distancing his story in 
time. The "two blighting seasons" in fact occurred 
in 1 7 9 4 - 9 5 , only a few years before Wordsworth 

wrote The Ruined Cottage, when a bad harvest was 
followed by one of the worst winters on record. 
M u c h of the seed grain was destroyed in the 
ground, and the price of wheat nearly doubled. 
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Was all consumed. As I have said, 'twas now 
A t ime of trouble; shoals of artisans 

155 Were from their daily labour turned away 
To hang for bread on parish charity, 6 

They and their wives and chi ldren—happier far 
Could they have lived as do the little birds 
That peck along the hedges or the kite 

i6o That makes her dwelling in the mounta in rocks. 
Ill fared it now with Robert, he who dwelt 
In this poor cottage; at his door he stood 
And whistled many a snatch of merry tunes 
Tha t had no mirth in them, or with his knife 

165 Carved uncou th figures on the heads of sticks, 
Then idly sought about through every nook 
Of house or garden any casual task 
Of use or ornament , and with a strange, 
Amusing but uneasy novelty 

170 He blended where he might the various tasks 
Of summer , au tumn, winter, and of spring. 
But this endured not; his good-humour soon 
Became a weight in which no pleasure was, 
And poverty brought on a pe t ted 0 mood ill-tempered 

175 And a sore temper: day by day he drooped, 
And he would leave his home, and to the town 
Without an errand would he turn his steps 
Or wander here and there among the f ie lds . 
O n e while he would speak lightly of his babes 

180 And with a cruel tongue: at other times 
He played with them wild freaks of merr iment: 
And 'twas a piteous thing to see the looks 
Of the poor innocent children. 'Every smile,' 
Said Margaret to me here benea th these trees, 

185 'Made my heart bleed,' " At this the old M a n paus'd 
And looking up to those enormous elms 
He said, " 'Tis now the hour of deepest noon, 
At this still season of repose and peace, 
This hour when all things which are not at rest 

190 Are chearful , while this mult i tude of flies 
Fills all the air with happy melody, 
Why should a tear be in an old man's eye? 
Why should we thus with an untoward mind 
And in the weakness of humani ty 

195 From natural wisdom turn our hearts away, 
To natural comfort shut our eyes and ears, 
And feeding on disquiet thus disturb 
The calm of Nature with our restless thoughts?" 

END OF THE FIRST PART 

6. The so-called able-bodied poor were entitled to receive f rom the parish in which they were settled the 
food, the clothing, and somet imes the cash that would help them over a crisis. 
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Second Part 
He spake with somewhat of a solemn tone: 

200 But when he ended there was in his face 
Such easy chearfulness, a look so mild 
That for a little t ime it stole away 
All recollection, and that simple tale 
Passed f rom my mind like a forgotten sound. 

205 A while on trivial things we held discourse, 
To me soon tasteless. In my own despite 
I thought of that poor woman as of one 
W h o m I had known and loved. He had rehearsed 
Her homely tale with such familiar power, 

210 Wi th such a[n active] 7 countenance , an eye 
So busy, that the things of which he spake 
Seemed present, and, at tent ion now relaxed, 
There was a heartfelt du l lness in my veins. 
I rose, and turning f rom that breezy shade 

2i5 Wen t out into the open air and stood 
To drink the comfort of the warmer sun. 
Long time I had not stayed ere, looking round 
Upon that tranquil ruin, I re turned 
And begged of the old man that for my sake 

220 He would resume his story. He replied, 
"It were a wan tonness 0 and would demand reckless ill-doing 
Severe reproof, if we were men whose hearts 
Could hold vain dalliance with the misery 
Even of the dead, contented thence to draw 

225 A momentary pleasure never marked 
By reason, barren of all fu ture good. 
But we have known that there is of ten found 
In mournfu l thoughts, and always might be found, 
A power to virtue friendly; were't not so, 

230 I am a dreamer among men, indeed 
An idle dreamer. 'Tis a common tale, 
By moving accidents 8 uncharac tered , 
A tale of silent suffering, hardly clothed 
In bodily form, and to the grosser sense 

235 But ill adapted, scarcely palpable 
To him who does not think. But at your bidding 
I will proceed. 

While thus it fared with them 
To whom this cottage till that hapless year 
Had been a blessed home, it was my chance 

240 To travel in a country far remote, 
And glad I was when, halt ing by yon gate 
That leads f rom the green lane, again I saw 
These lofty elm-trees. Long I did not rest: 

7. Wordsworth penciled the bracketed phrase into 
a gap left in the manuscr ipt . 
8. Othello speaks "of most disastrous chances , / 

Of moving accidents by flood and field, / Of hair-
breadth 'scapes" (Shakespeare, Othello 1.3.133— 
35). 
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With many pleasant thoughts I cheer 'd my way 
245 O'er the flat common. At the door arrived, 

I knocked, and when I entered with the hope 
Of usual greeting, Margaret looked at me 
A little while, then turned her head away 
Speechless, and sitting down upon a chair 

250 Wept bitterly. I wist not what to do 
Or how to speak to her. Poor wretch! at last 
She rose from off her sea t—and then, oh Sir! 
I cannot tell how she pronounced my name: 
With fervent love, and with a face of grief 

255 Unutterably helpless, and a look 
That seem'd to cling upon me, she enquir 'd 
If I had seen her husband. As she spake 
A strange surprize and fear came to my heart , 
Nor had I power to answer ere she told 

260 Tha t he had disappeared—just two months gone. 
He left his house; two wretched days had passed, 
And on the third by the first break of light, 
Within her casement full in view she saw 
A purse of gold. 9 'I t rembled at the sight,' 

265 Said Margaret, 'for I knew it was his hand 
That placed it there, and on that very day 
By one, a stranger, f rom my husband sent, 
The tidings came that he had joined a troop 
Of soldiers going to a distant land. 

270 He left me thus—Poor Man! he had not heart 
To take a farewell of me, and he feared 
Tha t I should follow with my babes, and sink 
Beneath the misery of a soldier's life.' 
This tale did Margaret tell with many tears: 

275 And when she ended I had little power 
To give her comfort , and was glad to take 
Such words of hope f rom her own mouth as serv'd 
To cheer us both: but long we had not talked 
Ere we built up a pile of bet ter thoughts, 

280 And with a brighter eye she looked around 
As if she had been shedding tears of joy. 
We parted. It was then the early spring; 
I left her busy with her garden tools; 
And well remember, o'er that fence she looked, 

285 And while I paced along the foot-way path 
Called out, and sent a blessing af ter me 
With tender chearfulness and with a voice 
That seemed the very sound of happy thoughts . 

I roved o'er many a hill and many a dale 
290 With this my weary load, in heat and cold, 

Through many a wood, and many an open ground, 
In sunshine or in shade, in wet or fair, 

9. The "bounty" that her husband had been paid 
for enlisting in the militia. T h e shortage of volun-
teers and England's sharply rising military needs 
had in some count ies forced the bounty up f rom 

about £1 in 1757 to more than £ 1 6 in 1796 (J- R-
Western , English Militia in the Eighteenth Cen-
tury, 1965). 
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Now blithe, now drooping, as it might befal, 
My best companions now the driving winds 

295 And now the 'trotting brooks' 1 and whispering trees 
And now the music of my own sad steps, 
Wi th many a short-lived thought that pass'd between 
And disappeared. I came this way again 
Towards the wane of summer , when the wheat 

BOO Was yellow, and the soft and bladed grass 
Sprang up afresh and o'er the hay-field spread 
Its tender green. W h e n I had reached the door 
I found that she was absent. In the shade 
Where now we sit I waited her re turn. 

305 Her cottage in its outward look appeared 
As chearful as before; in any shew 
Of neatness little changed, but that I thought 
The honeysuckle crowded round the door 
And f rom the wall h u n g down in heavier wreathes, 

310 And knots of worthless s tone-crop 2 started out 
Along the window's edge, and grew like weeds 
Against the lower panes. I tu rned aside 
And stroll'd into her garden.—It was chang'd: 
The unprofitable bindweed spread his bells 

315 From side to side and with unwieldy wreaths 
Had dragg'd the rose f rom its sustaining wall 
And bent i t down to earth; the border- tuf ts— 
Daisy and thrif t and lowly camomile 
And thyme—had straggled out into the paths 

320 Which they were used° to deck. Ere this an hour accustomed 
Was wasted. Back I tu rned my restless steps, 
And as I walked before the door it chanced 
A stranger passed, and guessing whom I sought 
He said that she was used to ramble far. 

325 The sun was sinking in the west, and now 
I sate with sad impatience. From within 
Her solitary infant cried aloud. 
The spot though fair seemed very desolate, 
The longer I remained more desolate. 

330 And, looking round, I saw the corner-stones, 
Till then unmark 'd, on either side the door 
With dull red stains discoloured and stuck o'er 
Wi th tuf ts and hairs of wool, as if the sheep 
That feed upon the c o m m o n s 3 thi ther came 

335 Familiarly and found a couching-place 
Even at her threshold .—The house-clock struck eight; 
I turned and saw her distant a few steps. 
Her face was pale and thin, her figure too 
Was chang'd. As she unlocked the door she said, 

340 'It grieves me you have waited here so long, 
But in good t ru th I've wandered m u c h of late 

1. From Robert Burns ("To William Simpson," 
line 87). 
2. A plant with yellow flowers that grows on walls 

and rocks. 
3. Land belonging to the local communi ty as a 
whole. 
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And sometimes, to my shame I speak, have need 
Of my best prayers to bring me back again.' 
While on the board she spread our evening meal 

345 She told me she had lost her elder child, 
That he for months had been a serving-boy 
Apprenticed by the parish. 'I perceive 
You look at me, and you have cause. Today 
I have been travelling far, and many days 

350 About the fields I wander, knowing this 
Only, that what I seek I cannot find. 
And so I waste my time: for I am changed; 
And to myself, ' said she, 'have done m u c h wrong, 
And to this helpless infant . I have slept 

355 Weeping, and weeping I have waked; my tears 
Have flow'd as if my body were not such 
As others are, and I could never die. 
But I am now in mind and in my heart 
More easy, and I hope, ' said she, ' that heaven 

360 Will give me patience to endure the things 
Which I behold at home. ' It would have grieved 
Your very heart to see her. Sir, 1 feel 
The story linger in my heart . I fear 
'Tis long and tedious, but my spirit clings 

365 To that poor woman: so familiarly 
Do I perceive her manner , and her look 
And presence, and so deeply do I feel 
Her goodness, that not seldom in my walks 
A momentary trance comes over me; 

370 And to myself I seem to muse on one 
By sorrow laid asleep or borne away, 
A h u m a n being destined to awake 
To h u m a n life, or something very near 
To h u m a n life, when he shall come again 

375 For whom she suffered. Sir, it would have griev'd 
Your very soul to see her: evermore 
Her eye-lids droop'd, her eyes were downward cast; 
And when she at her table gave me food 
She did not look at me. Her voice was low, 

380 Her body was subdued. In every act 
Pertaining to her house-affairs appeared 
The careless stillness which a thinking mind 
Gives to an idle matter—stil l she sighed, 
But yet no motion of the breast was seen, 

385 No heaving of the heart . While by the fire 
We sate together, sighs came on my ear; 
I knew not how, and hardly whence they came. 
I took my staff, and when I kissed her babe 
The tears stood in her eyes. I left her then 

390 With the best hope and comfort I could give; 
She thanked me for my will, but for my hope 
It seemed she did not thank me. 

I re turned 
And took my rounds along this road again 
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Ere on its sunny bank the primrose flower 
395 Had chronicled the earliest day of spring. 

I found her sad and drooping; she had learn'd 
No tidings of her husband: if he lived 
She knew not that he lived; if he were dead 
She knew not he was dead. She seemed the same 

400 In person [or] 4 appearance, bu t her house 
Bespoke a sleepy hand of negligence; 
The floor was nei ther dry nor neat , the hear th 
Was comfortless [ ], 
The windows too were dim, and her few books, 

405 Which , one upon the other, heretofore 
Had been piled up against the corner-panes 
In seemly order, now with straggling leaves 
Lay scattered here and there, open or shut 
As they had chanced to fall. Her infant babe 

410 Had from its mother caught the trick of grief 
And sighed among its playthings. Once again 
I turned towards the garden-gate and saw 
More plainly still that poverty and grief 
Were now come nearer to her: the earth was hard, 

415 With weeds defaced and knots of withered grass; 
No ridges there appeared of clear black mould, 
No winter greenness; of her herbs and flowers 
It seemed the better part were gnawed away 
Or trampled on the earth; a chain of straw 

420 Which had been twisted round the tender stem 
Of a young apple-tree lay at its root; 
The bark was nibbled round by t ruant sheep. 
Margaret stood near, her infant in her arms, 
And seeing that my eye was on the tree 

425 She said, 'I fear it will be dead and gone 
Ere Robert come again. ' Towards the house 
Together we returned, and she inquired 
If I had any hope. But for her Babe 
And for her little fr iendless Boy, she said, 

430 She had no wish to live, that she must die 
Of sorrow. Yet I saw the idle loom 
Still in its place. His Sunday garments hung 
Upon the self-same nail, his very staff 
Stood undis turbed behind the door. And when 

435 I passed this way beaten by Autumn winds 
She told me that her little babe was dead 
And she was left alone. Tha t very time, 
I yet remember, through the miry lane 
She walked with me a mile, when the bare trees 

440 Trickled with foggy damps, and in such sort 
That any heart had ached to hear her begg'd 
That wheresoe'er I went I still would ask 
For him whom she had lost. We parted then, 
Our final parting, for from that t ime forth 

4. The word or was erased here; later manuscr ip ts read "and." 
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445 Did many seasons pass ere I returned 
Into this tract again. 

Five tedious years 
She lingered in unquiet widowhood, 
A wife and widow. Needs must it have been 
A sore heart-wasting. I have heard, my friend, 

450 That in that broken arbour she would sit 
The idle length of half a sabbath day— 
There, where you see the toadstool's lazy head— 
And when a dog passed by she still would quit 
The shade and look abroad. On this old Bench 

455 For hours she sate, and evermore her eye 
Was busy in the distance, shaping things 
Which made her heart beat quick. Seest thou that path? 
(The green-sward now has broken its grey line) 
There to and fro she paced through many a day 

460 Of the warm summer, from a belt of flax 
That girt her waist spinning the long-drawn thread 
With backward steps.—Yet ever as there passed 
A man whose garments shewed the Soldier's red, 
Or crippled Mendicant in Sailor's garb, 

465 The little child who sate to turn the wheel 
Ceased from his toil, and she with faltering voice, 
Expecting still to learn her husband's fate, 
Made many a fond inquiry; and when they 
Whose presence gave no comfort were gone by, 

470 Her heart was still more sad. And by yon gate 
Which bars the traveller's road she often stood 
And when a stranger horseman came, the latch 
Would lift, and in his face look wistfully, 
Most happy if from aught discovered there 

475 Of tender feeling she might dare repeat 
The same sad question. M e a n w h i l e her poor hut 
Sunk to decay, for he was gone whose hand 
At the first nippings of October frost 
Closed up each chink and with fresh bands of straw 

480 Chequered the green-grown thatch. And so she lived 
Through the long winter, reckless and alone, 
Till this reft house by frost, and thaw, and rain 
Was sapped; and when she slept the nightly damps 
Did chill her breast, and in the stormy day 

485 Her tattered clothes were ruffled by the wind 
Even at the side of her own fire. Yet still 
She loved this wretched spot, nor would for worlds 
Have parted hence; and still that length of road 
And this rude bench one torturing hope endeared, 

490 Fast rooted at her heart, and here, my friend, 
In sickness she remained, and here she died, 
Last human tenant of these ruined walls." 

The old Man ceased: he saw that I was mov'd; 
From that low Bench, rising instinctively, 

495 I turned aside in weakness, nor had power 
To thank him for the tale which he had told. 
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I stood, and leaning o'er the garden-gate 
Reviewed that Woman ' s suff 'rings, and it seemed 
To comfort me while with a brother 's love 

500 I blessed her in the impotence of grief. 
At length [towards] the [Cottage I re turned] 5 

Fondly, and traced with milder interest 
That secret spirit of humani ty 
Which , 'mid the calm oblivious tendencies 

505 Of nature , 'mid her plants, her weeds, and flowers, 
And silent overgrowings, still survived. 
The old man, seeing this, resumed and said, 
"My Friend, enough to sorrow have you given, 
The purposes of wisdom ask no more; 

510 Be wise and chearful , and no longer read 
The forms of things with an unworthy eye. 
She sleeps in the calm earth, and peace is here. 
I well remember that those very plumes, 
Those weeds, and the high spear-grass on tha t wall, 

515 By mist and silent rain-drops silver'd o'er, 
As once I passed did to my heart convey 
So still an image of tranquillity, 
So calm and still, and looked so beaut i ful 
Amid the uneasy thoughts which filled my mind, 

520 That what we feel of sorrow and despair 
From ruin and f rom change, and all the grief 
The passing shews of being leave behind, 
Appeared an idle dream that could not live 
Where meditation was. I turned away 

525 And walked along my road in happiness." 
He ceased. By this the sun declining shot 

A slant and mellow radiance which began 
To fall upon us where benea th the trees 
We sate on that low bench, and now we felt, 

530 Admonished thus, the sweet hour coming on. 
A linnet warbled f rom those lofty elms, 
A thrush sang loud, and other melodies, 
At distance heard, peopled the milder air. 
The old man rose and hoisted up his load. 

535 Together casting then a farewell look 
Upon those silent walls, we left the shade 
And ere the stars were visible at tained 
A rustic inn, our evening resting-place. 

THE END 

1797—ca. 1799 1949 

5. The words inside the brackets were added in MS. E. 
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Michael1 

A Pastoral Poem 
If from the public way you turn your steps 
Up the tumultuous brook of Green-head Ghyll, 2 

You will suppose that with an upright path 
Your feet must struggle; in such bold ascent 

5 The pastoral mountains front you, face to face. 
But, courage! for around that boisterous brook 
The mountains have all opened out themselves, 
And made a hidden valley of their own. 
No habitation can be seen; but they 

10 Who journey thither find themselves alone 
With a few sheep, with rocks and stones, and kites" haivks 
That overhead are sailing in the sky. 
It is in truth an utter solitude; 
Nor should I have made mention of this Dell 

15 But for one object which you might pass by, 
Might see and notice not. Beside the brook 
Appears a straggling heap of unhewn stones! 
And to that simple object appertains 
A story—unenriched with strange events, 

20 Yet not unfit, I deem, for the fireside, 
Or for the summer shade. It was the first 
Of those domestic tales that spake to me 
Of Shepherds, dwellers in the valleys, men 
Whom I already loved;—not verily 

25 For their own sakes, but for the fields and hills 
Where was their occupation and abode. 
And hence this Tale, while I was yet a Boy 
Careless of books, yet having felt the power 
Of Nature, by the gentle agency 

30 Of natural objects, led me on to feel 
For passions that were not my own, and think 
(At random and imperfectly indeed) 
On man, the heart of man, and human life. 
Therefore, although it be a history 

35 Homely and rude, I will relate the same 
For the delight of a few natural hearts; 

1. This poem is founded on the actual misfor tunes 
of a family at Grasmere . For the account of the 
sheepfold, see Dorothy Wordsworth 's Grasmere 
Journals, October 11, 1800 (p. 393). Wordsworth 
wrote to Thomas Poole, on April 9, 1801, that he 
had a t tempted to picture a man "agitated by two 
of the most powerful affect ions of the h u m a n 
heart; the parental affect ion, and the love of prop-
erty, landed property, including the feelings of 
inheri tance, home, and personal and family inde-
pendence." In another letter, sent, along with a 
copy of the 1800 Lyrical Ballads, January 14, 1801, 
to Charles James Fox, the leader of the opposition 
in Parl iament, Wordsworth commented in a simi-

lar vein on how a "little tract of land" could serve, 
for the class of men whom he had represented in 
"Michael ," as "a kind of pe rmanen t rallying point 
for their domestic feelings"; he also remarked, 
with regret, that this class, "small independent pro-
prietors of land," was "rapidly disappearing." The 
subtitle shows Wordsworth 's shift of the term "pas-
toral" from aristocratic make-believe to the tragic 
suffer ing of people in what he called "humble and 
rustic life." 
2. A ravine forming the bed of a s tream. Green-
head Ghyll is not far f rom Wordsworth 's cottage at 
Grasmere . T h e other places named in the poem are 
also in that vicinity. 
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And, with yet fonder feeling, for the sake 
Of youthful Poets, who among these hills 
Will be my second self when I am gone. 

40 Upon the forest-side in Grasmere Vale 
There dwelt a Shepherd, Michael was his name; 
An old man, stout of heart, and strong of limb. 
His bodily frame had been from youth to age 
Of an unusual strength: his mind was keen, 

45 Intense, and frugal, apt for all affairs, 
And in his shepherd's calling he was prompt 
And watchful more than ordinary men. 
Hence had he learned the meaning of all winds, 
Of blasts of every tone; and, oftentimes, 

50 When others heeded not, he heard the South 0 south wind 
Make subterraneous music, like the noise 
Of bagpipers on distant Highland hills. 
The Shepherd, at such warning, of his flock 
Bethought him, and he to himself would say, 

55 "The winds are now devising work for me!" 
And, truly, at all times, the storm, that drives 
The traveller to a shelter, summoned him 
Up to the mountains: he had been alone 
Amid the heart of many thousand mists, 

60 That came to him, and left him, on the heights. 
So lived he till his eightieth year was past. 
And grossly that man errs, who should suppose 
That the green valleys, and the streams and rocks, 
Were things indifferent to the Shepherd's thoughts. 

65 Fields, where with cheerful spirits he had breathed 
The common air; hills, which with vigorous step 
He had so often climbed; which had impressed 
So many incidents upon his mind 
Of hardship, skill or courage, joy or fear; 

70 Which, like a book, preserved the memory 
Of the dumb animals, whom he had saved, 
Had fed or sheltered, linking to such acts 
The certainty of honourable gain; 
Those fields, those hills—what could they less? had laid 

75 Strong hold on his affections, were to him 
A pleasurable feeling of blind love, 
The pleasure which there is in life itself. 

His days had not been passed in singleness. 
His Helpmate was a comely matron, old— 

so Though younger than himself full twenty years. 
She was a woman of a stirring life, 
Whose heart was in her house: two wheels she had 
Of antique form; this large, for spinning wool; 
That small, for flax; and if one wheel had rest, 

85 It was because the other was at work. 
The Pair had but one inmate in their house, 
An only Child, who had been born to them 
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W h e n Michael , telling 0 o'er his years, began counting 
To deem that he was old,—in shepherd 's phrase, 

90 With one foot in the grave. This only Son, 
With two brave sheep-dogs t r ied 0 in many a storm, tested 
The one of an inestimable worth, 
Made all their household. I may truly say, 
That they were as a proverb in the vale 

95 For endless industry. W h e n day was gone, 
And f rom their occupations out of doors 
The Son and Father were come home, even then, 
Their labour did not cease; unless when all 
Turned to the cleanly supper-board, and there, 

IOO Each with a mess of pottage and skimmed milk, 
Sat round the basket piled with oaten cakes, 
And their plain home-made cheese. Yet when the meal 
Was ended, Luke (for so the Son was named) 
And his old Father both betook themselves 

105 To such convenient work as might employ 
Their hands by the fire-side; perhaps to card 
Wool for the Housewife 's spindle, or repair 
Some injury done to sickle, flail, or scythe, 
Or other implement of house or field. 

no Down from the ceiling, by the chimney's edge, 
That in our ancient uncou th country style 
Wi th huge and black projection overbrowed 
Large space beneath , as duly as the light 
Of day grew dim the Housewife hung a lamp; 

us An aged utensil, which had performed 
Service beyond all others of its kind. 
Early at evening did it b u r n — a n d late, 
Surviving comrade of uncoun ted hours, 
Which , going by f rom year to year, had found, 

120 And left the couple nei ther gay perhaps 
Nor cheerful , yet with objects and with hopes, 
Living a life of eager industry. 
And now, when Luke had reached his e ighteenth year, 
There by the light of his old lamp they sate, 

125 Father and Son, while far into the night 
The Housewife plied her own peculiar work, 
Making the cottage through the silent hours 
M u r m u r as with the sound of summer flies. 
This light was famous in its neighbourhood, 

130 And was a public symbol of the life 
That thrifty Pair had lived. For, as it chanced, 
Their cottage on a plot of rising ground 
Stood single, with large prospect, north and south, 
High into Easedale, up to Dunmail-Raise, 

135 And westward to the village near the lake; 
And from this constant light, so regular 
And so far seen, the House itself, by all 
W h o dwelt within the limits of the vale, 
Both old and young, was named T H E EVENING STAR. 
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140 Thus living on through such a length of years, 
The Shepherd, if he loved himself, must needs 
Have loved his Helpmate; bu t to Michael 's heart 
This son of his old age was yet more dear— 
Less f rom instinctive tenderness, the same 

145 Fond spirit that blindly works in the blood of all—-
Than that a child, more than all other gifts 
Tha t ear th can offer to declining man , 
Brings hope with it, and forward-looking thoughts , 
And stirrings of inquietude, when they 

150 By tendency of na ture needs must fail. 
Exceeding was the love he bare to him, 
His heart and his heart 's joy! For of tent imes 
Old Michael, while he was a babe in arms, 
Had done him female service, not alone 

155 For pastime and delight, as is the use 
Of fathers, but with pat ient mind enforced 
To acts of tenderness; and he had rocked 
Flis cradle, as with a woman's gentle hand. 

And, in a later time, ere yet the Boy 
160 Had put on boy's attire, did Michael love, 

Albeit of a stern unbending mind, 
To have the Young-one in his sight, when he 
Wrought in the field, or on his shepherd 's stool 
Sate with a fettered sheep before him stretched 

165 Under the large old oak, that near his door 
Stood single, and, f rom matchless depth of shade, 
Chosen for the Shearer 's covert f rom the sun, 
Thence in our rustic dialect was called 
The CLIPPING TREE , a name which yet it bears. 

170 There , while they two were sitting in the shade, 
With others round them, earnest all and blithe, 
Would Michael exercise his heart with looks 
Of fond correction and reproof bestowed 
Upon the Child, if he disturbed the sheep 

175 By catching at their legs, or with his shouts 
Scared them, while they lay still benea th the shears. 

And when by Heaven's good grace the boy grew up 
A healthy Lad, and carried in his cheek 
Two steady roses that were five years old; 

180 Then Michael f rom a winter coppice 3 cut 
With his own hand a sapling, which he hooped 
With iron, making it throughout in all 
Due requisites a perfect shepherd 's staff, 
And gave it to the Boy; wherewith equipt 

185 He as a watchman of tent imes was placed 
At gate or gap, to stem or turn the flock; 
And, to his office prematurely called, 
There stood the urchin, as you will divine, 

3. Grove of small trees. 
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Something between a h indrance and a help; 
190 And for this cause not always, I believe, 

Receiving f rom his Father h i re 0 of praise; wages 
Though nought was left undone which staff, or voice, 
Or looks, or threatening gestures, could perform. 

But soon as Luke, full ten years old, could stand 
195 Against the mounta in blasts; and to the heights, 

Not fearing toil, nor length of weary ways, 
He with his Father daily went, and they 
Were as companions, why should I relate 
Tha t objects which the Shepherd loved before 

200 Were dearer now? that f rom the Boy there came 
Feelings and emanat ions—things which were 
Light to the sun and music to the wind; 
And that the old Man's heart seemed born again? 

Thus in his Father 's sight the Boy grew up: 
205 And now, when he had reached his e ighteenth year, 

He was his comfort and his daily hope. 
While in this sort the simple household lived 

From day to day, to Michael 's ear there came 
Distressful tidings. Long before the time 

210 Of which I speak, the Shepherd had been bound 
In surety for his brother 's son, a man 
Of an industrious life, and ample means; 
But unforeseen misfortunes suddenly 
Had prest upon him; and old Michael now 

215 Was summoned to discharge the forfeiture, 
A grievous penalty, but little less 
Than half his substance. 4 This unlooked-for claim, 
At the first hearing, for a momen t took 
More hope out of his life than he supposed 

220 Tha t any old man ever could have lost. 
As soon as he had armed himself with strength 
To look his trouble in the face, it seemed 
The Shepherd 's sole resource to sell at once 
A portion of his patrimonial fields. 

225 Such was his first resolve; he thought again, 
And his heart failed him. "Isabel," said he, 
Two evenings after he had heard the news, 
"I have been toiling more than seventy years, 
And in the open sunshine of God's love 

230 Have we all lived; yet if these fields of ours 
Should pass into a stranger's hand, I think 
That I could not lie quiet in my grave. 
Our lot is a hard lot; the sun himself 
Has scarcely been more diligent than I; 

235 And I have lived to be a fool at last 

4. Michael has guaranteed a loan for his nephew and now has lost the collateral, which amoun t s to half 
his financial worth. 
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To my own family. An evil man 
That was, and made an evil choice, if he 
Were false to us; and if he were not false, 
There are ten thousand to whom loss like this 

240 Had been no sorrow. I forgive him;—but 
'Twere better to be dumb than to talk thus. 

"When I began, my purpose was to speak 
Of remedies and of a cheerful hope. 
Our Luke shall leave us, Isabel; the land 

245 Shall not go from us, and it shall be free;° unmortgaged 
He shall possess it, free as is the wind 
That passes over it. We have, thou know'st, 
Another kinsman—he will be our friend 
In this distress. He is a prosperous man, 

250 Thriving in trade—and Luke to him shall go, 
And with his kinsman's help and his own thrift 
He quickly will repair this loss, and then 
He may return to us. If here he stay, 
What can be done? Where every one is poor, 
What can be gained?" 

255 At this the old Man paused, 
And Isabel sat silent, for her mind 
Was busy, looking back into past times. 
There's Richard Bateman, 5 thought she to herself, 
He was a parish-boy 6—at the church-door 

260 They made a gathering for him, shillings, pence 
And halfpennies, wherewith the neighbours bought 
A basket, which they filled with pedlar's wares; 
And, with this basket on his arm, the lad 
Went up to London, found a master there, 

265 Who, out of many, chose the trusty boy 
To go and overlook his merchandise 
Beyond the seas; where he grew wondrous rich, 
And left estates and monies to the poor, 
And, at his birth-place, built a chapel floored 

270 With marble, which he sent from foreign lands. 
These thoughts, and many others of like sort, 
Passed quickly through the mind of Isabel, 
And her face brightened. The old Man was glad, 
And thus resumed:—"Well, Isabel! this scheme 

275 These two days, has been meat and drink to me. 
Far more than we have lost is left us yet. 
—We have enough—I wish indeed that I 
Were younger;—but this hope is a good hope. 
Make ready Luke's best garments, of the best 

280 Buy for him more, and let us send him forth 
To-morrow, or the next day, or to-night: 
—If he could go, the Boy should go to-night." 

5. The story alluded to here is well known in the 
country. T h e chapel is called Ings Chapel and is 
on the road leading f rom Kendal to Ambleside 
[Wordsworth's note, 1802-05] . 

6. A poor boy supported financially by the poor 
rates (taxes) paid out by the wealthier members of 
his parish. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



2 9 8 / W I L L I A M W O R D S W O R T H 

Here Michael ceased, and to the fields went forth 
With a light heart. The Housewife for five days 

285 Was restless morn and night, and all day long 
Wrought on with her best fingers to prepare 
Things needful for the journey of her son. 
But Isabel was glad when Sunday came 
To stop her in her work: for, when she lay 

290 By Michael's side, she through the last two nights 
Heard him, how he was troubled in his sleep: 
And when they rose at morning she could see 
That all his hopes were gone. That day at noon 
She said to Luke, while they two by themselves 

295 Were sitting at the door, "Thou must not go: 
We have no other Child but thee to lose, 
None to remember—do not go away, 
For if thou leave thy Father he will die." 
The Youth made answer with a jocund voice; 

300 And Isabel, when she had told her fears, 
Recovered heart. That evening her best fare 
Did she bring forth, and all together sat 
Like happy people round a Christmas fire. 

With daylight Isabel resumed her work; 
And all the ensuing week the house appeared 
As cheerful as a grove in Spring: at length 
The expected letter from their kinsman came, 
With kind assurances that he would do 
His utmost for the welfare of the Boy; 
To which, requests were added, that forthwith 
He might be sent to him. Ten times or more 
The letter was read over; Isabel 
Went forth to show it to the neighbours round; 
Nor was there at that time on English land 
A prouder heart than Luke's. When Isabel 
Had to her house returned, the old Man said, 
"He shall depart to-morrow." To this word 
The Housewife answered, talking much of things 
Which, if at such short notice he should go, 
Would surely be forgotten. But at length 
She gave consent, and Michael was at ease. 

Near the tumultuous brook of Green-head Ghyll, 
In that deep valley, Michael had designed 
To build a Sheep-fold; 7 and, before he heard 

325 The tidings of his melancholy loss, 
For this same purpose he had gathered up 
A heap of stones, which by the streamlet's edge 
Lay thrown together, ready for the work. 
With Luke that evening thitherward he walked: 

330 /And soon as they had reached the place he stopped, 
And thus the old Man spake to him:—"My Son, 

310 

315 

7. A sheepfold [pen for sheep] in these mounta ins is an unroofed building of stone walls, with different 
divisions [Wordsworth's note , 1802—05]. 
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To-morrow thou wilt leave me: with full hear t 
I look upon thee, for thou art the same 
That wert a promise to me ere thy birth, 

335 And all thy life hast been my daily joy. 
I will relate to thee some little part 
Of our two histories; 'twill do thee good 
W h e n thou art f rom me, even if I should touch 
On things thou canst not know of. After thou 

340 First cam'st into the world—as oft befals 
To new-born in fan t s—thou didst sleep away 
Two days, and blessings f rom thy Father 's tongue 
Then fell upon thee. Day by day passed on, 
And still I loved thee with increasing love. 

345 Never to living ear came sweeter sounds 
Than when I heard thee by our own fire-side 
First uttering, without words, a natural tune; 
While thou, a feeding babe, didst in thy joy 
Sing at thy Mother 's breast . Mon th followed month , 

350 And in the open fields my life was passed 
And on the mounta ins ; else I think that thou 
Hadst been brought up upon thy Father 's knees. 
But we were playmates, Luke: among these hills, 
As well thou knowest, in us the old and young 

355 Have played together, nor with me didst thou 
Lack any pleasure which a boy can know." 
Luke had a manly heart ; but at these words 
He sobbed aloud. The old Man grasped his hand, 
And said, "Nay, do not take it so—I see 

360 That these are things of which I need not speak. 
—Even to the utmost I have been to thee 
A kind and a good Father: and herein 
I but repay a gift which I myself 
Received at others ' hands; for, though now old 

365 Beyond the common life of man, I still 
Remember them who loved me in my youth. 
Both of them sleep together: here they lived, 
As all their Forefathers had done; and when 
At length their t ime was come, they were not loth 

370 To give their bodies to the family mould . 0 grave plot 
I wished that thou should'st live the life they lived: 
But, 'tis a long time to look back, my Son, 
And see so little gain f rom threescore years. 
These fields were bu r thened 0 when they came to me; mortgaged 

375 Till I was forty years of age, not more 
Than half of my inheri tance was mine. 
I toiled and toiled; God blessed me in my work, 
And till these three weeks past the land was free. 
—It looks as if it never could endure 

38o Another Master. Heaven forgive me, Luke, 
If I judge ill for thee, but it seems good 
That thou should'st go." 

At this the old M a n paused; 
Then, pointing to the stones near which they stood, 
Thus, af ter a short silence, he resumed: 
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385 "This was a work for us; and now, my Son, 
It is a work for me. But, lay one stone— 
Here, lay it for me, Luke, with thine own hands. 
Nay, Boy, be of good hope;—we both may live 
To see a better day. At eighty-four 

390 I still am strong and hale;—do thou thy part; 
I will do mine.—I will begin again 
With many tasks that were resigned to thee: 
Up to the heights, and in among the storms, 
Will I without thee go again, and do 

395 All works which I was wont to do alone, 
Before I knew thy face.—Heaven bless thee, Boy! 
Thy heart these two weeks has been beating fast 
With many hopes; it should be so—yes—yes— 
I knew that thou could'st never have a wish 

400 To leave me, Luke: thou hast been bound to me 
Only by links of love: when thou art gone, 
What will be left to us!—But, I forget 
My purposes. Lay now the corner-stone, 
As I requested; and hereafter, Luke, 

405 When thou art gone away, should evil men 
Be thy companions, think of me, my Son, 
And of this moment; hither turn thy thoughts, 
And God will strengthen thee: amid all fear 
And all temptation, Luke, I pray that thou 

410 May'st bear in mind the life thy Fathers lived, 
Who, being innocent, did for that cause 
Bestir them in good deeds. Now, fare thee well— 
When thou return'st, thou in this place wilt see 
A work which is not here: a covenant 

415 'Twill be between us; but, whatever fate 
Befal thee, I shall love thee to the last, 
And bear thy memory with me to the grave." 

The Shepherd ended here; and Luke stooped down, 
And, as his Father had requested, laid 

420 The first stone of the Sheep-fold. At the sight 
The old Man's grief broke from him; to his heart 
He pressed his Son, he kissed him and wept; 
And to the house together they returned. 
•—Hushed was that House in peace, or seeming peace, 

425 Ere the night fell:—with morrow's dawn the Boy 
Began his journey, and when he had reached 
The public way, he put on a bold face; 
And all the neighbours, as he passed their doors, 
Came forth with wishes and with farewell prayers, 

430 That followed him till he was out of sight. 
A good report did from their Kinsman come, 

Of Luke and his well-doing: and the Boy 
Wrote loving letters, full of wondrous news, 
Which, as the Housewife phrased it, were throughout 

435 "The prettiest letters that were ever seen." 
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Both parents read them with rejoicing hearts. 
So, many months passed on: and once again 
The Shepherd went about his daily work 
With confident and cheerful thoughts; and now 

440 Sometimes when he could find a leisure hour 
He to that valley took his way, and there 
Wrought at the Sheep-fold. Meant ime Luke began 
To slacken in his duty; and, at length, 
He in the dissolute city gave himself 

445 To evil courses: ignominy and shame 
Fell on him, so that he was driven at last 
To seek a hiding-place beyond the seas. 

There is a comfort in the strength of love; 
'Twill make a thing endurable, which else 

450 Would overset the brain, or break the heart: 
I have conversed with more than one who well 
Remember the old Man, and what he was 
Years af ter he had heard this heavy news. 
His bodily f rame had been f rom youth to age 

455 Of an unusual s trength. Among the rocks 
He went, and still looked up to sun and cloud, 
And listened to the wind; and, as before 
Performed all kinds of labour for his sheep, 
And for the land, his small inheri tance. 

460 And to that hollow dell f rom t ime to t ime 
Did he repair, to build the Fold of which 
His flock had need. 'Tis not forgotten yet 
The pity which was then in every heart 
For the old M a n — a n d 'tis believed by all 

465 That many and many a day he thi ther went , 
And never lifted up a single stone. 

There, by the Sheep-fold, sometimes was he seen 
Sitting alone, or with his fa i thful Dog, 
Then old, beside him, lying at his feet. 

470 T h e length of full seven years, f rom time to time, 
He at the building of this Sheep-fold wrought, 
And left the work unfinished when he died. 
Three years, or little more, did Isabel 
Survive her Husband: at her death the estate 

475 Was sold, and went into a stranger's hand. 
The Cottage which was named the EVENING STAR 
Is gone—the ploughshare has been through the ground 
On which it stood; 8 great changes have been wrought 
In all the neighbourhood:—yet the oak is left 

480 That grew beside their door; and the remains 
Of the unfinished Sheep-fold may be seen 
Beside the boisterous brook of Green-head Ghyll. 

Oct . 1 1 - D e c . 9 , 1800 1800 

8. The land on which Michael 's sheep had grazed has been turned over to cultivation. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



3 0 2 / W I L L I A M W O R D S W O R T H 

Resolution and Independence1 

There was a roaring in the wind all night; 
The rain came heavily and fell in floods; 
But now the sun is rising calm and bright; 
The birds are singing in the distant woods; 

5 Over his own sweet voice the Stock-dove broods; 
The Jay makes answer as the Magpie chatters; 
And all the air is filled with pleasant noise of waters. 

2 
All things that love the sun are out of doors; 
The sky rejoices in the morning's birth; 

io The grass is bright with rain-drops;—on the moors 
The hare is running races in her mirth; 
And with her feet she f rom the plashy earth 
Raises a mist; that , glittering in the sun, 
Runs with her all the way, wherever she doth run. 

3 
15 I was a Traveller then upon the moor; 

I saw the hare that raced about with joy; 
I heard the woods and distant waters roar; 
Or heard them not, as happy as a boy: 
The pleasant season did my heart employ: 

20 My old remembrances went from me wholly; 
And all the ways of men, so vain and melancholy. 

4 
But, as it sometimes chanceth , f rom the might 
Of joy in minds that can no fur ther go, 
As high as we have mounted in delight 

25 In our dejection do we sink as low; 
To me that morning did it happen so; 
And fears and fancies thick upon me came; 
Dim sadness—and blind thoughts, I knew not, nor could name. 

5 
I heard the sky-lark warbling in the sky; 

so And I be thought me of the playful hare: 
Even such a happy Child of earth am I; 
Even as these blissful creatures do I fare; 
Far f rom the world I walk, and f rom all care; 
But there may come another day to me— 

35 Solitude, pain of heart, distress, and poverty. 

1. For the meeting with the old leech gatherer , see 
Dorothy Wordsworth 's Grasmere Journals, October 
3, 1800 (p. 393). Wordsworth himself tells us, in 
a note of 1843, that "I was in the state of feeling 
described in the beginning of the poem, while 
crossing over Barton Fell f rom Mr. Clarkson's, at 

the foot of Ullswater, towards Askam. The image 
of the hare I then observed on the ridge of the 
Fell." He wrote the poem eighteen months af ter 
this event (see Grasmere Journals, May 4 and 7, 
1802; pp. 398 and 400) . 
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6 
My whole life I have lived in pleasant thought , 
As if life's business were a summer mood; 
As if all needful things would come unsought 
To genial 0 faith, still rich in genial good; creative 

40 But how can He expect that others should 
Build for him, sow for him, and at his call 
Love him, who for himself will take no heed at all? 

7 
I thought of Chat te r ton , 2 the marvellous Boy, 
The sleepless Soul that perished in his pride; 

45 Of H i m 3 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 . 

8 
50 Now, whether it were by peculiar grace, 

A leading f rom above, a something given, 
Yet it befel, that , in this lonely place, 
W h e n I with these untoward thoughts had striven, 
Beside a pool bare to the eye of heaven 

55 I saw a Man before me unawares: 
The oldest man he seemed that ever wore grey hairs. 

9 
As a huge stone is sometimes seen to lie 
Couched on the bald top of an eminence; 
Wonder to all who do the same espy, 

60 By what means it could thi ther come, and whence; 
So that it seems a thing endued with sense: 
Like a sea-beast crawled forth, that on a shelf 
Of rock or sand reposeth, there to sun itself; 

10 
Such seemed this M a n , 4 not all alive nor dead, 

65 Nor all asleep—in his extreme old age: 
His body was bent double, feet and head 
Coming together in life's pilgrimage; 

2. After his early death through drug overdose, a 
death believed by many to have been a suicide, the 
poet Thomas Chat ter ton (1752—1770) became a 
prime symbol of neglected boy genius for the 
Romantics. He came to public at tention in his 
hometown of Bristol in the West of England as the 
discoverer of the long-lost manuscripts of a local 
15th-century monk named "Thomas Rowley." 
Rowley's works—in fact Chat ter ton 's own inven-
t ions—included many poems. His pseudo-
Chaucer ian "An Excelente Balade of Chari t ie" 
used the rhyme royal stanza form that Wordsworth 
employs here. Reports of the frustrat ions that 
Chat ter ton experienced in his a t tempts to interest 
the London literary es tabl ishment in such "discov-
eries" provided the seed for that Romantic myth-
making in which Wordsworth , Coleridge, and 

Keats participated. 
3. Robert Burns, here considered, as Chat te r ton 
is, a natural poet who died young and poor, wi thout 
adequate recognition, and who seemed to have 
has tened his death through dissipation. 
4. In Wordsworth 's analysis of this passage he says 
that the stone is endowed with something of life, 
the sea beast is stripped of some of its life to assim-
ilate it to the stone, and the old man divested of 
enough life and motion to make "the two objects 
uni te and coalesce in jus t comparison." He used 
the passage to demonst ra te his theory of how the 
"conferring, the abstracting, and the modifying 
powers of the Imagination . . . are all b rought into 
conjunct ion" (Preface to the Poems of 1815). Cf. 
Coleridge's brief definitions of the imagination in 
Biographia Literaria, chap. 13 (p. 477) . 
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As if some dire constraint of pain, or rage 
Of sickness felt by him in times long past, 

70 A more than human weight upon his frame had cast. 
11 

Himself he propped, limbs, body, and pale face, 
Upon a long grey staff of shaven wood: 
And, still as I drew near with gentle pace, 
Upon the margin of that moorish flood 

75 Motionless as a cloud the old Man stood, 
That heareth not the loud winds when they call; 
And moveth all together, if it move at all. 

12 
At length, himself unsettling, he the pond 
Stirred with his staff, and fixedly did look 

so Upon the muddy water, which he conned, 0 studied 
As if he had been reading in a book: 
And now a stranger's privilege I took; 
And, drawing to his side, to him did say, 
"This morning gives us promise of a glorious day." 

13 
85 A gentle answer did the old Man make, 

In courteous speech which forth he slowly drew: 
And him with further words I thus bespake, 
"What occupation do you there pursue? 
This is a lonesome place for one like you." 

90 Ere he replied, a flash of mild surprise 
Broke from the sable orbs of his yet-vivid eyes. 

14 
His words came feebly, from a feeble chest, 
But each in solemn order followed each, 
With something of a lofty utterance drest— 

95 Choice word and measured phrase, above the reach 
Of ordinary men; a stately speech; 
Such as grave Livers 5 do in Scotland use, 
Religious men, who give to God and man their dues. 

15 
He told, that to these waters he had come 

100 To gather leeches, 6 being old and poor: 
Employment hazardous and wearisome! 
And he had many hardships to endure: 
From pond to pond he roamed, from moor to moor; 
Housing, with God's good help, by choice or chance; 

105 And in this way he gained an honest maintenance. 
16 

The old Man still stood talking by my side; 
But now his voice to me was like a stream 

5. Those who live gravely (as opposed to "loose 
livers," those who live for a life of pleasure). 
6. Used by medical a t tendants to draw their 
patients ' blood for curative purposes. A leech gath-

erer, bare legged in shallow water, stirred the water 
to a t t ract them and, when they fas tened them-
selves to his legs, picked them off. 
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Scarce heard; nor word from word could I divide; 
And the whole body of the Man did seem 

no Like one whom I had met with in a dream; 
Or like a man from some far region sent, 
To give me human strength, by apt admonishment. 

17 
My former thoughts returned: the fear that kills; 
And hope that is unwilling to be fed; 

115 Cold, pain, and labour, and all fleshly ills; 
And mighty Poets in their misery dead. 
—Perplexed, and longing to be comforted, 
My question eagerly did I renew, 
"How is it that you live, and what is it you do?" 

18 
120 He with a smile did then his words repeat; 

And said, that, gathering leeches, far and wide 
He travelled; stirring thus about his feet 
The waters of the pools where they abide. 
"Once I could meet with them on every side; 

125 But they have dwindled long by slow decay; 
Yet still I persevere, and find them where I may." 

1 9 

While he was talking thus, the lonely place, 
The old Man's shape, and speech—all troubled me: 
In my mind's eye I seemed to see him pace 

130 About the weary moors continually, 
Wandering about alone and silently. 
While I these thoughts within myself pursued, 
He, having made a pause, the same discourse renewed. 

20 
And soon with this he other matter blended, 

135 Cheerfully uttered, with demeanour kind, 
But stately in the main; and when he ended, 
I could have laughed myself to scorn to find 
In that decrepit Man so firm a mind. 
"God," said I, "be my help and stay 7 secure; 

140 I'll think of the Leech-gatherer on the lonely moor!" 
May 3-July 4, 1802 1807 

I wandered lonely as a cloud1 

I wandered lonely as a cloud 
That floats on high o'er vales and hills, 
When all at once I saw a crowd, 

7. Support (a noun). see Dorothy Wordsworth's Grasmere Journals, 
1. For the original experience, two years earlier, April 15, 1802 (p. 396). 
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A host, of golden daffodils; 
5 Beside the lake, beneath the trees, 

Fluttering and dancing in the breeze. 
Continuous as the stars that shine 
And twinkle on the milky way, 
They stretched in never-ending line 

10 Along the margin of a bay: 
Ten thousand saw I at a glance, 
Tossing their heads in sprightly dance. 
The waves beside them danced; but they 
Out-did the sparkling waves in glee: 

is A poet could not but be gay, 
In such a jocund company: 
I gazed—and gazed—but little thought 
What wealth the show to me had brought: 
For oft, when on my couch I lie 

20 In vacant or in pensive mood, 
They flash upon that inward eye 
Which is the bliss of solitude; 
And then my heart with pleasure fills, 
And dances with the daffodils. 

1804 1807 

My heart leaps up 

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; 

5 So be it when I shall grow old, 
Or let me die! 

The Child is father of the Man; 
And I could wish my days to be 
Bound each to each by natural piety. 1 

Mar. 26, 1802 1807 

Ode: Intimations of Immortality In 1843 Wordsworth said about this 
Ode to Isabella Fenwick: 

This was composed during my residence at Town End, Grasmere; two years at 
least passed between the writing of the four first stanzas and the remaining part. 
To the attentive and competent reader the whole sufficiently explains itself; but 

I. Perhaps as dist inguished from piety based on the Bible, in which the rainbow is the token of God's 
promise to Noah and his descendants never again to send a flood to destroy the ear th . 
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there may be no harm in adverting here to particular feelings or experiences of 
my own mind on which the structure of the poem partly rests. Nothing was more 
difficult for me in childhood than to admit the notion of death as a state appli-
cable to my own being. I have said elsewhere [in the opening stanza of "We Are 
Seven"]: 

—A simple child, 
That lightly draws its breath, 
And feels its life in every limb, 
What should it know of death!— 

But it was not so much from [feelings] of animal vivacity that my difficulty came 
as from a sense of the indomitableness of the spirit within me. I used to brood 
over the stories of Enoch and Elijah [Genesis 5.22—24; 2 Kings 2.11], and almost 
to persuade myself that, whatever might become of others, I should be translated, 
in something of the same way, to heaven. With a feeling congenial to this, I was 
often unable to think of external things as having external existence, and I com-
muned with all that I saw as something not apart from, but inherent in, my own 
immaterial nature. Many times while going to school have I grasped at a wall or 
tree to recall myself from this abyss of idealism to the reality. At that time I was 
afraid of such processes. In later periods of life I have deplored, as we have all 
reason to do, a subjugation of an opposite character, and have rejoiced over the 
remembrances, as is expressed in the lines— 

Obstinate questionings 
Of sense and outward things, 
Fallings from us, vanishings; etc. 

To that dreamlike vividness and splendor which invest objects of sight in child-
hood, everyone, I believe, if he would look back, could bear testimony, and I 
need not dwell upon it here: but having in the Poem regarded it as presumptive 
evidence of a prior state of existence, I think it right to protest against a conclu-
sion, which has given pain to some good and pious persons, that I meant to 
inculcate such a belief. It is far too shadowy a notion to be recommended to 
faith, as more than an element in our instincts of immortality. 4 9 4 [W]hen I 
was impelled to write this Poem on the 'Immortality of the Soul,' I took hold of 
the notion of pre-existence as having sufficient foundation in humanity for 
authorizing me to make for my purpose the best use of it I could as a Poet. 

When he dictated this long note to Isabella Fenwick, at the age of seventy-two or 
seventy-three, Wordsworth was troubled by objections that his apparent claim for the 
preexistence of the soul violated the Christian belief that the soul, although it survives 
after death, does not exist before the birth of an individual. His claim in the note is 
that he refers to the preexistence of the soul not in order to set out a religious doctrine 
but only so as to deal "as a Poet" with a common human experience: that the passing 
of youth involves the loss of a freshness and radiance investing everything one sees. 
Coleridge's "Dejection: An Ode," which he wrote (in its earliest version) after he had 
heard the first four stanzas of Wordsworth's poem, employs a similar figurative tech-
nique for a comparable, though more devastating, experience of loss. 

The original published text of this poem (in 1807) had as its title only "Ode," and 
then as epigraph "Paulo maiora canamus" (Latin for "Let us sing of somewhat higher 
things") from Virgil's Eclogue 4. 
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Ode 
Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood 

The Child is Father of the Man; 
And I could wish my days to be 
Bound each to each by natural piety.1 

1 
There was a t ime when meadow, grove, and stream, 
T h e earth, and every common sight, 

To me did seem 
Apparelled in celestial light, 

5 The glory and the f reshness of a dream. 
It is not now as it ha th been of yore;— 

Turn wheresoe'er I may, 
By night or day, 

The things which I have seen I now can see no more. 
2 

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

Look round her when the heavens are bare, 
Waters on a starry night 

15 Are beautiful and fair; 
The sunshine is a glorious birth; 
But yet I know, where 'er I go, 

Tha t there ha th past away a glory f rom the earth. 
3 

Now, while the birds thus sing a joyous song, 
20 And while the young Iambs bound 

As to the tabor 's 2 sound, 
To me alone there came a thought of grief: 
A timely u t te rance 3 gave that thought relief, 
And I again am strong: 

25 The cataracts blow their t rumpets f rom the steep; 
No more shall grief of mine the season wrong; 
I hear the Echoes through the mounta ins throng, 
The Winds come to me f rom the fields of sleep, 4 

And all the ear th is gay; 
30 Land and sea 

Give themselves up to jollity, 
And with the heart of May 

Doth every Beast keep holiday;— 
Thou Child of Joy, 

35 Shout round me, let me hear thy shouts, thou happy 
Shepherd-boy! 

1. T h e concluding lines of Wordsworth 's "My 
heart leaps up" (p. 306). 
2. A small d rum often used to beat time for danc-
ing. 
3. Perhaps "My heart leaps up," perhaps "Reso-
lution and Independence ," perhaps not a poem at 

all. 
4. Of the many suggested interpretat ions, the sim-
plest is "from the fields where they were sleeping." 
Wordsworth of ten associated a rising wind with the 
revival of spirit and of poetic inspiration (see, e.g., 
the opening passage of The Prelude, p. 324). 
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4 
Ye blessed Creatures, I have heard the call 

Ye to each other make; I see 
The heavens laugh with you in your jubilee; 

My heart is at your festival, 
40 My head ha th its coronal , 5 

The fulness of your bliss, I feel—I feel it all. 
Oh evil day! if I were sullen 
While Earth herself is adorning, 
This sweet May-morning, 

45 And the Children are culling 
On every side, 

In a thousand valleys far and wide, 
Fresh flowers; while the sun shines warm, 

And the Babe leaps up on his Mother 's arm:— 
50 I hear, I hear, with joy I hear! 

— B u t there's a Tree, of many, one, 
A single Field which I have looked upon, 
Both of them speak of something that is gone: 

The Pansy at my feet 
55 Doth the same tale repeat: 

Whi ther is fled the visionary gleam? 
Where is it now, the glory and the dream? 

5 
Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting: 
The Soul that rises with us, our life's Star , 6 

60 Ha th had elsewhere its setting, 
And cometh f rom afar: 

Not in entire forgetfulness, 
And not in ut ter nakedness, 

But trailing clouds of glory do we come 
65 From God, who is our home: 

Heaven lies about us in our infancy! 
Shades of the prison-house begin to close 

Upon the growing Boy, 
But He beholds the light, and whence it flows, 

70 He sees it in his joy; 
T h e Youth, who daily far ther f rom the east 

Mus t travel, still is Nature 's Priest, 
And by the vision splendid 
Is on his way at tended; 

75 At length the Man perceives it die away, 
And fade into the light of common day. 

6 
Earth fills her lap with pleasures of her own; 
Yearnings she hath in her own natural kind, 
And, even with something of a Mother 's mind, 

so And no unworthy aim, 
The homely 7 Nurse doth all she can 

5. Circlet of wildflowers, with which the shepherd 
boys t r immed their hats in May. 

6. T h e sun, as metaphor for the soul. 
7. In the old sense: simple and friendly. 
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To make her Foster-child, her Inmate Man, 
Forget the glories he ha th known, 

And that imperial palace whence he came. 
7 

85 Behold the Child among his new-born blisses, 
A six years' Darling of a pigmy size! 
See, where 'mid work of his own hand he lies, 
F re t t ed 8 by sallies of his mother 's kisses, 
With light upon him from his father 's eyes! 

90 See, at his feet, some little plan or chart , 
Some f ragment f rom his dream of h u m a n life, 
Shaped by himself with newly-learned art; 

A wedding or a festival, 
A mourning or a funeral ; 

95 And this ha th now his heart , 
And unto this he f rames his song: 

Then will he fi t his tongue 
To dialogues of business, love, or strife; 

But it will not be long 
IOO Ere this be thrown aside, 

And with new joy and pride 
The little Actor cons° another part; studies 
Filling f rom time to t ime his "humorous stage" 9 

With all the Persons, down to palsied Age, 
105 Tha t Life brings with her in her equipage; 

As if his whole vocation 
Were endless imitation. 

8 
Thou, whose exterior semblance doth belie 

Thy Soul's immensity; 
i 10 Thou best Philosopher, who yet dost keep 

Thy heritage, thou Eye among the blind, 
That , deaf and silent, read'st the eternal deep, 
Haunted for ever by the eternal mind ,— 

Mighty Prophet! Seer blest! 
115 On whom those t ruths do rest, 

Which we are toiling all our lives to find, 
In darkness lost, the darkness of the grave; 
Thou, over whom thy Immortali ty 
Broods like the Day, a Master o'er a Slave, 

120 A Presence which is not to be pu t by; 
Thou little Child, yet glorious in the might 
Of heaven-born f reedom on thy being's height, 
Why with such earnest pains dost thou provoke 
The years to bring the inevitable yoke, 

125 Thus blindly with thy blessedness at strife? 
Full soon thy Soul shall have her earthly freight, 
And custom lie upon thee with a weight, 
Heavy as frost, and deep almost as life! 

8. Irritated; or possibly in the old sense: checkered cious" and also referred to the various characters 
over. and t emperaments ("humors") represented in 
9. From a sonnet by the Elizabethan poet Samuel drama. 
Daniel. In Daniel 's era humorous meant "capri-
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9 
O joy! that in our embers 
Is something that doth live, 
That nature yet remembers 
What was so fugitive! 0 fleeting 

The thought of our past years in me doth breed 
Perpetual benediction: not indeed 
For that which is most worthy to be blest; 
Delight and liberty, the simple creed 
Of Childhood, whether busy or at rest, 
With new-fledged hope still fluttering in his breast:— 

Not for these I raise 
The song of thanks and praise; 

But for those obstinate questionings 
Of sense and outward things, 
Fallings from us, vanishings; 
Blank misgivings of a Creature 

Moving about in worlds not realised, 1 

High instincts before which our mortal Nature 
Did tremble like a guilty Thing surprised: 

But for those first affections, 
Those shadowy recollections, 

Which, be they what they may, 
Are yet the fountain light of all our day, 
Are yet a master light of all our seeing; 

Uphold us, cherish, and have power to make 
Our noisy years seem moments in the being 
Of the eternal Silence: truths that wake, 

To perish never; 
Which neither listlessness, nor mad endeavour, 

Nor Man nor Boy, 
Nor all that is at enmity with joy, 
Can utterly abolish or destroy! 

Hence in a season of calm weather 
Though inland far we be, 

Our Souls have sight of that immortal sea 
Which brought us hither, 

Can in a moment travel thither, 
And see the Children sport upon the shore, 
And hear the mighty waters rolling evermore. 

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

We in thought will join your throng, 
Ye that pipe and ye that play, 
Ye that through your hearts to-day 
Feel the gladness of the May! 

What though the radiance which was once so bright 
Be now for ever taken from my sight, 

Though nothing can bring back the hour 

1. Not seeming real (see Wordsworth 's comment about "this abyss of idealism" in the headnote on p. 306) . 
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Of splendour in the grass, of glory in the flower; 
We will grieve not, rather find 

180 Strength in what remains behind; 
In the primal sympathy 
Which having been must ever be; 
In the soothing thoughts that spring 
Out of human suffering; 

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

II 

And O, ye Fountains, Meadows, Hills, and Groves, 
Forebode 0 not any severing of our loves! predict, portend 
Yet in my heart of hearts I feel your might; 

190 I only have relinquished one delight 
To live beneath your more habitual sway. 
I love the Brooks which down their channels fret, 
Even more than when I tripped lightly as they; 
The innocent brightness of a new-born Day 

195 Is lovely yet; 
The Clouds that gather round the setting sun 
Do take a sober colouring from an eye 
That hath kept watch o'er man's mortality; 
Another race hath been, and other palms are won. 2 

200 Thanks to the human heart by which we live, 
Thanks to its tenderness, its joys, and fears, 
To me the meanest flower that blows can give 
Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears. 

1802-04 1807 

Ode to Duty1 

Jam non consilio bonus, sed more eo per ductus, ut non tantum recte 
facere possim, sed nisi recte facere non possim.2 

Stern Daughter of the Voice of God! 3 

O Duty! if that name thou love 

2. In Greece foot races were of ten run for the prize 
of a branch or wrea th of palm. Wordsworth 's line 
echoes Paul, 1 Cor inthians 9 .24, who uses such 
races as a metaphor for life: "Know ye not that they 
which run in a race run all, bu t one receiveth the 
prize?" 
1. This Ode . . . is on the model of Gray's "Ode to 
Adversity" which is copied f rom Horace 's "Ode to 
Fortune." Many and many a t ime have I been twit-
ted by my wife and sister for having forgotten this 
dedication of myself to the s tern lawgiver [Words-
worth's note, 1843]. 

In this poem, a striking depar ture f rom his 
earlier forms and ideas, Wordsworth abandons 
the descriptive-meditative pa t tern of his "Tintern 
Abbey" and "Ode: Int imations of Immortality." 
Where in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads of 1802 
he had both disparaged the 18th-century poet 

T h o m a s Gray and rejected the personificat ions 
that were customary in 18th-century poetry, 
Wordsworth here reverts to a s tandard 18th-
century form, an ode addressed to a personified 
abstract ion. 
2. Now I am not good by conscious intent , bu t 
have been so trained by habit that I not only can 
act rightly but am unable to act o ther than rightly 
(Latin). Added in 1837, this epigraph is an adap-
tation f rom Moral Epistles 120.10 by Seneca (4 
B . c . E — 6 5 C . E . ) , Stoic philosopher and writer of 
tragedies. 
3. Cf . Milton's Paradise Lost 9 . 6 5 2 - 5 4 . Eve for a 
momen t resists the serpent 's r ecommenda t ion of 
the forbidden f ru i t by stating, "God so com-
manded , and left tha t C o m m a n d / Sole Daughter 
of his voice; the rest, we live / Law to ourselves, 
our Reason is our Law." 
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W h o art a light to guide, a rod 
To check the erring, and reprove; 

5 Thou , who art victory and law 
W h e n empty terrors overawe; 
From vain temptat ions dost set free; 
And calm'st the weary strife of frail humanity! 

There are who ask not if thine eye 
10 Be on them; who, in love and t ruth, 

Where no misgiving is, rely 
Upon the genial sense 4 of youth: 
Glad Hearts! without reproach or blot; 
W h o do thy work, and know it not: 

15 Oh! if through confidence misplaced 
They fail, thy saving arms, dread Power! around them cast. 
Serene will be our days and bright, 
And happy will our nature be, 
W h e n love is an unerring light, 

20 And joy its own security. 
And they a blissful course may hold 
Even now, who, not unwisely bold, 
Live in the spirit of this creed; 
Yet seek thy firm support , according to their need. 

25 I, loving f reedom, and untried; 
No sport of every random gust, 
Yet being to myself a guide, 
Too blindly have reposed my trust: 
And oft, when in my heart was heard 

30 Thy timely mandate , I deferred 
The task, in smoother walks to stray; 
But thee I now would serve more strictly, if I may. 
Through no disturbance of my soul, 
Or strong compunct ion 5 in me wrought, 

35 I supplicate for thy control; 
But in the quietness of thought: 
Me this unchar tered f reedom tires; 
I feel the weight of chance-desires: 
My hopes no more must change their name, 

40 I long for a repose that ever is the same. 
Stern Lawgiver! yet thou dost wear 
The Godhead's most benignant grace; 
Nor know we any thing so fair 
As is the smile upon thy face: 

45 Flowers laugh before thee on their beds 
And fragrance in thy footing treads; 

4 . 
5. 

Innate vitality. 
In the older sense: sting of conscience, or remorse. 
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Thou dost preserve the stars from wrong; 
And the most ancient heavens, through Thee, are fresh and strong. 
To humbler funct ions, awful Power! 

50 1 call thee: I myself commend 
Unto thy guidance from this hour; 
Oh, let my weakness have an end! 
Give unto me, made lowly wise, 6 

The spirit of self-sacrifice; 
55 The confidence of reason give; 

And in the light of t ruth thy Bondman 7 let me live! 
1804 1807 

The Solitary Reaper1 

Behold her, single in the field, 
Yon solitary Highland Lass! 
Reaping and singing by herself; 
Stop here, or gently pass! 

5 Alone she cuts and binds the grain, 
And sings a melancholy strain; 
O listen! for the Vale profound 
Is overflowing with the sound. 

No Nightingale did ever chaun t 
10 More welcome notes to weary bands 

Of travellers in some shady haunt , 
Among Arabian sands: 
A voice so thrilling ne'er was heard 
In spring-time f rom the Cuckoo-bird, 

15 Breaking the silence of the seas 
Among the far thest Hebrides . 2 

Will no one tell me what she sings? 3 

Perhaps the plaintive n u m b e r s 0 flow verses 
For old, unhappy, far-off things, 

20 And battles long ago: 
Or is it some more humble lay, 
Familiar mat ter of to-day? 
Some natural sorrow, loss, or pain, 
That has been, and may be again? 

6. Another echo from Milton. The angel Raphael 
had advised Adam (Paradise Lost 8.173—74), "Be 
lowly wise: / Think only what concerns thee and 
thy being." 
7. Man in bondage, serf or slave. 
1. O n e of the rare poems not based on Words-
worth 's own experience. In a note published with 
the poem in 1807, Wordsworth says that it was 
suggested by a passage in Thomas Wilkinson's 
Tours to the British Mountains (1824), which he 
had seen in manuscr ipt : "Passed a female who was 
reaping alone: she sung in Erse [the Gaelic lan-

guage of Scotland] as she bended over her sickle; 
the sweetest h u m a n voice I ever heard: her strains 
were tenderly melancholy, and felt delicious, long 
af ter they were heard no more." In 1803 William 
and Mary Wordsworth , Dorothy Wordsworth, and 
Coleridge toured Scotland, making a pilgrimage to 
Robert Burns's grave and visiting places ment ioned 
in Walter Scott 's historical notes to his Minstrelsy 
of the Scottish Border. 
2. Islands off the west coast of Scotland. 
3. The poet does not unders tand Erse, the lan-
guage in which she sings. 
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25 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; 

30 And, as I mounted up the hill, 
The music in my heart I bore, 
Long after it was heard no more. 

Nov. 5, 1805 1807 

Elegiac Stanzas 
Suggested by a Picture of Peele Castle, in a Storm, 

Painted by Sir George Beaumont1 

I was thy neighbour once, thou rugged Pile! 0 building 
Four summer weeks I dwelt in sight of thee: 
I saw thee every day; and all the while 
Thy Form was sleeping on a glassy sea. 

s So pure the sky, so quiet was the air! 
So like, so very like, was day to day! 
Whene'er I looked, thy Image still was there; 
It trembled, but it never passed away. 
How perfect was the calm! it seemed no sleep; 

io No mood, which season takes away, or brings: 
I could have fancied that the mighty Deep 
Was even the gentlest of all gentle Things. 
Ah! THEN, if mine had been the Painter's hand, 
To express what then I saw; and add the gleam, 

is The light that never was, on sea or land, 
The consecration, and the Poet's dream; 
I would have planted thee, thou hoary Pile 
Amid a world how different from this! 
Beside a sea that could not cease to smile; 

20 On tranquil land, beneath a sky of bliss. 
Thou shouldst have seemed a treasure-house divine 
Of peaceful years; a chronicle of heaven; 
—Of all the sunbeams that did ever shine 
The very sweetest had to thee been given. 

25 A Picture had it been of lasting ease, 
Elysian 2 quiet, without toil or strife; 

1. A wealthy landscape painter who was Words-
worth's patron and close fr iend. Peele Cast le is on 
an island opposite Rampside, Lancashire, where 
Wordsworth had spent a month in 1794, twelve 

years before he saw Beaumont ' s painting. 
2. Referring to Elysium, in classical my thology the 
peaceful place where those favored by the gods 
dwelled af ter death . 
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No motion but the moving tide, a breeze, 
Or merely silent Nature's breathing life. 
Such, in the fond illusion of my heart, 

30 Such Picture would I at that time have made: 
And seen the soul of truth in every part, 
A stedfast peace that might not be betrayed. 
So once it would have been,—'tis so no more; 
I have submitted to a new control: 

35 A power is gone, which nothing can restore; 
A deep distress hath humanised my Soul. 3 

Not for a moment could I now behold 
A smiling sea, and be what I have been: 
The feeling of my loss will ne'er be old; 

40 This, which I know, I speak with mind serene. 
Then, Beaumont, Friend! who would have been the Friend, 
If he had lived, of Him whom I deplore, 0 mourn 
This work of thine I blame not, but commend; 
This sea in anger, and that dismal shore. 

45 O 'tis a passionate Work!—yet wise and well, 
Well chosen is the spirit that is here; 
That Hulk° which labours in the deadly swell, ship 
This rueful sky, this pageantry of fear! 
And this huge Castle, standing here sublime, 

50 I love to see the look with which it braves, 
Cased in the unfeeling armour of old time, 
The lightning, the fierce wind, and trampling waves. 
Farewell, farewell the heart that lives alone, 
Housed in a dream, at distance from the Kind! 0 humankind 

55 Such happiness, wherever it be known, 
Is to be pitied; for 'tis surely blind. 
But welcome fortitude, and patient cheer, 
And frequent sights of what is to be borne! 
Such sights, or worse, as are before me here.— 

60 Not without hope we suffer and we mourn. 
Summer 1806 1807 

3. Captain J o h n Wordsworth , William's brother , had been drowned in a shipwreck on February 5, 1805. 
He is referred to in lines 41—42. 
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SONNETS 

Composed upon Westminster Bridge, 
September 3, 18021 

Earth has not any thing to show more fair: 
Dull would he be of soul who could pass by 
A sight so touching in its majesty: 
This City now doth, like a garment, wear 

5 The beauty of the morning; silent, bare, 
Ships, towers, domes, theatres, and temples lie 
Open unto the fields, and to the sky; 
All bright and glittering in the smokeless air. 
Never did sun more beautifully steep 

10 In his first splendour, valley, rock, or hill; 
Ne'er saw I, never felt, a calm so deep! 
The river glideth at his own sweet will: 
Dear God! the very houses seem asleep; 
And all that mighty heart is lying still! 

1802 1807 

It is a beauteous evening 

It is a beauteous evening, calm and free, 
The holy time is quiet as a Nun 
Breathless with adoration; the broad sun 
Is sinking down in its tranquillity; 

5 The gentleness of heaven broods o'er the Sea: 
Listen! the mighty Being is awake, 
And doth with his eternal motion make 
A sound like thunder—everlastingly. 
Dear Child! dear Girl! that walkest with me here, 2 

10 If thou appear untouched by solemn thought, 
Thy nature is not therefore less divine: 
Thou liest in Abraham's bosom 3 all the year; 
And worshipp'st at the Temple's inner shrine, 
God being with thee when we know it not. 

Aug. 1802 1807 

1. The date of this experience was not September 
3, but July 31, 1802. Its occasion was a trip to 
France, made possible by a brief truce in the war 
(see Dorothy Wordsworth's Grasmere Journals, 
July 1802, p. 400). Wordsworth's conflicted feel-
ings about this return to France, where he had 
once supported the Revolution and loved Annet te 
Vallon, inform a number of personal and political 
sonnets that he wrote in 1802, among them the 

four that follow. 
2. The girl walking with Wordsworth is Caroline, 
his daughter by Annet te Vallon. For the event 
described see Dorothy Wordsworth's Grasmere 
Journals, July 1802 (p. 400). 
3. Where the souls destined for heaven rest af ter 
death. Luke 16.22: "And it came to pass, that the 
beggar died, and was carried by the angels into 
Abraham's bosom." 
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To Toussaint l'Ouverture4 

Toussaint, the most unhappy Man of Men! 
Whether the rural Milk-maid by her Cow 
Sing in thy hearing, or thou liest now 
Alone in some deep dungeon's earless den, 

5 O miserable Chieftain! where and when 
Wilt thou find patience? Yet die not; do thou 
Wear rather in thy bonds a cheerful brow: 
Though fallen Thyself, never to rise again, 
Live, and take comfort. Thou hast left behind 

10 Powers that will work for thee; air, earth, and skies; 
There's not a breathing of the common wind 
That will forget thee; thou hast great allies; 
Thy friends are exultations, agonies, 
And love, and Man's unconquerable mind. 

1802 1803 

September 1st, 18025 

We had a fellow-Passenger who came 
From Calais with us, gaudy in array, 
A Negro Woman like a Lady gay, 
Yet silent as a woman fearing blame; 

5 Dejected, meek, yea pitiably tame, 
She sat, from notice turning not away, 
But on our proffered kindness still did lay 
A weight of languid speech, or at the same 
Was silent, motionless in eyes and face. 

10 She was a Negro Woman driv'n from France, 
Rejected like all others of that race, 
Not one of whom may now find footing there; 
This the poor Out-cast did to us declare, 
Nor murmured at the unfeeling Ordinance. 

1802 1803 

4. First published in the Morning Post, Feb. 2, 
1803. Francois Dominique Toussaint , later called 
L 'Ouverture (ca. 1743—1803), was a self-educated 
slave who became leader of the slave rebellion in 
Haiti and governor of Santo Domingo. For oppos-
ing Napoleon's edict reestablishing slavery (abol-
ished in France and its colonial possessions in the 
early stages of the Revolution), Toussaint was 
arrested and taken to Paris in J u n e 1802. He died 

in prison in April 1803. 
5. First publ ished, with the title "The Banished 
Negroes," in the Morning Post, Feb. 11, 1803. In 
1827 Wordsworth added an explanatory headnote 
benea th the title: "Among the capricious acts of 
tyranny that disgraced those times, was the chasing 
of all Negroes f rom France by decree of the gov-
ernment : we had a Fellow-passenger who was one 
of the expelled." 
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London, 18026 

Milton! thou should'st be living at this hour: 
England hath need of thee: she is a fen 
Of stagnant waters: altar, sword, and pen, 
Fireside, the heroic wealth of hall and bower, 

5 Have forfeited their ancient English dower 0 endowment, gift 
Of inward happiness. We are selfish men; 
Oh! raise us up, return to us again; 
And give us manners, virtue, freedom, power. 
Thy soul was like a Star, and dwelt apart: 

10 Thou hadst a voice whose sound was like the sea: 
Pure as the naked heavens, majestic, free, 
So didst thou travel on life's common way, 
In cheerful godliness; and yet thy heart 
The lowliest duties on herself did lay. 

Sept. 1802 1807 

The world is too much with us 

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! 7 

5 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'd rather be 

10 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 8 blow his wreathed horn. 

1802-04 1807 

6. One of a series "written immediately af ter my 
return f rom France to London, when I could not 
but be struck, as here described, with the vanity 
and parade of our own country . . . as contrasted 
with the quiet , and I may say the desolation, that 
the revolution had produced in France. This must 
be borne in mind, or else the reader may th ink that 
in this and the succeeding sonnets 1 have exagger-
ated the mischief engendered and fostered among 
us by undis turbed wealth" [Wordsworth's note, 

1843]. 
7. Gif t . It is the act of giving the hear t away that 
is sordid. 
8. A sea deity, usually represented as blowing on 
a conch shell. Proteus was an old m a n of the sea 
who (in the Odyssey) could assume a variety of 
shapes. T h e description of Proteus echoes Paradise 
Lost 3.603—04, and that of Tri ton echoes E d m u n d 
Spenser 's Colin Clotits Come Home Againe, lines 
2 4 4 - 4 5 . 
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Surprised by joy9 

Surprised by joy—impatient as the Wind 
I turned to share the transport—Oh! with whom 
But Thee, deep buried in the silent tomb, 
That spot which no vicissitude can find? 

5 Love, faithful love, recalled thee to my mind— 
But how could I forget thee? Through what power, 
Even for the least division of an hour, 
Have I been so beguiled as to be blind 
To my most grievous loss!—That thought's return 

10 Was the worst pang that sorrow ever bore, 
Save one, one only, when I stood forlorn, 
Knowing my heart's best treasure was no more; 
That neither present time, nor years unborn 
Could to my sight that heavenly face restore. 

1 8 1 3 - 1 4 1 8 1 5 

Mutability1 

From low to high doth dissolution climb, 
And sink from high to low, along a scale 
Of awful° notes, whose concord shall not fail; awe-inspiring 
A musical but melancholy chime, 

5 Which they can hear who meddle not with crime, 
Nor avarice, nor over-anxious care. 
Truth fails not; but her outward forms that bear 
The longest date do melt like frosty rime, 
That in the morning whitened hill and plain 

10 And is no more; drop like the tower sublime 
Of yesterday, which royally did wear 
His crown of weeds, but could not even sustain 
Some casual shout that broke the silent air, 
Or the unimaginable touch of Time. 

1821 1822 

Steamboats, Viaducts, and Railways2 

Motions and Means, on land and sea at war 
With old poetic feeling, not for this, 

9. This was in fact suggested by my daughter 
Cather ine , long after her death [Wordsworth's 
note], Cather ine Wordsworth died J u n e 4, 1812, 
at the age of four . 
1. This late sonnet was included in an otherwise 
rather uninspired sequence, Ecclesiastical Sonnets, 
dealing with the history and ceremonies of the 

C h u r c h of England. 
2. In late middle age Wordsworth demonstrates , 
as he had predicted in the Preface to Lyrical Bal-
lads, that the poet will assimilate to his subject 
mat ter the "material revolution" produced by sci-
ence . 
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Shall ye, by Poets even, be judged amiss! 
Nor shall your presence, howsoe'er it mar 

5 The loveliness of Nature, prove a bar 
To the Mind's gaining that prophetic sense 
Of future change, that point of vision, whence 
May be discovered what in soul ye are. 
In spite of all that beauty may disown 

io In your harsh features, Nature doth embrace 
Her lawful offspring in Man's art: and Time, 
Pleased with your triumphs o'er his brother Space, 
Accepts from your bold hands the proffered crown 
Of hope, and smiles on you with cheer sublime. 

1 8 3 3 1 8 3 5 

Extempore Effusion upon the Death of James Hogg1 

When first, descending from the moorlands, 
I saw the Stream of Yarrow 2 glide 
Along a bare and open valley, 
The Ettrick Shepherd 3 was my guide. 

5 When last along its banks I wandered, 
Through groves that had begun to shed 
Their golden leaves upon the pathways, 
My steps the Border-minstrel 4 led. 
The mighty Minstrel breathes no longer, 

io 'Mid mouldering ruins low he lies; 
And death upon the braes 5 of Yarrow, 
Has closed the Shepherd-poet's eyes: 
Nor has the rolling year twice measured, 
From sign to sign, its stedfast course, 

15 Since every mortal power of Coleridge 
Was frozen at its marvellous source; 
The rapt One, of the godlike forehead, 
The heaven-eyed creature sleeps in earth: 
And Lamb, 6 the frolic and the gentle, 

20 Has vanished from his lonely hearth. 
Like clouds that rake the mountain-summits, 
Or waves that own no curbing hand, 

1. Wordsworth's niece relates how he was deeply 
moved by finding unexpectedly in a newspaper an 
account of the death of the poet James Hogg. "Half 
an hour afterwards he came into the room where 
the ladies were sitting and asked Miss Hutchinson 
[his sister-in-law] to write down some lines which 
he had just composed." All the writers named here, 
several of Wordsworth's closest friends among 
them, had died between 1832 and 1835. 

2. A river in the southeast of Scotland. 
3. I.e., Hogg, who was born in Ettrick Forest (an 
area in southeast Scotland near the border with 
England) and worked as a shepherd. He was dis-
covered as a writer by Sir Walter Scott and became 
well known as a poet, essayist, editor, and novelist. 
4. Sir Walter Scott. 
5. The sloping banks of a stream. 
6. T h e essayist Charles Lamb. 
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H o w fas t ha s b r o t h e r fo l lowed b r o t h e r , 
F r o m s u n s h i n e t o t h e s u n l e s s l and! 

25 Yet I , w h o s e lids f r o m i n f a n t s l u m b e r 
W e r e ear l ie r ra i sed , r e m a i n t o h e a r 
A t imid voice, t h a t asks in wh i spe r s , 
" W h o next will d r o p a n d d i s appea r?" 

O u r h a u g h t y l ife i s c r o w n e d w i t h d a r k n e s s , 
30 Like L o n d o n wi th i ts own b l ack w r e a t h , 

On w h i c h wi th t h e e , O C r a b b e ! 7 f o r th - look ing , 
I gazed f r o m H a m p s t e a d ' s b reezy h e a t h . 

As i f b u t yes te rday d e p a r t e d , 
T h o u too ar t g o n e be fo r e ; b u t why , 

35 O ' e r r ipe f ru i t , s ea sonab ly g a t h e r e d , 
S h o u l d f ra i l survivors heave a sigh? 

M o u r n r a t h e r f o r t h a t holy Spir i t , 
S w e e t a s t h e spr ing , a s o c e a n deep ; 
Fo r H e r 8 w h o , e re h e r s u m m e r f a d e d , 

40 H a s s u n k in to a b r e a t h l e s s s leep . 

No m o r e o f o ld r o m a n t i c sor rows, 
F o r s l a u g h t e r e d Y o u t h o r love-lorn Ma id ! 
W i t h s h a r p e r grief i s Yar row s m i t t e n , 
A n d E t t r i ck m o u r n s w i t h h e r t he i r P o e t d e a d . 

N o v . 2 1 , 1 8 3 5 1 8 3 5 

The Prelude The Prelude, now regarded as Wordsworth's crowning achieve-
ment, was unknown to the public at the time of his death in April 1850. When, three 
months later, it was published from manuscript by Wordsworth's literary executors, 
its title was given to it by the poet's wife, Mary. Wordsworth had referred to it variously 
as "the poem to Coleridge," "the poem on the growth of my own mind," and "the 
poem on my own poetical education." 

For some seventy-five years this pos thumous publication of 1850 was the only 
known text. Then in 1926 Ernest de Selincourt, working from manuscripts, printed 
an earlier version of the poem that Wordsworth had completed in 1805. Since that 
time other scholars have established the existence of a still earlier and much shorter 
version of The Prelude, in two parts, that Wordsworth had composed in 1798—99. 
The following seems to have been the process of composition that produced the three 
principal versions of the poem: 

1. The Two-Part Prelude of 1799. Wordsworth originally planned, early in 1798, 
to include an account of his own development as a poet in his projected but never-
completed philosophical poem The Recluse. While living in Germany during the 
au tumn and winter of 1798—99, he composed a number of passages about his early 
experiences with nature. What had been intended to be part of The Recluse, however, 

7. George Crabbe, the poet of rural and village 8. The poet Felicia Hemans , who died at forty-
life, with whom Wordsworth contrasts himself in two. 
his comment on "Lucy Gray" (see p. 277) . 
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quickly evolved into an independent autobiographical poem, and by late 1799, when 
Wordsworth settled with his sister, Dorothy, at Grasmere, he had written a two-part, 
978-line poem which describes his life from infancy, through his years at Hawkshead 
School, to the age of seventeen. This poem corresponds, by and large, to the contents 
of books 1 and 2 of the later versions of The Prelude. 

2. The 1805 Prelude. Late in 1801 Wordsworth began to expand the poem on his 
poetic life, and in 1804 he set to work intensively on the project. His initial plan was 
to write it in five books, but he soon decided to enlarge it to incorporate an account 
of his experiences in France and of his mental crisis after the failure of his hopes in 
the French Revolution, and to end the poem with his sett lement at Grasmere and his 
taking up the great task of The Recluse. He completed the poem, in thirteen books, 
in May 1805. This is the version that Wordsworth read to Coleridge after the Iatter's 
return from Malta (see Coleridge's "To William Wordsworth," p. 471). 

3. The 1850 Prelude. For the next thirty-five years, Wordsworth tinkered with the 
text. He polished the style and softened some of the challenges to religious orthodoxy 
that he had set out in his earlier s tatements about the godlike powers of the human 
mind in its communion with nature; he did not, however, in any essential way alter 
its subject matter or overall design. The Prelude that was published in July 1850 is in 
fourteen books, it incorporated Wordsworth's latest revisions, which had been made 
in 1839, as well as some alterations introduced by his literary executors. The selec-
tions printed here—from W. J. B. Owen's Cornell Wordsworth volume, The Fourteen-
Book Prelude (1985)—are from the manuscript of this final version. Our reasons for 
choosing this version are set forth in Jack Stillinger's "Textual Primitivism and the 
Editing of Wordsworth," Studies in Romanticism 28 (1989): 3—28. 

When Wordsworth enlarged the two-part Prelude of 1 799, he not only made it a 
poem of epic length but also heightened the style and introduced various thematic 
parallels with earlier epics, especially Paradise Lost. The expanded poem, however, is 
a personal history that turns on a mental crisis and recovery, and for such a narrative 
design the chief prototype is not the classical or Christian epic but the spiritual auto-
biography of crisis. St. Augustine's Confessions established this central Christian form 
late in the fourth century. Jean-Jacques Rousseau's Confessions, published between 
1780 and 1789, and quickly translated into English from French, renewed this auto-
biographical form for writers of Wordsworth's generation. 

As in many versions of spiritual autobiography, Wordsworth's persistent metaphor 
is that of life as a circular journey whose end (as T. S. Eliot put it in Four Quartets, 
his adaptation of the traditional form) is "to arrive where we started / And know the 
place for the first time" (Little Gidding, lines 241—42). Wordsworth's Prelude opens 
with a literal journey whose chosen goal (1.72, 106—07) is "a known Vale whither my 
feet should turn"—that is, the Vale of Grasmere. The Prelude narrates a number of 
later journeys, most notably the crossing of the Alps in book 6 and, at the beginning 
of the final book, the climactic ascent of Mount Snowdon. In the course of the poem, 
such literal journeys become the metaphoric vehicle for a spiritual journey—the 
quest, within the poet's memory, and in the very process of composing his poem, for 
his lost early self and his proper spiritual home. At its end the poem, rounding back 
on its beginning, leaves the poet at home in the Vale of Grasmere, ready finally to 
begin his great project The Recluse (14.302—11, 374—85). It is in this sense that the 
poem is a "prelude"—preparation for the "honorable toil" (1.626) for which, having 
discovered his vocation, the mature writer is ready at last. 

Although the episodes of The Prelude are recognizable events from Wordsworth's 
life, they are interpreted in retrospect, reordered in sequence, and retold as dramas 
involving the interaction between the mind and nature and between the creative 
imagination and the force of history. And although the narrator is recognizably Wil-
liam Wordsworth, addressing the entire poem as a communicat ion to his friend Cole-
ridge, he adopts the prophetic persona, modeled on the poet-prophets of the Bible, 
which John Milton had adopted in narrating Paradise Lost (13.300—11). In this way 
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Wordsworth, like his great English predecessor, assumes the authority to speak as a 
national poet whose function is to reconstitute the grounds of hope in a dark time of 
postrevolutionary reaction and despair. As Wordsworth describes it (2.433—42), he 
speaks out 

in these times of fear, 
This melancholy waste of hopes overthrown, 
. . . 'mid indifference and apathy 
And wicked exultation, when good men, 
On every side, fall off, we know not how, 
To selfishness, disguised in gentle names 
Of peace and quiet and domestic love 

. . . this time 
Of dereliction and dismay. . . . 

FROM T H E P R E L U D E 
OR 

G R O W T H OF A P O E T ' S M I N D 

AN AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL POEM 

Book First 
Introduction, Childhood, and School-time 

0 there is blessing in this gentle breeze, 
A visitant that, while he fans my cheek, 
Doth seem half-conscious of the joy he brings 
From the green fields, and from yon azure sky. 

5 Whate'er his mission, the soft breeze can come 
To none more grateful than to me; escaped 
From the vast City, 0 where I long have pined London 
A discontented Sojourner—Now free, 
Free as a bird to settle where I will, 

io What dwelling shall receive me? in what vale 
Shall be my harbour? underneath what grove 
Shall I take up my home? and what clear stream 
Shall with its murmur lull me into rest? 
The earth is all before me: 1 with a heart 

is Joyous, nor scared at its own liberty, 
1 look about; and should the chosen guide 
Be nothing better than a wandering cloud, 
I cannot miss my way. I breathe again; 
Trances of thought and mountings of the heart 

20 Come fast upon me: it is shaken off, 
That burthen of my own unnatural self, 
The heavy weight of many a weary day 
Not mine, and such as were not made for me. 
Long months of peace (if such bold word accord 

1. O n e of many echoes from Paradise Lost, where 
the line is applied to Adam and Eve as, at the con-
clusion of the poem, they begin their new life af ter 

being expelled f rom Eden: "The world was all 
before them" (12.646) . 
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25 Wi th any promises of h u m a n life), 
Long months of ease and undis turbed delight 
Are mine in prospect ; 0 whither shall I turn , 
By road or pathway, or through trackless field, 
Up hill or down, or shall some floating thing 

30 Upon the River point me out my course? 
Dear Liberty! Yet what would it avail, 
But for a gift that consecrates the joy? 
For I, methought , while the sweet breath of heaven 
Was blowing on my body, felt, within, 

35 A correspondent breeze, that gently moved 
With quickening virtue, 2 but is now become 
A tempest , a r e d u n d a n t 0 energy, 
Vexing its own creation. Thanks to both, 
And their congenial 0 powers that, while they join 

40 In breaking up a long cont inued frost, 
Bring with them vernal 0 promises, the hope 
Of active days urged on by flying hours; 
Days of sweet leisure taxed with patient thought 
Abstruse, nor wanting punctua l service high, 

45 Matins and vespers, of harmonious verse! 3 

Thus far, O Friend! 4 did I, not used to make 
A present joy the mat ter of a Song, 5 

Pour forth, that day, my soul in measured strains, 
That would not be forgotten, and are here 

50 Recorded:—to the open fields I told 
A prophecy:—poetic n u m b e r s 0 came 
Spontaneously, to clothe in priestly robe 
A renovated 0 Spirit singled out, 
Such hope was mine, for holy services: 

55 My own voice cheered me, and, far more, the mind's 
Internal echo of the imperfect sound; 
To both I listened, drawing from them both 
A chearful confidence in things to come. 

Conten t , and not unwilling now to give 
60 A respite to this passion, 6 I paced on 

With brisk and eager steps; and came at length 
To a green shady place where down I sate 
Beneath a tree, slackening my thoughts by choice, 
And settling into gentler happiness. 

65 'Twas Autumn, and a clear and placid day, 

2. Revivifying power. ("To quicken" is to give or 
restore life.) 
3. I.e., verses equivalent to morning prayers (mat-
ins) and evening prayers (vespers). T h e opening 
passage (lines 1—45), which Wordsworth calls in 
book 7, line 4, a "glad preamble," replaces the tra-
ditional epic device, such as Milton had adopted 
in Paradise Lost, of an opening prayer to the Muse 
for inspiration. To be "inspired," in the literal 
sense, is to be breathed or blown into by a divinity 
(in Latin spirare means both "to breathe" and "to 
blow"). Wordsworth begins his poem with a "bless-
ing" from an outer "breeze," which (lines 34—45) 
is called the "breath of heaven" and evokes in him, 
in response, an inner, "correspondent" breeze, a 
burst of inspiration. The power of this revivifying 

T H E P R E L U D E , B O O K F I R S T / 3 2 5 

anticipation 

abundant 

kindred 

springtime 

verse 

renewed 

breeze and breath, at once materia] and spiritual, 
is represented in other Romantic poems, such as 
Coleridge's "The Eolian Harp" and Percy Shelley's 
"Ode to the West Wind" as well as in the opening 
letter of Mary Shelley's Frankenstein. 
4. Samuel Taylor Coleridge, to whom Wordsworth 
addresses the whole of the Prelude. For Coleridge's 
response, af ter the poem was read to him, see "To 
William Wordswor th" (p. 471) . 
5. In the Preface to Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth 
says that his poetry usually originates in "emotion 
recollected in tranquillity"; hence not, as in the 
preceding preamble, dur ing the experience that i t 
records. 
6. I.e., "and willing to prolong the passion." 
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With warmth, as much as needed, f rom a sun 
Two hours declined towards the west, a day 
With silver clouds, and sunshine on the grass, 
And, in the sheltered and the sheltering grove, 

70 A perfect stillness. Many were the thoughts 
Encouraged and dismissed, till choice was made 
Of a known Vale 7 whither my feet should turn, 
Nor rest till they had reached the very door 
Of the one Cottage which methought I saw. 

75 No picture of mere memory ever looked 
So fair; and while upon the fancied scene 
I gazed with growing love, a higher power 
Than Fancy gave assurance of some work 
Of glory, there forthwith to be begun, 

so Perhaps too there per formed. 8 Thus long I mused, 
Nor e'er lost sight of what I mused upon, 
Save where, amid the stately grove of Oaks, 
Now here—now there—an acorn, f rom its cup 
Dislodged, through sere leaves rustled, or at once 

85 To the bare earth dropped with a startling sound. 
From that soft couch I rose not, till the sun 

Had almost touched the horizon; casting then 
A backward glance upon the curling cloud 
Of city smoke, by distance ruralized, 

90 Keen as a Truan t or a Fugitive, 
But as a Pilgrim resolute, I took, 
Even with the chance equipment of that hour, 
The road tha t pointed tow'rd the chosen Vale. 

It was a splendid evening: and my Soul 
95 Once more made trial of her strength, nor lacked 

Eolian visitations; 9 but the harp 
Was soon defrauded, and the banded host 
Of harmony dispersed in straggling sounds; 
And lastly ut ter silence! "Be it so; 

IOO Why think of any thing but present good?" 
So, like a Home-bound Labourer, I pursued 
My way, beneath the mellowing sun, that shed 
Mild inf luence; 1 nor left in me one wish 
Again to bend the sabbath of that t ime 2 

105 To a servile yoke. What need of many words? 
A pleasant loitering journey, through three days 
Cont inued, brought me to my hermitage. 
I spare to tell of what ensued, the life 
In common things,—the endless store of things 

no Rare, or at least so seeming, every day 
Found all about me in one neighbourhood; 
The self-congratulation," and f rom morn self-rejoicing 

7. Grasmere, where Wordsworth settled with his 
sister, Dorothy, in December 1799. 
8. I.e., The Recluse, which Wordsworth p lanned 
to be his major poetic work. 
9. Inf luences to which his soul responded as an 
Eolian harp, placed in an open window, responds 

with music to gusts of a breeze. For a description 
of this ins t rument , see Coleridge's The Eolian 
Harp, n. 1, p. 426 . 
1. An astrological term for the effect of stars on 
h u m a n life. 
2. Tha t t ime of rest. 
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To night unbroken cheerfulness serene. 
But speedily an earnest longing rose 

us To brace myself to some determined aim, 
Reading or thinking; ei ther to lay up 
New stores, or rescue f rom decay the old 
Ry timely interference: and therewith 
Came hopes still higher, that with outward life 

120 I might endue" some airy phantasies invest 
That had been floating loose about for years; 
And to such Beings temperately deal forth 
The many feelings that oppressed my heart . 
That hope ha th been discouraged; welcome light 

125 Dawns f rom the East, bu t dawns—to disappear 
And mock me with a sky that ripens not 
Into a steady morning: if my mind, 
Remembering the bold promise of the past, 
Would gladly grapple with some noble theme, 

BO Vain is her wish: where 'er she turns, she finds 
Impediments from day to day renewed. 

And now it would conten t me to yield up 
Those lofty hopes awhile for present gifts 
Of humbler industry. But, O dear Friend! 

135 The Poet, gentle Crea ture as he is, 
Hath, like the Lover, his unruly times, 
His fits when he is nei ther sick nor well, 
Though no distress be near him but his own 
Unmanageable thoughts: his mind, best pleas'd 

HO While she, as duteous as the Mother Dove, 
Sits brooding, 3 lives not always to that end, 
But, like the innocent Bird, ha th goadings on 
That drive her, as in trouble, through the groves: 
With me is now such passion, to be blamed 

145 No otherwise than as it lasts too long. 
W h e n as becomes a M a n who would prepare 

For such an arduous Work, I through myself 
Make rigorous inquisition, the report 
Is of ten chearing; for I nei ther seem 

150 To lack that first great gift, the vital Soul, 
Nor general Truths, which are themselves a sort 
Of Elements and Agents, Under-powers, 
Subordinate helpers of the living Mind: 
Nor am I naked of external things, 

155 Forms, images, nor numerous other aids 
Of less regard, though won perhaps with toil, 
And needful to build up a Poet's praise. 
Time, place, and manners do I seek, and these 
Are found in plenteous store, bu t no where such 

160 As may be singled out with steady choice: 
No little band of yet remembered names 
W h o m I in perfect confidence might hope 

3. An echo of Milton's reference in Paradise Lost to the original act of creation in his invocation to the 
Holy Spirit: Thou "Dovelike satst brooding on the vast Abyss / And mad'st it p regnant" (1.21—22). 
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T o s u m m o n b a c k f r o m l o n e s o m e b a n i s h m e n t , 
A n d m a k e t h e m d w e l l e r s i n t h e h e a r t s o f m e n 

165 N o w l i v i n g , o r t o l i v e i n f u t u r e y e a r s . 
S o m e t i m e s t h e a m b i t i o u s P o w e r o f c h o i c e , m i s t a k i n g 
P r o u d s p r i n g - t i d e s w e l l i n g s f o r a r e g u l a r s e a , 
W i l l s e t t l e o n s o m e B r i t i s h t h e m e , s o m e o l d 
R o m a n t i c T a l e b y M i l t o n l e f t u n s u n g : 4 

170 M o r e o f t e n t u r n i n g t o s o m e g e n t l e p l a c e 
W i t h i n t h e g r o v e s o f C h i v a l r y , I p i p e 
T o S h e p h e r d S w a i n s , o r s e a t e d , h a r p i n h a n d , 
A m i d r e p o s i n g k n i g h t s b y a R i v e r s i d e 
O r f o u n t a i n , l i s t e n t o t h e g r a v e r e p o r t s 

175 O f d i r e e n c h a n t m e n t s f a c e d , a n d o v e r c o m e 
B y t h e s t r o n g m i n d , a n d T a l e s o f w a r l i k e f e a t s 
W h e r e s p e a r e n c o u n t e r e d s p e a r , a n d s w o r d w i t h s w o r d 
F o u g h t , a s i f c o n s c i o u s o f t h e b l a z o n r y 
T h a t t h e s h i e l d b o r e , s o g l o r i o u s w a s t h e s t r i f e ; 

180 W h e n c e i n s p i r a t i o n f o r a s o n g t h a t w i n d s 
T h r o u g h e v e r c h a n g i n g s c e n e s o f v o t i v e q u e s t , 5 

W r o n g s t o r e d r e s s , h a r m o n i o u s t r i b u t e p a i d 
T o p a t i e n t c o u r a g e a n d u n b l e m i s h e d t r u t h , 
T o f i r m d e v o t i o n , z e a l u n q u e n c h a b l e , 

185 A n d C h r i s t i a n m e e k n e s s h a l l o w i n g f a i t h f u l l o v e s . 6 

S o m e t i m e s , m o r e s t e r n l y m o v e d , I w o u l d r e l a t e 
H o w v a n q u i s h e d M i t h r i d a t e s n o r t h w a r d p a s s e d , 
A n d , h i d d e n i n t h e c l o u d o f y e a r s , b e c a m e 
O d i n , t h e F a t h e r o f a R a c e b y w h o m 

i9o P e r i s h e d t h e R o m a n E m p i r e ; 7 h o w t h e f r i e n d s 
A n d f o l l o w e r s o f S e r t o r i u s , o u t o f S p a i n 
F l y i n g , f o u n d s h e l t e r i n t h e F o r t u n a t e I s l e s ; 
A n d l e f t t h e i r u s a g e s , t h e i r a r t s , a n d l a w s 
T o d i s a p p e a r b y a s l o w g r a d u a l d e a t h ; 

195 T o d w i n d l e a n d t o p e r i s h , o n e b y o n e , 
S t a r v e d i n t h o s e n a r r o w b o u n d s : b u t n o t t h e s o u l 
O f L i b e r t y , w h i c h f i f t e e n h u n d r e d y e a r s 
S u r v i v e d , a n d , w h e n t h e E u r o p e a n c a m e 
W i t h s k i l l a n d p o w e r t h a t m i g h t n o t b e w i t h s t o o d , 

200 D i d , l i k e a p e s t i l e n c e , m a i n t a i n i t s h o l d , 
A n d w a s t e d d o w n b y g l o r i o u s d e a t h t h a t R a c e 
O f n a t u r a l H e r o e s ; 8 — o r I w o u l d r e c o r d 
H o w , i n t y r a n n i c t i m e s , s o m e h i g h - s o u l e d M a n , 
U n n a m e d a m o n g t h e c h r o n i c l e s o f K i n g s , 

4. In Paradise Lost 9 .24-41 Milton relates that, in 
seeking a subject for his epic poem, he rejected 
"fabled Knights" and medieval romance. 
5. A quest undertaken to fulfill a vow. 
6. An echo of the prefatory statement to Spenser's 
Faerie Qiteene, line 9: "Fierce warres and faithfull 
loves shall moralize my song." 
7. Mithridates VI, king of Pontus, was defeated by 
the Roman Pompey in 66 B.C.E. In his Decline and 
Fall of the Roman Empire (published between 
1776 and 1788), the historian Edward Gibbon had 
discussed Mithridates as a historical prototype for 
the legendary Norse god Odin. Mithridates' deter-
mination to found a family line that would take 

revenge on the conquering Romans links him to 
other figures whom Wordsworth here considers as 
potential subjects for his poem, all of them battlers 
against tyranny. 
8. Sertorius, a Roman general allied with Mithri-
dates, fought off the armies of Pompey and others 
until he was assassinated in 72 B .C.E . There is a 
legend that after his death his followers, to escape 
Roman tyranny, fled from Spain to the Canary 
Islands (known in ancient times as "the Fortunate 
Isles," line 192), where their descendants flour-
ished until subjugated and decimated by invading 
Spaniards late in the 1 5th century. 
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205 S u f f e r e d i n s i l e n c e f o r t r u t h ' s s a k e : o r t e l l 
H o w t h a t o n e F r e n c h m a n , t h r o u g h c o n t i n u e d f o r c e 
O f m e d i t a t i o n o n t h e i n h u m a n d e e d s 
O f t h o s e w h o c o n q u e r e d f i r s t t h e I n d i a n i s l e s , 
W e n t , s i n g l e i n h i s m i n i s t r y , a c r o s s 

210 T h e O c e a n ; — n o t t o c o m f o r t t h e O p p r e s s e d , 
B u t , l i k e a t h i r s t y w i n d , t o r o a m a b o u t , 
W i t h e r i n g t h e O p p r e s s o r : 9 — h o w G u s t a v u s s o u g h t 
H e l p a t h i s n e e d i n D a l e c a r l i a ' s m i n e s : 1 

H o w W a l l a c e 2 f o u g h t f o r S c o t l a n d , l e f t t h e n a m e 
215 O f W a l l a c e t o b e f o u n d , l i k e a w i l d f l o w e r , 

A l l o v e r h i s d e a r C o u n t r y , l e f t t h e d e e d s 
O f W a l l a c e , l i k e a f a m i l y o f G h o s t s , 
T o p e o p l e t h e s t e e p r o c k s a n d r i v e r b a n k s , 
H e r n a t u r a l s a n c t u a r i e s , w i t h a l o c a l s o u l 

220 O f i n d e p e n d e n c e a n d s t e r n l i b e r t y . 
S o m e t i m e s i t s u i t s m e b e t t e r t o i n v e n t 
A T a l e f r o m m y o w n h e a r t , m o r e n e a r a k i n 
T o m y o w n p a s s i o n s , a n d h a b i t u a l t h o u g h t s , 
S o m e v a r i e g a t e d S t o r y , i n t h e m a i n 

225 L o f t y , b u t t h e u n s u b s t a n t i a l S t r u c t u r e m e l t s 
B e f o r e t h e v e r y s u n t h a t b r i g h t e n s i t , 
M i s t i n t o a i r d i s s o l v i n g ! T h e n , a w i s h , 
M y l a s t a n d f a v o u r i t e a s p i r a t i o n , m o u n t s , 
W i t h y e a r n i n g , t o w ' r d s s o m e p h i l o s o p h i c S o n g 

230 O f T r u t h 3 t h a t c h e r i s h e s o u r d a i l y l i f e ; 
W i t h m e d i t a t i o n s p a s s i o n a t e , f r o m d e e p 
R e c e s s e s i n m a n ' s h e a r t , i m m o r t a l v e r s e 
T h o u g h t f u l l y f i t t e d t o t h e O r p h e a n l y r e ; 4 

B u t f r o m t h i s a w f u l b u r t h e n I f u l l s o o n 
235 T a k e r e f u g e , a n d b e g u i l e m y s e l f w i t h t r u s t 

T h a t m e l l o w e r y e a r s w i l l b r i n g a r i p e r m i n d 
A n d c l e a r e r i n s i g h t . T h u s m y d a y s a r e p a s s e d 
I n c o n t r a d i c t i o n ; w i t h n o s k i l l t o p a r t 
V a g u e l o n g i n g , h a p l y b r e d b y w a n t o f p o w e r , 

240 F r o m p a r a m o u n t i m p u l s e — n o t t o b e w i t h s t o o d ; 
A t i m o r o u s c a p a c i t y f r o m p r u d e n c e ; 
F r o m c i r c u m s p e c t i o n , i n f i n i t e d e l a y . 5 

H u m i l i t y a n d m o d e s t a w e t h e m s e l v e s 
B e t r a y m e , s e r v i n g o f t e n f o r a c l o k e 

245 T o a m o r e s u b t i l e s e l f i s h n e s s ; t h a t n o w 
L o c k s e v e r y f u n c t i o n u p i n b l a n k 0 r e s e r v e , 0 absolute / inaction 
N o w d u p e s m e , t r u s t i n g t o a n a n x i o u s e y e 
T h a t w i t h i n t r u s i v e r e s t l e s s n e s s b e a t s o f f 

9. Dominique de Gourges, a French gentleman 
who went in 1568 to Florida to avenge the mas-
sacre of the French by the Spaniards there [foot-
note in The Prelude of 1850]. 
1. Gustavus I of Sweden (1496-1530) worked to 
advance Sweden's liberation from Danish rule 
while toiling in disguise as a miner in his country's 
Dalecarlia mines. 
2. William Wallace, Scottish patriot, fought 
against the English until captured and executed in 
1305. See Robert Burns's "Robert Bruce's March 

to Bannockburn," p. 145. 
3. I.e., The Recluse. 
4. The lyre of Orpheus. In Greek myth Orpheus 
was able to enchant not only human listeners but 
also the natural world by his singing and playing. 
5. The syntax is complex and inverted; in outline 
the sense of lines 238—42 seems to be: "With no 
ability ('skill') to distinguish between vague desire 
(perhaps, 'haply,' resulting from lack of power) and 
ruling impulse; between endless procrastination 
and carefulness ('circumspection')." 
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Simplicity, and self-presented truth. 
250 Ah! better far than this, to stray about 

Voluptuously,0 through fields and rural walks, luxuriously 
And ask no record of the hours, resigned 
To vacant musing, unreproved neglect 
Of all things, and deliberate holiday: 

255 Far better never to have heard the name 
Of zeal and just ambition, than to live 
Baffled and plagued by a mind that every hour 
Turns recreant0 to her task, takes heart again, unfaithful 
Then feels immediately some hollow thought 

260 Hang like an interdict0 upon her hopes. prohibition 
This is my lot; for either still I find 
Some imperfection in the chosen theme; 
Or see of absolute accomplishment 
Much wanting, so much wanting, in myself 

265 That I recoil and droop, and seek repose 
In listlessness from vain perplexity; 
Unprofitably travelling toward the grave, 
Like a false Steward who hath much received, 
And renders nothing back.6 

Was it for this7 

270 That one, the fairest of all rivers, loved 
To blend his murmurs with my Nurse's song; 
And, from his alder shades and rocky falls, 
And from his fords and shallows, sent a voice 
That flowed along my dreams? For this didst Thou, 

275 O Derwent! winding among grassy holms8 

Where I was looking on, a Babe in arms, 
Make ceaseless music, that composed my thoughts 
To more than infant softness, giving me, 
Amid the fretful dwellings of mankind, 

280 A foretaste, a dim earnest, of the calm 
That Nature breathes among the hills and groves? 

When he had left the mountains, and received 
On his smooth breast the shadow of those Towers 
That yet survive, a shattered Monument 

285 Of feudal sway, the bright blue River passed 
Along the margin of our Terrace Walk;9 

A tempting Playmate whom we dearly loved. 
O many a time have I, a five years' Child, 
In a small mill-race1 severed from his stream, 

290 Made one long bathing of a summer's day; 
Basked in the sun, and plunged, and basked again, 
Alternate all a summer's day, or scoured2 

The sandy fields, leaping through flow'ry groves 
Of yellow ragwort; or when rock and hill, 

6. The reference is to Christ's parable of the stew-
ard who fails to use his talents (literally, the coins 
his master has entrusted to him and, figuratively, 
his God-given abilities) in Matthew 2 5 . 1 4 - 3 0 . 
7. The two-part Prelude that Wordsworth wrote in 
1798-99 begins at this point. 
8. Flat ground next to a river. 

9. The Derwent River flows by Cockermouth 
Castle and then past the garden terrace behind 
Wordsworth's father's house in Cockermouth, 
Cumberland. 
1. The current that drives a mill wheel. 
2. Run swiftly over. 
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The woods and distant Skiddaw's3 lofty height, 
Were bronzed with deepest radiance, stood alone 
Beneath the sky, as if I had been born 
On Indian plains, and from my Mother's hut 
Had run abroad in wantonness,0 to sport, frolic 
A naked Savage, in the thunder shower. 

Fair seed-time had my soul, and I grew up 
Fostered alike by beauty and by fear; 
Much favoured in my birth-place, and no less 
In that beloved Vale4 to which erelong 
We were transplanted—there were we let loose 
For sports of wider range. Ere I had told 
Ten birth-days, when among the mountain slopes 
Frost, and the breath of frosty wind, had snapped 
The last autumnal Crocus, 'twas my joy, 
With store of Springes0 o'er my Shoulder slung, bird, snares 
To range the open heights where woodcocks ran 
Along the smooth green turf. Through half the night, 
Scudding away from snare to snare, I plied 
That anxious visitation;—moon and stars 
Were shining o'er my head; I was alone, 
And seemed to be a trouble to the peace 
That dwelt among them. Sometimes it befel, 
In these night-wanderings, that a strong desire 
O'erpowered my better reason, and the Bird 
Which was the Captive of another's toil3 

Became my prey; and when the deed was done 
I heard, among the solitary hills, 
Low breathings coming after me, and sounds 
Of undistinguishable motion, steps 
Almost as silent as the turf they trod. 

Nor less, when Spring had warmed the cultured0 Vale, cultivated 
Roved we as plunderers where the Mother-bird 
Had in high places built her lodge; though mean0 of little value 
Our object, and inglorious, yet the end0 outcome 
Was not ignoble. Oh! when I have hung 
Above the Raven's nest, by knots of grass 
And half-inch fissures in the slippery rock 
But ill-sustained; and almost (so it seemed) 
Suspended by the blast that blew amain, 
Shouldering the naked crag; Oh, at that time, 
While on the perilous ridge I hung alone, 
With what strange utterance did the loud dry wind 
Blow through my ears! the sky seemed not a sky 
Of earth, and with what motion moved the clouds! 

Dust as we are, the immortal Spirit grows 
Like harmony in music; there is a dark 
Inscrutable workmanship that reconciles 
Discordant elements, makes them cling together 
In one society. How strange that all 

3. A mountain nine miles east of Cockermouth. 
4. The valley of Esthwaite, the location of Hawks-

head, where Wordsworth attended school. 
5. Snare or labor. 
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345 The terrors, pains, and early miseries, 
Regrets, vexations, lassitudes, interfused 
Within my mind, should e'er have borne a part, 
And that a needful part, in making up 
The calm existence that is mine when I 

350 Am worthy of myself! Praise to the end! 
Thanks to the means which Nature deigned to employ! 
Whether her fearless visitings or those 
That came with soft alarm like hurtless lightning 
Opening the peaceful clouds, or she would use 

355 Severer interventions, ministry 
More palpable, as best might suit her aim. 

One summer evening (led by her) I found 
A little Boat tied to a Willow-tree 
Within a rocky cave, its usual home. 

360 Straight I unloosed her chain, and, stepping in, 
Pushed from the shore. It was an act of stealth 
And troubled pleasure, nor without the voice 
Of mountain-echoes did my Boat move on, 
Leaving behind her still, on either side, 

365 Small circles glittering idly in the moon, 
Until they melted all into one track 
Of sparkling light. But now, like one who rows 
(Proud of his skill) to reach a chosen point 
With an unswerving line, I fixed my view 

370 Upon the summit of a craggy ridge, 
The horizon's utmost boundary; for above 
Was nothing but the stars and the grey sky. 
She was an elfin Pinnace;0 lustily small boat 
I dipped my oars into the silent lake; 

375 And, as I rose upon the stroke, my boat 
Went heaving through the Water like a swan: 
When, from behind that craggy Steep, till then 
The horizon's bound, a huge peak, black and huge, 
As if with voluntary power instinct,0 endowed 

380 Upreared its head.6—I struck, and struck again, 
And, growing still in stature, the grim Shape 
Towered up between me and the stars, and still, 
For so it seemed, with purpose of its own 
And measured motion, like a living Thing 

385 Strode after me. With trembling oars I turned, 
And through the silent water stole my way 
Back to the Covert0 of the Willow-tree; shelter 
There, in her mooring-place, I left my Bark,— 
And through the meadows homeward went, in grave 

390 And serious mood; but after I had seen 
That spectacle, for many days, my brain 
Worked with a dim and undetermined sense 
Of unknown modes of being; o'er my thoughts 

6. To direct his boat in a straight line, the rower 
(sitting facing the stern of the boat) has fixed his 
eye on a point on the ridge above the nearby shore, 
which blocks out the landscape behind. As he 

moves farther out, the black peak rises into his 
altering angle of vision and seems to stride closer 
with each stroke of the oars. 
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There hung a darkness, call it solitude 
395 Or blank desertion. No familiar Shapes 

Remained, no pleasant images of trees, 
Of sea or Sky, no colours of green fields, 
But huge and mighty Forms, that do not live 
Like living men, moved slowly through the mind 

400 By day, and were a trouble to my dreams. 
Wisdom and Spirit of the Universe! 

Thou Soul that art the eternity of thought, 
That giv'st to forms and images a breath 
And everlasting Motion! not in vain, 

405 By day or star-light, thus from my first dawn 
Of Childhood didst thou intertwine for me 
The passions that build up our human Soul, 
Not with the mean" and vulgar" works of man, inferior / commonplace 
But with high objects, with enduring things, 

410 With life and nature, purifying thus 
The elements of feeling and of thought, 
And sanctifying, by such discipline, 
Both pain and fear; until we recognize 
A grandeur in the beatings of the heart. 

415 Nor was this fellowship vouchsafed to me 
With stinted kindness. In November days 
When vapours, rolling down the valley, made 
A lonely scene more lonesome; among woods 
At noon, and 'mid the calm of summer nights, 

420 When, by the margin of the trembling Lake, 
Beneath the gloomy hills homeward I went 
In solitude, such intercourse was mine: 
Mine was it, in the fields both day and night, 
And by the waters, all the summer long. 

425 —And in the frosty season, when the sun 
Was set, and visible for many a mile, 
The cottage windows blazed through twilight gloom, 
I heeded not their summons,—happy time 
It was indeed for all of us; for me 

430 It was a time of rapture!—Clear and loud 
The village Clock toll'd six—I wheeled about, 
Proud and exulting like an untired horse 
That cares not for his home.—All shod with steel,° i.e., on skates 
We hissed along the polished ice, in games 

435 Confederate, imitative of the chase 
And woodland pleasures,—the resounding horn, 
The Pack loud-chiming and the hunted hare. 
So through the darkness and the cold we flew, 
And not a voice was idle: with the din 

440 Smitten, the precipices rang aloud; 
The leafless trees and every icy crag 
Tinkled like iron; while far distant hills 
Into the tumult sent an alien sound 
Of melancholy, not unnoticed while the stars, 

445 Eastward, were sparkling clear, and in the west 
The orange sky of evening died away. 
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Not seldom from the uproar I retired 
Into a silent bay,—or sportively 
Glanced sideway,7 leaving the tumultous throng 
To cut across the reflex0 of a star 
That fled, and, flying still before me, gleamed 
Upon the glassy plain: and oftentimes, 
When we had given our bodies to the wind, 
And all the shadowy banks on either side 
Came sweeping through the darkness, spinning still 
The rapid line of motion, then at once 
Have I, reclining back upon my heels, 
Stopped short; yet still the solitary cliffs 
Wheeled by me—even as if the earth had rolled 
With visible motion her diurnal0 round! 
Behind me did they stretch in solemn train,0 

Feebler and feebler, and I stood and watched 
Till all was tranquil as a dreamless sleep. 

Ye presences of Nature, in the sky, 
And on the earth! Ye visions of the hills! 
And Souls8 of lonely places! can I think 
A vulgar hope was yours when ye employed 
Such ministry, when ye, through many a year, 
Haunting me thus among my boyish sports, 
On caves and trees, upon the woods and hills, 
Impressed upon all forms the characters0 

Of danger or desire; and thus did make 
The surface of the universal earth 
With triumph and delight, with hope and fear, 
Work0 like a sea? 

Not uselessly employed, 
Might I pursue this theme through every change 
Of exercise and play, to which the year 
Did summon us in his delightful round. 

—We were a noisy crew; the sun in heaven 
Beheld not vales more beautiful than ours, 
Nor saw a Band in happiness and joy 
Richer, or worthier of the ground they trod. 
I could record with no reluctant voice 
The woods of Autumn, and their hazel bowers 
With milk-white clusters hung; the rod and line, 
True symbol of hope's foolishness, whose strong 
And unreproved enchantment led us on, 
By rocks and pools shut out from every star 
All the green summer, to forlorn cascades 
Among the windings hid of mountain brooks. 
—Unfading recollections! at this hour 
The heart is almost mine with which I felt, 
From some hill-top on sunny afternoons, 
The paper-Kite, high among fleecy clouds, 

reflection 

daily 

succession 

signs 

seethe 

7. Moved off obliquely. 
8. Wordsworth refers both to a single "Spirit" or 
"Soul" of the universe as a whole (e.g., lines 401— 

02) and to plural "Presences" and "Souls" animat-
ing the various parts of the universe. 
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495 Pull at her rein, like an impatient Courser;0 swift horse 
Or, from the meadows sent on gusty days, 
Beheld her breast the wind, then suddenly 
Dashed headlong, and rejected by the storm. 

Ye lowly Cottages in which we dwelt, 
500 A ministration of your own was yours! 

Can I forget you, being as ye were 
So beautiful among the pleasant fields 
In which ye stood? or can I here forget 
The plain and seemly countenance with which 

505 Ye dealt out your plain Comforts? Yet had ye 
Delights and exultations of your own. 
Eager and never weary, we pursued 
Our home-amusements by the warm peat-fire 
At evening, when with pencil, and smooth slate 

5i'o In square divisions parcelled out, and all 
With crosses and with cyphers scribbled o'er, 
We schemed and puzzled, head opposed to head, 
In strife too humble to be named in verse;9 

Or round the naked table, snow-white deal,0 pine or fir 
515 Cherry, or maple, sate in close array, 

And to the Combat, Lu or Whist, led on 
A thick-ribbed Army, not as in the world 
Neglected and ungratefully thrown by 
Even for the very service they had wrought, 

520 But husbanded through many a long campaign. 
Uncouth assemblage was it, where no few 
Had changed their functions; some, plebeian cards 
Which Fate, beyond the promise of their birth, 
Had dignified, and called to represent 

525 The Persons of departed Potentates.1 

Oh, with what echoes on the board they fell! 
Ironic diamonds; Clubs, Hearts, Diamonds, Spades, 
A congregation piteously akin! 
Cheap matter offered they to boyish wit, 

530 Those sooty Knaves, precipitated down 
With scoffs and taunts like Vulcan2 out of heaven; 
The paramount Ace, a moon in her eclipse, 
Queens gleaming through their Splendor's last decay, 
And Monarchs surly at the wrongs sustained 

535 By royal visages.3 Meanwhile abroad 
Incessant rain was falling, or the frost 
Raged bitterly, with keen and silent tooth; 
And, interrupting oft that eager game, 

9. I.e., ticktacktoe. With his phrasing in this pas-
sage, Wordsworth pokes fun at 18th-century 
poetic diction, which avoided everyday terms by 
using elaborate paraphrases. 
1. The cards have changed their functions in ways 
that remind us that the first version of The Prelude 
was begun soon after the downfall of the French 
monarchy during the Revolution. The "Potentate" 
cards—the kings, queens, and jacks—have over 
time been lost from the pack and so selected "ple-

beian," or commoner, cards have come to be used 
in their place. 
2. Roman god of fire and forge. His mother, Juno, 
when he was born lame, threw him down from 
Olympus, the home of the gods. 
3. Wordsworth implicitly parallels the boys' card 
games to the mock-epic description of the aristo-
cratic game of ombre in Pope's The Rape of the 
Lock 3 . 37 -98 . 
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From under Esthwaite's splitting fields of ice 
The pent-up air, struggling to free itself, 
Gave out to meadow-grounds and hills, a loud 
Protracted yelling, like the noise of wolves 
Howling in Troops along the Bothnic Main.4 

Nor, sedulous0 as I have been to trace diligent 
How Nature by extrinsic passion first 
Peopled the mind with forms sublime or fair 
And made me love them, may I here omit 
How other pleasures have been mine, and joys 
Of subtler origin; how I have felt, 
Not seldom even in that tempestuous time, 
Those hallowed and pure motions of the sense 
Which seem, in their simplicity, to own 
An intellectual5 charm;—that calm delight 
Which, if I err not, surely must belong 
To those first-born0 affinities that fit innate 
Our new existence to existing things, 
And, in our dawn of being, constitute 
The bond of union between life and joy. 

Yes, I remember when the changeful earth 
And twice five summers on my mind had stamped 
The faces of the moving year, even then 
I held unconscious intercourse with beauty 
Old as creation, drinking in a pure 
Organic pleasure from the silver wreaths 
Of curling mist, or from the level plain 
Of waters, colored by impending0 clouds. overhanging 

The sands of Westmorland, the creeks and bays 
Of Cumbria's0 rocky limits, they can tell Cumberland's 
How, when the Sea threw off his evening shade, 
And to the Shepherd's hut on distant hills 
Sent welcome notice of the rising moon, 
How I have stood, to fancies such as these 
A Stranger, linking with the Spectacle 
No conscious memory of a kindred sight, 
And bringing with me no peculiar sense 
Of quietness or peace, yet have I stood, 
Even while mine eye hath moved o'er many a league6 

Of shining water, gathering, as it seemed, 
Through every hair-breadth in that field of light, 
New pleasure, like a bee among the flowers. 

Thus oft amid those fits of vulgar7 joy 
Which, through all seasons, on a Child's pursuits 
Are prompt Attendants; 'mid that giddy bliss 
Which like a tempest works along the blood 
And is forgotten: even then I felt 
Gleams like the flashing of a shield,—the earth 
And common face of Nature spake to me 
Rememberable things; sometimes, 'tis true, 
By chance collisions and quaint accidents 

4. A northern gulf of the Baltic Sea. 
5. Spiritual, as opposed to sense perceptions. 

6. A distance equal to approximately three miles. 
7. Ordinary, commonplace. 
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590 (Like those ill-sorted unions, work supposed 
Of evil-minded fairies), yet not vain 
Nor profitless, if haply they impressed 
Collateral0 objects and appearances, secondary 
Albeit lifeless then, and doomed to sleep 

595 Until maturer seasons called them forth 
To impregnate and to elevate the mind. 
—And, if the vulgar joy by its own weight 
Wearied itself out of the memory, 
The scenes which were a witness of that joy 

6oo Remained, in their substantial lineaments 
Depicted on the brain, and to the eye 
Were visible, a daily sight: and thus 
By the impressive discipline of fear, 
By pleasure and repeated happiness, 

605 So frequently repeated, and by force 
Of obscure feelings representative 
Of things forgotten; these same scenes so bright, 
So beautiful, so majestic in themselves, 
Though yet the day was distant, did become 

6io Habitually dear; and all their forms 
And changeful colours by invisible links 
Were fastened to the affections.0 feelings 

I began 
My Story early, not misled, I trust, 
By an infirmity of love for days 

615 Disowned by memory,8 fancying flowers where none, 
Not even the sweetest, do or can survive 
For him at least whose dawning day they cheered; 
Nor will it seem to Thee, O Friend! so prompt 
In sympathy, that I have lengthened out, 

620 With fond and feeble tongue, a tedious tale. 
Meanwhile, my hope has been, that I might fetch 
Invigorating thoughts from former years; 
Might fix the wavering balance of my mind, 
And haply meet reproaches too, whose power 

625 May spur me on, in manhood now mature, 
To honorable toil. Yet should these hopes 
Prove vain, and thus should neither I be taught 
To understand myself, nor thou to know 
With better knowledge how the heart was framed 

630 Of him thou Iovest, need I dread from thee 
Harsh judgments, if the Song be loth to quit 
Those recollected hours that have the charm 
Of visionary things, those lovely forms 
And sweet sensations that throw back our life, 

635 And almost make remotest infancy 
A visible scene, on which the sun is shining? 

One end at least hath been attained—my mind 
Hath been revived; and, if this genial9 mood 
Desert me not, forthwith shall be brought down 

8. I.e., he hopes that he has not mistakenly attrib- he can no longer remember, 
uted his later thoughts and feelings to a time of life 9. Productive, creative. 
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640 Through later years the story of my life: 
The road lies plain before m e , — tis a theme 
Single, and of determined bounds; and hence 
I chuse it rather, at this time, than work 
Of ampler or more varied argument, 

645 Where I might be discomfited and lost; 
And certain hopes are with me that to thee 
This labour will be welcome, honoured Friend! 

Book Second 
School-time continued 

Thus far, O Friend! have we, though leaving much 
Unvisited, endeavoured to retrace 
The simple ways in which my childhood walked, 
Those chiefly, that first led me to the love 

5 Of rivers, woods, and fields. The passion yet 
Was in its birth, sustained, as might befal, 
By nourishment that came unsought; for still, 
From week to week, from month to month, we lived 
A round of tumult. Duly0 were our games appropriately 

io Prolonged in summer till the day-light failed; 
No chair remained before the doors, the bench 
And threshold steps were empty; fast asleep 
The Labourer, and the old Man who had sate, 
A later Lingerer, yet the revelry 

15 Continued, and the loud uproar; at last, 
When all the ground was dark, and twinkling stars 
Edged the black clouds, home and to bed we went, 
Feverish, with weary joints and beating minds. 
Ah! is there One who ever has been young 

20 Nor needs a warning voice to tame the pride 
Of intellect, and virtue's self-esteem? 
One is there,1 though the wisest and the best 
Of all mankind, who covets not at times 
Union that cannot be; who would not give, 

25 If so he might, to duty and to truth 
The eagerness of infantine desire? 
A tranquillizing spirit presses now 
On my corporeal frame, so wide appears 
The vacancy between me and those days, 

30 Which yet have such self-presence0 in my mind, actuality 
That, musing on them, often do I seem 
Two consciousnesses, conscious of myself 
And of some other Being. A rude mass 
Of native rock, left midway in the Square 

35 Of our small market Village, was the goal 
Or centre of these sports; and, when, returned 
After long absence, thither I repaired, 

1. I.e., "Is there anyone . . . ' ? " 
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Gone was the old grey stone, and in its place 
A smart Assembly-room usurped the ground 

40 That had been ours.2 There let the fiddle scream, 
And be ye happy! Yet, my Friends,3 I know 
That more than one of you will think with me 
Of those soft starry nights, and that old Dame 
From whom the Stone was named, who there had sate 

45 And watched her table with its huckster's wares0 peddler's goods 
Assiduous, through the length of sixty years. 
—We ran a boisterous course, the year span round 
With giddy motion. But the time approached 
That brought with it a regular desire 

50 For calmer pleasures, when the winning forms 
Of Nature were collaterally attached4 

To every scheme of holiday delight, 
And every boyish sport, less grateful0 else pleasing 
And languidly pursued. 

When summer came, 
55 Our pastime was, on bright half-holidays, 

To sweep along the plain of Windermere 
With rival oars; and the selected bourne0 destination 
Was now an Island musical with birds 
That sang and ceased not; now a sister isle, 

60 Beneath the oaks' umbrageous0 covert, sown shaded 
With lilies of the valley like a field; 
And now a third small island,5 where survived, 
In solitude, the ruins of a shrine 
Once to our Lady dedicate, and served 

65 Daily with chaunted rites. In such a race, 
So ended, disappointment could be none, 
Uneasiness, or pain, or jealousy; 
We rested in the Shade, all pleased alike, 
Conquered and Conqueror. Thus the pride of strength, 

70 And the vain-glory of superior skill, 
Were tempered, thus was gradually produced 
A quiet independence of the heart: 
And, to my Friend who knows me, I may add, 
Fearless of blame, that hence, for future days, 

75 Ensued a diffidence and modesty; 
And I was taught to feel, perhaps too much, 
The self-sufficing power of solitude. 

Our daily meals were frugal, Sabine fare!6 

More than we wished we knew the blessing then 
so Of vigorous hunger—hence corporeal strength 

Unsapped by delicate viands;0 for, exclude food 
A little weekly stipend,7 and we lived 
Through three divisions of the quartered year 

2. The Hawkshead Town Hall, built in 1790. 
3. Coleridge and John Wordsworth (William's 
brother), who had visited Hawkshead together 
with William in November 1799. 
4. Associated as an accompaniment. 
5. The island of Lady Holm, former site of a 
chapel dedicated to the Virgin Marv. 

6. Like the meals of the Roman poet Horace on 
his Sabine farm. 
7. In his last year at school, Wordsworth had an 
allowance of sixpence a week; his younger brother 
Christopher, threepence. After the Midsummer 
and Christmas holidays (line 85), the boys received 
a larger sum, ranging up to a guinea. 
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In pennyless poverty. But now, to school 
85 From the half-yearly holidays returned, 

We came with weightier purses, that sufficed 
To furnish treats more costly than the Dame 
Of the old grey stone, from her scanty board, supplied. 
Hence rustic dinners on the cool green ground, 

90 Or in the woods, or by a river side, 
Or shady fountains,0 while among the leaves springs, streams 
Soft airs were stirring, and the mid-day sun 
Unfelt shone brightly round us in our joy. 

Nor is my aim neglected if I tell 
95 How sometimes, in the length of those half years, 

We from our funds drew largely—proud to curb, 
And eager to spur on, the gallopping Steed: 
And with the cautious Inn-keeper, whose Stud 
Supplied our want, we haply might employ 

ioo Sly subterfuges, if the Adventure's bound 
Were distant, some famed Temple8 where of yore0 long ago 
The Druids worshipped, or the antique Walls 
Of that large Abbey which within the Vale 
Of Nightshade, to St Mary's honour built, 

105 Stands yet, a mouldering Pile,0 with fractured arch, building in ruin 
Belfry, and Images, and living Trees; 
A holy Scene!9—Along the smooth green Turf 
Our Horses grazed:—to more than inland peace 
Left by the west wind sweeping overhead 

i 10 From a tumultuous ocean, trees and towers 
In that sequestered Valley may be seen 
Both silent and both motionless alike; 
Such the deep shelter that is there, and such 
The safeguard for repose and quietness. 

115 Our Steeds remounted, and the summons given, 
With whip and spur we through the Chauntry1 flew 
In uncouth race, and left the cross-legged Knight 
And the Stone-abbot, and that single Wren 
Which one day sang so sweetly in the Nave 

120 Of the old Church, that, though from recent Showers 
The earth was comfortless, and, touched by faint 
Internal breezes, sobbings of the place 
And respirations, from the roofless walls 
The shuddering ivy dripped large drops, yet still 

125 So sweetly 'mid the gloom the invisible Bird 
Sang to herself, that there I could have made 
My dwelling-place, and lived for ever there 
To hear such music. Through the Walls we flew, 
And down the Valley, and, a circuit made 

130 In wantonness0 of heart, through rough and smooth playfulness 
We scampered homewards. Oh, ye rocks and streams, 
And that still Spirit shed from evening air! 

8. The stone circle at Swinside, on the lower Dud-
don River, mistakenly believed at the time to have 
been a Druid temple. 
9. Fumess Abbey, some twenty miles south of 

Hawkshead. 
1. A chapel endowed for masses to be sung for the 
donor. 
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Even in this joyous time I sometimes felt 
Your presence, when with slackened step we breathed2 

135 Along the sides of the steep hills, or when, 
Lighted by gleams of moonlight from the sea, 
We beat with thundering hoofs the level sand. 

Midway on long Winander's Eastern shore, 
Within the crescent of a pleasant Bay, 

ho A Tavern3 stood, no homely-featured House, 
Primeval like its neighbouring Cottages; 
But 'twas a splendid place, the door beset 
With Chaises, Grooms, and Liveries,—and within 
Decanters, Glasses, and the blood-red Wine. 

145 In ancient times, or ere the Hall was built 
On the large Island,4 had this Dwelling been 
More worthy of a Poet's love, a Hut 
Proud of its one bright fire and sycamore shade. 
But, though the rhymes were gone that once inscribed 

150 The threshold, and large golden characters0 letters 
Spread o'er the spangled sign-board had dislodged 
The old Lion, and usurped his place in slight 
And mockery of the rustic Painter's hand, 
Yet to this hour the spot to me is dear 

155 With all its foolish pomp. The garden lay 
Upon a slope surmounted by the plain 
Of a small Bowling-green: beneath us stood 
A grove, with gleams of water through the trees 
And over the tree-tops; nor did we want 

160 Refreshment, strawberries, and mellow cream. 
There, while through half an afternoon we played 
On the smooth platform, whether skill prevailed 
Or happy blunder triumphed, bursts of glee 
Made all the mountains ring. But ere night-fall, 

165 When in our pinnace0 we returned, at leisure small boat 
Over the shadowy Lake, and to the beach 
Of some small Island steered our course with one, 
The Minstrel of our Troop, and left him there, 
And rowed off gently, while he blew his flute 

170 Alone upon the rock,—Oh then the calm 
And dead still water lay upon my mind 
Even with a weight of pleasure, and the sky, 
Never before so beautiful, sank down 
Into my heart, and held me like a dream! 

175 Thus were my sympathies enlarged, and thus 
Daily the common range of visible things 
Grew dear to me: already I began 
To love the sun; a boy I loved the sun, 
Not as I since have loved him, as a pledge 

180 And surety of our earthly life, a light 
Which we behold, and feel we are alive; 
Nor for his bounty to so many worlds, 

2. Slowed to let the horses catch their breath. 
3. The White Lion at Bowness. 

4. The Hall on Belle Isle in Lake Windermere had 
been built in the early 1780s. 
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But for this cause, that I had seen him lay 
His beauty on the morning hills, had seen 
The western mountain touch his setting orb, 
In many a thoughtless hour, when, from excess 
Of happiness, my blood appear'd to flow 
For its own pleasure, and I breathed with joy; 
And from like feelings, humble though intense, 
To patriotic and domestic love 
Analogous, the moon to me was dear; 
For I would dream away my purposes, 
Standing to gaze upon her while she hung 
Midway between the hills, as if she knew 
No other region; but belonged to thee, 
Yea, appertained by a peculiar right 
To thee, and thy grey huts,' thou one dear Vale! 

Those incidental charms which first attached 
My heart to rural objects, day by day 
Grew weaker, and I hasten on to tell 
How Nature, intervenient6 till this time 
And secondary, now at length was sought 
For her own sake. But who shall7 parcel out 
His intellect, by geometric rules, 
Split like a province into round and square? 
Who knows the individual hour in which 
His habits were first sown, even as a seed? 
Who that shall point, as with a wand, and say, 
"This portion of the river of my mind 
Came from yon fountain"? Thou, my friend! art one 
More deeply read in thy own thoughts; to thee 
Science8 appears but what in truth she is, 
Not as our glory and our absolute boast, 
But as a succedaneum,9 and a prop 
To our infirmity. No officious0 slave intrusive 
Art thou of that false secondary power1 

By which we multiply distinctions, then 
Deem that our puny boundaries are things 
That we perceive, and not that we have made. 
To thee, unblinded by these formal arts, 
The unity of all hath been revealed; 
And thou wilt doubt with me, less aptly skilled 
Than many are to range the faculties 
In scale and order, class the cabinet2 

Of their sensations, and in voluble phrase3 

Run through the history and birth of each 
As of a single independent thing. 
Hard task, vain hope, to analyse the mind, 
If each most obvious and particular thought, 

5. Cottages built of gray stones. 
6. I.e., entering incidentally into his other con-
cerns. 
7. Is able to. 
8. In the old sense: learning. 
9. In medicine a drug substituted for a different 
drug. Wordsworth, however, uses the term to sig-

nify a remedy, or palliative. 
1. The analytic faculty of the mind, as contrasted 
with the power to apprehend "the unity of all" (line 
221). 
2. To classify, as if arranged in a display case. 
3. In fluent words. 
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230 Not in a mystical and idle sense, 
But in the words of reason deeply weighed, 
Hath no beginning. 

Blest the infant Babe, 
(For with my best conjecture I would trace 
Our Being's earthly progress) blest the Babe, 

235 Nursed in his Mother's arms, who sinks to sleep 
Rocked on his Mother's breast; who, when his soul 
Claims manifest kindred with a human soul, 
Drinks in the feelings of his Mother's eye!4 

For him, in one dear Presence, there exists 
240 A virtue which irradiates and exalts 

Objects through widest intercourse of sense. 
No outcast he, bewildered and depressed; 
Along his infant veins are interfused 
The gravitation and the filial bond 

245 Of nature that connect him with the world. 
Is there a flower to which he points with hand 
Too weak to gather it, already love 
Drawn from love's purest earthly fount for him 
Hath beautified that flower; already shades 

250 Of pity cast from inward tenderness 
Do fall around him upon aught that bears 
Unsightly marks of violence or harm. 
Emphatically such a Being lives, 
Frail Creature as he is, helpless as frail, 

255 An inmate of° this active universe. a dweller in 
For feeling has to him imparted power 
That through the growing faculties of sense 
Doth, like an Agent of the one great Mind, 
Create, creator and receiver both, 

260 Working but in alliance with the works 
Which it beholds.5—Such, verily, is the first 
Poetic spirit of our human life, 
By uniform control of after years 
In most abated or suppressed, in some, 

265 Through every change of growth and of decay, 
Preeminent till death. 

From early days, 
Beginning not long after that first time 
In which, a Babe, by intercourse of touch, 
I held mute dialogues with my Mother's heart,6 

270 I have endeavoured to display the means 
Whereby this infant sensibility, 
Great birth-right of our being, was in me 
Augmented and sustained. Yet is a path 
More difficult before me, and I fear 

4. Like the modern psychologist, Wordsworth rec-
ognized the importance of earliest infancy in the 
development of the individual mind, although he 
had then to invent the terms with which to analyze 
the process. 
5. The infant, in the sense of security and love 
shed by his mother's presence on outer things, per-

ceives what would otherwise be an alien world as 
a place to which he has a relationship like that of 
a son to a mother (lines 239—45). On such grounds 
Wordsworth asserts that the mind partially creates, 
by altering, the world it seems simply to perceive. 
6. I.e., both infant and mother feel the pulse of 
the other's heart. 
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275 That, in its broken windings, we shall need 
The chamois'7 sinews, and the eagle's wing: 
For now a trouble came into my mind 
From unknown causes. I was left alone, 
Seeking the visible world, nor knowing why. 

280 The props of my affections were removed,8 

And yet the building stood, as if sustained 
By its own spirit! All that I beheld 
Was dear, and hence to finer influxes0 influences 
The mind lay open, to a more exact 

285 And close communion. Many are our joys 
In youth, but Oh! what happiness to live 
When every hour brings palpable access 
Of knowledge, when all knowledge is delight, 
And sorrow is not there! The seasons came, 

290 And every season, wheresoe'er I moved, 
Unfolded0 transitory qualities revealed 
Which, but for this most watchful power of love, 
Had been neglected, left a register 
Of permanent relations, else unknown.9 

295 Hence life, and change, and beauty; solitude 
More active even than "best society,"1 

Society made sweet as solitude 
By inward concords, silent, inobtrusive; 
And gentle agitations of the mind 

300 From manifold distinctions, difference 
Perceived in things where, to the unwatchful eye, 
No difference is, and hence, from the same source, 
Sublimer joy: for I would walk alone 
Under the quiet stars, and at that time 

305 Have felt whate'er there is of power in sound 
To breathe an elevated mood, by form 
Or Image unprofaned: and I would stand, 
If the night blackened with a coming storm, 
Beneath some rock, listening to notes that are 

310 The ghostly0 language of the ancient earth, disembodied 
Or make their dim abode in distant winds. 
Thence did I drink the visionary power; 
And deem not profitless those fleeting moods 
Of shadowy exultation: not for this, 

315 That they are kindred to our purer mind 
And intellectual life;2 but that the soul, 
Remembering how she felt, but what she felt 
Remembering not, retains an obscure sense 
Of possible sublimity, whereto 

320 With growing faculties she doth aspire, 
With faculties still growing, feeling still 

7. An agile species of antelope inhabiting moun- relations" now recorded in his memory would have 
tainous regions of Europe. been unknown. 
8. Wordsworth's mother had died the month 1. A partial quotation of a line spoken by Adam to 
before his eighth birthday. Eve in Paradise Lost 9 .249: "For solitude some-
9. I.e., had it not been for the watchful power of times is best society." 
love (line 292), the "transitory qualities" (291) 2. I.e., not because they are related to the non-
would have been neglected, and the "permanent sensuous ("intellectual") aspect of our life. 
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That, whatsoever point they gain, they yet 
Have something to pursue. 

And not alone 
'Mid gloom and tumult, but no less 'mid fair 

325 And tranquil scenes, that universal power 
And fitness in the latent qualities 
And essences of things, by which the mind 
Is moved with feelings of delight, to me 
C a m e strengthened with a superadded soul, 

330 A virtue not its o w n . — M y morning walks 
W e r e early;—oft before the hours of School 
I travelled round our little Lake, five miles 
Of pleasant wandering; happy time! more dear 
For this, that One was by my side, a Friend3 

335 Then passionately loved; with heart how full 
Would he peruse these lines! for many years 
Have since flowed in between us, and, our minds 
Both silent to each other, at this time 
We live as if those hours had never been. 

340 Nor seldom did I lift our Cottage latch 
Far earlier, and ere one smoke-wreath had risen 
From human dwelling, or the thrush, high perched, 
Piped to the woods his shrill reveille,4 sate 
Alone upon some jutting eminence 

345 At the first gleam of dawn-light, when the Vale, 
Yet slumbering, lay in utter solitude. 
How shall I seek the origin, where find 
Faith in the marvellous things which then I felt? 
Oft in those moments such a holy calm 

350 Would overspread my soul, that bodily eyes5 

W e r e utterly forgotten, and what I saw 
Appeared like something in myself, a dream, 
A prospect0 in the mind. scene 

'Twere long to tell 
What spring and autumn, what the winter snows, 

355 And what the summer shade, what day and night, 
Evening and morning, sleep and waking thought, 
From sources inexhaustible, poured forth 
To feed the spirit of religious love, 
In which I walked with Nature- But let this 

360 Be not forgotten, that I still retained 
My first creative sensibility, 
That by the regular action of the world 
My soul was unsubdued. A plastic0 power shaping 
Abode with me, a forming hand, at times 

365 Rebellious, acting in a devious mood, 
A local Spirit of his own, at war 
With general tendency, but, for the most, 
Subservient strictly to external things 
With which it communed. An auxiliar light 

3. Identifiedas John Fleming in a note to the 1850 4. The signal given to awaken soldiers, 
edition. 5. As opposed to the mind's eye, inner vision. 
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370 Came from my mind which on the setting sun 
Bestowed new splendor; the melodious birds, 
The fluttering breezes, fountains that ran on 
Murmuring so sweetly in themselves, obeyed 
A like dominion; and the midnight storm 

375 Grew darker in the presence of my eye; 
Hence my obeisance, my devotion hence, 
And hence my transport.0 exaltation 

Nor should this, perchance, 
Pass unrecorded, that I still0 had loved always 
The exercise and produce of a toil 

380 Than analytic industry to me 
More pleasing, and whose character I deem 
Is more poetic, as resembling more 
Creative agency. The Song would speak 
Of that interminable building reared 

385 By observation of affinities 
In objects where no brotherhood exists 
To passive minds. My seventeenth year was come; 
And, whether from this habit rooted now 
So deeply in my mind, or from excess 

390 Of the great social principle of life 
Coercing all things into sympathy, 
To unorganic Natures were transferred 
My own enjoyments; or the Power of truth, 
Coming in revelation, did converse 

395 With things that really are;6 I, at this time, 
Saw blessings spread around me like a sea. 
Thus while the days flew by and years passed on, 
From Nature overflowing on my soul 
I had received so much, that every thought 

400 Was steeped in feeling; I was only then 
Contented when with bliss ineffable 
I felt the sentiment of Being spread 
O'er all that moves, and all that seemeth still; 
O'er all that, lost beyond the reach of thought 

405 And human knowledge, to the human eye 
Invisible, yet liveth to the heart; 
O'er all that leaps, and runs, and shouts, and sings, 
Or beats the gladsome air; o'er all that glides 
Beneath the wave, yea, in the wave itself, 

410 And mighty depth of waters. Wonder not 
If high the transport, great the joy I felt, 
Communing in this sort through earth and Heaven 
With every form of Creature, as it looked 
Towards the Uncreated0 with a countenance God 

415 Of adoration, with an eye of love.7 

One song they sang, and it was audible, 

6. Wordsworth is careful to indicate that there are 
alternative explanations for his sense that life per-
vades the inorganic as well as the organic world: it 
may be the result either of a way of perceiving that 
has been habitual since infancy or of a projection 
of his own inner life, or else it may be the percep-

tion of an objective truth. 
7. Wordsworth did not add lines 412—14, which 
frame his experience of the "one life" in Christian 
terms, until the last revision of The Prelude, in 
1839. 
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Most audible, then, when the fleshly ear, 
O'ercome by humblest prelude of that strain, 
Forgot her functions and slept undisturbed. 

420 If this be error, and another faith 
Find easier access to the pious mind,8 

Yet were I grossly destitute of all 
Those human sentiments that make this earth 
So dear, if I should fail with grateful voice 

425 To speak of you, Ye Mountains, and Ye Lakes, 
And sounding Cataracts, Ye Mists and Winds 
That dwell among the Hills where I was born. 
If in my Youth I have been pure in heart, 
If, mingling with the world, I am content 

430 With my own modest pleasures, and have lived, 
With God and Nature communing, removed 
From little enmities and low desires, 
The gift is yours: if in these times of fear, 
This melancholy waste" of hopes o'erthrown, wasteland 

435 If, 'mid indifference and apathy 
And wicked exultation, when good men, 
On every side, fall off, we know not how, 
To selfishness, disguised in gentle names 
Of peace and quiet and domestic love, 

440 Yet mingled, not unwillingly, with sneers 
On visionary minds; if, in this time 
Of dereliction and dismay,9 I yet 
Despair not of our Nature, but retain 
A more than Roman confidence, a faith 

445 That fails not, in all sorrow my support, 
The blessing of my life, the gift is yours, 
Ye Winds and sounding Cataracts, 'tis yours, 
Ye Mountains! thine, O Nature! Thou hast fed 
My lofty speculations; and in thee, 

450 For this uneasy heart of ours, I find 
A never-failing principle of joy 
And purest passion. 

Thou, my Friend! wert reared 
In the great City, 'mid far other scenes;1 

But we, by different roads, at length have gained 
455 The self-same bourne.0 And for this cause to Thee destination 

I speak, unapprehensive of contempt, 
The insinuated scoff of coward tongues, 
And all that silent language which so oft, 
In conversation between Man and Man, 

460 Blots from the human countenance all trace 
Of beauty and of love. For Thou hast sought 
The truth in solitude, and, since the days 
That gave thee liberty, full long desired, 

8. Compare "Tintern Abbey" lines 43—50, ending 
with "If this / Be but a vain belief. . . " (p. 259) . 
9. The era, some ten years after the start of the 
French Revolution, was one of violent reaction. 
Many earlier sympathizers were abandoning their 
radical beliefs, and the British government was 

clamping down on all forms of political expression 
that resembled, even faintly, French ideas. 
1. A reminiscence of Coleridge's "Frost at Mid-
night," lines 51—52: "For I was reared / In the great 
city, pent 'mid cloisters dim." 
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To serve in Nature's Temple, thou hast been 
465 The most assiduous of her Ministers,2 

In many things my Brother, chiefly here 
In this our deep devotion. 

Fare Thee well! 
Health, and the quiet of a healthful mind, 
Attend Thee! seeking oft the haunts of Men, 

470 And yet more often living with thyself 
And for thyself, so haply shall thy days 
Be many, and a blessing to mankind. 

From Book Third 
Residence at Cambridge 

[ARRIVAL A T S T . J O H N ' S C O L L E G E . " T H E G L O R Y O F M Y Y O U T H " ] 

It was a drear)' Morning when the Wheels 
Rolled over a wide plain o'erhung with clouds, 
And nothing cheered our way till first we saw 
The long-roof'd Chapel of King's College lift 

5 Turrets, and pinnacles in answering files 
Extended high above a dusky grove. 

Advancing, we espied upon the road 
A Student, clothed in Gown and tasselled Cap, 
Striding along, as if o'ertasked by Time 

10 Or covetous of exercise and air. 
He passed—nor was I Master of my eyes 
Till he was left an arrow's flight behind. 
As near and nearer to the Spot we drew, 
It seemed to suck us in with an eddy's force; 

15 Onward we drove beneath the Castle, caught, 
While crossing Magdalene Bridge, a glimpse of Cam,1 

And at the Hoop alighted, famous Inn! 
My Spirit was up, my thoughts were full of hope; 

Some friends I had, acquaintances who there 
20 Seemed friends, poor simple School-boys! now hung round 

With honor and importance: in a world 
Of welcome faces up and down I roved; 
Questions, directions, warnings, and advice 
Flowed in upon me, from all sides; fresh day 

25 Of pride and pleasure! to myself I seemed 
A man of business and expence, and went 
From shop to shop, about my own affairs, 
To Tutor or to Tailor, as befel, 
From street to street, with loose and careless mind. 

30 I was the Dreamer, they the dream: I roamed 
Delighted through the motley spectacle; 

2. Wordsworth may be recalling the conclusion of 
Coleridge's "France: An Ode" (1798), where, dis-
illusioned about the promise of liberty by the 
French Revolution, he writes that, while standing 

on a "sea-cliff's verge," "O Liberty! my spirit felt 
thee there." Wordsworth added lines 461—64 some 
years after Coleridge's death in 1834. 
I. The river that flows through Cambridge. 
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Gowns grave or gaudy, Doctors, Students, Streets, 
Courts, Cloisters, flocks of Churches, gateways, towers. 
Migration strange for a Stripling0 of the Hills, youngster 

35 A Northern Villager! As if the change 
Had waited on some Fairy's wand, at once 
Behold me rich in monies; and attired 
In splendid garb, with hose° of silk, and hair stockings 
Powdered like rimy2 trees, when frost is keen. 

40 My lordly dressing-gown, I pass it by, 
With other signs of manhood that supplied0 compensated for 
The lack of beard.—The weeks went roundly on 
With invitations, suppers, wine and fruit, 
Smooth housekeeping within, and all without 

45 Liberal,0 and suiting Gentleman's array! generous 
The Evangelist St. John my Patron was;3 

Three gothic Courts are his, and in the first 
Was my abiding-place, a nook obscure! 
Right underneath, the College Kitchens made 

50 A humming sound, less tuneable than bees, 
But hardly less industrious; with shrill notes 
Of sharp command and scolding intermixed. 
Near me hung Trinity's loquacious Clock, 
Who never let the quarters, night or day, 

55 Slip by him unproclaimed, and told the hours 
Twice over, with a male and female voice. 
Her pealing Organ was my neighbour too; 
And from my pillow, looking forth by light 
Of moon or favoring stars, I could behold 

60 The Antechapel, where the Statue stood 
Of Newton, with his prism,4 and silent face: 
The marble index of a Mind for ever 
Voyaging through strange seas of Thought, alone. 

Of College labors, of the Lecturer's room 
65 All studded round, as thick as chairs could stand, 

With loyal Students faithful to their books, 
Half-and-half Idlers, hardy Recusants,5 

And honest Dunces—of important days, 
Examinations when the man was weighed 

70 As in a balance! of excessive hopes, 
Tremblings withal, and commendable fears; 
Small jealousies, and triumphs good or bad, 
Let others, that know more, speak as they know. 
Such glory was but little sought by me 

75 And little won. Yet, from the first crude days 
Of settling time in this untried abode, 
I was disturbed at times by prudent thoughts, 

2. Covered with rime, frosted over. Fashion 
required the late-18th-century gentleman to wear 
powder in his hair. 
3. Wordsworth was a student at St. Johns Col-
lege, Cambridge University, in 1787—91. Book 3 
deals with his first year there, when he was 
seventeen. 
4. In the west end of Trinity Chapel, adjoining St. 

John's College, stands Roubiliac's statue of New-
ton holding the prism with which he had con-
ducted the experiments described in his Optics 
(1704). 
5. Those who do not conform to college discipline, 
particularly regulations about religious obser-
vance. 
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Wishing to hope, without a hope; some fears 
About my future worldly maintenance;6 

And, more than all, a strangeness in the mind, 
A feeling that I was not for that hour, 
Nor for that place. But wherefore be cast down? 
For (not to speak of Reason and her pure 
Reflective acts to fix the moral law 
Deep in the conscience; nor of Christian Hope 
Bowing her head before her Sister Faith 
As one far mightier),7 hither I had come, 
Bear witness, Truth, endowed with holy powers 
And faculties, whether to work or feel. 
Oft when the dazzling shew no longer new 
Had ceased to dazzle, ofttimes did I quit 
My Comrades, leave the Crowd, buildings and groves, 
And as I paced alone the level fields 
Far from those lovely sights and sounds sublime 
With which I had been conversant, the mind 
Drooped not, but there into herself returning 
With prompt rebound, seemed fresh as heretofore. 
At least I more distinctly recognized 
Her native0 instincts; let me dare to speak 
A higher language, say that now I felt 
What independent solaces were mine 
To mitigate the injurious sway of place 
Or circumstance, how far soever changed 
In youth, or to be changed in manhood's prime; 
Or, for the few who shall be called to look 
On the long shadows, in our evening years, 
Ordained Precursors to the night of death. 
As if awakened, summoned, roused, constrained, 
I looked for universal things, perused 
The common countenance of earth and sky; 
Earth no where unembellished by some trace 
Of that first paradise whence man was driven; 
And sky whose beauty and bounty are expressed 
By the proud name she bears, the name of heaven. 
I called on both to teach me what they might; 
Or, turning the mind in upon herself, 
Pored, watched, expected, listened, spread my thoughts 
And spread them with a wider creeping; felt 
Incumbencies more awful,8 visitings 
Of the Upholder, of the tranquil Soul 
That tolerates the indignities of Time; 
And, from his centre of eternity 
All finite motions overruling, lives 
In glory immutable. But peace!—enough 
Here to record I had ascended now 

6. Wordsworth was troubled by his family's expec-
tation that his success at his studies would lead to 
his appointment as a fellow of St. John's College 
at the end of his degree. 
7. This pious qualification, lines 83—87, was 

added by Wordsworth in late revisions of The Pre-
lude. In the version of 1805, he wrote: "I was a 
chosen son. / For hither I had come with holy pow-
ers / And faculties, whether to work or feel." 
8. I.e., the weight of more awe-inspiring moods. 
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To such community with highest truth. 
—A track pursuing, not untrod before, 
From strict analogies by thought supplied, 
Or consciousnesses not to be subdued, 

no To every natural form, rock, fruit or flower, 
Even the loose stones that cover the high-way, 
I gave a moral life; I saw them feel, 
Or linked them to some feeling: the great mass 
Lay bedded in a quickening0 soul, and all life-giving 

135 That I beheld respired with inward meaning. 
Add, that whate'er of Terror or of Love 
Or Beauty, Nature's daily face put on 
From transitory passion, unto this 
I was as sensitive as waters are 

140 To the sky's influence: in a kindred mood 
Of passion, was obedient as a lute 
That waits upon the touches of the wind.9 

Unknown, unthought of, yet I was most rich; 
I had a world about me; 'twas my own, 

145 I made it; for it only lived to me, 
And to the God who sees into the heart. 
Such sympathies, though rarely, were betrayed 
By outward gestures and by visible looks: 
Some called it madness—so, indeed, it was, 

i5o If child-like fruitfulness in passing joy, 
If steady moods of thoughtfulness, matured 
To inspiration, sort with such a name; 
If prophecy be madness; if things viewed 
By Poets in old time, and higher up 

155 By the first men, earth's first inhabitants, 
May in these tutored days no more be seen 
With undisordered sight. But, leaving this, 
It was no madness: for the bodily eye 
Amid my strongest workings evermore 

160 Was searching out the lines of difference 
As they lie hid in all external forms, 
Near or remote, minute or vast, an eye 
Which from a tree, a stone, a withered leaf, 
To the broad ocean, and the azure heavens 

165 Spangled with kindred multitudes of Stars, 
Could find no surface where its power might sleep; 
Which spake perpetual logic to my Soul, 
And by an unrelenting agency 
Did bind my feelings, even as in a chain. 

170 And here, O friend! have I retraced my life 
Up to an eminence,0 and told a tale high ground, hill 
Of matters which not falsely may be called 
The glory of my Youth. Of genius, power, 
Creation, and Divinity itself, 

175 I have been speaking, for my theme has been 
What passed within me. Not of outward things 

9. I.e., as an Eolian harp. 
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Done visibly for other minds; words, signs, 
Symbols, or actions, but of my own heart 
Have I been speaking, and my youthful mind. 

180 O Heavens! how awful is the might of Souls 
And what they do within themselves, while yet 
The yoke of earth is new to them, the world 
Nothing but a wild field where they were sown. 
This is, in truth, heroic argument, 

185 This genuine prowess, which I wished to touch 
With hand however weak,1 but in the main 
It lies far hidden from the reach of words. 
Points have we, all of us, within our Souls, 
Where all stand single: this I feel, and make 

190 Breathings for incommunicable powers.2 

But is not each a memory to himself? 
And, therefore, now that we must quit this theme, 
I am not heartless;0 for there's not a man disheartened 
That lives who hath not known his god-like hours, 

195 And feels not what an empire we inherit, 
As natural Beings, in the strength of Nature. 

No more:—for now into a populous plain 
We must descend.—A Traveller I am 
Whose tale is only of himself; even so, 

200 So be it, if the pure of heart be prompt 
To follow, and if Thou, O honored Friend! 
Who in these thoughts art ever at my side, 
Support, as heretofore, my fainting steps.3 

From Book Fourth 
Summer Vacation1 

[ T H E W A L K S WITH HIS T E R R I E R . T H E C I R C U I T O F T H E L A K E ] 

Among the favorites whom it pleased me well 
To see again, was one, by ancient right 

95 Our Inmate, a rough terrier of the hills, 
By birth and call of nature pre-ordained 
To hunt the badger, and unearth the fox, 
Among the impervious crags; but having been 
From youth our own adopted, he had passed 

ioo Into a gentler service. And when first 
The boyish spirit flagged, and day by day 
Along my veins I kindled with the stir, 
The fermentation and the vernal0 heat springtime 
Of poesy, affecting2 private shades 

1. An echo of Paradise Lost 9 .28 -29 , where Mil-
ton declares his subject to be as suitable for "heroic 
argument" as was the warfare that traditionally had 
been represented in epics. 
2. This obscure assertion may mean that he tries, 
inadequately, to express the inexpressible. 
3. The terms of this request to Coleridge suggest 

the relation to Dante of Virgil, his guide in the 
Inferno. 
1. Wordsworth returned to Hawkshead for his 
first summer vacation in 1788. 
2. "Affecting" in the sense of "preferring," but also 
suggesting a degree of affectation. 
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105 Like a sick lover, then this Dog was used 
To watch me, an attendant and a friend 
Obsequious to my steps, early and late, 
Though often of such dilatory walk 
Tired, and uneasy at the halts I made, 

no A hundred times when, roving high and low, 
I have been harrassed with the toil of verse, 
Much pains and little progress, and at once 
Some lovely Image in the Song rose up 
Full-formed, like Venus rising from the Sea;3 

ii5 Then have I darted forwards and let loose 
My hand upon his back, with stormy joy; 
Caressing him again, and yet again. 
And when at evening on the public Way 
I sauntered, like a river murmuring 

120 And talking to itself, when all things else 
Are still, the Creature trotted on before— 
Such was his custom; but whene'er he met 
A passenger0 approaching, he would turn foot traveler 
To give me timely notice; and, straitway, 

125 Grateful for that admonishment, I hushed 
My voice, composed my gait, and with the air 
And mien° of one whose thoughts are free, advanced look 
To give and take a greeting, that might save 
My name from piteous rumours, such as wait 

bo On men suspected to be crazed in brain. 
Those walks, well worthy to be prized and loved, 

Regretted! that word too was on my tongue, 
But they were richly laden with all good, 
And cannot be remembered but with thanks 

135 And gratitude, and perfect joy of heart; 
Those walks, in all their freshness, now came back, 
Like a returning Spring. When first I made 
Once more the circuit of our little Lake, 
If ever happiness hath lodged with man, 

no That day consummate0 happiness was mine, perfect 
Wide-spreading, steady, calm, contemplative. 
The sun was set, or setting, when I left 
Our cottage door, and evening soon brought on 
A sober hour,—not winning or serene, 

145 For cold and raw the air was, and untuned: 
But as a face we love is sweetest then 
When sorrow damps it; or, whatever look 
It chance to wear, is sweetest if the heart 
Have fulness in herself, even so with me 

150 It fared that evening. Gently did my Soul 
Put off her veil, and, self-transmuted, stood 
Naked, as in the presence of her God.4 

While on I walked, a comfort seemed to touch 

Venus, goddess of love, was born from the foam 
the sea. 
In Exodus 34 .30 -34 , when Moses descended 

from Mount Sinai, he wore a veil to hide from the 
Israelites the shining of his face, but removed the 
veil when, in privacy, he talked to God. 
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A heart that had not been disconsolate; 
155 Strength came where weakness was not known to be, 

At least not felt; and restoration came, 
Like an intruder, knocking at the door 
Of unacknowledged weariness. I took 
The balance, and with firm hand weighed myself. 

160 — O f that external scene which round me lay 
Little, in this abstraction, did I see, 
Remembered less; but I had inward hopes 
And swellings of the Spirit: was rapt and soothed, 
Conversed with promises; had glimmering views 

165 How life pervades the undecaying mind, 
How the immortal Soul with God-like power 
Informs, creates, and thaws the deepest sleep5 

That time can lay upon her; how on earth, 
Man, if he do but live within the light 

170 Of high endeavours, daily spreads abroad 
His being armed with strength that cannot fail. 
Nor was there want of milder thoughts, of love, 
Of innocence, and holiday repose; 
And more than pastoral quiet 'mid the stir 

175 Of boldest projects; and a peaceful end 
At last, or glorious, by endurance won. 
Thus musing, in a wood I sate me down, 
Alone, continuing there to muse; the slopes 
And heights, meanwhile, were slowly overspread 

180 With darkness; and before a rippling breeze 
The long lake lengthened out its hoary° line: gray-white 
And in the sheltered coppice6 where I sate, 
Around me from among the hazel leaves* 
Now here, now there, moved by the straggling wind, 

185 Came ever and anon a breath-like sound, 
Quick as the pantings of the faithful Dog, 
The off and on Companion of my walk; 
And such, at times, believing them to be, 
I turned my head, to look if he were there; 

190 Then into solemn thought I passed once more. 

[ T H E W A L K H O M E F R O M T H E D A N C E . T H E D I S C H A R G E D S O L D I E R ] 

* * * 'Mid a throng 
310 Of Maids and Youths, old Men and Matrons staid, 

A medley of all tempers,7 I had passed 
The night in dancing, gaiety, and mirth; 
With din of instruments, and shuffling feet, 
And glancing forms, and tapers" glittering, candles 

315 And unaimed prattle flying up and d o w n -
Spirits upon the stretch, and here and there 
Slight shocks of young love-liking interspersed, 
Whose transient pleasure mounted to the head, 

5. "Informs" and "creates" are probably to be read 6. A clump of small trees and underbrush, 
as intransitive verbs, whereas "thaws" has "sleep" 7. Temperaments, types of character, 
for its direct object. 
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And tingled through the veins. Ere we retired 
320 The cock had crowed; and now the eastern sky 

Was kindling, not unseen from humble copse 
And open field through which the pathway wound 
That homeward led my steps. Magnificent 
The Morning rose, in memorable pomp, 

325 Glorious as e'er I had beheld; in front 
The Sea lay laughing at a distance;—near, 
The solid mountains shone bright as the clouds, 
Grain-tinctured, drenched in empyrean light;8 

And, in the meadows and the lower grounds, 
330 Was all the sweetness of a common dawn; 

Dews, vapours, and the melody of birds; 
And Labourers going forth to till the fields. 

Ah! need I say, dear Friend, that to the brim 
My heart was full: I made no vows, but vows 

335 Were then made for me; bond unknown to me 
Was given, that I should be, else sinning greatly, 
A dedicated Spirit. On I walked 
In thankful blessedness which yet survives. 

$ a $ 

370 Once, when those summer Months 
Were flown, and Autumn brought its annual shew 
Of oars with oars contending, sails with sails, 
Upon Winander's9 spacious breast, it chanced 
That—after I had left a flower-decked room 

375 (Whose in-door pastime, lighted-up, survived 
To a late hour) and spirits overwrought1 

Were making night do penance for a day 
Spent in a round of strenuous idleness— 
My homeward course led up a long ascent 

380 Where the road's watery surface, to the top 
Of that sharp rising, glittered to the moon 
And bore the semblance of another stream 
Stealing with silent lapse2 to join the brook 
That murmured in the Vale. All else was still; 

385 No living thing appeared in earth or air, 
And, save the flowing Water's peaceful voice, 
Sound was there none: but lo! an uncouth" shape strange 
Shewn by a sudden turning of the road, 
So near, that, slipping back into the shade 

390 Of a thick hawthorn, I could mark him well, 
Myself unseen. He was of stature tall, 
A span3 above man's common measure tall. 

8. Celestial light, referring to the universe's out-
ermost sphere, thought to be composed of fire. 
"Grain-tinctured": as if dyed in the grain, dyed fast, 
by the dawn light. 
9. Lake Windermere's. 
1. Worked up to a high pitch. Wordsworth is 
describing a party at which the "pastime" had been 
dancing. The description of the meeting with the 
discharged soldier that follows was written in 1798 

as an independent poem, which Wordsworth later 
incorporated in The Prelude. 
2. Flowing. Wordsworth is remembering a 
description that his sister, Dorothy, had entered 
into her journal in January 1798, a few days before 
he composed this passage: "The road to the village 
of Holford glittered like another stream." 
3. About nine inches (the distance between 
extended thumb and little finger). 
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Stiff, lank, and upright;—a more meagre 0 man emaciated 
Was never seen before by night or day. 
Long were his arms, pallid his hands;—his mouth 
Looked ghastly 0 in the moonlight. From behind, ghostly 
A mile-stone propped him; I could also ken° see 
That he was clothed in military garb, 
Though faded, yet entire. Companionless, 
No dog attending, by no staff sustained 
He stood; and in his very dress appeared 
A desolation, a simplicity 
To which the trappings of a gaudy world 
Make a strange background. From his lips erelong 
Issued low muttered sounds, as if of pain 
Or some uneasy thought; yet still his form 
Kept the same awful steadiness;—at his feet 
His shadow lay and moved not. From self-blame 
Not wholly free, I watched him thus; at length 
Subduing my heart's specious cowardice, 4 

I left the shady nook where I had stood, 
And hailed him. Slowly, from his resting-place 
He rose; and, with a lean and wasted arm 
In measured gesture lifted to his head, 
Returned my salutation: then resumed 
His station as before; and when I asked 
His history, the Veteran, in reply, 
Was neither slow nor eager; but, unmoved, 
And with a quiet uncomplaining voice, 
A stately air of mild indifference, 
He told, in few plain words, a Soldier's tale— 
That in the Tropic Islands he had served, 
Whence he had landed, scarcely three weeks past, 
That on his landing he had been dismissed, 5 

And now was travelling towards his native home. 
This heard, I said in pity, "Come with me." 
He stooped, and straightway from the ground took up 
An oaken staff, by me yet unobserved— 
A staff which must have dropped from his slack hand 
And lay till now neglected in the grass. 

Though weak his step and cautious, he appeared 
To travel without pain, and I beheld, 
With an astonishment but ill suppressed, 
His ghastly figure moving at my side; 
Nor could I, while we journeyed thus, forbear 
To turn from present hardships to the past, 
And speak of war, battle, and pestilence, 
Sprinkling this talk with questions, better spared, 
On what he might himself have seen or felt. 
He all the while was in demeanour calm, 

4. I.e., he had been deceiving himself in thinking 
that the motive for his delay was not cowardice. 
5. The Tropic Islands are the West Indies. During 
the 1790s tens of thousands of soldiers were sta-
tioned there to protect Britain's colonial holdings 

from the French and to quell slave rebellions. 
Many contracted tropical diseases and died, or else 
were rendered unfit for further service and dis-
charged. 
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Concise in answer; solemn and sublime 
He might have seemed, but that in all he said 
There was a strange half-absence, as of one 
Knowing too well the importance of his theme, 

445 But feeling it no longer. Our discourse 
Soon ended, and together on we passed, 
In silence, through a wood, gloomy and still. 
Up-turning then along an open field, 
We reached a Cottage. At the door I knocked, 

450 And earnestly to charitable care 
Commended him, as a poor friendless Man 
Belated, and by sickness overcome. 
Assured that now the Traveller would repose 
In comfort, I entreated, that henceforth 

455 He would not linger in the public ways, 
But ask for timely furtherance0 and help, assistance 
Such as his state required.—At this reproof, 
With the same ghastly mildness in his look, 
He said, "My trust is in the God of Heaven, 

460 And in the eye of him who passes me." 
The Cottage door was speedily unbarred, 

And now the Soldier touched his hat once more 
With his lean hand; and, in a faltering voice 
Whose tone bespake reviving interests 

465 Till then unfelt, he thanked me; I returned 
The farewell blessing of the patient Man, 
And so we parted. Back I cast a look, 
And lingered near the door a little space; 
Then sought with quiet heart my distant home. 

From- Book Fifth 
Books 

[THE DREAM OF T H E ARAB] 

45 * * 4 Oh! why hath not the Mind 
Some element to stamp her image on 
In nature somewhat nearer to her own? 
Why gifted with such powers to send abroad 
Her spirit, must it lodge in shrines so frail?1 

50 One day, when from my lips a like complaint 
Had fallen in presence of a studious friend, 
He with a smile made answer that in truth 
'Twas going far to seek disquietude, 
But, on the front of his reproof, confessed 

55 That he himself had oftentimes given way 
To kindred hauntings. Whereupon I told 
That once in the stillness of a summer's noon, 
While I was seated in a rocky cave 

1. Wordsworth is describing his recurrent fear that some holocaust might wipe out all books, the frail and 
perishable repositories of all human wisdom and poetry. 
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By the sea-side, perusing, so it chanced, 
60 The famous history of the errant Knight 

Recovered by Cervantes,2 these same thoughts 
Beset me, and to height unusual rose, 
While listlessly I sate, and, having closed 
The Book, had turned my eyes tow'rd the wide Sea. 

65 On Poetry, and geometric truth, 
And their high privilege of lasting life, 
From all internal injury exempt, 
I mused; upon these chiefly: and, at length, 
My senses yielding to the sultry air, 

70 Sleep seized me, and I passed into a dream. 
I saw before me stretched a boundless plain, 
Of sandy wilderness, all blank and void; 
And as I looked around, distress and fear 
Came creeping over me, when at my side, 

75 Close at my side, an uncouth0 Shape appeared strange 
Upon a Dromedary,0 mounted high. camel 
He seemed an Arab of the Bedouin Tribes:3 

A Lance he bore, and underneath one arm 
A Stone; and, in the opposite hand, a Shell 

so Of a surpassing brightness. At the sight 
Much I rejoiced, not doubting but a Guide 
Was present, one who with unerring skill 
Would through the desert lead me; and while yet 
I looked, and looked, self-questioned what this freight 

85 Which the New-comer carried through the Waste 
Could mean, the Arab told me that the Stone 
(To give it in the language of the Dream) 
Was Euclid's Elements;4 "and this," said he, 
"This other," pointing to the Shell, "this book 

90 Is something of more worth": and, at the word, 
Stretched forth the Shell, so beautiful in shape, 
In color so resplendent, with command 
That I should hold it to my ear. I did so ,— 
And heard, that instant, in an unknown tongue, 

95 Which yet I understood, articulate sounds, 
A loud prophetic blast of harmony— 
An Ode, in passion uttered, which foretold 
Destruction to the Children of the Earth, 
By Deluge now at hand. No sooner ceased 

ioo The Song than the Arab with calm look declared 
That all would come to pass, of which the voice 
Had given forewarning, and that he himself 
Was going then to bury those two Books: 
The One that held acquaintance with the stars, 

105 And wedded Soul to Soul in purest bond 

2. I.e., Don Quixote, the 17th-eentury novel about 
a man unable to distinguish between books' 
romantic fictions and his own reality. In the 1805 
Prelude the dream vision that follows is that of the 
friend mentioned in line 51. It is, in fact, closely 
modeled on a dream actually dreamt by the 17 th-
century French philosopher Descartes and recor-

ded by a biographer. 
3. Mathematics had flourished among the Arabs— 
hence the Arab rider. 
4. Celebrated book on plane geometry and the 
theory of numbers by the Greek mathematician 
Euclid; it continued to be used as a textbook into 
the 19th century. 
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Of Reason, undisturbed by space or time: 
Th'other, that was a God, yea many Gods, 
Had voices more than all the winds, with power 
To exhilarate the Spirit, and to soothe, 

no Through every clime, the heart of human kind. 
While this was uttering, strange as it may seem, 
I wondered not, although I plainly saw 
The One to be a Stone, the Other a Shell, 
Nor doubted once but that they both were Books; 

115 Having a perfect faith in all that passed. 
Far stronger now grew the desire I felt 
To cleave unto this Man; but when I prayed 
To share his enterprize, he hurried on, 
Reckless0 of me: I followed, not unseen, heedless 

120 For oftentimes he cast a backward look, 
Grasping his twofold treasure. Lance in rest, 
He rode, I keeping pace with him; and now 
He to my fancy had become the Knight 
Whose tale Cervantes tells; yet not the Knight, 

125 But was an Arab of the desert, too, 
Of these was neither, and was both at once. 
His countenance, meanwhile, grew more disturbed, 
And looking backwards when he looked, mine eyes 
Saw, over half the wilderness diffused, 

bo A bed of glittering light: I asked the cause. 
"It is," said he, "the waters of the Deep 
Gathering upon us"; quickening then the pace 
Of the unwieldy Creature he bestrode, 
He left me; I called after him aloud,— 

135 He heeded not; but with his twofold charge 
Still in his grasp, before me, full in view, 
Went hurrying o'er the illimitable Waste 
With the fleet waters of a drowning World 
In chase of him; whereat I waked in terror; 

140 And saw the Sea before me, and the Book, 
In which I had been reading, at my side. 

[THE BOY OF W I N A N D E R ] 

There was a Boy;5—ye knew him well, Ye Cliffs 
And Islands of Winander!—many a time 
At evening, when the earliest stars began 
To move along the edges of the hills, 

370 Rising or setting, would he stand alone, 
Beneath the trees, or by the glimmering lake; 
And there, with fingers interwoven, both hands 
Pressed closely palm to palm and to his mouth 
Uplifted, he, as through an instrument, 

375 Blew mimic hootings to the silent owls 
That they might answer him.—And they would shout 

5. In an early manuscript version of this passage, Wordsworth uses the first-person pronoun. The experi-
ence he describes was thus apparently his own. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



3 6 0 / W I L L I A M W O R D S W O R T H 

Across the watery Vale, and shout again, 
Responsive to his call,—with quivering peals, 
And long halloos, and screams, and echoes loud 

380 Redoubled and redoubled; concourse wild 
Of jocund din! and when a lengthened pause 
Of silence came, and baffled his best skill, 
Then, sometimes, in that silence, while he hung 
Listening, a gentle shock of mild surprize 

385 Has carried far into his heart6 the voice 
Of mountain torrents; or the visible scene 
Would enter unawares into his mind 
With all its solemn imagery, its rocks, 
Its woods, and that uncertain heaven, received 

390 Into the bosom of the steady lake. 
This Boy was taken from his Mates, and died 

In childhood, ere he was full twelve years old. 
Fair is the Spot, most beautiful the Vale 
Where he was born: the grassy Church-yard hangs 

395 Upon a slope above the Village School; 
And through that Church-yard when my way has led 
On summer evenings, I believe that there 
A long half-hour together I have stood 
Mute—looking at the grave in which he lies! 

400 Even now appears before the mind's clear eye 
That self-same Village Church; I see her sit 
(The throned Lady whom erewhile we hailed) 
On her green hill, forgetful of this Boy 
Who slumbers at her feet, forgetful, too, 

405 Of all her silent neighbourhood of graves, 
And listening only to the gladsome sounds 
That, from the rural School ascending, play 
Beneath her, and about her. May she long 
Behold a race of Young Ones like to those 

410 With whom I herded! (easily, indeed, 
We might have fed upon a fatter soil 
Of Arts and Letters, but be that forgiven) 
A race of real children; not too wise, 
Too learned, or too good: but wanton,0 fresh, playful 

415 And bandied up and down by love and hate; 
Not unresentful where self-justified; 
Fierce, moody, patient, venturous, modest, shy; 
Mad at their sports like withered leaves in winds: 
Though doing wrong and suffering, and full oft 

420 Bending beneath our life's mysterious weight 
Of pain, and doubt, and fear; yet yielding not 
In happiness to the happiest upon earth. 
Simplicity in habit, truth in speech, 
Be these the daily strengtheners of their minds! 

6. Thomas De Quincey responded to this line in capacities of re-echoing the sublimities of nature, 
Recollections of the Lakes and the Lake Poets: "This has always struck me as with a flash of sublime 
very expression, 'far,' by which space and its infin- revelation." 
ities are attributed to the human heart, and to its 
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425 May books and nature be their early joy! 
And knowledge, rightly honored with that name, 
Knowledge not purchased by the loss of power! 

[ "THE MYSTERY OF WORDS"] 

Here must we pause; this only let me add, 
From heart-experience, and in humblest sense 
Of modesty, that he, who, in his youth, 
A daily Wanderer among woods and fields, 

590 With living Nature hath been intimate, 
Not only in that raw unpractised time 
Is stirred to extasy, as others are, 
By glittering verse; but, further, doth receive, 
In measure only dealt out to himself, 

595 Knowledge and increase of enduring joy 
From the great Nature that exists in works 
Of mighty Poets. Visionary Power 
Attends the motions of the viewless0 winds invisible 
Embodied in the mystery of words: 

600 There darkness makes abode, and all the host 
Of shadowy things work endless changes there, 
As in a mansion like their proper home. 
Even forms and substances are circumfused 
By that transparent veil with light divine; 

605 And, through the turnings intricate of verse, 
Present themselves as objects recognized, 
In flashes, and with glory not their own. 

From Book Sixth 
Cambridge, and the Alps 

["HUMAN NATURE SEEMING BORN AGAIN"] 

When the third summer freed us from restraint,' 
A youthful Friend, he too a Mountaineer, 

325 Not slow to share my wishes, took his staff, 
And, sallying forth, we journeyed, side by side, 
Bound to the distant Alps. A hardy slight 
Did this unprecedented course imply 
Of College studies and their set rewards;2 

330 Nor had, in truth, the scheme been formed by me 
Without uneasy forethought of the pain, 
The censures, and ill-omening of those 

1. After reviewing briefly his second and third 
years at Cambridge. Wordsworth here describes 
his trip through France and Switzerland with a col-
lege friend, Robert Jones, during the succeeding 
summer vacation, in 1790. France was then in the 
"golden hours" of the early period of the Revolu-
tion; the fall of the Bastille had occurred on July 

14 of the preceding year. 
2. Universities in Britain allow longer vacations 
than those in North America, on the assumption 
that they will be used for study. In the upcoming 
term Wordsworth faces his final examinations. His 
ranking in those will determine his career pros-
pects. 
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To whom my worldly interests were dear. 
But Nature then was Sovereign in my mind, 
And mighty Forms, seizing a youthful fancy, 
Had given a charter 3 to irregular hopes. 
In any age of uneventful calm 
Among the Nations, surely would my heart 
Have been possessed by similar desire; 
But Europe at that time was thrilled with joy, 
France standing on the top of golden hours, 
And human nature seeming born again. 

[CROSSING SIMPLON PASS] 

9 * 4 That very day, 
From a bare ridge we also first beheld 
Unveiled the summit of Mont Blanc, and grieved 
To have a soulless image on the eye 
Which had usurped upon a living thought 
That never more could be. 4 The wondrous Vale 
Of Chamouny 5 stretched far below, and soon 
With its dumb 0 cataracts, and streams of ice, silent 
A motionless array of mighty waves, 
Five rivers broad and vast, made rich amends, 
And reconciled us to realities. 
There small birds warble from the leafy trees, 
The eagle soars high in the element; 
There doth the Reaper bind the yellow sheaf, 
The Maiden spread the hay-cock in the sun, 
While Winter like a well-tamed lion walks, 
Descending from the Mountain to make sport 
Among the Cottages by beds of flowers. 

Whate'er in this wide circuit we beheld, 
Or heard, was fitted to our unripe state 
Of intellect and heart. With such a book 
Before our eyes we could not chuse but read 
Lessons of genuine brotherhood, the plain 
And universal reason of mankind, 
The truths of Young and Old. Nor, side by side 
Pacing, two social Pilgrims, or alone 
Each with his humour , 6 could we fail to abound 
In dreams and fictions pensively composed, 
Dejection taken up for pleasure's sake, 
And gilded sympathies; the willow wreath, 7 

And sober posies 8 of funereal flowers 
Gathered, among those solitudes sublime, 
From formal gardens of the Lady Sorrow, 
Did sweeten many a meditative hour. 

Yet still in me with those soft luxuries 

3. Privileged freedom. 
4. The "image" is the actual sight of Mont Blanc, 
as against what the poet has imagined the famous 
Swiss mountain to be. 
5. Chamonix, a valley in eastern France, north of 

Mont Blanc. 
6. Temperament, or state of mind. 
7. Cliched symbol of sorrow. "Gilded": laid on like 
gilt; i.e., superficial. 
8. Small bunches of flowers. 
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Mixed something of stern mood, an under thirst 
560 Of vigor seldom utterly allayed. 

And from that source how different a sadness 
Would issue, let one incident make known. 
When from the Vallais we had turned, and clomb° climbed 
Along the Simplon's steep and rugged road, 9 

565 Following a band of Muleteers, we reached 
A halting-place where all together took 
Their noon-tide meal. Hastily rose our Guide, 
Leaving us at the Board; 0 awhile we lingered, i.e., eating the meal 
Then paced the beaten downward way that led 

570 Right to a rough stream's edge and there broke off. 
The only track now visible was one 
That from the torrent's further brink held forth 
Conspicuous invitation to ascend 
A lofty mountain. After brief delay 

575 Crossing the unbridged stream, that road we took 
And clomb with eagerness, till anxious fears 
Intruded, for we failed to overtake 
Our Comrades gone before. By fortunate chance, 
While every moment added doubt to doubt, 

580 A Peasant met us, from whose mouth we learned 
That to the Spot which had perplexed us first 
We must descend, and there should find the road, 
Which in the stony channel of the Stream 
Lay a few steps, and then along its banks, 

585 And that our future course, all plain to sight, 
Was downwards, with the current of that Stream. 
Loth to believe what we so grieved to hear, 
For still we had hopes that pointed to the clouds, 
We questioned him again, and yet again; 

590 But every word that from the Peasant's lips 
Came in reply, translated by our feelings, 
Ended in this, that we had crossed the Alps.1 

Imagination—here the Power so called 
Through sad incompetence of human speech— 

595 That awful 0 Power rose from the Mind's abyss awe-inspiring 
Like an unfathered vapour 2 that enwraps 
At once some lonely Traveller. I was lost, 
Halted without an effort to break through; 
But to my conscious soul I now can say, 

600 "I recognize thy glory"; in such strength 
Of usurpation, when the light of sense 
Goes out, but with a flash that has revealed 
The invisible world, doth Greatness make abode, 
There harbours, whether we be young or old; 

605 Our destiny, our being's heart and home, 
Is with infinitude, and only there; 

9. The Simplon Pass through the Alps. time of writing the passage, as the 1805 text explic-
1. As Dorothy Wordsworth baldly put it later on, itly says: "Imagination! lifting up itself / Before the 
"The ambition of youth was disappointed at these eye and progress of my Song." 
tidings." The visionary experience that follows 2. Sudden vapor from no apparent source, 
(lines 5 9 3 - 6 1 7 ) occurred not in the Alps but at the 
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With hope it is, hope that can never die, 
Effort, and expectation, and desire, 
And something evermore about to be. 

6io Under such banners militant the Soul 
Seeks for no trophies, struggles for no spoils, 
That may attest her prowess, blest in thoughts 
That are their own perfection and reward, 
Strong in herself, and in beatitude3 

615 That hides her like the mighty flood of Nile 
Poured from his fount of Abyssinian clouds 
To fertilize the whole Egyptian plain. 

The melancholy slackening that ensued 
Upon those tidings by the Peasant given 

620 Was soon dislodged; downwards we hurried fast 
And, with the half-shaped road, which we had missed, 
Entered a narrow chasm. The brook and road 
Were fellow-Travellers in this gloomy Strait, 
And with them did we journey several hours 

625 At a slow pace. The immeasurable height 
Of woods decaying, never to be decayed, 
The stationary blasts of waterfalls, 
And in the narrow rent at every turn 
Winds thwarting winds, bewildered and forlorn, 

630 The torrents shooting from the clear blue sky, 
The rocks that muttered close upon our ears, 
Black drizzling crags that spake by the way-side 
As if a voice were in them, the sick sight 
And giddy prospect of the raving stream, 

635 The unfettered clouds, and region of the Heavens, 
Tumult and peace, the darkness and the light— 
Were all like workings of one mind, the features 
Of the same face, blossoms upon one tree, 
Characters of the great Apocalypse, 

640 The types and symbols of Eternity,4 

Of first and last, and midst, and without end.5 

From Book Seventh 
Residence in London1 

[THE BLIND BEGGAR. BARTHOLOMEW FAIR] 

As the black storm upon the mountain top 
620 Sets off the sunbeam in the Valley, so 

That huge fermenting Mass of human-kind 

3. The ultimate blessedness or happiness. 
4. The objects in this natural scene are like the 
written words ("characters") of the Apocalypse— 
i.e., of the Book of Revelation, the last book of the 
New Testament. "Types": signs foreshadowing the 
future. 
5. Cf. Revelation 1.8: "1 am Alpha and Omega, the 
beginning and the ending, saith the Lord." The 

phrase is repeated in Revelation 21.6, after the ful-
fillment of the last things. In Paradise Lost 5.153— 
65 Milton says that the things created declare their 
Creator, and calls on all to extol "him first, him 
last, him midst, and without end." 
1. Wordsworth spent three and a half months in 
London in 1 791. 
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Serves as a solemn background or relief 
To single forms and objects, whence they draw, 
For feeling and contemplative regard, 

625 More than inherent liveliness and power. 
How oft amid those overflowing streets 
Have I gone forward with the Crowd, and said 
Unto myself, "The face of every one 
That passes by me is a mystery!" 

630 Thus have I looked, nor ceased to look, oppressed 
By thoughts of what and whither, when and how, 
Until the Shapes before my eyes became 
A second-sight procession, such as glides 
Over still mountains, or appears in dreams. 

635 And once, far-travelled in such mood, beyond 
The reach of common indication, lost 
Amid the moving pageant, I was smitten 
Abruptly with the view (a sight not rare) 
Of a blind Beggar who, with upright face, 

640 Stood propped against a Wall; upon his chest 
Wearing a written paper to explain 
His Story, whence he came, and who he was. 
Caught by the spectacle, my mind turned round 
As with the might of waters; an apt type 

645 This Label seemed, of the utmost we can know 
Both of ourselves and of the universe; 
And on the Shape of that unmoving Man, 
His steadfast face, and sightless eyes, I gazed 
As if admonished from another world. 

650 Though reared upon the base of outward things, 
Structures like these the excited Spirit mainly 
Builds for herself. Scenes different there are, 
Full-formed, that take, with small internal help, 
Possession of the faculties—the peace 

655 That comes with night; the deep solemnity 
Of Nature's intermediate hours of rest, 
When the great tide of human life stands still, 
The business of the day to come—unborn, 
Of that gone by—locked up as in the grave;2 

660 The blended calmness of the heavens and earth, 
Moonlight, and stars, and empty streets, and sounds 
Unfrequent as in deserts: at late hours 
Of winter evenings when unwholesome rains 
Are falling hard, with people yet astir, 

665 The feeble salutation from the voice 
Of some unhappy woman,3 now and then 
Heard as we pass; when no one looks about, 
Nothing is listened to. But these, I fear, 
Are falsely catalogued;4 things that are, are not, 

670 As the mind answers to them, or the heart 

2. The sonnet "Composed upon Westminster 4. Mistakenly classified, because what things are 
Bridge" describes a similar response to London depends on the attitude with which they are per-
when its "mighty heart is lying still." ceived. 
3. Perhaps a prostitute. 
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Is prompt or slow to feel. What say you, then, 
To times when half the City shall break out 
Full of one passion, vengeance, rage, or fear? 
To executions,s to a Street on fire, 

675 Mobs, riots, or rejoicings? From these sights 
Take one, that annual Festival, the Fair 
Holden where Martyrs suffered in past time, 
And named of St. Bartholomew;6 there see 
A work completed to our hands, that lays, 

680 If any spectacle on earth can do, 
The whole creative powers of Man asleep! 
For once the Muse's help will we implore, 
And she shall lodge us, wafted on her wings, 
Above the press and danger of the Crowd, 

685 Upon some Shewman's platform. What a shock 
For eyes and ears! what anarchy and din 
Barbarian and infernal—a phantasma7 

Monstrous in color, motion, shape, sight, sound! 
Below, the open space, through every nook 

690 Of the wide area, twinkles, is alive 
With heads; the midway region and above 
Is thronged with staring pictures, and huge scrolls, 
Dumb proclamations of the Prodigies! 
With chattering monkeys dangling from their poles, 

695 And children whirling in their roundabouts;0 merry-go-rounds 
With those that stretch the neck, and strain the eyes; 
And crack the voice in rivalship, the crowd 
Inviting; with buffoons against buffoons 
Grimacing, writhing, screaming, him who grinds 

700 The hurdy-gurdy,8 at the fiddle weaves, 
Rattles the salt-box,9 thumps the Kettle-drum; 
And him who at the trumpet puffs his cheeks; 
The silver-collared Negro with his timbrel;0 tambourine 
Equestrians, tumblers, women, girls, and boys, 

705 Blue-breeched, pink-vested, with high-towering plumes. 
—All moveables of wonder from all parts 
And here, Albinos, painted-Indians, Dwarfs, 
The Horse of Knowledge, and the learned Pig,1 

The Stone-eater, the Man that swallows fire— 
710 Giants, Ventriloquists, the Invisible-girl, 

The Bust that speaks, and moves its goggling eyes, 
The Wax-work, Clock-work, all the marvellous craft 
Of modern Merlins,2 Wild-beasts, Puppet-shews, 
All out-o'th'-way, far-fetched, perverted things,3 

5. Executions were public events in England until 
1868. 
6. This huge fair was long held in Smithfield, the 
place where, on St. Bartholomew's Day, August 24, 
Protestants had been executed in Queen Mary's 
reign (1553-58) . 
7. Fantasy of a disordered mind. Perhaps sugges-
tive too of "phantasmagoria," the name given, start-
ing in 1802, to the exhibition of optical illusions 
that showmen mounted by means of a kind of slide 
projector. 

8. A stringed instrument, sounded by a turning 
wheel covered by rosin. 
9. A wooden box, rattled and beaten with a stick. 
1. Animals trained to tap out answers to arith-
metic questions, etc. 
2. Magicians. Merlin was the magician in Arthu-
rian romance. 
3. Cf. Milton's description of Hell as containing 
"Perverse, ail monstrous, all prodigious things" 
{Paradise Lost 2.625). 
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715 All freaks of Nature, all Promethean4 thoughts 
Of man; his dullness, madness, and their feats, 
All jumbled up together, to compose 
A Parliament of Monsters. Tents and Booths, 
Meanwhile, as if the whole were one vast mill, 

720 Are vomiting, receiving, on all sides, 
Men, Women, three-years' Children, Babes in arms. 

Oh blank confusion! true epitome 
Of what the mighty City is herself 
To thousands upon thousands of her Sons, 

725 Living amid the same perpetual whirl 
Of trivial objects, melted and reduced 
To one identity, by differences 
That have no law, no meaning, and no end; 
Oppression under which even highest minds 

730 Must labour, whence the strongest are not free! 
But though the picture weary out the eye, 
By nature an unmanageable sight, 
It is not wholly so to him who looks 
In steadiness, who hath among least things 

735 An undersense of greatest; sees the parts 
As parts, but with a feeling of the whole. 

This did I feel in London's vast Domain; 
The Spirit of Nature was upon me there; 
The Soul of Beauty and enduring life 
Vouchsafed0 her inspirations; and diffused, granted. 

770 Through meagre lines and colours, and the press 
Of self-destroying transitory things, 
Composure, and ennobling harmony. 

From Book Eighth 
Retrospect, Love of Nature leading 

to Love of Man1 

[THE S H E P H E R D IN T H E MIST] 

* * * A rambling School-boy, thus 
I felt his° presence in his own domain the shepherd's 
As of a Lord and Master; or a Power 
Or Genius,0 under Nature, under God presiding spirit 

260 Presiding; and severest solitude 
Had more commanding looks when he was there. 
When up the lonely brooks on rainy days 
Angling I went, or trod the trackless hills 
By mists bewildered, suddenly mine eyes 

4. Of daring creativity. In Greek mythology Pro-
metheus made man out of clay and taught him the 
arts. 
1. In this book Wordsworth reviews the first 

twenty-one years of his life to trace the transfer of 
his earlier feelings for nature to the shepherds and 
other working people who inhabited the landscape 
he loved. 
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265 Have glanced upon him distant a few steps, 
In size a Giant, stalking through thick fog,2 

His sheep like Greenland bears;0 or, as he stepped -polar bears 
Beyond the boundary line of some hill-shadow, 
His form hath flashed upon me, glorified 

270 By the deep radiance of the setting sun:3 

Or him have I descried in distant sky, 
A solitary object and sublime, 
Above all height! like an aerial cross 
Stationed alone upon a spiry rock 

275 Of the Chartreuse,4 for worship. Thus was Man 
Ennobled outwardly before my sight, 
And thus my heart was early introduced 
To an unconscious love and reverence 
Of human nature; hence the human Form 

280 To me became an index of delight, 
Of grace, and honor, power, and worthiness. 
Meanwhile this Creature, spiritual almost 
As those of Books, but more exalted far; 
Far more of an imaginative Form 

285 Than the gay Corin of the groves, who lives 
For his own fancies, or to dance by the hour 
In coronal, with Phillis5 in the midst— 
Was, for the purposes of Kind,6 a Man 
With the most common; husband, father; learned, 

290 Could teach, admonish, suffered with the rest 
From vice and folly, wretchedness and fear; 
Of this I little saw, cared less for it; 
But something must have felt. * * * 

From Book Ninth 
Residence in France1 

[PARIS AND ORLEANS. BECOMES A "PATRIOT"] 

—France lured me forth, the realm that I had crossed 
35 So lately, journeying toward the snow-clad Alps. 

But now relinquishing the scrip0 and staff2 knapsack 
And all enjoyment which the summer sun 
Sheds round the steps of those who meet the day 
With motion constant as his own, I went 

2. Wordsworth borrows this image from James 
Thomson's Autumn (1730), lines 727—29. 
3. A "glory" is a mountain phenomenon in which 
the enlarged figure of a person is seen projected by 
the sun on the mist, with a radiance about its head. 
Cf. Coleridge's "Dejection: An Ode," line 54 
(p. 467). 
4. In his tour of the Alps, Wordsworth had been 
deeply impressed by the Chartreuse, a Carthusian 
monastery in France, with its soaring cross visible 
against the sky. 
5. Corin and Phillis, shepherd and shepherdess 

dancing in their coronals, or wreaths of flowers, 
were stock characters in earlier pastoral literature. 
6. I.e., in carrying out the tasks of humankind. 
1. Wordsworth's second visit to France, while he 
was twenty-one and twenty-two years of age 
(1791—92), came during a crucial period of the 
French Revolution. This book deals with his stay 
at Paris, Orleans, and Blois, when he developed his 
passionate partisanship for the French people and 
the revolutionary cause. 
2. Emblems of the pilgrim traveling on foot. 
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40 Prepared to sojourn in a pleasant Town3 

Washed by the current of the stately Loire. 
Through Paris lay my readiest course, and there 

Sojourning a few days, I visited 
In haste each spot, of old or recent fame, 

45 The latter chiefly; from the field of Mars4 

Down to the suburbs of St. Anthony;5 

And from Mont Martyr6 southward to the Dome 
Of Genevieve.7 In both her clamorous Halls, 
The National Synod and the Jacobins,8 

so I saw the Revolutionary Power 
Toss like a Ship at anchor, rocked by storms; 
The Arcades I traversed, in the Palace huge 
Of Orleans,9 coasted round and round the line 
Of Tavern, Brothel, Gaming-house, and Shop, 

55 Great rendezvous of worst and best, the walk 
Of all who had a purpose, or had not; 
I stared, and listened with a Stranger's ears 
To Hawkers and Haranguers, hubbub wild! 
And hissing Factionists, with ardent eyes, 

60 In knots, or pairs, or single. Not a look 
Hope takes, or Doubt or Fear are forced to wear, 
But seemed there present, and I scanned them all, 
Watched every gesture uncontrollable 
Of anger, and vexation, and despite, 

65 All side by side, and struggling face to face 
With Gaiety and dissolute Idleness. 
—Where silent zephyrs0 sported with the dust breezes 
Of the Bastille,1 I sate in the open sun, 
And from the rubbish gathered up a stone 

70 And pocketed the Relic in the guise 
Of an Enthusiast; yet, in honest truth, 
I looked for Something that I could not find, 
Affecting more emotion than I felt; 
For 'tis most certain that these various sights, 

75 However potent their first shock, with me 
Appeared to recompence the Traveller's pains 
Less than the painted Magdalene of Le Brun,2 

A Beauty exquisitely wrought, with hair 
Dishevelled, gleaming eyes, and rueful cheek 

so Pale, and bedropp'd with everflowing tears. 
But hence to my more permanent Abode3 

3. Orleans, on the Loire River, where Wordsworth 
stayed from December 1791 until he moved to 
Blois early the next year. 
4. The Champ de Mars, where during the Festival 
of the Federation in 1790 Louis XVI swore fidelity 
to the new constitution. 
5. Faubourg St. Antoine, near the Bastille, a mil-
itant working-class district and center of revolu-
tionary violence. 
6. Montmartre, a hill on which revolutionary 
meetings were held. 
7. Became the Pantheon, a burial place for heroes 
of the Revolution such as Voltaire and Rousseau. 

8. The club of radical democratic revolutionists, 
named for the ancient convent of St. Jacques, their 
meeting place. "National Synod": the newly 
formed National Assembly. 
9. The arcades in the courtyard of the Palais 
d'Orleans, a fashionable gathering place. 
1. The political prison, which had been demol-
ished after being stormed and sacked on July 14, 
1789. 
2. The painting of the weeping Mary Magdalen by 
Charles Le Brun (1619—1690) was a tourist attrac-
tion. 
3. In Orleans. 
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I hasten; there by novelties in speech, 
Domestic manners, customs, gestures, looks, 
And all the attire of ordinary life, 

85 Attention was engrossed; and, thus amused, 
I stood 'mid those concussions unconcerned, 
Tranquil almost, and careless as a flower 
Glassed in a green-house, or a Parlour shrub 
That spreads its leaves in unmolested peace 

90 While every bush and tree, the country through, 
Is shaking to the roots; indifference this 
Which may seem strange; but I was unprepared 
With needful knowledge, had abruptly passed 
Into a theatre whose stage was filled, 

95 And busy with an action far advanced. 
Like Others I had skimmed, and sometimes read 
With care, the master pamphlets of the day;4 

Nor wanted" such half-insight as grew wild lacked 
Upon that meagre soil, helped out by talk 

ioo And public news; but having never seen 
A Chronicle that might suffice to shew 
Whence the main Organs5 of the public Power 
Had sprung, their transmigrations when and how 
Accomplished, giving thus unto events 

105 A form and body; all things were to me 
Loose and disjointed, and the affections left 
Without a vital interest. At that time, 
Moreover, the first storm was overblown, 
And the strong hand of outward violence 

i io Locked up in quiet.6 For myself, I fear 
Now, in connection with so great a Theme, 
To speak (as I must be compelled to do) 
Of one so unimportant; night by night 
Did I frequent the formal haunts of men 

115 Whom, in the City, privilege of birth 
Sequestered from the rest: societies 
Polished in Arts, and in punctilio0 versed; social niceties 
Whence, and from deeper causes, all discourse 
Of good and evil of the time was shunned 

120 With scrupulous care: but these restrictions soon 
Proved tedious, and I gradually withdrew 
Into a noisier world, and thus erelong 
Became a Patriot;7 and my heart was all 
Given to the People, and my love was theirs. 

4. Wordsworth probably refers to the numerous 
English pamphlets (including Paines Rights of 
Man, part 1, and Wollstonecraft's A Vindication of 
the Rights of Men) published in response to 
Edmund Burke's attack on the revolution, Reflec-
tions on the Revolution in France (1790). 
5. Institutions, instruments. 

6. The peace that followed the storming of the 
Bastille in 1789 was dramatically broken when, 
between September 2 a n d 6 , 1792, three thousand 
prisoners suspected of Royalist sympathies were 
summarily executed by a Paris mob. 
7. I.e., became committed to the people's side in 
the Revolution. 
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From Book Tenth 
France continued1 

[THE REVOLUTION: PARIS AND ENGLAND] 

Cheared with this hope,2 to Paris I returned; 
And ranged, with ardor heretofore unfelt, 

50 The spacious City, and in progress passed 
The Prison3 where the unhappy Monarch lay, 
Associate with his Children and his Wife, 
In Bondage; and the Palace4 lately stormed, 
With roar of Cannon, by a furious Host. 

55 I crossed the Square (an empty Area then!) 
Of the Carousel, where so late had lain 
The Dead, upon the Dying heaped; and gazed 
On this and other Spots, as doth a Man 
Upon a Volume whose contents he knows 

60 Are memorable, but from him locked up, 
Being written in a tongue he cannot read; 
So that he questions the mute leaves0 with pain, pages 
And half-upbraids their silence. But, that night, 
I felt most deeply in what world I was, 

65 What ground I trod on, and what air I breathed. 
High was my Room and lonely, near the roof 
Of a large Mansion or Hotel,0 a Lodge town house 
That would have pleased me in more quiet times, 
Nor was it wholly without pleasure, then. 

70 With unextinguished taper I kept watch, 
Reading at intervals; the fear gone by 
Pressed on me almost like a fear to come. 
I thought of those September massacres, 
Divided from me by one little month, 

75 Saw them and touched;5 the rest was conjured up 
From tragic fictions, or true history, 
Remembrances and dim admonishments. 
The Horse is taught his manage,6 and no Star 
Of wildest course but treads back his own steps; 

so For the spent hurricane the air provides 
As fierce a Successor; the tide retreats 
But to return out of its hiding place 
In the great Deep; all things have second birth; 
The earthquake is not satisfied at once; 

85 And in this way I wrought upon myself 

1. Book 10 deals with the period between October 
1792 and August 1794. 
2. I.e., hope that, with the Declaration of the 
Republic and the French army's recent defeat of 
an Austrian and Prussian invasion, there would be 
no more need for violence. 
3. I.e., the "Temple" (it had once housed the reli-
gious Order of Templars), where starting in Sep-
tember 1792 the deposed king was held prisoner 
awaiting trial for his crimes against the people. 

4. The Tuileries. On August 10, 1792, the palace 
was marched upon by a crowd intent on seizing 
Louis XVI, whose Swiss guards opened fire on the 
insurgents. The bodies of the thousands who died 
in the conflict were cremated in the great square 
of the "Carousel" (line 56), in front of the palace. 
5. I.e., his imagination of the September massa-
cres was so vivid as to be palpable. 
6. The French manege, the prescribed action and 
paces of a trained horse. 
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Until I seemed to hear a voice that cried 
To the whole City, "Sleep no more."7 The Trance 
Fled with the Voice to which it had given birth, 
But vainly comments of a calmer mind 

90 Promised soft peace and sweet forgetfulness. 
The place, all hushed and silent as it was, 
Appeared unfit for the repose of Night, 
Defenceless as a wood where Tygers roam. 

* * * In this frame of mind, 
Dragged by a chain of harsh necessity, 
So seemed it,—now I thankfully acknowledge, 
Forced by the gracious providence of Heaven— 

225 To England I returned,8 else (though assured 
That I both was, and must be, of small weight, 
No better than a Landsman on the deck 
Of a ship struggling with a hideous storm) 
Doubtless I should have then made common cause 

230 With some who perished, haply0 perished too,9 perhaps 
A poor mistaken and bewildered offering, 
Should to the breast of Nature have gone back 
With all my resolutions, all my hopes, 
A Poet only to myself, to Men 

235 Useless, and even, beloved Friend, a Soul 
To thee unknown!' 

« * * 

What then were my emotions, when in Arms 
Britain put forth her free-born strength in league, 

265 O pity and shame! with those confederate Powers?2 

Not in my single self alone I found, 
But in the minds of all ingenuous Youth, 
Change and subversion from that hour. No shock 
Given to my moral nature had I known 

270 Down to that very moment; neither lapse 
Nor turn of sentiment that might be named 
A revolution, save at this one time; 
All else was progress on the self-same path 
On which, with a diversity of pace, 

275 I had been travelling: this a stride at once 
Into another region.—As a light 
And pliant hare-bell° swinging in the breeze bluebell 
On some gray rock, its birth-place, so had I 
Wantoned, fast rooted on the ancient tower 

280 Of my beloved Country, wishing not 
A happier fortune than to wither there. 

7. Macbeth's hallucination after his murder of the 
king. "Methought I heard a voice cry, 'Sleep no 
more, / Macbeth does murder sleep' " (Shake-
speare, Macbeth 2.2.33—34). Louis XVI was guil-
lotined on January 2 1 , 1 7 9 3 . 
8. Forced by the "harsh necessity" of a lack of 
money, Wordsworth returned to England late in 
1792. 

9. Wordsworth sympathized with the moderate 
party of the Girondins, almost all of whom were 
guillotined or committed suicide following Robes-
pierre's rise to power in the National Convention. 
1. Wordsworth did not meet Coleridge, the 
"beloved Friend," until 1795. 
2. England joined Austria and Prussia in the war 
against France in February 1793. 
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Now was I from that pleasant station torn 
And tossed about in whirlwind. I rejoiced, 
Yea, afterwards, truth most painful to record! 

285 Exulted, in the triumph of my Soul, 
When Englishmen by thousands were o'erthrown, 
Left without glory on the field, or driven, 
Brave hearts, to shameful flight.3 It was a grief,— 
Grief call it not, 'twas any thing but that ,— 

290 A conflict of sensations without name, 
Of which he only who may love the sight 
Of a Village Steeple as I do can judge, 
When, in the Congregation bending all 
To their great Father, prayers were offered up, 

295 Or praises, for our Country's victories, 
And, 'mid the simple Worshippers, perchance 
I only, like an uninvited Guest, 
Whom no one owned, sate silent, shall I add, 
Fed on the day of vengeance yet to come? 

* & $ 

[ T H E R E I G N O F T E R R O R . N I G H T M A R E S ] 

—Domestic carnage now filled the whole year 
With Feast-days;4 old Men from the Chimney-nook, 
The Maiden from the bosom of her Love, 
The Mother from the Cradle of her Babe, 

360 The Warrior from the Field, all perished, all, 
Friends, enemies, of all parties, ages, ranks, 
Head after head, and never heads enough 
For those that bade them fall. They found their joy, 
They made it, proudly eager as a Child 

365 (If like desires of innocent little ones 
May with such heinous appetites be compared), 
Pleased in some open field to exercise 
A toy that mimics with revolving wings 
The motion of a windmill, though the air 

370 Do of itself blow fresh and make the Vanes 
Spin in his eyesight, that contents him not, 
But, with the play-thing at arm's length, he sets 
His front against the blast, and runs amain 
That it may whirl the faster. 

* * $ 

Most melancholy at that time, O Friend! 
Were my day-thoughts, my nights were miserable; 
Through months, through years, long after the last beat 

400 Of those atrocities, the hour of sleep 
To me came rarely charged with natural gifts, 

3. The French defeated the English in the battle 
of Hondschoote, September 6, 1793. 
4. I.e., festivals celebrated by human slaughter 
("carnage"). Wordsworth alludes ironically to the 
patriotic festivals created to replace Catholic feast 

days within the new Republic's calendar. Lines 
356—63 describe the Reign of Terror organized by 
Robespierre's Committee of Public Safety. In 1794 
a total of 1,376 people were guillotined in Paris in 
forty-nine days. 
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Such ghastly Visions had I of despair 
And tyranny, and implements of death, 
And innocent victims sinking under fear, 

405 And momentary hope, and worn-out prayer, 
Each in his separate cell, or penned in crowds 
For sacrifice, and struggling with forced mirth 
And levity in dungeons where the dust 
Was laid with tears. Then suddenly the scene 

410 Changed, and the unbroken dream entangled me 
In long orations which I strove to plead 
Before unjust tribunals—with a voice 
Labouring, a brain confounded, and a sense 
Death-like of treacherous desertion, felt 

415 In the last place of refuge, my own soul. 

From Book Eleventh 
France, concluded1 

[RETROSPECT: "BLISS WAS IT IN THAT DAWN." RECOURSE TO 

"REASON'S NAKED S E L F " ] 

O pleasant exercise of hope and joy!2 

For mighty were the Auxiliars0 which then stood allies 
Upon our side, we who were strong in Love! 
Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive, 
But to be young was very Heaven! O times, 

no In which the meagre, stale, forbidding ways 
Of custom, law, and statute, took at once 
The attraction of a Country in Romance! 
When Reason seemed the most to assert her rights, 
When most intent on making of herself 

115 A prime Enchantress—to assist the work 
Which then was going forward in her name! 
Not favored spots alone, but the whole earth 
The beauty wore of promise—that which sets 
(As at some moments might not be unfelt 

120 Among the bowers of Paradise itself) 
The budding rose above the rose full blown. 
What Temper0 at the prospect did not wake temperament 
To happiness unthought of? The inert 
Were roused, and lively natures rapt away!3 

125 They who had fed their Childhood upon dreams, 
The play-fellows of Fancy, who had made 
All powers of swiftness, subtilty, and strength 
Their ministers,—who in lordly wise had stirred 
Among the grandest objects of the Sense, 

1. Book 11 deals with the year from August 1794 
through September 1795: Wordsworth's growing 
disillusionment with the French Revolution, his 
recourse to abstract theories of politics, his despair 
and nervous breakdown, and the beginning of his 
recovery when he moved from London to Race-

down. 
2. Wordsworth in this passage turns back to the 
summer of 1792, when his enthusiasm for the Rev-
olution was at its height. 
3. Enraptured; carried away by enthusiasm. 
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130 And dealt with whatsoever they found there 
As if they had within some lurking right 
To wield it;—they, too, who of gentle mood 
Had watched all gentle motions, and to these 
Had fitted their own thoughts, schemers more mild, 

135 And in the region of their peaceful selves;— 
Now was it that both found, the Meek and Lofty 
Did both find helpers to their hearts' desire, 
And stuff at hand, plastic" as they could wish,— malleable 
Were called upon to exercise their skill, 

140 Not in Utopia,—subterranean Fields,— 
Or some secreted Island, Heaven knows where! 
But in the very world, which is the world 
Of all of us,—the place where in the end 
We find our happiness, or not at all! 

145 Why should I not confess that Earth was then 
To me what an Inheritance new-fallen 
Seems, when the first time visited, to one 
Who thither comes to find in it his home? 
He walks about and looks upon the spot 

150 With cordial transport, moulds it and remoulds, 
And is half-pleased with things that are amiss, 
'Twill be such joy to see them disappear. 

An active partisan, I thus convoked" 
From every object pleasant circumstance 

155 To suit my ends; I moved among mankind 
With genial feelings still" predominant; 
When erring, erring on the better part, 
And in the kinder spirit; placable," 
Indulgent, as not uninformed that men 

160 See as they have been taught, and that Antiquity4 

Gives rights to error; and aware no less 
That throwing off oppression must be work 
As well of licence as of liberty; 
And above all, for this was more than all, 

165 Not caring if the wind did now and then 
Blow keen upon an eminence" that gave elevated ground 
Prospect so large into futurity; 
In brief, a Child of Nature, as at first, 
Diffusing only those affections wider 

170 That from the cradle had grown up with me, 
And losing, in no other way than light 
Is lost in light, the weak in the more strong. 

In the main outline, such, it might be said, 
Was my condition, till with open war 

175 Britain opposed the Liberties of France;5 

This threw me first out of the pale" of love, bounds 
Soured, and corrupted, upwards to the source, 
My sentiments; was not,6 as hitherto, 
A swallowing up of lesser things in great; 

called up 

always 

forgiving 

4. Tradition, long use. 
5. On February 11, 1793, England declared war 

against France. 
6. I.e., there was not (in my sentiments). 
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180 But change of them into their contraries; 
And thus a way was opened for mistakes 
And false conclusions, in degree as gross, 
In land more dangerous. What had been a pride 
Was now a shame; my likings and my loves 

185 Ran in new channels, leaving old ones dry, 
And hence a blow that in maturer age 
Would but have touched the judgement, struck more deep 
Into sensations near the heart; meantime, 
As from the first, wild theories were afloat 

190 To whose pretensions sedulously urged7 

I had but lent a careless ear, assured 
That time was ready to set all things right, 
And that the multitude so long oppressed 
Would be oppressed no more. 

But when events 
195 Brought less encouragement, and unto these 

The immediate proof of principles no more 
Could be entrusted, while the events themselves, 
Worn out in greatness, stripped of novelty, 
Less occupied the mind; and sentiments 

200 Could through my understanding's natural growth 
No longer keep their ground, by faith maintained 
Of inward consciousness, and hope that laid 
Her hand upon her object; evidence 
Safer, of universal application, such 

205 As could not be impeached, was sought elsewhere. 
But now, become Oppressors in their turn, 

Frenchmen had changed a war of self-defence 
For one of Conquest, losing sight of all 
Which they had struggled for:8 and mounted up, 

210 Openly in the eye of Earth and Heaven, 
The scale of Liberty.9 I read her doom 
With anger vexed, with disappointment sore, 
But not dismayed, nor taking to the shame 
Of a false Prophet. While resentment rose, 

215 Striving to hide, what nought could heal, the wounds 
Of mortified presumption, I adhered 
More firmly to old tenets, and, to prove1 

Their temper, strained them more; and thus, in heat 
Of contest, did opinions every day 

220 Grow into consequence, till round my mind 
They clung, as if they were its life, nay more, 
The very being of the immortal Soul. 

This was the time when, all things tending fast 
To depravation, speculative schemes 

225 That promised to abstract the hopes of Man 
Out of his feelings, to be fixed thenceforth 

7. Diligently argued for. 9. I.e., the desire for power now outweighed the 
8. In late 1794 and early 1795, French troops had love of liberty. 
successes in Spain, Italy, Holland, and Germany— 1. Test. The figure is that of testing a tempered 
even though, in the constitution written in 1790, steel sword, 
they had renounced all foreign conquest. 
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For ever in a purer element, 
Found ready welcome.2 Tempting region that 
For Zeal to enter and refresh herself, 

230 Where passions had the privilege to work, 
And never hear the sound of their own names: 
But, speaking more in charity, the dream 
Flattered the young, pleased with extremes, nor least 
With that which makes our Reason's naked self3 

235 The object of its fervour. * 4 * 

[CRISIS, BREAKDOWN, AND RECOVERY] 

I summoned my best skill, and toiled, intent 
280 To anatomize0 the frame of social life, dissect 

Yea, the whole body of society 
Searched to its heart. Share with me, Friend! the wish 
That some dramatic tale indued with shapes 
Livelier, and flinging out less guarded words 

285 Than suit the Work we fashion, might set forth 
What then I learned, or think I learned, of truth, 
And the errors into which I fell, betrayed 
By present objects, and by reasonings false 
From their beginnings, inasmuch as drawn 

290 Out of a heart that had been turned aside 
From Nature's way by outward accidents, 
And which was thus confounded more and more, 
Misguided and misguiding. So I fared, 
Dragging all precepts, judgments, maxims, creeds, 

295 Like culprits to the bar;° calling the mind, courtroom 
Suspiciously, to establish in plain day 
Her titles4 and her honors, now believing, 
Now disbelieving, endlessly perplexed 
With impulse, motive, right and wrong, the ground 

300 Of obligation, what the rule and whence 
The sanction, till, demanding formal proof 
And seeking it in every thing, I lost 
All feeling of conviction, and, in fine,0 the end 
Sick, wearied out with contrarieties, 

305 Yielded up moral questions in despair. 
This was the crisis of that strong disease, 

This the soul's last and lowest ebb; I drooped, 
Deeming our blessed Reason of least use 
Where wanted most. * * * 

2. I.e., schemes that undertook to separate 
("abstract") people's hopes for future happiness 
from reliance on the emotional part of human 
nature, and instead to ground those hopes on their 
rational natures ("a purer element"). The allusion 
is primarily to William Godwin's Inquiry' Concern-
ing Political Justice (1793), which proposed that 
humans' moral and political progress would be 
unstoppable if reason were allowed to function 
freely. 
3. Cf. Edmund Burke's denunciation in Reflec-

tions on the Revolution in France (p. 152 above) of 
the new political theories founded on reason: "All 
the decent drapery of life is to be rudely torn off. 
All the superadded ideas, furnished from the ward-
robe of a moral imagination, which the heart owns, 
and the understanding ratifies, as necessary to 
cover the defects of our naked shivering nature . . . 
are to be exploded as a ridiculous, absurd, and anti-
quated fashion." , 
4. Deeds to prove legal entitlements. 
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* 4 ' Then it was, 
Thanks to the bounteous Giver of all good! 
That the beloved Woman5 in whose sight 
Those days were passed, now speaking in a voice 
Of sudden admonition—like a brook 
That does but cross a lonely road, and now 
Seen, heard, and felt, and caught at every turn, 
Companion never lost through many a league— 
Maintained for me a saving intercourse0 communion 
With my true self: for, though bedimmed and changed 
Both as a clouded and a waning moon, 
She whispered still that brightness would return, 
She in the midst of all preserved me still 
A Poet, made me seek beneath that name, 
And that alone, my office0 upon earth. duty 
And lastly, as hereafter will be shewn, 
If willing audience fail not, Nature's self, 
By all varieties of human love 
Assisted, led me back through opening day 
To those sweet counsels between head and heart 
Whence grew that genuine knowledge fraught with peace 
Which, through the later sinkings of this cause, 
Hath still upheld me, and upholds me now 
In the catastrophe (for so they dream, 
And nothing less), when, finally to close 
And rivet down the gains of France, a Pope 
Is summoned in, to crown an Emperor:6 

This last opprobrium,0 when we see a people disgrace 
That once looked up in faith, as if to Heaven 
For manna, take a lesson from the Dog 
Returning to his vomit.7 * * * 

Book Twelfth 
Imagination and Taste, how impaired and restored 

[SPOTS OF T I M E ] 

* * 4 I shook the habit off1 

205 Entirely and for ever, and again 
In Nature's presence stood, as now I stand, 
A sensitive Being, a creative Soul. 

There are in our existence spots of time,2 

5. After a long separation Dorothy Wordsworth 
came to live with her brother at Racedown in 1795 
and remained a permanent member of his house-
hold. 
6. The ultimate blow to liberal hopes for France 
occurred when on December 2, 1804, Napoleon 
summoned Pope Pius VII to officiate at the cere-
mony elevating him to emperor. At the last 
moment Napoleon took the crown and donned it 
himself. 
7. Allusion to Proverbs 26.11: "As a dog returneth 
to his vomit, a fool returneth to his folly." 

1. The acquired habit of logical analysis, which 
had marred his earlier feelings for the natural 
world. 
2. Wordsworth's account in the lines that follow 
of two memories from childhood was originally 
drafted for book 1 of the two-part Prelude of 1799. 
By transferring these early memories to the end of 
his completed autobiography, rather than present-
ing them in its opening books, he enacts his own 
theory about how remembrance of things past 
nourishes the mind. He shows that it does so, as 
he says, "down to this very time" (line 327): the 
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That with distinct pre-eminence retain 
210 A renovating virtue,0 whence, depressed power of renewal 

By false opinion and contentious thought, 
Or aught of heavier or more deadly weight, 
In trivial occupations, and the round 
Of ordinary intercourse, our minds 

215 Are nourished and invisibly repaired; 
A virtue by which pleasure is inhanced, 
That penetrates, enables us to mount, 
When high, more high, and lifts us up when fallen. 
This efficacious Spirit chiefly lurks 

220 Among those passages of life that give 
Profoundest knowledge how and to what point 
The mind is lord and master—outward sense3 

The obedient Servant of her will. Such moments 
Are scattered every where, taking their date 

225 From our first Childhood. I remember well 
That once, while yet my inexperienced hand 
Could scarcely hold a bridle, with proud hopes 
I mounted, and we journied towards the hills: 
An ancient Servant of my Father's house 

230 Was with me, my encourager and Guide. 
We had not travelled long ere some mischance 
Disjoined me from my Comrade, and, through fear 
Dismounting, down the rough and stony Moor 
I led my horse, and, stumbling on, at length 

235 Came to a bottom,0 where in former times valley 
A Murderer had been hung in iron chains. 
The Gibbet mast4 had mouldered down, the bones 
And iron case were gone, but on the turf 
Hard by, soon after that fell deed was wrought, 

240 Some unknown hand had carved the Murderer's name. 
The monumental Letters were inscribed 
In times long past, but still from year to year, 
By superstition of the neighbourhood, 
The grass is cleared away, and to that hour 

245 The characters0 were fresh and visible. letters 
A casual glance had shewn them, and I fled, 
Faultering and faint and ignorant of the road: 
Then, reascending the bare common,0 saw field 
A naked Pool that lay beneath the hills, 

250 The Beacon5 on its summit, and, more near, 
A Girl who bore a Pitcher on her head, 
And seemed with difficult steps to force her way 
Against the blowing wind. It was in truth 
An ordinary sight; but I should need 

255 Colors and words that are unknown to man 
To paint the visionary dreariness 
Which, while I looked all round for my lost Guide, 

poetic imagination he brings to the composition of 
this book has been revived by recollections. 
3. Perception of the external world. 

4. The post with a projecting arm used for hanging 
criminals. 
5. A signal beacon on a hill above Penrith. 
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Invested Moorland waste and naked Pool, 
The Beacon crowning the lone eminence, 

260 The Female and her garments vexed and tossed 
By the strong wind.—When, in the blessed hours 
Of early love, the loved One6 at my side, 
I roamed, in daily presence of this scene, 
Upon the naked Pool and dreary Crags, 

265 And on the melancholy Beacon, fell 
A spirit of pleasure, and Youth's golden gleam; 
And think ye not with radiance more sublime 
For these remembrances, and for the power 
They had left behind? So feeling comes in aid 

270 Of feeling, and diversity of strength 
Attends us, if but once we have been strong. 
Oh! mystery of Man, from what a depth 
Proceed thy honors! I am lost, but see 
In simple child-hood something of the base 

275 On which thy greatness stands; but this I feel, 
That from thyself it comes, that thou must give, 
Else never canst receive. The days gone by 
Return upon me almost from the dawn 
Of life: the hiding-places of Man's power 

280 Open; I would approach them, but they close. 
I see by glimpses now; when age comes on 
May scarcely see at all, and I would give, 
While yet we may, as far as words can give, 
Substance and life to what I feel, enshrining, 

285 Such is my hope, the spirit of the past 
For future restoration.—Yet another 
Of these memorials. 

One Christmas-time,7 

On the glad Eve of its dear holidays, 
Feverish, and tired, and restless, I went forth 

290 Into the fields, impatient for the sight 
Of those led Palfreys8 that should bear us home, 
My Brothers and myself. There rose a Crag 
That, from the meeting point of two highways 
Ascending, overlooked them both, far stretched; 

295 Thither, uncertain on which road to fix 
My expectation, thither I repaired, 
Scout-like, and gained the summit; 'twas a day 
Tempestuous, dark, and wild, and on the grass 
1 sate, half-sheltered by a naked wall; 

300 Upon my right hand couched a single sheep, 
Upon my left a blasted hawthorn stood: 
With those Companions at my side, I sate, 
Straining my eyes intensely, as the mist 
Gave intermitting prospect of the copse 

305 And plain beneath. Ere we to School returned 

6. Mary Hutchinson. Hawkshead School with two of his brothers. 
7. In 1783. Wordsworth, aged thirteen, was at 8. Small saddle horses. 
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That dreary time, ere we had been ten days 
Sojourners in my Father's House, he died,9 

And I and my three Brothers, Orphans then, 
Followed his Body to the Grave. The Event, 

310 With all the sorrow that it brought, appeared 
A chastisement; and when I called to mind 
That day so lately passed, when from the Crag 
I looked in such anxiety of hope, 
With trite reflections of morality, 

315 Yet in the deepest passion, I bowed low 
To God, who thus corrected my desires; 
And afterwards, the wind and sleety rain 
And all the business1 of the Elements, 
The single Sheep, and the one blasted tree, 

320 And the bleak music of that old stone wall, 
The noise of wood and water, and the mist 
That on the line of each of those two Roads 
Advanced in such indisputable shapes;2 

All these were kindred spectacles and sounds 
325 To which I oft repaired, and thence would drink 

As at a fountain; and on winter nights, 
Down to this very time, when storm and rain 
Beat on my roof, or haply0 at noon-day, perhaps 
While in a grove I walk whose lofty trees, 

330 Laden with summer's thickest foliage, rock 
In a strong wind, some working of the spirit, 
Some inward agitations, thence are brought,3 

Whate'er their office, whether to beguile 
Thoughts over-busy in the course they took, 

335 Or animate an hour of vacant ease. 

From Book Thirteenth 
Subject concluded 

[POETRY OF "UNASSUMING THINGS"] 

From Nature doth emotion come, and moods 
Of calmness equally are Nature's gift: 
This is her glory; these two attributes 
Are sister horns that constitute her strength.1 

5 Hence Genius, born to thrive by interchange 
Of peace and excitation, finds in her 
His best and purest friend, from her receives 
That energy by which he seeks the truth, 
From her that happy stillness of the mind 

9. John Wordsworth died on December 30, 1783. 
William's mother had died five years earlier. 
1. Busy-ness; motions. 
2. I.e., shapes one did not dare question. Cf. Ham-
let's declaration to the ghost of his father: "Thou 
com'st in such questionable shape / That I will 

speak to thee" (Shakespeare, Hamlet 1.4.24—25). 
3. Another instance of Wordsworth's inner 
response to an outer breeze (cf. 1.33—38, p. 325). 
1. In the Old Testament the horn of an animal 
signifies power. 
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10 Which fits him to receive it, when unsought. 
Such benefit the humblest intellects 

Partake of, each in their degree: 'tis mine 
To speak of what myself have known and felt. 
Smooth task! for words find easy way, inspired 

15 By gratitude and confidence in truth. 
Long time in search of knowledge did I range 
The field of human life, in heart and mind 
Benighted, but the dawn beginning now 
To reappear,2 'twas proved that not in vain 

20 I had been taught to reverence a Power 
That is the visible quality and shape 
And image of right reason,3 that matures 
Her processes by steadfast laws, gives birth 
To no impatient or fallacious hopes, 

25 No heat of passion or excessive zeal, 
No vain conceits,—provokes to no quick turns 
Of self-applauding intellect,—but trains 
To meekness, and exalts by humble faith;4 

Holds up before the mind, intoxicate 
30 With present objects, and the busy dance 

Of things that pass away, a temperate shew 
Of objects that endure; and by this course 
Disposes her, when over-fondly set 
On throwing off incumbrances,0 to seek burdens 

35 In Man, and in the frame of social life, 
Whate'er there is desireable and good 
Of kindred permanence, unchanged in form 
And function, or through strict vicissitude 
Of life and death revolving.5 Above all 

40 Were re-established now those watchful thoughts 
Which (seeing little worthy or sublime 
In what the Historian's pen so much delights 
To blazon,0 Power and Energy detached celebrate 
From moral purpose) early tutored me 

45 To look with feelings of fraternal love 
Upon the unassuming things that hold 
A silent station in this beauteous world. 

[DISCOVERY OF HIS POETIC SUBJECT. SALISBURY PLAIN. 

SIGHT OF "A N E W W O R L D " ] 

220 Here, calling up to mind what then I saw, 
A youthful Traveller, and see daily now 
In the familiar circuit of my home, 
Here might I pause and bend in reverence 

2. I.e., he is beginning to recover from the spiri-
tual crisis recorded in 11.293—309. 
3. Wordsworth follows Milton's use of the term 
"right reason" to denote a human faculty that is 
inherently attuned to truth. 
4. In the text of 1805: "but lifts / The being into 
magnanimity." 
5. Cf. the 1802 Preface to Lyrical Ballads and 

Wordsworth's discussion of how the plain language 
of rural life that he draws on for his poetry 
expresses "the essential passions of the heart" and 
how, "arising out of repeated experience and reg-
ular feelings, [it] is a more permanent, and a far 
more philosophical language, than that which is 
frequently substituted for it by poets" (p. 262 
above). 
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To Nature, and the power of human minds, 
225 To Men as they are Men within themselves. 

How oft high service is performed within, 
When all the external Man is rude in shew! 
Not like a Temple rich with pomp and gold, 
But a mere mountain Chapel that protects 

230 Its simple Worshippers from sun and shower. 
Of these, said I, shall be my song, of these, 
If future years mature me for the task, 
Will I record the praises, making Verse 
Deal boldly with substantial things; in truth 

235 And sanctity of passion speak of these, 
That justice may be done, obeisance paid 
Where it is due: thus haply° shall I teach, perhaps 
Inspire, through unadulterated0 ears uncorrupted 
Pour rapture, tenderness, and hope, my theme 

240 No other than the very heart of Man 
As found among the best of those who live 
Not unexalted by religious faith, 
Nor uninformed by Books, good books, though few, 
In Nature's presence: thence may I select 

245 Sorrow, that is not sorrow, but delight, 
And miserable love that is not pain 
To hear of, for the glory that redounds 
Therefrom to human kind and what we are. 

^ $ # 

* * " Dearest Friend, 
If thou partake the animating faith 

300 That Poets, even as Prophets, each with each 
Connected in a mighty scheme of truth, 
Have each his own peculiar faculty, 
Heaven's gift, a sense that fits him to perceive 
Objects unseen before, thou wilt not blame 

305 The humblest of this band6 who dares to hope 
That unto him hath also been vouchsafed0 given 
An insight, that in some sort he possesses 
A Privilege, whereby a Work of his, 
Proceeding from a source of untaught things, 

310 Creative and enduring, may become 
A Power like one of Nature's. To a hope 
Not less ambitious once among the Wilds 
Of Sarum's Plain7 my youthful Spirit was raised; 
There, as I ranged at will the pastoral downs8 

315 Trackless and smooth, or paced the bare white roads 
Lengthening in solitude their dreary line, 
Time with his retinue of ages fled 
Backwards, nor checked his flight until I saw 
Our dim Ancestral Past in Vision clear;9 

6. Wordsworth himself. 
7. Salisbury Plain, which Wordsworth crossed 
alone on foot in the summer of 1793. The journey 
occasioned the poem Adventures on Salisbury 

Plain. 
8. Open hills used to pasture sheep. 
9. Wordsworth shared the common, but mistaken, 
belief of his time that Stonehenge, the giant meg-

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



3 8 4 / W I L L I A M W O R D S W O R T H 

320 Saw multitudes of men, and here and there 
A single Briton clothed in Wolf-skin vest, 
With shield and stone-axe, stride across the wold; 1 

The voice of Spears was heard, the rattling spear 
Shaken by arms of mighty bone, in strength, 

325 Long mouldered, of barbaric majesty. 
I called on Darkness—but before the word 
Was uttered, midnight darkness seemed to take 
All objects from my sight; and lo! again 
The Desart visible by dismal flames; 

330 It is the Sacrificial Altar, fed 
With living Men—how deep the groans! the voice 
Of those that crowd the giant wicker thrills 
The monumental hillocks, 2 and the pomp 
Is for both worlds, the living and the dead. 

335 At other moments (for through that wide waste 
Three summer days I roamed) where'er the Plain 
Was figured o'er with circles, lines, or mounds, 
That yet survive, a work, as some divine, 3 

Shaped by the Druids, so to represent 
340 Their knowledge of the heavens, and image forth 

The constellations; gently was I charmed 
Into a waking dream, a reverie 
That with believing eyes, where'er I turned, 
Beheld long-bearded Teachers with white wands 

345 Uplifted, pointing to the starry sky 
Alternately, and Plain below, while breath 
Of music swayed their motions, and the Waste 
Rejoiced with them and me in those sweet Sounds. 4 

$ $ $ 

365 Moreover, each man's mind is to herself 
Witness and judge; and I remember well 
That in Life's every-day appearances 
I seemed about this t ime' to gain clear sight 
Of a new world, a world, too, that was fit 

370 To be transmitted and to other eyes 
Made visible, as ruled by those fixed laws 
Whence spiritual dignity originates, 
Which do both give it being and maintain 
A balance, an ennobling interchange 

375 Of action from without, and from within; 
The excellence, pure function, and best power 
Both of the object seen, and eye that sees. 

alithic structure on Salisbury' Plain, had been a 
temple of the Celtic priests, the Druids, and that 
the Druids had there performed the rite of human 
sacrifice; hence the imaginings and vision that he 
goes on to relate. 
1. High open country. 
2. The many Bronze Age burial mounds on Salis-
bury Plain. "Giant wicker": Aylett Sammes, in Bri-
tannia Antiqua Illustrata (1676), had described, as 
a rite of the ancient Britons, that they wove a huge 

wicker structure in the shape of a man, filled it 
with living humans, and set it afire. 
3. Conjecture (a verb). 
4. Many 18th-century antiquarians believed the 
Druids to be the forerunners of the bards, the poets 
whose songs kept alive the nation's traditions in the 
era prior to the advent of writing. 
5. 1797, the year of the start of his friendship with 
Coleridge. 
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From Book Fourteenth 
Conclusion 

[THE VISION ON MOUNT SNOWDON.] 

In one of those Excursions (may they ne'er 
Fade from remembrance!), through the Northern tracts 
Of Cambria ranging with a youthful Friend, 
I left Bethgellert's huts at couching-time, 

5 And westward took my way, to see the sun 
Rise from the top of Snowdon.1 To the door 
Of a rude Cottage at the Mountain's base 
We came, and rouzed the Shepherd who attends 
The adventurous Stranger's steps, a trusty Guide; 

10 Then, cheered by short refreshment, sallied forth. 
—It was a close, warm, breezeless summer night, 
Wan, dull, and glaring,2 with a dripping fog 
Low-hung and thick, that covered all the sky. 
But, undiscouraged, we began to climb 

is The mountain-side. The mist soon girt us round, 
And, after ordinary Travellers' talk 
With our Conductor, pensively we sank 
Each into commerce with his private thoughts: 
Thus did we breast the ascent, and by myself 

20 Was nothing either seen or heard that checked 
Those musings or diverted, save that once 
The Shepherd's Lurcher,0 who, among the Crags, hunting dog 
Had to his joy unearthed a Hedgehog, teased 
His coiled-up Prey with barkings turbulent. 

25 This small adventure, for even such it seemed 
In that wild place, and at the dead of night, 
Being over and forgotten, on we wound 
In silence as before. With forehead bent 
Earthward, as if in opposition set 

30 Against an enemy, I panted up 
With eager pace, and no less eager thoughts. 
Thus might we wear a midnight hour away, 
Ascending at loose distance each from each, 
And I, as chanced, the foremost of the Band: 

35 When at my feet the ground appeared to brighten, 
And with a step or two seemed brighter still; 
Nor was time given to ask, or learn, the cause; 
For instantly a light upon the turf 
Fell like a flash; and lo! as I looked up, 

40 The Moon hung naked in a firmament 

1. Wordsworth climbed Mount Snowdon—the 
highest peak in Wales ("Cambria"), and some ten 
miles from the sea—with Robert Jones, the friend 
with whom he had also tramped through the Alps 
(book 6). The climb started from the village of 
Bethgelert at "couching-time" (line 4), the time of 
night when the sheep lie down to sleep. This event 
had taken place in 1791 (orpossibly 1793);Words-

worth presents it out of its chronological order to 
introduce at this point a great natural "type" or 
"emblem" (lines 66, 70) for the mind, and espe-
cially for the activity of the imagination, whose 
"restoration" he has described in the twro preceding 
books. 
2. In north of England dialect, glairie, applied to 
the weather, means dull, rainy. 
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Of azure without cloud, and at my feet 
Rested a silent sea of hoary mist. 
A hundred hills their dusky backs upheaved 
All over this still Ocean;3 and beyond, 

45 Far, far beyond, the solid vapours stretched, 
In Headlands, tongues, and promontory shapes, 
Into the main Atlantic, that appeared 
To dwindle, and give up his majesty, 
Usurped upon far as the sight could reach. 

50 Not so the ethereal Vault; encroachment none 
Was there, nor loss;4 only the inferior stars 
Had disappeared, or shed a fainter light 
In the clear presence of the full-orbed Moon; 
Who, from her sovereign elevation, gazed 

55 Upon the billowy ocean, as it lay 
All meek and silent, save that through a rift 
Not distant from the shore whereon we stood, 
A fixed, abysmal, gloomy breathing-place, 
Mounted the roar of waters—torrents—streams 

60 Innumerable, roaring with one voice! 
Heard over earth and sea, and in that hour, 
For so it seemed, felt by the starry heavens. 

When into air had partially dissolved 
That Vision, given to Spirits of the night, 

65 And three chance human Wanderers, in calm thought 
Reflected, it appeared to me the type 
Of a majestic Intellect, its acts 
And its possessions, what it has and craves, 
What in itself it is, and would become. 

70 There I beheld the emblem of a Mind 
That feeds upon infinity, that broods 
Over the dark abyss, intent to hear 
Its voices issuing forth to silent light 
In one continuous stream; a mind sustained 

75 By recognitions of transcendent power 
In sense, conducting to ideal form; 
In soul, of more than mortal privilege.5 

One function, above all, of such a mind 
Had Nature shadowed there, by putting forth, 

so 'Mid circumstances awful0 and sublime, awe-inspiring 
That mutual domination which she loves 
To exert upon the face of outward things, 
So moulded, joined, abstracted; so endowed 
With interchangeable supremacy, 

85 That Men least sensitive see, hear, perceive, 
And cannot chuse but feel. The power which all 
Acknowledge when thus moved, which Nature thus 
To bodily sense exhibits, is the express 

3. In Milton's description of God's creation of the 
land from the waters, "the mountains huge appear 
/ Emergent, and their broad bare backs upheave / 
Into the clouds" (Paradise Lost 7 .285-87) . 
4. The mist projected in various shapes over the 
Irish Sea, but did not "encroach" on the heavens 

overhead. 
5. The sense of lines 74—77 seems to be that the 
mind of someone who is gifted beyond the ordinary 
lot of mortals recognizes its power to transcend the 
senses by converting sensory objects into ideal 
forms. 
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Resemblance of that glorious faculty 
90 That higher minds bear with them as their own.6 

This is the very spirit in which they deal 
With the whole compass of the universe: 
They, from their native selves, can send abroad 
Kindred mutations; for themselves create 

95 A like existence; and whene'er it dawns 
Created for them, catch it;—or are caught 
Ry its inevitable mastery, 
Like angels stopped upon the wing by sound 
Of harmony from heaven's remotest spheres. 

ioo Them the enduring and the transient both 
Serve to exalt; they build up greatest things 
From least suggestions; ever on the watch, 
Willing to work and to be wrought upon, 
They need not extraordinary calls 

105 To rouse them, in a world of life they live; 
Ry sensible0 impressions not enthralled, sensory 
But, by their quickening impulse, made more prompt 
To hold fit converse with the spiritual world, 
And with the generations of mankind 

no Spread over time, past, present, and to come, 
Age after age, till Time shall be no more. 
Such minds are truly from the Deity, 
For they are powers; and hence the highest bliss 
That flesh can know is theirs,—the consciousness 

115 Of whom they are, habitually infused 
Through every image, and through every thought, 
And all affections0 by communion raised emotions 
From earth to heaven, from human to divine. 
Hence endless occupation for the Soul, 

120 Whether discursive or intuitive;7 

Hence chearfulness for acts of daily life, 
Emotions which best foresight need not fear, 
Most worthy then of trust when most intense: 
Hence, amid ills that vex, and wrongs that crush 

125 Our hearts, if here the words of holy Writ 
May with fit reverence be applied, that peace 
Which passeth understanding,8—that repose 
In moral judgements which from this pure source 
Must come, or will by Man be sought in vain. 

$ « $ 

[ C O N C L U S I O N : " T H E MIND OF MAN"] 

And now, O Friend!9 this History is brought 
To its appointed close: the discipline 

6. The "glorious faculty" is the imagination, which 
transfigures and re-creates what is given to it by 
the senses, much as, in Wordsworth's account of 
this night on Snowdon, the moonlit mist transfig-
ures the familiar landscape. 
7. An echo of Archangel Raphael's account to 
Adam of the soul's powers of reason {Paradise Lost 
5.488—89). Discursive reason, mainly a human 

quality according to Raphael, undertakes to reach 
truths through a logical sequence of premises, 
observations, and conclusions; "intuitive" reason, 
mainly angelic, comprehends truths immediately. 
8. Philippians 4.7: "The peace of God, which pas-
seth all understanding." This passage of Christian 
piety was added by Wordsworth in a late revision. 
9. Goleridge. 
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And consummation0 of a Poet's mind completion 
305 In every thing that stood most prominent 

Have faithfully been pictured; we have reached 
The time (our guiding object from the first) 
When we may, not presumptuously, I hope, 
Suppose my powers so far confirmed, and such 

310 My knowledge, as to make me capable 
Of building up a Work that shall endure. 

* * * Having now 
Told what best merits mention, further pains 
Our present purpose seems not to require, 
And I have other tasks. Recall to mind 

375 The mood in which this labour was begun. 
0 Friend! the termination of my course 
Is nearer now, much nearer; yet even then, 
In that distraction, and intense desire, 
1 said unto the life which I had lived, 

380 Where art thou? Hear I not a voice from thee 
Which 'tis reproach to hear?1 Anon I rose 
As if on wings, and saw beneath me stretched 
Vast prospect of the world which I had been 
And was; and hence this Song, which like a Lark 

385 I have protracted, in the unwearied heavens 
Singing, and often with more plaintive voice 
To earth attempered0 and her deep-drawn sighs, adapted 
Yet centering all in love, and in the end 
All gratulant,0 if rightly understood.2 joyful 

* $ $ 

Oh! yet a few short years of useful life, 
And all will be complete, thy3 race be run, 
Thy monument of glory will be raised; 

435 Then, though, too weak to tread the ways of truth, 
This Age fall back to old idolatry, 
Though Men return to servitude as fast 
As the tide ebbs, to ignominy and shame 
By Nations sink together,4 we shall still 

440 Find solace—knowing what we have learnt to know, 
Rich in true happiness if allowed to be 
Faithful alike in forwarding a day 
Of firmer trust, joint laborers in the Work 
(Should Providence such grace to us vouchsafe0) grant 

445 Of their deliverance, surely yet to come. 
Prophets of Nature, we to them will speak 
A lasting inspiration, sanctified 
By reason, blest by faith: what we have loved 

1. As he approaches the end, Wordsworth recalls 
the beginning of The Prelude. The reproachful 
voice is that which asked the question, "Was it for 
this?" in 1.269ff. 
2. The poet finds that suffering and frustration are 
justified when seen as part of the overall design of 
the life he has just reviewed. The passage echoes 

the conclusion of Pope's An Essay on Man 1.291— 
92: "All discord, harmony not understood; / All par-
tial evil, universal good." 
3. Coleridge's. 
4. I.e., though men—whole nations of them 
together—sink to ignominy (disgrace) and shame. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



D o r o t h y W o r d s w o r t h / 3 8 9 

Others will love, and we will teach them how, 
450 Instruct them how the mind of Man becomes 

A thousand times more beautiful than the earth 
On which he dwells, above this Frame of things 
(Which 'mid all revolutions in the hopes 
And fears of Men doth still remain unchanged) 

455 In beauty exalted, as it is itself 
Of quality and fabric more divine. 

1798-1839 1850 

DOROTHY WORDSWORTH 
1 7 7 1 - 1 8 5 5 

Dorothy Wordsworth has an enduring place in English literature even though she 
wrote almost no word for publication. Not until long after her death did scholars 
gradually retrieve and print her letters, a few poems, and a series of journals that she 
kept sporadically between 1 7 9 8 and 1 8 2 8 because, she wrote, "I shall give William 
Pleasure by it." It has always been known, from tributes to her by her brother and 
Coleridge, that she exerted an important influence on the lives and writings of both 
these men. It is now apparent that she also possessed a power surpassing that of the 
two poets for precise observation of people and the natural world, together with a 
genius for terse, luminous, and delicately nuanced description in prose. 

Dorothy was born on Christmas Day 1 7 7 1 , twenty-one months after William; she 
was the only girl of five Wordsworth children. From her seventh year, when her 
mother died, she lived with various relatives—some of them tolerant and affectionate, 
others rigid and tyrannical—and saw William and her other brothers only occasion-
ally, during the boys' summer vacations from school. In 1 7 9 5 , when she was twenty-
four, an inheritance that William received enabled her to carry out a long-held plan 
to join her brother in a house at Racedown, and the two spent the rest of their long 
lives together, first in Dorsetshire and Somersetshire, in the southwest of England, 
then in their beloved Lake District. She uncomplainingly subordinated her own tal-
ents to looking after her brother and his household. She also became William's sec-
retary, tirelessly copying and recopying the manuscripts of his poems to ready them 
for publication. Despite the scolding of a great-aunt, who deemed "rambling about 
. . . on foot" unladylike, she accompanied her brother, too, in vigorous cross-country 
walks in which they sometimes covered as much as thirty-three miles in a day. 

All her adult life she was overworked; after a severe illness in 1 8 3 5 , she suffered a 
physical and mental collapse. She spent the rest of her existence as an invalid. Hardest 
for her family to endure was the drastic change in her temperament: from a high-
spirited and compassionate woman she became (save for brief intervals of lucidity) 
querulous, demanding, and at times violent. In this half-life she lingered for twenty 
years, attended devotedly by William until his death five years before her own in 1 8 5 5 . 

Our principal selections are from the journal Dorothy kept in 1 7 9 8 at Alfoxden, 
Somersetshire, where the Wordsworths had moved from Racedown to be near Cole-
ridge at Nether Stowey, as well as from her journals while at Grasmere ( 1 8 0 0 — 0 3 ) , 
with Coleridge residing some thirteen miles away at Greta Hall, Keswick. Her records 
cover the period when both men emerged as major poets, and in their achievements 
Dorothy played an indispensable role. In book 11 of The Prelude, William says that 
in the time of his spiritual crisis, Dorothy "maintained for me a saving intercourse / 
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With my true self" and "preserved me still / A Poet"; in a letter of 1797, Coleridge 
stressed the delicacy and tact in the responses of William's "exquisite sister" to the 
world of sense: "Her manners are simple, ardent, impressive. . . . Her information 
various—her eye watchful in minutest observation of nature—and her taste a perfect 
electrometer—it bends, protrudes, and draws in, at subtlest beauties & most recondite 
faults." 

The verbal sketches of natural scenes given in the journal passages that we reprint 
are often echoed in Wordsworth's and Coleridge's poems. Of at least equal impor-
tance for Wordsworth was her chronicling of the busy wayfaring life of rural England. 
These were exceedingly hard times for country people, when the suffering caused by 
the displacement of small farms and of household crafts by large-scale farms and 
industries was aggravated by the economic distress caused by protracted Continental 
wars (see Wordsworth's comment in The Ruined Cottage, lines 133ff., p. 283). Ped-
dlers, maimed war veterans, leech gatherers, adult and infant beggars, ousted farm 
families, fugitives, and women abandoned by husbands or lovers streamed along the 
rural roads and into William's brooding poetic imagination—often by way of Dorothy's 
prose records. 

The journals also show the intensity of Dorothy's love for her brother. Inevitably 
in our era, the mutual devotion of the orphaned brother and sister has evoked psy-
choanalytic speculation. It is important to note that Mary Hutchinson, a gentle and 
openhearted young woman, had been Dorothy's closest friend since childhood, and 
that Dorothy encouraged William's courtship and marriage, even though she realized 
that it entailed her own displacement as a focus of her brother's life. All the evidence 
indicates that their lives in a single household never strained the affectionate rela-
tionship between the two women; indeed Dorothy, until she became an invalid, added 
to her former functions as William's chief support, housekeeper, and scribe a loving 
ministration to her brother's children. 

Because the manuscript of the Alfoxden journal has disappeared, the text printed 
here is from the transcript published by William Knight in 1897. The selections from 
the Grasmere journals reproduce Pamela Woof's exact transcription of the manu-
scripts in the Wordsworth Library at Dove Cottage (Oxford University Press, 1991). 
Dorothy Wordsworth's poems, written mainly for children in her brother's household 
and surviving as manuscripts in one or another family commonplace book, were not 
collected until 1987, when Susan M. Levin edited thirty of them in an appendix ("The 
Collected Poems of Dorothy Wordsworth") to her Dorothy Wordsivorth and Roman-
ticism. The two poems included here are reprinted from this source. 

From The Alfoxden Journal 

Jan. 31, 1798. Set forward to Stowey 1 at half-past five. A violent storm in 
the wood; sheltered under the hollies. When we left home the moon 
immensely large, the sky scattered over with clouds. These soon closed in, 
contracting the dimensions of the moon without concealing her. 2 The sound 
of the pattering shower, and the gusts of wind, very grand. Left the wood when 
nothing remained of the storm but the driving wind, and a few scattering drops 
of rain. Presently all clear, Venus first showing herself between the struggling 
clouds; afterwards Jupiter appeared. The hawthorn hedges, black and pointed, 
glittering with millions of diamond drops; the hollies shining with broader 
patches of light. The road to the village of Holford glittered like another 

1. I.e., to Coleridge's cottage at Nether Stowey, 2. Cf. Coleridge's Christabel, lines 16—19 
three miles from Alfoxden. (p. 450) . 
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stream. On our return, the wind high—a violent storm of hail and rain at the 
Castle of Comfort . 3 All the Heavens seemed in one perpetual motion when 
the rain ceased; the moon appearing, now half veiled, and now retired behind 
heavy clouds, the stars still moving, the roads very dirty. 

$ * * 

Feb. 3. A mild morning, the windows open at breakfast, the redbreasts sing-
ing in the garden. Walked with Coleridge over the hills. The sea at first 
obscured by vapour; that vapour afterwards slid in one mighty mass along the 
sea-shore; the islands and one point of land clear beyond it. The distant coun-
try (which was purple in the clear dull air), overhung by straggling clouds that 
sailed over it, appeared like the darker clouds, which are often seen at a great 
distance apparently motionless, while the nearer ones pass quickly over them, 
driven by the lower winds. I never saw such a union of earth, sky, and sea. 
The clouds beneath our feet spread themselves to the water, and the clouds 
of the sky almost joined them. Gathered sticks in the wood; a perfect stillness. 
The redbreasts sang upon the leafless boughs. Of a great number of sheep in 
the field, only one standing. Returned to dinner at five o'clock. The moonlight 
still and warm as a summer's night at nine o'clock. 

Feb. 4. Walked a great part of the way to Stowey with Coleridge. The morn-
ing warm and sunny. The young lasses seen on the hill-tops, in the villages 
and roads, in their summer holiday clothes—pink petticoats and blue. Mothers 
with their children in arms, and the little ones that could just walk, tottering 
by their side. Midges or small flies spinning in the sunshine; the songs of the 
lark and redbreast; daisies upon the turf; the hazels in blossom; honeysuckles 
budding. I saw one solitary strawberry flower under a hedge. The furze gay 
with blossom. The moss rubbed from the pailings by the sheep, that leave 
locks of wool, and the red marks with which they are spotted, upon the wood. 4 

* * * 

Feb. 8. Went up the Park, and over the tops of the hills, till we came to a 
new and very delicious pathway, which conducted us to the Coombe. 5 Sat a 
considerable time upon the heath. Its surface restless and glittering with the 
motion of the scattered piles of withered grass, and the waving of the spiders' 
threads. 6 On our return the mist still hanging over the sea, but the opposite 
coast clear, and the rocky cliffs distinguishable. In the deep Coombe, as we 
stood upon the sunless hill, we saw miles of grass, light and glittering, and the 
insects passing. 

Feb. 9. William gathered sticks. 
Feb. 10. Walked to Woodlands, and to the waterfall. The adder's-tongue 

and the ferns green in the low damp dell. These plants now in perpetual motion 
from the current of the air; in summer only moved by the drippings of the 
rocks. 7 A cloudy day. 

$ $ # 

3. A tavern halfway between Holford and Nether 
Stowey. 
4. Cf. Wordsworth's Tlte Ruined Cottage, lines 
3 3 0 - 3 6 (p. 287). 
5. Hodder's Coombe in the Quantock Hills, near 
Alfoxden. A combe is a deep valley on the flank of 

a hill. 
6. Cf. Coleridge's The Rime of the Ancient Mari-
ner, line 184 (p. 435) . 
7. Cf. the description of the dell in Coleridge's 
"This Lime-Tree Bower My Prison," lines 13—20 
(p. 428) . 
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Mar. 7. Wi l l i am a n d I d r a n k t ea at Coler idge ' s . A c loudy sky. Obse rved 
n o t h i n g par t i cu la r ly i n t e r e s t i n g — t h e d i s t an t p r o s p e c t o b s c u r e d . O n e only leaf 
u p o n t h e top o f a t r e e — t h e sole r e m a i n i n g l e a f — d a n c e d r o u n d a n d r o u n d like 
a rag b l o w n by t h e w i n d . 8 

Mar. 8. W a l k e d in t h e P a r k in t h e m o r n i n g . I sa te u n d e r t h e f i r t rees . Cole-
r idge c a m e a f t e r d i n n e r , so we did n o t walk aga in . A foggy m o r n i n g , b u t a c lear 
s u n n y day. 

Mar. 9 . A c lea r s u n n y morn ing , w e n t to m e e t Mr a n d M r s Coler idge . T h e 
day very w a r m . 

Mar. 10. Cole r idge , W m , a n d I wa lked in t h e even ing to t h e top of t h e hill. 
W e all p a s s e d t h e m o r n i n g i n s a u n t e r i n g a b o u t t h e p a r k a n d ga rdens , t h e 
ch i ld ren p laying a b o u t , t he old m a n a t t h e t op o f t h e hill g a the r ing furze ; 
i n t e re s t ing g r o u p s o f h u m a n c r e a t u r e s , t h e y o u n g f r i sk ing a n d d a n c i n g in t h e 
s u n , t h e e lder quie t ly d r ink ing in t h e life a n d soul o f t h e s u n a n d air . 

Mar. 11. A cold day. T h e c h i l d r e n w e n t d o w n towards t h e sea . Wi l l i am a n d 
I wa lked to t h e top of t h e hills above H o l f o r d . M e t t h e b l acksmi th . P l e a s a n t 
to see t h e l abou re r on S u n d a y j u m p w i t h t h e f r i sk iness of a cow u p o n a s u n n y 
day. 

>* $ $ 

1 7 9 8 1 8 9 7 

From The Grasmere Journals 

1800 

May 14 1800 [Wednesday]. W m & J o h n se t off i n to Yorksh i re 1 a f t e r d i n n e r 
at '/2 pas t 2 o ' c lock—cold p o r k in the i r pocke t s . I le f t t h e m at t h e t u r n i n g of 
t h e Low-wood bay u n d e r t h e t rees . My h e a r t was so fu l l t ha t I cou ld hard ly 
speak to W w h e n I gave h i m a fa rewel l kiss. I sa te a long t ime u p o n a s t one 
at t h e marg in of t h e lake, & a f t e r a f lood of t ea r s my h e a r t was eas ier . T h e 
lake looked to me I k n e w no t why dul l and me lancho ly , a n d t h e we l t e r ing on 
t h e sho res s e e m e d a heavy s o u n d . [ wa lked as l ong as I cou ld a m o n g s t t h e 
s tones of t h e sho re . T h e w o o d r ich in f lowers . A b e a u t i f u l yellow, pa l i sh yellow 
flower, t ha t looked th i ck r o u n d & doub le , & smel t very s w e e t — I s u p p o s e d i t 
was a r a n u n c u l u s — C r o w f o o t , t h e grassy-leaved R a b b i t - t o o t h e d w h i t e f lower , 
s t rawber r ies , g e r a n i u m — s c e n t l e s s violet, a n e m o n e s two k inds , o rch ises , p r i m -
roses. T h e h e c k b e r r y very b e a u t i f u l , t h e c r ab c o m i n g o u t as a low s h r u b . M e t 
a b l ind m a n , dr iving a very large b e a u t i f u l Bull & a c o w — h e walked wi th two 
sticks. C a m e h o m e by C lappe r sga t e . T h e valley very g reen , m a n y swee t views 
up to Rydale h e a d w h e n I cou ld jugg le away t h e f ine h o u s e s , b u t they d i s t u r b e d 
me even m o r e t h a n w h e n I have b e e n h a p p i e r — o n e b e a u t i f u l view of t h e 
Bridge, w i t h o u t Sir M i c h a e l ' s . 2 Sa t e d o w n very o f t e n , t ho ' i t was cold. I 
resolved to wr i te a j o u r n a l of t h e t ime till W & J r e t u r n , & I se t a b o u t keep ing 
my resolve b e c a u s e I will n o t qua r r e l wi th mysel f , & b e c a u s e I shal l give Wm 
P l e a s u r e by i t w h e n he c o m e s h o m e again . At Rydale a w o m a n of t h e village, 

8. Cf. Christabel, lines 49ff. (p. 451). 
1. William and his younger brother John, on the 
way to visit Mary Hutchinson, whom William was 

to marry two and a half years later. 
2. Sir Michael le Fleming's estate, Rydal Hall. 
"Without": outside or beyond. 
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s t o u t & wel l -dressed , begged a h a l f p e n n y — s h e h a d neve r she said d o n e i t 
b e f o r e — b u t t h e s e h a r d t imes!—Arr ived a t h o m e w i t h a b a d h e a d - a c h e , set 
s o m e slips of pr ive t t . T h e even ing cold, h a d a f i r e — m y f a c e n o w f l ame-
co loured . I t is n i n e o 'clock. I shal l s o o n go to bed . A y o u n g w o m a n begged at 
t h e d o o r — s h e h a d c o m e f r o m M a n c h e s t e r o n S u n d a y m o r n w i t h two shil l ings 
& a slip of p a p e r w h i c h s h e s u p p o s e d a B a n k n o t e — i t was a c h e a t . S h e h a d 
bu r i ed h e r h u s b a n d & t h r e e c h i l d r e n w i t h i n a year & a h a l f — a l l in o n e g rave— 
bury ing very d e a r — p a u p e r s all p u t in o n e p l a c e — 2 0 shil l ings pa id fo r a s m u c h 
g round as will b u r y a m a n — a s t o n e to be p u t over i t or t h e r ight will be l o s t— 
11 /6 3 e a c h t ime t h e g r o u n d i s o p e n e d . O h ! t h a t I h a d a le t te r f r o m Wil l i am! 

$ $ * 

Friday 3rd October. Very ra iny all t h e m o r n i n g — l i t t l e Sally l e a rn ing to m a r k . 
Wm walked to Ambles ide a f t e r d i n n e r . I w e n t wi th h i m p a r t o f t h e w a y — h e 
ta lked m u c h a b o u t t h e ob jec t o f h is Essay fo r t h e 2 n d v o l u m e of L B . 4 I r e t u r n e d 
expec t ing t h e S i m p s o n s — t h e y d id n o t c o m e . I s h o u l d have m e t W m b u t m y 
t e e t h a c h e d & i t was showery & l a t e — h e r e t u r n e d a f t e r 10. A m o s Co t t l e ' s 5 

d e a t h i n t h e M o r n i n g Pos t . W r o t e t o S . L o w t h i a n . 6 

N.B. W h e n Wm & I r e t u r n e d f r o m a c c o m p a n y i n g J o n e s we m e t an old m a n 
a lmos t d o u b l e , 7 he h a d on a coa t t h r o w n over his s h o u l d e r s above his wa i s tcoa t 
& coa t . U n d e r th i s he ca r r ied a b u n d l e & h a d an a p r o n on & a n igh t cap . His 
f a c e was in t e res t ing . He h a d d a r k eyes & a long n o s e — J o h n w h o a f t e r w a r d s 
m e t h i m a t W y t h b u r n took h i m fo r a Jew. He was o f S c o t c h p a r e n t s b u t h a d 
b e e n b o r n in t h e a rmy. He h a d h a d a wife "& a good w o m a n & i t p l ea sed G o d 
t o bless u s wi th t e n ch i l d r en"—al l t h e s e w e r e d e a d b u t o n e o f w h o m he h a d 
n o t h e a r d for m a n y years, a sa i lo r—his t r ade was to g a t h e r l eeches , b u t n o w 
l e e c h e s are sca rce & he had no t s t r eng th fo r i t — h e lived by begging & was 
m a k i n g his way to Car l is le w h e r e he s h o u l d b u y a f e w godly books to sell. He 
said l e e c h e s w e r e very sca rce par t ly owing to th i s dry season , b u t m a n y years 
they have b e e n scarce-—he s u p p o s e d i t owing to t he i r b e i n g m u c h s o u g h t a f t e r , 
t h a t they d id n o t b r eed fas t , & were of s low g rowth . L e e c h e s w e r e fo rmer ly 2 / 
6 [per] 100; t hey a re n o w 30/ . He h a d b e e n h u r t in dr iving a ca r t h is leg b roke 
his body dr iven over his skull f r a c t u r e d — h e fel t no pa in till he r ecovered f r o m 
his first insensibi l i ty . I t was t h e n la te in t h e e v e n i n g — w h e n t h e light was j u s t 
going away. 

# * * 

Saturday [Oct .] 11th. A f i ne O c t o b e r m o r n i n g — s a t in t h e h o u s e work ing all 
t h e m o r n i n g . W m c o m p o s i n g — S a l l y A s h b u r n e r l e a r n i n g t o m a r k . Af t e r D i n n e r 
we walked up G r e e n h e a d Gill i n s e a r c h o f a s h e e p f o l d . 8 We w e n t by Mr Ol i f f ' s 
& t h r o u g h his woods . It was a de l igh t fu l day & t h e views looked excessively 
c h e a r f u l & b e a u t i f u l chief ly t h a t f r o m Mr O l i f f s field w h e r e o u r h o u s e i s to 
be bui l t . T h e co lours o f t h e m o u n t a i n s sof t & r ich , wi th o r a n g e f e r n — T h e 
C a t t l e p a s t u r i n g u p o n t h e hi l l - tops Kites sai l ing as in t h e sky above o u r h e a d s — 

3. Eleven shillings, six pence. 
4. The Preface to the second edition of Lyrical 
Ballads, 1 8 0 0 . 
5. The brother of Joseph Cottle, Bristol publisher 
of the first edition of Lyrical Ballads. 
6. Sally Lowthian, who had been a servant in the 
house of the Wordsworths' father. 
7. William's "Resolution and Independence," 

composed one and a half years later, incorporated 
various details of Dorothy's description of the leech 
gatherer. See May 4 and 7, 1802 (pp. 398 and 
400), for William working on the poem he origi-
nally called "The Leech Gatherer." 
8. The sheepfold (pen for sheep) in William's 
"Michael"; lines 1—17 of the poem describe the 
walk up Greenhead Ghyll. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



3 9 4 / D O R O T H Y W O R D S W O R T H 

S h e e p b lea t ing & in l ines & c h a i n s & p a t t e r n s s ca t t e r ed over t h e m o u n t a i n s . 
T h e y c o m e d o w n & f e e d on t h e l i t t le g r e e n i s l ands in t h e b e d s of t h e t o r r en t s 
& so m a y be swept away. T h e S h e e p f o l d is fa l l ing away i t is bu i l t nea r ly in t h e 
f o r m of a h e a r t u n e q u a l l y divided. Look d o w n t h e b rook & see t h e d rops r ise 
u p w a r d s & spark le in t h e air , a t t h e l i t t le falls , t h e h ighe r sparkles t h e ta l les t . 
We walked a long t h e turf o f t h e m o u n t a i n till we c a m e to a C a t t l e t r a c k — 
m a d e b y t h e ca t t l e w h i c h c o m e u p o n t h e hills. W e d r a n k tea a t M r S impson ' s 
r e t u r n e d a t a b o u t n i n e — a f i ne mi ld n igh t . 

Sunday 12th October. B e a u t i f u l day. Sa t e in t h e h o u s e wr i t ing in t h e m o r n -
ing whi le W m w e n t in to t h e W o o d t o c o m p o s e . W r o t e t o J o h n i n t h e m o r n i n g — 
cop ied p o e m s for t h e LB, i n t h e even ing wro te t o M r s Bawson . M a r y J a m e s o n 
& Sally A s h b u r n e r d i n e d . We pu l l ed app le s a f t e r d i n n e r , a large baske t ful l . We 
walked b e f o r e tea by Bainriggs to observe t h e m a n y co lou red fol iage t h e oaks 
da rk g reen wi th yellow l e a v e s — T h e b i r ches genera l ly still g reen , s o m e n e a r t h e 
wa te r yel lowish. T h e S y c a m o r e c r i m s o n & c r i m s o n - t u f t e d — t h e m o u n t a i n a s h 
a d e e p o r a n g e — t h e c o m m o n a s h L e m o n co lou r b u t m a n y a s h e s still f r e s h in 
thei r s u m m e r g reen . T h o s e t h a t w e r e d i sco lou red chief ly n e a r t h e wa te r . Wi l -
liam c o m p o s i n g in t h e Even ing . W e n t to bed a t 12 o 'c lock. 

# # * 

1801 

Tuesday [Nov.] 24th. A ra iny m o r n i n g . W e all w e r e well except t h a t my h e a d 
a c h e d a little & I took my Breakfas t in bed . I r ead a l i t t le of C h a u c e r , p r e p a r e d 
t h e goose fo r d i n n e r , & t h e n we all wa lked o u t — I was obl iged to r e t u r n f o r 
my f u r t ippe t & S p e n s e r 9 i t was so cold . We h a d i n t e n d e d go ing to Easeda l e 
b u t we s h a p e d o u r cour se to Mr Gell ' s co t tage . I t was very windy & we h e a r d 
t h e wind eve rywhere a b o u t u s a s we w e n t a long t h e L a n e b u t t h e walls shel -
t e r ed u s — J o h n G r e e n ' s h o u s e looked p re t t y u n d e r Silver H o w — a s w e w e r e 
going a long we w e r e s topped a t o n c e , a t t h e d i s t ance p e r h a p s o f 50 yards f r o m 
o u r favori te Bi rch t ree i t was yie lding to t h e gus ty wind w i t h all its t e n d e r 
twigs, t h e s u n s h o n e u p o n i t & i t g l anced in t h e w i n d like a f lying s u n s h i n y 
s h o w e r — i t was a t ree in s h a p e wi th s t e m & b r a n c h e s b u t i t was like a Spiri t 
of w a t e r — T h e s u n w e n t in & i t r e s u m e d its pu rp l i sh a p p e a r a n c e t h e twigs still 
y ie lding to t h e wind b u t n o t so visibly to us . T h e o t h e r Bi rch t rees t ha t were 
n e a r i t looked b r igh t 8c c h e a r f u l — b u t i t was a C r e a t u r e by its own self a m o n g 
t h e m . We cou ld n o t get i n to Mr Gell ' s g r o u n d s — t h e old t r ee f a l l en f r o m its 
u n d u e exal ta t ion above t h e G a t e . A s h o w e r c a m e on w h e n we w e r e a t Ben-
son 's . We w e n t t h r o u g h t h e w o o d — i t b e c a m e fair , t h e r e was a r a i n b o w w h i c h 
s p a n n e d t h e lake f r o m the I s l and h o u s e to t h e foo t o f Bainriggs. T h e village 
looked p o p u l o u s & b e a u t i f u l . C a t k i n s a re c o m i n g ou t p a l m t rees b u d d i n g — 
t h e a lder wi th its p l u m b c o l o u r e d b u d s . W e c a m e h o m e over t h e s t epp ing 
s tones t h e Lake was foamy wi th w h i t e waves . I s aw a sol i tary b u t t e r f lower in 
t h e wood . I f o u n d i t no t easy to get over t h e s t epp ing s t o n e s — r e a c h e d h o m e 
a t d i n n e r t ime . S e n t Peggy A s h b u r n e r s o m e goose . S h e s e n t m e s o m e h o n e y — 
wi th a t h o u s a n d t h a n k s — " a l a s t h e g r a t i t ude of m e n has & c" 1 I w e n t in to se t 

9. A close-fitting jacket worn by women and chil-
dren. A tippet is a stole or scarf. 
1. A quotation from William's "Simon Lee": 

"Alas! the gratitude of men / Has oft'ner left me 
mourning." 
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h e r r ight a b o u t th is & sa te a whi le wi th her . S h e ta lked a b o u t T h o m a s ' s hav ing 
sold his l and—"Ay" says she I said m a n y a t ime "He ' s n o t c o m e f r a L o n d o n to 
buy o u r L a n d however" t h e n s h e told me w i t h w h a t p a i n s & i n d u s t r y they h a d 
m a d e up the i r taxes in te res t &c & c — h o w they all got up a t 5 o ' c lock in t h e 
m o r n i n g to spin & T h o m a s c a r d e d , & tha t t hey h a d pa id off a h u n d r e d p o u n d 
of t h e in te res t . S h e said she u s e d to t ake s u c h p l e a s u r e in t h e ca t t l e & s h e e p — 
"O h o w p leased I u s e d to be w h e n they f e t c h e d t h e m d o w n , & w h e n I h a d b e e n 
a bit poorly I wou ld gang o u t u p o n a hill & look over t ' f ields & see t h e m & it 
used to do me so m u c h good you c a n n o t t h i n k " — M o l l y said to me w h e n I c a m e 
in "poor Body! she ' s very ill b u t o n e does n o t k n o w h o w long s h e m a y last . M a n y 
a fa i r f a c e m a y g a n g b e f o r e he r . " We sa te by t h e f i re w i t h o u t work fo r s o m e t ime 
t h e n M a r y read a p o e m o f Danie l l u p o n L e a r n i n g . 2 A f t e r tea Wm r e a d S p e n s e r 
n o w & t h e n a little a loud to us . We w e r e m a k i n g h is wa i s t coa t . We had a n o t e 
f r o m M r s C. , w i th b a d news f r o m p o o r C very ill. Wi l l i am walked to J o h n ' s 
g rove—I w e n t to m e e t h i m — m o o n l i g h t b u t i t r a ined . I m e t h i m b e f o r e I had 
got as fa r as J o h n Baty's he h a d b e e n surpr ized & ter r i f ied by a s u d d e n r u s h i n g 
of winds w h i c h s e e m e d to b r ing e a r t h sky & lake t oge the r , as i f t h e who le were 
going to enc lose h i m i n — h e was glad he was in a h igh Road . 

In speak ing of o u r walk on S u n d a y E v e n i n g t h e 2 2 n d N o v e m b e r I fo rgo t to 
no t i ce o n e m o s t impress ive s igh t—i t was t h e m o o n & t h e m o o n l i g h t s een 
t h r o u g h hu r ry ing driving c louds i m m e d i a t e l y b e h i n d t h e S t o n e m a n u p o n t h e 
top of t h e hill on t h e Fores t s ide. Every t oo th & every edge of Rock was visible, 
& t h e M a n s tood like a G i a n t w a t c h i n g f r o m t h e Roof of a lof ty cas t le . T h e 
hill s e e m e d p e r p e n d i c u l a r f r o m t h e d a r k n e s s b e l o w it. I t was a s ight t h a t I 
cou ld call to m i n d a t any t i m e i t w a s so d i s t inc t . 

$ $ $ 

1802 

Thursday [Mar. 4]. Be fo re w e h a d qu i t e f i n i shed Breakfas t Calver t ' s m a n 
b r o u g h t t h e h o r s e s f o r W m . 3 We h a d a dea l t o do t o s h a v e — p e n s t o m a k e — 
p o e m s to p u t in o rde r for wri t ing, t o se t t le t h e dress p a c k up &c &. T h e m a n 
c a m e b e f o r e the p e n s were m a d e & he was obl iged to leave me wi th only t w o — 
Since he h a s le f t me (at Vz pas t 11) i t is n o w 2 I have b e e n p u t t i n g t h e D r a w e r s 
in to order , laid by his c lo thes w h i c h we h a d t h r o w n h e r e & t h e r e & everywhere , 
filed two m o n t h s ' n e w s p a p e r s & got my d i n n e r 2 bo i led eggs & 2 app le tar ts . 
I have set Mol ly on to c lear t h e g a r d e n a li t t le, & I myself have he lped . I 
t r a n s p l a n t e d s o m e s n o w d r o p s — T h e Bees are b u s y — W m has a n i c e br igh t day. 
I t was ha rd f ro s t i n t h e n i g h t — T h e Robins are s ing ing s w e e t l y — N o w f o r my 
walk. I will be busy, I will look well & b e well w h e n h e c o m e s back to m e . O 
t h e Darl ing! H e r e is o n e of h is b i t t e n apples! I c a n hard ly f ind in my h e a r t to 
t h r o w i t in to t h e f i r e . I m u s t w a s h myself , t h e n o f f — I wa lked r o u n d t h e two 
Lakes c rossed t h e s t epp ing s t ones a t Rydale Foo t . Sa t e d o w n w h e r e we always 
sit. I was fu l l of t h o u g h t s a b o u t my dar l ing. Bless ings on h i m . I c a m e h o m e 
a t t h e foo t o f o u r own hill u n d e r Loughr igg . T h e y are m a k i n g sad ravages in 
t h e w o o d s — B e n s o n ' s W o o d i s go ing & t h e w o o d above t h e River. T h e wind 
has b lown d o w n a smal l f i r t r ee on t h e Rock t h a t t e r m i n a t e s J o h n ' s p a t h — I 
2. Samuel Daniel's long poem Musophilits: Con- 3. For a journey to Keswick, to visit Coleridge. 
taining a General Defense of Learning (1599). 
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s u p p o s e t h e w i n d of W e d n e s d a y n igh t . I r ead G e r m a n a f t e r my r e t u r n till tea 
t ime . A f t e r t ea I worked & read t h e LB, e n c h a n t e d wi th t h e Idiot Boy. W r o t e 
t o Wm t h e n w e n t t o Bed. I t s n o w e d w h e n I w e n t t o Bed . 

>* s $ 
Monday [Mar. 22 ] . A ra iny d a y — W i l l i a m very poorly. M r Luff c a m e in a f t e r 

d i n n e r & b r o u g h t us 2 le t te rs f r o m Sara H. & o n e f r o m p o o r A n n e t t e . I r ead 
Sara ' s l e t te rs wh i l e he was he re . I f inished my le t te rs to M. & S. & w r o t e to 
my Br R icha rd . We ta lked a good deal a b o u t C . & o t h e r in t e re s t ing th ings . We 
resolved t o see A n n e t t e , & t h a t Wm s h o u l d go t o M a r y . 4 We w r o t e t o Co le r idge 
n o t to expec t us till T h u r s d a y or Friday. 

Tuesday [Mar. 23 ] . A mild m o r n i n g W i l l i a m w o r k e d a t t h e C u c k o w p o e m . 5 

I sewed bes ide h i m . Af t e r d i n n e r he s lept I r e a d G e r m a n , & at t h e c los ing in 
of day w e n t to sit in t h e O r c h a r d — h e c a m e to m e , & walked backwards & 
fo rwards . W e ta lked a b o u t C — W m r e p e a t e d t h e p o e m t o m e — I lef t h i m t h e r e 
& in 20 m i n u t e s he c a m e in, r a t h e r t i red wi th a t t e m p t i n g to w r i t e — h e i s n o w 
r e a d i n g B e n J o n s o n I am going to r ead G e r m a n i t is a b o u t 10 o 'c lock, a qu ie t 
n igh t . T h e f i re f l u t t e r s & the w a t c h t icks I h e a r n o t h i n g else save t h e B r e a t h i n g 
of my Beloved & he n o w & t h e n p u s h e s h is b o o k fo rward & t u r n s over a leaf. 
F l e t c h e r i s n o t c o m e h o m e . N o le t te r f r o m C . 

* $ $ 

Thursday [Apr.] 15th. I t was a t h r e a t e n i n g misty m o r n i n g — b u t mi ld . W e 
set off a f t e r d i n n e r f r o m E u s e m e r e — M r s C la rk son w e n t a shor t way wi th us 
b u t t u r n e d back . T h e wind was f u r i o u s & we t h o u g h t we m u s t have r e t u r n e d . 
W e f i r s t r e s t ed i n t h e large B o a t - h o u s e , t h e n u n d e r a f u r ze B u s h oppos i t e M r 
C la rksons , saw t h e p l o u g h go ing i n t h e f i e ld . T h e wind seized o u r b r e a t h t h e 
Lake was r o u g h . T h e r e was a Boat by itself f loa t ing in t h e midd le of t h e Bay 
be low W a t e r M i l l o c k — W e re s t ed aga in i n t h e W a t e r Mi l lock Lane . T h e haw-
t h o r n s a re b lack & green , t h e b i r ches h e r e & t h e r e g reen i sh b u t t h e r e is yet 
m o r e of p u r p l e to be seen on t h e Twigs . We got over i n to a f i e ld to avoid s o m e 
c o w s — p e o p l e work ing , a f e w p r i m r o s e s by t h e roads ide , wood-sor re l f lower , 
t h e a n e m o n e , scen t l e s s violets , s t r awber r i e s , & tha t s tarry yel low f lower w h i c h 
M r s C calls pi le wor t . W h e n we w e r e in t h e w o o d s beyond G o w b a r r o w p a r k 
we saw a f e w daf fod i l s close to t h e w a t e r s ide . 6 We f a n c i e d t ha t t h e lake h a d 
f loa ted t h e seeds a s h o r e & t h a t t h e l i t t le co lony h a d so s p r u n g u p — B u t as we 
w e n t a long t h e r e w e r e m o r e & yet m o r e & a t las t u n d e r t h e b o u g h s of t h e 
t rees , we saw t h a t t h e r e was a long be l t o f t h e m a long t h e shore , a b o u t t h e 
b r e a d t h of a c o u n t r y t u r n p i k e road . I neve r saw daffodi l s so b e a u t i f u l they 
grew a m o n g t h e mossy s t ones a b o u t & a b o u t t h e m , s o m e r e s t ed t he i r h e a d s 
u p o n t h e s e s t ones as on a pi l low fo r wea r ine s s & t h e res t tossed & ree led & 
d a n c e d & s e e m e d as i f they verily l a u g h e d wi th t h e w i n d t h a t b l ew u p o n t h e m 
over t h e lake, they looked so gay ever g l anc ing ever c h a n g i n g . Th i s w i n d b lew 
direct ly over t h e lake to t h e m . T h e r e was h e r e & t h e r e a l i t t le kno t & a f ew 
stragglers a f e w yards h ighe r up b u t t hey w e r e so f e w as n o t to d i s t u rb t h e 

4. It had been arranged several months earlier that 
William was to marry Mary Hutchinson ("Sara H" 
is Mary's sister, with whom Coleridge had fallen in 
love). Now the Wordsworths resolve to go to 
France to settle affairs with Annette Vallon, 
mother of William's daughter, Caroline. William 
did not conceal the facts of his early love affair 

from his family, or from Mary Hutchinson. 
5. ' T o the Cuckoo." 
6. William did not compose his poem on the daf-
fodils, "I wandered lonely as a cloud," until two 
years later. Comparison with the poem will show 
how extensive was his use of Dorothy's prose 
description (see p. 305). 
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s implic i ty & un i ty & life of t ha t o n e busy h i g h w a y — W e r e s t e d aga in & again . 
T h e Bays w e r e s t o rmy & we h e a r d t h e waves a t d i f f e r e n t d i s t a n c e s & in t h e 
midd le o f t h e w a t e r like t h e s e a — R a i n c a m e o n , we w e r e wet w h e n we r e a c h e d 
Luf f s b u t we cal led in . Lucki ly all was c h e a r l e s s & g loomy so we f a c e d t h e 
storm—-we must have b e e n we t if w e h a d w a i t e d — p u t on dry c lo the s a t Dob-
son ' s . I was very kindly t r e a t e d by a y o u n g w o m a n , t h e Land lady looked sou r 
b u t i t is h e r way. S h e gave us a good i sh s u p p e r . Excel len t h a m & p o t a t o e s . 
We pa id 7 / w h e n we c a m e away. Wi l l i am was s i t t ing by a br igh t f i re w h e n I 
c a m e downs ta i r s . He soon m a d e h is way to t h e Library pi led up in a c o r n e r of 
t h e window. He b r o u g h t o u t a v o l u m e of Enf ie ld ' s S p e a k e r , 7 a n o t h e r miscel -
lany, & an odd v o l u m e of Congreve ' s plays. We h a d a glass of w a r m r u m & 
w a t e r — W e en joyed ourse lves & wi shed f o r Mary . I t r a ined & b lew w h e n we 
w e n t t o bed . NB D e e r i n G o w b a r r o w p a r k like ske le tons . 

Friday 16th April (Good Friday). W h e n I u n d r e w m y c u r t a i n s in t h e m o r n -
ing, I was m u c h a f f e c t e d by t h e b e a u t y of t h e p r o s p e c t & t h e c h a n g e . T h e s u n 
s h o n e , t h e w i n d has pas sed away, t h e hills looked c h e a r f u l , t h e river was very 
br ight as i t f lowed in to t h e lake. T h e C h u r c h rises up b e h i n d a little k n o t of 
Rocks , t h e s teep le n o t so h igh as an o rd ina ry 3 s tory h o u s e . Bees , in a r o w in 
t h e g a r d e n u n d e r t h e wall . A f t e r W m h a d shaved w e se t fo rward . T h e valley 
i s a t f i r s t b r o k e n by little rocky woody knol l s t h a t m a k e re t i r ing p laces , fairy 
valleys in t h e vale, t h e river w inds a long u n d e r t h e s e hills t ravel l ing n o t in a 
bus t l e b u t n o t slowly to t h e lake. We saw a f i sherman in t h e f lat m e a d o w on 
t h e o t h e r s ide of t h e wa te r . He c a m e towards us & t h r e w his l ine over t h e two 
a r c h e d Bridge. It is a Bridge of a heavy c o n s t r u c t i o n , a lmos t b e n d i n g i nwards 
in t h e midd le , b u t i t is grey & t h e r e is a look of a n c i e n t r y in t h e a r c h i t e c t u r e 
o f i t t h a t p l eased m e . As we go on t h e vale o p e n s o u t m o r e i n t o o n e vale wi th 
s o m e w h a t of a c rad le Bed. C o t t a g e s wi th g roups of t r ees on t h e s ide of t h e 
hills. We p a s s e d a pa i r of twin C h i l d r e n 2 years o l d — & Sa te on t h e next br idge 
w h i c h we c ros sed a s ingle a r ch . We res ted aga in u p o n t h e T u r f & looked a t 
t h e s a m e Bridge. We observed a r c h e s i n t h e w a t e r o c c a s i o n e d by t h e large 
s tones s e n d i n g i t d o w n in two s t r e a m s — a S h e e p c a m e p l u n g i n g t h r o u g h t h e 
river, s t u m b l e d up t h e Bank & passed c lose to us , i t h a d b e e n f r i g h t e n e d by 
an ins ign i f i can t little Dog on t h e o t h e r side, its f l eece d r o p p e d a gl i t ter ing 
shower u n d e r its b e l l y — P r i m r o s e s by t h e roads ide , p i le wor t t h a t s h o n e like 
s tars of gold in t h e S u n , violets, s t rawber r ies , re t i red & half b u r i e d a m o n g t h e 
grass . W h e n we c a m e to t h e foo t of Bro the r s w a t e r I l e f t Wi l l i am s i t t ing on 
t h e Bridge & w e n t a long t h e p a t h on t h e r ight s ide o f t h e Lake t h r o u g h t h e 
w o o d — I was de l igh ted wi th w h a t I saw. T h e wa te r u n d e r t h e b o u g h s o f t h e 
ba re old t rees , t h e s implici ty of t h e m o u n t a i n s & t h e exquis i te b e a u t y of 
t h e p a t h . T h e r e was o n e grey co t t age . I r e p e a t e d t h e G l o w w o r m 8 as I wa lked 
a l o n g — I h u n g over t h e gate , & t h o u g h t I cou ld have s tayed f o r ever . W h e n I 
r e t u r n e d I f o u n d Wi l l i am wr i t ing a p o e m descr ip t ive of t h e s ights & s o u n d s 
we saw & h e a r d . T h e r e was t h e gen t l e f lowing of t h e s t r eam, t h e g l i t te r ing 
lively lake, g reen f ie lds w i t h o u t a living c r e a t u r e to be seen on t h e m , b e h i n d 
us , a f la t p a s t u r e wi th 42 ca t t l e f e e d i n g to o u r l e f t t h e road l ead ing to t h e 
h a m l e t , n o s m o k e t he re , t h e s u n s h o n e o n t h e ba re roofs . T h e p e o p l e w e r e a t 
work p lough ing , h a r r o w i n g & s o w i n g — L a s s e s s p r e a d i n g d u n g , a dog's ba rk ing 
n o w & t h e n , cocks c rowing , b i rds twi t te r ing , t h e s n o w in p a t c h e s a t t h e t op 

7. William Enfield's The Speaker {1774), a volume 
of selections suitable for elocution. 
8. William's poem beginning "Among all lovely 

things my Love had been," composed four days 
earlier; "my Love" in this line is Dorothy. 
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of t h e h ighes t hills, yellow pa lms , p u r p l e & g r e e n twigs on t h e Bi rches , a shes 
wi th the i r g l i t te r ing spikes qu i t e ba re . T h e h a w t h o r n a b r igh t g reen wi th b lack 
s t e m s u n d e r t h e oak . T h e moss o f t h e oak glossy. W e t h e n w e n t on , pas sed 
two sis ters a t work , they first passed us, o n e w i t h two p i t ch forks in h e r h a n d . 
T h e o t h e r h a d a spade . W e h a d s o m e ta lk wi th t h e m . T h e y l a u g h e d a loud a f t e r 
we w e r e g o n e p e r h a p s half in w a n t o n n e s s , half bo ldnes s . Wi l l i am f in i shed h is 
p o e m b e f o r e we got to t h e foo t of K i rks tone . 9 * * * 

Thursday [Apr.] 29 . A b e a u t i f u l m o r n i n g . T h e s u n s h o n e & all was p l ea san t . 
We sen t off o u r p a r c e l t o Co le r idge by t h e waggon . Mr S i m p s o n hea rd t h e 
C u c k o w today. B e f o r e we w e n t o u t a f t e r I h a d w r i t t e n d o w n t h e T i n k e r (wh ich 
Wi l l i am f in i shed th i s m o r n i n g ) 1 Luff ca l led . He was very l ame , l imped in to 
t h e k i t c h e n — h e c a m e on a little Pony . We t h e n w e n t to J o h n ' s Grove , sa te a 
whi le at f i rs t . A f t e r w a r d s Wi l l i am lay, & I lay in t h e t r e n c h u n d e r t h e f e n c e — h e 
wi th h is eyes s h u t & l i s ten ing to t h e wa te r fa l l s & t h e Birds. T h e r e was no o n e 
wa te r fa l l above a n o t h e r 2 — i t was a s o u n d of w a t e r s in t h e a i r — t h e voice of t h e 
air. Wi l l i am h e a r d me b r e a t h i n g & rus t l i ng n o w & t h e n bu t we b o t h lay still, 
& u n s e e n by o n e ano the r—-he t h o u g h t t ha t i t wou ld be as swee t t h u s to lie so 
in t h e grave, to h e a r t h e peaceful s o u n d s of t h e e a r t h & j u s t to k n o w t h a t o u r 
d e a r f r i ends w e r e n e a r . T h e Lake was still. T h e r e was a Boat ou t . Silver H o w 
re f lec ted wi th de l i ca t e p u r p l e & yel lowish h u e s as I have seen S p a r — L a m b s 
on the i s land & r u n n i n g races t o g e t h e r by t h e half dozen in t h e r o u n d f ie ld 
n e a r us . T h e copses greenish, h a w t h o r n g r e e n . — C a m e h o m e t o d i n n e r t h e n 
w e n t to Mr S i m p s o n . We res ted a long t ime u n d e r a wall. S h e e p & Iambs w e r e 
in t h e field—cottages smoking . As I lay d o w n on the grass , I observed t h e 
gl i t ter ing silver l ine on t h e r idges of t h e Backs of t h e s h e e p , owing to t he i r 
s i tua t ion r e s p e c t i n g t h e S u n — w h i c h m a d e t h e m look b e a u t i f u l b u t wi th s o m e -
t h i n g of s t r angenes s , like a n i m a l s of a n o t h e r k i n d — a s if be long ing to a m o r e 
sp lend id wor ld . M e t old Mr S at t h e d o o r — M r s S poor ly—I got m u l l e n s & 
p a n s i e s — I was sick & ill & obl iged to c o m e h o m e soon . We w e n t to bed 
i m m e d i a t e l y — I s lept up stairs . T h e ai r co ld ish w h e r e i t was fel t s o m e w h a t 
f rosty . 

Tuesday May 4th. Wi l l i am h a d s lept p re t ty well & t h o u g h h e w e n t to bed 
ne rvous & j a d e d in t h e ex t r eme he rose r e f r e s h e d . I w r o t e t h e L e e c h G a t h e r e r 3 

for h i m w h i c h he h a d b e g u n t h e n igh t b e f o r e & of w h i c h he w r o t e several 
s tanzas in bed this M o n d a y m o r n i n g . I t was very ho t , we cal led a t Mr S impson ' s 
door as we p a s s e d b u t did n o t go in. We res ted several t imes by t h e way, r ead 
& r e p e a t e d t h e L e e c h G a t h e r e r . We w e r e a lmos t m e l t e d b e f o r e we w e r e a t t h e 
top o f t h e hill. We saw Cole r idge on t h e W y t h e b u r n side o f t h e wa te r . He 
c rossed t h e Beck to us . Mr S i m p s o n was f ishing t h e r e . Wi l l i am & I a t e a 
L u n c h e o n , t h e n w e n t on towards t h e water fa l l . I t i s a g lor ious wild so l i tude 
u n d e r t ha t lof ty p u r p l e crag. I t s tood up r igh t by i tself . I ts own self & its s h a d o w 
below, one m a s s — a l l else was s u n s h i n e . We w e n t on f u r t h e r . A Bird a t t h e 
top of t h e crags was flying r o u n d & r o u n d & looked in t h i n n e s s & t r a n s p a r e n c y , 

9. The short lyric "Written in March." 
1. William never published his comic poem "The 
Tinker." It was first printed in 1897. 
2. I.e., no waterfall could be heard individually. 

3. The poem that was published as "Resolution 
and Independence." For its origin see the entrvfor 
October 3, 1800 (p. 393). 
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s h a p e & mo t ion like a m o t h . We c l i m b e d t h e hill b u t looked in va in fo r a s h a d e 
except a t t h e foo t of t h e g rea t wate r fa l l , & t h e r e we did n o t like to s tay on 
a c c o u n t o f t h e loose s tones above o u r h e a d s . We c a m e d o w n & re s t ed u p o n 
a m o s s covered Rock, r ising o u t of t h e b e d of t h e River. T h e r e we lay a te o u r 
d i n n e r & stayed t h e r e till a b o u t 4 o 'c lock or l a t e r — W m & C r e p e a t e d & read 
verses . I d r a n k a l i t t le Brandy & w a t e r & was in H e a v e n . T h e Stags h o r n is 
very b e a u t i f u l & f r e s h spr ing ing u p o n t h e fel ls . M o u n t a i n a shes , g reen . We 
d r a n k tea a t a f a r m h o u s e . T h e w o m a n h a d n o t a p l e a s a n t c o u n t e n a n c e , b u t 
was civil e n o u g h . S h e h a d a p re t t y Boy a year old w h o m s h e suck led . We p a r t e d 
f r o m Cole r idge a t Sara ' s C r a g a f t e r hav ing looked a t t h e Le t t e r s w h i c h C 
carved in t h e m o r n i n g . I k issed t h e m all. Wm d e e p e n e d t h e T wi th C ' s p e n -
k n i f e . 4 We sa te a f t e r w a r d s on t h e wall , s ee ing t h e sun go d o w n & t h e re f lec-
t ions in t h e still w a t e r . C looked well & pa r t ed f r o m us chear fu l ly , h o p p i n g up 
u p o n t h e s ide s tones . On t h e Rays we m e t a w o m a n wi th 2 l i t t le girls o n e in 
h e r a r m s t h e o t h e r a b o u t 4 years old walk ing by h e r side, a p r e t t y l i t t le th ing , 
b u t half s ta rved . S h e h a d on a pa i r o f s l ippers t h a t h a d be longed to s o m e 
g e n t l e m a n ' s ch i ld , d o w n a t t h e h e e l s — i t was no t easy t o k e e p t h e m o n — b u t , 
poo r th ing! y o u n g as s h e was , s h e walked ca re fu l ly wi th t h e m . Alas too y o u n g 
fo r s u c h ca res & s u c h t r a v e l s — T h e M o t h e r w h e n we a c c o s t e d h e r to ld us t ha t 
h e r h u s b a n d h a d lef t h e r & g o n e off wi th a n o t h e r w o m a n & h o w s h e "pursued" 
t h e m . T h e n h e r f u ry k ind led & h e r eyes rol led a b o u t . S h e c h a n g e d again to 
tears . S h e was a C o c k e r m o u t h w o m a n — 3 0 years of age a ch i ld a t C o c k e r -
m o u t h w h e n I w a s — I was moved & gave h e r a shill ing, I believe 6 d m o r e t h a n 
I o u g h t t o have given. We h a d t h e c r e s c e n t m o o n wi th t h e "au ld m o o n in h e r 
a r m s . " 5 — W e res t ed o f t e n : — a l w a y s u p o n t h e Bridges. R e a c h e d h o m e a t a b o u t 
10 o 'c lock. T h e Lloyds had b e e n h e r e i n o u r a b s e n c e . We w e n t soon t o bed . 
I r e p e a t e d verses to Wi l l i am whi le he was in b e d — h e was soo thed & I l e f t 
h i m . "This is t h e S p o t " 6 over & over aga in . 

* * * 

6th May Thursday 1802. A swee t m o r n i n g we have p u t t h e finishing s t roke 
to ou r Bower & h e r e we a re s i t t ing in t h e o r c h a r d . I t i s o n e o 'c lock. We a re 
s i t t ing u p o n a sea t u n d e r t h e wall w h i c h I f o u n d my B r o t h e r bu i ld ing up w h e n 
I c a m e to h i m w i t h his a p p l e — h e h a d i n t e n d e d t h a t i t s h o u l d have b e e n d o n e 
b e f o r e I c a m e . I t is a n i c e cool shady spot . T h e smal l Birds a re s i n g i n g — L a m b s 
bleat ing, C u c k o w c a l l i n g — T h e T h r u s h sings by Fi ts . T h o m a s A s h b u r n e r ' s axe 
i s going quie t ly (wi thou t pass ion) in t h e o r c h a r d — H e n s are cackl ing , Flies 
h u m m i n g , t h e w o m e n ta lking t o g e t h e r a t t he i r d o o r s — P l u m b & p e a r t rees are 
i n B l o s s o m — a p p l e t rees g r e e n i s h — t h e oppos i t e w o o d s g reen , t h e c rows are 
cawing . We have h e a r d Ravens . T h e a sh t rees are in b lossom, Birds flying all 
a b o u t us . T h e s t i t chwor t i s c o m i n g ou t , t h e r e i s o n e b u d d i n g Lychnis , t h e 
p r imrose s are pa s s ing the i r p r i m e . C e l a n d i n e violets & w o o d sorrel fo r ever 
m o r e l i t t l e — g e r a n i u m s & p a n s i e s on t h e wall. We walked in t h e even ing to 
Tail E n d to e n q u i r e a b o u t h u r d l e s fo r t h e o r c h a r d shed & a b o u t Mr L u f f ' s 
f l o w e r — T h e f lower d e a d — n o hu rd l e s . I w e n t to look a t t h e fa l l ing w o o d — 
Wm also w h e n he h a d b e e n a t B e n s o n ' s w e n t wi th m e . T h e y have lef t a good 

4. The rock, which has since been blasted away to 
make room for a. new road, contained the carved 
letters W. W., M. H., D. W., S.T.C., J. W., S. H. 
(M. H. and S. H. are Mary and Sara Hutchinson; 
J. W. is John Wordsworth.) 

5. From the "Ballad of Sir Patrick Spens." Cole-
ridge quoted the stanza, of which this phrase is 
part, as epigraph to "Dejection: An Ode" (p. 466). 
6. William never completed this poem. 
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m a n y smal l oak t rees b u t we da re n o t h o p e t h a t they a re all t o r e m a i n . T h e 
Ladies are c o m e to Mr Gell 's co t t age . We saw t h e m as we w e n t & the i r l ight 
w h e n we r e t u r n e d . W h e n we c a m e in we f o u n d a M a g a z i n e & Review & a 
l e t t e r f r o m Cole r idge wi th verses to Har t l ey & Sara H. We read t h e Review, 7 

&c. T h e m o o n was a p e r f e c t Roat a silver Roat w h e n we w e r e o u t in t h e 
evening . T h e R i rch T r e e is all over g r e e n in small leaf m o r e l ight & e legan t 
t h a n w h e n i t i s fu l l ou t . I t b e n t to t h e b reezes as i f fo r t h e love of its own 
de l igh t fu l m o t i o n s . S loe t h o r n s & H a w t h o r n s in t h e hedges . 

Friday 7th May. Wi l l i am h a d s lept u n c o m m o n l y well so, f ee l ing h imse l f 
s t rong , he fel l t o w o r k a t t h e L e e c h g a t h e r e r — H e w r o t e h a r d a t i t till d i n n e r 
t ime , t h e n he gave over t i red to d e a t h — h e h a d f in i shed t h e p o e m . 8 * 4 * 

* * * 

[July.] O n T h u r s d a y m o r n i n g , 2 9 t h , w e arr ived in L o n d o n . 9 W m lef t m e a t 
t h e I n n — I w e n t t o b e d &c &c & c — A f t e r var ious t roub le s a n d disas ters we 
le f t L o n d o n on S a t u r d a y m o r n i n g at Vz pas t 5 or 6, t h e 31s t of Ju ly (I have 
fo rgo t w h i c h ) . We m o u n t e d t h e Dover C o a c h a t C h a r i n g Cross . I t was a b e a u -
t i fu l m o r n i n g . T h e City , St. Pau l ' s , w i t h t h e River & a m u l t i t u d e of little Boats , 
m a d e a m o s t b e a u t i f u l s ight a s we c ros sed W e s t m i n s t e r Bridge. T h e h o u s e s 
w e r e n o t o v e r h u n g by the i r c loud of s m o k e & they w e r e sp read o u t endless ly , 
yet t h e s u n s h o n e so bright ly wi th s u c h a p u r e l ight t h a t t h e r e was even some-
t h i n g like t h e pur i ty o f one o f n a t u r e ' s o w n g r a n d spec t ac l e s . 1 We rode on 
c h e a r f u l l y n o w wi th t h e Par i s Di l igence b e f o r e us , n o w b e h i n d — w e wa lked 
up t h e s t eep hills, b e a u t i f u l p rospec t s everywhere , till we even r e a c h e d Dover . 
4 * * We arr ived at Cala is at 4 o 'c lock on S u n d a y m o r n i n g t h e 3 1 s t of Ju ly . 2 

We s tayed in t h e vessel till V2 p a s t 7 , t h e n Wm w e n t f o r Le t t e r s , a t a b o u t Vi 
pas t 8 or 9 . We f o u n d ou t A n n e t t e & C c h e z M a d a m e Avril d a n s la R u e de la 
T e t e d 'or . We lodged oppos i te two Ladies i n to lerably decen t - s i zed r o o m s b u t 
badly f u r n i s h e d , & wi th large s to re of bad smel ls & dir t in t h e yard, & all a b o u t . 
T h e w e a t h e r was very ho t . We walked by t h e sea - shore a lmos t every even ing 
wi th A n n e t t e & C a r o l i n e or Wm & I a lone . I h a d a bad cold & cou ld n o t b a t h e 
a t first b u t W i l l i a m did . I t was a p re t ty s ight to see as we walked u p o n t h e 
S a n d s w h e n t h e t ide w a s low p e r h a p s a h u n d r e d peop le b a t h i n g a b o u t Vi of a 
mi le d i s t an t f r o m us , a n d we h a d de l igh t fu l walks a f t e r t h e h e a t o f t h e day was 
p a s s e d a w a y — s e e i n g f a r off in t h e wes t t h e C o a s t of E n g l a n d Jike a c loud 
c r e s t ed wi th Dover Cas t l e , w h i c h was b u t like t h e s u m m i t o f t h e c l o u d — t h e 
Even ing s tar & t h e glory of t h e sky. T h e Ref l ec t ions in t h e w a t e r w e r e m o r e 
b e a u t i f u l t h a n t h e sky i tself , p u r p l e waves b r igh te r t h a n p r e c i o u s s tones fo r 
ever m e l t i n g away u p o n t h e sands . * * * 

$ S fc 
[Sept. 2 4 and following.] M a r y first m e t us in t h e avenue . S h e looked so fa t 

a n d well t h a t we w e r e m a d e very h a p p y by t h e s ight o f h e r — t h e n c a m e Sara , 
& last o f all J o a n n a . 3 T o m was fo rk ing c o r n s t a n d i n g u p o n t h e co rn car t . We 

7. The Monthly Review for March 1802. 
8. Later entries show, however, that William kept 
working on the manuscript until July 4. 
9. On the way to France to visit Annette Vallon 
and Caroline (see the entry for March 22, 1802; 
p. 396). 
1. Cf. William's sonnet "Composed upon West-
minster Bridge" (p. 317). 
2. The actual date was August 1. One of the walks 
by the sea that Dorothy goes on to describe was 

the occasion for William's sonnet "It is a beauteous 
evening." 
3. The Wordsworths have come to Gallow Hill, 
Yorkshire, for the marriage of William and Mary. 
The people mentioned are Mary's sisters and 
brothers (Sara, Joanna, Tom, Jack, and George 
Hutchinson). Out of consideration for Dorothy's 
overwrought feelings, only Joanna, Jack, and Tom 
attended the ceremony at Brampton Church. 
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dres sed ourse lves immed ia t e ly & got t e a — t h e g a r d e n looked gay wi th as te rs 
& sweet p e a s — I looked at eve ry th ing wi th t ranqui l l i ty & h a p p i n e s s b u t I was 
ill b o t h on S a t u r d a y & S u n d a y & c o n t i n u e d to be poor ly m o s t of t h e t ime of 
o u r stay. J a c k & G e o r g e c a m e on Fr iday E v e n i n g 1st O c t o b e r . On S a t u r d a y 
2 n d we rode to H a c k n e s s , W i l l i a m J a c k G e o r g e & Sa ra s ingle, I b e h i n d T o m . 
O n S u n d a y 3rd M a r y & Sara w e r e b u s y pack ing . O n M o n d a y 4 t h O c t o b e r 
1802 , my B r o t h e r Wi l l i am w a s m a r r i e d to M a r y H u t c h i n s o n . I s lept a good 
deal of t h e n i g h t & rose f r e s h & well in t h e m o r n i n g — a t a l i t t le a f t e r 8 o 'c lock 
I saw t h e m go d o w n t h e a v e n u e t o w a r d s t h e C h u r c h . Wi l l i am h a d p a r t e d f r o m 
me up s ta i rs . I gave h i m t h e w e d d i n g r i n g — w i t h h o w d e e p a bless ing! I took 
i t f r o m my fo re f inge r w h e r e I h a d w o r n i t t h e w h o l e of t h e n igh t b e f o r e — h e 
s l ipped i t aga in o n t o my f i nge r a n d b lessed me fervent ly . W h e n they w e r e 
absen t my d e a r l i t t le Sara p r e p a r e d t h e b reak fa s t . I kep t myself as qu ie t as I 
cou ld , b u t w h e n I saw t h e two m e n r u n n i n g up t h e walk, c o m i n g to tell us i t 
was over, I cou ld s t a n d i t no longer & t h r e w myself on t h e b e d w h e r e I lay in 
st i l lness, n e i t h e r h e a r i n g or s ee ing any th ing , till Sa ra c a m e ups ta i r s to me & 
said "They a re c o m i n g . " Th i s f o r c e d me f r o m t h e bed w h e r e I lay & I moved 
I k n e w n o t h o w s t ra igh t fo rward , f a s t e r t h a n my s t r e n g t h cou ld carry me till I 
m e t my be loved Wi l l i am & fell u p o n his b o s o m . He & J o h n H u t c h i n s o n led 
me to t h e h o u s e & t h e r e I s tayed to w e l c o m e my d e a r Mary . As soon as we 
had b r e a k f a s t e d we d e p a r t e d . 4 I t r a ined w h e n we se t off . Poo r M a r y was m u c h 
ag i ta ted w h e n s h e p a r t e d f r o m h e r Bro the r s & Sis ters & h e r h o m e . N o t h i n g 
pa r t i cu l a r o c c u r r e d till we r e a c h e d Kirby. We h a d s u n s h i n e & showers , p leas-
a n t talk, love & c h e a r f u l n e s s . * * * It r a ined very h a r d w h e n we r e a c h e d W i n -
d e r m e r e . We sa te in t h e ra in a t Wi lcock ' s to c h a n g e horses , & arr ived a t 
G r a s m e r e a t a b o u t 6 o 'c lock on W e d n e s d a y Even ing , t h e 6 t h o f O c t o b e r 1802 . 
Mol ly was over joyed to see u s , — f o r my p a r t I c a n n o t desc r ibe w h a t I fel t , & 
o u r d e a r Mary ' s fee l ings would I d a r e say n o t be easy to s p e a k of. We w e n t by 
c a n d l e l ight i n to t h e ga rden & w e r e a s t o n i s h e d a t t h e g rowth of t h e Brooms , 
Po r tuga l Laure l s , &c &c & — T h e next day, T h u r s d a y , we u n p a c k e d t h e Boxes. 
On Fr iday 8 t h we b a k e d Bread , & M a r y & I walked , f i rs t u p o n t h e Hill s ide, 
& t h e n in J o h n ' s Grove , t h e n in v iew of Rydale , t h e f i rs t wa lk t h a t I h a d t a k e n 
wi th my Sis ter . 

* & $ 

24th December 1802, Christmas Eve. Wi l l i am is n o w s i t t ing by m e at Vz pas t 
10 o 'c lock. I have b e e n bes ide h i m ever s ince t ea r u n n i n g t h e hee l of a s tock-
ing, r e p e a t i n g s o m e of his s o n n e t s to h i m , l i s t en ing to h is own repea t ing , 
r ead ing s o m e of Mi l ton ' s & t h e Allegro & P e n s e r o s o . It is a qu ie t keen f ros t . 
M a r y i s in t h e p a r l o u r be low a t t e n d i n g to t h e b a k i n g of cakes & J e n n y 
F le t che r ' s pies . Sa ra is in bed in t h e t o o t h a c h e , & so we a r e — b e l o v e d Wi l l i am 
i s t u r n i n g over t h e leaves o f C h a r l o t t e S m i t h ' s s o n n e t s , b u t he keeps h is h a n d 
to his p o o r c h e s t p u s h i n g as ide his b r e a s t p l a t e . 5 M a r y is well & I am well , & 
Mol ly i s as b l i the as las t year a t th i s t ime . Co le r idge c a m e th is m o r n i n g wi th 
W e d g w o o d . 6 W e all t u r n e d o u t o f W m ' s b e d r o o m o n e b y o n e t o m e e t h i m — 
he looked well. We h a d to tell h i m of t h e Bir th of h is little Girl , b o r n yes te rday 
m o r n i n g at 6 o ' c lock . 7 W w e n t wi th t h e m to W y t h e b u r n in t h e Cha i se , & M 
& I m e t Wm on t h e Rays. I t was n o t an u n p l e a s a n t m o r n i n g to t h e f e e l i n g s — f a r 

4. Dorothy accompanied William and Mary on the 
three-day journey back to their cottage at Gras-
mere. 
5. Probably an undergarment covering the chest. 

6. Tom Wedgwood, whose father had founded the 
famous pottery works, was a friend and generous 
patron of Coleridge. 
7. Coleridge's daughter, Sara (1802-1852). 
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f r o m i t — t h e s u n s h o n e n o w & t h e n , & t h e r e was no w ind , b u t all t h ings looked 
chea r l e s s & d is t inc t , no me l t i ngs of sky in to m o u n t a i n s — t h e m o u n t a i n s like 
s tone -work w r o u g h t up w i t h h u g e h a m m e r s . — L a s t S u n d a y was as mi ld a day 
as I ever r e m e m b e r — W e all se t off t o g e t h e r to walk. I w e n t to Rydale & Wm 
r e t u r n e d w i t h m e . M & S 8 w e n t r o u n d t h e Lakes . T h e r e w e r e f lowers o f var ious 
k inds t h e t o p m o s t bel l of a fox-glove, g e r a n i u m s , da i s i e s—a b u t t e r c u p in t h e 
w a t e r (bu t th is I saw two or t h r e e days be fo re ) smal l yel low f lowers ( I do n o t 
k n o w the i r n a m e ) in t h e tur f a large b u n c h o f s t r awber ry b lossoms . Wm sa te 
a wh i l e w i t h m e , t h e n w e n t to m e e t M. & S . — L a s t S a t u r d a y I d i n e d a t Mr 
S impson ' s a lso a b e a u t i f u l mi ld day. M o n d a y w a s a f ros ty day, & i t h a s b e e n 
f ros t ever s ince . On S a t u r d a y I d i n e d w i t h M r s S i m p s o n . I t i s today C h r i s t m a s -
day S a t u r d a y 2 5 t h D e c e m b e r 1802 . I am 31 years of a g e . — I t is a dul l f ros ty 
day. 

1 8 0 0 - 0 2 1 8 9 7 

Grasmere—A Fragment 

P e a c e f u l o u r valley, fa i r a n d g r e e n . 
A n d b e a u t i f u l h e r co t t ages , 
E a c h in i ts n o o k , i ts s h e l t e r e d ho ld , 
Or u n d e r n e a t h its t u f t o f t r ees . 

5 M a n y a n d b e a u t i f u l t hey a re ; 
B u t t h e r e is one t h a t I love bes t , 
A lowly s h e d , in t r u t h , i t is, 
A b r o t h e r of t h e res t . 

Yet w h e n I sit on r o c k or hill, 
10 D o w n look ing on t h e valley fa i r , 

T h a t C o t t a g e w i t h its c l u s t e r i n g t r ees 
S u m m o n s m y h e a r t ; i t se t t l es t h e r e . 

O t h e r s t h e r e a re w h o s e smal l d o m a i n 
O f fer t i le f i e l d s a n d h e d g e r o w s g r e e n 

15 M i g h t m o r e s e d u c e a w a n d e r e r ' s m i n d 
T o wish t h a t there his h o m e h a d b e e n . 

S u c h wish be his! I b l a m e h i m no t , 
M y f a n c i e s t hey p e r c h a n c e a re wild 
—I love t h a t h o u s e b e c a u s e i t i s 

20 T h e very M o u n t a i n s ' ch i ld . 

F ie lds h a t h i t of its o w n , g r e e n f ie lds , 
B u t t hey a r e rocky s t e e p a n d b a r e ; 
T h e i r f e n c e i s o f t h e m o u n t a i n s t one , 
A n d m o s s a n d l i c h e n f lou r i sh t h e r e . 

8. Mary and her sister Sara Hutchinson. 
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25 A n d w h e n t h e s t o r m c o m e s f r o m t h e N o r t h 
I t l ingers n e a r t h a t p a s t o r a l spo t , 
A n d , p ip ing t h r o u g h t h e m o s s y wal ls , 
I t s e e m s de l igh t ed wi th its lot . 

A n d let i t t ake its o w n de l igh t ; 
30 A n d let i t r a n g e t h e p a s t u r e s b a r e ; 

U n t i l i t r e a c h t h a t g r o u p of t r ees , 
— I t m a y n o t e n t e r t he r e ! 

A g r e e n u n f a d i n g grove it is, 
Sk i r t ed w i t h m a n y a lesser t r ee , 

35 Haze l a n d holly, b e e c h a n d oak , 
A b r igh t a n d f l ou r i sh ing c o m p a n y . 

P r e c i o u s t h e she l t e r o f t h o s e t rees ; 
T h e y s c r e e n t h e co t t age t h a t I love; 
T h e s u n s h i n e p i e r ce s t o t h e roof , 

40 A n d t h e tall p ine - t r ee s tower above . 

W h e n f i r s t I s aw t h a t d e a r a b o d e , 
It w a s a lovely win te r ' s day: 
A f t e r a n igh t of pe r i l ous s t o r m 
T h e wes t w i n d ru l ed w i t h gen t l e sway; 

45 A day so mi ld , it m i g h t have b e e n 
T h e f i r s t day o f t h e g l a d s o m e spr ing; 
T h e rob ins w a r b l e d , a n d I h e a r d 
O n e sol i tary th ros t l e s ing. 

A S t r ange r , G r a s m e r e , in thy Vale, 
50 All f a ce s t h e n to me u n k n o w n , 

I le f t my sole c o m p a n i o n - f r i e n d 
T o w a n d e r o u t a l one . 

L u r e d by a l i t t le w i n d i n g p a t h , 
I q u i t t e d soon t h e pub l i c road , 

55 A s m o o t h a n d t e m p t i n g p a t h it was , 
By s h e e p a n d s h e p h e r d s t rod . 

E a s t w a r d , t o w a r d t h e lof ty hills, 
T h i s p a t h w a y led m e o n 
Un t i l I r e a c h e d a s ta te ly Rock , 

60 W i t h velvet m o s s o ' e rg rown . 

W i t h r u s s e t oak a n d t u f t s o f f e r n 
I ts t op was r ich ly g a r l a n d e d ; 
Its s ides a d o r n e d w i t h e g l a n t i n e 
Bed ropp 'd w i t h h ip s of glossy red . 

65 T h e r e , too, in m a n y a s h e l t e r e d c h i n k 
T h e foxglove's b r o a d leaves f l o u r i s h e d fair , 
A n d silver b i r ch w h o s e p u r p l e twigs 
B e n d to t h e so f t e s t b r e a t h i n g air . 
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B e n e a t h t h a t R o c k my c o u r s e I s tayed , 
70 A n d , looking to i ts s u m m i t h igh , 

" T h o u wear ' s t , " sa id I , "a s p l e n d i d ga rb , 
H e r e w i n t e r k e e p s h i s revelry. 

"Fu l l l o n g a dwel le r on t h e P la ins , 
I griev 'd w h e n s u m m e r days w e r e g o n e ; 

75 No m o r e I'll gr ieve; f o r W i n t e r h e r e 
H a t h p l e a s u r e g a r d e n s o f his o w n . 

" W h a t n e e d o f f lowers? T h e sp l end id m o s s 
I s gayer t h a n an Apri l m e a d ; 
M o r e r ich its h u e s o f va r ious g reen , 

so O r a n g e , a n d gold, & g l i t t e r ing red . " 

— B e s i d e t h a t gay a n d lovely R o c k 
T h e r e c a m e w i t h m e r r y voice 
A f o a m i n g s t r e a m l e t g l anc ing by; 
I t s e e m e d to say "Rejoice!" 

85 My y o u t h f u l w i shes all ful f i l l 'd , 
W i s h e s m a t u r e d b y t h o u g h t f u l c h o i c e , 
I s t ood an I n m a t e of th i s vale 
H o w could I b u t re jo ice? 

c a . 1 8 0 2 - 0 5 1 8 9 2 

Thoughts on My Sick-Bed1 

A n d h a s t h e r e m n a n t o f m y l ife 
B e e n p i l f e red of th i s s u n n y Spr ing? 
A n d h a v e i ts own pre lus ive s o u n d s 
T o u c h e d i n m y h e a r t n o e c h o i n g s t r ing? 

5 Ah! say n o t s o — t h e h i d d e n l ife 
C o u c h a n t ° wi th in th i s f eeb l e f r a m e lying 
H a t h b e e n e n r i c h e d b y k i n d r e d gi f ts , 
T h a t , u n d e s i r e d , u n s o u g h t - f o r , c a m e 

W i t h j o y f u l h e a r t i n y o u t h f u l days 
io W h e n f r e s h e a c h s e a s o n in its R o u n d 

I w e l c o m e d t h e ear l ies t C e l a n d i n e 
G l i t t e r ing u p o n t h e m o s s y g r o u n d ; 

1. In a letter of May 25, 1832, William Words-
worth's daughter Dora mentions this as "an affect-
ing poem which she [her aunt Dorothy] has written 
on the pleasure she received from the first spring 
flowers that were carried up to her when confined 

to her sick room." The lines refer to half a dozen 
or more poems by William, including "I wandered 
lonely as a cloud" (in line 18) and "Tintern Abbey" 
(lines 45-52) . 
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With busy eyes I pierced the lane 
In quest of known and unknown things, 

15 —The primrose a lamp on its fortress rock, 
The silent butterfly spreading its wings, 
The violet betrayed by its noiseless breath, 
The daffodil dancing in the breeze, 
The carolling thrush, on his naked perch, 

20 Towering above the budding trees. 
Our cottage-hearth no longer our home, 
Companions of Nature were we, 
The Stirring, the Still, the Loquacious, the Mute— 
To all we gave our sympathy. 

25 Yet never in those careless days 
When spring-time in rock, field, or bower 
Was but a fountain of earthly hope 
A promise of fruits & the splendid flower. 
No! then I never felt a bliss 

30 That might with that compare 
Which, piercing to my couch of rest, 
Came on the vernal air. 
When loving Friends an offering brought, 
The first flowers of the year, 

35 Culled from the precincts of our home, 
From nooks to Memory dear. 
With some sad thoughts the work was done, 
Unprompted and unbidden, 
But joy it brought to my hidden life, 

40 To consciousness no longer hidden. 
I felt a Power unfelt before, 
Controlling weakness, languor, pain; 
It bore me to the Terrace walk 
I trod the Hills again;— 

45 No prisoner in this lonely room, 
I saw the green Banks of the Wye, 
Recalling thy prophetic words, 
Bard, Brother, Friend from infancy! 
No need of motion, or of strength, 

50 Or even the breathing air: 
—I thought of Nature's loveliest scenes; 
And with Memory I was there. 

M a y 1 8 3 2 1 9 7 8 
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SIR WALTER SCOTT 
1 7 7 1 - 1 8 3 2 

Walter Scott was born in Edinburgh, but as a small boy, to improve his health, he 
lived for some years with his grandparents on their farm in the Scottish Border coun-
try (the part of southern Scotland lying immediately north of the border with 
England). This region was rich in ballad and folklore, much of it associated with the 
Border warfare between northern English and southern Scottish raiders. As a child 
Scott listened eagerly to stories about the past, especially to accounts of their expe-
riences by survivors of the Jacobite rebellion of 1745, the last in a series of ill-fated 
at tempts to restore to the throne of Britain the Stuart dynasty, who had been living 
in exile since 1688. The defeat of the ragtag army of Scottish Highland soldiers who 
had rallied around Charles Edward Stuart brought to an end not just the Jacobite 
cause but also the quasi-feudal power that the Highland chiefs had exercised over 
their clans. The Highlands' native traditions were suppressed by a government in 
London that was determined, to the point of brutality, to integrate all its Scottish 
subjects more fully into the United Kingdom. Ideally situated to witness these social 
and cultural transformations, Scott early acquired what he exploited throughout his 
work—a sense of history as associated with a specific place and a sense of the past 
that is kept alive, tenuously, in the oral traditions of the present. 

Scott's father was a lawyer and he himself was trained in the law, becoming in 1799 
sheriff (local judge) of Selkirkshire, a Border county, and in 1806 clerk of session— 
i.e., secretary to the highest civil court in Scotland—in Edinburgh. Scott viewed the 
law, in its development over the centuries, as embodying the changing social customs 
of the country and an important element in social history, and he often used it (as in 
The Heart of Midlothian and Redgauntlet) to give a special dimension to his fiction. 

From early childhood Scott was an avid reader of ballads and poetic romances, 
which with his phenomenal memory he effortlessly memorized. He began his literary 
career as a poet, first as a translator of German ballad imitations and then as a writer 
of such imitations. In 1799 he set out on the collecting expedition that resulted in 
the Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border (1802—03), his compilation of Border ballads. 
Motivating the collection was Scott's belief that the authentic features of the Scottish 
character were "daily melting . . . into those of her . . . ally" (i.e., England), but he 
had fewer compunctions than modern folklorists about "improving" the ballads he 
and assistants transcribed from the recitations of elderly peasant women and shep-
herds. Scott turned next to composing long narrative poems set in medieval times, 
the best-known of which are The Lay of the Last Minstrel (1805), Marmion (1808), 
and The Lady of the Lake (1810). Although these "metrical romances" were sensa-
tional best sellers (in 1830 Scott estimated that The Lay had sold thirty thousand 
copies) and helped establish nineteenth-century culture's vogue for medieval chivalry, 
Scott eventually gave up poetry for prose fiction. "Byron beat me," he explained, 
referring to the fact that his metrical romances ended up eclipsed by his rival's even 
more exotic "Eastern tales." 

Scott continued to write lyric poems, which he inserted in his novels. Some of the 
lyrics, including "Proud Maisie," are based on the folk ballad and capture remarkably 
the terse suggestiveness of the oral form. Waverley (1814), which deals with the 
Jacobite defeat in 1845, introduced a motif that would remain central to Scott's 
fiction: the protagonist mediates between a heroic but violent old world that can no 
longer survive and an emerging new world that will be both safer than the old one— 
ensuring the security of property and the rule of law—and duller, allowing few oppor-
tunities for adventure. The novels negotiate between preserving the last traces of the 
traditional cultures whose disappearance they chronicle—for instance, the Scots 
superstitions and distinctive speech forms that feature in the ghost story that Wan-
dering Willie recounts in Redgauntlet and the song, "Proud Maisie," that Madge 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



T H E LAY O F T H E L A S T M I N S T R E L / 4 0 7 

Wildfire sings in The Heart of Midlothian—and representing, through the long views 
of the novels' impersonal narrators, the iron laws of historical development, as those 
were expounded in the emerging Scottish Enlightenment disciplines of political econ-
omy, sociology, and anthropology. This approach to representing change, one that 
acquiesces in the necessity of social progress but also nostalgically acknowledges the 
allure of the backward past, was timely. It appealed powerfully to a generation that, 
following the British victory at Waterloo, was both eager to think that a new period 
in its history had begun and yet reluctant to turn its back on the past, not least because 
devotion to its shared historical heritage might help reunify a fragmented nation. 
Scott did not invent the historical novel, and indeed was readier than most twentieth-
century critics to acknowledge that he had been influenced by the women novelists 
who dominated the literary scene prior to his debut, but his example established the 
significance the form would henceforth claim. 

Scott published all his novels anonymously, an index of how a gentleman-poet, 
even at the start of the nineteenth century, might find fiction a disreputable occu-
pation. However, his authorship of "the Waverley Series" was an open secret, and 
Scott became the most internationally famous novelist as well as the most prolific 
writer of the day. In 1811 he started building his palatial country house at Abbotsford, 
a place that, characteristically, he both equipped with up-to-date indoor plumbing 
and gas lighting and stocked with antiquarian relics. There he enacted his vision of 
himself as a country gentleman of the old school. Though in 1820 he acquired the 
title of baronet and thus added a "Sir" to his name, this glamorous persona of the 
Scottish laird depended on his hardheaded, unromantic readiness to conceive of lit-
erature as a business. To support his expenditures at Abbotsford, Scott wrote (as 
Thomas Carlyle put it disapprovingly in 1838) "with the ardour of a steam-engine" 
and participated in a number of commercial ventures in printing and publishing. In 
the crash of 1826, as a result of the failure of the publishing firm of Constable, Scott 
was financially ruined. He insisted on working off his huge debts by his pen and 
exhausted himself in the effort to do so. Not until after his death were his creditors 
finally paid off in full with the proceeds of the continuing sale of his novels. 

The Lay of the Last Minstrel1 

Introduction 

T h e way was long, t h e w i n d was cold , 
T h e M i n s t r e l w a s in f i rm a n d old; 
H i s w i t h e r e d c h e e k , a n d t resses gray, 
S e e m e d to have k n o w n a b e t t e r day; 

5 T h e h a r p , his sole r e m a i n i n g joy, 
W a s car r ied by an o r p h a n boy. 
T h e las t o f all t h e Ba rds was he , 
W h o s u n g o f B o r d e r chivalry; 

I. Scott's first metrical romance interweaves two 
stories and boasts more than a hundred pages of 
historical notes. One story is set in the 16th cen-
tury and combines the Border legend of the goblin 
Gilpin Horner with a story of the magic spells cast 
by the dowager lady of Branksome, who hopes to 
use a long-hidden book of black arts to avenge the 
death of her husband at the hands of a neighboring 
clan. In the second story, which unfolds across the 
introductions and endings of the poem's six cantos, 
the 17th-century minstrel who tells or sings the 
story of this witch's plot (a lay is a song) emerges 
as hero. In his prose preface Scott described this 

minstrel, who has "survived the Revolution" of 
1688, as a figure of historical transition. He has 
caught "somewhat of the refinement of modern 
poetry without losing the simplicity of his original 
model"—a hint that the relationship between this 
figure and his 17th-century listeners mirrors 
Scott's relationship with his 19th-century audi-
ence. But in addition to allying his authorship with 
his minstrel's improvised vocal performance, Scott 
associates himself with the power of the written 
word: the "wondrous book" that the Lady of Brank-
some seeks is buried inside the grave of a wizard 
suggestively named "Michael Scott." 
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For, well-a-day! their date was fled, 
10 His tuneful brethren all were dead; 

And he, neglected and oppressed, 
Wished to be with them, and at rest. 
No more, on prancing palfrey 0 borne, saddle horse 
He carolled, light as lark at morn; 

15 No longer, courted and caressed, 
High placed in hall, a welcome guest, 
He poured, to lord and lady gay, 
The unpremeditated lay; 
Old times were changed, old manners gone, 

20 A stranger 2 filled the Stuarts' throne; 
The bigots of the iron time 
Had called his harmless art a crime. 
A wandering harper, scorned and poor, 
He begged his bread from door to door; 

25 And tuned, to please a peasant's ear, 
The harp, a King had loved to hear. 

He passed where Newark's stately tower 
Looks out from Yarrow's birchen bower: 3 

The Minstrel gazed with wishful eye— 
30 No humbler resting place was nigh. 

With hesitating step, at last, 
The embattled portal-arch he passed, 
Whose ponderous grate, and massy bar, 
Had oft rolled back the tide of war, 

35 But never closed the iron door 
Against the desolate and poor. 
The Duchess marked his weary pace, 
His timid mien, and reverend face, 
And bade her page the menials 0 tell, servants 

40 That they should tend the old man well: 
For she had known adversity, 
Though born in such a high degree; 
In pride of power, in beauty's bloom, 
Had wept o'er Monmouth's bloody tomb! 4 

45 When kindness had his wants supplied, 
And the old man was gratified, 
Began to rise his minstrel pride. 
And he began to talk, anon, 
Of good Earl Francis, dead and gone, 

50 And of Earl Walter, rest him God! 5 

A braver ne'er to battle rode; 
And how full many a tale he knew, 

2. William III, who in 1688 ascended to the Brit-
ish throne after Parliament coerced the last Stuart 
monarch, the Catholic James II, into fleeing to 
France. 
3. Newark Castle, located in the Border district, 
at a bend of the river Yarrow. 
4. The Duchess, identified in Scott's footnote as 
Anne, Duchess of Buccleuch, was, in addition to 
being a descendant of the Lady of Branksome 

whose black magic will figure in the minstrel's 
story, the widow of the duke of Monmouth. A bas-
tard son of Charles II, Monmouth was executed in 
1685 after his unsuccessful insurrection against 
his uncle James II. 
5. In footnotes Scott identifies Earl Francis and 
Earl Walter as the father and grandfather of the 
Duchess. 
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Of t h e old war r io r s of B u c c l e u c h ; 
A n d , w o u l d t h e n o b l e D u c h e s s de ign 

55 To l i s ten to an old m a n ' s s t ra in , 
T h o u g h stiff h is h a n d , h is voice t h o u g h weak , 
H e t h o u g h t even yet , t h e s o o t h 0 to speak , truth 
T h a t , i f s h e loved t h e h a r p to h e a r , 
H e cou ld m a k e m u s i c t o h e r ea r . 

60 T h e h u m b l e b o o n was s o o n o b t a i n e d ; 
T h e aged M i n s t r e l a u d i e n c e ga ined . 
Bu t , w h e n h e r e a c h e d t h e r o o m o f s ta te , 
W h e r e she , w i t h all h e r ladies , sa te , 
P e r c h a n c e h e w i s h e d h is b o o n d e n i e d ; 

65 For , w h e n to t u n e h is h a r p he t r ied , 
H i s t r e m b l i n g h a n d h a d lost t h e ease , 
W h i c h m a r k s secu r i ty t o p l ease ; 
A n d s c e n e s , long pas t , o f joy a n d pa in , 
C a m e wi lde r ing o 'e r h is aged b r a i n — 

70 He t r ied to t u n e his h a r p in vain . 
T h e p i ty ing D u c h e s s p r a i s ed its c h i m e , 
A n d gave h i m hea r t , a n d gave h i m t ime , 
Til l every s t r ing 's a c c o r d i n g glee 
W a s b l e n d e d in to h a r m o n y . 

75 A n d t h e n , he said, he w o u l d fu l l f a in 
H e cou ld recal l a n a n c i e n t s t ra in , 
H e never t h o u g h t t o s ing aga in . 
I t was no t f r a m e d for village c h u r l s , 
B u t fo r h igh d a m e s a n d migh ty ear ls ; 

so He h a d p layed i t to King C h a r l e s t h e G o o d 
W h e n h e k e p t c o u r t a t H o l y r o o d ; 6 

A n d m u c h he w i s h e d , yet f e a r e d , t o try 
T h e l o n g - f o r g o t t e n me lody . 
A m i d t h e s t r ings h is f i nge r s s t rayed , 

85 A n d an u n c e r t a i n w a r b l i n g m a d e — 
A n d o f t h e s h o o k h is h o a r y 0 h e a d . gray with age 
B u t w h e n h e c a u g h t t h e m e a s u r e wild , 
T h e old m a n ra i sed h is f a c e , a n d smi led ; 
A n d l i gh t ened u p h is f a d e d eye, 

90 W i t h all a poe t ' s extacy! 
In varying c a d e n c e , so f t o r s t rong , 
H e swep t t h e s o u n d i n g c h o r d s a long; 
T h e p r e s e n t s c e n e , t h e f u t u r e lot , 
H i s toils, h is w a n t s , w e r e all fo rgo t ; 

95 C o l d d i f f i d e n c e , a n d age 's f ros t , 
In t h e fu l l t i de o f s o n g w e r e lost . 
E a c h b lank , i n f a i t h l e s s m e m o r y void, 
T h e poet ' s g lowing t h o u g h t supp l i ed ; 
A n d , whi le h is h a r p r e spons ive r u n g , 

IOO 'Twas t h u s t h e L A T E S T M I N S T R E L s u n g . 

1 8 0 5 

6. Having ascended to the throne of England in 1626, Charles I traveled to the palace of Holyrood in 
Edinburgh in 1633 to receive the crown of Scotland. 
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Proud Maisie1 

P r o u d Mai s i e i s i n t h e w o o d 
W a l k i n g so early; 

Swee t R o b i n si ts on t h e b u s h , 
S ing ing so rarely. 

5 "Tell m e , t h o u b o n n y bi rd , 
W h e n shal l I m a r r y m e ? " — 

" W h e n six braw° g e n t l e m e n fine 
Kirkward shal l ca r ry ye." 

" W h o m a k e s t h e br ida l b e d , 
io Birdie , say t ru ly?"— 

"The g r a y - h e a d e d sex ton 
T h a t delves t h e grave duly. 

"The g l o w w o r m o 'e r grave a n d s t o n e 
Shal l l ight t h e e s teady , 

15 T h e owl f r o m t h e s t eep l e sing, 
' W e l c o m e , p r o u d lady. ' " 

1818 

Wandering Willie's Tale "Wandering Willie's Tale" forms part of Red-
gauntlet (1824), Scott's most formally inventive novel and the last of his major fictions 
set in the Border Country. It is told by the blind fiddler Willie Steenson to a young 
gentleman of a romantic temperament , Darsie Latimer, who on a whim has joined 
him in his cross-country wandering and who subsequently writes down Willie's tale 
and sends it off in a letter to a friend in Edinburgh. (Redgauntlet begins, though after 
its first third does not continue, as a novel in letters, the eighteenth-century form 
that Scott revived for this book he called his "Tale of the Eighteenth Century.") Like 
most of Scott's fiction, then, "Wandering Willie's Tale" juxtaposes oral storytelling 
against written records, while also moving among several time frames: 1765, when 
Willie recounts to Darsie the tale he heard from his grandfather, the piper Steenie 
Steenson; the year—sometime in the early 1690s—when the events Steenie experi-
enced occurred; and also the four decades prior to 1690, in which the central figure 
in the story, Sir Robert Redgauntlet, committed the wicked deeds for which, in the 
course of the tale, he will pay at last. The story likewise mixes fiction and history: 
Steenie's journey to the underworld, where he pursues the fictional Redgauntlet and 
thereby recovers a lost piece of his own past, gives Scott a device for making his 
reader acquainted with some central figures of seventeenth-century Scottish history. 

We follow the text of the "Magnum Opus" edition of his works, which Scott pre-
pared in 1832 and in which he officially acknowledged authorship of his novels; we 
omit, however, the long historical notes he added to that edition. 

Scott's simulation of Willie's Scots dialect becomes easier to understand when one 
hears rather than reads it, so reading the tale aloud is advised. For tips on pronun-
ciation of Scots, consult the recordings of "Tam O' Shanter," by Robert Burns, and 
"Woo'd and married and a'," by Joanna Baillie, both at Norton Literature Online. 

1. The "fragment" of a song heard by the characters in The Heart of Midlothian who attend the insane 
gypsy Madge Wildfire on her deathbed (chap. 40). 
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FROM REDGAUNTLET 

Wandering Willie's Tale 

Ye m a u n 1 have h e a r d of Sir R o b e r t R e d g a u n t l e t of t h a t Ilk, w h o lived in t h e s e 
p a r t s b e f o r e t h e d e a r yea r s . 2 T h e c o u n t r y will l ang m i n d h i m ; a n d o u r f a t h e r s 
u s e d t o d r a w b r e a t h t h i c k i f ever t hey h e a r d h i m n a m e d . He w a s o u t wi' t h e 
H i e l a n d m e n in M o n t r o s e ' s t ime ; a n d again he w a s in t h e hills wi ' G l e n c a i r n 
i n t h e saxteen h u n d r e d a n d Bfty-twa; a n d sae w h e n King C h a r l e s t h e S e c o n d 
c a m e in, w h a was in s i c 3 f a v o u r a s t h e Laird o f R e d g a u n t l e t ? 4 He was k n i g h t e d 
a t L o n o n cou r t , wi ' t h e King's a in sword; a n d b e i n g a r e d h o t pre la t i s t , he c a m e 
d o w n he re , r a m p a u g i n g like a l ion, wi th c o m m i s s i o n s of l i e u t e n a n c y (and of 
lunacy , fo r w h a t I k e n 5 ) , to p u t d o w n a t h e W h i g s a n d C o v e n a n t e r s in t h e 
coun t ry . W i l d wark t hey m a d e o f it, f o r t h e W h i g s w e r e a s d o u r a s t h e Caval iers 
w e r e f ierce, a n d i t was w h i c h s h o u l d f i r s t t i re t h e o the r . R e d g a u n t l e t w a s aye 6 

fo r t h e s t r o n g h a n d ; a n d h is n a m e i s k e n d a s wide in t h e c o u n t r y a s Claver-
h o u s e ' s o r T a m DalyelPs . 7 G l e n , n o r da rg l e , 8 n o r m o u n t a i n , n o r cave, cou ld 
h ide t h e p u i r hi l l - folk w h e n R e d g a u n t l e t was o u t w i t h bug le a n d b l o o d h o u n d 
a f t e r t h e m , a s i f t hey h a d b e e n sae m o n y dee r . And t ro th w h e n they f a n d t h e m , 
they d i d n a m a k m u c k l e 9 m a i r c e r e m o n y t h a n a H i e l a n d m a n wi ' a r o e b u c k — 
I t was ju s t , "Will ye t ak t h e tes t?"—if no t , " M a k e r e a d y — p r e s e n t — f i r e ! " — a n d 
t h e r e lay t h e r e c u s a n t . 1 

Far a n d wide was Sir Rober t h a t e d a n d f ea r ed . M e n t h o u g h t he h a d a d i rec t 
c o m p a c t w i t h S a t a n — t h a t h e was p roof aga ins t s t e e l — a n d t h a t bu l le t s h a p p e d 
aff h is b u f f - c o a t like ha i l s t anes f r o m a h e a r t h — t h a t he h a d a m e a r t h a t wou ld 
t u r n a h a r e on t h e s ide o f C a r r i f r a - g a w n s 2 — a n d m u c k l e to t h e s a m e p u r p o s e , 
o f whi lk m a i r a n o n . T h e bes t b less ing t hey w a r e d 3 on h i m was , "Deil s cowp 
wi' R e d g a u n t l e t ! " 4 He w a s n a a b a d ma i s t e r to his a in fo lk t h o u g h , a n d was 
weel a n e u g h l iked by his t e n a n t s ; a n d as fo r t h e lackies a n d t roopers t h a t raid 
o u t wi' h i m to t h e p e r s e c u t i o n s , a s t h e W h i g s caa 'd t h o s e kil l ing t imes , t hey 
wad h a e d r u n k e n themse l l s b l ind to h is h e a l t h a t ony t ime . 

1. Must. 
2. Years of famine at the end of the 1690s. "Of 
that ilk": from the estate that bears the same name 
as the family. Willie's story concerns Redgauntlet 
of Redgauntlet. 
3. Such. 
4. This opening establishes Redgauntlet's past as 
a "prelatist"—supporter of what was, for most of 
the 17th century, Scotland's established, Episcopal 
Church—and a royalist. For four decades he was 
the foe of the Covenanters—Presbyterians, often 
members of Scotland's middle and lower classes, 
who rejected episcopacy, the spiritual authority of 
the bishops, and supported "Covenants" to pre-
serve the purity of their worship. The conflict 
between the royalists and Covenanters began dur-
ing the Civil War of the 1640s, when, on behalf of 
Charles I, the earl of Montrose and his Highland 
army battled the Presbyterian insurgents—known 
as the Whigs—who had sided in the war with 
Cromwell. In 1652, during the Interregnum that 
followed Charles's execution, the earl of Glencairn 
continued this battle: Redgauntlet, we are to 
understand, joined him. When Charles II was 
restored to the throne in 1660, the royalists and 
prelatists regained the upper hand. Their conflict 
with the Covenanters culminated, during the "kill-
ing years" of 1681—85, with massacres of the "hill 

folk," called this because Presbyterian ministers 
who after the Restoration had been ejected from 
their churches had taken to conducting religious 
sendees outdoors. 
5. Know. 
6. Always. 
7. Royalist aristocrats who led the persecutions of 
Covenanters in 1681—85. Folk legends held that 
both had diabolical powers, which Scott transfers 
to Redgauntlet in the following paragraph. 
8. A word for river valley, perhaps of Scott's coin-
ing. 
9. Much. 
1. To take the Test is, according to the terms of 
the Test Act of 1681, to swear an oath recognizing 
the monarch's supremacy as head of the Church, 
something a Presbyterian, who recognized Christ 
alone as head, could not do. Redgauntlet and fol-
lowers used this legal device to hunt down "recu-
sants," i.e., those who did not conform to the 
Episcopal church. 
2. Redgauntlet's supematurally fleet-footed mare 
could turn a hare—i.e., get in front of it and 
change its course 1—while being ridden on Carrifra-
gawns, a steep slope. 
3. Bestowed. 
4. "Devil take Redgauntlet!" 
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N o w you a re t o ken t ha t my g u d e s i r e 5 lived on R e d g a u n t l e t ' s g r u n d — t h e y 
ca ' t h e p l ace P r i m r o s e - K n o w e . W e h a d lived o n t h e g r u n d , a n d u n d e r t h e 
R e d g a u n t l e t s , s ince t h e r id ing days , 6 a n d l ang b e f o r e . I t was a p l e a s a n t bit ; 
a n d I t h i n k t h e air i s c a l l e r e r 7 a n d f r e s h e r t h e r e t h a n ony w h e r e else in t h e 
coun t ry . It 's a ' d e se r t ed now; a n d I sat on t h e b r o k e n d o o r - c h e e k t h r e e days 
s ince , a n d was glad I c o u l d n a see t h e p l igh t t h e p l ace was in; b u t tha t ' s a ' wide 
o ' t h e m a r k . 8 T h e r e dwel t my gudes i re , S t e e n i e S t e e n s o n , a r ambl ing , r a t t l ing 
c h i e l 9 he h a d b e e n in h is y o u n g days, a n d cou ld play weel on t h e p ipes ; he 
was f a m o u s a t " H o o p e r s a n d G i r d e r s " — a ' C u m b e r l a n d c o u l d n a t o u c h h i m a t 
"Jockie L a t t i n " — a n d he had t h e f ines t f inger fo r t h e back-l i l l ' b e t w e e n Berwick 
a n d Carl is le . T h e like o ' S t e e n i e w a s n a t h e sor t t ha t t hey m a d e W h i g s o'. And 
so he b e c a m e a Tory , as they ca ' it, w h i c h we n o w ca ' J a c o b i t e s , 2 j u s t o u t of a 
k ind o f needcess i ty , t h a t he m i g h t b e l a n g to s o m e s ide o r o the r . He h a d n a e 
ill-will to t h e W h i g bodies , a n d l iked li t t le to see t h e b l u d e r in , t h o u g h , be ing 
obl iged to fo l low Sir R o b e r t in h u n t i n g a n d hos t ing , w a t c h i n g a n d w a r d i n g , 3 

he saw m u c k l e m i s c h i e f , a n d m a y b e did s o m e , t h a t he c o u l d n a avoid. 
N o w S t e e n i e was a k ind of favour i t e wi th h is m a s t e r , a n d k e n d a ' t h e folks 

a b o u t t h e cas t le , a n d was o f t e n sen t fo r t o play t h e p ipes w h e n they w e r e a t 
the i r m e r r i m e n t . Au ld D o u g a l M a c C a l l u m , t h e bu t l e r , t h a t h a d fo l lowed Sir 
Robe r t t h r o u g h g u d e a n d ill, t h i ck a n d th in , poo l a n d s t r eam, was special ly 
f o n d of t h e p ipes , a n d aye g a e 4 my gudes i r e h is g u d e word wi' t h e Laird; for 
Douga l cou ld t u r n h is m a s t e r r o u n d his f i nge r . 

W e e l , r o u n d c a m e t h e Revo lu t ion , 5 a n d i t h a d like t o have b r o k e n t h e hea r t s 
ba i t h o f Douga l a n d his mas t e r . Bu t t h e c h a n g e was no t a ' t h e g e t h e r sae grea t 
a s they f ea red , a n d o t h e r fo lk t h o u g h t for . T h e W h i g s m a d e a n u n c o c r a w i n g 6 

w h a t t hey w a d do w i t h the i r au ld e n e m i e s , a n d in specia l wi' Sir R o b e r t Red-
gaun t l e t . R u t t h e r e w e r e ower m a n y grea t folks d ipped in t h e s a m e doings , t o 
m a k a sp ick a n d s p a n n e w war ld . So p a r l i a m e n t p a s s e d i t a ' ower easy; a n d Sir 
Rober t , b a t i n g 7 t h a t he was he ld to h u n t i n g foxes ins t ead o f C o v e n a n t e r s , 
r e m a i n e d j u s t t h e m a n he was . He revel w a s a s loud , a n d his hal l a s weel 
l ighted , a s ever i t h a d b e e n , t h o u g h m a y b e he lacked t h e f ines o f t h e n o n -
c o n f o r m i s t s , t h a t u s e d to c o m e to s tock his l a rde r a n d cel lar ; fo r i t i s ce r t a in 
h e b e g a n t o b e k e e n e r a b o u t t h e r en t s t h a n his t e n a n t s u s e d t o f i n d h i m be fo re , 
a n d t hey b e h o v e d to b e 8 p r o m p t t o t h e ren t -day , o r else t h e Lai rd w a s n a 
p leased . And he was sic an a w s o m e body, t h a t n a e b o d y ca r ed to ange r h i m ; 
fo r t h e o a t h s he swore , and t h e rage t ha t he u sed to get in to , a n d t h e looks 
t h a t he p u t o n , m a d e m e n s o m e t i m e s t h i n k h i m a devil i n c a r n a t e . 

W e e l , my g u d e s i r e was n a e m a n a g e r — n o t h a t he was a very grea t mis-
g u i d e r — b u t he h a d n a t h e saving gift , a n d he got twa t e r m s ' r e n t i n a r rea r . He 
got t h e f i r s t b r a s h a t W h i t s u n d a y p u t ower wi' fa i r word a n d piping; b u t w h e n 
M a r t i n m a s c a m e , t h e r e was a s u m m o n s f r o m t h e g rund -o f f i c e r to c o m e wi' 

5. Grandfather. 
6. Period of Border warfare in the 16th century. 
7. Cooler. 
8. Beside the point. 
9. Lad. 
1. Thumbhole in the melody pipe of a bagpipe. 
The border between Scotland and England extends 
between Carlisle—chief city of the Northern 
English county of Cumberland (now known as 
Cumbria) on the west coast and Berwick on the 
east. 
2. The Tory party in Scotland included most sup-
porters of the Episcopal Church and, after 1688, 

the Jacobites—supporters of the exiled James Stu-
art and his heirs. 
3. Guarding. 
4. Gave. 
5. The Revolution of 1688, which expelled the 
Stuart dynasty from the British throne, and in 
Scotland reestablished Presbyterianism, ending 
the persecutions of the Covenanters. Jacobites 
continued to resist the Revolutionary Settlement 
until their last uprising in 1745. 
6. Extraordinary crowing; i.e., much noise. 
7. Except. 
8. Were obliged to be. 
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t h e r e n t on a day p r eceese , o r else S t e e n i e b e h o v e d to f l i t . 9 Sair w a r k 1 he h a d 
to get t h e siller; b u t he was w e e l - f r e e n d e d , a n d a t last he got t h e ha i l l 2 s c r a p e d 
t h e g i t h e r — a t h o u s a n d m e r k s — t h e ma i s t o f i t was f r o m a n e i g h b o u r t hey caa 'd 
Laur i e L a p r a i k — a sly t o d . 3 Lau r i e h a d w a l t h o ' g e a r 4 — c o u l d h u n t wi ' t h e 
h o u n d a n d r in wi' t h e h a r e — a n d be W h i g o r Tory, s a u n t o r s inne r , a s t h e w i n d 
s tood. He was a p ro f e s so r in th i s Revo lu t ion war ld , b u t he l iked an orra sough 
of th is war ld ; 5 a n d a t u n e on t h e p ipes weel a n e u g h a t a by t ime , a n d a b u n e 
a ' , 6 he t h o u g h t he h a d g u d e secur i ty fo r t h e siller he len t my gudes i re ower 
t h e s tock ing a t P r i m r o s e - K n o w e . 7 

Away t ro ts my gudes i r e to R e d g a u n t l e t Cas t l e , wi ' a heavy p u r s e a n d a l ight 
hea r t , glad to be o u t o f the La i rd ' s d a n g e r . W e e l , t h e f irst t h i n g he l e a rned a t 
t h e Cas t l e was , t h a t Sir R o b e r t h a d f r e t t e d h imse l f i n to a fit of t h e gout , 
b e c a u s e he did n o t a p p e a r b e f o r e twelve o 'c lock. I t w a s n a a ' t h e g e t h e r f o r sake 
o f t h e m o n e y , Douga l t h o u g h t ; b u t b e c a u s e he d i d n a like to p a r t wi ' my gude -
sire aff t h e g r u n d . Douga l was glad to see S t een i e , a n d b r o u g h t h i m in to t h e 
grea t oak pa r lour , a n d t h e r e sa t t h e La i rd his l e e s o m e lane , excep t ing t h a t he 
had bes ide h i m a grea t , i l l - favoured j a c k a n a p e , 8 t h a t was a specia l p e t of his; 
a c a n k e r e d b e a s t i t was , a n d m o n y an i l l -na tu red t r ick i t p layed—il l to p l ease 
i t was, a n d easily a n g e r e d — r a n a b o u t t h e hai l l cast le , c h a t t e r i n g a n d yowling, 
a n d p i n c h i n g a n d b i t ing folk, especial ly b e f o r e ill w e a t h e r , o r d i s t u r b a n c e s in 
t h e s ta te . Sir R o b e r t caa 'd i t M a j o r W e i r , a f t e r t h e war lock t h a t was b u r n t ; 9 

a n d f e w fo lk l iked e i t h e r t h e n a m e o r t h e cond i t i ons o f t h e c r e a t u r e — t h e y 
t h o u g h t t h e r e was s o m e t h i n g in i t by o r d i n a r — a n d my gudes i r e was n o t j u s t 
easy i n h is m i n d w h e n t h e d o o r s h u t on h im, a n d he saw h imse l f i n t h e room 
wi' n a e b o d y b u t t h e Laird, Douga l M a c C a l l u m , a n d t h e M a j o r , a t h i n g t h a t 
h a d n a c h a n c e d t o h i m befo re . 

Sir R o b e r t sat , or, I shou ld say, lay, in a grea t a r m e d cha i r , wi ' his g r a n d 
velvet gown , a n d his f e e t on a c rad le ; fo r he h a d ba i th gou t a n d gravel, a n d 
his f a c e looked a s gash a n d ghas t ly a s Sa tan ' s . M a j o r W e i r sa t oppos i t e to h i m , 
in a r ed laced coa t , a n d t h e Lai rd ' s wig 1 on his h e a d ; a n d aye as Sir Robe r t 
g i r n e d 2 wi ' pa in , t h e j a c k a n a p e g i rned too, like a s h e e p ' s - h e a d b e t w e e n a pa i r 
o f t a n g s — a n i l l - f au red , 3 f e a r s o m e c o u p l e t hey were . T h e Laird 's b u f f - c o a t was 
h u n g on a p in b e h i n d h im, a n d h is b r o a d s w o r d a n d his pis tols w i th in r e a c h ; 
for he keepi t up t h e au ld f a s h i o n of hav ing t h e w e a p o n s ready, a n d a h o r s e 
saddled day a n d n igh t , j u s t a s he u s e d to do w h e n he was able to loup on 
ho r seback , a n d away a f t e r ony o f t h e hi l l - folk he cou ld get s p e e r i n g s 4 of. S o m e 
said i t was fo r f e a r of t h e W h i g s t ak ing v e n g e a n c e , b u t I j u d g e i t was j u s t his 
auld c u s t o m — h e wasna gien to f e a r ony th ing . T h e ren ta l -book , wi ' its b l ack 
cover and b rass c lasps , was lying bes ide h i m ; a n d a book of s c u l d u d d r y s a n g s 5 

was p u t betwixt t h e leaves, to k e e p i t o p e n a t t h e p l a c e w h e r e i t bo re ev idence 

9. To move house. Rents were due on "quarter 
days": Candlemas (February 2), Whitsunday (May 
15), Lammas (August 1), and Martinmas (Novem-
ber 11). 
1. Difficult work. 
2. Whole. 
3. Fox. 
4. Lots of property. 
5. I.e., in this post-Revolutionary wrorld puritani-
cal Laurie adheres to ("professes") his religion but 
still likes an occasional ("orra") worldly song 
("sough"). 
6. Above all. 
7. I.e., the security for the loan of the rent money 

is "the stocking"—cattle, farm implements, etc.— 
of Steenie's farm. 
8. Monkey. 
9. Major Weir, a historical figure who fought in 
the Covenanter cause in youth and in old age con-
fessed to crimes that included wizardry, for which 
he was executed in 1670. 
1. Gentlemen in the late 17th and the 18th cen-
turies were in the custom of wearing wigs in public. 
2. Grimaced. 
3. Ugly. 
4. News. 
5. Obscene songs. 
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aga ins t t h e G o o d m a n o f P r i m r o s e - K n o w e , a s b e h i n d t h e h a n d wi th h is mai ls 
a n d d u t i e s . 6 Sir Robe r t gave my gudes i r e a look, as i f he w o u l d have w i t h e r e d 
h is h e a r t in h is b o s o m . Ye m a u n ken he h a d a way of b e n d i n g h is b rows , t ha t 
m e n saw t h e visible m a r k of a h o r s e - s h o e in h is f o r e h e a d , d e e p - d i n t e d , as i f i t 
h a d b e e n s t a m p e d t h e r e . 

"Are ye c o m e l i gh t -handed , ye son of a t o o m whis t l e?" said Sir Rober t . 
"Zounds! i f you a r e " — 

My gudes i re , w i t h as gude a c o u n t e n a n c e as he c o u l d p u t on , m a d e a leg , 7 

a n d p l a c e d t h e b a g of m o n e y on t h e t ab le wi' a d a s h , like a m a n t h a t does 
s o m e t h i n g clever . T h e Laird d r e w i t to h i m has t i ly—"Is i t all he re , S t een i e , 
m a n ? 

"Your h o n o u r will f ind i t r ight ," said my gudes i re . 
"He re , D o u g a l , " sa id t h e Lai rd , "gie S t e e n i e a t a s s 8 of b r a n d y d o w n stairs , 

till I c o u n t t h e siller a n d wri te t h e r ece ip t . " 
B u t they w e r e n a weel ou t of t h e r o o m , w h e n Sir Robe r t gied a yel loch t ha t 

ga r r ' d 9 t h e Cas t l e rock! Back r a n D o u g a l — i n f lew t h e l ivery-men—yel l on yell 
gied t h e Laird, ilk a n e mai r a w f u ' t h a n t h e i the r . My gudes i re k n e w n o t w h e t h e r 
t o s t a n d o r f lee, b u t he v e n t u r e d b a c k in to t h e pa r lou r , w h e r e a ' was g a u n 
h i rdy -g i rd i e—naebody to say " c o m e in," or "gae ou t . " Terr ib ly t h e Laird roared 
fo r c au ld w a t e r to his feet , a n d wine to cool his t h roa t ; a n d hel l , hel l , hell , a n d 
its f l ames , was aye t h e word in his m o u t h . T h e y b r o u g h t h i m wate r , and w h e n 
they p l u n g e d his swoln f ee t i n to t h e t ub , he c r i ed o u t i t was b u r n i n g ; a n d folk 
say t h a t i t did b u b b l e a n d sparkle like a s e e t h i n g c a u l d r o n . He f l u n g t h e c u p 
a t Douga l ' s h e a d , a n d said he h a d given h i m b lood ins t ead o f b u r g u n d y ; a n d , 
s u r e a n e u g h , t h e lass w a s h e d c lo t t ed b lood aff t h e ca rpe t t h e ne is t day. T h e 
j a c k a n a p e they caa 'd M a j o r We i r , i t j i b b e r e d a n d cr ied as i f i t was m o c k i n g its 
m a s t e r ; my gudes i re ' s h e a d was like to t u r n — h e forgo t ba i t h siller a n d rece ip t , 
a n d d o w n s ta i rs h e banged ; b u t a s h e r an , t h e shr ieks c a m e fa in t a n d fa in te r ; 
t h e r e was a d e e p - d r a w n shiver ing g roan , a n d word gaed t h r o u g h t h e Cas t l e , 
t ha t t h e La i rd was d e a d . 

W e e l , away c a m e my gudes i re , wi ' h is f inge r in his m o u t h , a n d his bes t h o p e 
was , t h a t Douga l h a d seen t h e money -bag , a n d h e a r d t h e Laird speak o f wr i t ing 
t h e r ece ip t . T h e y o u n g Laird, n o w Sir J o h n , c a m e f r o m E d i n b u r g h , t o see 
th ings p u t t o r ights . Sir J o h n a n d his f a t h e r neve r gree 'd weel . Sir J o h n h a d 
b e e n b red an advoca te , a n d a f t e r w a r d s sa t i n t h e last Sco ts P a r l i a m e n t a n d 
vo ted fo r t h e U n i o n , having go t t en , i t was t h o u g h t , a r u g of t h e c o m p e n s a -
t i o n s ' — i f h i s f a t h e r cou ld have c o m e o u t o f his grave, he w o u l d have b r a i n e d 
h i m fo r i t on h is awn h e a r t h s t a n e . S o m e t h o u g h t i t was eas ie r c o u n t i n g wi th 
t h e au ld r o u g h Knight t h a n t h e f a i r - spoken y o u n g a n e — b u t m a i r o f t h a t a n o n . 

D o u g a l M a c C a l l u m , poor body, n e i t h e r g r a t 2 n o r g r aned , b u t gaed a b o u t 
t h e h o u s e looking like a co rpse , b u t d i rec t ing , as was h is du ty , a ' t h e o rde r of 
t h e g r a n d f u n e r a l . Now, D o u g a l looked aye w a u r a n d w a u r 3 w h e n n igh t was 
coming , a n d was aye the las t to gang to his b e d , whi lk was in a l i t t le r o u n d 
ju s t oppos i t e t h e c h a m b e r o f da i s , 4 whi lk his m a s t e r o c c u p i e d whi le he was 

6. Rents. 
7. I.e., he bowed. 
8. Cup. 
9. Made. 
1. Sir John is eventually to hold a seat in the Scots 
Parliament that will make history in 1707 by pass-
ing the Act of Union that joins the kingdoms of 

England and Scotland and by this means voting 
itself out of existence. Like many of his peers, Sir 
John will take a cut ("rug") of the "compensations" 
offered the parliamentarians as a bribe. 
2. Wept. 
3. Always looked worse and worse. 
4. Best bedroom. 
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living, a n d w h e r e he n o w lay in s ta te , as t hey caa 'd it, weel-a-day! T h e n igh t 
b e f o r e t h e f u n e r a l , Douga l cou ld k e e p his a w n c o u n s e l 5 n a e langer ; h e c a m e 
d o u n wi th h is p r o u d spirit , a n d fair ly a sked au ld H u t c h e o n to sit in his r o o m 
wi th h i m fo r an h o u r . W h e n t hey were in t h e r o u n d , Douga l took ae tass o f 
b r a n d y to h imse l l , a n d gave a n o t h e r t o H u t c h e o n , a n d w i s h e d h i m all h e a l t h 
a n d lang life, a n d said tha t , fo r h imse l l , he w a s n a l ang f o r th is wor ld ; f o r t h a t , 
every n igh t s ince Sir Rober t ' s d e a t h , h is silver call h a d s o u n d e d f r o m t h e s t a t e 
c h a m b e r , j u s t as i t u s e d to do a t n igh t s in his l i fe t ime, to call Douga l to he lp 
to t u r n h i m in h is bed . Douga l said, t h a t b e i n g a lone w i t h t h e d e a d on t h a t 
f loor of t h e t o w e r (for n a e b o d y c a r e d to wake Sir R o b e r t R e d g a u n t l e t like 
a n o t h e r corpse) , h e h a d never d a u r e d t o a n s w e r t h e call, b u t t h a t n o w his 
c o n s c i e n c e c h e c k e d h i m f o r neg l ec t i ng his du ty ; for , " t h o u g h d e a t h b reaks 
service ," said M a c C a l l u m , "it shal l neve r b r e a k my service to Sir Rober t ; a n d 
I will a n s w e r h is next whis t le , so be you will s t and by m e , H u t c h e o n . " 

H u t c h e o n h a d n a e will t o t h e wark , b u t he h a d s tood by Douga l i n ba t t l e 
a n d broil , a n d he w a d no t fai l h i m a t th is p i n c h ; so d o w n t h e c a r l e s 6 sat ower 
a s t o u p 7 of b randy , a n d H u t c h e o n , w h o was s o m e t h i n g of a clerk, wou ld have 
r ead a c h a p t e r of t h e Rible; b u t D o u g a l wou ld h e a r n a e t h i n g b u t a b l a u d 8 of 
Davie Lindsay, whi lk was t h e w a u r p r e p a r a t i o n . 

W h e n m i d n i g h t c a m e , a n d t h e h o u s e was qu ie t a s t h e grave, s u r e a n e u g h 
t h e silver whis t le s o u n d e d as s h a r p a n d shril l as i f Sir Rober t w a s b lowing it, 
a n d u p gat t h e twa a u l d se rv ing -men , a n d to t t e r ed in to t h e r o o m w h e r e t h e 
dead m a n lay. H u t c h e o n saw a n e u g h a t t h e first g lance ; fo r t h e r e w e r e t o r c h e s 
in t h e r o o m , w h i c h s h o w e d h i m t h e fou l f i end in his a in shape , s i t t ing on t h e 
Laird 's coff in! O v e r he c o w p e d 9 a s i f he h a d b e e n dead . He cou ld n o t tell h o w 
l ang he lay in a t r a n c e a t t h e door , b u t w h e n he g a t h e r e d h imse l f , he c r ied on 
his n e i g h b o u r , a n d ge t t ing n a e answer , ra ised t h e h o u s e , w h e n Douga l was 
f o u n d lying d e a d w i t h i n twa s teps o f t h e bed w h e r e his mas t e r ' s cof f in was 
p l aced . As f o r t h e whis t le , i t was gaen a n e s a n d aye; 1 b u t m o n y a t i m e was i t 
h e a r d a t t h e t op o f t h e h o u s e o n t h e b a r t i z a n , 2 a n d a m a n g t h e au ld c h i m n e y s 
a n d tu r re t s , w h e r e t h e howle t s have t he i r nes t s . Sir J o h n h u s h e d t h e m a t t e r 
u p , a n d t h e f u n e r a l pas sed over w i t h o u t ma i r bog le -wark . 3 

But w h e n a ' w a s ower , a n d t h e Lai rd was b e g i n n i n g to se t t le his a f fa i rs , 
every t e n a n t was ca l led up fo r h is a r rears , a n d my gudes i re fo r t h e fu l l s u m 
t h a t s tood aga ins t h i m in t h e r en ta l -book . W e e l , away he t ro ts t o t h e Cas t l e , 
to tell his story, a n d t h e r e he i s i n t r o d u c e d to Sir J o h n , s i t t ing in his f a the r ' s 
cha i r , in d e e p m o u r n i n g , wi th w e e p e r s a n d h a n g i n g c r a v a t , 4 a n d a smal l walk-
ing rap ie r by his s ide, i n s t ead of t h e au ld b r o a d s w o r d t ha t h a d a h u n d r e d -
weigh t of s tee l a b o u t it, w h a t wi th b lade , c h a p e , a n d baske t -h i l t . I have h e a r d 
the i r c o m m u n i n g so o f t e n t au ld ower , t h a t I a l m o s t t h i n k I w a s t h e r e mysell , 
t h o u g h I c o u l d n a be b o r n at t h e t ime . . . . 

" I wuss ye joy, sir, of t h e h e a d seat , a n d t h e w h i t e loaf , a n d t h e b ra id laird-
sh ip . 5 Your f a t h e r was a k ind m a n to f r i e n d s a n d fol lowers ; m u c k l e g race to 
5. Keep quiet. 
6. Fellows. 
7. Cup. 
8. A selection: Lindsay was a 16th-century satiri-
cal poet. 
9. Tilted. 
1. Once and always—i.e., forever. 
2. Parapet atop a castle. 
3. Ghostly occurrences. 

4. Mourning dress included hat bands of white 
linen ("weepers") and a "hanging cravat" instead of 
the usual shirt frills. 
5. A ceremonious speech wishing Sir John well in 
his new position as head of a great family: white 
bread ("white loaf") is mentioned as a delicacy only 
the rich could afford; a "braid lairdship" is a large 
estate. 
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you, Sir J o h n , to fill his s h o o n — h i s boots , I su ld say, fo r he se ldom w o r e s h o o n , 
un l e s s i t w e r e m u i l s 6 w h e n h e h a d t h e gou t . " 

"Ay, S teen ie , " q u o t h the Lai rd , s igh ing deeply, a n d p u t t i n g h is n a p k i n to his 
een , "his was a s u d d e n call, a n d he will be missed in t h e c o u n t r y ; no t ime to 
set his h o u s e in o r d e r — w e e l p r e p a r e d G o d w a r d , no d o u b t , w h i c h i s t h e root 
o f t h e m a t t e r — b u t le f t us b e h i n d a t ang led h e s p to w i n d , 7 S t e e n i e . — H e m ! 
h e m ! We m a u n go to bus iness , S t een i e ; m u c h to do, a n d li t t le t i m e to do i t 

» 
in. 

H e r e he o p e n e d t h e fa ta l v o l u m e . I have h e a r d of a t h i n g they call 
D o o m s d a y - b o o k 8 — I am clear i t ha s b e e n a r en ta l of b a c k - g a n g i n g 9 t e n a n t s . 

" S t e p h e n , " said Sir J o h n , still in t h e s a m e sof t , sleekit t o n e of a v o i c e — 
" S t e p h e n S t e v e n s o n , o r S t e e n s o n , ye a re d o w n h e r e fo r a year 's r e n t b e h i n d 
t h e h a n d — d u e a t last t e r m . " 

Stephen. "P lease you r h o n o u r , Sir J o h n , I paid it to you r f a t h e r . " 
Sir John. "Ye took a rece ip t t h e n , doub t l e s s , S t e p h e n ; a n d can p r o d u c e it?" 
Stephen. " I n d e e d I h a d n a t ime , a n it like your h o n o u r ; fo r n a e s o o n e r h a d 

I set d o u n t h e siller, a n d jus t as his h o n o u r Sir Rober t , tha t ' s gaen , d rew i t till 
h i m to c o u n t it, a n d wr i te o u t t h e rece ip t , he was t a ' en wi' t h e pa ins t ha t 
r emoved h i m . " 

"Tha t was u n l u c k y , " said Sir J o h n , a f t e r a p a u s e . "But ye maybe paid i t in 
t h e p r e s e n c e of s o m e b o d y . I w a n t b u t a talis qualis ev idence , 1 S t e p h e n . I wou ld 
go ower str ict ly to w o r k wi th no poo r m a n . " 

Stephen. "Tro th , Sir J o h n , t h e r e was n a e b o d y in t h e r o o m b u t Douga l 
M a c C a l l u m , t h e bu t l e r . Bu t , a s your h o n o u r kens , he has e ' en fo l lowed his 
au ld m a s t e r . " 

"Very u n l u c k y aga in , S t e p h e n , " said Sir J o h n , w i t h o u t a l t e r ing h is voice a 
s ingle no t e . "The m a n t o w h o m y e paid t h e m o n e y i s d e a d — a n d t h e m a n w h o 
wi tne s sed you r p a y m e n t i s d e a d t o o — a n d t h e siller, w h i c h s h o u l d have b e e n 
to t h e fore , i s n e i t h e r seen n o r h e a r d tell of in t h e repos i tor ies . H o w am I to 
believe a ' th is?" 

Stephen. "I d i n n a ken , you r h o n o u r ; b u t t h e r e is a bit m e m o r a n d u m no te 
of t h e very co ins ; for , G o d he lp me! I h a d to b o r r o w o u t of twen ty pu r se s ; a n d 
I am sure t h a t i lka 2 m e n t h e r e set d o w n will t ake his gri t oa th for w h a t p u r p o s e 
I bo r rowed t h e m o n e y . " 

Sir John. "I have little d o u b t t ha t ye borrowed t h e money , S t een ie . It is t h e 
payment to m y f a t h e r tha t I w a n t to have s o m e proof of." 

Stephen. "The siller m a u n be a b o u t t h e h o u s e , Sir J o h n . A n d s ince your 
h o n o u r neve r got it, and h is h o n o u r t ha t was c a n n a have t a ' en i t wi ' h im , 
m a y b e s o m e of t h e fami ly m a y have s een i t ." 

Sir John. " W e will examine t h e servants , S t e p h e n ; t h a t is b u t r ea sonab le . " 
But lackey a n d lass, a n d page a n d g room, all d e n i e d s tout ly t h a t they h a d 

ever seen s u c h a b a g of m o n e y as my gudes i re de sc r ibed . W h a t w a s w a u r , he 
had un luck i ly n o t m e n t i o n e d to any living soul of t h e m his p u r p o s e of paying 
his r en t . Ae q u e a n 3 h a d no t i c ed s o m e t h i n g u n d e r his a r m , b u t s h e took i t for 
t h e p ipes . 

Sir J o h n B e d g a u n t l e t o r d e r e d t h e se rvan ts o u t o f t h e r o o m , a n d t h e n said 
6. Slippers. 9. Behind in paying. 
7. A "hesp" is a length of yarn: the deceased has 1. Law Latin for "of some kind"; used for evidence 
left behind him a confused state of affairs that that is acceptable only under special circum-
requires disentangling (winding). N stances. 
8. The property survey of England ordered by Wil- 2. Every. 
liam the Conqueror in 1086. \ 3. Young woman. 
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to my gudes i re , "Now, S teen ie , ye see you have fa i r play; a n d , as I have little 
d o u b t ye ken b e t t e r w h e r e to f ind t h e siller t h a n ony o t h e r body, I beg, in fa i r 
t e rms , a n d for your o w n sake, t h a t you will e n d this f a s h e r i e ; 4 for , S t e p h e n , 
ye m a u n pay or f l i t ." 

" T h e Lord forgie you r op in ion , " said S t e p h e n , dr iven a l m o s t to h is wit 's 
e n d — " I a m a n h o n e s t m a n . " 

"So am I , S t e p h e n , " said his h o n o u r ; "and so a re all t h e folks in t h e h o u s e , 
I h o p e . Bu t i f t h e r e be a knave a m o n g s t us , i t m u s t be he t h a t tells t h e story 
he c a n n o t prove ." He p a u s e d , a n d t h e n a d d e d , m a i r s ternly, "If I u n d e r s t a n d 
your tr ick, sir, you w a n t to t ake advan tage of s o m e mal i c ious r epor t s c o n c e r n -
ing th ings in th i s family , and par t i cu la r ly r e spec t ing my fa the r ' s s u d d e n d e a t h , 
t h e r e b y to c h e a t me o u t o f t h e m o n e y , a n d p e r h a p s t ake away my c h a r a c t e r , 
by i n s i n u a t i n g t h a t I have rece ived t h e r e n t I am d e m a n d i n g . — W h e r e do you 
s u p p o s e this m o n e y t o b e ? — I ins is t u p o n knowing . " 

My gudes i re s aw every t h i n g look sae m u c k l e aga ins t h i m t h a t he g rew near ly 
d e s p e r a t e — h o w e v e r , he sh i f t ed f r o m o n e foo t t o a n o t h e r , looked to every cor-
n e r o f t h e r o o m , a n d m a d e n o a n s w e r . 

"Speak ou t , s i r rah ," said t h e Laird, a s s u m i n g a look of h is f a the r ' s , a very 
pa r t i cu la r a n e , w h i c h he h a d w h e n he was angry—i t s e e m e d a s i f t h e wr ink les 
of his f r o w n m a d e t ha t s e l f s ame f e a r f u l s h a p e of a horse ' s shoe in t h e midd le 
of his b r o w ; — " S p e a k ou t , sir! I will k n o w your t h o u g h t s ; — d o you s u p p o s e 
t ha t I have th is m o n e y ? " 

"Far be i t f r a e me to say so," said S t e p h e n . 
"Do you c h a r g e any of my p e o p l e wi th hav ing t a k e n it?" 
" I w a d be la i th to c h a r g e t h e m t h a t m a y be i n n o c e n t , " said my gudes i re ; 

" and if t h e r e be any o n e tha t is guilty, I have n a e p roof . " 
" S o m e w h e r e t h e m o n e y m u s t be , i f t h e r e is a word of t r u t h in you r s tory," 

said Sir J o h n ; " I a sk w h e r e you t h i n k i t i s — a n d d e m a n d a co r rec t answer?" 
"In hel l , if you will have my t h o u g h t s of it ," said my gudes i re , dr iven to 

ex t remi ty ,—"in hell! w i t h you r f a t h e r , h is j a c k a n a p e , and his silver whis t le . " 
D o w n t h e s tairs he r a n (for t h e p a r l o u r was n a e p l ace for h i m a f t e r s u c h a 

word) , a n d h e h e a r d t h e Laird swear ing b lood a n d w o u n d s b e h i n d h i m , a s f a s t 
a s ever did Sir Rober t , a n d roa r ing fo r t h e bail ie a n d t h e ba ron-o f f i ce r . 

Away rode my gudes i r e to his chief c red i to r (h im they caa 'd Laur i e Lapra ik) , 
to try i f he cou ld m a k e ony t h i n g o u t o f h i m ; b u t w h e n he t au ld h is story, he 
got b u t t h e wars t word in his w a m e 5 — t h i e f , beggar , a n d dyvour , 6 w e r e t h e 
sa f t e s t t e rms ; a n d t o t h e boo t o f t h e s e h a r d t e rms , Laur i e b r o u g h t up t h e au ld 
s tory of his d ipp ing h is h a n d in t h e b lood of God ' s s a u n t s , j u s t as i f a t e n a n t 
cou ld have h e l p e d r id ing wi th t h e Lai rd , a n d t h a t a laird like Sir R o b e r t Red-
gaun t l e t . My gudes i r e was , by th i s t ime , f a r beyond t h e b o u n d s o f p a t i e n c e , 
a n d whi le he a n d Laur ie were a t deil s p e e d t h e liars, he was w a n c h a n c i e 7 

a n e u g h to a b u s e Lapra ik ' s d o c t r i n e a s wee l a s t h e m a n , a n d said th ings t ha t 
garr 'd folk 's f l esh g r u e 8 t h a t h e a r d them;-—he w a s n a j u s t h imse l l , a n d he h a d 
lived wi' a wild set in his day. 

At last they p a r t e d , a n d my gudes i r e was to r ide h a m e t h r o u g h t h e w o o d of 
P i tmurk ie , t ha t i s a ' f ou of b lack f i r s , as they say.—I ken t h e wood , b u t t h e 
firs m a y be b l ack or w h i t e fo r w h a t I c a n te l l .—At t h e en t ry of t h e w o o d t h e r e 
is a wild c o m m o n , and on t h e edge of t h e c o m m o n , a l i t t le lonely c h a n g e -
4. Annoyance. 
5. Mind. 
6. Good-for-nothing. 

7. Unlucky. 
8. Made people's flesh creep. 
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h o u s e , t h a t was keep i t t h e n by an os t ler -wife , t hey su ld h a e caa 'd h e r T ibb ie 
F a w , 9 a n d t h e r e p u i r S t een i e c r ied fo r a m u t c h k i n o f b randy , fo r he h a d h a d 
no r e f r e s h m e n t t h e hail l day. T ibb ie was e a r n e s t wi' h i m to t ake a b i te of m e a t , 
b u t he c o u l d n a t h i n k o' t , n o r w o u l d he t ake h is foo t o u t o f t h e s t i r rup , and 
took off t h e b r a n d y whole ly a t twa d r a u g h t s , a n d n a m e d a toas t a t e a c h : — t h e 
f i r s t was, t h e m e m o r y of Sir Robe r t R e d g a u n t l e t , a n d m i g h t he neve r lie qu ie t 
in his grave till he h a d r igh ted his poo r b o n d - t e n a n t ; a n d t h e s e c o n d was , a 
h e a l t h to M a n ' s E n e m y , i f he wou ld b u t get h i m b a c k t h e p o c k of siller, o r tell 
h i m w h a t c a m e o't , fo r he saw t h e hail l wor ld was like to regard h i m as a th ief 
a n d a c h e a t , a n d he took tha t w a u r t h a n even t h e ru in o f his h o u s e a n d h a u l d . 1 

On he rode , l i t t le ca r ing w h e r e . I t was a d a r k n igh t t u r n e d , a n d t h e t rees 
m a d e i t ye t da rke r , a n d he let t h e b e a s t t ake its a in road t h r o u g h t h e wood ; 
w h e n , all o f a s u d d e n , f r o m t i red a n d wea r i ed t h a t i t was be fo re , t h e nag began 
to spr ing, a n d flee, a n d s t end , t h a t my g u d e s i r e cou ld ha rd ly k e e p t h e s a d d l e — 
U p o n t h e whilk, a h o r s e m a n , s u d d e n l y r id ing up be s ide h im, said, "Tha t ' s a 
me t t l e b e a s t o f yours , f r e e n d ; will you sell h i m ? " — S o saying, he t o u c h e d t h e 
horse ' s n e c k wi th h is r id ing-wand , a n d i t fell i n to i ts au ld h e i g h - h o of a s t u m -
bl ing t ro t . "Rut his spunk ' s soon o u t of h i m , I t h ink , " c o n t i n u e d t h e s t ranger , 
" and t h a t i s like m o n y a m a n ' s cou rage , t h a t t h inks he wad do grea t th ings till 
h e c a m e t o t h e p roof . " 

My gudes i re s ca r ce l i s t ened to this , b u t s p u r r e d h is horse , wi th " G u d e e ' en 
to you, f r e e n d . " 

But it 's like t h e s t r ange r was a n e t h a t d o e s n a lightly yield his po in t ; for , r ide 
as S t een ie l iked, he was aye bes ide h i m a t t h e s e l f s ame p a c e . At last my gude -
sire, S t een i e S t e e n s o n , grew half angry; a n d , to say t h e t r u t h , half f e a r ed . 

" W h a t is i t t h a t ye w a n t w i t h m e , f r e e n d ? " he said. "If ye be a robbe r , I have 
n a e m o n e y ; i f ye be a lea l 2 m a n , w a n t i n g c o m p a n y , I have n a e h e a r t to m i r t h 
or speaking; a n d i f ye w a n t to k e n t h e road , I s ca rce k e n i t mysel l ." 

"If you will tell me your gr ief ," said t h e s t r anger , "I am o n e tha t , t h o u g h I 
have b e e n sair m i s c a a ' d 3 i n t h e world , am t h e only h a n d for he lp ing my 
f r e e n d s . " 

So my gudes i re , to ease his a in hea r t , ma i r t h a n f r o m any h o p e o f he lp , told 
h i m t h e s tory f r o m b e g i n n i n g t o e n d . 

"It 's a h a r d p i n c h , " said t h e s t range ; "bu t I t h i n k I c a n he lp you." 
"If you cou ld l end me t h e m o n e y , sir, a n d t ake a l ang d a y 4 — I k e n n a e o t h e r 

he lp on e a r t h , " sa id my gudes i re . 
"Bu t t h e r e m a y be s o m e u n d e r t h e e a r t h , " said t h e s t r anger . " C o m e , I'll be 

f r a n k wi' you; I c o u l d l end you t h e m o n e y on b o n d , b u t you wou ld m a y b e 
sc rup le my t e r m s . N o w , I c a n tell you, t h a t you r au ld Lai rd i s d i s t u r b e d in h is 
grave by your cu r ses , a n d t h e wai l ing of y o u r family , a n d i f ye d a u r v e n t u r e to 
go to see h im, he will give you t h e rece ip t . " 

My gudes i re ' s ha i r s tood on e n d a t th is p roposa l , b u t he t h o u g h t h is c o m -
p a n i o n m i g h t b e s o m e h u m o r s o m e ch ie ld t h a t was t ry ing t o f r i g h t e n h i m , a n d 
m i g h t e n d wi th l e n d i n g h i m t h e m o n e y . Bes ides he was b a u l d wi' b r andy , a n d 
d e s p e r a t e wi' d is t ress ; a n d he said, he h a d c o u r a g e to go to t h e gate of hel l , 
a n d a s tep f a r t h e r , f o r t ha t r e c e i p t . — T h e s t r ange r l a u g h e d . 

W e e l , they rode on t h r o u g h t h e th i ckes t of t h e w o o d , w h e n , all o f a s u d d e n , 
t h e ho r se s topped a t t h e door o f a g rea t h o u s e ; a n d , b u t t h a t he k n e w t h e p lace 
9. I.e., "I am told she was called Tibbie Faw." 
"Ostler-wife": female keeper of a hostelry (inn). 
1. Home. 

2. Honest. 
3. Much maligned. 
4. Extend credit for a long time. 
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was t e n mi les off , my f a t h e r w o u l d have t h o u g h t he was a t R e d g a u n t l e t Cas t l e . 
T h e y rode i n t o t h e o u t e r cou r t -ya rd , t h r o u g h t h e m u c k l e f a u l d i n g ye t t s , 5 a n d 
a n e a t h t h e au ld por tcu l l i s ; a n d t h e w h o l e f r o n t o f t h e h o u s e was l ighted , a n d 
t h e r e w e r e p ipes a n d f i d d l e s , a n d a s m u c h d a n c i n g a n d d e r a y 6 w i th in a s u s e d 
to be i n Sir Rober t ' s H o u s e a t P a c e a n d Yule , 7 a n d s u c h h igh seasons . T h e y 
lap off , a n d my gudes i re , a s s e e m e d to h im, f a s t e n e d h is ho r se to t h e very r ing 
h e h a d t ied h i m t o t h a t m o r n i n g , w h e n h e gaed t o wai t o n t h e y o u n g Sir J o h n . 

"God!" said my gudes i re , "if Sir Rober t ' s d e a t h be b u t a d r eam!" 
H e k n o c k e d a t t h e ha ' doo r j u s t a s h e w a s w o n t , a n d h is au ld a c q u a i n t a n c e , 

Douga l M a c C a l l u m , — j u s t a f t e r h is w o n t , t o o , — c a m e t o o p e n t h e door , a n d 
said, "P iper S t e e n i e , a re ye t h e r e , lad? Sir Rober t h a s b e e n crying fo r you." 

My gudes i r e w a s like a m a n in a d r e a m — h e looked fo r t h e s t ranger , b u t he 
was g a n e for t h e t ime . At las t he j u s t t r ied to say, "Ha! D o u g a l Dr iveower , 8 a re 
ye living? I t h o u g h t ye h a d b e e n d e a d . " 

"Never f a s h 9 yourse l l wi' m e , " said Douga l , "bu t look to yoursel l ; a n d see ye 
take n a e t h i n g f r a e onybody h e r e , n e i t h e r m e a t , d r ink , o r siller, excep t j u s t t h e 
r ece ip t t ha t i s you r a in ." 

So saying, he led t h e way o u t t h r o u g h hal ls a n d t r a n c e s t h a t w e r e weel k e n d 
t o my gudes i re , a n d i n t o t h e au ld oak pa r lou r ; a n d t h e r e was a s m u c h s inging 
of p r o f a n e sangs , a n d bi r l ing 1 o f r ed wine , a n d speak ing b l a s p h e m y a n d scul-
duddry , a s h a d ever b e e n in R e d g a u n t l e t Cas t l e w h e n i t was a t t h e b l i thes t . 

But , Lord t ake us in keeping! w h a t a set of ghas t ly revel lers they w e r e t h a t 
sa t r o u n d t h a t t a b l e ! — M y gudes i r e k e n d m o n y t h a t h a d long b e f o r e g a n e t o 
the i r p lace , f o r o f t e n h a d he p iped to t h e m o s t par t i n t h e hal l o f R e d g a u n t l e t . 
T h e r e was t h e f i e r c e M i d d l e t o n , a n d t h e d i s so lu te Ro thes , a n d t h e c ra f ty Lau-
derda le ; a n d Dalyell , w i th his ba ld h e a d a n d a b e a r d to his girdle; a n d Ear l sha l l , 
wi th C a m e r o n ' s b l u d e on his h a n d ; a n d wild B o n s h a w , t h a t t ied b l e s sed Mr 
Cargi l l ' s l imbs till t h e b lude s p r u n g ; a n d D u m b a r t o n Douglas , t h e twice-
t u r n e d t ra i to r b a i t h t o c o u n t r y a n d king. T h e r e was t h e Bluidy Advoca te 
M a c K e n y i e , w h o , f o r his worldly wit a n d wi sdom, h a d b e e n to t h e res t as a 
god . 2 And t h e r e w a s C l a v e r h o u s e , a s b e a u t i f u l a s w h e n he lived, wi th his long, 
dark , cu r l ed locks, s t r e a m i n g d o w n over h is l aced b u f f - c o a t , a n d h is le f t h a n d 
always on his r ight spu le -b lade , to h ide t h e w o u n d t ha t t h e silver bu l l e t h a d 
m a d e . 3 He sat a p a r t f r o m t h e m all, a n d looked a t t h e m wi th a m e l a n c h o l y , 
h a u g h t y c o u n t e n a n c e ; whi le t h e res t ha l looed , a n d sung , a n d l aughed , t h a t 
t h e r o o m rang . B u t t he i r smi les w e r e fea r fu l ly c o n t o r t e d f r o m t ime t o t ime; 
a n d the i r l a u g h t e r p a s s e d in to s u c h wild s o u n d s , a s m a d e my gudes i re ' s very 
nai ls grow b lue , a n d chi l led t h e m a r r o w in h is b a n e s . 

T h e y t ha t wa i t ed a t t h e table w e r e j u s t t h e wicked se rv ing -men a n d t rooper s , 
t h a t h a d d o n e the i r w o r k a n d c rue l b idd ing o n e a r t h . T h e r e was t h e L a n g Lad 
o f N e t h e r t o w n , t h a t he lped to t ake Argyle; a n d t h e Bishop ' s s u m m o n e r , t h a t 
they ca l led t h e Deil 's Bat t le -bag; a n d t h e wicked g u a r d s m e n , in t he i r l aced 
coats ; a n d t h e savage H i g h l a n d A m o r i t e s , 4 t h a t shed b lood like wa t e r ; and 

5. Great folding gates. 
6. Disorderly revelry. 
7. Easter and Christmas. 
8. Nickname for an idler. 
9. Trouble. 
1. Pouring. 
2. Willie's list identifies a number of the royalist 
aristocrats who, while alive, took the lead in per-
secuting the Covenanters. 
3. John Graham of Claverhouse, another histori-

cal figure notorious for his ruthlessness during the 
killing years, and the leader of the Highland army 
that fought for the cause of the exiled King James 
Stuart in 1689: he died in battle that year, and 
legend reported that it took a silver bullet to kill 
him. 
4. The "Highland host" sent into southwest Scot-
land in 1678 to enforce a law that legalized the 
evictions of people who attended Presbyterian con-
venticles rather than parish churches. Covenanter 
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m a n y a p r o u d se rv ing-man , h a u g h t y of h e a r t and b loody of h a n d , c r ing ing to 
t h e r ich , a n d m a k i n g t h e m wickede r t h a n they w o u l d be ; g r ind ing t h e poo r t o 
p o w d e r , w h e n t h e r i ch had b r o k e n t h e m i n t o f r a g m e n t s . A n d mony , m o n y 
ma i r were c o m i n g a n d ganging , a ' a s busy in the i r voca t ion as i f t hey h a d b e e n 
alive. 

Sir Robe r t R e d g a u n t l e t , in t h e m i d s t of a ' th i s f e a r f u l r iot , c r ied , wi' a voice 
like t h u n d e r , on S t e e n i e P iper , t o c o m e to t h e b o a r d - h e a d w h e r e he was si t t ing; 
his legs s t r e t c h e d o u t b e f o r e h i m , a n d s w a t h e d up wi th f l anne l , w i th h is ho l s t e r 
pis tols as ide h i m , wh i l e t h e g rea t b r o a d s w o r d res ted aga ins t h is cha i r , j u s t a s 
m y gudes i re h a d s e e n h i m t h e last t ime u p o n e a r t h — t h e very c u s h i o n fo r t h e 
j a c k a n a p e was c lose to h im , b u t t h e c r e a t u r e itsell was n o t t h e r e — i t w a s n a its 
h o u r , it 's likely; fo r he h e a r d t h e m say as he c a m e fo rward , "Is n o t t h e M a j o r 
c o m e yet?" A n d a n o t h e r a n s w e r e d , " T h e j a c k a n a p e will b e h e r e b e t i m e s t h e 
m o r n . " And w h e n my gudes i re c a m e f o r w a r d , Sir Rober t , o r his ghais t , o r t h e 
deevil in his l ikeness , said, "Weel , p iper , h a e ye se t t l ed wi ' my son fo r t h e year 's 
r en t ? " 

W i t h m u c h ado my f a t h e r gat b r e a t h t o say, t h a t Sir J o h n w o u l d n o t se t t le 
w i t h o u t his h o n o u r ' s r ece ip t . 

"Ye shal l h a e t h a t fo r a t u n e of t h e p ipes , S t een i e , " said t h e a p p e a r a n c e of 
Sir R o b e r t — " P l a y us u p , ' W e e l h o d d l e d , Luckie . ' " 

N o w this was a t u n e my gudes i re l e a rned f r a e a war lock , t ha t h e a r d i t w h e n 
they w e r e w o r s h i p p i n g S a t a n a t the i r mee t ings ; a n d my gudes i r e h a d s o m e -
t imes p layed i t a t t h e r a n t i n g 5 s u p p e r s in R e d g a u n t l e t Cas t l e , b u t neve r very 
willingly; a n d n o w he g rew cau ld a t t h e very n a m e of it, a n d said, fo r excuse , 
he h a d n a h is p ipes wi' h i m . 

" M a c C a l l u m , ye l imb of Bee l zebub , " said t h e f e a r f u ' Sir Rober t , "b r ing 
S t een i e t h e p ipes t h a t I am k e e p i n g for h i m . " 

M a c C a l l u m b r o u g h t a pa i r of p ipes m i g h t have served t h e p ipe r of D o n a l d 
of t h e I s les . 6 Bu t he gave my gudes i r e a n u d g e as he o f f e r ed t h e m ; a n d looking 
secre t ly a n d closely, S t een i e saw tha t t h e c h a n t e r 7 was o f s teel , a n d h e a t e d to 
a w h i t e h e a t ; so he h a d fa i r w a r n i n g n o t to t rus t h is f ingers wi th it. So he 
excused h imse l f again , a n d said, he was f a i n t a n d f r i g h t e n e d , a n d h a d n o t w ind 
a n e u g h to f i l l t h e bag. 

" T h e n ye m a u n ea t a n d dr ink , S t een i e , " sa id t h e f igure ; " for we do l i t t le else 
he re ; a n d it 's ill speaking b e t w e e n a fou m a n a n d a f a s t i ng . " 8 

N o w t h e s e w e r e t h e very words t h a t t h e b loody Ear l o f Doug la s said to k e e p 
t h e King's m e s s e n g e r in h a n d , whi le he c u t t h e h e a d off M a c L e l l a n o f B o m b i e , 
a t t h e T h r e a v e C a s t l e ; 9 and t ha t p u t S t e e n i e m a i r a n d mai r on h is g u a r d . So 
he spoke up like a m a n , a n d sa id he c a m e n e i t h e r to ea t , o r dr ink , o r m a k e 
mins t re l sy ; b u t s imply for h is a i n — t o k e n w h a t was c o m e o ' t h e m o n e y h e h a d 
pa id , a n d to get a d i scharge fo r it; a n d he was so s t o u t - h e a r t e d by this t ime , 
t h a t he c h a r g e d Sir Rober t fo r c o n s c i e n c e - s a k e — ( h e h a d no p o w e r t o say t h e 
holy n a m e ) — a n d a s he h o p e d fo r p e a c e a n d res t , t o sp read no s n a r e s f o r h im , 
b u t j u s t to give h i m his ain. 

T h e a p p e a r a n c e g n a s h e d its t e e t h a n d l a u g h e d , b u t i t t ook f r o m a large 

hymns compared this army to the Amorites, who 
in the Old Testament are the enemies of the Isra-
elites. 
5. Merry. 
6. A powerful chief of the Western Isles of Scot-
land. 
7. Melody pipe of a bagpipe. 

8. Proverb: a full man should not prevent a hungry 
man from eating. 
9. In 1452 the earl of Douglas beheaded his pris-
oner MacLellan while the king's messenger bear-
ing orders for his release was detained at the table 
refreshing himself after his journey. 
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p o c k e t b o o k t h e rece ip t , a n d h a n d e d i t to S t een ie . "The re i s you r rece ip t , ye 
p i t i fu l cu r ; a n d f o r t h e money , my dog-whe lp of a son m a y go look for i t in t h e 
Ca t ' s C rad l e . " 

My gudes i r e u t t e r e d m o n y t h a n k s , a n d w a s a b o u t t o re t i re , w h e n Sir Robe r t 
r oa r ed a loud , "S top t h o u g h , t h o u s ack -doud l i ng son of a whore ! I am n o t d o n e 
wi th t hee . H E R E w e d o n o t h i n g fo r n o t h i n g ; a n d you m u s t r e t u r n o n th is very 
day t w e l v e m o n t h , t o pay you r m a s t e r t h e h o m a g e t h a t you o w e me fo r my 
p ro t ec t i on . " 

My f a the r ' s t o n g u e was loosed of a s u d d e n l y , and he said a loud , "I r e f e r 
mysell to God ' s p l easu re , a n d n o t to yours . " 

H e h a d n o s o o n e r u t t e r e d t h e w o r d t h a n all was da rk a r o u n d h i m ; a n d h e 
s u n k on t h e e a r t h w i t h s u c h a s u d d e n shock , t h a t he lost b o t h b r e a t h a n d 
s ense . 

H o w lang S t een i e lay the re , h e cou ld no t tell; b u t w h e n h e c a m e t o h imse l l , 
he was lying in t h e auld kirkyard of R e d g a u n t l e t p a r o c h i n e , 1 j u s t a t t h e doo r 
o f the family aisle , a n d t h e s c u t c h e o n 2 o f t h e au ld kn igh t , Sir Rober t , h a n g i n g 
over his h e a d . T h e r e was a d e e p m o r n i n g fog on t h e grass a n d g raves t ane 
a r o u n d h i m , a n d h is ho r se was f e e d i n g quie t ly bes ide t h e min i s te r ' s twa cows. 
S t een i e wou ld have t h o u g h t t h e w h o l e was a d r e a m , b u t he h a d t h e r ece ip t in 
h is h a n d , fairly wr i t t en and s igned by t h e au ld Laird; only t h e last l e t te rs of 
h is n a m e w e r e a l i t t le disorderly, wr i t t en like o n e seized wi th s u d d e n pa in . 

Sorely t r oub l ed in h is m i n d , he le f t t h a t d rea ry p lace , rode t h r o u g h t h e mi s t 
t o R e d g a u n t l e t Cas t l e , and wi th m u c h a d o he got s p e e c h o f t h e Laird . 

"Well , you dyvour b a n k r u p t , " was t h e f irst word , "have you b r o u g h t me my 
ren t?" 

"No ," a n s w e r e d my gudes i re , " I have no t ; b u t I have b r o u g h t you r h o n o u r 
Sir Rober t ' s r ece ip t f o r it ." 

" H o w , s i r r a h ? — S i r Rober t ' s rece ip t !—You told me he had no t given you 
one . " 

"Will your h o n o u r p lease to see i f t h a t b i t l ine is r ight?" 
Sir J o h n looked a t every l ine, a n d a t every le t te r , w i th m u c h a t t e n t i o n ; a n d 

at last , at t h e da te , w h i c h m y g u d e s i r e h a d n o t observed,-—"From my appointed 
place," h e read , "this twenty-fifth of November.—What!—That is yesterday!-— 
Villain, t h o u m u s t have gone to hel l fo r this!" 

" I got i t f r o m your h o n o u r ' s f a t h e r — w h e t h e r he be in h e a v e n or hel l , I k n o w 
no t , " said S t een ie . 

"I will d e l a t e 3 you fo r a wa r lock to t h e Privy Counc i l ! " said Sir J o h n . "I will 
send you to your m a s t e r , t h e devil, wi th t h e he lp of a t a r -bar re l a n d a to rch!" 

" I i n t e n d to de la te mysel l to t h e Presby te ry , " 4 said S t een i e , " and tell t h e m 
all I have s een last n ight , whi lk a re th ings f i t t e r fo r t h e m to j u d g e of t h a n a 
bo r r e l 5 m a n like m e . " 

Sir J o h n p a u s e d , c o m p o s e d h imse l l , a n d des i red t o h e a r t h e fu l l his tory; a n d 
my gudes i re to ld i t f r o m po in t to po in t , as I have to ld i t y o u — w o r d fo r word , 
n e i t h e r m o r e n o r less. 

Sir J o h n was s i lent again fo r a long t ime , a n d a t last he said, very composed ly , 
"S teen ie , th is s tory of yours c o n c e r n s t h e h o n o u r of m a n y a n o b l e fami ly 
bes ides m i n e ; a n d i f i t be a l e a s ing -mak ing , 6 to k e e p yourse l f o u t of my d a n g e r , 

1. Churchyard of Redgauntlet parish. elders from the local parishes. 
2. Coat of arms. 5. Simple. 
3. Report. 6. Slander. 
4. Ecclesiastical court made up of ministers and 
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t h e leas t you c a n expec t i s to have a r e d h o t i ron dr iven t h r o u g h your t ongue , 
a n d t h a t will be as bad as s c a u d i n g your f ingers w i t h a r e d h o t c h a n t e r . Bu t yet 
i t m a y be t rue , S t een i e ; and i f t h e m o n e y cas t up , I shall no t k n o w w h a t to 
t h i n k o f i t . — B u t w h e r e shall we f i nd t h e Ca t ' s C rad l e? T h e r e a re ca t s e n o u g h 
a b o u t t h e old h o u s e , b u t I t h i n k t hey k i t t en w i t h o u t t h e c e r e m o n y of bed or 
c rad le . " 

" W e w e r e bes t ask H u t c h e o n , " said my gudes i r e ; "he k e n s a ' t h e odd c o r n e r s 
a b o u t as wee l a s — a n o t h e r s e rv ing -man t h a t i s n o w gane , a n d t h a t I wad n o t 
like to n a m e . " 

Aweel , H u t c h e o n , w h e n he was asked , told t h e m , t h a t a r u i n o u s tu r r e t , l ang 
d i sused , next to t h e c lock-house , only access ib le by a l adder , fo r t h e o p e n i n g 
was on t h e ou t s ide , a n d far above t h e b a t t l e m e n t s , was ca l led o f old t h e Ca t ' s 
Crad le . 

" T h e r e will I go immedia te ly , " said Sir J o h n ; a n d he took (with w h a t p u r p o s e , 
H e a v e n kens ) o n e o f his f a the r ' s p is to ls f r o m t h e hal l - table , w h e r e they h a d 
lain s ince t h e n igh t he died, a n d h a s t e n e d to t h e b a t t l e m e n t s . 

I t was a d a n g e r o u s p lace to c l imb, f o r t h e l adder was au ld a n d frai l , a n d 
w a n t e d a n e o r twa r o u n d s . Howeve r , up got Sir J o h n , and e n t e r e d a t t h e t u r r e t 
door , w h e r e his body s topped t h e only l i t t le l ight t h a t was in t h e bit tu r re t . 
S o m e t h i n g f lees a t h im wi' a v e n g e a n c e , ma i s t d a n g h i m b a c k o w e r — b a n g 
gaed t h e kn igh t ' s pistol , a n d H u t c h e o n , t h a t he ld t h e ladder , a n d m y gudes i re 
t ha t s tood bes ide h i m , hea r s a l oud ske l l och . 7 A m i n u t e a f t e r , Sir J o h n f l ings 
t h e body o f t h e j a c k a n a p e d o w n to t h e m , a n d cr ies t ha t t h e siller i s f u n d , a n d 
t ha t t hey s h o u l d c o m e up a n d h e l p h i m . And t h e r e was the b a g o f siller su re 
a n e u g h , a n d m o n y orra th ings bes ides , t ha t h a d b e e n miss ing for m o n y a day. 
And Sir J o h n , w h e n he had r i p e d 8 t h e t u r r e t weel , led my gudes i re i n to t h e 
d in ing-par lour , a n d took h i m by t h e h a n d , a n d spoke kindly t o h im , a n d said 
h e was sorry h e s h o u l d have d o u b t e d his word , a n d t h a t h e wou ld h e r e a f t e r 
be a good m a s t e r to h i m , to m a k e a m e n d s . 

"And n o w , S teen ie , " said Sir J o h n , " a l t h o u g h th is vision of yours t ends , on 
t h e who le , t o m y f a t h e r ' s c red i t , a s a n h o n e s t m a n , t ha t h e shou ld , even a f t e r 
his d e a t h , des i re to see j u s t i c e d o n e to a p o o r m a n like you, yet you are sens ib le 
t ha t i l l -d isposi t ioned m e n m i g h t m a k e b a d c o n s t r u c t i o n s on it, c o n c e r n i n g his 
soul 's h e a l t h . So, I t h ink , we h a d b e t t e r lay t h e hail l d i r d u m 9 on t ha t i l l -deedie 
c r e a t u r e , M a j o r W e i r , and say n a e t h i n g a b o u t your d r e a m in t h e wood o f 
P i t m u r k i e . You h a d t aken o w e r m u c l d e b r a n d y to be very ce r t a in a b o u t ony 
th ing ; a n d , S t een i e , th is rece ip t , " (his h a n d s h o o k whi le he he ld i t ou t , )—"i t ' s 
bu t a q u e e r k ind of d o c u m e n t , a n d we will do bes t , I t h ink , to p u t i t qu ie t ly 
in t h e f i re . " 

" O d , b u t fo r as q u e e r as i t is, i t 's a ' t h e v o u c h e r I have fo r my r en t , " said 
my gudes i re , w h o was a f ra id , i t m a y be , of los ing t h e b e n e f i t of Sir Rober t ' s 
d i scha rge . 

"I will b e a r t h e c o n t e n t s to y o u r c red i t in t h e r en ta l -book , a n d give you a 
d i scha rge u n d e r my o w n h a n d , " said Sir J o h n , "and t ha t on t h e spot . And , 
S teen ie , i f you c a n ho ld your t o n g u e a b o u t th i s m a t t e r , you shal l sit, f r o m this 
t e r m d o w n w a r d , a t an eas ie r r en t . " 

" M o n y t h a n k s t o you r h o n o u r , " said S t een i e , w h o saw easily i n w h a t c o r n e r 
t h e wind was; "doub t l e s s I will be c o n f o r m a b l e to all you r h o n o u r ' s c o m m a n d s ; 

7. Screech. 
8. Searched. 

9. Blame. 
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only I wou ld willingly s p e a k wi ' s o m e p o w e r f u l m i n i s t e r on t h e sub j ec t , fo r I 
do n o t like t h e sor t o f s o u m o n s o f a p p o i n t m e n t whi lk you r h o n o u r ' s f a t h e r " — 

"Do n o t call t h a t p h a n t o m my fa the r ! " said Sir J o h n , i n t e r r u p t i n g h i m . 
"Weel , t h e n , t h e t h i n g t h a t w a s so like h i m , " — s a i d my gudes i re ; "he spoke 

of my c o m i n g b a c k to h i m th is t i m e t w e l v e m o n t h , a n d it 's a we igh t on my 
c o n s c i e n c e . " 

"Aweel, t h e n , " said Sir J o h n , "if y o u be m u c h d is t ressed in m i n d , you m a y 
speak to o u r min i s t e r of t h e pa r i sh ; he i s a d o u c e 1 m a n , r ega rds t h e h o n o u r of 
o u r family, a n d t h e ma i r t h a t h e m a y look fo r s o m e p a t r o n a g e f r o m m e . " 

Wi ' t h a t m y gudes i r e readi ly agreed t h a t t h e r ece ip t s h o u l d b e b u r n t , a n d 
t h e La i rd t h r e w i t i n to t h e c h i m n e y w i t h his a in h a n d . B u r n i t w o u l d n o t fo r 
t h e m , t h o u g h ; b u t away i t f l ew up t h e l u m , 2 wi ' a l ang t ra in of sparks a t its 
tail, a n d a h i s s ing no i se like a s q u i b . 3 

M y gudes i re gaed d o w n t o t h e m a n s e , 4 a n d t h e min i s te r , w h e n h e h a d h e a r d 
the story, said, i t was his rea l op in ion , t h a t t h o u g h my gudes i re h a d g a e n very 
f a r i n t a m p e r i n g wi th s u c h d a n g e r o u s m a t t e r s , yet , a s he had r e f u s e d t h e devil 's 
a r l e s 5 ( for s u c h was t h e o f f e r o f m e a t a n d dr ink,) a n d h a d r e f u s e d to do h o m a g e 
by p ip ing a t his b idd ing , he h o p e d , t h a t i f he he ld a c i r c u m s p e c t wa lk h e r e a f t e r , 
S a t a n cou ld t ake l i t t le advan tage by w h a t was c o m e a n d g a n e . And , i n d e e d , 
my gudes i re , o f h is a in accord , l ang fo r swore b a i t h t h e p ipes a n d t h e b r a n d y — i t 
was n o t even till t h e year was ou t , a n d t h e fa ta l day pas sed , t h a t he wou ld so 
m u c h a s t ake t h e f iddle , o r d r ink u s q u e b a u g h o r t i p p e n y . 6 

Sir J o h n m a d e up his s tory a b o u t t h e j a c k a n a p e a s he l iked h imse l l ; a n d 
s o m e bel ieve till th i s day t h e r e was no m o r e in t h e m a t t e r t h a n t h e f i l ch ing 
n a t u r e o f t h e b r u t e . I ndeed , ye'll no h i n d e r s o m e to t h r e a p , 7 t h a t i t was n a n e 
o ' t h e Au ld E n e m y t h a t Douga l a n d my gudes i re saw in t h e Laird 's r o o m , b u t 
only t h a t w a n c h a n c y c rea tu re , t h e M a j o r , c a p e r i n g o n t h e cof f in ; a n d t ha t a s 
t o t h e b lawing on t h e Laird 's whis t le t ha t was h e a r d a f t e r he was d e a d , t h e 
f i l thy b r u t e c o u l d do t h a t a s weel as t h e Lai rd h imse l l , i f no be t t e r . Bu t H e a v e n 
k e n s t h e t r u t h , wh i lk f i r s t c a m e o u t b y t h e min is te r ' s wife , a f t e r Sir J o h n a n d 
h e r a in g u d e m a n 8 w e r e ba i t h i n t h e m o u l d s . 9 A n d t h e n , m y gudes i re , w h a w a s 
fa i led in h is l imbs , b u t n o t in h is j u d g m e n t o r m e m o r y — a t least n o t h i n g to 
speak o f — w a s obl iged to tell t h e rea l na r ra t ive to h is f r e e n d s , fo r t h e c red i t o f 
h is good n a m e . He migh t else have b e e n c h a r g e d fo r a war lock . 

T h e s h a d e s o f e v e n i n g were g rowing th i cke r a r o u n d us a s my c o n d u c t o r f i n -
i shed his long nar ra t ive wi th th i s mora l—"Ye see , b i rk ie , 1 i t i s n a e c h a n c y t h i n g 
to t ak a s t r ange r t ravel ler fo r a gu ide , w h e n ye a re in an u n c o u t h 2 l and ." 

1 8 2 4 

1. Respectable. 
2. Chimney flue. 
3. Firecracker. 
4. Minister's house. 
5. Money given to bind the bargain when a servant 
is hired. 
6. Whiskey and weak beer that was sold for two 
pence. Compare Burns's "Tam O'Shanter," lines 

107-8: Steenie's adventure in some respects 
repeats Tarn's. 
7. Contend. 
8. Husband. 
9. Their graves. 
1. Clever young man. 
2. Strange. 
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SAMUEL TAYLOR C O L E R I D G E 
1 7 7 2 - 1 8 3 4 

In The Prelude Wordsworth, recording his gratitude to the mountains, lakes, and 
winds "that dwell among the hills where I was born," commiserates with Coleridge 
because "thou, my Friend! wert reared / In the great City, 'mid far other scenes." 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge had in fact been born in the small town of Ottery St. Mary, 
in rural Devonshire, but on the death of his father he had been sent to school at 
Christ's Hospital in London. He was a dreamy, enthusiastic, and extraordinarily pre-
cocious schoolboy. Charles Lamb, his schoolmate and lifelong friend, in his essay on 
Christ 's Hospital has given us a vivid sketch of Coleridge's loneliness, his learning, 
and his eloquence. W h e n in 1791 Coleridge entered Jesus College, Cambridge, he 
was an accomplished scholar; but he found little intellectual stimulation at the uni-
versity, fell into idleness, dissoluteness, and debt, then in despair fled to London and 
enlisted in the Light Dragoons under the alias of Silas Tomkyn Comberbache—one 
of the most inept cavalrymen in the long history of the British army. Although rescued 
by his brothers and sent back to Cambridge, he left in 1794 without a degree. 

In June 1794 Coleridge met Robert Southey, then a student at Oxford who, like 
himself, had poetic aspirations, was a radical in religion and politics, and sympathized 
with the republican experiment in France. Together the two young men planned to 
establish an ideal democratic community in America for which Coleridge coined the 
name "Pantisocracy," signifying an equal rule by all. A plausible American real-estate 
agent persuaded them that the ideal location would be on the banks of the Susque-
hanna in Pennsylvania. Twelve men undertook to go; and because perpetuation of 
the scheme required offspring, hence wives, Coleridge dutifully became engaged to 
Sara Fricker, conveniently at hand as the sister of Southey's fiancee. The Pantisocracy 
scheme collapsed, but at Southey's insistence Coleridge went through with the mar-
riage, "resolved," as he said, "but wretched." Later Coleridge's radicalism waned, and 
he became a conservative in politics—a highly philosophical one—and a s taunch 
Anglican in religion. 

In 1795 Coleridge met Wordsworth and at once judged him to be "the best poet 
of the age." When in 1797 Wordsworth brought his sister, Dorothy, to settle at Alfox-
den, only three miles from the Coleridges at Nether Stowey, the period of intimate 
communicat ion and poetic collaboration began that was the golden time of Cole-
ridge's life. An annual allowance of £l 50, granted to Coleridge by Thomas and Josiah 
Wedgwood, sons of the founder of the famous pottery firm, came just in time to 
deflect him from assuming a post as a Unitarian minister. After their joint publication 
of Lyrical Ballads in 1798, Coleridge and the Wordsworths spent a winter in Germany, 
where Coleridge attended the University of Gottingen and began the lifelong study 
of German philosophers and critics—Kant, Schiller, Schelling, and Fichte—that 
helped alter profoundly his thinking about philosophy, religion, and aesthetics. 

Back in England, Coleridge in 1800 followed the Wordsworths to the Lake District, 
settling at Greta Hall, Keswick. He had become gradually disaffected from his wife, 
and now he fell helplessly and hopelessly in love with Sara Hutchinson, whose sister, 
Mary, Wordsworth married in 1802. In accord with the medical prescription of that 
time, Coleridge had been taking laudanum (opium dissolved in alcohol) to ease the 
painful physical ailments from which he had suffered from an early age. In 1800-01 
heavy dosages during attacks of rheumatism made opium a necessity to him, and 
Coleridge soon recognized that the drug was a greater evil than the diseases it did not 
cure. "Dejection: An Ode," published in 1802, was Coleridge's despairing farewell to 
health, happiness, and poetic creativity. A two-year sojourn on the Mediterranean 
island of Malta, intended to restore his health, instead completed his decline. When 
he returned to England in the late summer of 1806, he was a broken man, a drug 
addict, estranged from his wife, suffering from agonies of remorse, and subject to 
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terrifying nightmares of guilt and despair f rom which his own shrieks awakened him. 
By 1810, when he and Wordsworth quarreled bitterly, it must have seemed that he 
could not fall any lower. 

Under these conditions Coleridge's literary efforts, however sporadic and fragmen-
tary, were little short of heroic. In 1808 he debuted as a speaker at one of the new 
lecturing institutions that sprang up in British cities in the early nineteenth century. 
His lectures on poetry, like his later series on Shakespeare, became part of the social 
calendar for fashionable Londoners—women, excluded still from universities, partic-
ularly. He wrote for newspapers and single-handedly undertook to write, publish, and 
distribute a periodical, The Friend, which lasted for some ten months beginning in 
June 1809. A tragedy, Remorse, had in 1813 a successful run of twenty performances 
at the Drury Lane theater. In 1816 he took up residence at Highgate, a northern 
suburb of London, under the supervision of the excellent and endlessly forbearing 
physician James Gillman, who managed to control, although not to eliminate, Cole-
ridge's consumption of opium. The next three years were Coleridge's most sustained 
period of literary activity. While continuing to lecture and to write for the newspapers 
on a variety of subjects, he published Biographia Literaria, Zapolya (a drama), a book 
consisting of the essays in The Friend (revised and greatly enlarged), two collections 
of poems, and several important treatises on philosophical and religious subjects. In 
these treatises and those that followed over the next fifteen years, he emerged as the 
heir to the conservatism of Edmund Burke, an opponent to secularism and a defender 
of the Anglican Church , and an unapologetic intellectual elitist with an ambitious 
account of the role elites might play in modern states, outlined in his discussions of 
national culture and of the "clerisy" who would take responsibility for preserving it. 

The remaining years of his life, which he spent with Dr. and Mrs. Gillman, were 
quieter and happier than any he had known since the turn of the century. He came 
to a peaceful understanding with his wife and was reconciled with Wordsworth, with 
whom he toured the Bhineland in 1828. His rooms at Highgate became a center for 
friends, for the London literati, and for a steady stream of pilgrims from England and 
America. They came to hear one of the wonders of the age, the Sage of Highgate's 
conversation—or monologue—for even in his decline, Coleridge's talk never lost the 
almost hypnotic power that Hazlitt has immortalized in "My First Acquaintance with 
Poets." Mary Shelley appears to have been haunted by the memory of the evening 
when, a small child, she hid behind a sofa to listen to Coleridge, one of her father's 
visitors, recite The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, and a stanza from that poem of dark 
mystery found its way into Frankenstein, just as her recollections of that visitor's voice 
contributed to her depictions of the irresistible hold her novel's storytellers have over 
their auditors. When he died, Coleridge left his friends with the sense that an incom-
parable intellect had vanished from the world. 

Coleridge's friends, however, abetted by his own merciless self-judgments, set cur-
rent the opinion, still common, that he was great in promise but not in performance. 
Even in his buoyant youth he described his own character as "indolence capable of 
energies"; and it is true that while his mind was incessantly active and fertile, he 
lacked application and staying power. He also manifested early in life a profound 
sense of guilt and a need for public expiation. After drug addiction sapped his strength 
and will, he often adapted (or simply adopted) passages from other writers, with little 
or no acknowledgment, and sometimes in a context that seems designed to reveal 
that he relies on sources that he does not credit. Whatever the tangled motives for 
his procedure, Coleridge has repeatedly been charged with gross plagiarism, from his 
day to ours. After The Ancient Mariner, most of the poems he completed were written, 
like the first version of "Dejection: An Ode," in a spasm of intense effort. Writings 
that required sustained planning and application were either left unfinished or, like 
Biographia Literaria, made up of brilliant sections padded out with filler, sometimes 
lifted from other writers, in a desperate effort to meet a deadline. Many of his spec-
ulations Coleridge merely confided to his notebooks and the ears of his friends, incor-
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porated in letters, and poured out in the margins of his own and other people's books. 
Even so, it is only when measured against his own potentialities that Coleridge's 

achievements appear limited. In an 1838 essay the philosopher John Stuart Mill 
hailed the recently deceased Coleridge as one of "the two great seminal minds of 
England": according to Mill, Coleridge's conservatism had, along with the very dif-
ferent utilitarian philosophy of Jeremy Bentham (the other seminal mind identified 
in Mill's essay), revolutionized the political thought of the day. Coleridge was also 
one of the important and influential literary theorists of the nineteenth century. One 
of his major legacies is the notion that culture, the nation's artistic and spiritual 
heritage, represents a force with the power to combat the fragmentation of a modern, 
market-driven society and to restore a common, collective life. This was an idea that 
he worked out largely in opposition to Bentham's utilitarianism, the newly prestigious 
discipline of political economy, and the impoverished, soulless account of human 
nature that these systems of thought offered. And in Biogra-phia Literaria and else-
where, Coleridge raised the stakes for literary criticism, making it into a kind of writing 
that could address the most difficult and abstract questions—questions about, for 
instance, the relations between literary language and ordinary language, or between 
poetry and philosophy, or between perception and imagination. Above all, Coleridge's 
writings in verse—whether we consider the poetry of Gothic demonism in Christabel 
or the meditative conversation poems like "Frost at Midnight" or "This Lime-Tree 
Bower My Prison"—are the achievements of a remarkably innovative poet. 

The Eolian Harp1 

Composed at Clevedon, Somersetshire 

My pensive Sara! thy soft cheek reclined 
Thus on mine arm, most soothing sweet it is 
To sit beside our cot, our cot o'ergrown 
With white-flowered jasmin, and the broad-leaved myrtle, 

5 (Meet emblems they of Innocence and Love!) 
And watch the clouds, that late were rich with light, 
Slow saddening round, and mark the star of eve 
Serenely brilliant (such should wisdom be) 
Shine opposite! How exquisite the scents 

io Snatched from yon bean-field! and the world so hushed! 
The stilly murmur of the distant sea 
Tells us of silence. 

And that simplest lute, 
Placed length-ways in the clasping casement, hark! 

i. Named for Aeolus, god of the winds, the harp 
has strings stretched over a rectangular sounding 
box. When placed in an opened window, the harp 
(also called "Eolian lute," "Eolian lyre," "wind 
harp") responds to the altering wind by sequences 
of musical chords. This instrument, which seems 
to voice nature's own music, was a favorite house-
hold furnishing in the period and was repeatedly 
alluded to in Romantic poetry. It served also as one 
of the recurrent Romantic images for the mind— 
either the mind in poetic inspiration, as in the last 
stanza of Shelley's "Ode to the West Wind" 
(p. 772), or else the mind in perception, respond-
ing to an intellectual breeze by trembling into con-
sciousness, as in this poem, lines 44—48. 

Coleridge wrote this poem to Sara Fricker, 

whom he married on October 4, 1795, and took to 
a cottage (the "cot" of lines 3 and 64) at Clevedon, 
overlooking the Bristol Channel. He later several 
times expanded and altered the original version; 
the famous lines 26—29, for example, were not 
added until 1817. Originally it was titled "Effusion 
XXXV" and was one of thirty-six such effusions that 
Coleridge included in a 1796 volume of verse; 
revised and retitled, it became what he called a 
"conversation poem"—the designation used since 
his day for a sustained blank-verse lyric of descrip-
tion and meditation, in the mode of conversation 
addressed to a silent auditor. This was the form 
that Coleridge perfected in "Frost at Midnight" 
and that Wordsworth adopted in "Tintern Abbey." 
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How by the desultory breeze caressed, 
15 Like some coy maid half yielding to her lover, 

It pours such sweet upbraiding, 0 as must needs scolding 
Tempt to repeat the wrong! And now, its strings 
Boldlier swept, the long sequacious 0 notes regularly following 
Over delicious surges sink and rise, 

20 Such a soft floating witchery of sound 
As twilight Elfins make, when they at eve 
Voyage on gentle gales from Fairy-Land, 
Where Melodies round honey-dropping flowers, 
Footless and wild, like birds of Paradise, 2 

25 Nor pause, nor perch, hovering on untamed wing! 
O the one life within us and abroad, 
Which meets all motion and becomes its soul, 
A light in sound, a sound-like power in light, 
Rhythm in all thought, and joyance 3 every where— 

30 Methinks, it should have been impossible 
Not to love all things in a world so filled; 
Where the breeze warbles, and the mute still air 
Is Music slumbering on her instrument. 

And thus, my love! as on the midway slope 
35 Of yonder hill I stretch my limbs at noon, 

Whilst through my half-closed eye-lids I behold 
The sunbeams dance, like diamonds, on the main, 0 ocean 
And tranquil muse upon tranquillity; 
Full many a thought uncalled and undetained, 

40 And many idle flitting phantasies, 
Traverse my indolent and passive brain, 
As wild and various as the random gales 
That swell and flutter on this subject lute! 

And what if all of animated nature 
45 Be but organic harps diversely framed, 

That tremble into thought, as o'er them sweeps 
Plastic and vast, one intellectual breeze, 
At once the Soul of each, and God of All? 

But thy more serious eye a mild reproof 
50 Darts, O beloved woman! nor such thoughts 

Dim and unhallowed dost thou not reject, 
And biddest me walk humbly with my God. 
Meek daughter in the family of Christ! 
Well hast thou said and holily dispraised 

55 These shapings of the unregenerate 4 mind; 
Bubbles that glitter as they rise and break 
On vain Philosophy's aye-babbling° spring. ever babbling 
For never guiltless may I speak of him, 
The Incomprehensible! save when with awe 

2. Brilliantly colored birds found in New Guinea 
and adjacent islands. The native practice of remov-
ing the legs when preparing the skin led Europeans 
to believe that the birds were footless and spent 
their lives hovering in the air and feeding on 

nectar. 
3. An archaic term for enjoyment, coined in the 
16th century by Spenser and reintroduced by 
Coleridge. 
4. Spiritually unredeemed; not born again. 
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I praise him, and with Faith that inly feels; 
Who with his saving mercies healed me, 
A sinful and most miserable man, 
Wildered and dark, and gave me to possess 
Peace, and this cot, and thee, heart-honored Maid! 

1796 

This Lime-Tree Bower My Prison 

In t h e J u n e o f 1797 , s o m e l o n g - e x p e c t e d F r i e n d s p a i d a visit t o t h e 
a u t h o r ' s c o t t a g e ; a n d o n t h e m o r n i n g o f t he i r arr ival , h e m e t w i th 
a n a c c i d e n t , w h i c h d i s a b l e d h i m f r o m w a l k i n g d u r i n g t h e w h o l e 
t i m e o f t h e i r s tay. O n e even ing , w h e n t h e y h a d l e f t h i m f o r a f e w 
h o u r s , h e c o m p o s e d t h e fo l lowing l ines i n t h e g a r d e n - b o w e r . 1 

Well, they are gone, and here must I remain, 
This lime-tree bower my prison! I have lost 
Beauties and feelings, such as would have been 
Most sweet to my remembrance even when age 
Had dimmed mine eyes to blindness! They, meanwhile, 
Friends, whom I never more may meet again, 
On springy 2 heath, along the hill-top edge, 
Wander in gladness, and wind down, perchance, 
To that still roaring dell, of which I told; 
The roaring dell, o'erwooded, narrow, deep, 
And only speckled by the mid-day sun; 
Where its slim trunk the ash from rock to rock 
Flings arching like a bridge;—that branchless ash, 
Unsunned and damp, whose few poor yellow leaves 
Ne'er tremble in the gale, yet tremble still, 
Fanned by the water-fall! and there my friends 
Behold the dark green file of long lank weeds, 
That all at once (a most fantastic sight!) 
Still nod and drip beneath the dripping edge 
Of the blue clay-stone. 3 

Now, my friends emerge 
Beneath the wide wide Heaven—and view again 
The many-steepled tract magnificent 
Of hilly fields and meadows, and the sea, 
With some fair bark,° perhaps, whose sails light up boat 
The slip of smooth clear blue betwixt two Isles 
Of purple shadow! Yes! they wander on 
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60 
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5 
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15 
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25 

1. The time was in fact July 1797; the visiting 
friends were William and Dorothy Wordsworth 
and Charles Lamb; the accident was the fault of 
Mrs. Coleridge—"dear Sara," Coleridge wrote, 
"accidentally emptied a skillet of boiling milk on 
my foot"; and the bower consisted of lime (i.e., lin-
den) trees in the garden of Thomas Poole, next 
door to Coleridge's cottage at Nether Stowey. 
Coleridge related these facts in a letter to Robert 

Southey, July 17, 1797, in which he transcribed 
the first version of this poem. In the earliest printed 
text, the title is followed by "Addressed to Charles 
Lamb, of the India-House, London." 
2. Elastic, I mean [Coleridge's note]. 
3. Cf. Dorothy Wordsworth's description of the 
"low damp dell" in her Alfoxden Journal, February 
10, 1798 (p. 391). 
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In gladness all; but thou, methinks, most glad, 
My gentle-hearted Charles! for thou hast pined 
And hungered after Nature, many a year, 

30 In the great City pent , 4 winning thy way 
With sad yet patient soul, through evil and pain 
And strange calamity! 5 Ah! slowly sink 
Behind the western ridge, thou glorious sun! 
Shine in the slant beams of the sinking orb, 

35 Ye purple heath-flowers! richlier burn, ye clouds! 
Live in the yellow light, ye distant groves! 
And kindle, thou blue ocean! So my Friend 
Struck with deep joy may stand, as I have stood, 
Silent with swimming sense; yea, gazing round 

40 On the wide landscape, gaze till all doth seem 
Less gross than bodily; and of such hues 
As veil the Almighty Spirit, when yet he makes 
Spirits perceive his presence. 

A delight 
Comes sudden on my heart, and I am glad 

45 As I myself were there! Nor in this bower, 
This little lime-tree bower, have I not marked 
Much that has soothed me. Pale beneath the blaze 
Hung the transparent foliage; and I watched 
Some broad and sunny leaf, and loved to see 

50 The shadow of the leaf and stem above 
Dappling its sunshine! And that walnut-tree 
Was richly tinged, and a deep radiance lay 
Full on the ancient ivy, which usurps 
Those fronting elms, and now, with blackest mass 

55 Makes their dark branches gleam a lighter hue 
Through the late twilight: and though now the bat 
Wheels silent by, and not a swallow twitters, 
Yet still the solitary humble bee 
Sings in the bean-flower! Henceforth I shall know 

60 That Nature ne'er deserts the wise and pure; 
No plot so narrow, be but Nature there, 
No waste so vacant, but may well employ 
Each faculty of sense, and keep the heart 
Awake to Love and Beauty! and sometimes 

65 'Tis well to be bereft of promised good, 
That we may lift the Soul, and contemplate 
With lively joy the joys we cannot share. 
My gentle-hearted Charles! when the last rook 
Beat its straight path along the dusky air 

70 Homewards, I blessed it! deeming its black wing 
(Now a dim speck, now vanishing in light) 
Had crossed the mighty orb's dilated glory, 
While thou stood'st gazing; or when all was still, 

4. Despite Coleridge's claim, Charles Lamb emi- 5. Some ten months earlier Charles Lamb's sister, 
nently preferred London over what he called "dead Mary, had stabbed their mother to death in a fit of 
Nature." For Lamb's love of city life, see his letter insanity, 
to Wordsworth at Norton Literature Online. 
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Flew creeking o'er thy head, and had a charm 
75 For thee, my gentle-hearted Charles, to whom 

No sound is dissonant which tells of Life. 

1797 1800 

1. Coleridge describes the origin of this poem in 
the opening section of chap. 14 of Biographia Lit-
eraria. In a comment made to the Reverend Alex-
ander Dyce in 1835 and in a note on "We Are 
Seven" dictated in 1843, Wordsworth added some 
details. The poem, based on a dream of Coleridge's 
fr iend Cruikshank, was originally planned as a col-
laboration between Coleridge and Wordsworth, to 
pay the expense of a walking tour they took with 
Dorothy Wordsworth in November 1797. Before 
he dropped out of the enterprise, Wordsworth sug-
gested the shooting of the albatross and the navi-
gation of the ship by the dead men; he also 
contr ibuted lines 13—16 and 226—27. 

W h e n printed in Lyrical Ballads (1798), this 
poem was titled "The Rime of the Ancyent Mari-
nere" and contained many archaic words and spell-
ings, which, Wordsworth believed, hur t the sales 
of their volume. In later editions Coleridge revised 
the poem, in part by pruning those archaisms. He 
also added the Latin epigraph and the marginal 

glosses written in the old-fashioned style of 17th-
century learning. 
2. "I readily believe that there are more invisible 
than visible Natures in the universe. But who will 
explain for us the family of all these beings, and 
the ranks and relations and distinguishing features 
and funct ions of each? W h a t do they do? W h a t 
places do they inhabit? The h u m a n mind has 
always sought the knowledge of these things, but 
never at tained it. Meanwhile I do not deny that it 
is helpful sometimes to contemplate in the mind, 
as on a tablet, the image of a greater and bet ter 
world, lest the intellect, habi tuated to the petty 
things of daily life, narrow itself and sink wholly 
into trivial thoughts . But at the same time we mus t 
be watchful for the t ruth and keep a sense of pro-
portion, so that we may distinguish the certain 
f rom the uncertain, day from night." Adapted by 
Coleridge f rom Thomas Burnet , Archaeologiae 
Philosophicae (1692). 
3. At once. 
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The wedding guest is 
spellbound by the eye 
of the old sea-faring 
man, and con-
strained to hear his 
tale. 

He holds him with his glittering eye-— 
The wedding-guest stood still, 
And listens like a three years' child: 
The Mariner hath his will. 4 

The wedding-guest sat on a stone: 
He cannot choose but hear; 
And thus spake on that ancient man, 
The bright-eyed Mariner. 
"The ship was cheered, the harbor cleared, 
Merrily did we drop 
Below the kirk, 5 below the hill, 
Below the light house top. 

The iMariner tells 
how the ship sailed 
southward with a 
good wiiul and fair 
weather, till it 
reached the line. 

The sun came up upon the left, 
Out of the sea came he! 
And he shone bright, and on the right 
Went down into the sea. 
Higher and higher every day, 
Till over the mast at noon 6 —" 
The wedding-guest here beat his breast, 
For he heard the loud bassoon. 

The Wedding Guest 
heareth the bridal 
music; but the mari-
ner continuetll his 
tale. 

The bride hath paced into the hall, 
Red as a rose is she; 
Nodding their heads before her goes 
The merry minstrelsy. 

The ship driven by a 
storm toward the 
south pole. 

The wedding-guest he beat his breast, 
Yet he cannot choose but hear; 
And thus spake on that ancient man, 
The bright-eyed Mariner. 
"And now the storm-blast came, and he 
Was tyrannous and strong: 
He struck with his o'ertaking wings, 
And chased us south along. 
With sloping masts and dipping prow, 
As who pursued with yell and blow 
Still treads the shadow of his foe, 
And forward bends his head, 
The ship drove fast, loud roared the blast, 
And southward aye 7 we fled. 
And now there came both mist and snow, 
And it grew wondrous cold: 

4. I.e., the Mariner has gained control of the will 
of the wedding guest by hypnosis—or, as it was 
called in Coleridge's time, by "mesmerism." 

5. Church. 
6. The ship had reached the equator. 
7. Always. 
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And ice, mast-high, came floating by, 
As green as emerald. 

The land of ice, and 
of fearful sounds 
where no tiring thing 
was to be seen. 

And through the drifts the snowy clifts 
Did send a dismal sheen: 
Nor shapes of men nor beasts we ken8— 
The ice was all between. 
The ice was here, the ice was there, 
The ice was all around: 
It cracked and growled, and roared and howled, 
Like noises in a swound! 9 

Till a great sea-bird, 
called the Albatross, 
came through the 
snow-fog, and was 
received with great 
joy and hospitality . 

At length did cross an Albatross, 
Thorough the fog it came; 
As if it had been a Christian soul, 
We hailed it in God's name. 

And Io! the Albatross 
prcn'eth a bird of 
good omen, andfol-
loweth the ship as it 
returned northward 
through fog and 
floating ice. 

It ate the food it ne'er had eat, 
And round and round it flew. 
The ice did split with a thunder-fit; 
The helmsman steered us through! 
And a good south wind sprung up behind; 
The Albatross did follow, 
And every day, for food or play, 
Came to the mariners' hollo! 
In mist or cloud, on mast or shroud, 1 

It perched for vespers nine; 
Whiles all the night, through fog-smoke white, 
Glimmered the white moon-shine." 

The ancient Mariner 
inhospitably killeth 
the pious bird of 
good omen. 

"God save thee, ancient Mariner! 
From the fiends, that plague thee thus!— 
Why look'st thou so?"—With my cross-bow 
I shot the Albatross. 

Part 2 

The Sun now rose upon the right: 2 

Out of the sea came he, 
Still hid in mist, and on the left 
Went down into the sea. 

85 

And the good south wind still blew behind, 
But no sweet bird did follow, 
Nor any day for food or play 
Came to the mariners' hollo! 

8. Knew. 
9. Swoon. 
1. Rope supporting the mast. 

2. Having rounded Cape Horn, the ship heads 
north into the Pacific. 
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His shipmates cry out 
against the ancient 
Mariner, for killing 
the bird of good luck. 

And I had done a hellish thing, 
And it would work 'em woe: 
For all averred, I had killed the bird 
That made the breeze to blow. 
Ah wretch! said they, the bird to slay, 
That made the breeze to blow! 

But when the fog 
cleared o f f , they jus-
tify the same, and 
thus make themselves 
accomplices in the 

Nor dim nor red, like God's own head, 
The glorious Sun uprist: 
Then all averred, I had killed the bird 
That brought the fog and mist. 
Twas right, said they, such birds to slay, 
That bring the fog and mist. 

The fair breeze con-
tinues; the ship 
enters the Pacific 
Ocean, and sails 
northward, even till 
it reaches the Line.3 

The fair breeze blew, the white foam flew, 
The furrow followed free; 
We were the first that ever burst 
Into that silent sea. 

The ship hath been 
suddenly becalmed. Down dropt the breeze, the sails dropt down, 

Twas sad as sad could be; 
And we did speak only to break 
The silence of the sea! 
All in a hot and copper sky, 
The bloody Sun, at noon, 
Right up above the mast did stand, 
No bigger than the Moon. 
Day after day, day after day, 
We stuck, nor breath nor motion; 
As idle as a painted ship 
Upon a painted ocean. 

And the Albatross 
begins to be avenged. Water, water, every where, 

And all the boards did shrink; 
Water, water, every where, 
Nor any drop to drink. 
The very deep did rot: O Christ! 
That ever this should be! 
Yea, slimy things did crawl with legs 
Upon the slimy sea. 
About, about, in reel and rout 
The death-fires 4 danced at night; 
The water, like a witch's oils, 
Burnt green, and blue and white. 

3. I.e., the equator. Unless it is simply an error 
(Coleridge misreading his own poem), this gloss 
anticipates the ship's later arrival at the equator, 
on its trip north from the region of the South Pole, 
as described in lines 381—84. 
4. Usually glossed as St. Elmo's fire—an atmo-

spheric electricity on a ship's mast or rigging— 
believed by superstitious sailors to portend disas-
ter. Possibly the reference is instead to phospho-
rescence resulting from the decomposition of 
organic matter in the sea (see line 123). 
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A spirit had followed 
them; one of the 
invisible inhabitants 
of this planet, neither 
departed souls iwr 
angels; concerning 
whom the learned 
Jew, Josephus, and the 
numerous, and there is 

And some in dreams assured were 
Of the spirit that plagued us so; 
Nine fathom deep he had followed us 
From the land of mist and snow. 

Platonic Constantinopolitan, Michael Psellus, may be consulted. They are very 
no climate or element without one or more. 
And every tongue, through utter drought, 
Was withered at the root; 
We could not speak, no more than if 
We had been choked with soot. 

The shipmates, in 
their sore distress, 
would fain throw the 
whole guilt on the 
ancient Mariner: in 
sign whereof they 
hang the dead sea 
bird round his neck. 

Ah! well-a-day! what evil looks 
Had I from old and young! 
Instead of the cross, the Albatross 
About my neck was hung. 

Part 3 

The ancient Mariner 
beholdeth a sign in 
the element afar o f f . 

At its nearer 
approach, it seemeth 
him to be a ship; and 
at a dear ransom he 
freeth his speech 
from the bonds of 
thirst. 

A flash of joy; 

There passed a weary time. Each throat 
Was parched, and glazed each eye. 
A weary time! a weary time! 
How glazed each weary eye, 
When looking westward, I beheld 
A something in the sky. 
At first it seemed a little speck, 
And then it seemed a mist; 
It moved and moved, and took at last 
A certain shape, I wist. 5 

A speck, a mist, a shape, I wist! 
And still it neared and neared: 
As if it dodged a water-sprite, 6 

It plunged and tacked and veered. 
With throats unslaked, with black lips baked, 
We could nor laugh nor wail; 
Through utter drought all dumb we stood! 
I bit my arm, I sucked the blood, 
And cried, A sail! a sail! 
With throats unslaked, with black lips baked, 
Agape they heard me call: 
Gramercy! 7 they for joy did grin, 
And all at once their breath drew in, 
As they were drinking all. 

5. Knew. 
6. A supernatural being that supervises the natu-
ral elements (but Coleridge may in fact have been 

using the term to mean water -spout). 
7. Great thanks; from the French grand-merci. 
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And horror folio U'S. 
For can it be a ship 
that conies onward 
without wind or tide? 

See! see! (I cried) she tacks no more! 
Hither to work us weal; 8 

Without a breeze, without a tide, 
She steadies with upright keel! 
The western wave was all a-flame. 
The day was well nigh done! 
Almost upon the western wave 
Rested the broad bright Sun; 
When that strange shape drove suddenly 
Betwixt us and the Sun. 

It seemcth him but 
the skeleton of a 
ship. 

And straight the Sun was flecked with bars, 
(Heaven's Mother send us grace!) 
As if through a dungeon-grate he peered 
With broad and burning face. 
Alas! (thought I, and my heart beat loud) 
How fast she nears and nears! 
Are those her sails that glance in the Sun, 
Like restless gossameres? 9 

And its ribs are seen 
as bars on the face of 
the setting Sun. The 
specter-woman and 
her death-mate, and 
no other on board 
the skeleton-ship. 

Are those her ribs through which the Sun 
Did peer, as through a grate? 
And is that Woman all her crew? 
Is that a Death? and are there two? 
Is Death that woman's mate? 

Like vessel, like 
cretv! Her lips were red, her looks were free, 

Her locks were yellow as gold: 
Her skin was as white as leprosy, 
The Night-mare Life-in-Death was she, 
Who thicks man's blood with cold. 

Death and Life-in-
death have diced for 
the ship's crew, and 
she (the latter) win-
neth the ancient 
Mariner. 

The naked hulk 1 alongside came, 
And the twain were casting dice; 
"The game is done! I've won! I've won!" 
Quoth she, and whistles thrice. 

No twilight within 
the courts of the sun. The Sun's rim dips; the stars rush out: 

At one stride comes the dark; 
With far-heard whisper, o'er the sea, 
Off shot the spectre-bark. 2 

At the rising of the 
Moon, We listened and looked sideways up! 

Fear at my heart, as at a cup, 
My life-blood seemed to sip! 
The stars were dim, and thick the night, 
The steersman's face by his lamp gleamed white; 

8. Benefit. 
9. Filmy cobwebs floating in the air. 

1. Large ship. 
2. Ghost ship. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



4 3 6 / S A M U E L T A Y L O R C O L E R I D G E 

From the sails the dew did drip— 
Till clomh above the eastern bar 
The horned Moon, with one bright star 
Within the nether tip. 3 

One after one, by the star-dogged Moon, 
Too quick for groan or sigh, 
Each turned his face with a ghastly pang, 
And cursed me with his eye. 
Four times fifty living men, 
(And I heard nor sigh nor groan) 
With heavy thump, a lifeless lump, 
They dropped down one by one. 

B»t Life-tn-Death T h e s o u i s j j j f r o m their bodies fly,— 
begins her work on J 

the ancient Mariner. They fled to DUSS Or WOe! 
And every soul, it passed me by, 
Like the whizz of my cross-bow! 

One after another, 

His shipmates drop 
down dead. 

Part 4 
The wedding guest 
feareth that a spirit is 
talking to him. 

"I fear thee, ancient Mariner! 
I fear thy skinny hand! 
And thou art long, and lank, and brown, 
As is the ribbed sea-sand. 

But the ancient Mar-
iner assureth him of 
his bodily life, and 
proceedeth to relate 
his horrible penance. 

He despiseth the 
creatures of the 
calm, 

And envieth that 
they should live, and 
so many lie dead. 

I fear thee and thy glittering eye, 
And thy skinny hand, so brown."— 
Fear not, fear not, thou wedding-guest! 
This body dropt not down. 
Alone, alone, all, all alone, 
Alone on a wide wide sea! 
And never a saint took pity on 
My soul in agony. 
The many men, so beautiful! 
And they all dead did lie: 
And a thousand thousand slimy things 
Lived on; and so did I. 
I looked upon the rotting sea, 
And drew my eyes away; 
I looked upon the rotting deck, 
And there the dead men lay. 
I looked to heaven, and tried to pray; 
But or ever a prayer had gusht, 
A wicked whisper came, and made 
My heart as dry as dust. 

3. An o m e n of impend ing evil. 
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I closed my lids, and kept them close, 
And the balls like pulses beat; 
For the sky and the sea, and the sea and the sky 250 
Lay like a load on my weary eye, 
And the dead were at my feet. 

But the curse liveth T h e c o J d s w £ a t m e l t e c J from, t h e i r limbs, 
jor htm in the eye oj 
the dead men. Nor rot nor reek did they: 

The look with which they looked on me 
Had never passed away. 
An orphan's curse would drag to hell 
A spirit from on high; 
But oh! more horrible than that 
Is the curse in a dead man's eye! 260 
Seven days, seven nights, I saw that curse, 
And yet I could not die. 

In his loneliness and 
fixedness he yeanieth 
towards the journey-
ing Moon, and the 
stars that still 
sojourn, yet still 
move onward; and 
everywhere the blue sky belongs to them, and is their appointed rest, and their native country and their 
mvn natural homes, which they enter unannounced, as lords that are certainly expected and yet there 
is a silent joy at their arrival. 

The moving Moon went up the sky, 
And no where did abide: 
Softly she was going up, 
And a star or two beside— 

Her beams bemocked the sultry main, 
Like April hoar-frost spread; 
But where the ship's huge shadow lay, 
The charmed water burnt alway 270 
A still and awful red. 

By the light of the 
Moon he beholdeth Beyond the shadow of the ship, 
God's creatures of I watched the water-snakes: 
the great calm. They moved in tracks of shining white, 

And when they reared, the elfish light 
Fell off in hoary flakes. 
Within the shadow of the ship 
I watched their rich attire: 
Blue, glossy green, and velvet black, 
They coiled and swam; and every track 
Was a flash of golden fire. 

280 

Their beauty and 
their happiness. 

He blesseth them i 
his heart. 

O happy living things! no tongue 
Their beauty might declare: 
A spring of love gushed from my heart, 
And I blessed them unaware: 
Sure my kind saint took pity on me, 
And I blessed them unaware. 

Tlte spell begins to 
break. The selfsame moment I could pray; 

And from my neck so free 
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T h e Albatross fell off, and sank 
Like lead into the sea. 

By grace of the holy 
Mother, the ancient 
Mariner is refreshed 
with rain. 

Part 5 

Oh sleep! it is a gentle thing, 
Beloved from pole to pole! 
To Mary Queen the praise be given! 
She sent the gentle sleep from Heaven, 
Tha t slid into my soul. 
The silly 4 buckets on the deck, 
That had so long remained, 
I dreamt that they were filled with dew; 
And when I awoke, it rained. 
My lips were wet, my throat was cold, 
My garments all were dank; 
Sure I had drunken in my dreams, 
And still my body drank. 
I moved, and could not feel my limbs: 
I was so l ight—almost 
I thought that I had died in sleep, 
And was a blessed ghost. 

He heareth sounds 
and seeth strange 
sights and commo-
tions in the sky and 
the element. 

And soon I heard a roaring wind: 
It did not come anear; 
But with its sound it shook the sails, 
Tha t were so thin and sere. 
The upper air burs t into life! 
And a hundred fire-flags sheen , 5 

To and fro they were hurr ied about! 
And to and fro, and in and out, 
The wan stars danced between. 
And the coming wind did roar more loud, 
And the sails did sigh like sedge; 6 

And the rain poured down f rom one black cloud; 
The Moon was at its edge. 
The thick black cloud was cleft, and still 
The Moon was at its side: 
Like waters shot f rom some high crag, 
The lightning fell with never a jag, 
A river steep and wide. 

4. Simple, homely. 
5. Shone. These fire-flags are probably St. Elmo's 
fire (see n. 4, p. 433), but Coleridge may be 

describing the Aurora Australis, or Southern 
Lights, and possibly also lightning. 
6. A rushlike plant growing in wet soil. 
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The bodies of the 
ship's crew are 
inspired, and the 
ship moves on; 

The loud wind never reached the ship, 
Yet now the ship moved on! 
Beneath the lightning and the moon 
The dead men gave a groan. 
They groaned, they stirred, they all uprose, 
Nor spake, nor moved their eyes; 
It had been strange, even in a dream, 
To have seen those dead men rise. 

But not by the souls 
of the men, nor by 
daemons' of earth or 
middle air, but by a 
blessed troop of 
angelic spirits, sent 
down by the imvoca-
tion of the guardian 
saint. 

The he lmsman steered, the ship moved on; 
Yet never a breeze up blew; 
The mariners all 'gan work the ropes, 
Where they were wont to do; 
They raised their limbs like lifeless tools— 
We were a ghastly crew. 
The body of my brother 's son 
Stood by me, knee to knee: 
The body and I pulled at one rope, 
But he said nought to me. 
"I fear thee, ancient Mariner!" 
Be calm, thou Wedding-Guest! 
T w a s not those souls that fled in pain, 
Which to their corses 8 came again, 
But a troop of spirits blest: 
For when it dawned—they dropped their arms, 
And clustered round the mast; 
Sweet sounds rose slowly through their mouths , 
And f rom their bodies passed. 
Around, around, flew each sweet sound, 
Then darted to the Sun; 
Slowly the sounds came back again, 
Now mixed, now one by one. 
Sometimes a-dropping f rom the sky 
I heard the sky-lark sing; 
Sometimes all little birds that are, 
How they seemed to fil l the sea and air 
Wi th their sweet jargoning! 9 

And now 'twas like all instruments , 
Now like a lonely flute; 
And now it is an angel's song, 
That makes the heavens be mute . 

7. Supernatural beings halfway between mortals 8. Corpses. 
and gods (the type of spirit that Coleridge describes 9. Warbling (Middle English). 
in the gloss beside lines 13 1-34) . 
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It ceased; yet still the sails made on 
A pleasant noise till noon, 
A noise like of a hidden brook 
In the leafy month of June , 
That to the sleeping woods all night 
Singeth a quiet tune. 
Till noon we quietly sailed on, 
Yet never a breeze did breathe: 
Slowly and smoothly went the ship, 
Moved onward f rom beneath . 

The lonesome spirit 
from the soiith-pole 
carries on the ship as 
far as the line, in 
obedience to the 
angelic troop, but 
still requireth 
vengeance. 

Under the keel nine fa thom deep, 
From the land of mist and snow, 
The spirit slid: and it was he 
That made the ship to go. 
The sails at noon left off their tune, 
And the ship stood still also. 

The Sun, right up above the mast , 
Had fixed her to the ocean: 
But in a minute she 'gan stir, 
Wi th a short uneasy motion-— 
Backwards and forwards half her length 
With a short uneasy motion. 
Then like a pawing horse let go, 
She made a sudden bound: 
It f lung the blood into my head, 
And I fell down in a swound. 

The Polar Spirit's fel-
low daemons, the 
invisible inhabitants 
of the element, take 
part in his wrong; 
and two of them 
relate, one to the 
other, that penance 
long and heavy for 
the ancient Mariner 
hath been accorded 
to the Polar Spirit, 
who retunteth 
southward. 

How long in that same fit I lay, 
I have not 1 to declare; 
But ere my living life re turned, 
I heard and in my soul discerned 
Two voices in the air. 
"Is it he?" quoth one, "Is this the man? 
By him who died on cross, 
Wi th his cruel bow he laid full low 
The harmless Albatross. 
T h e spirit who bideth by himself 
In the land of mist and snow, 
He loved the bird that loved the m a n 
W h o shot him with his bow." 
The other was a softer voice, 
As soft as honey-dew: 
Quo th he, "The man ha th penance done, 
And penance more will do." 

1. I.e., have not the knowledge. 
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Part 6 

FIRST VOICE 
"But tell me, tell me! speak again, 410 
Thy soft response renewing— 
Wha t makes that ship drive on so fast? 
W h a t is the ocean doing?" 

SECOND VOICE 
"Still as a slave before his lord, 
T h e ocean ha th no blast; 415 
His great bright eye most silently 
Up to the Moon is cas t— 
If he may know which way to go; 
For she guides him smooth or grim. 
See, brother , see! how graciously 420 
She looketh down on him." 

The Mariner hath 
been cast into a 
trance; for the 
angelic power cau-
seth the vessel to 
drive northward fas-
ter than human life 
could endure. 

FIRST VOICE 
"But why drives on that ship so fast, 
Wi thou t or wave or wind?" 

SECOND VOICE 
"The air is cut away before, 
And closes f rom behind. 
Fly, brother, fly! more high, more high! 
Or we shall be belated: 
For slow and slow that ship will go, 
W h e n the Mariner 's t rance is abated." 

The supernatural 
motion is retarded; 
the Mariner awakes, 
and his penance 
begins anew. 

The curse is finally 
expiated. 

I woke, and we were sailing on 
As in a gentle weather: 
'Twas night, calm night, the moon was high; 
The dead men stood together. 
All stood together on the deck, 
For a charnel-dungeon fitter: 
All fixed on me their stony eyes, 
That in the Moon did glitter. 
The pang, the curse, with which they died, 
Had never passed away: 
I could not draw my eyes f rom theirs, 
Nor turn them up to pray. 
And now this spell was snapt: once more 
I viewed the ocean green, 
And looked far forth, yet little saw 
Of what had else been seen— 
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Like one , tha t on a l o n e s o m e road 
D o t h wa lk in f e a r a n d d read , 
A n d hav ing o n c e t u r n e d r o u n d walks on , 
A n d t u r n s n o m o r e his h e a d ; 
B e c a u s e he knows , a f r i g h t f u l f iend 
D o t h c lose b e h i n d h i m t read . 

Bu t soon t h e r e b r e a t h e d a wind on m e , 
N o r s o u n d n o r m o t i o n m a d e : 
I ts p a t h was n o t u p o n t h e sea, 
In r ipple or in shade . 

I t ra i sed my hai r , i t f a n n e d my c h e e k 
Like a meadow-ga l e of s p r i n g — 
I t m ing l ed s t rangely w i th my fears , 
Yet it fe l t like a w e l c o m i n g . 

Swift ly, swiftly f l ew t h e ship , 
Yet s h e sai led sof t ly too: 
Sweet ly , sweetly b l ew t h e b r e e z e — 
O n m e a lone i t b lew. 

And the ancient Q h ! d r e a m of joy! is th is i n d e e d 
manner beholaeth i 
his native country. T h e l igh t -house top I See? 

Is th i s t h e hill? is th is t h e kirk? 
I s th i s m i n e o w n c o u n t r e e ? 
W e d r i f t ed o 'er t h e h a r b o u r - b a r , 
A n d I w i th sobs did p r a y — 
O let me be awake , my God! 
Or let me sleep alway. 

T h e h a r b o u r - b a y was c lear as glass, 
So smooth ly i t was s t rewn! 
A n d on the bay t h e m o o n l i g h t lay, 
A n d t h e s h a d o w o f t h e m o o n . 

The angelic spirits 
leave the dead 

T h e rock s h o n e br igh t , t h e ki rk no less, 
T h a t s t ands above t h e rock: 
T h e moon l igh t s t e eped i n s i l en tness 
T h e s teady w e a t h e r c o c k . 

A n d t h e bay was wh i t e w i t h s i lent l ight , 
Till r is ing f r o m t h e same , 
Ful l m a n y shapes , t h a t s h a d o w s were , 

bodies, In c r i m s o n co lours c a m e . 
And appear ill their 
own forms o/ light. A litt le d i s t ance f r o m t h e p r o w 

T h o s e c r i m s o n s h a d o w s were : 
I t u r n e d my eyes u p o n t h e d e c k — 
O h , Chr is t ! w h a t saw I the re ! 

E a c h corse lay flat , l i fe less a n d f lat , 
And , by t h e holy rood! 
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A man all light, a se raph-man, 2 490 
On every corse there stood. 
This seraph-band, each waved his hand: 
It was a heavenly sight! 
They stood as signals to the land, 
Each one a lovely light; 495 
This seraph-band, each waved his hand, 
No voice did they impar t— 
No voice; but oh! the silence sank 
Like music on my heart . 
But soon I heard the dash of oars, 500 
I heard the Pilot's cheer; 
My head was turned perforce away, 
And I saw a boat appear. 
The Pilot and the Pilot's boy, 
I heard them coming fast: 505 
Dear Lord in Heaven! it was a joy 
The dead men could not blast. 
I saw a third—I heard his voice: 
It is the Hermit good! 
He singeth loud his godly hymns 510 
That he makes in the wood. 
He'll shrieve 3 my soul, he'll wash away 
The Albatross's blood. 

Part 7 
The Hermit of the J J ^ H e r m i t „ o o d ] i v e s j n t h a t W O O d 
wood, ~ 

Which slopes down to the sea. 515 
How loudly his sweet voice he rears! 
He loves to talk with marineres 
Tha t come f rom a far countree . 
He kneels at morn, and noon, and eve— 
He ha th a cushion plump: 520 
It is the moss that wholly hides 
The rotted old oak-stump. 
The skiff-boat neared: I heard them talk, 
"Why, this is strange, I trow! 
Where are those lights so many and fair, 525 
That signal made but now?" 

Approacheth the ship "Strange, by my faith!" the Hermit said— 
with wonder. © > J J "And they answered not our cheer! 

The planks looked warped! and see those sails, 

2. A shining celestial being, highest in the ranks 3. Absolve, 
of the angels. "Rood": cross. 
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H o w t h i n t hey a r e a n d sere! 
I neve r s aw a u g h t l ike to t h e m , 
U n l e s s p e r c h a n c e i t w e r e 

B r o w n ske l e tons of leaves t h a t lag 
M y f o r e s t - b r o o k a long; 
W h e n t h e ivy- tod 4 i s heavy w i t h s n o w , 
A n d t h e owlet w h o o p s t o t h e wolf be low, 
T h a t ea t s t h e she -wol f ' s y o u n g . " 

The ship suddenly 
sinketh. 

The ancient Mariner 
is saved in the Pilot's 
boat. 

" D e a r Lord! i t h a t h a f iendish look"— 
( T h e Pi lo t m a d e reply) 
" I a m a - f e a r e d " — " P u s h o n , p u s h on!" 
Said t h e H e r m i t cheer i ly . 

T h e b o a t c a m e c lose r t o t h e sh ip , 
Bu t I n o r spake n o r s t i r red ; 
T h e b o a t c a m e c lose b e n e a t h t h e sh ip , 
A n d s t ra igh t a s o u n d w a s h e a r d . 

U n d e r t h e w a t e r i t r u m b l e d o n , 
Still l o u d e r a n d m o r e d r e a d : 
I t r e a c h e d t h e sh ip , i t spl i t t h e bay; 
T h e sh ip w e n t d o w n like lead . 

S t u n n e d b y t h a t l oud a n d d r e a d f u l s o u n d , 
W h i c h sky a n d o c e a n s m o t e , 
Like o n e t ha t h a t h b e e n seven days d r o w n e d 
My body lay a f loa t ; 
Bu t swif t as d r e a m s , myself I f o u n d 
W i t h i n t h e Pi lot ' s boa t . 

U p o n t h e whi r l , w h e r e s a n k t h e sh ip , 
T h e b o a t s p u n r o u n d a n d r o u n d ; 
A n d all was still, save t h a t t h e hill 
W a s te l l ing o f t h e s o u n d . 

I m o v e d my l i p s — t h e Pi lo t s h r i e k e d 
A n d fell d o w n in a f i t ; 
T h e holy H e r m i t r a i sed h is eyes , 
A n d p rayed w h e r e he did sit. 

I t o o k t h e oars : t h e Pi lo t ' s boy, 
W h o n o w d o t h crazy go, 
L a u g h e d loud a n d long, a n d all t h e wh i l e 
H i s eyes w e n t t o a n d f r o . 
"Ha! ha!" q u o t h he , " fu l l p la in I see , 
T h e Devil k n o w s h o w t o row." 

A n d n o w , all i n my o w n c o u n t r e e , 
I s t ood on t h e f i rm land! 

4. Clump of ivy. 
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T h e H e r m i t s t e p p e d f o r t h f r o m t h e boa t , 
A n d scarce ly h e c o u l d s t a n d . 

The ancient Mariner « Q S H R I E V E m e , shr ieve m e , ho ly m a n ! " 
earnestly entreatetn 7 > ' J 

the Hermit to shrieve T h e H e r m i t c r o s s e d h i s b r o w . 5 

him; and tire pen- «§ q u i c k , " q u o t h h e , "I b id t h e e s a y — 
ance of Itfe jails on J r 1 •>» him. W h a t m a n n e r o f m a n a r t t h o u ? 

F o r t h w i t h th i s f r a m e o f m i n e w a s w r e n c h e d 
W i t h a w o f u l agony , 
W h i c h f o r c e d m e t o b e g i n m y tale; 
A n d t h e n i t l e f t m e f r e e . 

And ever ami anon S i n c e t h e n , a t a n u n c e r t a i n h o u r , 
throughout his future 
life an agony con-
straineth him to 
travel from land to 
latul. 

T h a t agony r e t u r n s : 
A n d till my ghas t ly t a l e i s to ld , 
T h i s h e a r t w i t h i n m e b u r n s . 

I pass , l ike n igh t , f r o m l a n d to l and ; 
I h a v e s t r ange p o w e r of s p e e c h ; 
T h a t m o m e n t t h a t h is f a c e I see , 
I k n o w t h e m a n t h a t m u s t h e a r m e : 
To h i m my ta le I t e a c h . 

W h a t l o u d u p r o a r b u r s t s f r o m t h a t door! 
T h e w e d d i n g - g u e s t s a re t h e r e : 
B u t i n t h e g a r d e n - b o w e r t h e b r ide 
A n d b r i d e - m a i d s s ing ing are: 
A n d h a r k t h e l i t t le ve spe r bel l , 
W h i c h b i d d e t h m e t o prayer ! 

O W e d d i n g - G u e s t ! th i s sou l h a t h b e e n 
A l o n e on a wide wide sea: 
So lone ly ' twas, t h a t G o d h imse l f 
S c a r c e s e e m e d t h e r e t o be . 

O s w e e t e r t h a n t h e m a r r i a g e - f e a s t , 
'Tis swee te r f a r to m e , 
T o wa lk t o g e t h e r t o t h e ki rk 
W i t h a goodly c o m p a n y ! — 

To w a l k t o g e t h e r t o t h e kirk, 
A n d all t o g e t h e r pray , 
W h i l e e a c h t o h i s g rea t F a t h e r b e n d s , 
O l d m e n , a n d b a b e s , a n d loving f r i e n d s , 
A n d y o u t h s a n d m a i d e n s gay! 

And to teach, by his 
own example, love 
and reverence to all 
things that God 
made and loveth. 

Farewel l , farewel l ! b u t th i s I tel l 
T o t h e e , t h o u W e d d i n g - G u e s t ! 
H e p r a y e t h well , w h o love th wel l 
B o t h m a n a n d b i rd a n d b e a s t . 

5. Made the sign of the cross on his forehead. "Shrieve me": hear my confession and grant me absolution. 
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H e p r a y e t h bes t , w h o love th bes t 
All t h i n g s b o t h g rea t a n d smal l ; 615 
F o r t h e d e a r G o d w h o love th us , 
H e m a d e a n d love th a l l . 6 

T h e M a r i n e r , w h o s e eye i s b r igh t , 
W h o s e b e a r d w i t h age i s h o a r , 
Is g o n e : a n d n o w t h e W e d d i n g - G u e s t 620 
T u r n e d f r o m t h e b r i d e g r o o m ' s door . 

H e w e n t like o n e t h a t h a t h b e e n s t u n n e d , 
A n d is of s e n s e f o r l o r n : 7 

A s a d d e r a n d a wise r m a n , 
He rose t h e m o r r o w m o r n . 625 

1 7 9 7 1 7 9 8 

Kubla Khan 
O r , A Vision in a Dream. A Fragment 

I n 1 t h e s u m m e r o f t h e year 1797 , t h e A u t h o r , t h e n in ill h e a l t h , h a d re t i red to 
a lonely f a r m h o u s e b e t w e e n P o r l o c k a n d L in ton , on t h e E x m o o r c o n f i n e s o f 
S o m e r s e t a n d Devonsh i r e . In c o n s e q u e n c e of a sl ight ind ispos i t ion , an ano-
dyne h a d b e e n p re sc r ibed , f r o m t h e e f f e c t o f w h i c h he fel l a s leep in h is cha i r 
a t t h e m o m e n t t h a t he was r e a d i n g t h e fo l lowing s e n t e n c e , o r words o f t h e 
s a m e s u b s t a n c e , in Purchas's Pilgrimage: " H e r e t h e K h a n Kubla c o m m a n d e d 
a pa l ace to be bu i l t , a n d a s ta te ly ga rden t h e r e u n t o : a n d t h u s t e n mi les of 
fer t i le g r o u n d w e r e inc losed wi th a wal l . " 2 T h e a u t h o r c o n t i n u e d fo r a b o u t 
t h r e e h o u r s in a p r o f o u n d s leep, a t leas t of t h e ex te rna l s e n s e s , 3 d u r i n g w h i c h 
t ime he h a s t h e m o s t vivid c o n f i d e n c e , t h a t he cou ld n o t have c o m p o s e d less 
t h a n f r o m two to t h r e e h u n d r e d l ines; i f t h a t i n d e e d c a n be ca l led c o m p o s i t i o n 
in w h i c h all t h e images rose up b e f o r e h i m as th ings , wi th a para l le l p r o d u c t i o n 
of t h e c o r r e s p o n d e n t express ions , w i t h o u t any s e n s a t i o n or c o n s c i o u s n e s s o f 
e f fo r t . On awak ing he a p p e a r e d to h imse l f to have a d i s t inc t r eco l lec t ion of 

6. Coleridge said in 1830, answering the objection 
of the poet Anna Barbauld that the poem "lacked 
a moral": "I told her that in my own judgment the 
poem had too much; and that the only, or chief 
fault, if I might say so, was the obtrusion of the 
moral sentiment so openly on the reader as a prin-
ciple or cause of action in a work of pure imagi-
nation. It ought to have had no more moral than 
the Arabian Nights' tale of the merchant's sitting 
down to eat dates by the side of a well and throwing 
the shells aside, and lo! a genie starts up and says 
he must kill the aforesaid merchant because one of 
the date shells had, it seems, put out the eye of the 
genie's son." 
7. Bereft. 
1. In the texts of 1816—29, this note began with 
an additional short paragraph: "The following frag-
ment is here published at the request of a poet of 
great and deserved celebrity, and, as far as the 
Author's own opinions are concerned, rather as a 
psychological curiosity, than on the ground of any 
supposed poetic merits." The "poet o f . . . celeb-

rity" was Lord Byron. 
2. "In Xamdu did Cublai Can build a stately Pal-
ace, encompassing sixteene miles of plaine ground 
with a wall, wherein are fertile Meddowes, pleas-
ant Springs, delightfull Streames, and all sorts of 
beasts of chase and game, and in the middest 
thereof a sumptuous house of pleasure, which may 
be removed from place to place." From Samuel 
Purchas's book of travelers' tales, Purchas his Pil-
grimage (1613). The historical Kublai Khan 
founded the Mongol dynasty in China in the 13th 
century. 
3. In a note on a manuscript copy of "Kubla 
Khan," Coleridge gave a more precise account of 
the nature of this "sleep": "This fragment with a 
good deal more, not recoverable, composed, in a 
sort of reverie brought on by two grains of opium, 
taken to check a dysentery, at a farmhouse 
between Porlock and Linton, a quarter of a mile 
from Culbone Church, in the fall of the year, 
1797." 
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the whole, and taking his pen, ink, and paper, instantly and eagerly wrote down 
the lines that are here preserved. At this moment he was unfortunately called 
out by a person on business from Porlock, and detained by him above an hour, 
and on his return to his room, found, to his no small surprise and mortification, 
that though he still retained some vague and dim recollection of the general 
purport of the vision, yet, with the exception of some eight or ten scattered 
lines and images, all the rest had passed away like the images on the surface 
of a stream into which a stone had been cast, but, alas! without the after 
restoration of the latter: 

Then all the charm 
Is broken—all that phantom-world so fair 
Vanishes, and a thousand circlets spread, 
And each mis-shape [s] the other. Stay awhile, 
Poor youth! who scarcely dar'st lift up thine eyes— 
The stream will soon renew its smoothness, soon 
The visions will return! And lo! he stays, 
And soon the fragments dim of lovely forms 
Come trembling back, unite, and now once more 
The pool becomes a mirror. 

[From Coleridge's The Picture; or, the Lover's Resolution, 
lines 91-100] 

Yet from the still surviving recollections in his mind, the Author has frequently 
purposed to finish for himself what had been originally, as it were, given to 
him. Aupiov abiov aooo:4 but the to-morrow is yet to come. 

As a contrast to this vision, I have annexed a fragment of a very different 
character, describing with equal fidelity the dream of pain and disease.5— 
1816. 

In Xanadu did Kubla Khan 
A stately pleasure-dome decree: 
Where Alph,6 the sacred river, ran 
Through caverns measureless to man 

5 Down to a sunless sea. 
So twice five miles of fertile ground 
With walls and towers were girdled round: 
And there were gardens bright with sinuous rills 
Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree; 

io And here were forests ancient as the hills, 
Enfolding sunny spots of greenery. 

But oh! that deep romantic chasm which slanted 
Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover! 
A savage place! as holy and enchanted 

is As e'er beneath a waning moon was haunted 
By woman wailing for her demon-lover! 

4. 1 shall s ing a sweeter song tomorrow (Greek; 
recalled f rom Theocr i tus ' s Idyls 1.145). 

A n u m b e r of Coleridge's assert ions in this pref-
ace have been deba ted by critics: w h e t h e r the 
poem was wri t ten in 1797 or later, w h e t h e r i t was 
actually composed in a "dream" or op ium reverie, 
even whe the r it is a f r agmen t or in fact is comple te . 
All critics agree, however, tha t this visionary p o e m 

of demon ic inspirat ion is m u c h more than a mere 
"psychological curiosity." 
5. Coler idge refers to "The Pains of Sleep." 
6. Derived probably f rom the Greek river Alpheus , 
which flows into t he Ionian Sea. Its waters were 
fabled to rise again in Sicily as t he foun ta in of Are-
thusa . 
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A n d f r o m this c h a s m , w i t h cease l e s s t u r m o i l s e e t h i n g , 
As i f th i s e a r t h in f a s t t h i c k p a n t s w e r e b r e a t h i n g , 
A migh ty f o u n t a i n m o m e n t l y w a s fo r ced : 

20 A m i d w h o s e swift h a l f - i n t e r m i t t e d b u r s t 
H u g e f r a g m e n t s vau l t ed like r e b o u n d i n g hai l , 
O r c h a f f y gra in b e n e a t h t h e t h r e s h e r ' s flail: 
A n d 'mid t h e s e d a n c i n g rocks a t o n c e a n d ever 
I t f l u n g u p m o m e n t l y t h e sac red river. 

25 Five mi l e s m e a n d e r i n g w i t h a m a z y m o t i o n 
T h r o u g h w o o d a n d da l e t h e s a c r e d r iver r an , 
T h e n r e a c h e d t h e cave rns m e a s u r e l e s s t o m a n , 
A n d s a n k in t u m u l t to a l i fe less o c e a n : 
A n d 'mid th is t u m u l t K u b l a h e a r d f r o m f a r 

30 A n c e s t r a l voices p r o p h e s y i n g war! 

T h e s h a d o w o f t h e d o m e o f p l e a s u r e 
F l o a t e d midway o n t h e waves ; 
W h e r e was h e a r d t h e m i n g l e d m e a s u r e 
F r o m t h e f o u n t a i n a n d t h e caves . 

35 It w a s a m i r a c l e of r a r e device , 
A s u n n y p l e a s u r e - d o m e w i t h caves of ice! 

A d a m s e l wi th a d u l c i m e r 
In a v is ion o n c e I saw: 
I t was an Abyss in ian m a i d , 

40 A n d on h e r d u l c i m e r s h e p layed , 
S i n g i n g o f M o u n t A b o r a . 7 

C o u l d I revive w i t h i n me 
H e r s y m p h o n y a n d song , 
To s u c h a d e e p de l igh t ' twould w i n me , 

45 T h a t w i t h m u s i c l o u d a n d long, 
I w o u l d bu i ld t h a t d o m e in air , 
T h a t s u n n y d o m e ! t h o s e caves o f ice! 
A n d all w h o h e a r d s h o u l d see t h e m t h e r e , 
A n d all s h o u l d cry, Beware ! Beware ! 

50 H i s f l a s h i n g eyes , his f loa t ing hai r ! 
W e a v e a c i rc le r o u n d h i m t h r i c e , 8 

A n d c lose you r eyes w i t h holy d r e a d , 
F o r h e o n h o n e y - d e w h a t h fed , 
A n d d r u n k t h e mi lk o f P a r a d i s e . 9 

ca . 1 7 9 7 - 9 8 1 8 1 6 

7. Apparently a reminiscence of Milton's Paradise 
Lost 4.280—82: "where Abassin Kings their issue 
guard / Mount Amara (though this by some sup-
posed / T r u e Paradise) under the Ethiop line." 
8. A magic ritual, to protect the inspired poet from 
intrusion. 

9. Lines 50ff. echo in part the description, in 
Plato's Ion 533-34, of inspired poets, who are "like 
Bacchic maidens who draw milk and honey from 
the rivers when they are under the influence of 
Dionysus but not when they are in their right 
mind." 
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Christabel1 

Preface 

The first part of the following poem was written in the year 1797, at Stowey, 
in the county of Somerset. The second part, after my return from Germany, 
in the year 1800, at Keswick, Cumberland. It is probable, that if the poem 
had been finished at either of the former periods, or if even the first and second 
part had been published in the year 1800, the impression of its originality 
would have been much greater than I dare at present expect. But for this, I 
have only my own indolence to blame. The dates are mentioned for the exclu-
sive purpose of precluding charges of plagiarism or servile imitation from 
myself. For there is amongst us a set of critics, who seem to hold, that every 
possible thought and image is traditional; who have no notion that there are 
such things as fountains in the world, small as well as great; and who would 
therefore charitably derive every rill they behold flowing, from a perforation 
made in some other man's tank. I am confident, however, that as far as the 
present poem is concerned, the celebrated poets2 whose writings I might be 
suspected of having imitated, either in particular passages, or in the tone and 
the spirit of the whole, would be among the first to vindicate me from the 
charge, and who, on any striking coincidence, would permit me to address 
them in this doggerel version of two monkish Latin hexameters. 

Tis mine and it is likewise yours; 
But an if this will not do; 
Let it be mine, good friend! for I 
Am the poorer of the two. 

I have only to add, that the metre of the Christabel is not, properly speaking, 
irregular, though it may seem so from its being founded on a new principle: 
namely, that of counting in each line the accents, not the syllables.3 Though 
the latter may vary from seven to twelve, yet in each line the accents will be 
found to be only four. Nevertheless this occasional variation in number of 
syllables is not introduced wantonly, or for the mere ends of convenience, 
but in correspondence with some transition, in the nature of the imagery or 
passion. 

Part 1 
'Tis the middle of night by the castle clock, 
And the owls have awakened the crowing cock; 

1. Coleridge had p l anned to publ ish Christabel in 
the 2 n d edition of Lyrical Ballads (1800) bu t had 
not been able to comple t e the poem. W h e n Chris-
tabel was finally publ i shed in 1816 in its present 
f ragmentary state, he still hoped to finish it, fo r t he 
Preface con ta ined this sen tence (deleted in the 
edition of 1834): "But as, in my very first concep-
tion of t he tale, I had the whole presen t to my 
mind, with the wholeness , no less than with the 
liveliness of a vision; I t rust tha t I shall be able to 
embody in verse the three par ts yet to come, in the 
course of the presen t year." 
2. Sir Wal te r Scot t and Lord Byron, w h o had read 
and admired Christabel while it c irculated in m a n -

uscript . Coler idge has in mind Scott ' s Lay of the 
La$t Minstrel (1805) and Byron's Siege of Corinth 
(1816), which showed the in f luence of Christabel, 
especially in their meter . 
3. M u c h of the older English versification, follow-
ing the example of Anglo-Saxon poetry, had been 
based on stress, or "accent ," and some of i t shows 
as m u c h f r e e d o m in varying the n u m b e r of sylla-
bles as does Christabel. T h e poem, however, is a 
radical depar tu re from the theory and pract ice of 
versification in t he 18th century , which had been 
based on a r ecur ren t n u m b e r of syllables in each 
line. 
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Tu—whit! Tu—whoo! 
And hark, again! the crowing cock, 

5 How drowsily it crew. 
Sir Leoline, the Baron rich, 
Ha th a toothless mastiff bi tch; 
From her kennel benea th the rock 
She maketh answer to the clock, 

10 Four for the quarters, and twelve for the hour; 
Ever and aye,° by shine and shower, always 
Sixteen short howls, not over loud; 
Some say, she sees my lady's shroud. 
Is the night chilly and dark? 

15 T h e night is chilly, but not dark. 
T h e thin gray cloud is spread on high, 
It covers but not hides the sky. 
T h e moon is behind, and at the full; 
And yet she looks both small and dull. 

20 T h e night is chill, the cloud is gray: 
'Tis a month before the month of May, 
And the Spring comes slowly up this way. 

The lovely lady, Christabel, 
W h o m her fa ther loves so well, 

25 W h a t makes her in the wood so late, 
A fur long f rom the castle gate? 
She had dreams all yesternight 
Of her own betrothed knight; 
And she in the midnight wood will pray 

30 For the weaF of her lover that 's far away. well-being 

She stole along, she nothing spoke, 
T h e sighs she heaved were soft and low, 
And naught was green upon the oak, 
But moss and rarest mistletoe: 4 

35 She kneels benea th the huge oak tree, 
And in silence prayeth she. 

T h e lady sprang up suddenly, 
T h e lovely lady, Christabel! 
It moaned as near, as near can be, 

40 But what it is, she cannot tell.— 
On the other side it seems to be, 
Of the huge, broad-breasted, old oak tree. 
The night is chill; the forest bare; 
Is it the wind that moane th bleak? 

45 There is not wind enough in the air 
To move away the ringlet curl 

4. In Celtic Britain the mistletoe (a parasitic plant) had been held in veneration when it was found 
growing—as it rarely does—on an oak tree. (Its usual host is the apple tree.) 
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From the lovely lady's c h e e k -
There is not wind enough to twirl 
The one red leaf, the last of its clan, 

50 That dances as of ten as dance it can, 
Hanging so light, and hanging so high, 
On the topmost twig that looks up at the sky. 
Hush , beat ing heart of Christabel! 
Jesu, Maria, shield her well! 

55 She folded her arms benea th her cloak, 
And stole to the other side of the oak. 

W h a t sees she there? 
There she sees a damsel bright, 
Drest in a silken robe of white, 

60 That shadowy in the moonlight shone: 
The neck that made that white robe wan, 
Her stately neck, and arms were bare; 
Her blue-veined feet unsandal 'd were, 
And wildly glittered here and there 

65 The gems entangled in her hair. 
I guess, 'twas fr ightful there to see 
A lady so richly clad as she— 
Beautiful exceedingly! 

"Mary mother , save me now!" 
70 (Said Christabel,) "And who art thou?" 

The lady strange made answer mee t , 0 appropriate 
And her voice was faint and sweet:— 
"Have pity on my sore distress, 
I scarce can speak for weariness: 

75 Stretch for th thy hand, and have no fear!" 
Said Christabel, "How earnest thou here?" 
And the lady, whose voice was faint and sweet, 
Did thus pursue her answer meet :— 

"My sire is of a noble line, 
so And my name is Geraldine: 

Five warriors seized me yestermorn, 
Me, even me, a maid forlorn: 
They choked my cries with force and fright, 
And tied me on a palfrey white. 

85 The palfrey was as fleet as wind, 
And they rode furiously behind. 
They spurred amain , 0 their steeds were white: at top speed 
And once we crossed the shade of night. 
As sure as Heaven shall rescue me, 

90 I have no thought what men they be; 
Nor do I know how long it is 
(For I have lain ent ranced I wis 5 ) 

5. I believe (Coleridge's misinterpretation of the Middle English adverb yivis, meaning "certainly"). 
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Since one, the tallest of the five, 
Took me from the palfrey's back, 
A weary woman, scarce alive. 
Some muttered words his comrades spoke: 
He placed me underneath this oak; 
He swore they would return with haste; 
Whither they went I cannot tell— 
I thought I heard, some minutes past, 
Sounds as of a castle bell. 
Stretch forth thy hand" (thus ended she), 
"And help a wretched maid to flee." 

Then Christabel stretched forth her hand 
And comforted fair Geraldine: 
"O well, bright dame! may you command 
The service of Sir Leoline; 
And gladly our stout chivalry 
Will he send forth and friends withal 
To guide and guard you safe and free 
Home to your noble father's hall." 

She rose: and forth with steps they passed 
That strove to be, and were not, fast. 
Her gracious stars the lady blest, 
And thus spake on sweet Christabel: 
"All our household are at rest, 
The hall as silent as the cell;° 
Sir Leoline is weak in health, 
And may not well awakened be, 
But we will move as if in stealth, 
And I beseech your courtesy, 
This night, to share your couch with me." 

They crossed the moat, and Christabel 
Took the key that fitted well; 
A little door she opened straight, 
All in the middle of the gate; 
The gate that was ironed within and without, 
Where an army in battle array had marched out. 
The lady sank, belike through pain, 
And Christabel with might and main 
Lifted her up, a weary weight, 
Over the threshold of the gate:6 

Then the lady rose again, 
And moved, as she were not in pain. 

So free from danger, free from fear, 
They crossed the court: right glad they were. 
And Christabel devoutly cried 
To the Lady by her side; 

a monastery 

6. According to legend, a witch cannot cross the threshold by her own power because it has been blessed 
against evil spirits. 
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"Praise we the Virgin all divine 
140 Who hath rescued thee from thy distress!" 

"Alas, alas!" said Geraldine, 
"I cannot speak for weariness." 
So free from danger, free from fear, 
They crossed the court: right glad they were. 

145 Outside her kennel the mastiff old 
Lay fast asleep, in moonshine cold. 
The mastiff old did not awake, 
Yet she an angry moan did make! 
And what can ail the mastiff bitch? 

150 Never till now she uttered yell 
Beneath the eye of Christabel. 
Perhaps it is the owlet's scritch: 
For what can ail the mastiff bitch? 
They passed the hall, that echoes still, 

155 Pass as lightly as you will! 
The brands were flat, the brands were dying, 
Amid their own white ashes lying; 
But when the lady passed, there came 
A tongue of light, a fit of flame; 

160 And Christabel saw the lady's eye, 
And nothing else saw she thereby, 
Save the boss of the shield of Sir Leoline tall, 
Which hung in a murky old niche in the wall. 
"O softly tread," said Christabel, 

165 "My father seldom sleepeth well." 
Sweet Christabel her feet doth bare, 
And, jealous of the listening air, 
They steal their way from stair to stair, 
Now in glimmer, and now in gloom, 

170 And now they pass the Baron's room, 
As still as death with stifled breath! 
And now have reached her chamber door; 
And now doth Geraldine press down 
The rushes 7 of the chamber floor. 

175 The moon shines dim in the open air, 
And not a moonbeam enters here. 
But they without its light can see 
The chamber carved so curiously, 
Carved with figures strange and sweet, 

180 All made out of the carver's brain, 
For a lady's chamber meet: 
The lamp with twofold silver chain 
Is fastened to an angel's feet. 
The silver lamp burns dead and dim; 

185 But Christabel the lamp will trim. 
7. Often used as a floor covering in the Middle Ages. 
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She t r immed the lamp, and made i t bright, 
And left it swinging to and fro, 
While Geraldine, in wretched plight, 
Sank down upon the floor below. 
"O weary lady, Geraldine, 
I pray you, drink this cordial wine! 
It is a wine of virtuous powers; 
My mother made it of wild flowers." 
"And will your mother pity me, 
W h o am a maiden most forlorn?" 
Christabel answered—"Woe is me! 
She died the hour that I was born. 
I have heard the grey-haired friar tell, 
How on her death-bed she did say, 
That she should hear the castle-bell 
Strike twelve upon my wedding day. 
0 mother dear! that thou wert here!" 
"I would," said Geraldine, "she were!" 
But soon with altered voice, said she— 
"Off, wandering mother! 8 Peak and pine! 
1 have power to bid thee flee." 
Alas! what ails poor Geraldine? 
Why stares she with unset t led eye? 
C a n she the bodiless dead espy? 
And why with hollow voice cries she, 
"Off, woman, off! this hour is mine— 
Though thou her guardian spirit be, 
Off , woman, off! 'tis given to me." 

Then Christabel knelt by the lady's side, 
And raised to heaven her eyes so b lue— 
"Alas!" said she, "this ghastly r ide— 
Dear lady! it hath wildered you!" 
T h e lady wiped her moist cold brow, 
And faintly said, " 'tis over now!" 

Again the wild-flower wine she drank: 
Her fair large eyes 'gan glitter bright, 
And f rom the f loor whereon she sank, 
The lofty lady stood upright; 
She was most beautiful to see, 
Like a lady of a far countree. 
And thus the lofty lady spake— 
"All they who live in the upper sky, 
Do love you, holy Christabel! 
And you love them, and for their sake 
And for the good which me befell, 

8. A term that could designate a fit of hysteria. "Peak and pine": Shakespeare 's Macbeth 1.3.22. 
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Even I in my degree will try, 
Fair ma iden , to requi te you well. 
But now unrobe yourself; for I 
M u s t pray, ere yet in bed I lie." 

Q u o t h Chris tabel , "So let it be!" 
And as the lady bade, did she. 
Her gent le l imbs did she undress , 
And lay down in her loveliness. 

But th rough her brain of weal and woe 
So m a n y thoughts moved to and fro, 
T h a t vain it were he r lids to close; 
So half-way f rom the bed she rose, 
And on he r elbow did recl ine 
To look at the lady Geraldine . 

Benea th the lamp the lady bowed, 
And slowly rolled he r eyes a round; 
T h e n drawing in he r b rea th aloud, 
Like one tha t shuddered , she u n b o u n d 
T h e c i n c t u r e 0 f rom benea th her breast: belt 
Her silken robe, and inner vest, 
Dropt to he r feet , and fu l l in view, 
Behold! he r bosom and half he r side 
A sight to dream of, not to tell! 
O shield her! shield sweet Chr is tabel ! 9 

Yet Geraldine nor speaks nor stirs; 
Ah! what a stricken look was hers! 
Deep f rom within she seems half-way 
To lift some weight with sick assay, 0 attempt 
And eyes the maid and seeks delay; 
T h e n suddenly as one defied 
Collects herself in scorn and pride, 
And lay down by the maiden ' s side!— 
And in her arms the maid she took, 

Ah well-a-day! 
And with low voice and doleful look 
These words did say: 
"In the t ouch of this bosom there worketh a spell, 
W h i c h is lord of thy u t te rance , Christabel! 
Thou knowest to-night, and wilt know to-morrow 
This mark of my shame, this seal of my sorrow; 

But vainly thou warrest , 
For this is a lone in 

Thy power to declare, 
T h a t in the dim forest 

T h o u heard 's t a low moaning , 
And found 's t a bright lady, surpassingly fair: 

9. In several manuscr ipts and the first printing, this line reads "And she is to sleep by [or with] Christ-
abel." 
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And didst bring her home with thee in love and in charity, 
To shield her and shelter her f rom the damp air." 

The Conclusion to Part 1 
It was a lovely sight to see 

280 The lady Christabel, when she 
Was praying at the old oak tree. 

Amid the jagged shadows 
Of mossy leafless boughs, 
Kneeling in the moonlight, 

285 To make her gentle vows; 
Her slender palms together prest, 
Heaving sometimes on her breast; 
Her face resigned to bliss or ba le 0 — evil, sorrow 
Her face, oh call it fair not pale, 

290 And both blue eyes more bright than clear, 
Each about to have a tear. 
With open eyes (ah woe is me!) 
Asleep, and dreaming fearfully, 
Fearfully dreaming, yet I wis, 

295 Dreaming that alone, which is— 
O sorrow and shame! Can this be she, 
The lady, who knelt at the old oak tree? 
And lo! the worker of these harms, 
That holds the maiden in her arms, 

300 Seems to slumber still and mild, 
As a mother with her child. 
A star ha th set, a star ha th risen, 
O Geraldine! since arms of thine 
Have been the lovely lady's prison. 

305 O Geraldine! one hour was thine— 
Thou's t had thy will! By tairn 1 and rill, 
The night-birds all that hour were still. 
But now they are jubilant anew, 
From cliff and tower, tu—whoo! tu—whoo! 

310 Tu—whoo! tu—whoo! f rom wood and fell! 2 

And see! the lady Christabel 
Gathers herself from out her trance; 
Her limbs relax, her countenance 
Grows sad and soft; the smooth thin lids 

315 Close o'er her eyes; and tears she sheds— 
Large tears that leave the lashes bright! 
And oft the while she seems to smile 
As infants at a sudden light! 
Yea, she doth smile, and she doth weep, 

320 Like a youthful hermitess, 
Beauteous in a wilderness, 

1. Tarn, a mounta in pool. 2. Elevated moor, or hill. 
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W h o , praying always, prays in sleep. 
And, if she move unquiet ly, 
Pe rchance , 'tis b u t the blood so f ree , 

325 Comes back and tingles in her feet . 
No doubt , she ha th a vision sweet. 
W h a t if her guardian spirit ' twere? 
W h a t if she knew her mo the r near? 
But this she knows, in joys and woes, 

330 Tha t saints will aid if m e n will call: 
For the b lue sky bends over all! 

Part 2 
"Each mat in bell," the Baron saith, 
"Knells us back to a world of death ." 
These words Sir Leoline first said, 

335 W h e n he rose and found his lady dead: 
These words Sir Leoline will say, 
Many a morn to his dying day! 

And h e n c e the cus tom and law began, 
Tha t still a t dawn the sacr is tan , 3 

340 W h o duly pulls the heavy bell, 
Five and forty beads mus t tel l 4 

Between each s t roke—a warn ing knell, 
W h i c h not a soul can choose b u t hear 
From Bratha Head to W y n d e r m e r e . 5 

345 Saith Bracy the bard, "So let it knell! 
And let the drowsy sacristan 
Still coun t as slowly as he can! 
There is no lack of such , I ween," believe 
As well fill up the space be tween. 

350 In Langdale Pike° and Witch ' s Lair, Peak 
And Dungeon-ghyl l 6 so foully rent , 
Wi th ropes of rock and bells of air 
Th ree s inful sextons' ghosts are pent , 
W h o all give back, one af te r t 'other, 

355 T h e dea th-no te to their living brother ; 
And oft too, by the knell o f fended , 
Jus t as their one! two! three! is ended, 
T h e devil mocks the doleful tale 
Wi th a merry peal f rom Borodale." 

360 T h e air is still! th rough mist and cloud 
T h a t merry peal comes ringing loud; 
And Gerald ine shakes off her dread, 
And rises lightly f rom the bed; 
Puts on her silken ves tments white , 

3. C h u r c h officer who digs the graves and rings 
the bells. 
4. Pray while "telling" (keeping count on) the 
beads of a rosary. 

5. These and the following names are of localities 
in the English Lake District. 
6. Ravine forming the bed of a stream. 
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365 And tricks her hair in lovely plight, 0 plait 
And nothing doubting of her spell 
Awakens the lady Christabel. 
"Sleep you, sweet lady Christabel? 
I trust that you have rested well." 

370 And Christabel awoke and spied 
The same who lay down by her side— 
O rather say, the same whom she 
Raised up beneath the old oak tree! 
Nay, fairer yet! and yet more fair! 

375 For she belike hath drunken deep 
Of all the blessedness of sleep! 
And while she spake, her looks, her air 
Such gentle thankfulness declare, 
That (so it seemed) her girded vests 

380 Grew tight beneath her heaving breasts. 
"Sure I have sinned!" said Christabel, 
"Now heaven be praised if all be well!" 
And in low faltering tones, yet sweet, 
Did she the lofty lady greet 

385 With such perplexity of mind 
As dreams too lively leave behind. 
So quickly she rose, and quickly arrayed 
Her maiden limbs, and having prayed 
That He, who on the cross did groan, 

390 Might wash away her sins unknown, 
She forthwith led fair Geraldine 
To meet her sire, Sir Leoline. 
The lovely maid and the lady tall 
Are pacing both into the hall, 

395 And pacing on through page and groom, 
Enter the Baron's presence room. 
The Baron rose, and while he prest 
His gentle daughter to his breast, 
With cheerful wonder in his eyes 

400 The lady Geraldine espies, 
And gave such welcome to the same, 
As might beseem so bright a dame! 
But when he heard the lady's tale, 
And when she told her father's name, 

405 Why waxed Sir Leoline so pale, 
Murmuring o'er the name again, 
Lord Roland de Vaux of Tryermaine? 
Alas! they had been friends in youth; 
But whispering tongues can poison truth; 

410 And constancy lives in realms above; 
And life is thorny; and youth is vain; 
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And to be wroth with one we love, 
Doth work like madness in the brain. 
And thus it chanced, as I divine, 

415 With Roland and Sir Leoline. 
Each spake words of high disdain 
And insult to his heart 's best brother: 
They par ted—ne'er to meet again! 
But never either found another 

420 To free the hollow heart f rom paining— 
They stood aloof, the scars remaining, 
Like cliffs which had been rent asunder; 
A dreary sea now flows between;— 
But neither heat, nor frost, nor thunder , 

425 Shall wholly do away, I ween, 
The marks of that which once hath been. 
Sir Leoline, a moment ' s space, 
Stood gazing on the damsel 's face: 
And the youthful Lord of Tryermaine 

4BO Came back upon his heart again. 
0 then the Baron forgot his age, 
His noble heart swelled high with rage; 
He swore by the wounds in Jesu's side, 
He would proclaim it far and wide 

435 Wi th t rump and solemn heraldry, 
That they who thus had wronged the dame, 
Were base as spotted infamy! 
"And if they dare deny the same, 
My herald shall appoint a week, 

440 And let the recreant traitors seek 
My tourney cour t 7 —tha t there and then 
1 may dislodge their reptile souls 
From the bodies and forms of men!" 
He spake: his eye in lightning rolls! 

445 For the lady was ruthlessly seized; and he kenned 
In the beaut i ful lady the child of his friend! 
And now the tears were on his face, 
And fondly in his arms he took 
Fair Geraldine, who met the embrace, 

450 Prolonging it with joyous look. 
Which when she viewed, a vision fell 
Upon the soul of Christabel, 
The vision of fear, the touch and pain! 
She shrunk and shuddered, and saw again— 

455 (Ah, woe is me! Was it for thee, 
Thou gentle maid! such sights to see?) 
Again she saw that bosom old, 
Again she felt that bosom cold, 
And drew in her breath with a hissing sound: 

7. Arena for tournaments . 
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460 Whereat the Knight turned wildly round, 
And nothing saw, but his own sweet maid 
With eyes upraised, as one that prayed. 
The touch, the sight, had passed away, 
And in its stead that vision blest, 

465 Which comforted her after-rest, 
While in the lady's arms she lay, 
Had put a rapture in her breast, 
And on her lips and o'er her eyes 
Spread smiles like light! 

With new surprise, 
470 "What ails then my beloved child?" 

The Baron said—His daughter mild 
Made answer, "All will yet be well!" 
I ween, she had no power to tell 
Aught else: so mighty was the spell. 

475 Yet he, who saw this Geraldine, 
Had deemed her sure a thing divine. 
Such sorrow with such grace she blended, 
As if she feared, she had offended 
Sweet Christabel, that gentle maid! 

480 And with such lowly tones she prayed, 
She might be sent without delay 
Home to her father's mansion. 

"Nay! 
Nay, by my soul!" said Leoline. 
"Ho! Bracy, the bard, the charge be thine! 

485 Go thou, with music sweet and loud, 
And take two steeds with trappings proud, 
And take the youth whom thou lov'st best 
To bear thy harp, and learn thy song, 
And clothe you both in solemn vest, 

490 And over the mountains haste along, 
Lest wandering folk, that are abroad, 
Detain you on the valley road. 
And when he has crossed the Irthing flood, 
My merry bard! he hastes, he hastes 

495 Up Knorren Moor, through Halegarth Wood, 
And reaches soon that castle good 
Which stands and threatens Scotland's wastes. 
"Bard Bracy! bard Bracy! your horses are fleet, 
Ye must ride up the hall, your music so sweet, 

500 More loud than your horses' echoing feet! 
And loud and loud to Lord Roland call, 
Thy daughter is safe in Langdale hall! 
Thy beautiful daughter is safe and free— 
Sir Leoline greets thee thus through me. 

505 He bids thee come without delay 
With all thy numerous array; 
And take thy lovely daughter home: 
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And he will meet thee on the way 
With all his numerous array 

510 White with their panting palfreys' foam: 
And by mine honour! I will say, 
That I repent me of the day 
When I spake words of fierce disdain 
To Roland de Vaux of Tryermaine!— 

515 —For since that evil hour hath flown, 
Many a summer's sun hath shone; 
Yet ne'er found I a friend again 
Like Roland de Vaux of Tryermaine." 
The lady fell, and clasped his knees, 

520 Her face upraised, her eyes o'erflowing; 
And Bracy replied, with faltering voice, 
His gracious hail on all bestowing!— 
"Thy words, thou sire of Christabel, 
Are sweeter than my harp can tell; 

525 Yet might I gain a boon of thee, 
This day my journey should not be, 
So strange a dream hath come to me; 
That I had vowed with music loud 
To clear yon wood from thing unblest, 

530 Warned by a vision in my rest! 
For in my sleep I saw that dove, 
That gentle bird, whom thou dost love, 
And call'st by thy own daughter's name— 
Sir Leoline! I saw the same 

535 Fluttering, and uttering fearful moan, 
Among the green herbs in the forest alone. 
Which when I saw and when I heard, 
I wonder'd what might ail the bird; 
For nothing near it could I see, 

540 Save the grass and green herbs underneath the old tree. 
"And in my dream methought I went 
To search out what might there be found; 
And what the sweet bird's trouble meant, 
That thus lay fluttering on the ground. 

545 I went and peered, and could descry 
No cause for her distressful cry; 
But yet for her dear lady's sake 
I stooped, methought, the dove to take, 
When lo! I saw a bright green snake 

550 Coiled around its wings and neck, 
Green as the herbs on which it couched, 
Close by the dove's its head it crouched; 
And with the dove it heaves and stirs, 
Swelling its neck as she swelled hers! 

555 I woke; it was the midnight hour, 
The clock was echoing in the tower; 
But though my slumber was gone by, 
This dream it would not pass away— 
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It seems to live upon my eye! 
560 And thence I vowed this self-same day, 

W i t h music strong and saintly song 
To wander through the forest bare, 
Lest aught unholy loiter there ." 

Thus Bracy said: the Baron, the while, 
565 Half- l is tening heard h im with a smile; 

T h e n tu rned to Lady Geraldine , 
His eyes made up of wonder and love; 
And said in courtly accents fine, 
"Sweet maid, Lord Roland's beau t eous dove, 

570 Wi th arms more s trong than ha rp or song, 
Thy sire and I will c rush the snake!" 
He kissed her forehead as he spake, 
And Geraldine, in ma iden wise , 0 manner 
Cast ing down her large bright eyes, 

575 Wi th b lushing cheek and cour tesy fine 
She turned her f r o m Sir Leoline; 
Softly gathering up her t rain, 
T h a t o'er her right a rm fell again; 
And folded her a rms across he r chest , 

580 And couched her head upon he r breast , 
And looked askance at Chr is tabel 
Jesu Maria , shield her well! 
A snake's small eye blinks dull and shy, 
And the lady's eyes they s h r u n k in her head , 

585 Each sh runk up to a serpent ' s eye, 
And with somewhat of malice, and more of dread, 
At Chr is tabel she looked askance!— 
O n e m o m e n t — a n d the sight was fled! 
But Chris tabel in dizzy t rance 

590 S tumbl ing on the uns teady ground 
Shudde red aloud, with a hissing sound; 
And Geraldine again tu rned round , 
And like a thing, tha t sought relief, 
Full of wonder and full of grief, 

595 She rolled her large bright eyes divine 
Wildly on Sir Leoline. 

The maid, alas! he r thoughts are gone, 
She no th ing sees—no sight bu t one! 
T h e maid, devoid of guile and sin, 

600 I know not how, in fear fu l wise 
So deeply had she d runken in 
Tha t look, those sh runken serpent eyes, 
T h a t all her fea tures were resigned 
To this sole image in he r mind; 

605 And passively did imita te 
Tha t look of dull and t reacherous hate! 
And thus she stood, in dizzy t rance , 
Still p ic tur ing that look askance 
Wi th forced unconsc ious sympathy 
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6io Full before her father's view 
As far as such a look could be, 
In eyes so innocent and blue! 
And when the trance was o'er, the maid 
Paused awhile, and inly prayed: 

615 Then falling at the Baron's feet, 
"By my mother's soul do I entreat 
That thou this woman send away!" 
She said: and more she could not say: 
For what she knew she could not tell, 

620 O'er-mastered by the mighty spell. 
Why is thy cheek so wan and wild, 
Sir Leoline? Thy only child 
Lies at thy feet, thy joy, thy pride, 
So fair, so innocent, so mild; 

625 The same, for whom thy lady died! 
0 by the pangs of her dear mother 
Think thou no evil of thy child! 
For her, and thee, and for no other, 
She prayed the moment ere she died: 

630 Prayed that the babe for whom she died, 
Might prove her dear lord's joy and pride! 

That prayer her deadly pangs beguiled, 
Sir Leoline! 

And wouldst thou wrong thy only child, 
635 Her child and thine? 

Within the Baron's heart and brain 
If thoughts, like these, had any share, 
They only swelled his rage and pain, 
And did but work confusion there. 

640 His heart was cleft with pain and rage, 
His cheeks they quivered, his eyes were wild, 
Dishonoured thus in his old age; 
Dishonoured by his only child, 
And all his hospitality 

645 To the wrong'd daughter of his friend 
By more than woman's jealousy 
Brought thus to a disgraceful end— 
He rolled his eye with stern regard 
Upon the gentle minstrel bard, 

650 And said in tones abrupt, austere— 
"Why, Bracy! dost thou loiter here? 
1 bade thee hence!" The bard obeyed; 
And turning from his own sweet maid, 
The aged knight, Sir Leoline, 

655 Led forth the lady Geraldine! 

The Conclusion to Part 2 
A little child, a limber elf, 
Singing, dancing to itself, 
A fairy thing with red round cheeks, 
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That always finds, and never seeks, 
660 Makes such a vision to the sight 

As fills a father's eyes with light; 
And pleasures flow in so thick and fast 
Upon his heart, that he at last 
Must needs express his love's excess 

665 With words of unmeant bitterness. 
Perhaps 'tis pretty to force together 
Thoughts so all unlike each other; 
To mutter and mock a broken charm, 
To dally with wrong that does no harm. 

670 Perhaps 'tis tender too and pretty 
At each wild word to feel within 
A sweet recoil of love and pity. 
And what, if in a world of sin 
(O sorrow and shame should this be true!) 

675 Such giddiness of heart and brain 
Comes seldom save from rage and pain, 
So talks as it's most used to do. 

1798 -1800 1816 

Frost at Midnight1 

The frost performs its secret ministry, 
Unhelped by any wind. The owlet's cry 
Came loud—and hark, again! loud as before. 
The inmates of my cottage, all at rest, 

5 Have left me to that solitude, which suits 
Abstruser musings: save that at my side 
My cradled infant slumbers peacefully. 
'Tis calm indeed! so calm, that it disturbs 
And vexes meditation with its strange 

io And extreme silentness. Sea, hill, and wood, 
This populous village! Sea, and hill, and wood, 
With all the numberless goings on of life, 
Inaudible as dreams! the thin blue flame 
Lies on my low burnt fire, and quivers not; 

15 Only that film,2 which fluttered on the grate, 
Still flutters there, the sole unquiet thing. 
Methinks, its motion in this hush of nature 
Gives it dim sympathies with me who live, 
Making it a companionable form, 

20 Whose puny flaps and freaks the idling Spirit 
By its own moods interprets, every where 

1. The scene is Coleridge's cottage at Nether 
Stowey; the infant in line 7 is his son Hartley, then 
aged seventeen months . 
2. In all parts of the kingdom these films are called 
strangers and supposed to portend the arrival of 
some absent fr iend [Coleridge's note] . The "film" 
is a piece of soot f lut tering on the bar of the grate. 
Cf. Cowper 's The Task 4 . 2 9 2 - 9 5 , in which the 
poet describes how, dreaming before the parlor 

f ire, he watches "The sooty fi lms that play upon 
the bars, / Pendulous and foreboding, in the view 
/ Of supersti t ion prophesying still, / Though still 
deceived, some stranger's near approach." Several 
edit ions of Cowper 's poems were advertised on the 
verso of the last page of Coleridge's text in the 1798 
volume in which "Frost at Midnight" was first pub-
lished. 
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Echo or mirror seeking of itself, 
And makes a toy of Thought . 

But O! how oft, 
How oft, at school, with most believing mind, 

25 Presageful, have I gazed upon the bars, 
To watch that f luttering stranger! and as oft 
Wi th unclosed lids, already had I dreamt 
Of my sweet bir th-place, 3 and the old church-tower, 
Whose bells, the poor man's only music, rang 

30 From morn to evening, all the hot Fair-day, 
So sweetly, that they stirred and haun ted me 
With a wild pleasure, falling on mine ear 
Most like articulate sounds of things to come! 
So gazed I, till the soothing things I dreamt 

35 Lulled me to sleep, and sleep prolonged my dreams! 
And so I brooded all the following morn, 
Awed by the stern preceptor ' s 4 face, mine eye 
Fixed with mock study on my swimming book: 
Save if the door half opened, and I snatched 

40 A hasty glance, and still my heart leaped up, 
For still I hoped to see the stranger's face, 
Townsman, or aunt , or sister more beloved, 
My play-mate when we both were clothed alike! 5 

Dear Babe, that sleepest cradled by my side, 
45 Whose gentle breathings, heard in this deep calm, 

Fill up the interspersed vacancies 
And momentary pauses of the thought! 
My babe so beautiful! it thrills my hear t 
Wi th tender gladness, thus to look at thee, 

50 And think that thou shalt learn far other lore 
And in far other scenes! For I was reared 
In the great city, pen t 'mid cloisters dim, 
And saw nought lovely bu t the sky and stars. 
But thou, my babe! shalt wander like a breeze 

55 By lakes and sandy shores, beneath the crags 
Of ancient mounta in , and benea th the clouds, 
Which image in their bulk both lakes and shores 
And mounta in crags: so shalt thou see and hear 
The lovely shapes and sounds intelligible 

60 Of that eternal language, which thy God 
Utters, who from eternity doth teach 
Himself in all, and all things in himself. 
Great universal Teacher! he shall mould 
Thy spirit, and by giving make it ask. 

65 Therefore all seasons shall be sweet to thee, 
Whe the r the summer clothe the general ear th 
With greenness, or the redbreast sit and sing 

3. Coleridge was born at Ottery St. Mary, Devon-
shire, but went to school in London, beginning at 
the age of nine. 
4. The Reverend James Boyer at Coleridge's 

school, Christ 's Hospital. 
5. I.e., when both Coleridge and his sister Ann still 
wore infant clothes, before he was deemed old 
enough to be breeched. 
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Betwixt the tuf ts of snow on the bare b ranch 
Of mossy apple-tree, while the nigh t ha t ch 

70 Smokes in the sun- thaw; whe the r the eave-drops fall 
Hea rd only in the t rances of the blast, 
Or if t he secret ministry of frost 
Shall hang t hem up in silent icicles, 
Quiet ly shining to the quiet Moon . 

Feb." 1798 1798 

Dejection: An Ode1 

Late, late yestreen I saw the new Moon, 
With the old Moon in her arms; 
And I fear, I fear, my Master dear! 
We shall have a deadly storm. 

Ballad of Sir Patrick S-pence 
1 

Well! If the Bard was weather-wise , who made 
T h e grand old ballad of Sir Patr ick Spence, 
This night, so t ranqui l now, will not go hence 

Unroused by winds, tha t ply a busier t rade 
5 T h a n those which mould yon cloud in lazy flakes, 

Or the dull sobbing draf t , tha t moans and rakes 
Upon the strings of this Eolian lu te , 2 

W h i c h bet ter far were mute . 
For lo! the New-moon winter-bright! 

10 And overspread with p h a n t o m light, 
(With swimming p h a n t o m light o 'erspread 
But r immed and circled by a silver thread) 

I see the old M o o n in he r lap, foretell ing 
T h e coming on of rain and squally blast, 

is And oh! that even now the gust were swelling, 
And the slant n ight -shower driving loud and fast! 

Those sounds which of t have raised me, whilst they awed, 
And sent my soul abroad, 

Might now perhaps their w o n t e d 0 impulse give, customary 
20 Might startle this dull pain, and make it move and live! 

2 
A grief wi thout a pang, void, dark, and drear, 

A stifled, drowsy, un impass ioned grief, 

1. This poem originated in a verse letter of 340 
lines, called "A Letter to ," that Coleridge 
wrote on the night of April 4, 1802, af ter hear ing 
the opening stanzas of "Ode: Int imat ions of 
Immortality," which Wordsworth had jus t com-
posed. T h e "Letter" was addressed to Sara H u t c h -
inson (whom Coleridge sometimes called "Asra"), 
the sister of Wordsworth 's fiancee, Mary. It picked 
up the theme of a loss in the quality of perceptual 
experience that Wordsworth had presented at the 
beginning of his "Ode." In his original poem Cole-
ridge lamented at length his unhappy marriage and 

the hopelessness of his love for Sara Hutch inson . 
In the next six mon ths Coleridge deleted more than 
half the original lines, revised and reordered the 
remaining passages, and so t ransformed a long 
verse confession into the compact and dignified 
"Dejection: An Ode." He published the "Ode," in 
substantially its present form, on October 4, 1802, 
Wordsworth 's wedding day—and also the seventh 
anniversary of Coleridge's own disastrous marriage 
to Sara Fricker. 
2. A stringed ins t rument played upon by the wind 
(see "The Eolian Harp," n. 1, p. 426) . 
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Which finds no natural outlet, no relief, 
In word, or sigh, or tear— 

25 O Lady!3 in this wan and heartless mood, 
To other thoughts by yonder throstle woo'd, 

All this long eve, so balmy and serene, 
Have I been gazing on the western sky, 

And its peculiar tint of yellow green: 
30 And still I gaze—and with how blank an eye! 

And those thin clouds above, in flakes and bars, 
That give away their motion to the stars; 
Those stars, that glide behind them or between, 
Now sparkling, now bedimmed, but always seen: 

35 Yon crescent Moon as fixed as if it grew 
In its own cloudless, starless lake of blue; 
I see them all so excellently fair, 
I see, not feel, how beautiful they are! 

3 
My genial" spirits fail; creative 

40 And what can these avail 
To lift the smothering weight from off my breast? 

It were a vain endeavour, 
Though I should gaze for ever 

On that green light that lingers in the west: 
45 I may not hope from outward forms to win 

The passion and the life, whose fountains are within. 

4 
O Lady! we receive but what we give, 
And in our life alone does nature live: 
Ours is her wedding-garment, ours her shroud!4 

50 And would we aught° behold, of higher worth, anything 
Than that inanimate cold world allowed 
To the poor loveless ever-anxious crowd, 

Ah! from the soul itself must issue forth, 
A light, a glory,5 a fair luminous cloud 

55 • Enveloping the Earth— 
And from the soul itself must there be sent 

A sweet and potent voice, of its own birth, 
Of all sweet sounds the life and element! 

5 
O pure of heart! thou need'st not ask of me 

60 What this strong music in the soul may be! 
What, and wherein it doth exist, 
This light, this glory, this fair luminous mist, 
This beautiful and beauty-making power. 

Joy, virtuous Lady! Joy that ne'er was given, 

3. In t h e or ig inal vers ion "Sara"—i .e . , Sa ra 
H u t c h i n s o n . Af t e r i n t e r v e n i n g vers ions , i n w h i c h 
t h e p o e m was a d d r e s s e d f i r s t t o "Wil l iam" ( W o r d s -
w o r t h ) a n d t h e n t o " E d m u n d , " Co le r idge in t ro -
d u c e d t h e n o n c o m m i t t a l "Lady" in 1817 . 
4 . I .e. , n a t u r e ' s w e d d i n g g a r m e n t a n d s h r o u d a re 
o u r s to give to he r . 

5. A "glory" is a ha lo . Co le r idge o f t e n uses t h e 
t e r m to iden t i fy i n pa r t i cu l a r t h e p h e n o m e n o n t h a t 
o c c u r s in t h e m o u n t a i n s w h e n a wa lke r sees h i s o r 
h e r own f igure p r o j e c t e d by t h e s u n in t h e mis t , 
en la rged a n d wi th l ight enc i r c l i ng its h e a d . Cf . 
W o r d s w o r t h ' s Prelude 8 . 2 6 8 - 7 0 (p. 368 ) . 
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Save to the pure, and in their purest hour, 
Life, and Life's effluence, cloud at once and shower, 
Joy, Lady! is the spirit and the power, 
Which wedding Nature to us gives in dower, 

A new Earth and new Heaven, 6 

Undreamt of by the sensual and the proud— 
Joy is the sweet voice, Joy the luminous cloud— 

We in ourselves rejoice! 
And thence flows all that charms or ear or sight, 

All melodies the echoes of that voice, 
All colours a suffusion from that light. 

6 
There was a time when, though my path was rough, 

This joy within me dallied with distress, 
And all misfortunes were but as the stuff 

Whence Fancy made me dreams of happiness: 
For hope grew round me, like the twining vine, 
And fruits, and foliage, not my own, seemed mine. 
But now afflictions bow me down to earth: 
Nor care I that they rob me of my mirth, 

But oh! each visitation" i.e., of affliction 
Suspends what nature gave me at my birth, 

My shaping spirit of Imagination. 
For not to think of what I needs must feel, 

But to be still and patient, all I can; 
And haply by abstruse research to steal 

From my own nature all the natural man— 
This was my sole resource, my only plan: 

Till that which suits a part infects the whole, 
And now is almost grown the habit of my soul. 

7 
Hence, viper thoughts, that coil around my mind, 

Reality's dark dream! 
I turn from you, and listen to the wind, 

Which long has raved unnoticed. What a scream 
Of agony by torture lengthened out 
That lute sent forth! Thou Wind, that ravest without, 

Bare crag, or mountain-tairn, 7 or blasted tree, 
Or pine-grove whither woodman never clomb,° climbed 
Or lonely house, long held the witches' home, 

Methinks were fitter instruments for thee, 
Mad Lutanist! who in this month of showers, 
Of dark brown gardens, and of peeping flowers, 
Mak'st Devils' yule, 8 with worse than wintry song, 
The blossoms, buds, and timorous leaves among. 

Thou Actor, perfect in all tragic sounds! 
Thou mighty Poet, e'en to frenzy bold! 

4 6 8 / S A M U E L T A Y L O R C O L E R I D G E 

65 

70 

75 

SO 

85 

90 

95 

100 

105 

6. The sense becomes clearer if line 68 is punc -
tuated in the way that Coleridge punc tua ted it 
when quot ing the passage in one of his essays: 
"Which, wedding Nature to us, gives in dower." 
I.e., Joy marries us to Na tu re and gives us, for our 

dowry, "a new Ear th and a new Heaven," a phrase 
echoing Revelation 21.1. 
7. Tarn , or mounta in pool. 
8. Chr is tmas as, in a perverted form, it is cele-
brated by devils. 
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110 What tell'st thou now about? 
'Tis of the rushing of a host in rout, 

With groans of trampled men, with smarting wounds—• 
At once they groan with pain, and shudder with the cold! 
But hush! there is a pause of deepest silence! 

lis And all that noise, as of a rushing crowd, 
With groans, and tremulous shudderings—all is over— 

It tells another tale, with sounds less deep and loud! 
A tale of less affright, 
And tempered with delight, 

120 As Otway's9 self had framed the tender lay, 
'Tis of a little child 
Upon a lonesome wild, 

Not far from home, but she hath lost her way: 
And now moans low in bitter grief and fear, 

125 And now screams loud, and hopes to make her mother hear. 

8 
'Tis midnight, but small thoughts have I of sleep: 
Full seldom may my friend such vigils keep! 
Visit her, gentle Sleep! with wings of healing, 

And may this storm be but a mountain-birth,1 

130 May all the stars hang bright above her dwelling, 
Silent as though they watched the sleeping Earth! 

With light heart may she rise, 
Gay fancy, cheerful eyes, 

Joy lift her spirit, joy attune her voice; 
135 To her may all things live, from pole to pole, 

Their life the eddying of her living soul! 
O simple spirit, guided from above, 

Dear Lady! friend devoutest of my choice. 
Thus mayest thou ever, evermore rejoice. 

Apr. 4, 1802 1802 

The Pains of Sleep1 

Ere on my bed my limbs I lay, 
It hath not been my use to pray 
With moving lips or bended knees; 
But silently, by slow degrees, 

9. Thomas Otway (1652—1685), a dramatist noted 
for the pathos of his tragic passages. The poet orig-
inally named was "William," and the allusion was 
probably to Wordsworth 's "Lucy Gray." 
1. Probably, "May this be a typical mounta in 
storm, short though violent," al though Coleridge 
might have intended an allusion to Horace's phrase 
"the mounta in labored and brought for th a 
mouse." 
1. Coleridge included a draf t of this poem in a let-
ter to Robert Southey, September 11, 1803, in 
which he wrote that "my spirits are dreadful , owing 

entirely to the Horrors of every night—I truly dread 
to sleep. It is no shadow with me, but substantial 
Misery foot-thick, that makes me sit by my bedside 
of a morning, 8c cry—. I have a b a n d o n e d all opia tes 
except E ther be one; & that only in fits. . . . " T h e 
last sen tence indicates what Coleridge did not 
know—that his guilty nightmares were probably 
withdrawal symptoms f rom opium. The dreams he 
describes are very similar to those that De Quincey 
represents as "The Pains of Op ium" in his Confes-
sions of an English Opium-Eater. 
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5 My spirit I to Love compose, 
In humble trust mine eye-lids close, 
Wi th reverential resignation, 
No wish conceived, no thought exprest, 
Only a sense of supplication; 

10 A sense o'er all my soul imprest 
Tha t I am weak, yet not unblest , 
Since in me, round me, every where 
Eternal s trength and wisdom are. 

But yester-night I prayed aloud 
15 In anguish and in agony, 

Up-starting f rom the fiendish crowd 
Of shapes and thoughts tha t tortured me: 
A lurid light, a trampling throng, 
Sense of intolerable wrong, 

20 And whom I scorned, those only strong! 
Thirst of revenge, the powerless will 
Still baffled, and yet burn ing still! 
Desire with loathing strangely mixed 
On wild or hateful objects fixed. 

25 Fantastic passions! maddening brawl! 
And shame and terror over all! 
Deeds to be hid which were not hid, 
Which all confused I could not know, 
Whether I suffered, or I did: 

30 For all seemed guilt, remorse or woe, 
My own or others still the same 
Life-stifling fear, soul-stifling shame. 

So two nights passed: the night's dismay 
Saddened and s tunned the coming day. 

35 Sleep, the wide blessing, seemed to me 
Distemper's worst calamity. 
The third night, when my own loud scream 
Had waked me f rom the fiendish dream, 
O'ercome with sufferings strange and wild, 

40 I wept as I had been a child; 
And having thus by tears subdued 
My anguish to a milder mood, 
Such punishments , I said, were due 
To natures deepliest stained with sin,— 

45 For aye entempest ing anew 
The unfa thomable hell within, 
The horror of their deeds to view, 
To know and loathe, yet wish and do! 
Such griefs with such men well agree, 

50 But wherefore, wherefore fall on me? 
To be beloved is all I need, 
And whom I love, I love indeed. 

1803 1816 
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To William Wordsworth 

Composed on the Night after His Recitation of a Poem on the Growth of 
an Individual Mind' 

Friend of the wise! and teacher of the good! 
Into my heart have I received that lay° song 
More than historic, that prophetic lay 
Wherein (high theme by thee first sung aright) 

5 Of the foundations and the building up 
Of a Human Spirit thou hast dared to tell 
What may be told, to the understanding mind 
Revealable; and what within the mind 
By vital breathings secret as the soul 

10 Of vernal 0 growth, oft quickens in the heart springtime 
Thoughts all too deep for words! 2— 

Theme hard as high! 
Of smiles spontaneous, and mysterious fears 
(The first-born they of Reason and twin birth), 
Of tides obedient to external force, 

is And currents self-determined, as might seem, 
Or by some inner power; of moments awful, 0 awe-inspiring 
Now in thy inner life, and now abroad, 
When power streamed from thee, and thy soul received 
The light reflected, as a light bestowed— 

20 Of fancies fair, and milder hours of youth, 
Hyblean 3 murmurs of poetic thought 
Industrious in its joy, in vales and glens 
Native or outland, lakes and famous hills! 
Or on the lonely high-road, when the stars 

25 Were rising; or by secret mountain-streams, 
The guides and the companions of thy way! 

Of more than Fancy, of the Social Sense 
Distending wide, and man beloved as man, 
Where France in all her towns lay vibrating 

30 Like some becalmed bark beneath the burst 
Of Heaven's immediate thunder, when no cloud 
Is visible, or shadow on the main. 
For thou wert there, thine own brows garlanded, 
Amid the tremor of a realm aglow, 

35 Amid a mighty nation jubilant, 
When from the general heart of human kind 
Hope sprang forth like a full-born Deity! 

Of that dear Hope afflicted and struck down, 
So summoned homeward, thenceforth calm and sure 

1. This was the poem (later called The Prelude), 
addressed to Coleridge, that Wordsworth had com-
pleted in 1805. After Coleridge returned from 
Malta, very low in health and spirits, Wordsworth 
read the poem aloud to him during the evenings of 
almost two weeks. Coleridge wrote most of the 
present response immediately after the reading was 
completed, on January 7, 1807. 

2. Wordsworth had described the effect on his 
mind of the animating breeze ("vital breathings") 
in The Prelude 1.1^14. "Thoughts . . . words" ech-
oes the last line of Wordsworth's "Intimations" 
ode. Coleridge goes on to summarize the major 
themes and events of The Prelude. 
3. Sweet. Hybla, in ancient Sicily, was famous for 
its honey. 
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40 From the dread watch-tower of man's absolute self, 
Wi th light unwaning on her eyes, to look 
Far on—herself a glory to behold, 
The Angel of the vision! Then (last strain) 
Of Duty, chosen laws controlling choice, 

45 Action and joy!—An Orphic song 4 indeed, 
A song divine of high and passionate thoughts 
To their own music chanted! 

O great Bard! 
Ere yet that last strain dying awed the air, 
Wi th steadfast eye I viewed thee in the choir 

so Of ever-enduring men. The truly great 
Have all one age, and f rom one visible space 
Shed influence! They, both in power and act, 
Are permanent , and Time is not with them, 
Save as it worketh for them, they in it. 

55 Nor less a sacred roll, than those of old, 
And to be placed, as they, with gradual fame 
Among the archives of mankind, thy work 
Makes audible a linked lay of Tru th , 
Of Tru th profound a sweet cont inuous lay, 

60 Not learnt, bu t native, her own natural notes! 
Ah! as I listened with a heart forlorn, 
The pulses of my being beat anew: 
And even as life returns upon the drowned, 
Life's joy rekindling roused a throng of pains— 

65 Keen pangs of Love, awakening as a babe 
Turbulent , with an outcry in the heart; 
And fears self-willed, that shunned the eye of hope; 
And hope that scarce would know itself f rom fear; 
Sense of past youth, and manhood come in vain, 

70 And genius given, and knowledge won in vain; 
And all which I had culled in wood-walks wild, 
And all which patient toil had reared, and all, 
C o m m u n e with thee had opened ou t—but flowers 
Strewed on my corse, and borne upon my bier, 

75 In the same coffin, for the self-same grave! 

That way no more! and ill beseems it me, 
W h o came a welcomer in herald's guise, 
Singing of glory, and futurity, 
To wander back on such unhea l thfu l road, 

so Plucking the poisons of self-harm! And ill 
Such intertwine beseems tr iumphal wreaths 
Strewed before thy advancing! 

Nor do thou, 
Sage Bard! impair the memory of that hour 

4. As enchan t ing and oracular as the song of the 
legendary Orpheus . There may also be an allusion 
to the Orphic mysteries, involving spiritual dea th 
and rebirth (see lines 6 1 - 6 6 ) . "The Angel of the 

vision" (line 43) probably alludes to "the great 
vision of the guarded moun t " in Milton's "Lycidas," 
line 161. 
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Of thy communion with my nobler mind 5 

85 By pity or grief, already felt too long! 
Nor let my words import more blame than needs. 
The tumult rose and ceased: for peace is nigh 
Where wisdom's voice has found a listening heart. 
Amid the howl of more than wintry storms, 

90 The halcyon 6 hears the voice of vernal hours 
Already on the wing. 

Eve following eve, 7 

Dear tranquil time, when the sweet sense of Home 
Is sweetest! moments for their own sake hailed 
And more desired, more precious for thy song, 

95 In silence listening, like a devout child, 
My soul lay passive, by thy various strain 
Driven as in surges now beneath the stars, 
With momentary stars of my own birth, 
Fair constellated foam, still darting off 

IOO Into the darkness; now a tranquil sea, 
Outspread and bright, yet swelling to the moon. 

And when—O Friend! my comforter and guide! 
Strong in thyself, and powerful to give strength!— 
Thy long sustained Song finally closed, 

105 And thy deep voice had ceased—yet thou thyself 
Wert still before my eyes, and round us both 
That happy vision of beloved faces— 
Scarce conscious, and yet conscious of its close 
I sate, my being blended in one thought 

110 (Thought was it? or aspiration? or resolve?) 
Absorbed, yet hanging still upon the sound— 
And when I rose, I found myself in prayer. 

1807 1817 

Epitaph1 

Stop, Christian Passer-by!—Stop, child of God, 
And read with gentle breast. Beneath this sod 
A poet lies, or that which once seem'd he.— 
O, lift one thought in prayer for S. T. C.; 

5 That he who many a year with toil of breath 
Found death in life, may here find life in death! 
Mercy for praise—to be forgiven for 2 fame 
He ask'd, and hoped, through Christ. Do thou the same! 

1833 
5. I.e., during the early association between the 
two poets ( 1 7 9 7 - 9 8 ) . 
6. A fabled bird, able to calm the sea where it 
nested in winter. 
7. The evenings dur ing which Wordsworth read 
his poem aloud. 
1. Wri t ten by Coleridge the year before he died. 

1834 
O n e version that he sent in a letter had as a title: 
"Epitaph on a Poet little known, yet bet ter known 
by the Initials of his name than by the Name 
Itself." 
2. "For" in the sense of "instead of" [Coleridge's 
note] . 
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Biographia Literaria In March 1815 Coleridge was preparing a collected 
edition of his poems and planned to include "a general preface . . . on the principles 
of philosophic and genial criticism." As was typical for Coleridge, the materials devel-
oped as he worked on them until, on July 29, he declared that the preface had 
expanded to become a book in its own right, an "Autobiographia Literaria." In a 
characteristic Romantic reinvention of autobiography, the work merged personal 
experience with philosophical speculation, as well as with what Coleridge identified 
as "digression and anecdotes." It was to consist of two main parts, "my literary life 
and opinions, as far as poetry and poetical criticism [are] concerned" and a critique 
of Wordsworth's theory of poetic diction. This work was ready by September 17,1815, 
but the Biographia Literaria, in two volumes, was not published until July 1817. The 
delay was caused by a series of miscalculations by his printer, which forced Coleridge 
to add 150 pages of miscellaneous materials to pad out the length of the second 
volume. 

Coleridge had been planning a detailed critique of Wordsworth's theory of poetic 
diction ever since 1802, when he had detected "a radical difference in our theoretical 
opinions respecting poetry." In the selection from chapter 17, Coleridge agrees with 
Wordsworth's general aim of reforming the artifices of current poetic diction, but he 
sharply denies Wordsworth's claim that there is no essential difference between the 
language of poetry and the language spoken by people in real life. The other selections 
printed here are devoted mainly to the central principle of Coleridge's own critical 
theory, the distinction between the mechanical "fancy" and the organic imagination, 
which is tersely summarized in the conclusion to chapter 13. The definition of poetry 
at the end of chapter 14, develops at greater length the nature of the "synthetic and 
magical power . . . of imagination," which, for Coleridge, has the capacity to dissolve 
the divisions (between, for instance, the perceiving human subject and his or her 
objects of perception) that characterize human beings' fallen state. 

From Biographia Literaria 
From Chapter 4 

[ M R . W O R D S W O R T H ' S E A R L I E R P O E M S ] 

* * * During the last year of my residence at Cambridge, I became 
acquainted with Mr. Wordsworth's first publication, entitled Descriptive 
Sketchesand seldom, if ever, was the emergence of an original poetic genius 
above the literary horizon more evidently announced. In the form, style, and 
manner of the whole poem, and in the structure of the particular lines and 
periods, there is a harshness and acerbity connected and combined with words 
and images all a-glow which might recall those products of the vegetable world, 
where gorgeous blossoms rise out of the hard and thorny rind and shell within 
which the rich fruit was elaborating. The language was not only peculiar and 
strong, but at times knotty and contorted, as by its own impatient strength; 
while the novelty and struggling crowd of images, acting in conjunction with 
the difficulties of the style, demanded always a greater closeness of attention 
than poetry (at all events than descriptive poetry) has a right to claim. It not 
seldom therefore justified the complaint of obscurity. In the following extract 

1. Published 1793, the year before Coleridge left tour in the Alps in 1790. Wordsworth describes the 
Cambridge; a long descriptive-meditative poem in same tour in The Prelude, book 6. 
closed couplets, recount ing Wordsworth 's walking 
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I have sometimes fancied that I saw an emblem of the poem itself and of the 
author's genius as it was then displayed: 

'Tis storm; and hid in mist from hour to hour, 
All day the floods a deepening murmur pour; 
The sky is veiled, and every cheerful sight: 
Dark is the region as with coming night; 
And yet what frequent bursts of overpowering light! 
Triumphant on the bosom of the storm, 
Glances the fire-clad eagle's wheeling form; 
Eastward, in long perspective glittering, shine 
The wood-crowned cliffs that o'er the lake recline; 
Wide o'er the Alps a hundred streams unfold, 
At once to pillars turned that flame with gold; 
Behind his sail the peasant strives to shun 
The West, that burns like one dilated sun, 
Where in a mighty crucible expire 
The mountains, glowing hot, like coals of fire. 2 

The poetic Psyche, in its process to full development, undergoes as many 
changes as its Greek namesake, the butterfly. 3 And it is remarkable how soon 
genius clears and purifies itself from the faults and errors of its earliest prod-
ucts; faults which, in its earliest compositions, are the more obtrusive and 
confluent because, as heterogeneous elements which had only a temporary 
use, they constitute the very-ferment by which themselves are carried off. Or 
we may compare them to some diseases, which must work on the humors and 
be thrown out on the surface in order to secure the patient from their future 
recurrence. I was in my twenty-fourth year when I had the happiness of know-
ing Mr. Wordsworth personally; 4 and, while memory lasts, I shall hardly forget 
the sudden effect produced on my mind by his recitation of a manuscript poem 
which still remains unpublished, but of which the stanza and tone of style 
were the same as those of The Female Vagrant as originally printed in the first 
volume of the Lyrical Ballads,5 There was here no mark of strained thought or 
forced diction, no crowd or turbulence of imagery, and, as the poet hath him-
self well described in his lines on revisiting the Wye, 6 manly reflection and 
human associations had given both variety and an additional interest to natural 
objects which in the passion and appetite of the first love they had seemed to 
him neither to need or permit. The occasional obscurities, which had risen 
from an imperfect control over the resources of his native language, had almost 
wholly disappeared, together with that worse defect of arbitrary and illogical 
phrases, at once hackneyed and fantastic, which hold so distinguished a place 
in the technique of ordinary poetry and will, more or less, alloy the earlier 
poems of the truest genius, unless the attention has been specifically directed 
to their worthlessness and incongruity. I did not perceive anything particular 
in the mere style of the poem alluded to during its recitation, except indeed 
such difference as was not separable from the thought and manner; and the 
Spenserian stanza which always, more or less, recalls to the reader's mind 

2. Descriptive Sketches (1815 version), lines 
332ff . 
3. In Greek, Psyche is the common name for the 
soul and the butterfly [Coleridge's note]. 
4. The meet ing occurred in September 1795. 
5. Salisbury Plain ( 1793 -94 ) , which was left in 

manuscr ip t unti l Wordsworth published a revised 
version in 1842 under the title "Guilt and Sorrow." 
An excerpt f rom Salisbury Plain was printed as 
"The Female Vagrant," in Lyrical Ballads (1798). 
6. Wordsworth 's "Tintern Abbey," lines 76ff. 
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Spenser's own style, would doubtless have authorized in my then opinion a 
more f requent descent to the phrases of ordinary life than could, without an 
ill effect, have been hazarded in the heroic couplet. It was not however the 
freedom from false taste, whether as to common defects or to those more 
properly his own, which made so unusual an impression on my feelings imme-
diately, and subsequently on my judgment. It was the union of deep feeling 
with profound thought; the fine balance of truth in observing with the imag-
inative faculty in modifying the objects observed; and above all the original 
gift of spreading the tone, the atmosphere, and with it the depth and height of 
the ideal world, around forms, incidents, and situations of which, for the com-
mon view, custom had bedimmed all the luster, had dried up the sparkle and 
the dewdrops. "To find no contradiction in the union of old and new, to con-
template the Ancient of Days and all his works with feelings as fresh as if all 
had then sprang forth at the first creative fiat, 7 characterizes the mind that 
feels the riddle of the world and may help to unravel it. To carry on the feelings 
of childhood into the powers of manhood; to combine the child's sense of 
wonder and novelty with the appearances which every day for perhaps forty 
years had rendered familiar; 

With sun and moon and stars throughout the year, 
And man and woman; 8 

this is the character and privilege of genius, and one of the marks which 
distinguish genius from talents. And therefore it is the prime merit of genius, 
and its most unequivocal mode of manifestation, so to represent familiar 
objects as to awaken in the minds of others a kindred feeling concerning them, 
and that freshness of sensation which is the constant accompaniment of men-
tal no less than of bodily convalescence. W h o has not a thousand times seen 
snow fall on water? Who has not watched it with a new feeling from the time 
that he has read Burns' comparison of sensual pleasure 

To snow that falls upon a river 
A moment white—then gone forever! 9 

In poems, equally as in philosophic disquisitions, genius produces the strong-
est impressions of novelty while it rescues the most admitted truths from the 
impotence caused by the very circumstance of their universal admission. 
Truths of all others the most awful and mysterious, yet being at the same time 
of universal interest, are too often considered as so true, that they lose all the 
life and efficiency of truth and lie bedridden in the dormitory of the soul side 
by side with the most despised and exploded errors." The Friend, p. 76, no. 5. 1 

[ O N F A N C Y A N D I M A G I N A T I O N T H E I N V E S T I G A T I O N O F T H E D I S T I N C T I O N 
I M P O R T A N T T O T H E F I N E A R T S ] 

This excellence, which in all Mr. Wordsworth's writings is more or less 
predominant and which constitutes the character of his mind, I no sooner felt 
than I sought to understand. Repeated meditations led me first to suspect (and 
a more intimate analysis of the human faculties, their appropriate marks, func-
tions, and effects, matured my conjecture into full conviction) that fancy and 

7. The first divine comma nd : "Let there be light." 
8. Altered f rom Milton's sonne t "To Mr . Cyriack 
Skinner upon His Blindness." 

9. Altered f rom Burns 's "Tam o' Shanter ," lines 
6 1 - 6 2 . 
1. A periodical publ ished by Coleridge ( 1 8 0 9 - 1 0 ) . 
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imagination were two distinct and widely different faculties, instead of being, 
according to the general belief, either two names with one meaning, or at 
furthest the lower and higher degree of one and the same power. It is not, I 
own, easy to conceive a more apposite translation of the Greek phantasia than 
the Latin imaginatio; but it is equally true that in all societies there exists an 
instinct of growth, a certain collective unconscious good sense working pro-
gressively to desynonymize those words originally of the same meaning which 
the conflux of dialects had supplied to the more homogeneous languages, as 
the Greek and German: and which the same cause, joined with accidents of 
translation from original works of different countries, occasion in mixed lan-
guages like our own. The first and most important point to be proved is, that 
two conceptions perfectly distinct are confused under one and the same word, 
and (this done) to appropriate that word exclusively to one meaning, and the 
synonym (should there be one) to the other. But if (as will be often the case 
in the arts and sciences) no synonym exists, we must either invent or borrow 
a word. In the present instance the appropriation had already begun and been 
legitimated in the derivative adjective: Milton had a highly imaginative, Cowley 
a very fanciful, mind. If therefore I should succeed in establishing the actual 
existence of two faculties generally different, the nomenclature would be at 
once determined. To the faculty by which I had characterized Milton we 
should confine the term imagination; while the other would be contra-
distinguished as fancy. Now were it once fully ascertained that this division is 
no less grounded in nature than that of delirium from mania, or Otway's 

Lutes, lobsters, seas of milk, and ships of amber, 2 

from Shakespeare's 
What! have his daughters brought him to this pass? 3 

or from the preceding apostrophe to the elements, the theory of the fine arts 
and of poetry in particular could not, I thought, but derive some additional 
and important light. It would in its immediate effects furnish a torch of guid-
ance to the philosophical critic, and ultimately to the poet himself. In energetic 
minds truth soon changes by domestication into power; and from directing in 
the discrimination and appraisal of the product becomes influencive in the 
production. To admire on principle is the only way to imitate without loss of 
originality. * * * 

From Chapter 13 
[ O N T H E I M A G I N A T I O N , O R E S E M P L A S T I C 4 P O W E R ] 

* 4 * The I M A G I N A T I O N , then, I consider either as primary, or secondary. The 
primary I M A G I N A T I O N I hold to be the living power and prime agent of all 
human perception, and as a repetition in the finite mind of the eternal act of 
creation in the infinite I AM. The secondary I consider as an echo of the former, 
coexisting with the conscious will, yet still as identical with the primary in the 
kind of its agency, and differing only in degree, and in the mode of its operation. 
It dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in order to recreate; or where this process is 

2. Thomas Otway, in Venice Preserved (1682), 4. Coleridge coined this word and used it to mean 
wrote "laurels" in place of "lobsters" (5.2.151). "molding into unity." 
3. King Lear 3.4.59. 
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rendered impossible, yet still, at all events, it struggles to idealize and to unify. 
It is essentially vital, even as all objects (as objects) are essentially fixed and 
dead. 

F A N C Y , on the contrary, has no other counters to play with but fixities and 
definites. The fancy is indeed no other than a mode of memory emancipated 
from the order of time and space; and blended with, and modified by that 
empirical phenomenon of the will which we express by the word C H O I C E . But 
equally with the ordinary memory it must receive all its materials ready made 
from the law of association. 5* * * 

Chapter 14 
O C C A S I O N O F T H E LYRICAL BALLADS, A N D T H E O B J E C T S O R I G I N A L L Y 

P R O P O S E D P R E F A C E T O T H E S E C O N D E D I T I O N T H E E N S U I N G 
C O N T R O V E R S Y , I T S C A U S E S A N D A C R I M O N Y P H I L O S O P H I C D E F I N I T I O N S 

O F A P O E M A N D P O E T R Y W I T H S C H O L I A . 6 

During the first year that Mr. Wordsworth and I were neighbours, 7 our 
conversations turned frequently on the two cardinal points of poetry, the 
power of exciting the sympathy of the reader by a faithful adherence to the 
truth of nature, and the power of giving the interest of novelty by the modifying 
colors of imagination. 8 The sudden charm which accidents of light and shade, 
which moonlight or sunset diffused over a known and familiar landscape, 
appeared to represent the practicability of combining both. These are the 
poetry of nature. The thought suggested itself (to which of us I do not recol-
lect) that a series of poems might be composed of two sorts. In the one, the 
incidents and agents were to be, in part at least, supernatural; and the excel-
lence aimed at was to consist in the interesting of the affections by the dra-
matic truth of such emotions as would naturally accompany such situations, 
supposing them real. And real in this sense they have been to every human 
being who, from whatever source of delusion, has at any time believed himself 
under supernatural agency. For the second class, subjects were to be chosen 
from ordinary life; the characters and incidents were to be such as will be 
found in every village and its vicinity where there is a meditative and feeling 
mind to seek after them, or to notice them when they present themselves. 

In this idea originated the plan of the Lyrical Ballads; in which it was agreed 
that my endeavours should be directed to persons and characters supernatural, 
or at least romantic; yet so as to transfer from our inward nature a human 
interest and a semblance of truth sufficient to procure for these shadows of 
imagination that willing suspension of disbelief for the moment, which con-
stitutes poetic faith. Mr. Wordsworth, on the other hand, was to propose to 
himself as his object to give the charm of novelty to things of every day, and 
to excite a feeling analogous to the supernatural, by awakening the mind's 
attention from the lethargy of custom and directing it to the loveliness and 

5. Coleridge conceives God's creation to be a con-
t inuing process, which has an analogy in the cre-
ative perception ("primary imagination") of all 
h u m a n minds. T h e creative process is repeated, or 
"echoed," on still a third level, by the "secondary 
imagination" of the poet, which dissolves the prod-
ucts of primary perception to shape them into a 
new and unified c rea t ion—the imaginative passage 
or poem. The "fancy," on the other hand, can only 

manipulate ' "fixities and definites" that , linked by 
association, come to it ready-made from percep-
tion. 
6. Additional remarks, af ter a philosophic dem-
onstrat ion. 
7. At Ne the r Stowey and Alfoxden, Somerset , in 
1797. 
8. Cf. Wordsworth 's account in his Preface to Lyr-
ical Ballads ( p . 2 6 2 ) . 
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the wonders of the world before us; an inexhaustible treasure, but for which, 
in consequence of the film of familiarity and selfish solicitude, we have eyes 
yet see not, ears that hear not, and hearts that neither feel nor understand. 9 

With this view I wrote The Ancient Mariner, and was preparing, among other 
poems, The Dark Ladie, and the Christabel, in which I should have more nearly 
realized my ideal than I had done in my first attempt. But Mr. Wordsworth's 
industry had proved so much more successful and the number of his poems 
so much greater, that my compositions, instead of forming a balance, appeared 
rather an interpolation of heterogeneous matter. 1 Mr. Wordsworth added two 
or three poems written in his own character, in the impassioned, lofty, and 
sustained diction which is characteristic of his genius. In this form the Lyrical 
Ballads were published; and were presented by him, as an experiment,2 

whether subjects which from their nature rejected the usual ornaments and 
extra-colloquial style of poems in general might not be so managed in the 
language of ordinary life as to produce the pleasurable interest which it is the 
peculiar business of poetry to impart. To the second edition 3 he added a pref-
ace of considerable length; in which, notwithstanding some passages of appar-
ently a contrary import, he was understood to contend for the extension of 
this style to poetry of all kinds, and to reject as vicious and indefensible all 
phrases and forms of style that were not included in what he (unfortunately, 
I think, adopting an equivocal expression) called the language of real life. From 
this preface, prefixed to poems in which it was impossible to deny the presence 
of original genius, however mistaken its direction might be deemed, arose the 
whole long-continued controversy. 4 For from the conjunction of perceived 
power with supposed heresy I explain the inveteracy 5 and in some instances, 
I grieve to say, the acrimonious passions with which the controversy has been 
conducted by the assailants. 

Had Mr. Wordsworth's poems been the silly, the childish things which they 
were for a long time described as being; had they been really distinguished 
from the compositions of other poets merely by meanness 6 of language and 
inanity of thought; had they indeed contained nothing more than what is found 
in the parodies and pretended imitations of them; they must have sunk at 
once, a dead weight, into the slough of oblivion, and have dragged the preface 
along with them. But year after year increased the number of Mr. Words-
worth's admirers. They were found too not in the lower classes of the reading 
public, but chiefly among young men of strong sensibility and meditative 
minds; and their admiration (inflamed perhaps in some degree by opposition) 
was distinguished by its intensity, I might almost say, by its religious fervor. 
These facts, and the intellectual energy of the author, which was more or less 
consciously felt where it was outwardly and even boisterously denied, meeting 
with sentiments of aversion to his opinions and of alarm at their consequences, 
produced an eddy of criticism which would of itself have borne up the poems 
by the violence with which it whirled them round and round. With many parts 
of this preface, in the sense attributed to them and which the words undoubt-
edly seem to authorize, I never concurred; but, on the contrary objected to 
them as erroneous in principle, and as contradictory (in appearance at least) 
9. Cf. Isaiah 6 . 9 - 1 0 . 
1. The first edit ion of Lyrical Ballads, published 
anonymously in 1798, contained nineteen poems 
by Wordsworth, four by Coleridge. 
2. Experiments was the word used by Wordsworth 
in his Advertisement to the first edition. 

3. Published in 1800. 
4. The controversy over Wordsworth 's theory and 
poetical practice in the literary journals of the day. 
5. Deep-rooted prejudice. 
6. Vulgarity. 
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both to other parts of the same preface and to the author's own practice in 
the greater number of the poems themselves. Mr. Wordsworth in his recent 
collection 7 has, I find, degraded this prefatory disquisition to the end of his 
second volume, to be read or not at the reader's choice. But he has not, as far 
as I can discover, announced any change in his poetic creed. At all events, 
considering it as the source of a controversy in which I have been honored 
more than I deserve by the frequent conjunction of my name with his, I think 
it expedient to declare once for all in what points I coincide with his opinions, 
and in what points I altogether differ. But in order to render myself intelligible 
I must previously, in as few words as possible, explain my ideas, first, of a 
POEM; and secondly, of POETRY itself, in kind, and in essence. 

The office of philosophical disquisition consists in just distinction; while it 
is the privilege of the philosopher to preserve himself constantly aware that 
distinction is not division. In order to obtain adequate notions of any truth, 
we must intellectually separate its distinguishable parts; and this is the tech-
nical of philosophy. But having so done, we must then restore them in our 
conceptions to the unity in which they actually coexist; and this is the result 
of philosophy. A poem contains the same elements as a prose composition; 
the difference therefore must consist in a different combination of them, in 
consequence of a different object proposed. According to the difference of the 
object will be the difference of the combination. It is possible that the object 
may be merely to facilitate the recollection of any given facts or observations 
by artificial arrangement; and the composition will be a poem, merely because 
it is distinguished from prose by meter, or by rhyme, or by both conjointly. In 
this, the lowest sense, a man might attribute the name of a poem to the well-
known enumeration of the days in the several months: 

Thirty days hath September, 
April, June, and November, etc. 

and others of the same class and purpose. And as a particular pleasure is found 
in anticipating the recurrence of sounds and quantities, all compositions that 
have this charm superadded, whatever be their contents, may be entitled 
poems. 

So much for the superficial form. A difference of object and contents sup-
plies an additional ground of distinction. The immediate purpose may be the 
communication of truths; either of truth absolute and demonstrable, as in 
works of science; or of facts experienced and recorded, as in history. Pleasure, 
and that of the highest and most permanent kind, may result from the attain-
ment of the end; but it is not itself the immediate end. In other works the 
communication of pleasure may be the immediate purpose; and though truth, 
either moral or intellectual, ought to be the ultimate end, yet this will distin-
guish the character of the author, not the class to which the work belongs. 
Blessed indeed is that state of society in which the immediate purpose would 
be baffled by the perversion of the proper ultimate end; in which no charm of 
diction or imagery could exempt the Bathyllus even of an Anacreon, or the 
Alexis of Virgil,® from disgust and aversion! 

But the communication of pleasure may be the immediate object of a work 
not metrically composed; and that object may have been in a high degree 
7. Poems, 2 vols., 1815. 
8. The reference is to poems of homosexual love. 
Bathyllus was a beaut i ful boy praised by Anacreon, 

a Greek lyric poet (ca. 560^175 B . C . E . ) ; Alexis was 
a young man loved by the shepherd Corydon in 
Virgil's Eclogue 2. 
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attained, as in novels and romances. Would then the mere superaddition of 
meter, with or without rhyme, entitle these to the name of poems? The answer 
is that nothing can permanently please which does not contain in itself the 
reason why it is so, and not otherwise. If meter be superadded, all other parts 
must be made consonant with it. They must be such as to justify the perpetual 
and distinct attention to each part which an exact correspondent recurrence 
of accent and sound are calculated to excite. The final definition then, so 
deduced, may be thus worded. A poem is that species of composition which 
is opposed to works of science by proposing for its immediate object pleasure, 
not truth; and from all other species (having this object in common with it) it 
is discriminated by proposing to itself such delight from the whole as is com-
patible with a distinct gratification from each component part. 

Controversy is not seldom excited in consequence of the disputants attach-
ing each a different meaning to the same word; and in few instances has this 
been more striking than in disputes concerning the present subject. If a man 
chooses to call every composition a poem which is rhyme, or measure, or both, 
I must leave his opinion uncontroverted. The distinction is at least competent 
to characterize the writer's intention. If it were subjoined that the whole is 
likewise entertaining or affecting as a tale or as a series of interesting reflec-
tions, I of course admit this as another fit ingredient of a poem and an addi-
tional merit. But if the definition sought for be that of a legitimate poem, I 
answer it must be one the parts of which mutually support and explain each 
other; all in their proportion harmonizing with, and supporting the purpose 
and known influences of metrical arrangement. The philosophic critics of all 
ages coincide with the ultimate judgment of all countries in equally denying 
the praises of a just poem on the one hand to a series of striking lines or 
distichs, 9 each of which absorbing the whole attention of the reader to itself 
disjoins it from its context and makes it a separate whole, instead of a har-
monizing part; and on the other hand, to an unsustained composition, from 
which the reader collects rapidly the general result unattracted by the com-
ponent parts. The reader should be carried forward, not merely or chiefly by 
the mechanical impulse of curiosity, or by a restless desire to arrive at the final 
solution; but by the pleasurable activity of mind excited by the attractions of 
the journey itself. Like the motion of a serpent, which the Egyptians made the 
emblem of intellectual power; or like the path of sound through the air; at 
every step he pauses and half recedes, and from the retrogressive movement 
collects the force which again carries him onward. "Praecipitandus est liber 
spiritus,"' says Petronius Arbiter most happily. The epithet liber here balances 
the preceding verb; and it is not easy to conceive more meaning condensed in 
fewer words. 

But if this should be admitted as a satisfactory character of a poem, we have 
still to seek for a definition of poetry. The writings of Plato, and Bishop Taylor, 
and the Theoria Sacra of Burnet, 2 furnish undeniable proofs that poetry of the 
highest kind may exist without meter, and even without the contradistinguish-
ing objects of a poem. The first chapter of Isaiah (indeed a very large propor-
tion of the whole book) is poetry in the most emphatic sense; yet it would be 
9. Pairs of lines. 
1. "The free spirit [of the poet] must be hurled 
onward." From the Satyricon, by the Roman satirist 
Petronius Arbiter (1st century C . E . ) . 
2. Thomas Burnet (1635?—1715), au thor of The 
Sacred Theory of the Earth. Bishop Jeremy Taylor 

(1613—1667), au thor of Holy Living and Holy 
Dying. Coleridge greatly admired the elaborate and 
sonorous prose of both these writers. He took from 
a work by Burnet the Latin mot to for The Rime of 
the Ancient Mariner. 
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not less irrational than strange to assert that pleasure, and not truth, was the 
immediate object of the prophet. In short, whatever specific import we attach 
to the word poetry, there will be found involved in it, as a necessary conse-
quence, that a poem of any length neither can be, nor ought to be, all poetry. 
Yet if a harmonious whole is to be produced, the remaining parts must be 
preserved in keeping3 with the poetry; and this can be no otherwise effected 
than by such a studied selection and artificial arrangement as will partake of 
one, though not a peculiar, property of poetry. And this again can be no other 
than the property of exciting a more continuous and equal attention than the 
language of prose aims at, whether colloquial or written. 

My own conclusions on the nature of poetry, in the strictest use of the word, 
have been in part anticipated in the preceding disquisition on the fancy and 
imagination. What is poetry? is so nearly the same question with, what is a 
poet? that the answer to the one is involved in the solution of the other. For 
it is a distinction resulting from the poetic genius itself, which sustains and 
modifies the images, thoughts, and emotions of the poet's own mind. 

The poet, described in ideal perfection, brings the whole soul of man into 
activity, with the subordination of its faculties to each other, according to their 
relative worth and dignity. He diffuses a tone and spirit of unity that blends 
and (as it were) fuses, each into each, by that synthetic and magical power to 
which we have exclusively appropriated the name of imagination. This power, 
first put in action by the will and understanding and retained under their 
irremissive, 4 though gentle and unnoticed, control (laxis ejfertur habenis)5 

reveals itself in the balance or reconciliation of opposite or discordant quali-
ties: 6 of sameness, with difference; of the general, with the concrete; the idea, 
with the image; the individual, with the representative; the sense of novelty 
and freshness, with old and familiar objects; a more than usual state of emo-
tion, with more than usual order; judgment ever awake and steady self-
possession, with enthusiasm and feeling profound or vehement; and while it 
blends and harmonizes the natural and the artificial, still subordinates art to 
nature; the manner to the matter; and our admiration of the poet to our sym-
pathy with the poetry. "Doubtless," as Sir John Davies observes of the soul 
(and his words may with slight alteration be applied, and even more appro-
priately, to the poetic IMAGINATION): 

Doubtless this could not be, but that she turns 
Bodies to spirit by sublimation strange, 

As fire converts to fire the things it burns, 
As we our food into our nature change. 

From their gross matter she abstracts their forms, 
And draws a kind of quintessence from things; 

Which to her proper nature she transforms, 
To bear them light on her celestial wings. 

Thus does she, when from individual states 
She doth abstract the universal kinds; 

3. A term from the theory of paint ing for the main-
tenance of the harmony of a composit ion. 
4. Cont inuous . 
5. Driven with loosened reins (Latin). 
6. Here Coleridge introduces the concept , which 

became central to the American New Critics of the 
mid-20th century, that the best poetry incorpo-
rates and reconciles opposite or discordant ele-
ments . 
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Which then reclothed in divers names and fates 
Steal access through our senses to our minds. 7 

Finally, G O O D S E N S E is the BODY of poetic genius, FANCY its D R A P E R Y , 8 M O T I O N 
its LIFE, and I M A G I N A T I O N the S O U L that is everywhere, and in each; and forms 
all into one graceful and intelligent whole. 

From Chapter 17 
[ E X A M I N A T I O N O F T H E T E N E T S P E C U L I A R T O M R . W O R D S W O R T H ] 

As far then as Mr. Wordsworth in his preface contended, and most ably 
contended, for a reformation in our poetic diction, as far as he has evinced 
the truth of passion, and the dramatic propriety of those figures and metaphors 
in the original poets which, stripped of their justifying reasons and converted 
into mere artifices of connection or ornament, constitute the characteristic 
falsity in the poetic style of the moderns; and as far as he has, with equal 
acuteness and clearness, pointed out the process by which this change was 
effected and the resemblances between that state into which the reader's mind 
is thrown by the pleasurable confusion of thought from an unaccustomed train 
of words and images and that state which is induced by the natural language 
of impassioned feeling, he undertook a useful task and deserves all praise, 
both for the attempt and for the execution. The provocations to this remon-
strance in behalf of truth and nature were still of perpetual recurrence before 
and after the publication of this preface. 4 4 * 

My own differences from certain supposed parts of Mr. Wordsworth's theory 
ground themselves on the assumption that his words had been rightly inter-
preted, as purporting that the proper diction for poetry in general consists 
altogether in a language taken, with due exceptions, from the mouths of men 
in real life, a language which actually constitutes the natural conversation of 
men under the influence of natural feelings. 9 My objection is, first, that in any 
sense this rule is applicable only to certain classes of poetry; secondly, that 
even to these classes it is not applicable, except in such a sense as hath never 
by anyone (as far as I know or have read) been denied or doubted; and, lastly, 
that as far as, and in that degree in which it is practicable, yet as a ride it is 
useless, if not injurious, and therefore either need not or ought not to be 
practiced. * * * 
[ R U S T I C L I F E ( A B O V E A L L , L O W A N D R U S T I C L I F E ) E S P E C I A L L Y U N F A V O R A B L E 
T O T H E F O R M A T I O N O F A H U M A N D I C T I O N T H E B E S T P A R T S O F L A N G U A G E 

T H E P R O D U C T S O F P H I L O S O P H E R S , N O T C L O W N S 1 O R S H E P H E R D S ] 

As little can I agree with the assertion that from the objects with which the 
rustic hourly communicates the best part of language is formed. For first, if 
to communicate with an object implies such an acquaintance with it, as ren-
ders it capable of being discriminately reflected on; the distinct knowledge of 
an uneducated rustic would furnish a very scanty vocabulary. The few things, 
and modes of action, requisite for his bodily conveniences, would alone be 
7. Adapted f rom John Davies's Nosce Teipsum 
("Know Thyself"), a philosophical poem (1599) . 
8. Clothing. 
9. Wordsworth 's Preface to Lyrical Ballads 
(1800): "A selection of the real language of men in 

a state of vivid sensation. . . . Low and rustic life 
was generally chosen . . . . T h e language, too, of 
these men is adopted." 
1. Rust ic people. 
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individualized; while all the rest of nature would be expressed by a small 
number of confused general terms. Secondly, I deny that the words and com-
binations of words derived from the objects, with which the rustic is familiar, 
whether with distinct or confused knowledge, can be justly said to form the 
best part of language. It is more than probable that many classes of the brute 
creation possess discriminating sounds, by which they can convey to each 
other notices of such objects as concern their food, shelter, or safety. Yet we 
hesitate to call the aggregate of such sounds a language, otherwise than meta-
phorically. The best part of human language, properly so called, is derived 
from reflection on the acts of the mind itself. It is formed by a voluntary 
appropriation of fixed symbols to internal acts, to processes and results of 
imagination, the greater part of which have no place in the consciousness 
of uneducated man; though in civilized society, by imitation and passive 
remembrance of what they hear from their religious instructors and other 
superiors, the most uneducated share in the harvest which they neither sowed 
or reaped. * * * 

[ T H E L A N G U A G E O F M I L T O N AS M U C H T H E L A N G U A G E O F REAL L I F E , YEA, 
I N C O M P A R A B L Y M O R E S O T H A N T H A T O F T H E C O T T A G E R ] 

Here let me be permitted to remind the reader that the positions which I 
controvert are contained in the sentences—"a selection of the REAL language 
of men"; "the language of these men (i.e., men in low and rustic life) I propose 
to myself to imitate, and as far as possible to adopt the very language of men." 
"Between the language of prose and that of metrical composition there neither 
is, nor can be any essential difference." It is against these exclusively that my 
opposition is directed. 

I object, in the very first instance, to an equivocation in the use of the word 
"real." Every man's language varies according to the extent of his knowledge, 
the activity of his faculties, and the depth or quickness of his feelings. Every 
man's language has, first, its individualities; secondly, the common properties 
of the class to which he belongs; and thirdly, words and phrases of universal 
use. The language of Hooker, Bacon, Bishop Taylor, and Burke 2 differs from 
the common language of the learned class only by the superior number and 
novelty of the thoughts and relations which they had to convey. The language 
of Algernon Sidney 3 differs not at all from that which every well-educated 
gentleman would wish to write, and (with due allowances for the undeliber-
ateness and less connected train of thinking natural and proper to conversa-
tion) such as he would wish to talk. Neither one nor the other differ half as 
much from the general language of cultivated society as the language of Mr. 
Wordsworth's homeliest composition differs from that of a common peasant. 
For "real" therefore we must substitute ordinary, or lingua communis,4 And 
this, we have proved, is no more to be found in the phraseology of low and 
rustic life than in that of any other class. Omit the peculiarities of each, 
and the result of course must be common to all. And assuredly the omissions 
and changes to be made in the language of rustics before it could be trans-
ferred to any species of poem, except the drama or other professed imitation, 
2. Richard Hooker ( 1 5 5 4 - 1 6 0 0 ) , au thor of The 
Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity; Francis Bacon (1561— 
1626), essayist and philosopher, and Jeremy Taylor 
were all, together with the la te-18th-century poli-
tician and opponent of the French Revolution 
E d m u n d Burke ( 1 7 2 9 - 1 7 9 7 ) , lauded for their 

prose styles. 
3. Republican soldier and s ta tesman (1622— 
1683), au thor of Discourses Concerning Govern-
ment, executed for his part in the Rye House Plot 
to assassinate Charles II. 
4 . The common language (Latin). 
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are at least as numerous and weighty as would be required in adapting to the 
same purpose the ordinary language of tradesmen and manufacturers. Not to 
mention that the language so highly extolled by Mr. Wordsworth varies in every 
county, nay, in every village, according to the accidental character of the cler-
gyman, the existence or nonexistence of schools; or even, perhaps, as the excise-
man, publican, or barber happen to be, or not to be, zealous politicians and 
readers of the weekly newspaper pro bono publico.5 Anterior to cultivation the 
lingua communis of every country, as Dante has well observed, exists every 
where in parts and no where as a whole. 6 

Neither is the case rendered at all more tenable by the addition of the words 
"in a state of excitement." 7 For the nature of a man's words, when he is strongly 
affected by joy, grief, or anger, must necessarily depend on the number and 
quality of the general truths, conceptions, and images, and of the words 
expressing them, with which his mind had been previously stored. For the 
property of passion is not to create, but to set in increased activity. At least, 
whatever new connections of thoughts or images, or (which is equally, if not 
more than equally, the appropriate effect of strong excitement) whatever gen-
eralizations of truth or experience the heat of passion may produce, yet the 
terms of their conveyance must have pre-existed in his former conversations, 
and are only collected and crowded together by the unusual stimulation. It is 
indeed very possible to adopt in a poem the unmeaning repetitions, habitual 
phrases, and other blank counters which an unfurnished or confused under-
standing interposes at short intervals in order to keep hold of his subject which 
is still slipping from him, and to give him time for recollection; or in mere aid 
of vacancy, as in the scanty companies of a country stage the same player pops 
backwards and forwards, in order to prevent the appearance of empty spaces, 
in the procession of Macbeth or Henry Vlllth. But what assistance to the poet 
or ornament to the poem these can supply, I am at a loss to conjecture. Noth-
ing assuredly can differ either in origin or in mode more widely from the 
apparent tautologies of intense and turbulent feeling in which the passion is 
greater and of longer endurance than to be exhausted or satisfied by a single 
representation of the image or incident exciting it. Such repetitions I admit to 
be a beauty of the highest kind; as illustrated by Mr. Wordsworth himself from 
the song of Deborah. "At her feet he bowed, he fell, he lay down; at her feet 
he bowed, he fell; where he bowed, there he fell down dead." 8 

1815 1817 

From Lectures on Shakespeare' 
[FANCY AND IMAGINATION IN SHAKESPEARE'S POETRY] 

In the preceding lecture we have examined with what armor clothed and 
with what titles authorized Shakespeare came forward as a poet to demand 
the throne of fame as the dramatic poet of England; we have now to observe 
5. For the public welfare (Latin). 
6. In De Vulgari Eloquentia ("On the Speech of 
the people") Dante discusses—and af f i rms—the 
fitness for poetry of the unlocaiized Italian vernac-
ular. 
7. Wordsworth: "the manne r in which we associ-
ate ideas in a state of excitement." 
8. Judges 5.27. Cited by Wordsworth in a note to 
The Thorn as an example of the natural repetitious-

ness of "impassioned feelings." 
1. Although Coleridge's series of public lectures 
on Shakespeare and other poets contained much 
of his best criticism, he published none of this 
material , leaving only f ragmentary remains of his 
lectures in notebooks, scraps of manuscr ipt , and 
notes written in the margins of books. The follow-
ing selections, which develop some of the principal 
ideas presented in Biographia Literaria, reproduce 
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and retrace the excellencies which compelled even his contemporaries to seat 
him on that throne, although there were giants in those days contending for 
the same honor. Hereafter we shall endeavor to make out the title of the 
English drama, as created by and existing in Shakespeare, and its right to the 
supremacy of dramatic excellence in general. I have endeavored to prove that 
he had shown himself a poet, previously to his appearance as a dramatic poet— 
and that had no Lear, no Othello, no Henry the Fourth, no Twelfth Night 
appeared, we must have admitted that Shakespeare possessed the chief if not 
all the requisites of a poet—namely, deep feeling and exquisite sense of beauty, 
both as exhibited to the eye in combinations of form, and to the ear in sweet 
and appropriate melody (with the exception of Spenser he is [the sweetest of 
English poets]); that these feelings were under the command of his own will— 
that in his very first productions he projected his mind out of his own particular 
being, and felt and made others feel, on subjects [in] no way connected with 
himself, except by force of contemplation, and that sublime faculty, by which 
a great mind becomes that which it meditates on. To this we are to add the 
affectionate love of nature and natural objects, without which no man could 
have observed so steadily, or painted so truly and passionately the very min-
utest beauties of the external world. Next, we have shown that he possessed 
fancy, considered as the faculty of bringing together images dissimilar in the 
main by some one point or more of likeness distinguished. 2 

Full gently now she takes him by the hand, 
A lily prisoned in a jail of snow, 
Or ivory in an alabaster band— 
So white a friend engirts so white a foe. 

Still mounting, we find undoubted proof in his mind of imagination, or the 
power by which one image or feeling is made to modify many others and by a 
sort of fusion to force many into one—that which after showed itself in such 
might and energy in Lear, where the deep anguish of a father spreads the 
feeling of ingratitude and cruelty over the very elements of heaven. Various 
are the workings of this greatest faculty of the human mind—both passionate 
and tranquil. In its tranquil and purely pleasurable operation, it acts chiefly 
by producing out of many things, as they would have appeared in the descrip-
tion of an ordinary mind, described slowly and in unimpassioned succession, 
a oneness, even as nature, the greatest of poets, acts upon us when we open 
our eyes upon an extended prospect. Thus the flight of Adonis from the enam-
ored goddess in the dusk of evening— 

Look how a bright star shooteth from the sky— 
So glides he in the night from Venus' eye. 3 

How many images and feelings are here brought together without effort and 
without discord—the beauty of Adonis—the rapidity of his flight—the yearn-
ing yet hopelessness of the enamored gazer—and a shadowy ideal character 
thrown over the whole.—Or it acts by impressing the stamp of humanity, of 
human feeling, over inanimate objects * * * 
the text of T. M. Raysor's edi t ion—based on Cole-
ridge's manuscr ip ts and on contemporary repor ts— 
of Coleridge's Shakespearean Criticism (1930); 
four minor correct ions in wording have been taken 
f rom R. A. Foakes's edition of Coleridge's Lectures 
1808-1819: On Literature (1987). 

2. Coleridge here applies the distinction between 
fancy and imagination presented in Biographia Lit-
eraria, chap. 13, to a passage f rom the narrative 
poem Venus and Adonis (lines 361—64). 
3. Venus and Adonis, lines 815—16. 
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Lo, here the gentle lark, weary of rest, 
From his moist cabinet mounts up on high 
And wakes the morning, from whose silver breast 
The sun ariseth in his majesty; 

Who doth the world so gloriously behold 
That cedar tops and hills seem burnished gold. 

And lastly, which belongs only to a great poet, the power of so carrying on the 
eye of the reader as to make him almost lose the consciousness of words—to 
make him see everything—and this without exciting any painful or laborious 
attention, without any anatomy of description (a fault not uncommon in 
descriptive poetry) but with the sweetness and easy movement of nature. 

Lastly, he previously to his dramas, gave proof of a most profound, energetic, 
and philosophical mind, without which he might have been a very delightful 
poet, but not the great dramatic poet. 4 , 4 But chance and his powerful 
instinct combined to lead him to his proper province—in the conquest 
of which we are to consider both the difficulties that opposed him, and the 
advantages. 
1808 

[ M E C H A N I C V S . O R G A N I C F O R M ] 4 

The subject of the present lecture is no less than a question submitted to 
your understandings, emancipated from national prejudice: Are the plays of 
Shakespeare works of rude uncultivated genius, in which the splendor of the 
parts compensates, if aught can compensate, for the barbarous shapelessness 
and irregularity of the whole? To which not only the French critics, but even 
his own English admirers, say [yes]. Or is the form equally admirable with the 
matter, the judgment of the great poet not less deserving of our wonder than 
his genius? Or to repeat the question in other words, is Shakespeare a great 
dramatic poet on account only of those beauties and excellencies which he 
possesses in common with the ancients, but with diminished claims to our 
love and honor to the full extent of his difference from them? Or are these 
very differences additional proofs of poetic wisdom, at once results and sym-
bols of living power as contrasted with lifeless mechanism, of free and rival 
originality as contradistinguished from servile imitation, or more accurately, 
[from] a blind copying of effects instead of a true imitation of the essential 
principles? Imagine not I am about to oppose genius to rules. No! the com-
parative value of these rules is the very cause to be tried. The spirit of poetry, 
like all other living powers, must of necessity circumscribe itself by rules, were 
it only to unite power with beauty. It must embody in order to reveal itself; 
but a living body is of necessity an organized one—and what is organization 
but the connection of parts to a whole, so that each part is at once end and 
means! This is no discovery of criticism; it is a necessity of the human mind— 

4. Coleridge is opposing the view that because 
Shakespeare violates the critical "rules" based on 
classical d r a m a — t h e unities, for ins tance—his 
dramatic successes are marred by his irregularities 
and reflect the work of an uncultivated genius that 
operates without artistry or judgment . His argu-
ment is based on a distinction between the 
"mechanical form" central to earlier critical assess-

ments and "organic form." Mechanica l form 
results from imposing a system of preexisting rules 
on the literary material . Shakespeare 's organic 
form, on the other hand , evolves like a plant by an 
inner principle and according to the un ique laws 
of its own growth, unti l it achieves an organic 
unity. 
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and all nations have felt and obeyed it, in the invention of meter and measured 
sounds as the vehicle and involucrum 5 of poetry, itself a fellow growth from 
the same life, even as the bark is to the tree. 

No work of true genius dare want its appropriate form; neither indeed is 
there any danger of this. As it must not, so neither can it, be lawless! For it is 
even this that constitutes its genius—the power of acting creatively under laws 
of its own origination. How then comes it that not only single Zoili, 6 but whole 
nations have combined in unhesitating condemnation of our great dramatist, 
as a sort of African nature, fertile in beautiful monsters, as a wild heath where 
islands of fertility look greener from the surrounding waste, where the loveliest 
plants now shine out among unsightly weeds and now are choked by their 
parasitic growth, so intertwined that we cannot disentangle the weed without 
snapping the flower. In this statement I have had no reference to the vulgar 
abuse of Voltaire, 7 save as far as his charges are coincident with the decisions 
of his commentators and (so they tell you) his almost idolatrous admirers. The 
true ground of the mistake, as has been well remarked by a continental critic, 8 

lies in the confounding mechanical regularity with organic form. The form is 
mechanic when on any given material we impress a predetermined form, not 
necessarily arising out of the properties of the material, as when to a mass of 
wet clay we give whatever shape we wish it to retain when hardened. The 
organic form, on the other hand, is innate; it shapes as it develops itself from 
within, and the fullness of its development is one and the same with the per-
fection of its outward form. Such is the life, such the form. Nature, the prime 
genial 9 artist, inexhaustible in diverse powers, is equally inexhaustible in 
forms. Each exterior is the physiognomy of the being within, its true image 
reflected and thrown out from the concave mirror. And even such is the appro-
priate excellence of her chosen poet, of our own Shakespeare, himself a nature 
humanized, a genial understanding directing self-consciously a power and an 
implicit wisdom deeper than consciousness. 
1812 1930 

From The Statesman's Manual 

[ON SYMBOL AND ALLEGORY] 1 

The histories and political economy 2 of the present and preceding century 
partake in the general contagion of its mechanic philosophy, and are the -prod-
's. Ou te r covering of part of a plant. 
6. Plural of "Zoilus," who in classical times was 
the standard example of a bad critic. 
7. The French writer Voltaire ( 1 6 9 4 - 1 7 7 8 ) vexed 
British nationalists with his description of Shake-
speare as a barbarous, irregular, and somet imes 
indecent natural genius. 
8. August Wilhelm Schlegel ( 1 7 6 7 - 1 8 4 5 ) , 
German critic and literary historian, whose Lec-
tures on Dramatic Art and Literature ( 1 8 0 8 - 0 9 ) 
proposed the distinction between mechanica l and 
organic form that Coleridge develops in this lec-
ture. 
9. Creative. 
I . Coleridge published Tlte Statesman's Manual, 

or The Bible the Best Guide to Political Skill and 
Foresight in 1816; it was intended to show that the 
Scriptures, properly interpreted, provide the uni-
versal principles that should guide lawmakers in 
meet ing the political and economic emergencies of 
that t roubled era. His discussion there of symbol, 
in contradist inct ion both to allegory and to meta-
phor, has been of ten cited and elaborated in treat-
ments of symbolism in poetry. Coleridge's analysis, 
however, is directed not to poetry but to his view 
that the persons and events in biblical history sig-
nify timeless and universal, as well as part icular 
and local, t ruths. 
2. T h e increasingly prestigious intellectual disci-
pline of economics. 
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wet of an unenlivened generalizing Understanding. In the Scriptures they are 
the living educts3 of the Imagination; of that reconciling and mediatory power, 
which incorporating the Reason in Images of the Sense, and organizing (as it 
were) the flux of the Senses by the permanence and self-circling energies of 
the Reason, gives birth to a system of symbols, harmonious in themselves, and 
consubstantial with the truths, of which they are the conductors. These are 
the Wheels which Ezekiel beheld, when the hand of the Lord was upon him, 
and he saw visions of God as he sat among the captives by the river of Chebar. 
Whithersoever the Spirit was to go, the wheels went, and thither was their spirit 
to go: for the spirit of the living creature was in the xvheels also.4 The truths and 
the symbols that represent them move in conjunction and form the living 
chariot that bears up (for us) the throne of the Divine Humanity. Hence, by 
a derivative, indeed, but not a divided, influence, and though in a secondary 
yet in more than a metaphorical sense, the Sacred Book is worthily intitled 
the WORD OF GOD. Hence too, its contents present to us the stream of time 
continuous as Life and a symbol of Eternity, inasmuch as the Past and the 
Future are virtually contained in the Present. According therefore to our rel-
ative position on its banks the Sacred History becomes prophetic, the Sacred 
Prophecies historical, while the power and substance of both inhere in its 
Laws, its Promises, and its Comminations. 5 In the Scriptures therefore both 
Facts and Persons must of necessity have a twofold significance, a past and a 
future, a temporary and a perpetual, a particular and a universal application. 
They must be at once Portraits and Ideals. 

Eheul paupertina philosophia in paupertinam religionem ducit:6—A hunger-
bitten and idea-less philosophy naturally produces a starveling and comfortless 
religion. It is among the miseries of the present age that it recognizes no 
medium between Literal and Metaphorical. Faith is either to be buried in the 
dead letter, 7 or its name and honors usurped by a counterfeit product of the 
mechanical understanding, which in the blindness of self-complacency con-
founds SYMBOLS with ALLEGORIES. Now an Allegory is but a translation of 
abstract notions into a picture-language which is itself nothing but an abstrac-
tion from objects of the senses; the principal being more worthless even than 
its phantom proxy, both alike unsubstantial, and the former shapeless to boot. 
On the other hand a Symbol (o EOTLV ct£L TauTrp/opiKOv)8 is characterized by 
a translucence of the Special 9 in the Individual or of the General in the Espe-
cial or of the Universal in the General. Above all by the translucence of the 
Eternal through and in the Temporal. It always partakes of the Reality which 
it renders intelligible; and while it enunciates the whole, abides itself as a 
living part in that Unity, of which it is the representative. The other are but 
empty echoes which the fancy arbitrarily associates with apparitions of matter, 
less beautiful but not less shadowy than the sloping orchard or hillside pasture-
field seen in the transparent lake below. Alas! for the flocks that are to be led 
3. Those things that are educed—i.e. , brought 
forth, evolved. 
4. Slightly altered f rom the prophet Ezekiel's 
vision of the Chariot of God, when he had been 
"among the captives by the river of Chebar" (Eze-
kiel 1.1—20). Ezekiel was among the Jews who had 
been taken into captivity in Babylonia by King 
N e b u c h a d n e z z a r in 5 9 7 B.C.E. He was p u t in a 
communi ty of Jewish captives at Tel-Abib on the 
banks of the Chebar canal . 

5. Divine threats of pun i shmen t for sins. 
6. Alas! a poverty-stricken philosophy leads to a 
poverty-stricken religion (Latin). 
7. I.e., the Scriptures read entirely literally. 
8. W h i c h is always tautegorical (Greek). Coleridge 
coined this word and elsewhere def ined "tautegor-
ical" as "expressing the same subject but with a dif-
ference." 
9. Tha t which pertains to the species. 
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forth to such pastures! "It shall even he as when the hungry dreameth, and 
behold! he eateth; but he waketh and his soul is empty: or as when the thirsty 
dreameth, and behold he drinketh; but he awaketh and is faint!"1 4 4 4 

* * * The fact therefore, that the mind of man in its own primary and con-
stitutional forms represents the laws of nature, is a mystery which of itself 
should suffice to make us religious: 2 for it is a problem of which God is the 
only solution, God, the one before all, and of all, and through all!—True nat-
ural philosophy is comprised in the study of the science and language of sym-
bols. The power delegated to nature is all in every part: and by a symbol I 
mean, not a metaphor or allegory or any other figure of speech or form of 
fancy, but an actual and essential part of that, the whole of which it represents. 
Thus our Lord speaks symbolically when he says that "the eye is the light of 
the body." 3 The genuine naturalist is a dramatic poet in his own line: and such 
as our myriad-minded Shakespeare is, compared with the Racines and Meta-
s tases , 4 such and by a similar process of self-transformation would the man 
be, compared with the Doctors of the mechanic school, 5 who should construct 
his physiology on the heaven-descended, Know Thyself. 6 

[THE SATANIC H E R O ] 7 

* * * In its state of immanence (or indwelling) in reason and religion, the 
W I L L appears indifferently, as wisdom or as love: two names of the same 
power, the former more intelligential, 8 the latter more spiritual, the former 
more frequent in the Old, the latter in the New Testament. But in its utmost 
abstraction and consequent state of reprobation, 9 the Will becomes satanic 
pride and rebellious self-idolatry in the relations of the spirit to itself, and 
remorseless despotism relatively to others; the more hopeless as the more 
obdurate by its subjugation of sensual impulses, by its superiority to toil and 
pain and pleasure; in short, by the fearful resolve to find in itself alone the 
one absolute motive of action, under which all other motives from within and 
from without must be either subordinated or crushed. 

This is the character which Milton has so philosophically as well as sub-
limely embodied in the Satan of his Paradise Lost. Alas! too often has it been 
embodied in real life! Too often has it given a dark and savage grandeur to the 
historic page! And wherever it has appeared, under whatever circumstances 
of time and country, the same ingredients have gone to its composition; and 
it has been identified by the same attributes. Hope in which there is no Cheer-
fulness; Steadfastness within and immovable Resolve, with outward Restless-
ness and whirling Activity; Violence with Guile; Temerity with Cunning; and, 
as the result of all, Interminableness of Object with perfect Indifference of 

1. Slightly altered f rom Isaiah 29.8. 
2. This paragraph is f rom appendix C of The 
Statesman's Manual. 
3. Mat thew 6.22: "The light of the body is the 
eye." 
4. Pietro Metastasio (1698 -1782) , a minor Italian 
poet and au thor of opera librettos. Jean Racine 
(1639—1699), the great French author of verse 
tragedies. Set on dissociating himself from his 
youthful support for the Revolution, Coleridge 
enjoyed finding fault with French philosophy and 
culture. "Naturalist": one who studies natural sci-
ence. 
5. I.e., learned men who hold a mechanist ic phi-
losophy of nature . 

6. T h e Roman Juvenal, in Satires 11.27 of Horace 
(Quintas Horat ius Flaccus), had said that "From 
Heaven it descends, 'Know Thyself. ' " T h e original 
saying, "Know Thyself," was at t r ibuted by classical 
authors to the Delphic oracle. 
7. From The Statesman's Manual, appendix C. 
Coleridge analyzes the character of Milton's Satan 
and goes on to recognize, and to warn his age 
against, the appeal of that type of Romantic hero 
(exemplified above all by the protagonists in 
Byron's romances and in his drama, Manfred), 
which was in large part modeled on the Satan of 
Paradise Lost. 
8. Intellectual. 
9. In its theological sense: rejection by God. 
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Means; these are the qualities that have constituted the COMMANDING GENIUS! 
these are the Marks that have characterized the Masters of Mischief, the Lib-
erticides, and mighty Hunters of Mankind, from NIMROD 1 to NAPOLEON. And 
from inattention to the possibility of such a character as well as from ignorance 
of its elements, even men of honest intentions too frequently become fasci-
nated. Nay, whole nations have been so far duped by this want of insight and 
reflection as to regard with palliative admiration, instead of wonder and abhor-
rence, the Molocks 2 of human nature, who are indebted, for the far larger 
portion of their meteoric success, to their total want of principle, and who 
surpass the generality of their fellow creatures in one act of courage only, that 
of daring to say with their whole heart, "Evil, be thou my good!"3—All system 
so far is power; and a systematic criminal, self-consistent and entire in wick-
edness, who entrenches villainy within villainy, and barricades crime by crime, 
has removed a world of obstacles by the mere decision, that he will have no 
obstacles, but those of force and brute matter. 

1. In Genesis 10.9 Nimrod is described as "a 
mighty hun te r before the Lord." The passage was 
traditionally interpreted to signify that Nimrod 
hun ted down men , hence that he was the proto-
type of all tyrants and bloody conquerors . 
2. Molochs, monsters of evil. In the Old Testa-

1816 

ment Moloch is an idol to whom firstborn children 
are sacrificed. Milton adopted the name for the 
warlike fallen angel in Satan's company (see Par-
adise Lost 2 . 4 3 - 1 0 7 ) . 
3. Spoken by Satan, Paradise Lost 4 .110 . 

CHARLES LAMB 
1 7 7 5 - 1 8 3 4 

Charles Lamb was a near contemporary of Wordsworth and Coleridge. He numbered 
these two poets among his close friends, published his own early poems in combi-
nation with those of Coleridge in 1796 and 1797, and supported the Lyrical Ballads 
and some of the other new poetry of his time. Yet Lamb lacks almost all the traits 
and convictions we think of as characteristically "Romantic." He happily lived all his 
life in the city and its environs. He could not abide Shelley or his poetry, and he 
distrusted Coleridge's supernaturalism and Wordsworth's oracular sublimities and 
religion of nature, preferring those elements in their poems that were human and 
realistic. In an age when many of the important writers were fervent radicals and 
some became equally fervent reactionaries, Lamb remained uncommitted in both 
politics and religion, and although on intimate terms with such dedicated reformers 
as William Hazlitt, William Godwin, Thomas Holcroft, and Leigh Hunt, he chose 
them as friends, as he said, not for their opinions but "for some individuality of 
character which they manifested." In his own writings he shared Wordsworth's con-
cern with memories' power to transform the present moment and, like him, inter-
jected a sense of the ideal into his representations of the actual and everyday. "The 
streets of London," Hazlitt wrote, assessing the essays Lamb published under the 
pseudonym Elia in the London Magazine, "are his fairy-land, teeming with wonder, 
with life and interest to his retrospective glance, as it did to the eager eye of 
childhood." 

Lamb was born in London at the Inner Temple, center of the English legal profes-
sion. His father, who began his working life as a footman, was assistant to a lawyer 
there. His paternal as well as maternal grandparents were servants. At the age of 
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seven he entered Christ's Hospital, the "Bluecoat School" of his essay "Christ's Hos-
pital Five-and-Thirty Years Ago." Childhood ended early. He left the school before he 
was fifteen and soon thereafter became a clerk in the accounting department of the 
East India Company, a huge commercial house, where he remained for thirty-three 
years. His adult life was quiet and unadventurous, but under its calm surface lay great 
tragedy. When he was twenty-two his beloved sister, Mary, ten years his senior, 
exhausted by her labors as a dressmaker and the work of caring for her invalid parents, 
began to show signs of a breakdown. One day she turned in a manic rage on the little 
girl who was her apprentice. When Mrs. Lamb tried to intercede, her daughter 
stabbed her in the heart. The jury's verdict was lunacy, but the intercession of her 
father's former employer spared Mary permanent confinement in an asylum. Instead, 
she was remanded to the custody of Charles, who devoted the rest of his life to her 
and their common household. Mary's attacks of insanity recurred, and when the 
terribly familiar symptoms began to show themselves, Charles and Mary would walk 
arm in arm and weeping to the asylum, carrying a straitjacket with them. 

Most of the time, however, Mary was her normally serene and gracious self, and 
shared her brother's love of company and genius for friendship. The evening gath-
erings at the Lambs' attracted a varied company that included many of the leading 
writers and artists of England. Charles drew furiously on a pipe of strong tobacco and 
drank copiously; as the alcohol eased his habitual stammer, his puns and practical 
jokes grew ever more outrageous. He had, in fact, a complex temperament, in which 
the playfulness overlay a somber melancholy and the eccentricity sometimes mani-
fested a touch of malice. 

To supplement his salary at the East India House, Lamb had early turned to writing 
in a variety of literary forms: sonnets; blank verse; a sentimental novel; a tragedy; and 
a farce, Mr. H , which was hissed by the audience, including its honest author, 
when it was produced at Drury Lane (the uneasiness with the theater that informs 
his essay "On the Tragedies of Shakespeare" probably reflects this experience). He 
also collaborated with his sister, Mary, on a series of children's books, including the 
excellent Tales from Shakespeare, and wrote some brilliant critical commentaries in 
his anthology, important for the Elizabethan revival of that period, titled Specimens 
of English Dramatic Poets Who Lived about the Time of Shakespeare. Not until 1820, 
however, at the age of forty-five, did Lamb discover the form that would make his 
name, when he began to write essays for John Scott's new London Magazine. 

Lamb's achievement in those contributions to the London was to accommodate the 
intimacies of the familiar essay, a genre dating back to Montaigne in the sixteenth 
century, to a modern world of magazine writing that aimed to reach a general public. 
The Essays ofElia make the magazine—an impersonal medium that contributed con-
spicuously to the information overload of the age—appear to be a forum in which a 
reader might really know an author. A sense of the paradoxes of that project—a sense 
that the illusions of personality in the personal essay might be easily debunked—is 
never far away in Lamb's writings, lending a fascinating edge to their charm and 
complicating the autobiographical impulse that seems to link them to the works of 
his contemporaries. Under the pseudonym Elia, which, Lamb said, was the name of 
an Italian clerk he had known briefly while employed in the South Sea House, Lamb 
projects in his essays the character of a man who is whimsical but strong-willed, self-
deprecating yet self-absorbed, with strong likes and dislikes, a specialist in nostalgia 
and in that humor which balances delicately on the verge of pathos. But Elia is also, 
as Lamb noted, an anagram for "a lie": the essays' seemingly unguarded self-revelation 
is intertwined with the cunning of a deliberate and dedicated artist in prose. And to 
write about himself Lamb developed a prose style that was colored throughout by 
archaic words and expressions that continually alluded to literary precursors, includ-
ing the works of other eccentrics such as Robert Burton and Laurence Sterne—as if 
he were suggesting that he was most distinctively himself when most immersed in his 
beloved old books. 
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From On the Tragedies of Shakespeare, Considered with 
Reference to Their Fitness for Stage Representation1 

* * * [S]uch is the instantaneous nature of the impressions which we take in 
at the eye and ear at a play-house, compared with the slow apprehension 
oftentimes of the understanding in reading, that we are apt not only to sink 
the play-writer in the consideration which we pay to the actor, but even to 
identify in our minds, in a perverse manner, the actor with the character which 
he represents. It is difficult for a frequent play-goer to disembarrass the idea 
of Hamlet from the person and voice of Mr. K. We speak of Lady Macbeth, 
while we are in reality thinking of Mrs. S. 2 * * * 

Never let me be so ungrateful as to forget the very high degree of satisfaction 
which I received some years back from seeing for the first time a tragedy of 
Shakespeare performed, in which these two great performers sustained the 
principal parts. It seemed to embody and realize conceptions which had hith-
erto assumed no distinct shape. But dearly do we pay all our life after for this 
juvenile pleasure, this sense of distinctness. When the novelty is past, we find 
to our cost that instead of realizing an idea, we have only materialized and 
brought down a fine vision to the standard of flesh and blood. We have let go 
a dream, in quest of an unattainable substance. 

How cruelly this operates upon the mind, to have its free conceptions thus 
cramped and pressed down to the measure of a strait-lacing actuality, may be 
judged from that delightful sensation of freshness, with which we turn to those 
plays of Shakespeare which have escaped being performed. 4 4 4 

It may seem a paradox, but I cannot help being of opinion that the plays of 
Shakespeare are less calculated for performance on a stage than those of 
almost any other dramatist whatever. Their distinguished excellence is a rea-
son that they should be so. There is so much in them, which comes not under 
the province of acting, with which eye, and tone, and gesture, have nothing 
to do. 

The glory of the scenic art is to personate passion, and the turns of passion; 
and the more coarse and palpable the passion is, the more hold upon the 
eyes and ears of the spectators the performer obviously possesses. For this 
reason, scolding scenes, scenes where two persons talk themselves into a fit 
of fury, and then in a surprising manner talk themselves out of it again, have 
always been the most popular upon our stage. And the reason is plain, 
because the spectators are here most palpably appealed to, they are the 
proper judges in this war of words, they are the legitimate ring that should be 
formed round such "intellectual prize-fighters." Talking is the direct object of 
the imitation here. But in all the best dramas, and in Shakespeare above all, 
how obvious it is, that the form of speaking, whether it be in soliloquy or dia-
logue, is only a medium, and often a highly artificial one, for putting the 
reader or spectator into possession of that knowledge of the inner structure 
and workings of a mind in a character, which he could otherwise never have 
arrived at in that form of composition by any gift short of intuition. We do here 
as we do with novels written in the epistolary form. How many improprieties, 
perfect solecisms in letter-writing, do we put up with in Clarissa3 and other 
1. Published under Lamb's name in the magazine 
The Reflector in 1 8 1 1 . 
2. Acclaimed actors J o h n Philip Kemble (1757— 

1823) and his sister Sarah Siddons ( 1 7 5 5 - 1 8 3 1 ) . 
3. Samuel Richardson's novel in letters, published 
1747—48, admired across Europe for its illumina-
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books, for the sake of the delight which that form upon the whole gives us. 
But the practice of stage representation reduces every thing to a controversy 

of elocution. Every character, from the boisterous blasphemings of Bajazet 4 to 
the shrinking timidity of womanhood, must play the orator. * 4 * 

The character of Hamlet is perhaps that by which, since the days of Bet-
terton, 5 a succession of popular performers have had the greatest ambition to 
distinguish themselves. The length of the part may be one of their reasons. 
But for the character itself, we find it in a play, and therefore we judge it a fit 
subject of dramatic representation. The play itself abounds in maxims and 
reflections beyond any other, and therefore we consider it as a proper vehicle 
for conveying moral instruction. But Hamlet himself—what does he suffer 
meanwhile by being dragged forth as a public schoolmaster, to give lectures 
to the crowd! Why, nine parts in ten of what Hamlet does, are transactions 
between himself and his moral sense, they are the effusions of his solitary 
musings, which he retires to holes and corners and the most sequestered parts 
of the palace to pour forth; or rather, they are the silent meditations with 
which his bosom is bursting, reduced to words for the sake of the reader, who 
must else remain ignorant of what is passing there. These profound sorrows, 
these light-and-noise-abhorring ruminations, which the tongue scarce dares 
utter to deaf walls and chambers, how can they be represented by a gesticu-
lating actor, who comes and mouths them out before an audience, making 
four hundred people his confidants at once? I say not that it is the fault of the 
actor so to do; he must pronounce them ore rotundo,6 he must accompany 
them with his eye; he must insinuate them into his auditory by some trick of 
eye, tone, or gesture, or he fails. He must be thinking all the while of his 
appearance, because he knows that all the while the spectators are judging of it. 
And this is the way to represent the shy, negligent, retiring Hamlet. 

It is true that there is no other mode of conveying a vast quantity of thought 
and feeling to a great portion of the audience, who otherwise would never earn 
it for themselves by reading, and the intellectual acquisition gained this way 
may, for aught I know, be inestimable; but I am not arguing that Hamlet 
should not be acted, but how much Hamlet is made another thing by being 
acted. * * * 

The truth is, the Characters of Shakespeare are so much the objects of 
meditation rather than of interest or curiosity as to their actions, that while 
we are reading any of his great criminal characters,—Macbeth, Richard, even 
Iago,—we think not so much of the crimes which they commit, as of the 
ambition, the aspiring spirit, the intellectual activity, which prompts them to 
overleap those moral fences. * * * But when we see these things represented, 
the acts which they do are comparatively everything, their impulses nothing. 
The state of sublime emotion into which we are elevated by those images of 
night and horror which Macbeth is made to utter, that solemn prelude with 
which he entertains the time till the bell shall strike which is to call him to 
murder Duncan, 7 —when we no longer read it in a book, when we have given 
up that vantage-ground of abstraction which reading possesses over seeing, 
and come to see a man in his bodily shape before our eyes actually preparing 

don of the mysteries of the h u m a n heart . 
4 . Ot toman sultan; more than one dramat ic char-
acter is based on this historical figure, but Lamb 
likely refers to a pe r fo rmance of Nicholas Rowe's 
Tamerlane (first staged 1701). 

5. Thomas Betterton (1635?—1710), acclaimed 
tragedian. 
6. Latin: "with well turned speech" or, literally, 
"with rounded mouth . " 
7. Macbeth 2.1. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



O N T H E T R A G E D I E S O F S H A K E S P E A R E / 4 9 5 

to commit a murder, if the acting be true and impressive, as I have witnessed 
it in Mr. K.'s performance of that part, the painful anxiety about the act, the 
natural longing to prevent it while it yet seems unperpetrated, the too close 
pressing semblance of reality, give a pain and an uneasiness which totally 
destroy all the delight which the words in the book convey, where the deed 
doing never presses upon us with the painful sense of presence: it rather seems 
to belong to history,—to something past and inevitable, if it has any thing to 
do with time at all. The sublime images, the poetry alone, is that which is 
present to our minds in the reading. 

So to see Lear acted,—to see an old man tottering about the stage with a 
walking-stick, turned out of doors by his daughters in a rainy night, has nothing 
in it but what is painful and disgusting. We want to take him into shelter and 
relieve him. That is all the feeling which the acting of Lear ever produced in 
me. But the Lear of Shakespeare cannot be acted. The contemptible machin-
ery by which they mimic the storm which he goes out in, is not more inade-
quate to represent the horrors of the real elements, than any actor can be to 
represent Lear: they might more easily propose to personate the Satan of Mil-
ton upon a stage, or one of Michael Angelo's terrible figures. The greatness of 
Lear is not in corporal dimension, but in intellectual; the explosions of his 
passion are terrible as a volcano; they are storms turning up and disclosing to 
the bottom that sea, his mind, with all its vast riches. It is his mind which is 
laid bare. This case of flesh and blood seems too insignificant to be thought 
on; even as he himself neglects it. On the stage we see nothing but corporal 
infirmities and weakness, the impotence of rage; while we read it, we see not 
Lear, but we are Lear,—we are in his mind, we are sustained by a grandeur 
which baffles the malice of daughters and storms; in the aberrations of his 
reason, we discover a mighty irregular power of reasoning, immethodized from 
the ordinary purposes of life, but exerting its powers, as the wind bloweth 
where it Iisteth, 8 at will upon the corruptions and abuses of mankind. * * * 

Lear is essentially impossible to be represented on a stage. But how many 
dramatic personages are there in Shakespeare, which, though more tractable 
and feasible (if I may so speak) than Lear, yet from some circumstance, some 
adjunct to their character, are improper to be shewn to our bodily eye. Othello 
for instance. Nothing can be more soothing, more flattering to the nobler parts 
of our natures, than to read of a young Venetian lady of highest extraction, 
through the force of love and from a sense of merit in him whom she loved, 
laying aside every consideration of kindred, and country, and colour, and wed-
ding with a coal-black Moor—(for such he is represented, in the imperfect 
state of knowledge respecting foreign countries in those days, compared with 
our own, or in compliance with popular notions, though the Moors are now 
well enough known to be by many shades less unworthy of a white woman's 
fancy)—it is the perfect triumph of virtue over accidents, 9 of the imagination 
over the senses. She sees Othello's colour in his mind. 1 But upon the stage, 
when the imagination is no longer the ruling faculty, but we are left to our 
poor unassisted senses, I appeal to every one that has seen Othello played, 
whether he did not, on the contrary, sink Othello's mind in his colour; whether 
he did not find something extremely revolting in the courtship and wedded 
caresses of Othello and Desdemona; and whether the actual sight of the thing 
8. Echo of Christ 's discussion of the mysteries of 
spiritual rebirth in John 3.8. 
9. "Accidents" in the sense used for properties or 

qualities that are extraneous to—i.e., not of the 
essence o f—an object. 
I. Othello 1.3.247. 
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did not over-weigh all that beautiful compromise which we make in reading. 
And the reason it should do so is obvious, because there is just so much reality 
presented to our senses as to give a perception of disagreement, with not 
enough of belief in the internal motives,—all that which is unseen,—to over-
power and reconcile the first and obvious prejudices. What we see upon a 
stage is body and bodily action; what we are conscious of in reading is almost 
exclusively the mind, and its movements: and this I think may sufficiently 
account for the very different sort of delight with which the same play so often 
affects us in the reading and the seeing. 
1811 1811 

Christ's Hospital Five-and-Thirty Years Ago' 

In Mr. Lamb's Works, published a year or two since, I find a magnificent 
eulogy on my old school, such as it was, or now appears to him to have been, 
between the years 1782 and 1789. It happens very oddly that my own standing 
at Christ's was nearly corresponding with his; and, with all gratitude to him 
for his enthusiasm for the cloisters, I think he has contrived to bring together 
whatever can be said in praise of them, dropping all the other side of the 
argument most ingeniously. 

I remember L. at school, and can well recollect that he had some peculiar 
advantages, which I and others of his schoolfellows had not. His friends lived 
in town, and were near at hand; and he had the privilege of going to see them 
almost as often as he wished, through some invidious distinction, which was 
denied to us. The present worthy subtreasurer to the Inner Temple 2 can 
explain how that happened. He had his tea and hot rolls in a morning, while 
we were battening upon our quarter of a penny loaf—our crug—moistened 
with attenuated small beer, in wooden piggins, smacking of the pitched leath-
ern jack 3 it was poured from. Our Monday's milk porritch, blue and tasteless, 
and the pease soup of Saturday, coarse and choking, were enriched for him 
with a slice of "extraordinary bread and butter," from the hot loaf of the Tem-
ple. The Wednesday's mess of millet, somewhat less repugnant—(we had three 
banyan to four meat days 4 in the week)—was endeared to his palate with a 
lump of double-refined, 5 and a smack of ginger (to make it go down the more 
glibly) or the fragrant cinnamon. In lieu of our half-pickled Sundays, or quite 
fresh boiled beef on Thursdays (strong as caro equina6), with detestable mar-
igolds floating in the pail to poison the broth—our scanty mutton scrags on 
1. Christ 's Hospital , London (founded in 1 552 by 
Edward VI), was run as a free boarding school for 
the sons of middle-class parents in s trai tened 
financial c i rcumstances . Its s tudents were known 
as "Bluecoat Boys," f rom their uniform of a long 
blue gown and yellow stockings. Lamb had in 1813 
published a magazine article, "Recollections of 
Christ 's Hospital," that the present essay under-
takes to supplement by present ing the less formal 
side of school life. T h e "I" or narrator of the essay 
is Elia—a device that allows Lamb to combine his 
own experiences (L.'s) with those of Coleridge, his 
older contemporary at the school. 
2. Randal Norris, who had befriended young 

Charles Lamb. The Inner Temple is one of the four 
Inns of Cour t , the center of the English legal pro-
fession. 
3. A leather vessel coated on the outside with 
p i tch . "Crug": bread (slang). "Small beer": beer 
low in alcoholic content . "Piggins": small wooden 
pails. 
4. "Banyan . . . days": nautical term for days when 
no meat is served; it derives f rom banian, a member 
of a Hindu caste to whom meat is forbidden. "Mil-
let": a cereal. 
5. Sugar. 
6. Horsemeat (Latin). 
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Friday—and rather more savory, but grudging, portions of the same flesh, 
rotten-roasted 7 or rare, on the Tuesdays (the only dish which excited our appe-
tites, and disappointed our stomachs, in almost equal proportion)—he had his 
hot plate of roast veal, or the more tempting griskin 8 (exotics unknown to our 
palates), cooked in the paternal kitchen (a great thing), and brought him daily 
by his maid or aunt! I remember the good old relative (in whom love forbade 
pride) squatting down upon some odd stone in a by-nook of the cloisters, 
disclosing the viands (of higher regale than those cates which the ravens min-
istered to the Tishbite); 9 and the contending passions of L. at the unfolding. 
There was love for the bringer; shame for the thing brought, and the manner 
of its bringing; sympathy for those who were too many to share in it; and, at 
top of all, hunger (eldest, strongest of the passions!) predominant, breaking 
down the stony fences of shame, and awkwardness, and a troubling over-
consciousness. 

I was a poor friendless boy. My parents, and those who should care for me, 
were far away. Those few acquaintances of theirs, which they could reckon 
upon being kind to me in the great city, after a little forced notice, which they 
had the grace to take of me on my first arrival in town, soon grew tired of my 
holiday visits. They seemed to them to recur too often, though I thought them 
few enough; and, one after another, they all failed me, and I felt myself alone 
among six hundred playmates. 

O the cruelty of separating a poor lad from his early homestead! The yearn-
ings which I used to have towards it in those unfledged years! How, in my 
dreams, would my native town (far in the west) come back, with its church, 
and trees, and faces! How I would wake weeping, and in the anguish of my 
heart exclaim upon sweet Calne in Wiltshire! 1 

To this late hour of my life, I trace impressions left by the recollections of 
those friendless holidays. The long warm days of summer never return but 
they bring with them a gloom from the haunting memory of those whole-day 
leaves, when, by some strange arrangement, we were turned out for the livelong 
day, upon our own hands, whether we had friends to go to or none. I remember 
those bathing excursions to the New River which L. recalls with such relish, 
better, I think, than he can—for he was a home-seeking lad, and did not much 
care for such water pastimes: How merrily we would sally forth into the fields; 
and strip under the first warmth of the sun; and wanton like young dace 2 in 
the streams; getting us appetites for noon, which those of us that were pen-
niless (our scanty morning crust long since exhausted) had not the means of 
allaying—while the cattle, and the birds, and the fishes were at feed about us 
and we had nothing to satisfy our cravings—the very beauty of the day, and 
the exercise of the pastime, and the sense of liberty, setting a keener edge 
upon them! How faint and languid, finally, we would return, towards nightfall, 
to our desired morsel, half-rejoicing, half-reluctant that the hours of our 
uneasy liberty had expired! 

It was worse in the days of winter, to go prowling about the streets object-
less—shivering at cold windows of print shops, to extract a little amusement; 
or haply, as a last resort in the hopes of a little novelty, to pay a fifty-times 

7. Overdone. "Scrags": necks. 
8. The lean part of a loin of pork. 
9. The prophet Elijah, who was fed by the ravens 
in 1 Kings 17. "Cates": delicacies. 

1. Coleridge had come to school f rom Ottery St. 
Mary, Devonshire, in the southwest of England. 
2. A small quick-dart ing fish. 
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repeated visit (where our individual faces should be as well known to the 
warden as those of his own charges) to the Lions in the Tower—to whose 
levee, by courtesy immemorial, we had a prescriptive title to admission. 3 

L.'s governor (so we called the patron who presented us to the foundation) 4 

lived in a manner under his paternal roof. Any complaint which he had to 
make was sure of being attended to. This was understood at Christ's, and was 
an effectual screen to him against the severity of masters, or worse tyranny of 
the monitors. The oppressions of these young brutes are heart-sickening to 
call to recollection. I have been called out of my bed, and waked for the pur-
pose, in the coldest winter nights—and this not once, but night after night— 
in my shirt, to receive the discipline of a leathern thong and eleven other 
sufferers, because it pleased my callow overseer, when there has been any 
talking heard after we were gone to bed, to make the six last beds in the 
dormitory, where the youngest children of us slept, answerable for an offense 
they neither dared to commit nor had the power to hinder. The same execrable 
tyranny drove the younger part of us from the fires, when our feet were per-
ishing with snow; and, under the cruelest penalties, forbade the indulgence 
of a drink of water when we lay in sleepless summer nights fevered with the 
season and the day's sports. 

There was one H , who, I learned, in after days was seen expiating some 
maturer offense in the hulks. 5 (Do I flatter myself in fancying that this might 
be the planter of that name, who suffered—at Nevis, I think, or St. Kitts 6— 
some few years since? My friend Tobin was the benevolent instrument of 
bringing him to the gallows.) This petty Nero actually branded a boy who had 
offended him with a red-hot iron; and nearly starved forty of us with exacting 
contributions, to the one-half of our bread, to pamper a young ass, which, 
incredible as it may seem, with the connivance of the nurse's daughter (a 
young flame of his) he had contrived to smuggle in, and keep upon the leads 7 

of the ward, as they called our dormitories. This game went on for better than 
a week, till the foolish beast, not able to fare well but he must cry roast meat— 
happier than Caligula's minion, 8 could he have kept his own counsel—but 
foolisher, alas! than any of his species in the fables—waxing fat, and kicking, 
in the fullness of bread, one unlucky minute would needs proclaim his good 
fortune to the world below; and, laying out his simple throat, blew such a 
ram's-horn blast, as (toppling down the walls of his own Jericho) 9 set con-
cealment any longer at defiance. The client was dismissed, with certain 
attentions, to Smithfield; but I never understood that the patron underwent 
any censure on the occasion. This was in the stewardship of L.'s admired 
Perry.' 

Under the same facile administration, can L. have forgotten the cool impu-
nity with which the nurses used to carry away openly, in open platters, for 
their own tables, one out of two of every hot joint, which the careful matron 
had been seeing scrupulously weighed out for our dinners? These things were 
3. The Bluecoat Boys had the right of free admis-
sion to the royal menagerie, then housed in the 
Tower of London. "Levee": a formal morning 
reception. 
4. I.e., who vouched for a candidate for en t rance 
to Christ 's Hospital. Lamb's patron was Samuel 
Salt, a lawyer and member of Parl iament for whom 
Lamb's fa ther served as clerk. 
5. Prison ship. (In Lamb's t ime the plural "hulks" 
had come to be used for the singular.) 

6. Islands in the West Indies. 
7. A flat roof. 
8. T h e favorite horse of the Roman emperor Calig-
ula, who was fed gilded oats and appointed to the 
post of chief consul. 
9. Joshua toppled the walls of Jericho by t rumpet 
blasts (Joshua 6 . 1 6 - 2 0 ) . 
1. John Perry, steward of the school, described in 
Lamb's earlier essay. "Smithfield": a market for 
horses and catt le. 
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daily practiced in that magnificent apartment which L. (grown connoisseur 
since, we presume) praises so highly for the grand paintings "by Verrio, 2 and 
others," with which it is "hung round and adorned." But the sight of sleek, 
well-fed bluecoat boys in pictures was, at that time, I believe, little consolatory 
to him, or us, the living ones, who saw the better part of our provisions carried 
away before our faces by harpies; and ourselves reduced (with the Trojan in 
the hall of Dido) 

To feed our mind with idle portraiture. 3 

L. has recorded the repugnance of the school to gags, or the fat of fresh 
beef boiled; and sets it down to some superstition. But these unctuous morsels 
are never grateful 4 to young palates (children are universally fat-haters), and 
in strong, coarse, boiled meats, unsalted, are detestable. A gag-eater in our 
time was equivalent to a ghoul, and held in equal detestation. suffered 
under the imputation. 

. . . 'Twas said 
He ate strange flesh. 5 

He was observed, after dinner, carefully to gather up the remnants left at 
his table (not many nor very choice fragments, you may credit me)—and, in 
an especial manner, these disreputable morsels, which he would convey away 
and secretly stow in the settle that stood at his bedside. None saw when he 
ate them. It was rumored that he privately devoured them in the night. He 
was watched, but no traces of such midnight practices were discoverable. 
Some reported that on leave-days he had been seen to carry out of the bounds 
a large blue check handkerchief, full of something. This then must be the 
accursed thing. Conjecture next was at work to imagine how he could dispose 
of it. Some said he sold it to the beggars. This belief generally prevailed. He 
went about moping. None spake to him. No one would play with him. He was 
excommunicated; put out of the pale of the school. He was too powerful a boy 
to be beaten, but he underwent every mode of that negative punishment which 
is more grievous than many stripes. Still he persevered. At length he was 
observed by two of his schoolfellows, who were determined to get at the secret, 
and had traced him one leave-day for the purpose, to enter a large worn-out 
building, such as there exist specimens of in Chancery Lane, which are let 
out to various scales of pauperism, with open door and a common staircase. 
After him they silently slunk in, and followed by stealth up four flights, and 
saw him tap at a poor wicket, which was opened by an aged woman, meanly 
clad. Suspicion was now ripened into certainty. The informers had secured 
their victim. They had him in their toils. Accusation was formally preferred, 
and retribution most signal was looked for. Mr. Hathaway, the then steward 
(for this happened a little after my time), with that patient sagacity which 
tempered all his conduct, determined to investigate the matter before he pro-
ceeded to sentence. The result was that the supposed mendicants, the receiv-
ers or purchasers of the mysterious scraps, turned out to be the parents of 
—, an honest couple come to decay—whom this seasonable supply had, in all 

2. Antonio Verrio, Italian painter of the 17th cen-
tury. While living in England, he painted a large 
picture of the mathemat ics s tudents of Christ 's 
Hospital being received by James II. 
3. Virgil's Aeneid 1.464; Aeneas is inspecting the 

paintings in Dido's temple to Juno . 
4. Pleasing. 
5. Loosely quoted f rom Shakespeare 's Antony and 
Cleopatra 1.4.67. 
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probability, saved from mendicancy; and that this young stork, at the expense 
of his own good name, had all this while been only feeding the old birds!— 
The governors on this occasion, much to their honor, voted a present relief to 
the family o f — •, and presented him with a silver medal. The lesson which 
the steward read upon RASH JUDGMENT, on the occasion of publicly delivering 
the medal t o — , I believe would not be lost upon his auditory.—I had left 
school then, but I well remember . He was a tall, shambling youth, with 
a cast'in his eye, not at all calculated to conciliate hostile prejudices. I have 
since seen him carrying a baker's basket. I think I heard he did not do quite 
so well by himself as he had done by the old folks. 

I was a hypochondriac 6 lad; and the sight of a boy in fetters, upon the day 
of my first putting on the blue clothes, was not exactly fitted to assuage the 
natural terrors of initiation. I was of tender years, barely turned of seven; and 
had only read of such things in books, or seen them but in dreams. I was told 
he had run away. This was the punishment for the first offense.—As a novice 
I was soon after taken to see the dungeons. These were little, square, Bedlam 7 

cells, where a boy could just lie at his length upon straw and a blanket—a 
mattress, I think, was afterwards substituted—with a peep of light, let in 
askance, from a prison orifice at top, barely enough to read by. Here the poor 
boy was locked in by himself all day, without sight of any but the porter who 
brought him his bread and water—who might not s-peah to him—or of the 
beadle, who came twice a week to call him out to receive his periodical chas-
tisement, which was almost welcome, because it separated him for a brief 
interval from solitude—and here he was shut up by himself of nights out of 
the reach of any sound, to suffer whatever horrors the weak nerves, and super-
stition incident to his time of life, might subject him to. This was the penalty 
for the second offense. Wouldst thou like, reader, to see what became of him 
in the next degree? 

The culprit, who had been a third time an offender, and whose expulsion 
was at this time deemed irreversible, was brought forth, as at some solemn 
auto da fe, arrayed in uncouth and most appalling attire—all trace of his late 
"watchet weeds" 8 carefully effaced, he was exposed in a jacket resembling 
those which London lamplighters formerly delighted in, with a cap of the 
same. The effect of this divestiture was such as the ingenious devisers of it 
could have anticipated. With his pale and frighted features, it was as if some 
of those disfigurements in Dante 9 had seized upon him. In this disguisement 
he was brought into the hall (L.'s favorite state room), where awaited him the 
whole number of his schoolfellows, whose joint lessons and sports he was 
thenceforth to share no more; the awful presence of the steward, to be seen 
for the last time; of the executioner beadle, clad in his state robe for the 
occasion; and of two faces more, of direr import, because never but in these 
extremities visible. These were governors; two of whom by choice, or charter, 
were always accustomed to officiate at these Ultima Su-p-plicia;' not to mitigate 
(so at least we understood it), but to enforce the uttermost stripe. Old Bamber 
Gascoigne, and Peter Aubert, I remember, were colleagues on one occasion, 

6. Melancholy, 
7. St. Mary of Bethlehem, an insane asylum in 
London. 
8. Blue clothes. "Auto da fe": act of fai th (literal 
trans.); the ceremony before the execution of 

heret ics under the Spanish Inquisit ion. 
9. I.e., of the sinners in Dante 's inferno-, see canto 
20. 
1. Extreme pun i shmen t s (Latin). 
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when the beadle turning rather pale, a glass of brandy was ordered to prepare 
him for the mysteries. The scourging was, after the old Roman fashion, long 
and stately. The lictor 2 accompanied the criminal quite round the hall. We 
were generally too faint, with attending to the previous disgusting circum-
stances, to make accurate report with our eyes of the degree of corporal suf-
fering inflicted. Report, of course, gave out the back knotty and livid. After 
scourging, he was made over, in his San Benito,1 to his friends, if he had any 
(but commonly such poor runagates were friendless), or to his parish officer, 
who, to enhance the effect of the scene, had his station allotted to him on the 
outside of the hall gate. 

These solemn pageantries were not played off so often as to spoil the general 
mirth of the community. We had plenty of exercise and recreation after school 
hours; and, for myself, I must confess that I was never happier than in them. 
The Upper and the Lower Grammar Schools were held in the same room; and 
an imaginary line only divided their bounds. Their character was as different 
as that of the inhabitants on the two sides of the Pyrenees. The Rev. James 
Boyer was the Upper master; but the Rev. Matthew Field presided over that 
portion of the apartment of which I had the good fortune to be a member. We 
lived a life as careless as birds. We talked and did just what we pleased, and 
nobody molested us. We carried an accidence, or a grammar, for form; but, 
for any trouble it gave us, we might take two years in getting through the verbs 
deponent, 4 and another two in forgetting all that we had learned about them. 
There was now and then the formality of saying a lesson, but if you had not 
learned it, a brush across the shoulders (just enough to disturb a fly) was the 
sole remonstrance. Field never used the rod; and in truth he wielded the cane 
with no great good will—holding it "like a dancer." It looked in his hands 
rather like an emblem than an instrument of authority; and an emblem, too, 
he was ashamed of. He was a good, easy man, that did not care to ruffle his 
own peace, nor perhaps set any great consideration upon the value of juvenile 
time. He came among us, now and then, but often stayed away whole days 
from us; and when he came it made no difference to us—he had his private 
room to retire to, the short time he stayed, to be out of the sound of our noise. 
Our mirth and uproar went on. We had classics of our own, without being 
beholden to "insolent Greece or haughty Rome," 5 that passed current among 
us—Peter Wilkins—the Adventures of the Hon. Captain Robert Boyle—the 
Fortunate Bluecoat Boy6—and the like. Or we cultivated a turn for mechanic 
and scientific operations; making little sun-dials of paper; or weaving those 
ingenious parentheses called cat cradles; or making dry peas to dance upon 
the end of a tin pipe; or studying the art military over that laudable game 
"French and English," 7 and a hundred other such devices to pass away the 
time—mixing the useful with the agreeable—as would have made the souls 
of Rousseau and John Locke 8 chuckle to have seen us. 

Matthew Field belonged to that class of modest divines who affect to mix 
2. A Roman officer who cleared the way for the 
chief magistrates. 
3. The yellow robe worn by the condemned 
heretic at an auto da fe. 
4. Verbs with an active meaning but passive form. 
"Accidence": a table of the declension of nouns 
and conjugation of verbs in Greek and Latin. 
5. Ren Jonson's "To the Memory o f . . . William 
Shakespeare," line 39. 

6. All three were popular adventure stories or 
romances of the day. 
7. A game in which contes tants , with eyes closed, 
draw lines on a sheet of paper covered with dots. 
T h e winner is the contes tant whose line touches 
the most dots. 
8 . Two philosophers who recommended systems 
of educat ion that combined theory with practical 
experience. 
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in equal proportion the gentleman, the scholar, and the Christian; but, I know 
not how, the first ingredient is generally found to be the predominating dose 
in the composition. He was engaged in gay parties, or with his courtly bow at 
some episcopal levee, when he should have been attending upon us. He had 
for many years the classical charge of a hundred children, during the four or 
five first years of their education, and his very highest form seldom proceeded 
further than two or three of the introductory fables of Phaedrus. 9 How things 
were suffered to go on thus, I cannot guess. Boyer, who was the proper person 
to have remedied these abuses, always affected, perhaps felt, a delicacy in 
interfering in a province not strictly his own. I have not been without my 
suspicions, that he was not altogether displeased at the contrast we presented 
to his end of the school. We were a sort of Helots to his young Spartans. 1 He 
would sometimes, with ironic deference, send to borrow a rod of the Under 
Master, and then, with sardonic grin, observe to one of his upper boys, "how 
neat and fresh the twigs looked." While his pale students were battering their 
brains over Xenophon and Plato, with a silence as deep as that enjoined by 
the Samite, we were enjoying ourselves at our ease in our little Goshen. 2 We 
saw a little into the secrets of his discipline, and the prospect did but the more 
reconcile us to our lot. His thunders rolled innocuous for us: his storms came 
near, but never touched us; contrary to Gideon's miracle, while all around 
were drenched, our fleece was dry. 3 His boys turned out the better scholars; 
we, I suspect, have the advantage in temper. His pupils cannot speak of him 
without something of terror allaying their gratitude; the remembrance of Field 
comes back with all the soothing images of indolence, and summer slumbers, 
and work like play, and innocent idleness, and Elysian exemptions, and life 
itself a "playing holiday." 

Though sufficiently removed from the jurisdiction of Boyer, we were near 
enough (as I have said) to understand a little of his system. We occasionally 
heard sounds of the Ululantes, and caught glances of Tartarus. 4 B. was a rabid 
pedant. His English style was cramped to barbarism. His Easter anthems (for 
his duty obliged him to those periodical flights) were grating as scrannel 
pipes. 5 —He would laugh, aye, and heartily, but then it must be at Flaccus's 
quibble about Rex6—or at the tristis severitas in vultu, or inspicere in patinas, 
of Terence 7 —thin jests, which at their first broaching could hardly have had 
vis8 enough to move a Roman muscle.—-He had two wigs, both pedantic, but 
of different omen. The one serene, smiling, fresh powdered, betokening a mild 
day. The other, an old, discolored, unkempt, angry caxon, 9 denoting frequent 
and bloody execution. Woe to the school, when he made his morning appear-
ance in his passy, or passionate wig. No comet expounded surer.1—-J. B. had a 
9. A Roman of the 1st century C.E., au thor of a 
verse translation of Aesop's fables. 
1. The Spartans exhibited drunken Helots (slaves) 
as a warning example to their children. 
2. Where the Israelites dwelled, protected from 
the swarms of flies with which the Lord plagued 
the Egyptians in Exodus 8.22. "Samite": Pythago-
ras of Samos, Greek mathemat ic ian and philoso-
pher (6th century B .C .E . ) , who forbade his pupils 
to speak until they had studied with him five years. 
3. Judges 6.37—38. As a sign to Gideon, the Lord 
soaked his sheepskin while leaving the earth 
around it dry. 
4. In the Aeneid 6.557—58 Aeneas hears the 
groans and the sound of the lash f rom Tartarus, 
the infernal place of pun i shment for the wicked. 

"Ululantes": howling sufferers . 
5. Harsh pipes, an echo of Milton's "Lycidas," line 
124. 
6. In Horace 's Satires 1.7 there is a pun on Rex as 
both a su rname and the word for king. 
7. In Terence 's Andrea 5.2 one character says of 
a notorious liar that he has "a sober severity in his 
countenance . " In his Adelphi 3.3, af ter a fa ther has 
advised his son to look into the lives of men as a 
mirror, the slave advises the ki tchen scullions "to 
look into the stew pans" as a mirror. 
8. Force (Latin); a term in rhetorical theory. 
9. A type of wig. 
I . Comets were superstitiously regarded as omens 
of disaster. 
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heavy hand. I have known him double his knotty fist at a poor trembling child 
(the maternal milk hardly dry upon its lips) with a "Sirrah, do you presume to 
set your wits at me?"—-Nothing was more common than to see him make a 
headlong entry into the schoolroom, from his inner recess, or library, and, 
with turbulent eye, singling out a lad, roar out, "Od's my life, sirrah" (his 
favorite adjuration), "I have a great mind to whip you"—then, with as sudden 
a retracting impulse, fling back into his lair—and, after a cooling lapse of some 
minutes (during which all but the culprit had totally forgotten the context) 
drive headlong out again, piecing out his imperfect sense, as if it had been 
some Devil's Litany, with the expletory yell—"and I WILL, too."—In his gentler 
moods, when the rabidus furor was assuaged, he had resort to an ingenious 
method, peculiar, for what I have heard, to himself, of whipping the boy, and 
reading the Debates, 2 at the same time; a paragraph, and a lash between; which 
in those times, when parliamentary oratory was most at a height and flourish-
ing in these realms, was not calculated to impress the patient with a veneration 
for the diffuser graces of rhetoric. 

Once, and but once, the uplifted rod was known to fall ineffectual from his 
hand—when droll squinting W having been caught putting the inside of 
the master's desk to a use for which the architect had clearly not designed it, 
to justify himself, with great simplicity averred, that he did not know that the 
thing had been forewarned. This exquisite irrecognition of any law antecedent 
to the oral or declaratory struck so irrestibly upon the fancy of all who heard 
it (the pedagogue himself not excepted)—that remission was unavoidable. 

L. has given credit to B.'s great merits as an instructor. Coleridge, in his 
literary life, 3 has pronounced a more intelligible and ample encomium on 
them. The author of the Country Spectator-4 doubts not to compare him with 
the ablest teachers of antiquity. Perhaps we cannot dismiss him better than 
with the pious ejaculation of C.—when he heard that his old master was on 
his deathbed: "Poor J. B.!—may all his faults be forgiven; and may he be wafted 
to bliss by little cherub boys all head and wings, with no bottoms to reproach 
his sublunary infirmities." 

Under him were many good and sound scholars bred.—First Grecian 5 of 
my time was Lancelot Pepys Stevens, kindest of boys and men, since Co-
grammar-master (and inseparable companion) with Dr. T e. What an edi-
fying spectacle did this brace of friends present to those who remembered the 
antisocialities of their predecessors!—You never met the one by chance in the 
street without a wonder, which was quickly dissipated by the almost immediate 
sub-appearance of the other. Generally arm-in-arm, these kindly coadjutors 
lightened for each other the toilsome duties of their profession, and when, in 
advanced age, one found it convenient to retire, the other was not long in 
discovering that it suited him to lay down the fasces 6 also. Oh, it is pleasant, 
as it is rare, to find the same arm linked in yours at forty, which at thirteen 
helped it to turn over the Cicero De Amicitia,7 or some tale of Antique Friend-
ship, which the young heart even then was burning to anticipate!—Co-
2. The record of debates in Parl iament. "Rabidus 
furor": mad rage (Latin). 
3. I . e . , Biographia Literaria. 
4. Thomas Middleton, who was at school with 
Lamb and Coleridge, edited the magazine Country 
Spectator (1792—93) and later became bishop of 
Calcut ta . 
5. T h e Grecians were the small group of superior 
scholars selected to be sent to a university (usually 

Cambridge) on a Christ 's Hospital scholarship. 
6. T h e bundle of rods, serving as the handle of an 
ax, carried before the Roman magistrates as a sym-
bol of office. This is a facet ious reference to the 
birch-rod a schoolmaster habitually carried at a 
t ime when flogging was almost par t of the curric-
u lum. 
7. Cicero's essay On Friendship. 
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Grecian with S. was Th , who has since executed with ability various 
diplomatic functions at the Northern courts. Th was a tall, dark, saturnine 
youth, sparing of speech, with raven locks.—Thomas Fanshaw Middleton fol-
lowed him (now Bishop of Calcutta), a scholar and a gentleman in his teens. 
He has the reputation of an excellent critic; and is author (besides the Country 
Spectator) of a Treatise on the Greek Article, against Sharpe. M. is said to bear 
his miter high in India, where the regni novitas8 (I dare say) sufficientlyjustifies 
the bearing. A humility quite as primitive as that of Jewel or Hooker 9 might 
not be exactly fitted to impress the minds of those Anglo-Asiatic diocesans 
with a reverence for home institutions, and the church which those fathers 
watered. The manners of M. at school, though firm, were mild and unassum-
ing.—Next to M. (if not senior to him) was Richards, author of the Aboriginal 
Britons, the most spirited of the Oxford Prize Poems; a pale, studious Gre-
cian.—Then followed poor S , ill-fated M ! of these the Muse is silent. 1 

Finding some of Edward's race 
Unhappy, pass their annals by. 2 

Come back into memory, like as thou wert in the dayspring of thy fancies, 
with hope like a fiery column before thee—the dark pillar not yet turned— 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge—-Logician, Metaphysician, Rard!—How have I seen 
the casual passer through the cloisters stand still, entranced with admiration 
(while he weighed the disproportion between the speech and the garb of the 
young Mirandola 3), to hear thee unfold, in thy deep and sweet intonations, 
the mysteries of amblichus, or Plotinus 4 (for even in those years thou waxedst 
not pale at such philosophic draughts), or reciting Homer in his Greek, or 
Pindar—while the walls of the old Grey Friars 5 re-echoed to the accents of 
the inspired charity-boy!—Many were the "wit combats" (to dally awhile with 
the words of old Fuller) between him and C. V. Le G , "which two I behold 
like a Spanish great galleon, and an English man-of-war; Master Coleridge, 
like the former, was built far higher in learning, solid, but slow in his perform-
ances. C. V. L., with the English man-of-war, lesser in bulk, but lighter in 
sailing, could turn with all tides, tack about, and take advantage of all winds, 
by the quickness of his wit and invention." 6 

Nor shalt thou, their compeer, be quickly forgotten, Allen, with the cordial 
smile, and still more cordial laugh, with which thou wert wont to make the 
old cloisters shake, in thy cognition of some poignant jest of theirs; or the 
anticipation of some more material, and, peradventure, practical one, of thine 
own. Extinct are those smiles, with that beautiful countenance, with which 
(for thou wert the Nireus formosus7 of the school), in the days of thy maturer 
waggery, thou didst disarm the wrath of infuriated town-damsel, who, 
incensed by provoking pinch, turning tigress-like round, suddenly converted 
by thy angel look, exchanged the half-formed terrible "bl ," for a gentler 
greeting—"bless thy handsome face!" 
8. Newness of the reign (Latin). 
9. Famous divines in the 16th century dur ing the 
early period of the Anglican Church . 
1. Lamb identified these s tudents as Scott , who 
died insane, and Maunde , who was expelled f rom 
the school. 
2. Altered f rom Mat thew Prior's "Carmen Secu-
lare" (1700). "Edward's race": applied to the stu-
dents of Christ 's Hospital, founded by Edward VI. 
3. Pico della Mirandola, the brilliant and charm-
ing humanis t and philosopher of the Italian 
Renaissance. 

4. Neoplatonist philosophers. 
5. Christ 's Hospital was located in buildings that 
had once belonged to the Grey Friars (i.e., Fran-
ciscans). 
6. Lamb adapts to Coleridge and Charles Valen-
tine Le Grice the famous description of the wit 
combats between Shakespeare (the "man-of-war") 
and Ben Jonson (the "great galleon") in Thomas 
Fuller's Worthies of England (1662). 
7. T h e handsome Nireus; a Greek warrior in 
Homer 's Iliad 2. 
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Next follow two, who ought to be now alive, and the friends of Elia—the 
junior Le G and F ; who impelled, the former by a roving temper, the 
latter by too quick a sense of neglect—ill capable of enduring the slights poor 
Sizars 8 are sometimes subject to in our seats of learning—exchanged their 
Alma Mater for the camp; perishing, one by climate, and one on the plains of 
Salamanca: Le G , sanguine, volatile, sweet-natured; F , dogged, faith-
ful, anticipative of insult, warmhearted, with something of the old Roman 
height about him. 

Fine, frank-hearted Fr- , the present master of Hertford, with Marma-
duke T , 9 mildest of missionaries—and both my good friends still—close 
the catalogue of Grecians in my time. 
1820 1823 

Detached Thoughts on Books and Reading1 

To mind the inside of a book is to entertain one's self with the forced 
product of another man's brain. Now I think a man of quality and 
breeding may be much amused with the natural sprouts of his own. 

—Lord Foppington in The Relapse2 

An ingenious acquaintance of my own was so much struck with this bright 
sally of his Lordship, that he has left off reading altogether, to the great 
improvement of his originality. At the hazard of losing some credit on this 
head, I must confess that I dedicate no inconsiderable portion of my time to 
other people's thoughts. I dream away my life in others' speculations. I love 
to lose myself in other men's minds. When I am not walking, I am reading; I 
cannot sit and think. Books think for me. 

I have no repugnances. Shaftesbury is not too genteel for me, nor Jonathan 
Wild too low. 3 I can read any thing which I call a book. There are things in 
that shape which I cannot allow for such. 

In this catalogue of books which are no books—biblia a-biblia—I reckon 
Court Calendars, Directories, Pocket Books, Draught Boards bound and let-
tered at the back, Scientific Treatises, Almanacks, Statutes at Large; the works 
of Hume, Gibbon, Robertson, Beattie, Soamejenyns, and, generally, all those 
volumes which "no gentleman's library should be without": 4 the Histories of 
Flavius Josephus (that learned Jew), and Paley's Moral Philosophy.5 With these 
exceptions, I can read almost any thing. I bless my stars for a taste so catholic, 
so unexcluding. 
8. An undergraduate at Cambridge University 
who receives an allowance f rom the college and 
who in former times was expected in re turn to per-
form certain menial duties. "Le G ": Samuel Le 
Grice, who became an army officer and died in the 
West Indies. "F ": Joseph Favell. 
9. Marmaduke Thompson . "Fr ": Frederick 
William Franklin. 
1. Published in the London Magazine, July 1822, 
and revised for Last Essays of Elia (1833), Lamb's 
essay, al though o f t en tongue in cheek, shrewdly 
challenges the hierarchies the era's reviewers and 
others used to rank different kinds of writing and 
sort out good, tasteful readers from bad. Elia's 
fondness for novels from circulating libraries is as 
unusua l as his willingness to present himself as a 
receptive reader first and an original au thor sec-

ond. For a contrast to his bookishness, see Words-
worth 's "Expostulation and Reply" and "The Tables 
Turned" (pp. 2 5 0 - 5 2 ) . 
2. T h e would-be man of fashion in Sir John Van-
brugh's comedy of 1696, The Relapse. 
3. Two extremes in 18th-century prose: the third 
earl of Shaftesbury (1671—1713), philosopher and 
essayist, and the gang leader who inspired Henry 
Fielding's 1743 cr ime novel Jonathan Wild the 
Great. 
4. Elia's list begins with the types of books sold by 
stationers and ends with those authored by ven-
erated and prolific moralists, philosophers, and 
historians of the 18th century. 
5. Josephus (37—100 C .E . ) , historian of the Jewish 
people; William Paley ( 1 7 4 3 - 1 8 0 5 ) , theologian 
and philosopher. 
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I confess that it moves my spleen to see these things in hooks' clothing 
perched upon shelves, like false saints, usurpers of true shrines, intruders into 
the sanctuary, thrusting out the legitimate occupants. To reach down a well-
bound semblance of a volume, and hope it is some kind-hearted play-book, 
then, opening what "seem its leaves," to come bolt upon a withering Popula-
tion Essay. 6 To expect a Steele, or a Farquhar, and find—Adam Smith. 7 To 
view a well-arranged assortment of blockheaded Encyclopaedias (Anglicanas 
or Metropolitanas) set out in an array of Russia, or Morocco, 8 when a tithe of 
that good leather would comfortably re-clothe my shivering folios; would ren-
ovate Paracelsus himself, and enable old Raymund Lully to look like himself 
again in the world. 9 I never see these impostors, but I long to strip them, to 
warm my ragged veterans in their spoils. 

To be strong-backed and neat-bound is the desideratum of a volume. Mag-
nificence comes after. This, when it can be afforded, is not to be lavished upon 
all kinds of books indiscriminately. I would not dress a set of Magazines, for 
instance, in full suit. The dishabille, 1 or half-binding (with Russia backs ever) 
is our costume. A Shakespeare, or a Milton (unless the first editions), it were 
mere foppery to trick out in gay apparel. The possession of them confers no 
distinction. The exterior of them (the things themselves being so common), 
strange to say, raises no sweet emotions, no tickling sense of property in the 
owner. Thomson's Seasons,2 again, looks best (I maintain it) a little torn, and 
dog's-eared. How beautiful to a genuine lover of reading are the sullied leaves, 
and worn out appearance, nay, the very odour (beyond Russia), if we would 
not forget kind feelings in fastidiousness, of an old "Circulating Library" Tom 
Jones, or Vicar of Wakefield!3 How they speak of the thousand thumbs, that 
have turned over their pages with delight!—of the lone sempstress, whom they 
may have cheered (milliner, or harder-working mantuamaker) 4 after her long 
day's needle-toil, running far into midnight, when she has snatched an hour, 
ill spared from sleep, to steep her cares, as in some Lethean cup, 5 in spelling 
out their enchanting contents! Who would have them a whit less soiled? What 
better condition could we desire to see them in? 

In some respects the better a book is, the less it demands from binding. 
V Fielding, Smollet, Sterne, 6 and all that class of perpetually self-reproductive 

volumes—Great Nature's Stereotypes 7—we see them individually perish with 
less regret, because we know the copies of them to be "eterne." 8 But where a 
book is at once both good and rare—where the individual is almost the species, 
and when that perishes, 

6. Thomas Malthus 's Essay on the Principle of 
Population, first published 1798, had by 1822 been 
through several editions and prompted several 
responses, including ones by Lamb's f r iends God-
win and Hazlitt. 
7. The early-18th-century dramatists Richard 
Steele and George Farquhar , contrasted with the 
author of The Wealth of Nations (1776). 
8. Russia and Morocco are two varieties of leather 
used in book-binding. 
9. Paracelsus ( 1 4 9 3 - 1 5 4 1 ) and Ramon Lull 
(1235—1317), authors with connect ions to 
a lchemy—the search for the philosopher 's stone, 
which could t ransmute base metals into gold, and 
for the elixir of life. 
1. Negligent or casual dress. 
2. James Thomson 's widely read poem of natural 
description, published in 1730. 

3. Novels by Henry Fielding and Oliver Gold-
smith, published in 1748 and 1766. 
4. Milliners were seamstresses specializing in 
bonnet-making; mantua-makers were dressmak-
ers. Mary Lamb, a great reader of novels borrowed 
f rom circulat ing libraries, was a mantua-maker . 
5. The waters of the river Lethe, which flowed 
through Hades , caused forgetfulness. 
6. T h e novelists Tobias Smollett (1721—177I)and 
Laurence Sterne ( 1 7 1 3 - 1 7 6 8 ) . 
7. Refers to the molds that at the start of the 19th 
century had begun to be employed in the printing 
process, considerably enhanc ing the speed and 
efficiency of book product ion. 
8. Lady Macbeth , suggesting the killing of Banquo 
and Fleance; "in them nature 's copy's not e terne" 
(Shakespeare, Macbeth 3.2.39). 
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We know not where is that Promethean torch 
That can its light relumine— 9 

such a book, for instance, as the Life of the Duke of Newcastle, by his Duch-
ess '—no casket is rich enough, no casing sufficiently durable, to honour and 
keep safe such a jewel. 

Not only rare volumes of this description, which seem hopeless ever to be 
reprinted; but old editions of writers, such as Sir Philip Sydney, Bishop Tay-
lor, 2 Milton in his prose-works, Fuller 3—of whom we have reprints, yet the 
books themselves, though they go about, and are talked of here and there, we 
know, have not endenizened themselves (nor possibly ever will) in the national 
heart, so as to become stock books—it is good to possess these in durable and 
costly covers. I do not care for a First Folio of Shakespeare. I rather prefer the 
common editions of Rowe and Tonson, without notes, and with plates, which, 
being so execrably bad, serve as maps, or modest remembrancers, to the text; 
and without pretending to any supposable emulation with it, are so much 
better than the Shakespeare gallery engravings, which did.4 I have a community 
of feeling with my countrymen about his Plays, and 1 like those editions of 
him best, which have been oftenest tumbled about and handled.—On the 
contrary, 1 cannot read Beaumont and Fletcher but in Folio. The Octavo edi-
tions are painful to look at. 5 I have no sympathy with them. If they were as 
much read as the current editions of the other poet, I should prefer them in 
that shape to the older one. I do not know a more heartless sight than the 
reprint of the Anatomy of Melancholy.6 What need was there of unearthing 
the bones of that fantastic old great man, to expose them in a winding-sheet 
of the newest fashion to modern censure? what hapless stationer could dream 
of Burton ever becoming popular?—The wretched Malone could not do worse, 
when he bribed the sexton of Stratford church to let him white-wash the 
painted effigy of old Shakespeare, 7 which stood there, in rude but lively fashion 
depicted, to the very colour of the cheek, the eye, the eye-brow, hair, the very 
dress he used to wear—the only authentic testimony we had, however imper-
fect, of these curious parts and parcels of him. They covered him over with a 
coat of white paint. By , if I had been a justice of peace for Warwickshire, 
I would have clapt both commentator and sexton fast in the stocks, for a pair 
of meddling sacrilegious varlets. 

I think I see them at their work—these sapient trouble-tombs. 
Shall I be thought fantastical, if I confess, that the names of some of our 

poets sound sweeter, and have a finer relish to the ear—to mine, at least— 

9. Cf. Othello's words as he contemplates Des-
demona's murder (Shakespeare, Othello 5.2.12— 
13). 
1. The 1667 biography of her husband by the poet 
and playwright Margaret Cavendish. 
2. Jeremy Taylor (1613—1667), au thor of Holy 
Living a n d Holy Dying. 
3. Anglican clergyman and ant iquarian T h o m a s 
Fuller ( 1 6 0 8 - 1 6 6 1 ) . 
4. Il lustrations by leading English artists were pro-
vided for the deluxe edit ion of Shakespeare issued 
by the pr int seller John Boydell in 1802. Elia favors 
the editions that were prepared by Nicholas Rowe 
and his publisher Jacob Tonson starting in 1709. 
5. Francis Beaumont (1585?—1616) and John 
Fletcher (1579 -1625) , Elizabeth dramatists and 
collaborators: Lamb's folio edit ion of their works is 
also ment ioned in "Old China ." Folio edit ions are 

distinguished f rom octavo by size: folio is the larg-
est fo rmat for books, produced when a full-sized 
printer 's sheet is folded once, whereas an octavo 
book is sized for pages folded so that each is one-
eighth the size of a full sheet. By Lamb's day, book 
formats were to an extent correlated with their 
contents : the more cultural authority granted the 
type of l i terature or the au thor , the larger the for-
mat . 
6. Robert Burton 's vast treatise f rom 1621; there 
was an 1800 reprint . Burton 's unmethodica l , mot-
ley prose, which seemingly broaches a thousand 
topics to take on one, gave Lamb a model for his 
style in the Elia essays. 
7. Shakespeare editor E d m u n d Malone (1741— 
1812). T h e repaint ing of Shakespeare 's bus t 
occurred in 1793. 
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than that of Milton or of Shakespeare? It may be, that the latter are more 
staled and rung upon in common discourse. The sweetest names, and which 
carry a perfume in the mention, are, Kit Marlowe, Drayton, Drummond of 
Hawthornden, and Cowley. 8 

Much depends upon -when and where you read a book. In the five or six 
impatient minutes, before the dinner is quite ready, who would think of taldng 
up the Fairy Queen for a stopgap, or a volume of Bishop Andrewes' sermons? 9 

Milton almost requires a solemn service of music to be played before you 
enter upon him. But he brings his music, to which, who listens, had need 
bring docile thoughts, and purged ears. 

Winter evenings—the world shut out—with less of ceremony the gentle 
Shakespeare enters. At such a season, the Tempest, or his own Winter's Tale— 

These two poets you cannot avoid reading aloud—to yourself, or (as it 
chances) to some single person listening. More than one—and it degenerates 
into an audience. 

Books of quick interest, that hurry on for incidents, are for the eye to glide 
over only. It will not do to read them out. I could never listen to even the 
better kind of modern novels without extreme irksomeness. 

A newspaper, read out, is intolerable. In some of the Bank offices it is the 
custom (to save so much individual time) for one of the clerks—who is the 
best scholar—to commence upon the Times, or the Chronicle, and recite its 
entire contents aloud pro hono publico.' With every advantage of lungs and 
elocution, the effect is singularly vapid. In barbers' shops and public-houses 
a fellow will get up, and spell out a paragraph, which he communicates as 
some discovery. Another follows with his selection. So the entire journal tran-
spires at length by piece-meal. Seldom-readers are slow readers, and, without 
this expedient no one in the company would probably ever travel through the 
contents of a whole paper. 

Newspapers always excite curiosity. No one ever lays one down without a 
feeling of disappointment. 

What an eternal time that gentleman in black, at Nando's, 2 keeps the paper' 
I am sick of hearing the waiter bawling out incessantly, "the Chronicle is in 
hand, Sir." 

Coming in to an inn at night—having ordered your supper—what can be 
more delightful than to find lying in the window-seat, left there time out of 
mind by the carelessness of some former guest—two or three numbers of the 
old Town and Country Magazine, with its amusing tete-a-tete pictures—"The 
Royal Lover and Lady G "; "The Melting Platonic and the old Beau,"— 
and such like antiquated scandal? Would you exchange it—at that time, and 
in that place—for a better book? 

Poor Tobin, who latterly fell blind, did not regret it so much for the weightier 
kinds of reading—the Paradise Lost, or Comus, he could have read to him— 
but he missed the pleasure of skimming over with his own eye a magazine, or 
a light pamphlet. 

I should not care to be caught in the serious avenues of some cathedral 
alone, and reading Candide.3 

I do not remember a more whimsical surprise than having been once 

8. Poet and dramatist Chris topher Marlowe 
(1564-1593) ; poets Michael Drayton ( 1 5 6 3 -
1631), William D r u m m o n d of Hawthornden 
(1585-1649) , and Abraham Cowley (1610-1667) . 
9. Launcelot Andrewes (1551-1626) . 

1. For the common good (Latin). 
2. Cof feehouse in London's Fleet Street. 
3. Voltaire, the author of the satirical Candide, or 
Optimism (1759), was notorious for his freethink-
ing in religious matters. 
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detected—by a familiar damsel—reclined at my ease upon the grass, on Prim-
rose Hill (her Cythera), 4 reading—Pamela. 5 There was nothing in the book to 
make a man seriously ashamed at the exposure; but as she seated herself down 
by me, and seemed determined to read in company, I could have wished it 
had been—any other book. We read on very sociably for a few pages; and, not 
finding the author much to her taste, she got up, and-—went away. Gentle 
casuist, I leave it to thee to conjecture, whether the blush (for there was one 
between us) was the property of the nymph or the swain in this dilemma. From 
me you shall never get the secret. 

I am not much a friend to out-of-doors reading. I cannot settle my spirits 
to it. I knew a Unitarian minister, who was generally to be seen upon Snow-
hill (as yet Skinner's-street was not), between the hours of ten and eleven in 
the morning, studying a volume of Lardner. 6 I own this to have been a strain 
of abstraction beyond my reach. I used to admire how he sidled along, keeping 
clear of secular contacts. An illiterate encounter with a porter's knot, 7 or a 
bread basket, would have quickly put to flight all the theology I am master of, 
and have left me worse than indifferent to the five points. 8 

There is a class of street-readers, whom I can never contemplate without 
affection—the poor gentry, who, not having wherewithal to buy or hire a book, 
filch a little learning at the open stalls—the owner, with his hard eye, casting 
envious looks at them all the while, and thinking when they will have done. 
Venturing tenderly, page after page, expecting every moment when he shall 
interpose his interdict, and yet unable to deny themselves the gratification, 
they "snatch a fearful joy." 9 Martin B in this way, by daily fragments, 
got through two volumes of Clarissa,2 when the stallkeeper damped his laud-
able ambition, by asking him (it was in his younger days) whether he meant 
to purchase the work. M. declares, that under no circumstances of his life did 
he ever peruse a book with half the satisfaction which he took in those uneasy 
snatches. A quaint poetess of our day 3 has moralised upon this subject in two 
very touching but homely stanzas. 

I saw a boy with eager eye 
Open a book upon a stall, 
And read, as he'd devour it all; 
Which when the stall-man did espy, 
Soon to the boy I heard him call, 
"You, Sir, you never buy a book, 
Therefore in one you shall not look." 
The boy pass'd slowly on, and with a sigh 
He wish'd he never had been taught to read, 
Then of the old churl's books he should have had no need. 
Of sufferings the poor have many, 
Which never can the rich annoy: 

4. Greek island sacred to the goddess of love. 
"Primrose Hill": a green space in north London. 
5. Samuel Richardson's 1740 novel in letters 
chronicling the failed seduct ion of a very virtuous 
maidservant. 
6 . Theologian Nathaniel Lardner ( 1 6 8 4 - 1 7 6 8 ) . 
7. The padded yoke a London market porter wore 
to help him carry his burden. 
8. The five points of Calvinist belief: Original Sin, 
Predestination, Irresistible Grace, Part icular 
Redemption, and the Final Perseverance of the 

Saints. 
9. Cf. the description of schoolboys' play in Tho-
mas Gray's 1742 "Ode on a Distant Prospect of 
Eton College" (line 40). 
1. The Lambs' f r iend Martin Burney, nephew of 
the novelist Frances Burney. 
2. A million-word novel, Samuel Richardson's 
Clarissa ( 1747 -48 ) took up seven volumes. 
3. Mary Lamb. The poem had appeared earlier in 
the Lambs' Poetry for Children (1809). 
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I soon perceiv'd another boy, 
Who look'd as if he'd not had any 
Food, for that day at least—enjoy 
The sight of cold meat in a tavern larder. 
This boy's case, then thought I, is surely harder, 
Thus hungry, longing, thus without a penny, 
Beholding choice of dainty-dressed meat: 
No wonder if he wish he ne'er had learn'd to eat. 

1822 1833 

Old China 

I have an almost feminine partiality for old china. When I go to see any 
great house, I inquire for the china closet, and next for the picture gallery. I 
cannot defend the order of preference, but by saying that we have all some 
taste or other, of too ancient a date to admit of our remembering distinctly 
that it was an acquired one. I can call to mind the first play, and the first 
exhibition, that I was taken to; but I am not conscious of a time when china 
jars and saucers were introduced into my imagination. 

I had no repugnance then—why should I now have?—to those little, lawless, 
azure-tinctured grotesques, that under the notion of men and women float 
about, uncircumscribed by any element, in that world before perspective—a 
china teacup. 

I like to see my old friends—whom distance cannot diminish—figuring 
up in the air (so they appear to our optics), yet on terra firma still—for so 
we must in courtesy interpret that speck of deeper blue, which the decorous 
artist, to prevent absurdity, had made to spring up beneath their sandals. 

I love the men with women's faces, and the women, if possible, with still 
more womanish expressions. 

Here is a young and courtly mandarin, handing tea to a lady from a salver— 
two miles off. See how distance seems to set off respect! And here the same 
lady, or another—for likeness is identity on teacups—is stepping into a little 
fairy boat, moored on the hither side of this calm garden river, with a dainty 
mincing foot, which in a right angle of incidence (as angles go in our world) 
must infallibly land her in the midst of a flowery mead—a furlong off on the 
other side of the same strange stream! 

Farther on—if far or near can be predicated of their world—see horses, 
trees, pagodas, dancing the hays. 1 

Here—a cow and rabbit couchant, 2 and coextensive—so objects show, seen 
through the lucid atmosphere of fine Cathay. 3 

I was pointing out to my cousin last evening, over our Hyson 4 (which we 
are old-fashioned enough to drink unmixed still of an afternoon), some of these 
speciosa miracula5 upon a set of extraordinary old blue china (a recent pur-
chase) which we were now for the first time using; and could not help remark-
ing how favorable circumstances had been to us of late years that we could 
afford to please the eye sometimes with trifles of this sort—when a passing 

1. An English country dance. 
2. Lying down with the head raised (term from 
heraldry). 

3. The old European name for China . 
4. A Chinese green tea. 
5. Shining wonders (Latin). 
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sentiment seemed to overshade the brows of my companion. I am quick at 
detecting these summer clouds in Bridget. 6 

"I wish the good old times would come again," she said, "when we were not 
quite so rich. I do not mean that I want to be poor; but there was a middle 
state"—so she was pleased to ramble on—"in which I am sure we were a great 
deal happier. A purchase is but a purchase, now that you have money enough 
and to spare. Formerly it used to be a triumph. When we coveted a cheap 
luxury (and, O! how much ado I had to get you to consent in those times!)— 
we were used to have a debate two or three days before, and to weigh the for 
and against, and think what we might spare it out of, and what saving we could 
hit upon, that should be an equivalent. A thing was worth buying then, when 
we felt the money that we paid for it. 

"Do you remember the brown suit, which you made to hang upon you, till 
all your friends cried shame upon you, it grew so threadbare—and all because 
of that folio Beaumont and Fletcher, 7 which you dragged home late at night 
from Barker's in Covent Garden? Do you remember how we eyed it for weeks 
before we could make up our minds to the purchase, and had not come to a 
determination till it was near ten o'clock of the Saturday night, when you set 
off from Islington, 8 fearing you should be too late—and when the old book-
seller with some grumbling opened his shop, and by the twinkling taper (for 
he was setting bedwards) lighted out the relic from his dusty treasures—and 
when you lugged it home, wishing it were twice as cumbersome—and when 
you presented it to me—and when we were exploring the perfectness of it 
(collating, you called it)—and while I was repairing some of these loose leaves 
with paste, which your impatience would not suffer to be left till daybreak— 
was there no pleasure in being a poor man? or can those neat black clothes 
which you wear now, and are so careful to keep brushed, since we have become 
rich and finical, give you half the honest vanity with which you flaunted it 
about in that overworn suit—your old corbeau 9 —for four or five weeks longer 
than you should have done, to pacify your conscience for the mighty sum of 
fifteen—or sixteen shillings was it?—a great affair we thought it then—which 
you had lavished on the old folio. Now you can afford to buy any book that 
pleases you, but I do not see that you ever bring me home any nice old pur-
chases now. 

"When you came home with twenty apologies for laying out a less number 
of shillings upon that print after Leonardo, 1 which we christened the 'Lady 
Blanch'; when you looked at the purchase, and thought of the money—and 
thought of the money, and looked again at the picture—was there no pleasure 
in being a poor man? Now, you have nothing to do but to walk into Colnaghi's, 2 

and buy a wilderness of Leonardos. Yet do you? 
"Then, do you remember our pleasant walks to Enfield, and Potter's Bar, 

and Waltham, 3 when we had a holiday—holidays, and all other fun, are gone 
now we are rich—and the little hand-basket in which I used to deposit our 

6. In Lamb's essays, his name for his sister, Mary. 
7. The Elizabethan dramatic collaborators, whose 
plays were first collected in a large folio volume in 
1647. 
8. In the north of London, where the Lambs had 
been living. 
9. A dark green cloth, almost black (hence its 
name, the French for raven). 
1. Leonardo da Vinci ( 1 4 5 2 - 1 519), the great Ital-
ian painter. The paint ing is the one known as Mod-
esty and Vanity. 

2. Colnaghi was a London print seller. In the issue 
of the London Magazine in which "Old China" first 
appeared, the artist Thomas Griffi ths Wainewright 
(using the signature "C. van Vinkboom") works 
some advice for Colnaghi into his essay: namely, 
to immediately "import a few impressions . . . of 
those beaut i fu l plates f rom Da Vinci," including 
"Miss Lamb's favourite, 'Lady Blanche, ' " as he 
foresees that this issue "will occasion a consider-
able call for them." 
3. All three are suburbs to the nor th of London. 
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day's fare of savory cold lamb and salad—and how you would pry about at 
noontide for some decent house, where we might go in and produce our 
store—only paying for the ale that you must call for—and speculate upon the 
looks of the landlady, and whether she was likely to allow us a tablecloth— 
and wish for such another honest hostess as Izaak Walton has described many 
a one on the pleasant banks of the Lea, when he went-fishing—and sometimes 
they would prove obliging enough, and sometimes they would look grudgingly 
upon us—but we had cheerful looks still for one another, and would eat our 
plain food savorily, scarcely grudging Piscator 4 his Trout Hall? Now—when 
we go out a day's pleasuring, which is seldom, moreover, we ride part of the 
way—and go into a fine inn, and order the best of dinners, never debating the 
expense-—which, after all, never has half the relish of those chance country 
snaps, 5 when we were at the mercy of uncertain usage and a precarious 
welcome. 

"You are too proud to see a play anywhere now but in the pit. Do you 
remember where it was we used to sit, when we saw the Battle of Hexham, 
and the Surrender of Calais,6 and Bannister and Mrs. Bland in the Children 
in the Wood'—when we squeezed out our shillings apiece to sit three or four 
times in a season in the one-shilling gallery—where you felt all the time that 
you ought not to have brought me-—and more strongly I felt obligation to you 
for having brought me—and the pleasure was the better for a little shame— 
and when the curtain drew up, what cared we for our place in the house, or 
what mattered it where we were sitting, when our thoughts were with Rosalind 
in Arden, or with Viola at the Court of Ilyria. 8 You used to say that the gallery 
was the best place of all for enjoying a play socially—that the relish of such 
exhibitions must be in proportion to the infrequency of going—that the com-
pany we met there, not being in general readers of plays, were obliged to attend 
the more, and did attend, to what was going on, on the stage—because a word 
lost would have been a chasm, which it was impossible for them to fill up. 
With such reflections we consoled our pride then—and I appeal to you 
whether, as a woman, I met generally with less attention and accommodation 
than I have done since in more expensive situations in the house? The getting 
in indeed, and the crowding up those inconvenient staircases, was bad 
enough—but there was still a law of civility to woman recognized to quite as 
great an extent as we ever found in the other passages—and how a little dif-
ficulty overcome heightened the snug seat and the play, afterwards! Now we 
can only pay our money and walk in. You cannot see, you say, in the galleries 
now. 1 am sure we saw, and heard too, well enough then—but sight, and all, 
I think, is gone with our poverty. 

"There was pleasure in eating strawberries, before they became quite 
common—in the first dish of peas, while they were yet dear—to have them 
for a nice supper, a treat. What treat can we have now? If we were to treat 
ourselves now—that is, to have dainties a little above our means, it would be 
selfish and wicked. It is the very little more that we allow ourselves beyond 
what the actual poor can get at that makes what I call a treat—when two 
people living together, as we have done, now and then indulge themselves in 
a cheap luxury, which both like; while each apologizes, and is willing to take 

4. The fisherman in Izaak Walton 's Complete 
Angler (1653). 
5. Snacks. 
6. Comedies by George Colman (1762—1836). 

7. By Thomas Morton ( 1 7 6 4 - 1 8 3 8 ) . 
8. Rosalind in Shakespeare 's As You Like It and 
Viola in his Twelfth Night. 
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both halves of the blame to his single share. I see no harm in people making 
much of themselves, in that sense of the word. It may give them a hint how 
to make much of others. But now—what I mean by the word—we never do 
make much of ourselves. None but the poor can do it. I do not mean the 
veriest poor of all, but persons as we were, just above poverty. 

"I know what you were going to say, that it is mighty pleasant at the end of 
the year to make all meet—and much ado we used to have every Thirty-first 
Night of December to account for our exceedings—many a long face did you 
make over your puzzled accounts, and in contriving to make it out how we 
had spent so much—or that we had not spent so much—or that it was impos-
sible we should spend so much next year—and still we found our slender 
capital decreasing—but then, betwixt ways, and projects, and compromises of 
one sort or another, and talk of curtailing this charge, and doing without that 
for the future—and the hope that youth brings, and laughing spirits (in which 
you were never poor till now), we pocketed up our loss, and in conclusion, 
with 'lusty brimmers' (as you used to quote it out of hearty cheerful Mr. Cot-
ton,9 as you called him), we used to welcome in 'the coming guest.' Now we 
have no reckoning at all at the end of the old year—no flattering promises 
about the new year doing better for us." 

Bridget is so sparing of her speech on most occasions that when she gets 
into a rhetorical vein, I am careful how I interrupt it. I could not help, however, 
smiling at the phantom of wealth which her dear imagination had conjured 
up out of a clear income of poor hundred pounds a year. "It is true we 
were happier when we were poorer, but we were also younger, my cousin. I 
am afraid we must put up with the excess, for if we were to shake the superflux 
into the sea, we should not much mend ourselves. That we had much to 
struggle with, as we grew up together, we have reason to be most thankful. It 
strengthened and knit our compact closer. We could never have been what 
we have been to each other, if we had always had the sufficiency which you 
now complain of. The resisting power—those natural dilations of the youthful 
spirit, which circumstances cannot straiten—with us are long since passed 
away. Competence to age is supplementary youth, a sorry supplement indeed, 
but I fear the best that is to be had. We must ride where we formerly walked: 
live better and lie softer—and shall be wise to do so—than we had means to 
do in those good old days you speak of. Yet could those days return—could 
you and 1 once more walk our thirty miles a day—could Bannister and Mrs. 
Bland again be young, and you and I be young to see them—could the good 
old one-shilling gallery days return—they are dreams, my cousin, now—but 
could you and I at this moment, instead of this quiet argument, by our well-
carpeted fireside, sitting on this luxurious sofa—be once more struggling up 
those inconvenient staircases, pushed about, and squeezed, and elbowed by 
the poorest rabble of poor gallery scramblers—could I once more hear those 
anxious shrieks of yours—and the delicious Thank God, we are safe, which 
always followed when the topmost stair, conquered, let in the first light of the 
whole cheerful theater down beneath us—I know not the fathom line that 
ever touched a descent so deep as I would be willing to bury more wealth in 
than Croesus had, or the great Jew R 1 is supposed to have, to purchase 

9. Charles Cot ton ( 1 6 3 0 - 1 6 8 7 ) , a favorite poet of 
Lamb's. The quotat ions are f rom his poem "The 
New Year." "Lusty brimmers": glasses filled to the 
brim. 

I . Na than Meyer Rothschild ( 1 7 7 7 - 1 8 3 6 ) found-
ed the English b ranch of the great European bank-
ing house. 
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it. And now do just look at that merry little Chinese waiter holding an umbrella, 
big enough for a bed-tester, 2 over the head of that pretty insipid half Madon-
naish chit of a lady in that very blue summerhouse." 
1823 1823 
2. Bed canopy. 

JANE AUSTEN 
1 7 7 5 - 1 8 1 7 

Although nowadays her portrait adorns coffee mugs and T-shirts, and journalists, 
making much of the movie adaptations of her novels, like to imagine her as the center 
of attention at Hollywood parties, Jane Austen spent her short, secluded life away 
from the spotlight. Other members of her large family—she was one of eight children 
born to an Anglican clergyman and his wife—appear to have lived more in the world 
and closer to this turbulent period's great events than she did. Two brothers fought 
as naval officers in the Napoleonic War; another became the banker to the flashy 
London set of the prince regent; her cousin Eliza, born in India, wed a captain in the 
French army who perished by the guillotine. Austen, however, spent most of her life 
in Hampshire, the same rural area of southern England in which she was born. Her 
formal education was limited to a short time at boarding school. Otherwise she and 
her beloved sister Cassandra had to scramble, like most girls of their class, into what 
education they could while at home and amidst their father's books. As neither Austen 
daughter married, home was where these two remained the whole of their adult lives. 

Jane Austen turned down a proposal of marriage in 1802, possibly intuiting how 
difficult it would be to combine authorship with life as a wife, mother, and gentry 
hostess. She had started writing at the age of twelve, for her family's amusement and 
her own, and in 1797 began sending work to publishers in London. At that stage they 
were for the most part unreceptive. In 1803 one paid £10 for the copyright of the 
novel we know as Northanger Abbey, but then declined to publish it, so that Austen 
had at last, after tangled negotiations, to buy it back. Finally she published Sense and 
Sensibility (1811) at her own expense, then Pride and Prejudice (1813) and Mansfield 
Park (1814). Next—by this time under the prestigious auspices of John Murray, who 
was also Byron's publisher—came Emma (1816) and, posthumously, after Austen's 
death at forty-one, Persuasion and a revised version of Northanger Abbey (both 1818). 
The Austen name was never publicly associated with any of these books, whose dis-
creet title pages merely identified "a lady" as the author (though, as was also the case 
with Scott's Waverley novels, success made Austen's authorship an open secret). The 
modesty of that signature, however, is belied by the assurance of Austen's narrative 
voice, the confidence with which (to adapt the famous first sentence of Pride and 
Prejudice) it subjects "truths universally acknowledged" to witty critical scrutiny. 

The six novels are all, in Austen's words, "pictures of domestic life in country 
villages." The world they depict might seem provincial and insular. For the most part 
the working classes are absent or present only as silent servants; the soldiers and 
sailors who were protecting England from Napoleon are presented mainly as welcome 
additions to a ball. Yet the novels also document with striking detail how, within those 
country villages, the boundaries that had formerly defined the category of "the gen-
tleman" were becoming permeable under the influence of the changes wrought by 
revolution and war, and how competition for social status was becoming that much 
fiercer. Through their heroines, readers can see, as well, how harshly the hard facts 
of economic life bore down on gentlewomen during this period when a lady's security 
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depended on her making a good marriage. The conundrum at the center of the fiction 
is whether such a marriage can be compatible with the independence of mind and 
moral integrity that Austen, like her heroines, cherishes. 

Austen also wrote so as to explore what the novel form could be and do. Along with 
the reviewers of the time, she criticized the form, but unlike them, she did so to 
perfect it. With striking flexibility the new narrative voice that she introduced into 
novel writing shifts back and forth between a romantic point of view and an irony 
that reminds us of romance's limits—that reminds us that romance features its own 
sort of provincialism. At the same time Austen also distanced the novel form from 
the didactic agenda cultivated by her many contemporaries who were convinced that 
the only respectable fiction was the antiromance that weaned its readers of their 
romantic expectations. Her delight in mocking their preachy fictions is not only evi-
dent in the parodies that she wrote in the 1790s (including Love and Friendship, a 
forerunner of George Eliot's "Silly Novels by Lady Novelists") but is a feature of her 
mature novels, which as a rule conclude in ways that deviate quite flagrantly from 
the patterns of rewards and punishment a moralist might prefer. "I leave it to be 
settled by whomsoever it may concern," the narrator of Northanger Abbey declares in 
a parting shot, and in characteristic epigrammatic style, "whether the tendency of 
this work be altogether to recommend parental tyranny, or reward filial disobedience." 
"[Pictures of perfection," Austen wrote in a letter, "make me sick and wicked." 

Austen's example is so central to what the novel as a form has become that it can 
be difficult from our present-day vantage point to recognize the iconoclasm in her 
depictions of the undervalued business of everyday life. It can be hard to see how 
much her originality—her creation of characters who are both ordinary and unfor-
gettable, her accounts of how they change—challenged her contemporaries' expec-
tations about novels' plots, setting, and characterization. Her dissent from those 
expectations is palpable, however, in a "Plan of a Novel, According to Hints from 
Various Quarters," the satire Austen wrote after Emma, and which assembles the 
various "hints" she had received from well-wishers about what she should write next. 
The immediate occasion for the "Plan" was the series of letters Austen received from 
the Reverend James Stanier Clarke, librarian to the prince regent, who having con-
veyed to her the prince's wish that Emma should be dedicated to him, continued the 
correspondence so as to suggest topics that Austen should engage for the next novel— 
in particular, a historical romance about the royal house of Saxe Cobourg. Austen in 
reply affirmed the comic spirit of all her works: "I could not sit seriously down to 
write a serious Romance under any other motive than to save my Life, and if it were 
indispensable for me to keep it up and never relax into laughing at myself or other 
people, I am sure I should be hung before I had finished the first Chapter." 

Love and Friendship This work, an anarchic parody written when the 
author was fourteen, puts front and center Austen's gifts for ironic assassination and 
her sharp-eyed sense of the preachiness not simply of her period's moralists but more 
particularly of her period's rebels against orthodox morality. In this miniaturized novel 
in letters, Austen constructs a world whose inhabitants are absurdly faithful to codes 
of conduct they extract from their readings of novels in letters. The protagonists of 
Love and Friendship are energetic students of the cliches of fashionable sentimen-
talism. They adore Nature, like many poets favoring the romantic Scottish Highlands 
and picturesque Wales; they know that free spirits, true radicals, should elevate the 
dictates of the heart over the head. The young Austen calls attention to the messages 
about gender roles embedded in novel writers' celebrations of the strong feelings that 
make heroines swoon. She shares Wollstonecraft's impatience with how, as the latter 
put it in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (see p. 170), the culture makes women 
slaves to their emotions—"blown about by every momentary gust of feeling." This 
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work is usually classified among Austen's juvenilia, but it has the worldliness and 
bravado we expect from a much older author. 

Our text modernizes the irregular spelling and, to a lesser extent, the punctuation 
of the manuscript, which Austen titled "Love and Freindship." 

Love and Friendship 
A Novel in a Series of Letters 

"Deceived in Friendship & Betrayed in Love" 

LETTER THE FIRST From Isabel to Laura 
How often, in answer to my repeated entreaties that you would give my 

daughter a regular detail of the misfortunes and adventures of your life, have 
you said "No, my friend, never will I comply with your request till I may be 
no longer in danger of again experiencing such dreadful ones." Surely that 
time is now at hand. You are this day fifty-five. If a woman may ever be said 
to be in safety from the determined perseverance of disagreeable lovers and 
the cruel persecutions of obstinate fathers, surely it must be at such a time of 
life. 

Isabel 

LETTER THE SECOND Laura to Isabel 
Although I cannot agree with you in supposing that I shall never again be 

exposed to misfortunes as unmerited as those I have already experienced, yet 
to avoid the imputation of obstinacy or ill nature, I will gratify the curiosity of 
your daughter; and may the fortitude with which I have suffered the many 
afflictions of my past life prove to her a useful lesson for the support of those 
which may befall her in her own. 

Laura 

LETTER THE THIRD Laura to Marianne 
As the daughter of my most intimate friend I think you entitled to that 

knowledge of my unhappy story, which your mother has so often solicited me 
to give you. My father was a native of Ireland and an inhabitant of Wales; my 
mother was the natural daughter of a Scotch peer by an Italian opera-girl1— 
I was born in Spain and received my education at a convent in France. 

When I had reached my eighteenth year I was recalled by my parents to my 
paternal roof in Wales. Our mansion was situated in one of the most romantic 
parts of the vale of Usk.2 Though my charms are now considerably softened 
and somewhat impaired by the misfortunes I have undergone, I was once 
beautiful. But lovely as I was, the graces of my person were the least of my 
perfections. Of every accomplishment3 accustomary to my sex, I was mistress. 
When in the convent, my progress had always exceeded my instructions, my 

1. Illegitimate daughter of a Scottish nobleman 
and a woman who danced in the ballet corps of an 
opera company. 
2. River valley in south Wales that had been cel-
ebrated by William Gilpin in his handbook for 
tourists in quest of picturesque scenes, Observa-
tions on the River Wye (1782). See "Tintern Abbey, 

Tourism, and Romantic Landscape" at Norton Lit-
erature Online. 
3. Central to the curriculum of female education, 
"accomplishments" were the skills in music, dance, 
and drawing that were supposed to make young 
ladies better companions for their future hus-
bands. 
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acquirements had been wonderful for my age, and I had shortly surpassed my 
masters. 

In my mind, every virtue that could adorn it was centered; it was the ren-
dezvous of every good quality and of every noble sentiment. 

A sensibility4 too tremblingly alive to every affliction of my friends, my 
acquaintance, and particularly to every affliction of my own, was my only fault, 
if a fault it could be called. Alas! how altered now! Though indeed my own 
misfortunes do not make less impression on me than they ever did, yet now I 
never feel for those of an other. My accomplishments too, begin to fade—I 
can neither sing so well nor dance so gracefully as I once did—and I have 
entirely forgot the Minuet Dela Cour.5 

Adieu. 
Laura 

LETTER THE FOURTH Laura to Marianne 
Our neighbourhood was small, for it consisted only of your mother. She 

may probably have already told you that, being left by her parents in indigent 
circumstances, she had retired into Wales on economical motives. There it 
was our friendship first commenced. Isabel was then one and twenty—Though 
pleasing both in her person and manners (between ourselves) she never 
possessed the hundredth part of my beauty or accomplishments. Isabel had 
seen the world. She had passed two years at one of the first boarding schools 
in London, had spent a fortnight in Bath,6 and had supped one night in 
Southampton.7 

"Beware, my Laura, (she would often say) beware of the insipid vanities and 
idle dissipations of the metropolis of England; beware of the unmeaning lux-
uries of Bath and of the stinking fish of Southampton." 

"Alas! (exclaimed I) how am I to avoid those evils I shall never be exposed 
to? What probability is there of my ever tasting the dissipations of London, 
the luxuries of Bath, or the stinking fish of Southampton? I who am doomed 
to waste my days of youth and beauty in an humble cottage in the vale of Usk." 

Ah! little did I then think I was ordained so soon to quit that humble cottage 
for the deceitful pleasures of the world. 

Adieu. 
Laura 

LETTER THE FIFTH Laura to Marianne 
One evening in December as my father, my mother, and myself were 

arranged in social converse round our fireside, we were on a sudden greatly 
astonished by hearing a violent knocking on the outward door of our rustic 
cot.8 

My father started—"What noise is that?" (said he.) "It sounds like a loud 

4. Sensibility, as a term designating the individ-
ual's capacity for sensitive emotional reaction, was 
celebrated in much late-18th-century literature at 
the same time that it was studied in medicine, 
investigations of the human nervous system espe-
cially. Sensibility was often linked to sympathy— 
the ability to enter into the feelings of another per-
son—and hence to pity and benevolence, and was 
in this context assessed as a source of social har-

mony. 
5. Literally, the court minuet—the stately formal 
dance that in the 18th century would begin a ball 
and be followed by livelier country dances. 
6. Fashionable spa town in the west of England. 
7. Port town in the south of England, in Austen's 
home county of Hampshire. 
8. Cottage. 
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rapping at the door"—(replied my mother.) "It does indeed." (cried I.) "I am 
of your opinion; (said my father) it certainly does appear to proceed from some 
uncommon violence exerted against our unoffending door." "Yes, (exclaimed 
I) I cannot help thinking it must be somebody who knocks for admittance." 

"That is another point (replied he;) We must not pretend to determine on 
what motive the person may knock—though that someone does rap at the door, 
I am partly convinced." 

Here, a second tremendous rap interrupted my father in his speech and 
somewhat alarmed my mother and me. 

"Had we not better go and see who it is? (said she) The servants are out." 
"I think we had." (replied I.) "Certainly, (added my father) by all means." "Shall 
we go now?" (said my mother.) "The sooner the better." (answered he). "Oh! 
let no time be lost." (cried I.) 

A third more violent rap than ever again assaulted our ears. "I am certain 
there is somebody knocking at the door." (said my mother.) "I think there 
must," (replied my father) "I fancy the servants are returned; (said I) I think 
I hear Mary going to the door." "I'm glad of it (cried my father) for I long to 
know who it is." 

I was right in my conjecture; for Mary instantly entering the room informed 
us that a young gentleman and his servant were at the door, who had lost their 
way, were very cold, and begged leave to warm themselves by our fire. 

"Won't you admit them?" (said I) "You have no objection, my dear?" (said 
my Father.) "None in the world." (replied my mother.) 

Mary, without waiting for any further commands, immediately left the room 
and quickly returned, introducing the most beauteous and amiable youth I 
had ever beheld. The servant, she kept to herself. 

My natural sensibility had already been greatly affected by the sufferings of 
the unfortunate stranger, and no sooner did I first behold him, than I felt that 
on him the happiness or misery of my future life must depend. 

Adieu. 
Laura 

LETTER THE SIXTH Laura to Marianne 
The noble youth informed us that his name was Lindsay—for particular 

reasons, however, I shall conceal it under that of Talbot. He told us that he 
was the son of an English baronet,9 that his mother had been many years no 
more, and that he had a sister of the middle size. "My father (he continued) 
is a mean and mercenary wretch—it is only to such particular friends as this 
dear party that I would thus betray his failings. Your virtues, my amiable Poly-
dore (addressing himself to my father), yours, dear Claudia, and yours, my 
charming Laura, call on me to repose in you my confidence." We bowed. "My 
Father, seduced by the false glare of fortune and the deluding pomp of title, 
insisted on my giving my hand to Lady Dorothea. No, never, exclaimed I. Lady 
Dorothea is lovely and engaging; I prefer no woman to her; but, know sir, that 
I scorn to marry her in compliance with your wishes. No! Never shall it be 
said that I obliged my father." 

We all admired the noble manliness of his reply. He continued. 
"Sir Edward was surprised; he had perhaps little expected to meet with so 

9. A baronet, a member of the lower aristocracy, is entitled to be called "Sir" and can pass on his title to 
his son. 
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spirited an opposition to his will. 'Where, Edward, in the name of wonder (said 
he) did you pick up this unmeaning gibberish? You have been studying novels, 
I suspect.' I scorned to answer: it would have been beneath my dignity. I 
mounted my horse and, followed by my faithful William, set forwards for my 
aunt's." 

"My father's house is situated in Bedfordshire, my aunt's in Middlesex, 
and, though I flatter myself with being a tolerable proficient in geography, I 
know not how it happened, but I found myself entering this beautiful vale, 
which I find is in South Wales, when I had expected to have reached my 
aunt's."1 

"After having wandered some time on the banks of the Usk without knowing 
which way to go, I began to lament my cruel destiny in the bitterest and most 
pathetic manner. It was now perfectly dark, not a single star was there to direct 
my steps, and I know not what might have befallen me, had I not at length 
discerned through the solemn gloom that surrounded me a distant light, 
which, as I approached it, I discovered to be the cheerful blaze of your fire. 
Impelled by the combination of misfortunes under which I laboured, namely 
fear, cold, and hunger, I hesitated not to ask admittance, which at length I 
have gained; and now, my adorable Laura (continued he, taking my hand), 
when may I hope to receive that reward of all the painful sufferings I have 
undergone during the course of my attachment to you, to which I have ever 
aspired? Oh! when will you reward me with yourself?" 

"This instant, dear and amiable Edward." (replied I.) We were immediately 
united by my father, who though he had never taken orders had been bred to 
the church.2 

Adieu. 
Laura 

L E T T E R THE SEVENTH Laura to Marianne 
We remained but a few days after our marriage in the vale of Usk. After 

taking an affecting farewell of my father, my mother, and my Isabel, I accom-
panied Edward to his aunt's in Middlesex. Philippa received us both with every 
expression of affectionate love. My arrival was indeed a most agreeable sur-
prise to her, as she had not only been totally ignorant of my marriage with her 
nephew, but had never even had the slightest idea of there being such a person 
in the world. 

Augusta, the sister of Edward, was on a visit to her when we arrived. I found 
her exactly what her brother had described her to b e — o f the middle size. She 
received me with equal surprise, though not with equal cordiality, as Philippa. 
There was a disagreeable coldness and forbidding reserve in her reception of 
me which was equally distressing and unexpected. None of that interesting 
sensibility or amiable sympathy in her manners and address to me which 
should have distinguished our introduction to each other. Her language was 
neither warm, nor affectionate, her expressions of regard were neither ani-
mated nor cordial; her arms were not opened to receive me to her heart, 
though my own were extended to press her to mine. 

A short conversation between Augusta and her brother, which I accidentally 

1. Bedfordshire is in the eastern midlands of 
England; Middlesex is just northwest of London; 
and south Wales is many miles to the southwest of 

both. 
2. Laura's father has never been ordained. This 
marriage is not legal. 
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overheard, increased my dislike to her, and convinced me that her heart was 
no more formed for the soft ties of love than for the endearing intercourse of 
friendship. 

"But do you think that my father will ever be reconciled to this imprudent 
connection?" (said Augusta.) 

"Augusta (replied the noble youth) I thought you had a better opinion of 
me, than to imagine I would so abjectly degrade myself as to consider my 
father's concurrence in any of my affairs, either of consequence or concern 
to me. Tell me, Augusta, tell me with sincerity; did you ever know me consult 
his inclinations or follow his advice in the least trifling particular since the 
age of fifteen?" 

"Edward (replied she) you are surely too diffident in your own praise. Since 
you were fifteen only!—My dear brother, since you were five years old, I 
entirely acquit you of ever having willingly contributed to the satisfaction of 
your father. But still I am not without apprehensions of your being shortly 
obliged to degrade yourself in your own eyes by seeking a support for your wife 
in the generosity of Sir Edward." 

"Never, never, Augusta, will I so demean myself, (said Edward). Support! 
What support will Laura want which she can receive from him?" 

"Only those very insignificant ones of victuals and drink." (answered she.) 
"Victuals and drink! (replied my husband in a most nobly contemptuous 

manner) and dost thou then imagine that there is no other support for an 
exalted mind (such as is my Laura's) than the mean and indelicate employment 
of eating and drinking?" 

"None that I know of so efficacious." (returned Augusta). 
"And did you then never feel the pleasing pangs of love, Augusta? (replied 

my Edward). Does it appear impossible to your vile and corrupted palate to 
exist on love? Can you not conceive the luxury of living in every distress that 
poverty can inflict, with the object of your tenderest affection?" 

"You are too ridiculous (said Augusta) to argue with; perhaps, however, you 
may in time be convinced that. . . ." 

Here I was prevented from hearing the remainder of her speech, by the 
appearance of a very handsome young woman, who was ushered into the room 
at the door of which I had been listening. On hearing her announced by the 
name of "Lady Dorothea," I instantly quitted my post and followed her into 
the parlour, for I well remembered that she was the lady proposed as a wife 
for my Edward by the cruel and unrelenting baronet. 

Although Lady Dorothea's visit was nominally to Philippa and Augusta, yet 
I have some reason to imagine that (acquainted with the marriage and arrival 
of Edward) to see me was a principal motive to it. 

I soon perceived that, though lovely and elegant in her person and though 
easy and polite in her address, she was of that inferior order of beings with 
regard to delicate feeling, tender sentiments, and refined sensibility, of which 
Augusta was one. 

She stayed but half an hour and neither, in the course of her visit, confided 
to me any of her secret thoughts, nor requested me to confide in her any of 
mine. You will easily imagine therefore, my dear Marianne, that I could not 
feel any ardent affection or very sincere attachment for Lady Dorothea. 

Adieu. 
Laura 
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LETTER THE EIGHTH Laura to Marianne, in continuation 
Lady Dorothea had not left us long before another visitor, as unexpected a 

one as her Ladyship, was announced. It was Sir Edward, who, informed by 
Augusta of her brother's marriage, came doubtless to reproach him for having 
dared to unite himself to me without his knowledge. But Edward, foreseeing 
his design, approached him with heroic fortitude as soon as he entered the 
room, and addressed him in the following manner. 

"Sir Edward, I know the motive of your journey here—You come with the 
base design of reproaching me for having entered into an indissoluble engage-
ment with my Laura without your consent—But, Sir, I glory in the act—. It 
is my greatest boast that I have incurred the displeasure of my father!" 

So saying, he took my hand and, whilst Sir Edward, Philippa, and Augusta 
were doubtless reflecting with admiration on his undaunted bravery, led me 
from the parlour to his father's carriage, which yet remained at the door and 
in which we were instantly conveyed from the pursuit of Sir Edward. 

The postilions3 had at first received orders only to take the London road; as 
soon as we had sufficiently reflected, however, we ordered them to drive to 
M ., the seat of Edward's most particular friend, which was but a few miles 
distant. 

At M . we arrived in a few hours; and on sending in our names were 
immediately admitted to Sophia, the wife of Edward's friend. After having been 
deprived during the course of three weeks of a real friend (for such I term 
your mother), imagine my transports at beholding one, most truly worthy of 
the name. Sophia was rather above the middle size; most elegantly formed. A 
soft languor spread over her lovely features, but increased their beauty.—It 
was the characteristic of her mind—. She was all sensibility and feeling. We 
flew into each other's arms and, after having exchanged vows of mutual friend-
ship for the rest of our lives, instantly unfolded to each other the most inward 
secrets of our hearts—. We were interrupted in this delightful employment by 
the entrance of Augustus (Edward's friend), who was just returned from a 
solitary ramble. 

Never did I see such an affecting scene as was the meeting of Edward and 
Augustus. 

"My life! my soul!" (exclaimed the former) "My adorable angel!" (replied the 
latter) as they flew into each other's arms. It was too pathetic for the feelings 
of Sophia and myself—We fainted alternately on a sofa.4 

Adieu. 
Laura 

LETTER THE NINTH From the same to the same 
Towards the close of the day we received the following letter from Philippa. 

Sir Edward is greatly incensed by your abrupt departure; he has taken back 
Augusta with him to Bedfordshire. Much as I wish to enjoy again your charm-
ing society, I cannot determine to snatch you from that of such dear and 

3. The servants mounted on and guiding the 
horses that draw a coach. 
4. A stage direction in Richard Brinsley Sheridan's 

comedy The Critic (1779) directs the actors play-
ing the mother and son to "Faint alternately in each 
other's arms." 
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deserving friends—When your visit to them is terminated, I trust you will 
return to the arms of your 

Philippa 

We returned a suitable answer to this affectionate note and, after thanking 
her for her kind invitation, assured her that we would certainly avail ourselves 
of it, whenever we might have no other place to go to. Though certainly noth-
ing could, to any reasonable being, have appeared more satisfactory than so 
grateful a reply to her invitation, yet I know not how it was, but she was 
certainly capricious enough to be displeased with our behaviour and in a few 
weeks after, either to revenge our conduct, or relieve her own solitude, married 
a young and illiterate fortune-hunter. This imprudent step (though we were 
sensible5 that it would probably deprive us of that fortune which Philippa had 
ever taught us to expect) could not on our own accounts excite from our 
exalted minds a single sigh; yet fearful lest it might prove a source of endless 
misery to the deluded bride, our trembling sensibility was greatly affected 
when we were first informed of the event. The affectionate entreaties of Augus-
tus and Sophia that we would for ever consider their house as our home, easily 
prevailed on us to determine never more to leave them—. In the society of my 
Edward and this amiable pair, I passed the happiest moments of my life: Our 
time was most delightfully spent, in mutual protestations of friendship, and 
in vows of unalterable love, in which we were secure from being interrupted 
by intruding and disagreeable visitors, as Augustus and Sophia had, on their 
first entrance in the neighbourhood, taken due care to inform the surrounding 
families that, as their happiness centered wholly in themselves, they wished 
for no other society. But alas! my dear Marianne, such happiness as I then 
enjoyed was too perfect to be lasting. A most severe and unexpected blow at 
once destroyed every sensation of pleasure. Convinced as you must be from 
what I have already told you concerning Augustus and Sophia, that there never 
were a happier couple, I need not, I imagine, inform you that their union had 
been contrary to the inclinations of their cruel and mercenary parents, who 
had vainly endeavoured with obstinate perseverance to force them into a mar-
riage with those whom they had ever abhorred, but, with an heroic fortitude 
worthy to be related and admired, they had both constantly refused to submit 
to such despotic power. 

After having so nobly disentangled themselves from the shackles of parental 
authority by a clandestine marriage, they were determined never to forfeit the 
good opinion they had gained in the world in so doing, by accepting any pro-
posals of reconciliation that might be offered them by their fathers—to this 
farther trial of their noble independence, however, they never were exposed. 

They had been married but a few months when our visit to them com-
menced, during which time they had been amply supported by a considerable 
sum of money which Augustus had gracefully purloined from his unworthy 
father's escritoire,6 a few days before his union with Sophia. 

By our arrival their expenses were considerably increased, though their 
means for supplying them were then nearly exhausted. But they, exalted crea-
tures! scorned to reflect a moment on their pecuniary distresses and would 
have blushed at the idea of paying their debts.—Alas! what was their reward 
for such disinterested behaviour? The beautiful Augustus was arrested and we 
were all undone. Such perfidious treachery in the merciless perpetrators of 

5. Conscious, aware. 6. Writing desk. 
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the deed will shock your gentle nature, dearest Marianne, as much as it then 
affected the delicate sensibility of Edward, Sophia, your Laura, and of Augus-
tus himself. To complete such unparalleled barbarity, we were informed that 
an execution in the house would shortly take place.7 Ah! what could we do 
but what we did! We sighed and fainted on the sofa. 

Adieu. 
Laura 

L E T T E R T H E T E N T H Laura in continuation 
When we were somewhat recovered from the overpowering effusions of our 

grief, Edward desired that we would consider what was the most prudent step 
to be taken in our unhappy situation, while he repaired to his imprisoned 
friend to lament over his misfortunes. We promised that we would, and he set 
forwards on his journey to town. During his absence we faithfully complied 
with his desire and, after the most mature deliberation, at length agreed that 
the best thing we could do was to leave the house of which we every moment 
expected the officers of justice to take possession. We waited therefore with 
the greatest impatience for the return of Edward, in order to impart to him 
the result of our deliberations—. But no Edward appeared—. In vain did we 
count the tedious moments of his absence—in vain did we weep—in vain even 
did we sigh—no Edward returned—. This was too cruel, too unexpected a 
blow to our gentle sensibility—we could not support it—we could only faint—. 
At length, collecting all the resolution I was mistress of, I arose and, after 
packing up some necessary apparel for Sophia and myself, I dragged her to a 
carriage I had ordered, and instantly we set out for London. As the habitation 
of Augustus was within twelve miles of town, it was not long ere we arrived 
there, and no sooner had we entered Holborn8 than, letting down one of the 
front glasses,9 I enquired of every decent-looking person that we passed "If 
they had seen my Edward?" 

But as we drove too rapidly to allow them to answer my repeated enquiries, 
I gained little, or indeed, no information concerning him. "Where am I to 
drive?" said the postilion. "To Newgate,1 gentle youth (replied I), to see Augus-
tus." "Oh! no, no, (exclaimed Sophia) I cannot go to Newgate; I shall not be 
able to support the sight of my Augustus in so cruel a confinement—my feel-
ings are sufficiently shocked by the recital of his distress, but to behold it will 
overpower my sensibility." As I perfectly agreed with her in the justice of her 
sentiments, the postilion was instantly directed to return into the country. You 
may perhaps have been somewhat surprised, my dearest Marianne, that in the 
distress I then endured, destitute of any support, and unprovided with any 
habitation, I should never once have remembered my father and mother or 
my paternal cottage in the vale of Usk. To account for this seeming forgetful-
ness I must inform you of a trifling circumstance concerning them which I 
have as yet never mentioned—. The death of my parents a few weeks after my 
departure is the circumstance I allude to. By their decease I became the lawful 
inheritress of their house and fortune. But alas! the house had never been 
their own, and their fortune had only been an annuity2 on their own lives. 

7. I.e., the goods in the house, as property of a 
debtor who has forfeited them, will be seized by a 
sheriff s officer. 
8. District in London. 
9. Window of the coach. 

1. A prison. That Augustus is thought to be there 
indicates he has been arrested as a thief rather 
than as a debtor. 
2. Annual payment of a set sum. 
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Such is the depravity of the world! To your mother I should have returned 
with pleasure, should have been happy to have introduced to her my charming 
Sophia, and should have with cheerfulness have passed the remainder of my 
life in their dear society in the vale of Usk, had not one obstacle to the exe-
cution of so agreeable a scheme intervened; which was the marriage and 
removal of your mother to a distant part of Ireland. 

Adieu. 
Laura 

LETTER THE ELEVENTH Laura in continuation 
"I have a relation in Scotland (said Sophia to me as we left London) who, I 

am certain, would not hesitate in receiving me." "Shall I order the boy to drive 
there?" said I—but instantly recollecting myself, exclaimed "Alas, I fear it will 
be too long a journey for the horses." Unwilling however to act only from my 
own inadequate knowledge of the strength and abilities of horses, I consulted 
the postilion, who was entirely of my opinion concerning the affair. We 
therefore determined to change horses at the next town and to travel post3 the 
remainder of the journey—. When we arrived at the last inn we were to stop 
at, which was but a few miles from the house of Sophia's relation, unwilling 
to intrude our society on him unexpected and unthought of, we wrote a very 
elegant and well-penned note to him containing an account of our destitute 
and melancholy situation, and of our intention to spend some months with 
him in Scotland. As soon as we had dispatched this letter, we immediately 
prepared to follow it in person and were stepping into the carriage for that 
purpose, when our attention was attracted by the entrance of a coroneted 
coach and four4 into the inn-yard. A gentleman considerably advanced in years 
descended from it—. At his first appearance my sensibility was wonderfully 
affected and ere I had gazed at him a second time, an instinctive sympathy 
whispered to my heart, that he was my grandfather. 

Convinced that I could not be mistaken in my conjecture, I instantly sprang 
from the carriage I had just entered, and following the venerable stranger into 
the room he had been shewn to, I threw myself on my knees before him and 
besought him to acknowledge me as his grandchild.—He started, and, after 
having attentively examined my features, raised me from the ground and 
throwing his grandfatherly arms around my neck, exclaimed, "Acknowledge 
thee! Yes, dear resemblance of my Laurina and my Laurina's daughter, sweet 
image of my Claudia and my Claudia's mother, I do acknowledge thee as the 
daughter of the one and the granddaughter of the other." While he was thus 
tenderly embracing me, Sophia, astonished at my precipitate departure, 
entered the room in search of m e — . No sooner had she caught the eye of the 
venerable peer, than he exclaimed with every mark of astonishment—"Another 
granddaughter ! Yes, yes, I see you are the daughter of my Laurina's eldest 
girl; your resemblance to the beauteous Matilda sufficiently proclaims it." 
"Oh!" replied Sophia, "when I first beheld you the instinct of nature whispered 
me that we were in some degree related—But whether grandfathers, or grand-
mothers, I could not pretend to determine." He folded her in his arms, and 
whilst they were tenderly embracing, the door of the apartment opened and a 
most beautiful young man appeared. On perceiving him Lord St. Clair started 

3. By speedy and expensive post coach. with the image of a crown, indicating its occupant's 
4. The coach, drawn by four horses, is adorned noble rank. 
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and, retreating back a few paces, with uplifted hands, said, "Another grand-
child! What an unexpected happiness is this! to discover in the space of three 
minutes, as many of my descendants! This, I am certain, is Philander, the son 
of my Laurina's third girl, the amiable Bertha; there wants now but the pres-
ence of Gustavus to complete the union of my Laurina's grandchildren." 

"And here he is; (said a graceful youth who that instant entered the room) 
here is the Gustavus you desire to see. I am the son of Agatha, your Laurina's 
fourth and youngest daughter." "I see you are indeed; replied Lord St. C la i r— 
But tell me (continued he, looking fearfully towards the door) tell me, have I 
any other grandchildren in the house." "None, my Lord." "Then I will provide 
for you all without further delay—Here are four banknotes of 5 0 £ each—Take 
them and remember I have done the duty of a grandfather—." He instantly 
left the room and immediately afterwards the house. 

Adieu. 
Laura 

L E T T E R T H E T W E L F T H Laura in continuation 
You may imagine how greatly we were surprised by the sudden departure 

of Lord St. Clair. "Ignoble grandsire!" exclaimed Sophia. "Unworthy grand-
father!" said I, and instantly fainted in each other's arms. How long we 
remained in this situation I know not; but when we recovered we found our-
selves alone, without either Gustavus, Philander, or the banknotes. As we were 
deploring our unhappy fate, the door of the apartment opened and "Macdon-
ald" was announced. He was Sophia's cousin. The haste with which he came 
to our relief so soon after the receipt of our note spoke so greatly in his favour 
that I hesitated not to pronounce him, at first sight, a tender and sympathetic 
friend. Alas! he little deserved the name—for though he told us that he was 
much concerned at our misfortunes, yet by his own account it appeared that 
the perusal of them had neither drawn from him a single sigh, nor induced 
him to bestow one curse on our vindictive stars—. He told Sophia that his 
daughter depended on her returning with him to Macdonald Hall, and that as 
his cousin's friend he should be happy to see me there also. To Macdonald 
Hall, therefore, we went, and were received with great kindness by Janetta, 
the daughter of Macdonald, and the mistress of the mansion. Janetta was then 
only fifteen; naturally well disposed, endowed with a susceptible heart, and a 
sympathetic disposition, she might, had these amiable qualities been properly 
encouraged, have been an ornament to human nature; but, unfortunately, her 
father possessed not a soul sufficiently exalted to admire so promising a dis-
position, and had endeavoured by every means in his power to prevent its 
increasing with her years. He had actually so far extinguished the natural noble 
sensibility of her heart, as to prevail on her to accept an offer from a young 
man of his recommendation. They were to be married in a few months, and 
Graham was in the house when we arrived. W e soon saw through his char-
acter—. He was just such a man as one might have expected to be the choice 
of Macdonald. They said he was sensible, well-informed, and agreeable; we 
did not pretend to judge of such trifles, but, as we were convinced he had no 
soul, that he had never read the Sorrows ofWerter,5 and that his hair bore not 

5. Sorrows of Young Werther (1774), Goethe's 
novel in letters telling the story of the title char-
acter's hopeless love, was a hit in England when 

translated from its original German. It is often seen 
as a founding text of the European Romantic 
movement. 
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the slightest resemblance to auburn, we were certain that Janetta could feel 
no affection for him, or at least that she ought to feel none. The very circum-
stance of his being her father's choice, too, was so much in his disfavour, that 
had he been deserving her in every other respect, yet that of itself ought to 
have been a sufficient reason in the eyes of Janetta for rejecting him. These 
considerations we were determined to represent to her in their proper light 
and doubted not of meeting with the desired success from one naturally so 
well disposed, whose errors in the affair had only arisen from a want of proper 
confidence in her own opinion, and a suitable contempt of her father's. We 
found her, indeed, all that our warmest wishes could have hoped for; we had 
no difficulty to convince her that it was impossible she could love Graham, or 
that it was her duty to disobey her father; the only thing at which she rather 
seemed to hesitate was our assertion that she must be attached to some other 
person. For some time, she persevered in declaring that she knew no other 
young man for whom she had the smallest affection; but upon explaining the 
impossibility of such a thing she said that she believed she did like Captain 
M'Kenzie better than anyone she knew besides. This confession satisfied us 
and, after having enumerated the good qualities of M'Kenzie and assured her 
that she was violently in love with him, we desired to know whether he had 
ever in anywise declared his affection to her. 

"So far from having ever declared it, I have no reason to imagine that he 
has ever felt any for me." said Janetta. "That he certainly adores you (replied 
Sophia) there can be no doubt—. The attachment must be reciprocal—. Did 
he never gaze on you with admiration—tenderly press your hand—drop an 
involuntary tear—and leave the room abruptly?" "Never (replied she) that I 
remember—he has always left the room indeed when his visit has been ended, 
but has never gone away particularly abruptly or without making a bow." 
"Indeed, my love (said I) you must be mistaken—: for it is absolutely impos-
sible that he should ever have left you but with confusion, despair, and pre-
cipitation—. Consider but for a moment, Janetta, and you must be convinced 
how absurd it is to suppose that he could ever make a bow, or behave like any 
other person." Having settled this point to our satisfaction, the next we took 
into consideration was to determine in what manner we should inform 
M'Kenzie of the favourable opinion Janetta entertained of him—. We at length 
agreed to acquaint him with it by an anonymous letter which Sophia drew up 
in the following manner. 

Oh! happy lover of the beautiful Janetta; oh! enviable possessor of her 
heart whose hand is destined to another, why do you thus delay a confes-
sion of your attachment to the amiable object of it ? Oh! consider that a 
few weeks will at once put an end to every flattering hope that you may 
now entertain, by uniting the unfortunate victim of her father's cruelty to 
the execrable and detested Graham. 

Alas! why do you thus so cruelly connive at the projected misery of her 
and of yourself by delaying to communicate that scheme which had doubt-
less long possessed your imagination? A secret union will at once secure 
the felicity of both. 

The amiable M'Kenzie, whose modesty, as he afterwards assured us, had 
been the only reason of his having so long concealed the violence of his affec-
tion for Janetta, on receiving this billet flew on the wings of love to Macdonald 
Hall and so powerfully pleaded his attachment to her who inspired it that, 
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after a few more private interviews, Sophia and I experienced the satisfaction 
of seeing them depart for Gretna Green,6 which they chose for the celebration 
of their nuptials, in preference to any other place, although it was at a con-
siderable distance from Macdonald Hall. 

Adieu. 
Laura 

LETTER THE THIRTEENTH Laura in Continuation 
They had been gone nearly a couple of hours, before either Macdonald Or 

Graham had entertained any suspicion of the affair—. And they might not 
even then have suspected it, but for the following little accident. Sophia, hap-
pening one day to open a private drawer in Macdonald's library with one of 
her own keys, discovered that it was the place where he kept his papers of 
consequence and amongst them some banknotes of considerable amount. This 
discovery she imparted to me; and having agreed together that it would be a 
proper treatment of so vile a wretch as Macdonald to deprive him of money, 
perhaps dishonestly gained, it was determined that the next time we should 
either of us happen to go that way, we would take one or more of the banknotes 
from the drawer. This well-meant plan we had often successfully put in exe-
cution; but alas! on the very day of Janetta's escape, as Sophia was majestically 
removing the fifth banknote from the drawer to her own purse, she was sud-
denly most impertinently interrupted in her employment by the entrance of 
Macdonald himself, in a most abrupt and precipitate manner. Sophia (who, 
though naturally all winning sweetness, could when occasions demanded it 
call forth the dignity of her sex) instantly put on a most forbidding look, and, 
darting an angry frown on the undaunted culprit, demanded in a haughty tone 
of voice "Wherefore her retirement was thus insolently broken in on?" The 
unblushing Macdonald, without even endeavouring to exculpate himself from 
the crime he was charged with, meanly endeavoured to reproach Sophia with 
ignobly defrauding him of his money. The dignity of Sophia was wounded; 
"Wretch (exclaimed she, hastily replacing the banknote in the drawer) how 
darest thou to accuse me of an act, of which the bare idea makes me blush?" 
The base wretch was still unconvinced and continued to upbraid the justly 
offended Sophia in such opprobrious language, that at length he so greatly 
provoked the gentle sweetness of her nature, as to induce her to revenge her-
self on him by informing him of Janetta's elopement, and of the active part we 
had both taken in the affair. At this period of their quarrel I entered the library 
and was, as you may imagine, equally offended as Sophia at the ill-grounded 
accusations of the malevolent and contemptible Macdonald. "Base miscreant 
(cried I) how canst thou thus undauntedly endeavour to sully the spotless 
reputation of such bright excellence? Why dost thou not suspect my innocence 
as soon?" "Be satisfied Madam (replied he) I do suspect it, and therefore must 
desire that you will both leave this house in less than half an hour." 

"We shall go willingly; (answered Sophia) our hearts have long detested 
thee, and nothing but our friendship for thy daughter could have induced us 
to remain so long beneath thy roof." 

"Your friendship for my daughter has indeed been most powerfully exerted 

6. A town in southern Scotland, in which marriages of minors could be quickly performed without questions 
being asked. It was for this reason the destination of many eloping couples during the period. 
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by throwing her into the arms of an unprincipled fortune-hunter." (replied 
he.) 

"Yes, (exclaimed I) amidst every misfortune, it will afford us some conso-
lation to reflect that by this one act of friendship to Janetta, we have amply 
discharged every obligation that we have received from her father." 

"It must indeed be a most grateful reflection, to your exalted minds." (said 
he.) 

As soon as we had packed up our wardrobe and valuables, we left Macdonald 
Hall, and after having walked about a mile and a half we sat down by the side 
of a clear limpid stream to refresh our exhausted limbs. The place was suited 
to meditation—. A grove of full-grown elms sheltered us from the east—. A 
bed of full-grown nettles from the west—. Before us ran the murmuring brook 
and behind us ran the turnpike road. We were in a mood for contemplation 
and in a disposition to enjoy so beautiful a spot. A mutual silence, which had 
for some time reigned between us, was at length broke by my exclaiming— 
"What a lovely scene! Alas, why are not Edward and Augustus here to enjoy 
its beauties with us?" 

"Ah! my beloved Laura (cried Sophia) for pity's sake, forbear recalling to my 
remembrance the unhappy situation of my imprisoned husband. Alas, what 
would I not give to learn the fate of my Augustus! to know if he is still in 
Newgate, or if he is yet hung. But never shall I be able so far to conquer my 
tender sensibility as to enquire after him. Oh! do not, I beseech you, ever let 
me again hear you repeat his beloved name—. It affects me too deeply—. I 
cannot bear to hear him mentioned; it wounds my feelings." 

"Excuse me, my Sophia, for having thus unwillingly offended you—" replied 
I—and then changing the conversation, desired her to admire the noble gran-
deur of the elms which sheltered us from the eastern zephyr.7 "Alas! my Laura 
(returned she) avoid so melancholy a subject, I entreat you.—Do not again 
wound my sensibility by observations on those elms. They remind me of 
Augustus—. He was like them, tall, majestic—he possessed that noble gran-
deur which you admire in them." 

I was silent, fearful lest I might any more unwillingly distress her by fixing 
on any other subject of conversation which might again remind her of 
Augustus. 

"Why do you not speak, my Laura?" (said she, after a short pause) "I cannot 
support this silence—you must not leave me to my own reflections; they ever 
recur to Augustus." 

"What a beautiful sky! (said I) How charmingly is the azure varied by those 
delicate streaks of white!" 

"Oh! my Laura (replied she, hastily withdrawing her eyes from a momentary 
glance at the sky) do not thus distress me by calling my attention to an object 
which so cruelly reminds me of my Augustus's blue satin waistcoat striped 
with white! In pity to your unhappy friend, avoid a subject so distressing." 
What could I do? The feelings of Sophia were at that time so exquisite, and 
the tenderness she felt for Augustus so poignant, that I had not the power to 
start any other topic, justly fearing that it might in some unforeseen manner 
again awaken all her sensibility by directing her thoughts to her husband.— 
Yet to be silent would be cruel; she had entreated me to talk. 

7. A breeze; usually one from the west. 
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From this dilemma I was most fortunately relieved by an accident truly 
apropos;8 it was the lucky overturning of a gentleman's phaeton,9 on the road 
which ran murmuring behind us. It was a most fortunate accident as it diverted 
the attention of Sophia from the melancholy reflections which she had been 
before indulging. We instantly quitted our seats and ran to the rescue of those 
who but a few moments before had been in so elevated a situation as a fash-
ionably high phaeton, but who were now laid low and sprawling in the dust—. 
"What an ample subject for reflection on the uncertain enjoyments of this 
world, would not that phaeton and the life of Cardinal Wolsey afford a thinking 
mind!"1 said I to Sophia as we were hastening to the field of action. 

She had not time to answer me, for every thought was now engaged by the 
horrid spectacle before us. Two gentlemen, most elegantly attired but welter-
ing in their blood, was what first struck our eyes—we approached—they were 
Edward and Augustus—Yes, dearest Marianne, they were our husbands. 
Sophia shrieked and fainted on the ground—I screamed and instantly ran 
mad—. We remained thus mutually deprived of our senses some minutes, and 
on regaining them were deprived of them again.—For an hour and a quarter 
did we continue in this unfortunate situation—Sophia fainting every moment 
and 1 running mad as often. At length a groan from the hapless Edward (who 
alone retained any share of life) restored us to ourselves—. Had we indeed 
before imagined that either of them lived, we should have been more sparing 
of our grief—but as we had supposed when we first beheld them that they 
were no more, we knew that nothing could remain to be done but what we 
were about—. No sooner therefore did we hear my Edward's groan than, post-
poning our lamentations for the present, we hastily ran to the dear youth and 
kneeling on each side of him implored him not to die—. "Laura (said he, fixing 
his now languid eyes on me) I fear I have been overturned." 

I was oveijoyed to find him yet sensible—. 
"Oh! tell me, Edward (said I) tell me, I beseech you, before you die, what 

has befallen you since that unhappy day in which Augustus was arrested and 
we were separated—" 

"I will" (said he) and instantly fetching a deep sigh, expired—•. Sophia imme-
diately sunk again into a swoon—. M y grief was more audible. My voice fal-
tered, my eyes assumed a vacant stare, my face became as pale as death, and 
my senses were considerably impaired—. 

"Talk not to me of phaetons (said I, raving in a frantic, incoherent man-
ner)—give me a violin—. I'll play to him and soothe him in his melancholy 
hours—-Beware, ye gentle nymphs, of Cupid's thunderbolts, avoid the piercing 
shafts of Jupiter—Look at that grove of firs—I see a leg of mutton—They told 
me Edward was not dead; but they deceived me—they took him for a cucum-
ber—" Thus I continued, wildly exclaiming on my Edward's death—. 
For two hours did I rave thus madly and should not then have left off, as I 
was not in the least fatigued, had not Sophia, who was just recovered from 
her swoon, entreated me to consider that night was now approaching and that 
the damps began to fall. "And whither shall we go (said I) to shelter us from 
either?" "To that white cottage." (replied she, pointing to a neat building which 

8. Opportune. 
9. Type of open carriage, named for the over-
adventurous charioteer of Greek mythology. 
1. The reference is to Cardinal Wolsey's fall from 

royal grace during the reign of Henry VIII. Laura, 
like any well-trained schoolgirl of the 18 th century, 
knows how to moralize on topics from English his-
tory. 
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rose up amidst the grove of elms and which I had not before observed—) I 
agreed, and we instantly walked to it—we knocked at the door—it was opened 
by an old woman; on being requested to afford us a night's lodging, she 
informed us that her house was but small, that she had only two bedrooms, 
but that however, we should be welcome to one of them. We were satisfied 
and followed the good woman into the house, where we were greatly cheered 
by the sight of a comfortable fire—. She was a widow and had only one daugh-
ter, who was then just seventeen—One of the best of ages; but alas! she was 
very plain and her name was Bridget Nothing therefore could be 
expected from her—she could not be supposed to possess either exalted ideas, 
delicate feelings, or refined sensibilities—She was nothing more than a mere 
good-tempered, civil, and obliging young woman; as such we could scarcely 
dislike her—she was only an object of contempt—. 

Adieu. 
Laura 

LETTER THE FOURTEENTH Laura in continuation 
Arm yourself, my amiable young friend, with all the philosophy you are 

mistress of; summon up all the fortitude you possess, for alas! in the perusal 
of the following pages your sensibility will be most severely tried. Ah! what 
were the misfortunes I had before experienced and which I have already 
related to you, to the one I am now going to inform you of. The death of my 
father, my mother, and my husband, though almost more than my gentle 
nature could support, were trifles in comparison to the misfortune I am now 
proceeding to relate. The morning after our arrival at the cottage, Sophia 
complained of a violent pain in her delicate limbs, accompanied with a disa-
greeable headache. She attributed it to a cold caught by her continued faint-
ings in the open air as the dew was falling the evening before. This, I feared, 
was but too probably the case; since how could it be otherwise accounted for 
that I should have escaped the same indisposition, but by supposing that the 
bodily exertions I had undergone in my repeated fits of frenzy had so effectually 
circulated and warmed my blood as to make me proof against the chilling 
damps of night, whereas Sophia, lying totally inactive on the ground, must 
have been exposed to all their severity. I was most seriously alarmed by her 
illness, which, trifling as it may appear to you, a certain instinctive sensibility 
whispered me would in the end be fatal to her. 

Alas! my fears were but too fully justified; she grew gradually worse, and I 
daily became more alarmed for her.—At length she was obliged to confine 
herself solely to the bed allotted us by our worthy landlady—. Her disorder 
turned to a galloping consumption2 and in a few days carried her off. Amidst 
all my lamentations for her (and violent you may suppose they were) I yet 
received some consolation in the reflection of my having paid every attention 
to her that could be offered in her illness. I had wept over her every day—had 
bathed her sweet face with my tears and had pressed her fair hands continually 
in mine—. "My beloved Laura (said she to me, a few hours before she died) 
take warning from my unhappy end and avoid the imprudent conduct which 
has occasioned it . . . beware of fainting-fits . . . Though at the time they 
may be refreshing and agreeable, yet, believe me, they will in the end, if too 

2. A rapidly developing case of tuberculosis. 
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often repeated and at improper seasons, prove destructive to your constitu-
tion My fate will teach you this . . . I die a martyr to my grief for the loss 
of Augustus. . . . One fatal swoon has cost me my life. . . . Beware of swoons, 
dear Laura . . . A frenzy fit is not one quarter so pernicious; it is an exercise 
to the body and, if not too violent, is, I dare say, conducive to health in its 
consequences—Run mad as often as you choose; but do not faint—". 

These were the last words she ever addressed to me . . . It was her dying 
advice to her afflicted Laura, who has ever most faithfully adhered to it. 

After having attended my lamented friend to her early grave, I immediately 
(though late at night) left the detested village in which she died, and near 
which had expired my husband and Augustus. I had not walked many yards 
from it before I was overtaken by a stagecoach, in which I instantly took a 
place, determined to proceed in it to Edinburgh, where I hoped to find some 
kind pitying friend who would receive and comfort me in my afflictions. 

It was so dark when I entered the coach that I could not distinguish the 
number of my fellow travellers; I could only perceive that they were many. 
Regardless, however, of any thing concerning them, I gave myself up to my 
own sad reflections. A general silence prevailed—a silence, which was by noth-
ing interrupted but by the loud and repeated snores of one of the party. 

"What an illiterate villain must that man be! (thought I to myself) What a 
total want of delicate refinement must he have who can thus shock our senses 
by such a brutal noise! He must, I am certain, be capable of every bad action! 
There is no crime too black for such a character!" Thus reasoned I within 
myself, and doubtless such were the reflections of my fellow travellers. 

At length, returning day enabled me to behold the unprincipled scoundrel 
who had so violently disturbed my feelings. It was Sir Edward, the father of 
my deceased husband. By his side sat Augusta, and on the same seat with me 
were your mother and Lady Dorothea. Imagine my surprise at finding myself 
thus seated amongst my old acquaintance. Great as was my astonishment, it 
was yet increased, when, on look[ing] out of [the] windows, I beheld the hus-
band of Philippa, with Philippa by his side, on the coach-box,3 and when, on 
looking behind, I beheld Philander and Gustavus in the basket.4 "Oh! heavens, 
(exclaimed I) is it possible that I should so unexpectedly be surrounded by my 
nearest relations and connections?" These words roused the rest of the party, 
and every eye was directed to the corner in which I sat; "Oh! my Isabel (con-
tinued I, throwing myself across Lady Dorothea into her arms) receive once 
more to your bosom the unfortunate Laura. Alas! when we last parted in the 
vale of Usk, I was happy in being united to the best of Edwards; I had then a 
father and a mother, and had never known misfortunes—But now deprived 
of every friend but you—". 

"What! (interrupted Augusta) is my brother dead then? Tell us, I entreat 
you, what is become of him?" "Yes, cold and insensible5 nymph, (replied I) 
that luckless swain, your brother, is no more, and you may now glory in being 
the heiress of Sir Edward's fortune." 

Although I had always despised her from the day I had overheard her con-
versation with my Edward, yet in civility I complied with hers and Sir Edward's 
entreaties that I would inform them of the whole melancholy affair. They were 

3. Seat for the driver. the cheapest fares were seated. 
4. The overhanging back compartment on the out- 5. Incapable of feeling, callous, 
side of a stagecoach, where the passengers paying 
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greatly shocked—Even the obdurate heart of Sir Edward and the insensible 
one of Augusta were touched with sorrow by the unhappy tale. At the request 
of your mother I related to them every other misfortune which had befallen 
me since we parted. Of the imprisonment of Augustus and the absence of 
Edward—of our arrival in Scotland—of our unexpected meeting with our 
grandfather and our cousins—of our visit to Macdonald Hall—of the singular 
service we there performed towards Janetta-—of her father's ingratitude for 
it of his inhuman behaviour, unaccountable suspicions, and barbarous 
treatment of us, in obliging us to leave the house of our lamentations on 
the loss of Edward and Augustus and finally of the melancholy death of my 
beloved companion. 

Pity and surprise were strongly depictured in your mother's countenance, 
during the whole of my narration, but I am sorry to say, that to the eternal 
reproach of her sensibility, the latter infinitely predominated. Nay, faultless 
as my conduct had certainly been during the whole course of my late misfor-
tunes and adventures, she pretended to find fault with my behaviour in many 
of the situations in which I had been placed. As I was sensible myself, that I 
had always behaved in a manner which reflected honour on my feelings and 
refinement, I paid little attention to what she said, and desired her to satisfy 
my curiosity by informing me how she came there, instead of wounding my 
spotless reputation with unjustifiable reproaches. As soon as she had complied 
with my wishes in this particular and had given me an accurate detail of every-
thing that had befallen her since our separation (the particulars of which, if 
you are not already acquainted with, your mother will give you), I applied to 
Augusta for the same information respecting herself, Sir Edward, and Lady 
Dorothea. 

She told me that, having a considerable taste for the beauties of nature, her 
curiosity to behold the delightful scenes it exhibited in that part of the world 
had been so much raised by Gilpin's tour to the Highlands,6 that she had 
prevailed on her father to undertake a tour of Scotland and had persuaded 
Lady Dorothea to accompany them. That they had arrived at Edinburgh a few 
days before and from thence had made daily excursions into the country 
around in the stage coach they were then in, from one of which excursions 
they were at that time returning. My next enquiries were concerning Philippa 
and her husband, the latter of whom, I learned, having spent all her fortune, 
had recourse for subsistence to the talent in which he had always most 
excelled, namely, driving, and that having sold everything which belonged to 
them, except their coach, had converted it into a stage, and in order to be 
removed from any of his former acquaintance, had driven it to Edinburgh from 
whence he went to Sterling7 every other day; that Philippa, still retaining her 
affection for her ungrateful husband, had followed him to Scotland and gen-
erally accompanied him in his little excursions to Sterling. "It has only been 
to throw a little money into their pockets (continued Augusta) that my father 
has always travelled in their coach to view the beauties of the country since 
our arrival in Scotland—for it would certainly have been much more agreeable 
to us to visit the Highlands in a post-chaise8 than merely to travel from Edin-

6. Gilpin's Observations, Relative Chiefly to Pic-
turesque Beauty . . . Oil Several Parts of Great Brit-
ain; Particularly the High-Lands of Scotland 
(1789). 
7. Stirling, a town forty miles northeast of Edin-

burgh. 
8. Augusta wishes that they had hired on their 
own a smaller, more comfortable carriage, rather 
than traveling in a public stagecoach that follows 
a predetermined route. 
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burgh to Sterling and from Sterling to Edinburgh every other day in a crowded 
and uncomfortable stage." I perfectly agreed with her in her sentiments on 
the affair, and secretly blamed Sir Edward for thus sacrificing his daughter's 
pleasure for the sake of a ridiculous old woman, whose folly in marrying so 
young a man ought to be punished. His behaviour, however, was entirely of a 
piece with his general character; for what could be expected from a man who 
possessed not the smallest atom of sensibility, who scarcely knew the meaning 
of sympathy, and who actually snored—. 

Adieu. 
Laura 

LETTER THE FIFTEENTH Laura in continuation 
W h e n we arrived at the town where we were to breakfast, I was determined 

to speak with Philander and Gustavus, and to that purpose as soon as I left 
the carriage, I went to the basket and tenderly enquired after their health, 
expressing my fears of the uneasiness of their situation. At first they seemed 
rather confused at my appearance, dreading no doubt that I might call them 
to account for the money which our grandfather had left me and which they 
had unjustly deprived me of, but finding that I mentioned nothing of the 
matter, they desired me to step into the basket, as we might there converse 
with greater ease. Accordingly I entered, and whilst the rest of the party were 
devouring green tea and buttered toast, we feasted ourselves in a more refined 
and sentimental manner by a confidential conversation. I informed them of 
everything which had befallen me during the course of my life, and at my 
request they related to me every incident of theirs. 

"We are the sons, as you already know, of the two youngest daughters which 
Lord St. Clair had by Laurina, an Italian opera girl. Our mothers could neither 
of them exactly ascertain who were our fathers; though it is generally believed 
that Philander is the son of one Philip Jones, a bricklayer, and that my father 
was Gregory Staves, a stay-maker9 of Edinburgh. This is, however, of little 
consequence, for as our mothers were certainly never married to either of 
them, it reflects no dishonour on our blood, which is of a most ancient and 
unpolluted kind. Bertha (the mother of Philander) and Agatha (my own 
mother) always lived together. They were neither of them very rich; their 
united fortunes had originally amounted to nine thousand pounds, but as they 
had always lived upon the principal of it, when we were fifteen it was dimin-
ished to nine hundred. This nine hundred, they always kept in a drawer in 
one of the tables which stood in our common sitting parlour, for the conve-
nience of having it always at hand. Whether it was from this circumstance, of 
its being easily taken, or from a wish of being independent, or from an excess 
of sensibility (for which we were always remarkable), I cannot now determine, 
but certain it is that when we had reached our fifteenth year, we took the nine 
hundred pounds and ran away. Having obtained this prize we were determined 
to manage it with economy and not to spend it either with folly or extravagance. 
To this purpose we therefore divided it into nine parcels, one of which we 
devoted to victuals, the second to drink, the third to housekeeping, the fourth 
to carriages, the fifth to horses, the sixth to servants, the seventh to amuse-
ments, the eighth to clothes, and the ninth to silver buckles. Having thus 

9. Maker of corsets. 
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arranged our expenses for two months (for we expected to make the nine 
hundred pounds last as long), we hastened to London and had the good luck 
to spend it in seven weeks and a day, which was six days sooner than we had 
intended. As soon as we had thus happily disencumbered ourselves from the 
weight of so much money, we began to think of returning to our mothers, but 
accidentally hearing that they were both starved to death, we gave over the 
design and determined to engage ourselves to some strolling company of play-
ers, as we had always a turn for the stage. Accordingly, we offered our sendees 
to one and were accepted; our company was indeed rather small, as it consisted 
only of the manager, his wife, and ourselves, but there were fewer to pay and 
the only inconvenience attending it was the scarcity of plays, which for want 
of people to fill the characters we could perform—. We did not mind trifles, 
however—. One of our most admired performances was Macbeth, in which 
we were truly great. The manager always played Banquo himself, his wife my 
Lady Macbeth. I did the three witches, and Philander acted all the rest. To say 
the truth, this tragedy was not only the best, but the only play we ever per-
formed; and after having acted it all over England and Wales, we came to 
Scotland to exhibit it over the remainder of Great Britain. We happened to be 
quartered in that very town, where you came and met your grandfather—. We 
were in the inn-yard when his carriage entered and, perceiving by the arms1 

to whom it belonged, and, knowing that Lord St. Clair was our grandfather, 
we agreed to endeavour to get something from him by discovering the rela-
tionship—. You know how well it succeeded—. Having obtained the two hun-
dred pounds, we instantly left the town, leaving our manager and his wife to 
act Macbeth by themselves, and took the road to Sterling, where we spent our 
little fortune with great eclat.2 W e are now returning to Edinburgh to get some 
preferment3 in the acting way; and such, my dear cousin, is our history." 

I thanked the amiable youth for his entertaining narration, and after express-
ing my wishes for their welfare and happiness, left them in their little habi-
tation and returned to my other friends who impatiently expected me. 

My adventures are now drawing to a close, my dearest Marianne; at least 
for the present. 

When we arrived at Edinburgh, Sir Edward told me that, as the widow of 
his son, he desired I would accept from his hands of four hundred a year. I 
graciously promised that I would, but could not help observing that the unsym-
pathetic baronet offered it more on account of my being the widow of Edward 
than in being the refined and amiable Laura. 

I took up my residence in a romantic village in the Highlands of Scotland, 
where I have ever since continued, and where I can, uninterrupted by unmean-
ing visits, indulge, in a melancholy solitude, my unceasing lamentations for 
the death of my father, my mother, my husband, and my friend. 

Augusta has been for several years united to Graham, the man of all 
others most suited to her; she became acquainted with him during her stay in 
Scotland. 

Sir Edward, in hopes of gaining an heir to his title and estate, at the same 
time married Lady Dorothea—. His wishes have been answered. 

Philander and Gustavus, after having raised their reputation by their per-

1. The coat of arms painted on the side of a noble- success. 
man's or noblewoman's carriage. 3. Advancement. 
2. French: literally, brilliant display; conspicuous 
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formances in the theatrical line at Edinburgh, removed to Covent Garden, 
where they still exhibit under the assumed names of Lewis and Quick.'1 

Philippa has long paid the debt of nature;5 her husband, however, still con-
tinues to drive the stage-coach from Edinburgh to Sterl ing:— 

Adieu, my dearest Marianne. 
Laura 

1790 1922 

Plan of a Novel, According to Hints from Various Quarters1 

Scene to be in the country, heroine the daughter of a clergyman, one who 
after having lived much in the world had retired from it, and settled in a 
curacy,2 with a very small fortune of his own.—He, the most excellent man 
that can be imagined, perfect in character, temper, and manners—without the 
smallest drawback or peculiarity to prevent his being the most delightful com-
panion to his daughter from one year's end to the other.—Heroine a faultless 
character herself—, perfectly good, with much tenderness and sentiment, and 
not the least wit—very highly accomplished, understanding modern languages 
and (generally speaking) everything that the most accomplished young women 
learn, but particularly excelling in music—her favourite pursuit—and playing 
equally well on the piano forte and harp—and singing in the first stile. Her 
person, quite beautiful—dark eyes and plump cheeks.—Book to open with the 
description of father and daughter—who are to converse in long speeches, 
elegant language—and a tone of high, serious sentiment.—The father to be 
induced, at his daughter's earnest request, to relate to her the past events of 
his life. This narrative will reach through the greatest part of the first volume— 
as besides all the circumstances of his attachment to her mother and their 
marriage, it will comprehend his going to sea as chaplain to a distinguished 
naval character about the court, his going afterwards to court himself, which 
introduced him to a great variety of characters and involved him in many 
interesting situations, concluding with his opinion of the benefits to result 
from tythes being done away, and his having buried his own mother (heroine's 
lamented grandmother) in consequence of the high priest of the parish in 
which she died, refusing to pay her remains the respect due to them. The 
father to be of a very literary turn, an enthusiast in literature, nobody's enemy 
but his own3—at the same time most zealous in the discharge of his pastoral 

4. William Thomas Lewis and John Quick were 
well-known actors of the late 18th century. Covent 
Garden: one of the two London theaters licensed 
by royal patent. 
5. I.e., she has died. 
1. "Plan of a Novel. According to Hints from Var-
ious Quarters," Austen's teasing account of the 
novel she would write if she took to heart the 
advice people gave her about what her fiction 
ought to be, is another manuscript preserved by 
her family. It was first published in her nephew 
James Austen-Leigh's Memoir of Jane Austen 
(1870). In the original manuscript, Austen sup-
plied marginal glosses, mainly omitted here, indi-
cating the source of each "hint" the "Plan" 
incorporates. Her would-be advisors included, in 

addition to the Reverend James Stanier Clarke (the 
librarian to the prince regent), neighbors; family 
members, most prominently her niece Fanny 
Knight, a parson, J. G. Sherer, who had been dis-
pleased, Austen reported, with her "pictures of 
clergymen"; and William Gifford, the editor of the 
Quarterly Review as well as the advisor who had 
read Emma for the publisher John Murray. 
2. I.e., settled in the position of curate, the assis-
tant (often badly paid) to the incumbent priest of 
the parish. 
3. For this summary of the clergyman's tale that 
will fill up her novel's projected first volume, Aus-
ten lifts a number of phrases directly from Clarke's 
letters. Clarke wished to see Austen address the 
benefits of the abolition of tithes (the taxes sup-
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duties, the model of an4 exemplary parish priest.—The heroine's friendship to 
be sought after by a young woman in the same neighbourhood, of talents and 
shrewdness, with light eyes and a fair skin, but having a considerable degree 
of wit, heroine shall shrink from the acquaintance.—From this outset, the 
story will proceed, and contain a striking variety of adventures. Heroine and 
her father never above a5 fortnight together in one place, he being driven from 
his curacy by the vile arts of some totally unprincipled and heartless young 
man, desperately in love with the heroine, and pursuing her with unrelenting 
passion—no sooner settled in one country of Europe than they are necessi-
tated to quit it and retire to another—always making new acquaintance, and 
always obliged to leave them.—This will of course exhibit a wide variety of 
characters—but there will be no mixture; the scene will be for ever shifting 
from one set of people to another—but all the good will be unexceptionable 
in every respect—and there will be no foibles or weaknesses but with the 
wicked, who will be completely depraved and infamous, hardly a resemblance 
of humanity left in them.—Early in her career, in the progress of her first 
removals, heroine must meet with the hero—all perfection of course—and 
only prevented from paying his addresses to her,6 by some excess of refine-
ment.—Wherever she goes, somebody falls in love with her, and she receives 
repeated offers of marriage—which she always refers wholly to her father, 
exceedingly angry that he should not be first applied to.—Often carried away 
by the anti-hero, but rescued either by her father or the hero—often reduced 
to support herself and her father by her talents and work for her bread;— 
continually cheated and defrauded of her hire,7 worn down to a skeleton, and 
now and then starved to death—. At last, hunted out of civilized society, denied 
the poor shelter of the humblest cottage, they are compelled to retreat into 
Kamschatka8 where the poor father, quite worn down, finding his end 
approaching, throws himself on the ground, and after four or five hours of 
tender advice and paternal admonition to his miserable child, expires in a fine 
burst of literary enthusiasm, intermingled with invectives again [st] holders of 
tythes.—Heroine inconsolable for some time—but afterwards crawls back 
towards her former country—having at least twenty narrow escapes of falling 
into the hands of anti-hero—and at last in the very nick of time, turning a 
corner to avoid him, runs into the arms of the hero himself, who having just 
shaken off the scruples which fetter'd him before, was at the very moment 
setting off in pursuit of her .—The tenderest and completest eclaircissement9 

takes place, and they are happily united.—Throughout the whole work, her-
oine to be in the most elegant society and living in high style. The name of 
the work not to be Emma—but of the same sort as S & S and P & P. 

1816 \ 1870 

porting the Anglican Church and clergy) and 
thought his own story of having buried his mother 
would make good material for her novel. 
4. Mr. Sherer [Austen's note]. 
5. Many critics [Austen's note]. 
6. I.e., seeking her hand in marriage. 
7. Wages. 
8. Kamchatka: peninsula on the eastern edge of 
Asia, extending into the Bering Sea, acquired by 

Russia in the 18th century. The novels of Austen's 
contemporaries tended to be cosmopolitan in set-
ting and often did send heroines wandering across 
Europe. Austen, however, may be thinking partic-
ularly of Sophie de Cottin's Elizabeth; or Exiles of 
Siberia (1806; English translation, 1809). 
9. French: the clarification of mysteries and mis-
understandings that brings a narrative to closure. 
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WILLIAM HAZLITT 
1 7 7 8 - 1 8 3 0 

"I started in life," William Hazlitt wrote, "with the French Revolution, and I have 
lived, alas! to see the end of it. . . . Since then, I confess, I have no longer felt myself 
young, for with that my hopes fell." He was born into a radical circle, for the elder 
William Hazlitt, his father, was a Unitarian minister who declared from the pulpit 
his advocacy both of American independence and of the French Revolution. When 
young William was five years old, his father took the family to America in search of 
liberty and founded the first Unitarian church in Boston, but four years later he 
returned to settle at Wem, in Shropshire. Despite the persistent attacks of reviewers 
and the backsliding of his once-radical friends, Hazlitt never wavered in his loyalty to 
liberty, equality, and the principles behind the overthrow of the monarchy in France. 
His first literary production, at the age of thirteen, was a letter to a newspaper in 
indignant protest against the mob that sacked Joseph Priestley's house, when the 
scientist and preacher had celebrated publicly the second anniversary of the fall of 
the Bastille. His last book, published in the year he died, was a four-volume life of 
Napoleon, in which he expressed a vehement, but qualified, admiration of Napoleon 
as a man of heroic will and power in the service of the emancipation of mankind. 

Hazlitt was a long time finding his vocation. When he attended the Hackney Col-
lege, London, between the ages of fifteen and eighteen, he plunged into philosophical 
studies. In 1799 he took up the study of painting and did not relinquish the ambition 
to become a portraitist until 1812. His first books dealt with philosophy, economics, 
and politics; and his first job as a journalist was as parliamentary reporter for the 
Morning Chronicle. It was not until 1813, when he was thirty-six, that he began 
contributing dramatic criticism and miscellaneous essays to various periodicals and 
so discovered what he had been born to do. Years of wide reading and hard thinking 
had made him thoroughly ready: within the next decade he demonstrated himself to 
be a highly popular lecturer on Shakespeare, Elizabethan drama, and English poetry 
from Chaucer to his own day; a superb connoisseur of the theater and of painting; a 
master of the familiar essay; and with Coleridge, one of the two most important 
literary critics of his time. Coleridge elaborates his theory of poetry as part of a general 
philosophy of human imagination and human society. Hazlitt, on the other hand, 
disapproves of what he calls the "modern or metaphysical school of criticism." His 
distinctive critical gift is to communicate what he calls his "impressions," that is, the 
immediacy of his firsthand responses to a passage or work of literature. 

Unlike his contemporaries Coleridge, Lamb, and De Quincey, whose writings look 
back to the elaborate prose stylists of the earlier seventeenth century, Hazlitt devel-
oped a fast-moving, hard-hitting prose in a style that he called "plain, point-blank 
speaking." He wrote, indeed, nearly as fast as he talked, almost without correction 
and (despite the density of literary quotations) without reference to books or notes. 
This rapidity was possible only because his essays are relatively planless. Hazlitt char-
acteristically lays down a topic, then piles up relevant observations and instances; the 
essay accumulates instead of developing; often, it does not round to a conclusion, 
but simply stops. Hazlitt's prose is unfailingly energetic, but his most satisfying essays, 
considered as works of literary art, are those that, like "My First Acquaintance with 
Poets," have a narrative subject matter to give him a principle of organization. 

In demeanor Hazlitt was awkward and self-conscious; Coleridge described him in 
1803 as "brow-hanging, shoe-contemplative, strange." He had grown up as a member 
of a highly unpopular minority, in both religion and politics; he found his friends 
deserting to the side of reaction; and his natural combativeness was exacerbated by 
the persistent abuse directed against him by writers in the conservative press and 
periodicals. In the course of his life, he managed to quarrel, in private and in print, 
with almost everyone whom he had once admired and liked, including Coleridge, 
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Wordsworth, Leigh Hunt, and even his most intimate and enduring friend, Charles 
Lamb. But what appealed to his admirers, as to modern readers of his essays, is his 
courage and uncompromising honesty, and above all his zest for life in its diversity— 
including even, as he announced in the title of an essay, "The Pleasure of Hating." 
He relished, and was able to convey completely, the particular qualities of things—a 
passage of poetry, a painting, a natural prospect, or a well-directed blow in a prize 
fight. Despite the recurrent frustrations of his fifty-two years of existence, he was able 
to say, with his last breath, "Well, I've had a happy life." 

On Gusto1 

Gusto in art is power or passion defining any object. It is not so difficult to 
explain this term in what relates to expression (of which it may be said to be 
the highest degree) as in what relates to things without expression, to the 
natural appearances of objects, as mere color or form. In one sense, however, 
there is hardly any object entirely devoid of expression, without some character 
of power belonging to it, some precise association with pleasure or pain: and 
it is in giving this truth of character from the truth of feeling, whether in the 
highest or the lowest degree, but always in the highest degree of which the 
subject is capable, that gusto consists. 

There is a gusto in the coloring of Titian.2 Not only do his heads seem to 
think—his bodies seem to feel. This is what the Italians mean by the morbi-
dezza? of his flesh color. It seems sensitive and alive all over; not merely to 
have the look and texture of flesh, but the feeling in itself. For example, the 
limbs of his female figures have a luxurious softness and delicacy, which 
appears conscious of the pleasure of the beholder. As the objects themselves 
in nature would produce an impression on the sense, distinct from every other 
object, and having something divine in it, which the heart owns and the imag-
ination consecrates, the objects in the picture preserve the same impression, 
absolute, unimpaired, stamped with all the truth of passion, the pride of the 
eye, and the charm of beauty. Rubens makes his flesh color like flowers; 
Albano's4 is like ivory; Titian's is like flesh, and like nothing else. It is as dif-
ferent from that of other painters, as the skin is from a piece of white or red 
drapery thrown over it. The blood circulates here and there, the blue veins 
just appear, the rest is distinguished throughout only by that sort of tingling 
sensation to the eye, which the body feels within itself. This is gusto. Van-
dyke's5 flesh color, though it has great truth and purity, wants gusto. It has 

1. Hazlitt's essay, first published in 1816 in the 
radical journal The Examiner, introduces one of 
his distinctive critical terms. In the 17th century 
English writers had imported the Italian word 
gusto, meaning taste, to denote a spectator's artis-
tic sensibility. Gusto also carried the sense (which 
remains primary today) of especially keen, zestful 
appreciation. Hazlitt expanded the meaning of the 
term so that it described not only the responsive-
ness of the spectator to the work of art but also 
the essential features of the natural or human 
objects that the work depicted. Keats, greatly 
impressed by "On Gusto," illuminated the essay's 
discussion of the wide range of sensuous and emo-
tional responses evoked by art when (in a letter of 

December 21, 1817) he remarked regretfullyabout 
a painting by Benjamin West that "there is nothing 
to be intense upon; no women one feels mad to 
kiss; no face swelling into reality." 
2. Tiziano Vecelli (ca. 1490-1576) , greatest of the 
16th-century Venetian painters. 
3. Softness, delicacy. 
4. Francesco Albani (1578—1660), Italian painter. 
Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640) , Flemish painter, 
was the most important artist of his time in north-
ern Europe. 
5. Sir Anthony Vandyke (1599-1641) , Flemish 
portrait painter, who did some of his best-known 
work at the English court of Charles I. 
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not the internal character, the living principle in it. It is a smooth surface, not 
a warm, moving mass. It is painted without passion, with indifference. The 
hand only has been concerned. The impression slides off from the eye, and 
does not, like the tones of Titian's pencil,6 leave a sting behind it in the mind 
of the spectator. The eye does not acquire a taste or appetite for what it sees. 
In a word, gusto in painting is where the impression made on one sense excites 
by affinity those of another. 

Michael Angelo's forms are full of gusto. They everywhere obtrude the sense 
of power upon the eye. His limbs convey an idea of muscular strength, of 
moral grandeur, and even of intellectual dignity: they are firm, commanding, 
broad, and massy, capable of executing with ease the determined purposes of 
the will. His faces have no other expression than his figures, conscious power 
and capacity. They appear only to think what they shall do, and to know that 
they can do it. This is what is meant by saying that his style is hard and 
masculine. It is the reverse of Correggio's,7 which is effeminate. That is, the 
gusto of Michael Angelo consists in expressing energy of will without propor-
tionable sensibility, Correggio's in expressing exquisite sensibility without 
energy of will. In Correggio's faces as well as figures we see neither bones nor 
muscles, but then what a soul is there, full of sweetness and of grace—pure, 
playful, soft, angelical! There is sentiment enough in a hand painted by Cor-
reggio to set up a school of history painters. Whenever we look at the hands 
of Correggio's women or of Raphael's,8 we always wish to touch them. 

Again, Titian's landscapes have a prodigious gusto, both in the coloring and 
forms. We shall never forget one that we saw many years ago in the Orleans 
Gallery of Acteon hunting.9 It had a brown, mellow, autumnal look. The sky 
was of the color of stone. The winds seemed to sing through the rustling 
branches of the trees, and already you might hear the twanging of bows 
resound through the tangled mazes of the wood. Mr. West,1 we understand, 
has this landscape. He will know if this description of it is just. The landscape 
background of the St. Peter Martyr2 is another well known instance of the 
power of this great painter to give a romantic interest and an appropriate 
character to the objects of his pencil, where every circumstance adds to the 
effect of the scene—the bold trunks of the tall forest trees, the trailing ground 
plants, with that tall convent spire rising in the distance, amidst the blue 
sapphire mountains and the golden sky. 

Rubens has a great deal of gusto in his Fauns and Satyrs, and in all that 
expresses motion, but in nothing else. Rembrandt has it in everything; every-
thing in his pictures has a tangible character. If he puts a diamond in the ear 
of a burgomaster's wife, it is of the first water; and his furs and stuffs are proof 
against a Russian winter. Raphael's gusto was only in expression; he had no 
idea of the character of anything but the human form. The dryness and poverty 
of his style in other respects is a phenomenon in the art. His trees are like 

6. In the archaic sense: a painter's brush. 
7. Antonio Correggio (1494—1 534), Italian artist. 
8. Rafaello Sanzio (1488-1520) , one of the 
supreme painters of the high Italian Renaissance. 
9. Titian's Diana and Actaeon, shown in a cele-
brated public exhibition ( 1 7 9 8 - 9 9 ) of old Italian 
masters, most of them from the collection of the 
due d'Orleans. Following the duke's execution, 
English investors brought his collection to London 
from Revolutionary France to be auctioned off. In 

"On the Pleasures of Painting" Hazlitt writes that 
for visitors to the Orleans Gallery it was as if "Old 
Time had unlocked his treasures": "From that time 
I lived in a world of pictures." 
1. Benjamin West (1738—1820) was an American-
born painter of historical scenes who achieved a 
high reputation in England. 
2. A celebrated altarpiece by Titian depicting the 
martyrdom of Peter, a 13th-century Dominican. 
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sprigs of grass stuck in a book of botanical specimens. Was it that Raphael 
never had time to go beyond the walls of Rome? That he was always in the 
streets, at church, or in the bath? He was not one of the Society of Arcadians.3 

Claude's4 landscapes, perfect as they are, want gusto. This is not easy to 
explain. They are perfect abstractions of the visible images of things; they 
speak the visible language of nature truly. They resemble a mirror or a micro-
scope. To the eye only they are more perfect than any other landscapes that 
ever were or will be painted; they give more of nature, as cognizable by one 
sense alone; but they lay an equal stress on all visible impressions. They do 
not interpret one sense by another; they do not distinguish the character of 
different objects as we are taught, and can only be taught, to distinguish them 
by their effect on the different senses. That is, his eye wanted imagination: it 
did not strongly sympathize with his other faculties. He saw the atmosphere, 
but he did not feel it. He painted the trunk of a tree or a rock in the foreground 
as smooth—with as complete an abstraction of the gross, tangible impression, 
as any other part of the picture. His trees are perfectly beautiful, but quite 
immovable; they have a look of enchantment. In short, his landscapes are 
unequaled imitations of nature, released from its subjection to the elements, 
as if all objects were become a delightful fairy vision, and the eye had rarefied 
and refined away the other senses. 

The gusto in the Greek statues is of a very singular kind. The sense of perfect 
form nearly occupies the whole mind, and hardly suffers it to dwell on any 
other feeling. It seems enough for them to be, without acting or suffering. 
Their forms are ideal, spiritual. Their beauty is power. By their beauty they 
are raised above the frailties of pain or passion; by their beauty they are deified. 

The infinite quantity of dramatic invention in Shakespeare takes from his 
gusto. The power he delights to show is not intense, but discursive. He never 
insists on anything as much as he might, except a quibble.5 Milton has great 
gusto. He repeats his blows twice; grapples with and exhausts his subject. His 
imagination has a double relish of its objects, an inveterate attachment to the 
things he describes, and to the words describing them. 

Or where Chineses drive 
With sails and wind their cany waggons light. 
Wild above rule or art, enormous bliss.6 

There is a gusto in Pope's compliments, in Dryden's satires, and Prior's tales; 
and among prose writers Boccaccio and Rabelais had the most of it.7 We will 
only mention one other work which appears to us to be full of gusto, and that 

3. I.e., someone who delights in the beauties of 
the countryside. Hazlitt adds a footnote: "Raphael 
not only could not paint a landscape; he could not 
paint people in a landscape. He could not have 
painted the heads or the figures, or even the 
dresses, of the St. Peter Martyr. His figures have 
always an in-door look, that is, a set, determined, 
voluntary, dramatic character, arising from their 
own passions, or a watchfulness of those of others, 
and want [lack] that wild uncertainty of expression, 
which is connected with the accidents of nature 
and the changes of the elements. He has nothing 
romantic about him." 
4. Claude Lorraine (1600—1682), French painter 

renowned for his landscapes and seascapes. 
5. I.e., pun. In "The Preface to Shakespeare" 
(1765), Samuel Johnson had written that the fas-
cinations of quibble were for Shakespeare "irresis-
tible": "A quibble was to him the fatal Cleopatra 
for which he lost the world and was content to lose 
it." 
6. Paradise Lost 3 . 4 3 8 - 3 9 and 5.297. 
7. The 14th-century Italian writer Boccaccio and 
the 16th-century French writer Rabelais are sin-
gled out here perhaps for their bawdy comedy. 
"Prior's tales": a group of somewhat racy narrative 
poems by the early-18th-century poet Matthew 
Prior. 
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is the Beggar's Opera.8 I f it is not, we are altogether mistaken in our notions 
on this delicate subject. 

1 8 1 6 1 8 1 7 

My First Acquaintance with Poets1 

My father was a Dissenting Minister, at Wem, in Shropshire; and in the 
year 1798 (the figures that compose that date are to me like the "dreaded 
name of Demogorgon"2) Mr. Coleridge came to Shrewsbury, to succeed Mr. 
Rowe in the spiritual charge of a Unitarian congregation there. He did not 
come till late on the Saturday afternoon before he was to preach; and Mr. 
Rowe, who himself went down to the coach, in a state of anxiety and expec-
tation, to look for the arrival of his successor, could find no one at all answering 
the description but a round-faced man, in a short black coat (like a shooting 
jacket) which hardly seemed to have been made for him, but who seemed to 
be talking at a great rate to his fellow passengers. Mr. Rowe had scarce 
returned to give an account of his disappointment, when the round-faced man 
in black entered, and dissipated all doubts on the subject, by beginning to talk. 
He did not cease while he stayed; nor has he since, that I know of. He held 
the good town of Shrewsbury in delightful suspense for three weeks that he 
remained there, "fluttering the proud Salopians, like an eagle in a dovecote";3 

and the Welsh mountains that skirt the horizon with their tempestuous con-
fusion, agree to have heard no such mystic sounds since the days of 

High-born Hoel's harp or soft Llewellyn's lay!4 

As we passed along between Wem and Shrewsbury, and I eyed their blue tops 
seen through the wintry branches, or the red rustling leaves of the sturdy oak 
trees by the roadside, a sound was in my ears as of a Siren's song; I was 
stunned, startled with it, as from deep sleep; but I had no notion then that I 
should ever be able to express my admiration to others in motley imagery or 
quaint allusion, till the light of his genius shone into my soul, like the sun's 
rays glittering in the puddles of the road. I was at that time dumb, inarticulate, 
helpless, like a worm by the wayside, crushed, bleeding, lifeless; but now, 
bursting from the deadly bands that bound them, 

With Styx nine times round them,5 

my ideas float on winged words, and as they expand their plumes, catch the 
golden light of other years. My soul has indeed remained in its original bond-
age, dark, obscure, with longings infinite and unsatisfied; my heart, shut up 

8. The popular comic opera by John Gay, pro-
duced in 1728. 
1. This essay was written in 1823, a quarter cen-
tury after the events it describes. By then Coleridge 
and Wordsworth had long given up their early rad-
icalism, and both men had quarreled with Hazlitt— 
hence the essays elegiac note in dealing with the 
genius of the two poets. 
2. Paradise Lost 2.964—65. To mythographers of 
the Renaissance, Demogorgon was a mysterious 
and terrifying demon, sometimes described as 
ancestor of all the gods. He plays a central role in 

Shelley's Prometheus Unbound. 
3. Shakespeare's Roman general Coriolanus 
reminds his enemies that in, in his days of military 
glory, "like an eagle in a dove-cote, I / Fluttered 
your Volscians" (Coriolanus 5.6.115—16), "Salopi-
ans": inhabitants of Shropshire. 
4. Thomas Gray's "The Bard," line 28—names of 
famous bards silenced by King Edward's conquest 
of Wales. 
5. Adapted from Pope's "Ode on St. Cecilia's 
Day," lines 9 0 - 9 1 . 
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in the prison house of this rude clay, has never found, nor will it ever find, a 
heart to speak to; but that my understanding also did not remain dumb and 
brutish, or at length found a language to express itself, I owe to Coleridge. 
But this is not to my purpose. 

My father lived ten miles from Shrewsbury, and was in the habit of exchang-
ing visits with Mr. Rowe, and with Mr. Jenkins of Whitechurch (nine miles 
farther on) according to the custom of Dissenting Ministers in each other's 
neighborhood. A line of communication is thus established, by which the 
flame of civil and religious liberty is kept alive, and nourishes its smoldering 
fire unquenchable, like the fires in the Agamemnon of Aeschylus, placed at 
different stations, that waited for ten long years to announce with their blazing 
pyramids the destruction of Troy. Coleridge had agreed to come over to see 
my father, according to the courtesy of the country, as Mr. Rowe's probable 
successor; but in the meantime, I had gone to hear him preach the Sunday 
after his arrival. A poet and a philosopher getting up into a Unitarian pulpit 
to preach the Gospel was a romance in these degenerate days, a sort of revival 
of the primitive spirit of Christianity, which was not to be resisted. 

It was in January of 1798 , that I rose one morning before daylight, to walk 
ten miles in the mud, and went to hear this celebrated person preach. Never, 
the longest day I have to live, shall I have such another walk as this cold, raw, 
comfortless one, in the winter of the year 1798. II y a des impressions que ni 
le temps ni les circonstances peuvent ejfacer. Dusse-je vivre des siecles entiers, 
le doux temps de ma jeunesse ne pent renaitre pour moi, ni s'ejfacer jamais dans 
ma memoire.6 W h e n I got there, the organ was playing the 100th psalm, and 
when it was done, Mr. Coleridge rose and gave out his text, "And he went up 
into the mountain to pray, himself, alone."7 As he gave out this text, his voice 
"rose like a steam of rich distilled perfume,"8 and when he came to the two 
last words, which he pronounced loud, deep, and distinct, it seemed to me, 
who was then young, as if the sounds had echoed from the bottom of the 
human heart, and as if that prayer might have floated in solemn silence 
through the universe. The idea of St. John came into my mind, "of one crying 
in the wilderness, who had his loins girt about, and whose food was locusts 
and wild honey."9 The preacher then launched into his subject, like an eagle 
dallying with the wind. The sermon was upon peace and war; upon church 
and state—not their alliance but their separation—on the spirit of the world 
and the spirit of Christianity, not as the same, but as opposed to one another. 
He talked of those who had "inscribed the cross of Christ on banners dripping 
with human gore." He made a poetical and pastoral excursion—and to show 
the fatal effects of war, drew a striking contrast between the simple shepherd 
boy, driving his team afield, or sitting under the hawthorn, piping to his flock, 
"as though he should never be old,"1 and the same poor country lad, crimped,2 

kidnapped, brought into town, made drunk, at an alehouse, turned into a 
wretched drummer boy, with his hair sticking on end with powder and poma-
tum, a long cue3 at his back, and tricked out in the loathsome finery of the 
profession of blood. 

6. There are some impressions that neither time 
nor circumstances can efface. Even if I lived whole 
centuries, the sweet time of my youth could not be 
reborn for me, nor ever erased from my memory 
(French). Based on Rousseau's novel in letters La 
Nouvelle Hiloise (1761), part 6, letter 7. 
7. The text for Coleridge's sermon was perhaps 
Matthew 14.23 or John 6.15—both of which 

describe how Christ withdraws into the mountains 
to prevent the people from making him king. 
8. Milton's Comus, line 556. 
9. See Matthew 3 . 3 - 4 and Mark 1 .3-6 . 
1. Sir Philip Sidney's Arcadia 1.2. 
2. Tricked into enlisting in military sendee. 
3. Pigtail. "Pomatum": perfumed hair oil. 
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Such were the notes our once-loved poet sung.4 

And for myself, I could not have been more delighted if I had heard the music 
of the spheres. Poetry and Philosophy had met together. Truth and Genius 
had embraced, under the eye and with the sanction of Religion. This was even 
beyond my hopes. I returned home well satisfied. The sun that was still labor-
ing pale and wan through the sky, obscured by thick mists, seemed an emblem 
of the good cause;5 and the cold dank drops of dew, that hung half melted on 
the beard of the thistle, had something genial and refreshing in them; for there 
was a spirit of hope and youth in all nature, that turned everything into good. 
The face of nature had not then the brand of Jus Divinum6 on it: 

Like to that sanguine flower inscribed with woe.7 

On the Tuesday following, the half-inspired speaker came. I was called down 
into the room where he was, and went half-hoping, half-afraid. He received 
me very graciously, and I listened for a long time without uttering a word. I 
did not suffer in his opinion by my silence. "For those two hours," he after-
wards was pleased to say, "he was conversing with W. H.'s forehead!" His 
appearance was different from what I had anticipated from seeing him before. 
At a distance, and in the dim light of the chapel, there was to me a strange 
wildness in his aspect, a dusky obscurity, and I thought him pitted with the 
smallpox. His complexion was at that time clear, and even br ight— 

As are the children of yon azure sheen.8 

His forehead was broad and high, light as if built of ivory, with large projecting 
eyebrows, and his eyes rolling beneath them, like a sea with darkened luster. 
"A certain tender bloom his face o'erspread,"9 a purple tinge as we see it in 
the pale thoughtful complexions of the Spanish portrait painters, Murillo and 
Velasquez. His mouth was gross, voluptuous, open, eloquent; his chin good-
humored and round; but his nose, the rudder of the face, the index of the will, 
was small, feeble, nothing—like what he has done. It might seem that the 
genius of his face as from a height surveyed and projected him (with sufficient 
capacity and huge aspiration) into the world unknown of thought and imagi-
nation, with nothing to support or guide his veering purpose, as if Columbus 
had launched his adventurous course for the New World in a scallop,1 without 
oars or compass. So at least I comment on it after the event. Coleridge in his 
person was rather above the common size, inclining to the corpulent, or like 
Lord Hamlet, "somewhat fat and pursy."2 His hair (now, alas! gray) was then 
black and glossy as the raven's, and fell in smooth masses over his forehead. 
This long pendulous hair is peculiar to enthusiasts, to those whose minds tend 
heavenward; and is traditionally inseparable (though of a different color) from 
the pictures of Christ. It ought to belong, as a character, to all who preach 
Christ crucified, and Coleridge was at that time one of those! 

It was curious to observe the contrast between him and my father, who was 
a veteran in the cause, and then declining into the vale of years. He had been 
a poor Irish lad, carefully brought up by his parents, and sent to the University 

4. The first line of Pope's "Epistle to Robert, Earl 
of Oxford." 
5. The cause of liberty, i.e., the French Revolu-
tion. 
6. The divine right (of kings). 
7. I.e., the hyacinth, believed to be marked with 
the Greek letters "AI AI," a cry of grief. Hazlitt 

quotes Milton's "Lycidas," line 106. 
8. Adapted from James Thomson's The Castle of 
bidolence 2.33. 
9. See Thomson's The Castle of Indolence 1.57. 
1. Probably for shallop, a small boat. 
2. Cf. Shakespeare's Hamlet 3.4.144, 5.2.230. 
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of Glasgow (where he studied under Adam Smith3) to prepare him for his 
future destination. It was his mother's proudest wish to see her son a Dis-
senting Minister. So if we look back to past generations (as far as eye can 
reach) we see the same hopes, fears, wishes, followed by the same disappoint-
ments, throbbing in the human heart; and so we may see them (if we look 
forward) rising up forever, and disappearing, like vaporish bubbles, in the 
human breast! After being tossed about from congregation to congregation in 
the heats of the Unitarian controversy, and squabbles about the American 
war,4 he had been relegated to an obscure village, where he was to spend the 
last thirty years of his life, far from the only converse that he loved, the talk 
about disputed texts of Scripture and the cause of civil and religious liberty. 
Here he passed his days, repining but resigned, in the study of the Bible, and 
the perusal of the Commentators—huge folios, not easily got through, one of 
which would outlast a winter! Why did he pore on these from morn to night 
(with the exception of a walk in the fields or a turn in the garden to gather 
broccoli plants or kidney beans of his own rearing, with no small degree of 
pride and pleasure)? Here were "no figures nor no fantasies"5—neither poetry 
nor philosophy—nothing to dazzle, nothing to excite modern curiosity; but to 
his lackluster eyes there appeared, within the pages of the ponderous, 
unwieldy, neglected tomes, the sacred name of JEHOVAH in Hebrew capitals: 
pressed down by the weight of the style, worn to the last fading thinness of 
the understanding, there were glimpses, glimmering notions of the patriarchal 
wanderings, with palm trees hovering in the horizon, and processions of cam-
els at the distance of three thousand years; there was Moses with the Burning 
Bush, the number of the Twelve Tribes, types, shadows,6 glosses on the law 
and the prophets; there were discussions (dull enough) on the age of Methu-
selah, a mighty speculation! there were outlines, rude guesses at the shape of 
Noah's Ark and of the riches of Solomon's Temple; questions as to the date 
of the creation, predictions of the end of all things; the great lapses of time, 
the strange mutations of the globe were unfolded with the voluminous leaf,7 

as it turned over; and though the soul might slumber with an hieroglyphic veil 
of inscrutable mysteries drawn over it, yet it was in a slumber ill-exchanged 
for all the sharpened realities of sense, wit, fancy, or reason. My father's life 
was comparatively a dream; but it was a dream of infinity and eternity, of death, 
the resurrection, and a judgment to come! 

No two individuals were ever more unlike than were the host and his guest. 
A poet was to my father a sort of nondescript: yet whatever added grace to the 
Unitarian cause was to him welcome. He could hardly have been more sur-
prised or pleased if our visitor had worn wings. Indeed, his thoughts had wings; 
and as the silken sounds rustled round our little wainscoted parlor, my father 
threw back his spectacles over his forehead, his white hairs mixing with its 
sanguine hue; and a smile of delight beamed across his rugged cordial face, 
to think that Truth had found a new ally in Fancy! Besides, Coleridge seemed 

3. Scottish professor of mora! philosophy, author 
of the Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) and the 
great economic treatise The Wealth of Nations 
(1776). 
4. The American Revolution, with which a num-
ber of radical Unitarian preachers were in sympa-
thy. 
5. In Shakespeare's Julius Caesar Brutus's descrip-
tion of the carefree state of his sleeping servant, 

who knows nothing of his master's plotting 
(2.1.230). 
6. Old Testament foreshadowings of later events, 
or symbols of moral and theological truths. 
"Types": characters and events in the Old Testa-
ment believed to prefigure analogous matters in 
the New Testament. 
7. Page. 
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to take considerable notice of me, and that of itself was enough. He talked 
very familiarly, but agreeably, and glanced over a variety of subjects. At dinner 
time he grew more animated, and dilated in a very edifying manner on Mary 
Wollstonecraft and Mackintosh.8 The last, he said, he considered (on my 
father's speaking of his Vindiciae Gallicae as a capital performance) as a clever 
scholastic9 man—a master of the topics—or as the ready warehouseman of 
letters, who knew exactly where to lay his hand on what he wanted, though 
the goods were not his own. He thought him no match for Burke, either in 
style or matter. Burke was a metaphysician, Mackintosh a mere logician. Burke 
was an orator (almost a poet) who reasoned in figures, because he had an eye 
for nature: Mackintosh, on the other hand, was a rhetorician, who had only 
an eye to commonplaces. On this I ventured to say that I had always enter-
tained a great opinion of Burke, and that (as far as I could find) the speaking 
of him with contempt might be made the test of a vulgar democratical mind. 
This was the first observation I ever made to Coleridge, and he said it was a 
very just and striking one. I remember the leg of Welsh mutton and the turnips 
on the table that day had the finest flavor imaginable. Coleridge added that 
Mackintosh and Tom Wedgwood1 (of whom, however, he spoke highly) had 
expressed a very indifferent opinion of his friend Mr. Wordsworth, on which 
he remarked to them—"He strides on so far before you that he dwindles in 
the distance!" Godwin2 had once boasted to him of having carried on an argu-
ment with Mackintosh for three hours with dubious success; Coleridge told 
h im—"If there had been a man of genius in the room, he would have settled 
the question in five minutes." He asked me if I had ever seen Mary Wollstone-
craft, and I said I had once for a few moments, and that she seemed to me to 
turn off Godwin's objections to something she advanced with quite a playful, 
easy air. He replied, that "this was only one instance of the ascendancy which 
people of imagination exercised over those of mere intellect." He did not rate 
Godwin very high3 (this was caprice or prejudice, real or affected) but he had 
a great idea of Mrs. Wollstonecraft's powers of conversation, none at all of her 
talent for book-making. We talked a little about Holcroft.4 He had been asked 
if he was not much struck with him, and he said, he thought himself in more 
danger of being struck by him. I complained that he would not let me get on 
at all, for he required a definition of even the commonest word, exclaiming, 
"What do you mean by a sensation, sir? What do you mean by an idea?" This, 
Coleridge said, was barricadoing the road to truth: it was setting up a turnpike 
gate at every step we took. I forget a great number of things, many more than 
I remember; but the day passed off pleasantly, and the next morning Mr. 
Coleridge was to return to Shrewsbury. When I came down to breakfast, I 
found that he had just received a letter from his friend, T. Wedgwood, making 
him an offer of £1 50 a year if he chose to waive his present pursuit, and devote 

8. Mary Wollstonecraft's A Vindication of the 
Rights of Men (1790) and the Scottish philosopher 
James Mackintosh's Vindiciae Gallicae ("Defense 
of France," 1791) were both written in opposition 
to Edmund Burke's Reflections on the French Rev-
olution (1790). See pp. 148-67 above. 
9. The Scholastics, medieval philosophers and 
theologians, organized their thought systemati-
cally, often under various "topics"—standard 
headings, or "commonplaces." 
1. Son of Josiah Wedgwood (1730 -1795) , who 
founded the great potterv firm (which still exists). 
2. William Godwin (1756-1836) , radical philos-

opher and novelist, author of the influential 
Inquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793). 
3. He complained in particular of the presump-
tion of attempting to establish the future immor-
tality of man "without" (as he said) "knowing what 
Death was or what Life was"—and the tone in 
which he pronounced these two words seemed to 
convey a complete image of both [Hazlitt's note], 
4. Thomas Holcroft (1749-1809) , another radical 
contemporary, author of plays and novels. Hazlitt 
completed his friend Holcroft's memoirs and pub-
lished them in 1816. 
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himself entirely to the study of poetry and philosophy. Coleridge seemed to 
make up his mind to close with this proposal in the act of tying on one of his 
shoes. It threw an additional damp on his departure. It took the wayward 
enthusiast quite from us to cast him into Deva's winding vales,' or by the 
shores of old romance. Instead of living at ten miles' distance, of being the 
pastor of a Dissenting congregation at Shrewsbury, he was henceforth to 
inhabit the Hill of Parnassus, to be a Shepherd on the Delectable Mountains.6 

Alas! I knew not the way thither, and felt very little gratitude for Mr. Wedg-
wood's bounty. I was presently relieved from this dilemma; for Mr. Coleridge, 
asking for a pen and ink, and going to a table to write something on a bit of 
card, advanced towards me with undulating step, and giving me the precious 
document, said that that was his address, Mr. Coleridge, Nether Stowey, 
Somersetshire; and that he should be glad to see me there in a few weeks' time, 
and, if I chose, would come half-way to meet me. I was not less surprised than 
the shepherd boy (this simile is to be found in Cassandra7) when he sees a 
thunderbolt fall close at his feet. I stammered out my acknowledgments and 
acceptance of this offer (I thought Mr. Wedgwood's annunity a trifle to it) as 
well as I could; and this mighty business being settled, the poet-preacher took 
leave, and I accompanied him six miles on the road. It was a fine morning in 
the middle of winter, and he talked the whole way. The scholar in Chaucer is 
described as going 

——sounding on his way.8 

So Coleridge went on his. In digressing, in dilating, in passing from subject 
to subject, he appeared to me to float in air, to slide on ice. He told me in 
confidence (going along) that he should have preached two sermons before 
he accepted the situation at Shrewsbury, one on Infant Baptism, the other on 
the Lord's Supper, showing that he could not administer either, which would 
have effectually disqualified him for the object in view. I observed that he 
continually crossed me on the way by shifting from one side of the footpath 
to the other. This struck me as an odd movement; but I did not at that time 
connect it with any instability of purpose or involuntary change of principle, 
as I have done since. He seemed unable to keep on in a straight line. He spoke 
slightingly of Hume9 (whose Essay on Miracles he said was stolen from an 
objection started in one of South's sermons—Credat Judaeus Appella!1). I was 
not very much pleased at this account of Hume, for I had just been reading, 
with infinite relish, that completest of all metaphysical choke-pears,2 his Trea-
tise on Human Nature, to which the Essays, in point of scholastic subtlety and 
close reasoning, are mere elegant trifling, light summer reading. Coleridge 
even denied the excellence of Hume's general style, which I think betrayed a 
want of taste or candor. He however made me amends by the manner in which 

5. In "Lycidas," line 55, Milton associates the 
"wizard stream" of Deva (the river Dee in Wales) 
with the ancient bards. Hazlitt's point is that Cole-
ridge will henceforth inhabit the terrain of the 
poetic imagination. 
6. In classical mythology Mount Parnassus was 
sacred to the muses. In John Bunyan's allegory Pil-
grim's Progress (1678—79), the pilgrim Christian, 
on his journey to the Celestial City, passes through 
the Delectable Mountains, where he is entertained 
by the shepherds. 
7. A romance by the 17th-century French writer 
La Calpren£de. 

8. The Canterbury1 Tales, "General Prologue," line 
309: "Souning in moral vertu was his speeche" (in 
Chaucer the meaning of "souning in" is either 
"resounding in" or "consonant with"). 
9. David Hume, 18th-century Scottish philoso-
pher. 
1. From Horace's Satires 1.5.100: "Let Appella the 
Jew believe it" (Latin); implying that he himself 
does not. Robert South (1634—1716), Anglican 
divine. 
2. A very sour variety of pear; hence anything hard 
to take in. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



M Y F I R S T A C Q U A I N T A N C E W I T H P O E T S / 5 4 7 

he spoke of Berkeley.3 He dwelt particularly on his Essay on Vision as a mas-
terpiece of analytical reasoning. So it undoubtedly is. He was exceedingly 
angry with Dr. Johnson for striking the stone with his foot, in allusion to this 
author's theory of matter and spirit, and saying, "Thus I confute him, sir."4 

Coleridge drew a parallel (I don't know how he brought about the connection) 
between Bishop Berkeley and Tom Paine.5 He said the one was an instance 
of a subtle, the other of an acute mind, than which no two things could be 
more distinct. The one was a shop-boy's quality, the other the characteristic 
of a philosopher. He considered Bishop Butler6 as a true philosopher, a pro-
found and conscientious thinker, a genuine reader of nature and of his own 
mind. He did not speak of his Analogy, but of his Sermons at the Rolls' Chapel, 
of which I had never heard. Coleridge somehow always contrived to prefer the 
unknown to the known. In this instance he was right. The Analogy is a tissue 
of sophistry, of wire-drawn,7 theological special-pleading; the Sermons (with 
the Preface to them) are in a fine vein of deep, matured reflection, a candid 
appeal to our observation of human nature, without pedantry and without bias. 
I told Coleridge I had written a few remarks, and was sometimes foolish 
enough to believe that I had made a discovery on the same subject (the Natural 
Disinterestedness of the Human Mind)s—and I tried to explain my view of it to 
Coleridge, who listened with great willingness, but I did not succeed in making 
myself understood. I sat down to the task shortly afterwards for the twentieth 
time, got new pens and paper, determined to make clear work of it, wrote a 
few meager sentences in the skeleton-style of a mathematical demonstration, 
stopped halfway down the second page; and, after trying in vain to pump up 
any words, images, notions, apprehensions, facts, or observations, from that 
gulf of abstraction in which I had plunged myself for four or five years pre-
ceding, gave up the attempt as labor in vain, and shed tears of helpless despon-
dency on the blank unfinished paper. I can write fast enough now. Am I better 
than I was then? Oh no! One truth discovered, one pang of regret at not being 
able to express it, is better than all the fluency and flippancy in the world. 
Would that I could go back to what I then was! Why can we not revive past 
times as we can revisit old places? If I had the quaint Muse of Sir Philip Sidney 
to assist me, I would write a Sonnet to the Road between Wem and Shrewsbury, 
and immortalize every step of it by some fond enigmatical conceit. I would 
swear that the very milestones had ears, and that Harmer Hill stooped with 
all its pines, to listen to a poet, as he passed! I remember but one other topic 
of discourse in this walk. He mentioned Paley,9 praised the naturalness and 
clearness of his style, but condemned his sentiments, thought him a mere 
time-serving casuist, and said that "the fact of his work on Moral and Political 
Philosophy being made a textbook in our universities was a disgrace to the 
national character." We parted at the six-mile stone; and I returned homeward 

3. Bishop George Berkeley, 18th-century Irish 
idealist philosopher and author of an Essay toward 
a New Theory of Vision (1709). 
4. The anecdote is in James Boswell's The Life of 
Samuel Johnson. 
5. Supporter of the American and French Revo-
lutions and author of Common Sense and The 
Rights of Man. See pp. 163 -67 . 
6. Joseph Butler, 18th-century theologian and 
moral philosopher, author of the Analogy of Reli-
gion (1736). 
7. Drawn out to great length. 

8. Published as An Essay on the Principles of 
Human Action (1805). 
9. William Paley, author of Evidences of Christi-
anity (1794) and Principles of Moral and Political 
Philosophy (1785), which became a textbook for 
generations of Cambridge students. With its 
account of how individuals' calculations of their 
best interests provide an adequate foundation for 
Christian morality, Paley's utilitarian theology 
would have displeased Coleridge. A "casuist" uses 
reason in a slippery, deceptive manner. 
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pensive but much pleased. I had met with unexpected notice from a person 
whom I believed to have been prejudiced against me. "Kind and affable to me 
had been his condescension, and should be honored ever with suitable 
regard."1 He was the first poet I had known, and he certainly answered to that 
inspired name. I had heard a great deal of his powers of conversation, and was 
not disappointed. In fact, I never met with anything at all like them, either 
before or since. I could easily credit the accounts which were circulated of his 
holding forth to a large party of ladies and gentlemen, an evening or two before, 
on the Berkeleian Theory, when he made the whole material universe look 
like a transparency of fine words; and another story (which I believe he has 
somewhere told himself)2 of his being asked to a party at Birmingham, of his 
smoking tobacco and going to sleep after dinner on a sofa, where the company 
found him, to their no small surprise, which was increased to wonder when 
he started up of a sudden, and rubbing his eyes, looked about him, and 
launched into a three hours' description of the third heaven, of which he had 
had a dream, very different from Mr. Southey's Vision of Judgment, and also 
from that other Vision of Judgment, which Mr. Murray, the secretary of the 
Bridge Street Junto, 3 has taken into his especial keeping! 

On my way back, I had a sound in my ears, it was the voice of Fancy: I had a 
light before me, it was the face of Poetry. The one still lingers there, the other 
has not quitted my side! Coleridge in truth met me half-way on the ground of 
philosophy, or I should not have been won over to his imaginative creed. I had 
an uneasy, pleasurable sensation all the time, till I was to visit him. During 
those months the chill breath of winter gave me a welcoming; the vernal air 
was balm and inspiration to me. The golden sunsets, the silver star of evening, 
lighted me on my way to new hopes and prospects. I was to visit Coleridge in the 
spring. This circumstance was never absent from my thoughts, and mingled 
with all my feelings. I wrote to him at the time proposed, and received an 
answer postponing my intended visit for a week or two, but very cordially urg-
ing me to complete my promise then. This delay did not damp, but rather 
increased my ardor. In the meantime, I went to Llangollen Vale,4 by way of ini-
tiating myself in the mysteries of natural scenery; and I must say I was 
enchanted with it. I had been reading Coleridge's description of England in his 
fine Ode on the Departing Year, and I applied it, con amore,5 to the objects 
before me. That valley was to me (in a manner) the cradle of a new existence: in 
the river that winds through it, my spirit was baptized in the waters of Helicon!6 

I returned home, and soon after set out on my journey with unworn heart 
and untired feet. My way lay through Worcester and Gloucester, and by 
Upton, where I thought of Tom Jones and the adventure of the muff.71 remem-
ber getting completely wet through one day, and stopping at an inn (I think it 
was at Tewkesbury) where I sat up all night to read Paid and Virginia.8 Sweet 

1. Paraphrasing Adam's praise for the teaching 
offered to him by the archangel Raphael (Paradise 
Lost 8 . 648 -50 ) . 
2. See Coleridge's Biographia Literaria, chap. 10. 
3. Byron's Vision of Judgment is a brilliant parody 
of Southey's poem. Charles Murray was solicitor 
to an association, located at New Bridge Street in 
London, that prosecuted John Hunt for publishing 
Byron's poem in 1822 in the first number of the 
journal The Liberal. Hazlitt's "My First Acquain-
tance with Poets" would appear in the pages of The 
Liberal the following year. Hazlitt derisively refers 

to Murray's Constitutional Association, founded to 
oppose "the progress of disloyal and seditious prin-
ciples," as a "junto," i.e., a group formed for polit-
ical intrigue. 
4. In north Wales (about thirty-five miles from 
Wem)—a standard destination for lovers of pic-
turesque landscapes. 
5. "With love," fervently (Italian). 
6. A mountain sacred to Apollo and the Muses. 
7. Henry Fielding's Tom Jones 10.5ff. 
8. A sentimental novel (1788) by the French 
writer Bernardin de Saint-Pierre. 
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were the showers in early youth that drenched my body, and sweet the drops 
of pity that fell upon the books I read! I recollect a remark of Coleridge's upon 
this very book that nothing could show the gross indelicacy of French manners 
and the entire corruption of their imagination more strongly than the behavior 
of the heroine in the last fatal scene, who turns away from a person on board 
the sinking vessel, that offers to save her life, because he has thrown off his 
clothes to assist him in swimming. Was this a time to think of such a circum-
stance? I once hinted to Wordsworth, as we were sailing in his boat on Gras-
mere lake, that I thought he had borrowed the idea of his Poems on the Naming 
of Places from the local inscriptions of the same kind in Paul and Virginia. He 
did not own the obligation, and stated some distinction without a difference 
in defense to his claim to originality. Any the slightest variation would be 
sufficient for this purpose in his mind; for whatever he added or omitted would 
inevitably be worth all that any one else had done, and contain the marrow of 
the sentiment. I was still two days before the time fixed for my arrival, for I 
had taken care to set out early enough. I stopped these two days at Bridge-
water, and when I was tired of sauntering on the banks of its muddy river, 
returned to the inn and read Camilla.9 So have I loitered my life away, reading 
books, looking at pictures, going to plays, hearing, thinking, writing on what 
pleased me best. I have wanted only one thing to make me happy; but wanting 
that, have wanted everything! 

I arrived, and was well received. The country about Nether Stowey is beau-
tiful, green and hilly, and near the seashore. I saw it but the other day, after 
an interval of twenty years, from a hill near Taunton. How was the map of my 
life spread out before me, as the map of the country lay at my feet! In the 
afternoon, Coleridge took me over to Alfoxden, a romantic old family mansion 
of the St. Aubins, where Wordsworth lived. It was then in the possession of a 
friend of the poet's, who gave him the free use of it.1 Somehow, that period 
(the time just after the French Revolution) was not a time when nothing was 
given for nothing. The mind opened and a softness might be perceived coming 
over the heart of individuals, beneath "the scales that fence" our self-interest. 
Wordsworth himself was from home, but his sister kept house, and set before 
us a frugal repast; and we had free access to her brother's poems, the Lyrical 
Ballads, which were still in manuscript, or in the form of Syhilline Leaves.2 I 
dipped into a few of these with great satisfaction, and with the faith of a novice. 
I slept that night in an old room with blue hangings, and covered with the round-
faced family portraits of the age of George I and II and from the wooded declivity 
of the adjoining park that overlooked my window, at the dawn of day, could 

hear the loud stag speak.3 

In the outset of life (and particularly at this time I felt it so) our imagination 
has a body to it. We are in a state between sleeping and waking, and have 
indistinct but glorious glimpses of strange shapes, and there is always some-
thing to come better than what we see. As in our dreams the fullness of the 
blood gives warmth and reality to the coinage of the brain, so in youth our 
ideas are clothed, and fed, and pampered with our good spirits; we breathe 
thick with thoughtless happiness, the weight of future years presses on the 

9. A 1796 novel by Frances Burney. 
1. A mistake; Wordsworth paid rent. 
2. I.e.. prophetic writings in a scattered state. The 
phrase is used by Coleridge as the title for his pub-

lished poems in 1817. 
3. A pleasure of country life mentioned in Ben 
Jonson's 1616 poem "To Sir Robert Wroth" (line 
22). 
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strong pulses of the heart, and we repose with undisturbed faith in truth and 
good. As we advance, we exhaust our fund of enjoyment and of hope. We are 
no longer wrapped in lamb's wool, lulled in Elysium. As we taste the pleasures 
of life, their spirit evaporates, the sense palls; and nothing is left but the phan-
toms, the lifeless shadows of what has been! 

That morning, as soon as breakfast was over, we strolled out into the park, 
and seating ourselves on the trunk of an old ash tree that stretched along the 
ground, Coleridge read aloud with a sonorous and musical voice, the ballad 
of Betty Foy.4 I was not critically or skeptically inclined. I saw touches of truth 
and nature, and took the rest for granted. But in the Thorn, the Mad Mother, 
and the Complaint of a Poor Indian Woman, I felt that deeper power and 
pathos which have been since acknowledged, 

In spite of pride, in erring reason's spite,5 

as the characteristics of this author; and the sense of a new style and a new 
spirit in poetry came over me. It had to me something of the effect that arises 
from the turning up of the fresh soil, or of the first welcome breath of spring, 

While yet the trembling year is unconfirmed.6 

Coleridge and myself walked back to Stowey that evening, and his voice 
sounded high 

Of Providence, foreknowledge, will, and fate, 
Fixed fate, free will, foreknowledge absolute,7 

as we passed through echoing grove, by fairy stream or waterfall, gleaming in 
the summer moonlight! He lamented that Wordsworth was not prone enough 
to believe in the traditional superstitions of the place, and that there was a 
something corporeal, a matter-of-fact-ness, a clinging to the palpable, or often 
to the petty, in his poetry, in consequence. His genius was not a spirit that 
descended to him through the air; it sprung out of the ground like a flower, 
or unfolded itself from a green spray, on which the goldfinch sang. He said, 
however (if I remember right), that this objection must be confined to his 
descriptive pieces, that his philosophic poetry had a grand and comprehensive 
spirit in it, so that his soul seemed to inhabit the universe like a palace, and 
to discover truth by intuition, rather than by deduction. The next day Words-
worth arrived from Bristol at Coleridge's cottage. I think I see him now. He 
answered in some degree to his friend's description of him, but was more gaunt 
and Don Quixote-like. He was quaintly dressed (according to the costume of 
that unconstrained period) in a brown fustian8 jacket and striped pantaloons. 
There was something of a roll, a lounge in his gait, not unlike his own Peter 
Bell.9 There was a severe, worn pressure of thought about his temples, a fire 
in his eye (as if he saw something in objects more than the outward appear-
ance), an intense high narrow forehead, a Roman nose, cheeks furrowed by 
strong purpose and feeling, and a convulsive inclination to laughter about the 
mouth, a good deal at variance with the solemn, stately expression of the rest 
of his face. Chantry's bust wants the marking traits; but he was teased into 
making it regular and heavy; Haydon's1 head of him, introduced into the 

4. Wordsworth's Idiot Boy. Like the other poems 
mentioned, it was included in Lyrical Ballads. 
5. Pope's Essay on Man 1.293. 
6. James Thomson's The Seasons: Spring, line 18. 
7. The topics debated by the fallen angels in Par-
adise Lost 2 . 5 5 9 - 6 0 . 

8. A coarse and heavy cotton cloth. 
9. The rough protagonist in Wordsworth's poem 
Peter Bell (1819). 
1. Sir Francis Chantry's bust of Wordsworth was 
sculpted in 1820. In his large-scale historypainting 
Christ's Entry into Jerusalem (1817), Benjamin 
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Entrance of Christ into Jerusalem, is the most like his drooping weight of 
thought and expression. He sat down and talked very naturally and freely, with 
a mixture of clear gushing accents in his voice, a deep guttural intonation, and 
a strong tincture of the northern burr, like the crust on wine. He instantly 
began to make havoc of the half of a Cheshire cheese on the table, and said 
triumphantly that "his marriage with experience had not been so unproductive 
as Mr. Southey's in teaching him a knowledge of the good things of this life." 
He had been to see the Castle Spectre by Monk Lewis,2 while at Bristol, and 
described it very well. He said "it fitted the taste of the audience like a glove." 
This ad captandum3 merit was, however, by no means a recommendation of 
it, according to the severe principles of the new school, which reject rather 
than court popular effect. Wordsworth, looking out of the low, latticed win-
dow, said, "How beautifully the sun sets on that yellow bank!" I thought within 
myself, "With what eyes these poets see nature!" and ever after, when I saw 
the sunset stream upon the objects facing it, conceived I had made a discovery, 
or thanked Mr. Wordsworth for having made one for me! We went over to 
Alfoxden again the day following, and Wordsworth read us the story of Peter 
Bell in the open air; and the comment made upon it by his face and voice was 
very different from that of some later critics! Whatever might be thought of 
the poem, "his face was as a book where men might read strange matters,"4 

and he announced the fate of his hero in prophetic tones. There is a chaunt 
in the recitation both of Coleridge and Wordsworth, which acts as a spell upon 
the hearer, and disarms the judgment. Perhaps they have deceived themselves 
by making habitual use of this ambiguous accompaniment. Coleridge's man-
ner is more full, animated, and varied; Wordsworth's more equable, sustained, 
and internal. The one might be termed more dramatic, the other more lyrical. 
Coleridge has told me that he himself liked to compose in walking over uneven 
ground, or breaking through the straggling branches of a copse wood; whereas 
Wordsworth always wrote (if he could) walking up and down a straight gravel 
walk, or in some spot where the continuity of his verse met with no collateral 
interruption. Returning that same evening, I got into a metaphysical argument 
with Wordsworth, while Coleridge was explaining the different notes of the 
nightingale to his sister, in which we neither of us succeeded in making our-
selves perfectly clear and intelligible. Thus I passed three weeks at Nether 
Stowey and in the neighborhood, generally devoting the afternoons to a 
delightful chat in an arbor made of bark by the poet's friend Tom Poole, sitting 
under two fine elm trees, and listening to the bees humming round us while 
we quaffed our flip.5 It was agreed, among other things, that we should make 
a jaunt down the Bristol Channel, as far as Linton. We set off together on 
foot, Coleridge, John Chester, and I. This Chester was a native of Nether 
Stowey, one of those who were attracted to Coleridge's discourse as flies are 
to honey, or bees in swarming-time to the sound of a brass pan. He "followed 
in the chase like a dog who hunts, not like one that made up the cry."6 He 
had on a brown cloth coat, boots, and corduroy breeches, was low in stature, 
bowlegged, had a drag in his walk like a drover, which he assisted by a hazel 

Robert Haydon included likenesses of his friends 
Hazlitt, Keats, and Wordsworth among figures in 
the crowd surrounding Christ. 
2. The Castle Spectre (staged in 1797) was a play 
of Gothic horrors by Matthew Gregory Lewis, nick-
named Monk Lewis in tribute to his most famous 
Gothic work, the novel The Monk (1795). 

3. "For the sake of captivating" an audience. 
4. Lady Macbeth's description of her husband as 
the two plot King Duncan's murder (Shakespeare, 
Macbeth 1 .5 .60-61) . 
5. Spiced and sweetened ale. 
6. See Shakespeare, Olhello 2 .3 .337-38 . 
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switch, and kept on a sort of trot by the side of Coleridge, like a running 
footman by a state coach, that he might not lose a syllable or sound that fell 
from Coleridge's lips. He told me his private opinion, that Coleridge was a 
wonderful man. He scarcely opened his lips, much less offered an opinion the 
whole way: yet of the three, had I to choose during that journey, I would be 
John Chester. He afterwards followed Coleridge into Germany, where the 
Kantean philosophers were puzzled how to bring him under any of their cat-
egories. When he sat down at table with his idol, John's felicity was complete; 
Sir Walter Scott's, or Mr. Blackwood's, when they sat down at the same table 
with the King,7 was not more so. We passed Dunster on our right, a small 
town between the brow of a hill and the sea. I remember eying it wistfully as 
it lay below us: contrasted with the woody scene around, it looked as clear, as 
pure, as embrowned and ideal as any landscape I have seen since, of Gaspar 
Poussin's or Domenichino's. We had a long day's march—(our feet kept time 
to the echoes of Coleridge's tongue)—through Minehead and by the Blue 
Anchor, and on to Linton, which we did not reach till near midnight, and 
where we had some difficulty in making a lodgment. We however knocked the 
people of the house up at last, and we were repaid for our apprehensions and 
fatigue by some excellent rashers of fried bacon and eggs. The view in coming 
along had been splendid. We walked for miles and miles on dark brown heaths 
overlooking the channel, with the Welsh hills beyond, and at times descended 
into little sheltered valleys close by the seaside, with a smuggler's face scowling 
by us, and then had to ascend conical hills with a path winding up through a 
coppice to a barren top, like a monk's shaven crown, from one of which I 
pointed out to Coleridge's notice the bare masts of a vessel on the very edge 
of the horizon and within the red-orbed disk of the setting sun, like his own 
specter-ship in the Ancient Mariner. At Linton the character of the seacoast 
becomes more marked and rugged. There is a place called the Valley of Rocks 
(I suspect this was only the poetical name for it) bedded among precipices 
overhanging the sea, with rocky caverns beneath, into which the waves dash, 
and where the seagull forever wheels its screaming flight. On the tops of these 
are huge stones thrown transverse, as if an earthquake had tossed them there, 
arid behind these is a fretwork of perpendicular rocks, something like the 
Giant's Causeway.8 A thunderstorm came on while we were at the inn, and 
Coleridge was running out bareheaded to enjoy the commotion of the elements 
in the Valley of Rocks, but as if in spite, the clouds only muttered a few angry 
sounds, and let fall a few refreshing drops. Coleridge told me that he and 
Wordsworth were to have made this place the scene of a prose tale, which was 
to have been in the manner of, but far superior to, the Death of Abel,9 but they 
had relinquished the design. In the morning of the second day, we breakfasted 
luxuriously in an old-fashioned parlor, on tea, toast, eggs, and honey, in the 
very sight of the beehives from which it had been taken, and a garden full of 
thyme and wild flowers that had produced it. On this occasion Coleridge spoke 
of Virgil's Georgics, but not well. I do not think he had much feeling for the 
classical or elegant. It was in this room that we found a little worn-out copy 
of the Seasons,1 lying in a window seat, on which Coleridge exclaimed, "That 

7. At a banquet given to George IV at Edinburgh 
in 1822. The publisher William Blackwood was, 
like his fellow Tory Sir Walter Scott (who had orga-
nized the king's visit), an ardent supporter of the 
unpopular monarchy. 

8. A mass of rocks on the northern Irish coast. 
9. The "prose tale" exists as a fragment, The Wan-
derings of Cain. The Death of Abel (1758) is by the 
once celebrated Swiss poet Salomon Gessner. 
I. By James Thomson, published in 1726—30. 
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is true fame!" He said Thomson was a great poet, rather than a good one; his 
style was as meretricious as his thoughts were natural. He spoke of Cowper 
as the best modern poet. He said the Lyrical Ballads were an experiment about 
to be tried by him and Wordsworth, to see how far the public taste would 
endure poetry written in a more natural and simple style than had hitherto 
been attempted; totally discarding the artifices of poetical diction, and making 
use only of such words as had probably been common in the most ordinary 
language since the days of Henry II. Some comparison was introduced 
between Shakespeare and Milton. He said "he hardly knew which to prefer. 
Shakespeare appeared to him a mere stripling in the art; he was as tall and as 
strong, with infinitely more activity than Milton, but he never appeared to 
have come to man's estate; or if he had, he would not have been a man, but 
a monster." He spoke with contempt of Gray, and with intolerance of Pope. 
He did not like the versification of the latter. He observed that "the ears of 
these couplet-writers might be charged with having short memories, that could 
not retain the harmony of whole passages." He thought little of Junius2 as a 
writer; he had a dislike of Dr. Johnson; and a much higher opinion of Burke 
as an orator and politician, than of Fox or Pitt.3 He however thought him very 
inferior in richness of style and imagery to some of our elder prose writers, 
particularly Jeremy Taylor.4 He liked Richardson, but not Fielding; nor could 
I get him to enter into the merits of Caleb Williams,5 In short, he was profound 
and discriminating with respect to those authors whom he liked, and where 
he gave his judgment fair play; capricious, perverse, and prejudiced in his 
antipathies and distastes. We loitered on the "ribbed sea-sands,"6 in such talk 
as this, a whole morning, and I recollect met with a curious seaweed, of which 
John Chester told us the country name! A fisherman gave Coleridge an 
account of a boy that had been drowned the day before, and that they had tried 
to save him at the risk of their own lives. He said "he did not know how it was 
that they ventured, but, sir, we have a nature towards one another." This 
expression, Coleridge remarked to me, was a fine illustration of that theory of 
disinterestedness which I (in common with Butler) had adopted. I broached to 
him an argument of mine to prove that likeness was not mere association of 
ideas. I said that the mark in the sand put one in mind of a man's foot, not 
because it was part of a former impression of a man's foot (for it was quite new) 
but because it was like the shape of a man's foot. He assented to the justness of 
this distinction (which I have explained at length elsewhere, for the benefit of 
the curious) and John Chester listened; not from any interest in the subject, 
but because he was astonished that I should be able to suggest anything to 
Coleridge that he did not already know. We returned on the third morning, and 
Coleridge remarked the silent cottage-smoke curling up the valleys where, a 
few evenings before, we had seen the lights gleaming through the dark. 

In a day or two after we arrived at Stowey, we set out, I on my return home, 
and he for Germany. It was a Sunday morning, and he was to preach that day 
for Dr. Toulmin of Taunton. I asked him if he had prepared anything for the 
occasion? He said he had not even thought of the text, but should as soon as we 

2. The pseudonym of the author (whose identity 
is still uncertain) of a series of attacks on George 
III and various politicians, 1769—72. 
3. The liberal parliamentarian Charles James Fox 
(1749—1806); the Conservative prime minister 
William Pitt (1759-1806) . 
4. The 17th-century divine, author of Holy Living 

(1650) and Holy Dying (1651). 
5. A 1794 novel by William Godwin. Samuel 
Richardson and Henry Fielding, the great 18th-
century novelists. 
6. Echoing The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, line 
227. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



5 5 4 / T H O M A S D E Q U I N C E Y 

parted. I did not go to hear him—this was a fault—but we met in the evening 
at Bridgewater. The next day we had a long day's walk to Bristol, and sat down, 
I recollect, by a well-side on the road, to cool ourselves and satisfy our thirst, 
when Coleridge repeated to me some descriptive lines from his tragedy of 
Remorse; which I must say became his mouth and that occasion better than 
they, some years after, did iMr. Elliston's7 and the Drury Lane boards, 

Oh memory! shield me from the world's poor strife, 
And give those scenes thine everlasting life. 

I saw no more of him for a year or two, during which period he had been 
wandering in the Hartz Forest in Germany; and his return was cometary, 
meteorous, unlike his setting out. It was not till some time after that I knew 
his friends Lamb and Southey. The last always appears to me (as I first saw 
him) with a commonplace-book under his arm, and the first with a bon mot8 

in his mouth. It was at Godwin's that I met him with Holcroft and Coleridge, 
where they were disputing fiercely which was the best—Man as he was, or man 
as he is to be. "Give me," says Lamb, "man as he is not to be." This saying was 
the beginning of a friendship between us, which I believe still cont inues .— 
Enough of this for the present. 

But there is matter for another rhyme, 
And I to this may add a second tale.9 

7. Robert William Elliston, a well-known actor. 
Coleridge's Remorse was produced at Drury Lane 
in 1813. 
8. A witticism. "Commonplace-book": a manu-

1823 

script notebook of personal reflections and favorite 
quotations culled from one's reading. 
9. Wordsworth, Hart-Leap Well, lines 9 5 - 9 6 . 

THOMAS DE QUINCEY 
1 7 8 5 - 1 8 5 9 

Born in Manchester, the son of a wealthy merchant involved in the West Indian 
cotton trade, De Quincey was the fourth of eight children. Before his tenth birthday 
he experienced the deaths of a series of family members, his father included; the loss 
that more than any other haunted him his entire life was that of his favorite sister 
and "nursery playmate," Elizabeth, two years his senior, who died suddenly in 1792. 
Sent from home to school at seven, De Quincey was a precocious scholar, especially 
in Latin and Greek, and a gentle and bookish introvert; he found it difficult to adapt 
himself to discipline and routine and was thrown into panic by any emergency that 
called for decisive action. He ran away from Manchester Grammar School and, after 
a summer spent tramping through Wales, broke off completely from his family and 
guardians and went to London in the hope that he could obtain from moneylenders 
an advance on his prospective inheritance. There at the age of seventeen he spent a 
terrible winter of loneliness and poverty, befriended only by some kindly prostitutes. 
These early experiences with the sinister aspect of city life later became persistent 
elements in his dreams of terror. 

After a reconciliation with his guardians, he entered Worcester College, Oxford, 
on an inadequate allowance. He spent the years 1803—08 in sporadic attendance, 
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isolated as usual, then left abruptly in the middle of his examination for the A.B. with 
honors because he could not face the ordeal of an oral examination. 

De Quincey had been an early admirer of Wordsworth and Coleridge. No sooner 
did he come of age and into his inheritance than, with his usual combination of 
generosity and recklessness, he made Coleridge an anonymous gift of £300. He 
became an intimate friend of the Wordsworths at Grasmere, and when they left Dove 
Cottage for Allan Bank, took up his own residence at Dove Cottage to be near them. 
For a time he lived the life of a rural scholar, but then fell in love with Margaret 
Simpson, the daughter of a minor local landholder and farmer and, after she had 
borne him a son, married her in February 1817. This affair led to an estrangement 
from the Wordsworths and left him in severe financial difficulties. Worse still, De 
Quincey at this time became completely enslaved to opium. Following the ordinary 
medical practice of the time, he had been taking the drug for a variety of painful 
ailments; but now, driven by poverty and despair as well as pain, he indulged in huge 
quantities of laudanum (opium dissolved in alcohol) and was never thereafter able to 
free himself from addiction to what he called "the pleasures and pains of opium." It 
was during periods of maximum use, and especially in the recurrent agonies of cutting 
down his opium dosage, that he experienced the grotesque and terrifying reveries and 
nightmares that he wove into his literary fantasies. 

Desperate for income, De Quincey at last turned to writing at the age of thirty-six. 
Confessions of an English Opium-Eater, which he contributed to the London Maga-
zine, scored an immediate success and was at once reprinted as a book, but it earned 
him little money. In 1828 he moved with his three children to Edinburgh, to write 
for Blackwood's Magazine. For almost the rest of his life, he led a harried existence, 
beset by many physical ills, struggling with his indecisiveness and depression and the 
horrors of the opium habit, dodging his creditors and the constant threat of impris-
onment for debt. All the while he ground out articles on any salable subject in a 
ceaseless struggle to keep his children, who ultimately numbered eight, from starving 
to death. Only after his mother died and left him a small income was he able, in his 
sixties, to live in comparative ease and freedom under the care of his devoted and 
practical-minded daughters. His last decade he spent mainly in gathering, revising, 
and expanding his essays for his "Collective Edition"; the final volume appeared in 
1860, the year after his death. 

De Quincey's life was chaotic, and in tone his best-known writings run the gamut 
from quirky wit to nightmarish sensationalism. Nonetheless, he was a conventional 
and conservative person—a rigid moralist, a Tory, and a faithful champion of the 
Church of England. Everybody who knew him testified to his gentleness, his cour-
teous and musical speech, and his exquisite manners. Less obvious, under the surface 
timidity and irresolution, were the toughness and courage that sustained him through 
a long life of seemingly hopeless struggle. 

A voracious reader (when he absconded from school, he was slowed down by a 
weighty trunk of books he was determined to take with him). De Quincey was a writer 
of encyclopedic intellectual interests and great versatility. A new twenty-one volume 
edition of his collected works encompasses the many essays he wrote on the philos-
ophy and literature of Germany, as well as a book that explained the highly technical 
theories of value outlined by the economist David Bicardo. The collected works also 
include commentaries on politics and theology, numerous pieces of literary criticism 
(such as his "specimen of psychological criticism" "On the Knocking at the Gate in 
Macbeth") and vivid biographical sketches of the many writers he knew personally, 
most notably Wordsworth, Coleridge, Southey, and Lamb. His most distinctive and 
impressive achievements, however, are the writings that start with fact and move into 
macabre fantasy ("On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts") and especially 
those that begin as quiet autobiography and develop into an elaborate construction 
made up from the materials of his reveries and dreams (Confessions of an English 
Opium-Eater, Autobiographic Sketches, Suspiria de Profundis ["Sighs from the 
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depths"], and "The English Mail Coach"). In these achievements De Quincey opened 
up to English literature the nightside of human consciousness, with its grotesque 
strangeness, its angst, and its pervasive sense of guilt and alienation. "In dreams," he 
wrote, long before Sigmund Freud, "perhaps under some secret conflict of the mid-
night sleeper, lighted up to the consciousness at the time, but darkened to the memory 
as soon as all is finished, each several child of our mysterious race completes for 
himself the treason of the aboriginal fall." And for these dream writings he developed 
a mode of organization that is based on thematic statement, variation, and develop-
ment in the art of music, in which he had a deep and abiding interest. Although by 
temperament a conservative, De Quincey was in his writings a radical innovator, 
whose experiments look ahead to the materials and methods of later masters in prose 
and verse such as James Joyce, Franz Kafka, Virginia Woolf, and T. S. Eliot. 

From Confessions of an English Opium-Eater1 

From Preliminary Confessions2 

[THE PROSTITUTE ANN] 

* * * Another person there was at that time, whom I have since sought to 
trace with far deeper earnestness, and with far deeper sorrow at my failure. 
This person was a young woman, and one of that unhappy class who subsist 
upon the wages of prostitution. I feel no shame, nor have any reason to feel 
it, in avowing, that I was then on familiar and friendly terms with many women 
in that unfortunate condition. The reader needs neither smile at this avowal, 
nor frown. For, not to remind my classical readers of the old Latin proverb— 
"Sine Cerere&c.,3 it may well be supposed that in the existing state of my 
purse, my connection with such women could not have been an impure one. 
But the truth is, that at no time of my life have I been a person to hold myself 
polluted by the touch or approach of any creature that wore a human shape: 
on the contrary, from my very earliest youth it has been my pride to converse 
familiarly, more Socratico/ with all human beings, man, woman, and child, 

1. The Confessions were published anonymously 
in two issues of the London Magazine, September 
and October 1821, and were reprinted as a book 
in the following year. In 1856 De Quincey revised 
the book for the collected edition of his writings, 
expanding it to more than twice its original length. 
The author was over seventy years old at the time 
and privately expressed the judgment that the 
expanded edition lacks the immediacy and artistic 
economy of the original. The selections here are 
from the version of the Confessions printed in 
1822. 

The work is divided into three parts. The first 
part, "Preliminary Confessions," deals with De 
Quincey s early experiences—at school, in Wales, 
and in London—before taking opium. Part Two, 
"The Pleasures of Opium" (omitted here), 
describes the early effects on his perceptions and 
reveries of his moderate and occasional indulgence 
in the drug. Part Three, "The Pains of Opium," is 
an elaborate and artful representation of his fan-
tastic nightmares; these, in modern medical opin-
ion, are in part withdrawal symptoms, during 
periods when he tried to cut down his use of 
opium. 

In De Quincey's own lifetime, and ever since, 
the charge has been brought that the reports of 
these dreams were largely fabricated by the author. 

But De Quincey always insisted that they were 
substantially accurate; and both the fact and the 
content of such anguished nightmares are corrob-
orated by the testimony of another laudanum 
addict, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, in his poem "The 
Pains of Sleep" (1803). 
2. The seventeen-year-old De Quincey had run 
away from school and, although originally planning 
to head north from Manchester so as to introduce 
himself to Wordsworth (whose poetry he wor-
shipped), had ended up taking refuge in London, 
his whereabouts unknown to his mother and his 
guardians. He had slept outdoors for two months 
but has now been permitted, by a disreputable and 
seedy lawyer, to sleep in an unoccupied, unfurni-
shed, and rat-infested house. There he and a ten-
year-old girl, nameless and of uncertain parentage, 
huddle together for warmth, eking out a famished 
existence on whatever scraps he can scavenge from 
his landlord's frugal breakfast. He goes on to 
describe his friendship with a young prostitute, 
Ann. 
3. Sine Cerere et Baccho friget Venus—"without 
Ceres and Bacchus [food and wine], love grows 
cold." 
4. "In the manner of Socrates"; i.e., by a dialogue 
of questions and answers. 
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that chance might fling in my way: a practice which is friendly to the knowl-
edge of human nature, to good feelings, and to that frankness of address which 
becomes a man who would be thought a philosopher. For a philosopher should 
not see with the eyes of the poor limitary' creature, calling himself a man of 
the world, and filled with narrow and self-regarding prejudices of birth and 
education, but should look upon himself as a Catholic6 creature, and as stand-
ing in an equal relation to high and low—to educated and uneducated, to the 
guilty and the innocent. Being myself at that time of necessity a peripatetic, 
or a walker of the street, I naturally fell in more frequently with those female 
peripatetics who are technically called street-walkers. Many of these women 
had occasionally taken my part against watchmen who wished to drive me off 
the steps of houses where I was sitting. But one amongst them, the one on 
whose account I have at all introduced this subject—yet no! let me not class 
thee, oh noble-minded Ann , with that order of women; let me find, if it 
be possible, some gentler name to designate the condition of her to whose 
bounty and compassion, ministering to my necessities when all the world had 
forsaken me, I owe it that I am at this time alive.—For many weeks I had 
walked at nights with this poor friendless girl up and down Oxford Street, or 
had rested with her on steps and under the shelter of porticos. She could not 
be so old as myself: she told me, indeed, that she had not completed her 
sixteenth year. By such questions as my interest about her prompted, I had 
gradually drawn forth her simple history. Hers was a case of ordinary occur-
rence (as I have since had reason to think), and one in which, if London 
beneficence had better adapted its arrangements to meet it, the power of the 
law might oftener be interposed to protect, and to avenge. But the stream of 
London charity flows in a channel which, though deep and mighty, is yet 
noiseless and underground; not obvious or readily accessible to poor houseless 
wanderers; and it cannot be denied that the outside air and framework of 
London society is harsh, cruel, and repulsive. In any case, however, I saw that 
part of her injuries might easily have been redressed; and I urged her often 
and earnestly to lay her complaint before a magistrate: friendless as she was, 
I assured her that she would meet with immediate attention; and that English 
justice, which was no respecter of persons, would speedily and amply avenge 
her on the brutal ruffian who had plundered her little property. She promised 
me often that she would; but she delayed taking the steps I pointed out from 
time to time: for she was timid and dejected to a degree which showed how 
deeply sorrow had taken hold of her young heart: and perhaps she thought 
justly that the most upright judge, and the most righteous tribunals, could do 
nothing to repair her heaviest wrongs. Something, however, would perhaps 
have been done: for it had been settled between us at length, but unhappily 
on the very last time but one that I was ever to see her, that in a day or two 
we should go together before a magistrate, and that I should speak on her 
behalf. This little service it was destined, however, that I should never realize. 
Meantime, that which she rendered to me, and which was greater than I could 
ever have repaid her, was this :—One night, when we were pacing slowly along 
Oxford Street, and after a day when I had felt more than usually ill and faint, 
I requested her to turn off with me into Soho Square: thither we went; and 
we sat down on the steps of a house, which, to this hour, I never pass without 
a pang of grief, and an inner act of homage to the spirit of that unhappy girl, 

5. Limited. 
6. In the sense of "inclusive in tastes and understanding." 
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in memory of the noble action which she there performed. Suddenly, as we 
sat, I grew much worse: I had been leaning my head against her bosom; and 
all at once I sank from her arms and fell backwards on the steps. From the 
sensations I then had, I felt an inner conviction of the liveliest kind that with-
out some powerful and reviving stimulus, I should either have died on the 
spot—or should at least have sunk to a point of exhaustion from which all 
re-ascent under my friendless circumstances would soon have become hope-
less. Then it was, at this crisis of my fate, that my poor orphan companion— 
who had herself met with little but injuries in this world—stretched out a 
saving hand to me. Uttering a cry of terror, but without a moment's delay, she 
ran off into Oxford Street, and in less time than could be imagined, returned 
to me with a glass of port wine and spices, that acted upon my empty stomach 
(which at that time would have rejected all solid food) with an instantaneous 
power of restoration: and for this glass the generous girl without a murmur 
paid out of her own humble purse at a time—be it remembered!—when she 
had scarcely wherewithal to purchase the bare necessaries of life, and when 
she could have no reason to expect that I should ever be able to reimburse 
her. Oh! youthful benefactress! how often in succeeding years, standing 
in solitary places, and thinking of thee with grief of heart and perfect love, 
how often have I wished that, as in ancient times the curse of a father was 
believed to have a supernatural power, and to pursue its object with a fatal 
necessity of self-fulfillment—even so the benediction of a heart oppressed with 
gratitude, might have a like prerogative; might have power given to it from 
above to chase—to haunt—to waylay7—to overtake—to pursue thee into the 
central darkness of a London brothel, or (if it were possible) into the darkness 
of the grave—there to awaken thee with an authentic message of peace and 
forgiveness, and of final reconciliation! 

I do not often weep: for not only do my thoughts on subjects connected 
with the chief interests of man daily, nay hourly, descend a thousand fathoms 
"too deep for tears";8 not only does the sternness of my habits of thought 
present an antagonism to the feelings which prompt tears—wanting of neces-
sity to those who, being protected usually by their levity from any tendency to 
meditative sorrow, would by that same levity be made incapable of resisting it 
on any casual access of such feelings:—but also, I believe that all minds which 
have contemplated such objects as deeply as I have done, must, for their own 
protection from utter despondency, have early encouraged and cherished some 
tranquilizing belief as to the future balances and the hieroglyphic meanings 
of human sufferings. On these accounts, I am cheerful to this hour; and, as I 
have said, I do not often weep. Yet some feelings, though not deeper or more 
passionate, are more tender than others; and often, when I walk at this time 
in Oxford Street by dreamy lamplight, and hear those airs played on a barrel-
organ9 which years ago solaced me and my dear companion (as I must always 
call her), I shed tears, and muse with myself at the mysterious dispensation 
which so suddenly and so critically separated us for ever.1* * * 

7. From Wordsworth's "She was a phantom of 
delight," line 10: "To haunt, to startle, and way-
lay." De Quincey was an early and enthusiastic 
admirer of Wordsworth's poetry. 
8. From the last line of Wordsworth's "Ode: Inti-
mations of Immortality." 
9. Instrument played by an organ-grinder. 
1. De Quincey goes on to narrate that, having 
been given some money by a family friend who rec-
ognized him in the street, he had traveled to Eton 

to ask a young nobleman whom he knew to stand 
security for a loan that De Quincey was soliciting 
from a moneylender. When he returned to London 
three days later, Ann had disappeared. "If she 
lived," he writes, "doubtless we must have been 
sometimes in search of each other, at the very same 
moment, through the mighty labyrinths of London; 
perhaps, even within a few feet of each other—a 
barrier no wider in a London street, often amount-
ing in the end to a separation for eternity!" 
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From Introduction to the Pains of Opium2 

[THE MALAY] 

* * * I remember, about this time, a little incident, which 1 mention, 
because, trifling as it was, the reader will soon meet it again in my dreams, 
which it influenced more fearfully than could be imagined. One day a Malay3 

knocked at my door. What business a Malay could have to transact amongst 
English mountains, I cannot conjecture: but possibly he was on his road to a 
seaport about forty miles distant. 

The servant who opened the door to him was a young girl born and bred 
amongst the mountains, who had never seen an Asiatic dress of any sort: his 
turban, therefore, confounded her not a little: and, as it turned out that his 
attainments in English were exactly of the same extent as hers in the Malay, 
there seemed to be an impassable gulf fixed between all communication of 
ideas, if either party had happened to possess any. In this dilemma, the girl, 
recollecting the reputed learning of her master (and, doubtless, giving me 
credit for a knowledge of all the languages of the earth, besides, perhaps, a 
few of the lunar ones), came and gave me to understand that there was a sort 
of demon below, whom she clearly imagined that my art could exorcise from 
the house. I did not immediately go down: but, when I did, the group which 
presented itself, arranged as it was by accident, though not very elaborate, 
took hold of my fancy and my eye in a way that none of the statuesque attitudes 
exhibited in the ballets at the Opera House, though so ostentatiously complex, 
had ever done. In a cottage kitchen, but paneled on the wall with dark wood 
that from age and rubbing resembled oak, and looking more like a rustic hall 
of entrance than a kitchen, stood the Malay—his turban and loose trousers 
of dingy white relieved upon the dark paneling: he had placed himself nearer 
to the girl than she seemed to relish; though her native spirit of mountain 
intrepidity contended with the feeling of simple awe which her countenance 
expressed as she gazed upon the tiger-cat before her. And a more striking 
picture there could not be imagined, than the beautiful English face of the 
girl, and its exquisite fairness, together with her erect and independent atti-
tude, contrasted with the sallow and bilious skin of the Malay, enameled or 
veneered with mahogany, by marine air, his small, fierce, restless eyes, thin 
lips, slavish gestures and adorations. Half-hidden by the ferocious-looking 
Malay, was a little child from a neighboring cottage who had crept in after 
him, and was now in the act of reverting its head, and gazing upwards at the 
turban and the fiery eyes beneath it, whilst with one hand he caught at the 
dress of the young woman for protection. My knowledge of the Oriental 
tongues is not remarkably extensive, being indeed confined to two words—the 
Arabic word for barley, and the Turkish for opium (madjoon), which I have 
learnt from Anastasius.4 And, as I had neither a Malay dictionary, nor even 
Adelung's Mithridates,5 which might have helped me to a few words, I 
addressed him in some lines from the Iliad; considering that, of such languages 

2. It is 1816. De Quincy is living at Dove Cottage, 
Grasmere, and for three years has been addicted 
to laudanum, i.e., opium dissolved in alcohol. At 
this time he has succeeded in reducing his daily 
dosage from eight thousand to one thousand drops, 
with a consequent improvement in health and 
energy. 
3. Native of the Malay peninsula in Southeast 
Asia. 

4. Anastasius, or Memoirs of a Greek, was a novel 
published anonymously by Thomas Hope in 1819. 
It included a description of the physical effects of 
opium that De Quincey considered to be a "griev-
ous misrepresentation." 
5. Mithridates, or The Universal Table of Lan-
guages, by the German philologist J. C. Adelung 
(1732-1806) . 
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as I possessed, Greek, in point of longitude, came geographically nearest to 
an Oriental one. He worshiped6 me in a most devout manner, and replied in 
what I suppose was Malay. In this way I saved my reputation with my neigh-
bors: for the Malay had no means of betraying the secret. He lay down upon 
the floor for about an hour, and then pursued his journey. On his departure, 
I presented him with a piece of opium. To him, as an Orientalist, I concluded 
that opium must be familiar: and the expression of his face convinced me that 
it was. Nevertheless, I was struck with some little consternation when I saw 
him suddenly raise his hand to his mouth, and (in the schoolboy phrase) bolt 
the whole, divided into three pieces, at one mouthful. The quantity was 
enough to kill three dragoons and their horses: and I felt some alarm for the 
poor creature: but what could be done? 1 had given him the opium in com-
passion for his solitary life, on recollecting that if he had traveled on foot from 
London, it must be nearly three weeks since he could have exchanged a 
thought with any human being. I could not think of violating the laws of 
hospitality, by having him seized and drenched with an emetic, and thus fright-
ening him into a notion that we were going to sacrifice him to some English 
idol. No: there was clearly no help for i t :—he took his leave: and for some 
days I felt anxious: but as I never heard of any Malay being found dead, I 
became convinced that he was used7 to opium: and that I must have done him 
the service I designed, by giving him one night of respite from the pains of 
wandering. 

This incident I have digressed to mention, because this Malay (partly from 
the picturesque exhibition he assisted to frame, partly from the anxiety I con-
nected with his image for some days) fastened afterwards upon my dreams, 
and brought other Malays with him worse than himself, that ran "amuck"8 at 
me, and led me into a world of troubles. * * * 

From The Pains of Opium 
[OPIUM REVERIES AND DREAMS] 

I have thus described and illustrated my intellectual torpor, in terms that 
apply, more or less, to every part of the four years during which I was under the 
Circean9 spells of opium. But for misery and suffering, I might, indeed, be said 
to have existed in a dormant state. I seldom could prevail on myself to write a 
letter; an answer of a few words, to any that I received, was the utmost that I 
could accomplish; and often that not until the letter had lain weeks, or even 
months, on my writing table. Without the aid of M.1 all records of bills paid, or 
to be paid, must have perished: and my whole domestic economy, whatever 
became of Political Economy,2 must have gone into irretrievable confusion.— 
I shall not afterwards allude to this part of the case: it is one, however, which 
the opium-eater will find, in the end, as oppressive and tormenting as any 
other, from the sense of incapacity and feebleness, from the direct embarrass-

6. Bowed down to. 
7. This, however, is not a necessary conclusion: 
the varieties of effect produced by opium on dif-
ferent constitutions are infinite [De Quincey's 
note], 
8. See the common accounts in any Eastern trav-
eller or voyager of the frantic excesses committed 
by Malays who have taken opium, or are reduced 
to desperation by ill luck at gambling [De Quin-
cey's note]. As a term denoting frenzy, "amuck," 
also spelled "amok," entered English by way of 

travel literature and was used initially as a generic 
designation for inhabitants of the Malay peninsula. 
9. Like those of Circe, the enchantress in the 
Odyssey who turned Odysseus's men into swine. 
1. Margaret Simpson, whom De Quincey had 
married in 1817. 
2. Inspired by David Ricardo's Principles of Polit-
ical Economy (1817), De Quincey had begun to 
write, but never completed, a work he called Pro-
legomena to All Future Systems of Political Econ-
omy. 
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ments incident to the neglect or procrastination of each day's appropriate 
duties, and from the remorse which must often exasperate the stings of these 
evils to a reflective and conscientious mind. The opium-eater loses none of his 
moral sensibilities, or aspirations: he wishes and longs, as earnestly as ever, to 
realize what he believes possible, and feels to be exacted by duty; but his intel-
lectual apprehension of what is possible infinitely outruns his power, not of 
execution only, but even of power to attempt. He lies under the weight of incu-
bus and nightmare: he lies in sight of all that he would fain perform, just as a 
man forcibly confined to his bed by the mortal languor of a relaxing disease, 
who is compelled to witness injury or outrage offered to some object of his ten-
derest love:—he curses the spells which chain him down from motion:—he 
would lay down his life if he might get up and walk; but he is powerless as an 
infant, and cannot even attempt to rise. 

I now pass to what is the main subject of these latter confessions, to the 
history and journal of what took place in my dreams; for these were the imme-
diate and proximate cause of my acutest suffering. 

The first notice I had of any important change going on in this part of my 
physical economy, was from the re-awakening of a state of eye generally inci-
dent to childhood, or exalted states of irritability. I know not whether my reader 
is aware that many children, perhaps most, have a power of painting, as it 
were, upon the darkness, all sorts of phantoms; in some, that power is simply 
a mechanic affection of the eye; others have a voluntary, or a semi-voluntary 
power to dismiss or to summon them; or, as a child once said to me when I 
questioned him on this matter, "I can tell them to go, and they go; but some-
times they come, when I don't tell them to come." Whereupon I told him that 
he had almost as unlimited a command over apparitions, as a Roman centu-
rion3 over his soldiers.—In the middle of 1 8 1 7 , 1 think it was, that this faculty 
became positively distressing to me: at night, when I lay awake in bed, vast 
processions passed along in mournful pomp; friezes of never-ending stories, 
that to my feelings were as sad and solemn as if they were stories drawn from 
times before Oedipus or Priam—before Tyre—before Memphis.4 And, at the 
same time, a corresponding change took place in my dreams; a theater seemed 
suddenly opened and lighted up within my brain, which presented nightly 
spectacles of more than earthly splendor. And the four following facts may be 
mentioned, as noticeable at this time: 

1. That, as the creative state of the eye increased, a sympathy seemed to 
arise between the waking and the dreaming states of the brain in one po in t— 
that whatsoever I happened to call up and to trace by a voluntary act upon 
the darkness was very apt to transfer itself to my dreams; so that I feared to 
exercise this faculty; for, as Midas turned all things to gold, that yet baffled 
his hopes and defrauded his human desires,5 so whatsoever things capable of 
being visually represented I did but think of in the darkness, immediately 
shaped themselves into phantoms of the eye; and, by a process apparently no 
less inevitable, when thus once traced in faint and visionary colors, like writ-
ings in sympathetic ink,6 they were drawn out by the fierce chemistry of my 
dreams, into insufferable splendor that fretted my heart. 

3. A Roman officer commanding a troop of a hun-
dred soldiers (a "century"). 
4. De Quincey is calling the roll of great civiliza-
tions in the past. Oedipus was the king of Thebes; 
Priam, the king of Troy. Tyre was the chief city of 
Phoenicia; Memphis, the capital of ancient Egypt. 

5. When granted his rash wish that all he touched 
should turn to gold, King Midas was horrified to 
discover that his food, drink, and beloved daughter 
all became gold at his touch. 
6. Invisible ink. 
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2. For this, and all other changes in my dreams, were accompanied by deep-
seated anxiety and gloomy melancholy, such as are wholly incommunicable 
by words. I seemed every night to descend, not metaphorically, but literally to 
descend, into chasms and sunless abysses, depths below depths, from which 
it seemed hopeless that I could ever reascend. Nor did I, by waking, feel that 
I had re-ascended. This I do not dwell upon; because the state of gloom which 
attended these gorgeous spectacles, amounting at least to utter darkness, as 
of some suicidal despondency, cannot be approached by words. 

3. The sense of space, and in the end, the sense of time, were both pow-
erfully affected. Buildings, landscapes, &c. were exhibited in proportions so 
vast as the bodily eye is not fitted to receive. Space swelled, and was amplified 
to an extent of unutterable infinity. This, however, did not disturb me so much 
as the vast expansion of time; I sometimes seemed to have lived for 70 or 100 
years in one night; nay, sometimes had feelings representative of a millennium 
passed in that time, or, however, of a duration far beyond the limits of any 
human experience. 

4. The minutest incidents of childhood, or forgotten scenes of later years, 
were often revived: I could not be said to recollect them; for if I had been told 
of them when waking, I should not have been able to acknowledge them as 
parts of my past experience. But placed as they were before me, in dreams like 
intuitions, and clothed in all their evanescent circumstances and accompa-
nying feelings, I recognized them instantaneously. I was once told by a near 
relative7 of mine, that having in her childhood fallen into a river, and being 
on the very verge of death but for the critical assistance which reached her, 
she saw in a moment her whole life, in its minutest incidents, arrayed before 
her simultaneously as in a mirror; and she had a faculty developed as suddenly 
for comprehending the whole and every part. This, from some opium experi-
ences of mine, I can believe; I have, indeed, seen the same thing asserted 
twice in modern books, and accompanied by a remark which I am convinced 
is true; viz. that the dread book of account, which the Scriptures speak of,8 is, 
in fact, the mind itself of each individual. Of this, at least, I feel assured, that 
there is no such thing as forgetting possible to the mind; a thousand accidents 
may, and will, interpose a veil between our present consciousness and the 
secret inscriptions on the mind; accidents of the same sort will also rend away 
this veil; but alike, whether veiled or unveiled, the inscription remains forever; 
just as the stars seem to withdraw before the common light of day, whereas, 
in fact, we all know that it is the light which is drawn over them as a veil— 
and that they are waiting to be revealed, when the obscuring daylight shall 
have withdrawn. 

Having noticed these four facts as memorably distinguishing my dreams 
from those of health, I shall now cite a case illustrative of the first fact; and 
shall then cite any others that I remember, either in their chronological order, 
or any other that may give them more effect as pictures to the reader. 

I had been in youth, and even since, for occasional amusement, a great 
reader of Livy,9 whom, I confess, that I prefer, both for style and matter, to 
any of the Roman historians; and I had often felt as most solemn and appalling 
sounds, and most emphatically representative of the majesty of the Roman 
people, the two words so often occurring in Livy—Consid Romanus;' especially 

7. According to family report De Quincey's 
mother. 
8. The book listing everyone's name at the Last 
Judgment (Revelation 20.12). 

9. Titus Livius (59 B.C.E— 17 C.E.), author of a his-
tory of Rome in 142 books. 
1. Roman consul (Latin); one of two officials, 
elected annually, who wielded the chief military 
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when the consul is introduced in his military character. I mean to say, that 
the words king—sultan—regent, &c. or any other titles of those who embody 
in their own persons the collective majesty of a great people, had less power 
over my reverential feelings. I had also, though no great reader of history, 
made myself minutely and critically familiar with one period of English history, 
viz. the period of the Parliamentary War, having been attracted by the moral 
grandeur of some who figured in that day, and by the many interesting mem-
oirs which survive those unquiet times. Both these parts of my lighter reading, 
having furnished me often with matter of reflection, now furnished me with 
matter for my dreams. Often I used to see, after painting upon the blank 
darkness a sort of rehearsal whilst waking, a crowd of ladies, and perhaps a 
festival, and dances. And I heard it said, or I said to myself, "These are English 
ladies from the unhappy times of Charles I. These are the wives and the daugh-
ters of those who met in peace, and sat at the same tables, and were allied by 
marriage or by blood; and yet, after a certain day in August, 1642, 2 never 
smiled upon each other again, nor met but in the field of battle; and at Marston 
Moor, at Newbury, or at Naseby,3 cut asunder all ties of love by the cruel 
saber, and washed away in blood the memory of ancient friendship."—The 
ladies danced, and looked as lovely as the court of George IV.4 Yet I knew, 
even in my dream, that they had been in the grave for nearly two centuries .— 
This pageant would suddenly dissolve: and at a clapping of hands, would be 
heard the heart-quaking sound of Consul Romanus; and immediately came 
"sweeping by," in gorgeous paludaments, Paulus or Marius,5 girt round by a 
company of centurions, with the crimson tunic hoisted on a spear,6 and fol-
lowed by the alalagmos7 of the Roman legions. 

Many years ago, when I was looking over Piranesi's Antiquities of Rome, 
Mr. Coleridge, who was standing by, described to me a set of plates by that 
artist, called his Dreams,8 and which record the scenery of his own visions 
during the delirium of a fever. Some of them (I describe only from memory of 
Mr. Coleridge's account) represented vast Gothic halls: on the floor of which 
stood all sorts of engines and machinery, wheels, cables, pulleys, levers, cat-
apults, &c. &c. expressive of enormous power put forth, and resistance over-
come. Creeping along the sides of the walls, you perceived a staircase; and 
upon it, groping his way upwards, was Piranesi himself: follow the stairs a little 
further, and you perceive it come to a sudden abrupt termination, without any 
balustrade, and allowing no step onwards to him who had reached the extrem-
ity, except into the depths below. Whatever is to become of poor Piranesi, you 
suppose, at least, that his labors must in some way terminate here. But raise 
your eyes, and behold a second flight of stairs still higher: on which again 
Piranesi is perceived, but this time standing on the very brink of the abyss. 
Again elevate your eye, and a still more aerial flight of stairs is beheld: and 
again is poor Piranesi busy on his aspiring labors: and so on, until the unfin-

and judicial authority in Republican Rome. 
2. The raising of the king's banner on Castle Hill, 
Nottingham, on August 22, 1642, signaled the 
beginning of the English Civil War. 
3. Scenes of the defeat of King Charles's forces in 
the Civil War. 
4. The reigning monarch at the time De Quincey 
was writing. 
5. Lucius Paulus (d. 160 B.C.E.) and Caius Marius 
(d. 86 B.C.E.) were Roman generals who won 
famous victories. "Paludaments": the cloaks worn 
by Roman generals. 
6. The signal which announced a day of battle [De 

Quincey's note in the revised edition]. 
7. A word expressing collectively the gathering of 
the Roman war-cries [De Quincey's note in the 
revised edition]. The word is Greek. 
8. Giovanni Piranesi (1720-1778) , a Venetian 
especially famed for his many etchings of ancient 
and modern Rome. He did not publish prints 
called Dreams; De Quincey doubtless refers to his 
series called Careen d'Invenzione, "Imaginarypris-
ons." The description that De Quincey recalls from 
Coleridge's conversation is remarkably apt for 
these terrifying architectural fantasies. 
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ished stairs and Piranesi both are lost in the upper gloom of the hall.—-With 
the same power of endless growth and self-reproduction did my architecture 
proceed in dreams. In the early stage of my malady, the splendors of my dreams 
were indeed chiefly architectural: and I beheld such pomp of cities and palaces 
as was never yet beheld by the waking eye, unless in the clouds. From a great 
modern poet9 I cite part of a passage which describes, as an appearance actu-
ally beheld in the clouds, what in many of its circumstances I saw frequently 
in sleep: 

The appearance, instantaneously disclosed, 
Was of a mighty city—boldly say 
A wilderness of building, sinking far 
And self-withdrawn into a wondrous depth, 
Far sinking into splendor—without end! 
Fabric1 it seem'd of diamond, and of gold, 
With alabaster domes, and silver spires, 
And blazing terrace upon terrace, high 
Uplifted; here, serene pavilions bright 
In avenues disposed; there towers begirt 
With battlements that on their restless fronts 
Bore stars—illumination of all gems! 
By earthly nature had the effect been wrought 
Upon the dark materials of the storm 
Now pacified: on them, and on the coves, 
And mountain-steeps and summits, whereunto 
The vapors had receded,—taking there 
Their station under a cerulean sky, &c. &c. 

The sublime circumstance—"battlements that on their restless fronts bore 
stars"—might have been copied from my architectural dreams, for it often 
occurred.—We hear it reported of Dryden, and of Fuseli2 in modern times, 
that they thought proper to eat raw meat for the sake of obtaining splendid 
dreams: how much better for such a purpose to have eaten opium, which yet 
I do not remember that any poet is recorded to have done, except the dramatist 
Shadwell:3 and in ancient days, Homer is, I think, rightly reputed to have 
known the virtues of opium.4 

To my architecture succeeded dreams of lakes—and silvery expanses of 
water:—these haunted me so much, that I feared (though possibly it will 
appear ludicrous to a medical man) that some dropsical state or tendency of 
the brain5 might thus be making itself (to use a metaphysical word) objective; 
and the sentient organ project itself as its own object .—For two months I 
suffered greatly in my head—a part of my bodily structure which had hitherto 
been so clear from all touch or taint of weakness (physically, I mean), that I 
used to say of it, as the last Lord Orford6 said of his stomach, that it seemed 

9. The quotation is from Wordsworth's The Excur-
sion, book 2, lines 834ff. It describes a cloud struc-
ture after a storm. 
1. I.e., building. 
2. John Henry Fuseli (1741—1825) was born in 
Switzerland and painted in England. He was noted 
for his paintings of nightmarish fantasies. 
3. Thomas Shadwell was a Restoration dramatist 
and poet. He is now best-known as the target of 
Dryden's satire (in Mac Flecknoe and elsewhere) 
than as a writer in his own right. 

4. In the Odyssey, book 4, Homer praises nepenthe 
(which is probably opium) as a "drug to heal all 
pain and anger, and bring forgetfulness of every 
sorrow." 
5. De Quincey's sister Elizabeth died at age nine 
of hydrocephalus, water on the brain. "Dropsical": 
afflicted with dropsy—an accumulation of fluid in 
the bodily tissues and cavities. 
6. Horace Walpole, 18th-century wit and letter 
writer, author of the Gothic novel The Castle of 
Otranto (1764). 
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likely to survive the rest of my person.—Till now I had never felt a headache 
even, or any the slightest pain, except rheumatic pains caused by my own folly. 
However, I got over this attack, though it must have been verging on something 
very dangerous. 

The waters now changed their character—from translucent lakes, shining 
like mirrors, they now became seas and oceans. And now came a tremendous 
change, which, unfolding itself slowly like a scroll, through many months, 
promised an abiding torment; and, in fact, it never left me until the winding 
up of my case. Hitherto the human face had mixed often in my dreams, but 
not despotically, nor with any special power of tormenting. But now that which 
I have called the tyranny of the human face began to unfold itself. Perhaps 
some part of my London life might be answerable for this. Be that as it may, 
now it was that upon the rocking waters of the ocean the human face began 
to appear: the sea appeared paved with innumerable faces, upturned to the 
heavens: faces, imploring, wrathful, despairing, surged upwards by thousands, 
by myriads, by generations, by centuries:—my agitation was infinite,—my 
mind tossed—and surged with the ocean. 

May 1 8 1 8 

The Malay has been a fearful enemy for months. I have been every night, 
through his means, transported into Asiatic scenes. I know not whether others 
share in my feelings on this point; but I have often thought that if I were 
compelled to forego England, and to live in China, and among Chinese man-
ners and modes of life and scenery, I should go mad. The causes of my horror 
lie deep; and some of them must be common to others. Southern Asia, in 
general, is the seat of awful images and associations. As the cradle of the 
human race, it would alone have a dim and reverential feeling connected with 
it. But there are other reasons. No man can pretend that the wild, barbarous, 
and capricious superstitions of Africa, or of savage tribes elsewhere, affect him 
in the way that he is affected by the ancient, monumental, cruel, and elaborate 
religions of Indostan, &c. The mere antiquity of Asiatic things, of their insti-
tutions, histories, modes of faith, &c. is so impressive, that to me the vast age 
of the race and name overpowers the sense of youth in the individual. A young 
Chinese seems to me an antediluvian man7 renewed. Even Englishmen, 
though not bred in any knowledge of such institutions, cannot but shudder at 
the mystic sublimity of castes8 that have flowed apart, and refused to mix, 
through such immemorial tracts of time; nor can any man fail to be awed by 
the names of the Ganges, or the Euphrates. It contributes much to these 
feelings, that southern Asia is, and has been for thousands of years, the part 
of the earth most swarming with human life; the great ojficina gentium..9 Man 
is a weed in those regions. The vast empires also, into which the enormous 
population of Asia has always been cast, give a further sublimity to the feelings 
associated with all Oriental names or images. In China, over and above what 
it has in common with the rest of southern Asia, I am terrified by the modes 
of life, by the manners, and the barrier of utter abhorrence, and want of sym-
pathy, placed between us by feelings deeper than I can analyze. I could sooner 
live with lunatics, or brute animals. All this, and much more than I can say, 

7. A person who lived in in the time before the 
great flood described in Genesis. 
8. The reference is to the Hindu caste system of 

India, with its sharp divisions between four 
hereditary social classes. 
9. Manufactory of populations (Latin). 
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or have time to say, the reader must enter into before he can comprehend the 
unimaginable horror which these dreams of Oriental imagery, and mytholog-
ical tortures, impressed upon me. Under the connecting feeling of tropical 
heat and vertical sunlights, I brought together all creatures, birds, beasts, rep-
tiles, all trees and plants, usages and appearances, that are found in all tropical 
regions, and assembled them together in China or Indostan. From kindred 
feelings, I soon brought Egypt and all her gods under the same law. I was 
stared at, hooted at, grinned at, chattered at, by monkeys, by paroquets, by 
cockatoos. I ran into pagodas: and was fixed, for centuries, at the summit, or 
in secret rooms; I was the idol; I was the priest; I was worshiped; I was sac-
rificed. I fled from the wrath of Brama through all the forests of Asia: Vishnu 
hated me: Seeva1 laid wait for me. I came suddenly upon Isis and Osiris: I had 
done a deed, they said, which the ibis and the crocodile2 trembled at. I was 
buried, for a thousand years, in stone coffins, with mummies and sphinxes, in 
narrow chambers at the heart of eternal pyramids. I was kissed, with cancerous 
kisses, by crocodiles; and laid, confounded with all unutterable slimy things, 
amongst reeds and Nilotic mud. 

I thus give the reader some slight abstraction of my Oriental dreams,3 which 
always filled me with such amazement at the monstrous scenery, that horror 
seemed absorbed, for a while, in sheer astonishment. Sooner or later, came a 
reflux of feeling that swallowed up the astonishment, and left me, not so much 
in terror, as in hatred and abomination of what I saw. Over every form, and 
threat, and punishment, and dim sightless incarceration, brooded a sense of 
eternity and infinity that drove me into an oppression as of madness. Into 
these dreams only, it was, with one or two slight exceptions, that any circum-
stances of physical horror entered. All before had been moral and spiritual 
terrors. But here the main agents were ugly birds, or snakes, or crocodiles; 
especially the last. The cursed crocodile became to me the object of more 
horror than almost all the rest. I was compelled to live with him; and (as was 
always the case almost in my dreams) for centuries. I escaped sometimes, and 
found myself in Chinese houses, with cane tables, &c. All the feet of the tables, 
sofas, &c. soon became instinct with life: the abominable head of the croco-
dile, and his leering eyes, looked out at me, multiplied into a thousand repe-
titions: and I stood loathing and fascinated. And so often did this hideous 
reptile haunt my dreams, that many times the very same dream was broken 
up in the very same way: I heard gentle voices speaking to me (I hear every 
thing when I am sleeping); and instantly I awoke: it was broad noon; and my 
children were standing, hand in hand, at my bedside; come to show me their 
colored shoes, or new frocks, or to let me see them dressed for going out. I 
protest that so awful was the transition from the damned crocodile, and the 
other unutterable monsters and abortions of my dreams, to the sight of inno-
cent human natures and of infancy, that, in the mighty and sudden revulsion 
of mind, I wept, and could not forbear it, as I kissed their faces. 

X. Among the Hindu deities Brahma is the crea-
tive aspect of divine reality, Vishnu is its main-
tainer, and Shiva its destroyer. 
2. The ibis (a long-legged wading bird) and the 
crocodile were considered sacred in ancient Egypt. 
Isis was the ancient Egyptian goddess of fertility. 

She was the sister and wife of Osiris, whose annual 
death and rebirth represented the seasonal cycle 
of nature. 
3. For a discussion of the cultural context of De 
Quincey's "Oriental dreams," see "Romantic Ori-
entalism" at Norton Literature Online. 
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June 1 8 1 9 

I have had occasion to remark, at various periods of my life, that the deaths 
of those whom we love, and indeed the contemplation of death generally, is 
(ceteris paribus)4 more affecting in summer than in any other season of the 
year. And the reasons are these three, I think: first, that the visible heavens in 
summer appear far higher, more distant, and (if such a solecism may be 
excused) more infinite; the clouds, by which chiefly the eye expounds the 
distance of the blue pavilion stretched over our heads, are in summer more 
voluminous, massed, and accumulated in far grander and more towering piles: 
secondly, the light and the appearances of the declining and the setting sun 
are much more fitted to be types and characters of the Infinite: and, thirdly 
(which is the main reason), the exuberant and riotous prodigality of life nat-
urally forces the mind more powerfully upon the antagonist thought of death, 
and the wintry sterility of the grave. For it may be observed, generally, that 
wherever two thoughts stand related to each other by a law of antagonism, 
and exist, as it were, by mutual repulsion, they are apt to suggest each other. 
On these accounts it is that I find it impossible to banish the thought of death 
when I am walking alone in the endless days of summer; and any particular 
death, if not more affecting, at least haunts my mind more obstinately and 
besiegingly in that season. Perhaps this cause, and a slight incident which I 
omit, might have been the immediate occasions of the following dream; to 
which, however, a predisposition must always have existed in my mind; but 
having been once roused, it never left me, and split into a thousand fantastic 
varieties, which often suddenly reunited, and composed again the original 
dream. 

I thought that it was a Sunday morning in May, that it was Easter Sunday, 
and as yet very early in the morning. I was standing, as it seemed to me, at 
the door of my own cottage. Right before me lay the very scene which could 
really be commanded from that situation, but exalted, as was usual, and sol-
emnized by the power of dreams. There were the same mountains, and the 
same lovely valley at their feet; but the mountains were raised to more than 
Alpine height, and there was interspace far larger between them of meadows 
and forest lawns; the hedges were rich with white roses; and no living crea-
ture was to be seen, excepting that in the green churchyard there were cattle 
tranquilly reposing upon the verdant graves, and particularly round about the 
grave of a child whom I had tenderly loved,5 just as I had really beheld them, 
a little before sunrise in the same summer, when that child died. I gazed 
upon the well-known scene, and I said aloud (as I thought) to myself, "It yet 
wants much of sunrise; and it is Easter Sunday; and that is the day on which 
they celebrate the first-fruits of resurrection. I will walk abroad; old griefs 
shall be forgotten today; for the air is cool and still, and the hills are high, and 
stretch away to heaven; and the forest-glades are as quiet as the churchyard; 
and, with the dew, I can wash the fever from my forehead, and then I shall be 
unhappy no longer." And I turned, as if to open my garden gate; and imme-
diately I saw upon the left a scene far different; but which yet the power of 
dreams had reconciled into harmony with the other. The scene was an Orien-
tal one; and there also it was Easter Sunday, and very early in the morning. 

4. Other things being the same (Latin). who died at the age of four. She is the subject of 
5. The child is Wordsworth's daughter Catherine, Wordsworth's sonnet "Surprised by joy." 
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And at a vast distance were visible, as a stain upon the horizon, the domes 
and cupolas of a great city—an image or faint abstraction, caught perhaps in 
childhood from some picture of Jerusalem. And not a bow-shot from me, 
upon a stone, and shaded by Judean palms, there sat a woman; and I looked; 
and it was—Ann! She fixed her eyes upon me earnestly; and I said to her at 
length: "So then I have found you at last." I waited: but she answered me not 
a word. Her face was the same as when I saw it last, and yet again how dif-
ferent! Seventeen years ago, when the lamplight fell upon her face, as for the 
last time I kissed her lips (lips, Ann, that to me were not polluted), her eyes 
were streaming with tears: the tears were now wiped away; she seemed more 
beautiful than she was at that time, but in all other points the same, and not 
older. Her looks were tranquil, but with unusual solemnity of expression; and 
I now gazed upon her with some awe, but suddenly her countenance grew 
dim, and, turning to the mountains, I perceived vapors rolling between us; in 
a moment, all had vanished; thick darkness came on; and, in the twinkling of 
an eye, I was far away from mountains, and by lamplight in Oxford Street, 
walking again with Ann—just as we walked seventeen years before, when we 
were both children. 

As a final specimen, I cite one of a different character, from 1820. 
The dream commenced with a music which now I often heard in dreams—a 

music of preparation and of awakening suspense; a music like the opening of 
the Coronation Anthem,6 and which, like that, gave the feeling of a vast 
march—of infinite cavalcades filing off—and the tread of innumerable armies. 
The morning was come of a mighty day—a day of crisis and of final hope for 
human nature, then suffering some mysterious eclipse, and laboring in some 
dread extremity. Somewhere, I knew not where—somehow, I knew not how— 
by some beings, I knew not whom—a battle, a strife, an agony, was conduct-
ing—was evolving like a great drama, or piece of music; with which my sym-
pathy was the more insupportable from my confusion as to its place, its cause, 
its nature, and its possible issue. I, as is usual in dreams (where, of necessity, 
we make ourselves central to every movement), had the power, and yet had 
not the power, to decide it. I had the power, if I could raise myself, to will it; 
and yet again had not the power, for the weight of twenty Atlantics was upon 
me, or the oppression of inexpiable guilt. "Deeper than ever plummet 
sounded,"7 I lay inactive. Then, like a chorus, the passion deepened. Some 
greater interest was at stake; some mightier cause than ever yet the sword had 
pleaded, or trumpet had proclaimed. Then came sudden alarms: hurryings 
to and fro: trepidations of innumerable fugitives, I knew not whether from 
the good cause or the bad: darkness and lights: tempest and human faces: 
and at last, with the sense that all was lost, female forms, and the fea-
tures that were worth all the world to me, and but a moment allowed—and 
clasped hands, and heart-breaking partings, and then—everlasting fare-
wells! and with a sigh, such as the caves of hell sighed when the incestuous 
mother uttered the abhorred name of death,8 the sound was reverberated— 

6. Composed by George Frideric Handel for the 
coronation of George II in 1727. 
7. In Shakespeare's The Tempest guilt-ridden King 
Alonso, believing that his son has drowned, says he 
will "seek him deeper then e'er plummet sounded 
/And with him there lie mudded" (3 .3 .101-02) . 

8. The reference is to Paradise Lost, book 2, lines 
777ff. The "incestuous mother" is Sin, who is dou-
bly incestuous: she is the daughter of Satan, who 
begot Death upon her, and she was in turn raped 
by her son and gave birth to a pack of "yelling Mon-
sters." 
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everlasting farewells! and again, and yet again reverberated—everlasting 
farewells! 

And I awoke in struggles, and cried aloud—"I will sleep no more!"9 

1821 1821 

On the Knocking at the Gate in Macbeth1 

From my boyish days I had always felt a great perplexity on one point in 
Macbeth. It was this: The knocking at the gate which succeeds to the murder 
of Duncan produced to my feelings an effect for which I never could account. 
The effect was that it reflected back upon the murderer a peculiar awfulness 
and a depth of solemnity; yet, however obstinately I endeavored with my 
understanding to comprehend this, for many years I never could see why it 
should produce such an effect. 

Here I pause for one moment, to exhort the reader never to pay any attention 
to his understanding when it stands in opposition to any other faculty of his 
mind. The mere understanding, however useful and indispensable, is the 
meanest2 faculty in the human mind, and the most to be distrusted; and yet the 
great majority of people trust to nothing else—which may do for ordinary life, 
but not for philosophical purposes. Of this out of ten thousand instances that 
I might produce I will cite one. Ask of any person whatsoever who is not pre-
viously prepared for the demand by a knowledge of the perspective to draw in 
the rudest way the commonest appearance which depends upon the laws of 
that science—as, for instance, to represent the effect of two walls standing at 
right angles to each other, or the appearance of the houses on each side of a 
street as seen by a person looking down the street from one extremity. Now, in 
all cases, unless the person has happened to observe in pictures how it is that 
artists produce these effects, he will be utterly unable to make the smallest 
approximation to it. Yet why? For he has actually seen the effect every day of 
his life. T h e reason is that he allows his understanding to overrule his eyes. His 
understanding, which includes no intuitive knowledge of the laws of vision, 
can furnish him with no reason why a line which is known and can be proved 
to be a horizontal line should not appear a horizontal line: a line that made any 
angle with the perpendicular less than a right angle would seem to him to indi-
cate that his houses were all tumbling down together. Accordingly, he makes 
the line of his houses a horizontal line, and fails, of course, to produce the 
effect demanded. Here, then, is one instance out of many in which not only the 
understanding is allowed to overrule the eyes, but where the understanding is 
positively allowed to obliterate the eyes, as it were; for not only does the man 
believe the evidence of his understanding in opposition to that of his eyes, but 
(what is monstrous) the idiot is not aware that his eyes ever gave such evi-
dence. He does not know that he has seen (and therefore quoad his conscious-
ness3 has not seen) that which he has seen every day of his life. 

9. Macbeth says: "Methought I heard a voice cry 
'Sleep no more, / Macbeth does murder sleep' " 
(Shakespeare, Macbeth 2 .2 .33-34) . 
1. One of the best-known pieces of 19th-century 
Shakespeare criticism, this essay, originally pub-
lished pseudonymously in the London Magazine as 
a "note from the pocket-book of a late opium-
eater," deals with the scene in Macbeth (2.2—3) in 

which, just after they have murdered Duncan, 
Macbeth and his wife are startled by a loud knock-
ing at the gate. De Quincey exhibits the procedure 
in Romantic criticism of making, as he says, the 
"understanding" wait upon the "feelings." 
2. Lowest. 
3. I.e., so far as his consciousness is concerned. 
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But to return from this digression. My understanding could furnish no rea-
son why the knocking at the gate in Macbeth should produce any effect, direct 
or reflected. In fact, my understanding said positively that it could not produce 
any effect. But I knew better; I felt that it did; and I waited and clung to the 
problem until further knowledge should enable me to solve it. At length, in 
1812, Mr. Williams4 made his debut on the stage of Ratcliffe Highway, and 
executed those unparalleled murders which have procured for him such a 
brilliant and undying reputation. On which murders, by the way, I must 
observe that in one respect they have had an ill effect, by making the con-
noisseur in murder very fastidious in his taste, and dissatisfied by anything 
that has been since done in that line. All other murders look pale by the deep 
crimson of his; and, as an amateur5 once said to me in a querulous tone, "There 
has been absolutely nothing doing since his time, or nothing that's worth 
speaking of." But this is wrong; for it is unreasonable to expect all men to be 
great artists, and born with the genius of Mr. Williams. Now, it will be remem-
bered that in the first of these murders (that of the Marrs) the same incident 
(of a knocking at the door6 soon after the work of extermination was complete) 
did actually occur which the genius of Shakespeare has invented; and all good 
judges, and the most eminent dilettanti,7 acknowledged the felicity of Shake-
speare's suggestion as soon as it was actually realized. Here, then, was a fresh 
proof that I was right in relying on my own feeling, in opposition to my under-
standing; and I again set myself to study the problem. At length I solved it to 
my own satisfaction; and my solution is this: Murder, in ordinary cases, where 
the sympathy is wholly directed to the case of the murdered person, is an 
incident of coarse and vulgar horror; and for this reason—that it flings the 
interest exclusively upon the natural but ignoble instinct by which we cleave 
to life: an instinct which, as being indispensable to the primal law of self-
preservation, is the same in kind (though different in degree) amongst all living 
creatures. This instinct, therefore, because it annihilates all distinctions, and 
degrades the greatest of men to the level of "the poor beetle that we tread 
on,"8 exhibits human nature in its most abject and humiliating attitude. Such 
an attitude would little suit the purposes of the poet. What then must he do? 
He must throw the interest on the murderer. Our sympathy must be with him 
(of course I mean a sympathy of comprehension, a sympathy by which we 
enter into his feelings, and are made to understand them—not a sympathy of 
pity or approbation).9 In the murdered person, all strife of thought, all flux 
and reflux of passion and of purpose, are crushed by one overwhelming panic; 
the fear of instant death smites him "with its petrific1 mace." But in the mur-
derer, such a murderer as a poet will condescend to, there must be raging 
some great storm of passion—jealousy, ambition, vengeance, hatred—which 
will create a hell within him; and into this hell we are to look. 

4. John Williams, a sailor, had thrown London 
into a panic (the date was actually December 
1811) by murdering the Marr family and, twelve 
days later, the Williamson family. De Quincey 
described these murders at length in the postscript 
to his two essays "On Murder Considered as One 
of the Fine Arts." 
5. I.e., a fancier or follower of an art or sport. 
6. By a maidservant of the Marrs, returning from 
the purchase of oysters for supper. 
7. Lovers of the fine arts. 
8. From the scene in Measure for Measure (3.1.77) 

in which Isabella visits her brother Claudio in his 
prison cell the day before his execution. 
9. In a note De Quincey decries "the unscholar-
like use of the word sympathy, at present so gen-
eral, by which, instead of taking it in its proper 
sense, as the act of reproducing in our minds the 
feelings of another, whether for hatred, indigna-
tion, love, pity, or approbation, it is made a mere 
synonym of the word pity." 
1. Petrifying, turning to stone (from Milton's Par-
adise Lost 10.294). 
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In Macbeth, for the sake of gratifying his own enormous and teeming faculty 
of creation, Shakespeare has introduced two murderers: and, as usual in his 
hands, they are remarkably discriminated;2 but—though in Macbeth the strife 
of mind is greater than in his wife, the tiger spirit not so awake, and his feelings 
caught chiefly by contagion from her—yet, as both were finally involved in the 
guilt of murder, the murderous mind of necessity is finally to be presumed in 
both. This was to be expressed; and, on its own account, as well as to make it 
a more proportionable antagonist to the unoffending nature of their victim, 
"the gracious Duncan," and adequately to expound "the deep damnation of 
his taking off,"3 this was to be expressed with peculiar energy. We were to be 
made to feel that the human nature—i.e. , the divine nature of love and mercy, 
spread through the hearts of all creatures, and seldom utterly withdrawn from 
man—was gone, vanished, extinct, and that the fiendish nature had taken its 
place. And, as this effect is marvelously accomplished in the dialogues and 
soliloqiues themselves, so it is finally consummated by the expedient under 
consideration; and it is to this that I now solicit the reader's attention. If the 
reader has ever witnessed a wife, daughter, or sister in a fainting fit, he may 
chance to have observed that the most affecting moment in such a spectacle 
is that in which a sigh and a stirring announce the recommencement of sus-
pended life. Or, if the reader has ever been present in a vast metropolis on the 
day when some great national idol was carried in funeral pomp to his grave, 
and, chancing to walk near the course through which it passed, has felt pow-
erfully, in the silence and desertion of the streets, and in the stagnation of 
ordinary business, the deep interest which at that moment was possessing the 
heart of man—if all at once he should hear the deathlike stillness broken up 
by the sound of wheels rattling away from the scene, and making known that 
the transitory vision was dissolved, he will be aware that at no moment was 
his sense of the complete suspension and pause in ordinary human concerns 
so full and affecting as at that moment when the suspension ceases, and the 
goings-on of human life are suddenly resumed. All action in any direction is 
best expounded, measured, and made apprehensible, by reaction. Now, apply 
this to the case in Macbeth. Here, as I have said, the retiring of the human 
heart and the entrance of the fiendish heart was to be expressed and made 
sensible. Another world has stepped in; and the murderers are taken out of 
the region of human things, human purposes, human desires. They are trans-
figured: Lady Macbeth is "unsexed";4 Macbeth has forgot that he was born of 
woman; both are conformed to the image of devils; and the world of devils is 
suddenly revealed. But how shall this be conveyed and made palpable? In order 
that a new world may step in, this world must for a time disappear. The mur-
derers and the murder must be insulated—cut off by an immeasurable gulf 
from the ordinary tide and succession of human affairs—locked up and 
sequestered in some deep recess; we must be made sensible that the world of 
ordinary life is suddenly arrested, laid asleep, tranced, racked into a dread 
armistice; time must be annihilated, relation to things without abolished; and 
all must pass self-withdrawn into a deep syncope5 and suspension of earthly 
passion. Hence it is that, when the deed is done, when the work of darkness 
is perfect, then the world of darkness passes away like a pageantry in the 

2. I.e., differentiated from each other. 
3. Macbeth 3.1.67 and 1.7.20. 
4. Steeling herself to the murder, Lady Macbeth 

calls on the spirits of hell to "unsex me here" 
(1.5.39). 
5. Fainting spell. 
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clouds: the knocking at the gate is heard, and it makes known audibly that the 
reaction has commenced; the human has made its reflux upon the fiendish; 
the pulses of life are beginning to beat again; and the re-establishment of the 
goings-on of the world in which we live first makes us profoundly sensible of 
the awful parenthesis that had suspended them. 

O mighty poet! Thy works are not as those of other men, simply and merely 
great works of art, but are also like the phenomena of nature, like the sun and 
the sea, the stars and the flowers, like frost and snow, rain and dew, hailstorm 
and thunder, which are to be studied with entire submission of our own fac-
ulties, and in the perfect faith that in them there can be no too much or too 
little, nothing useless or inert, but that, the farther we press in our discoveries, 
the more we shall see proofs of design and self-supporting arrangement where 
the careless eye had seen nothing but accident! 

1823 

From Alexander Pope 

[THE LITERATURE OF KNOWLEDGE AND THE LITERATURE OF POWER] 1 

What is it that we mean by literature? Popularly, and amongst the thought-
less, it is held to include everything that is printed in a book. Little logic is 
required to disturb that definition. The most thoughtless person is easily made 
aware that in the idea of literature one essential element is some relation to a 
general and common interest of man—so that what applies only to a local, or 
professional, or merely personal interest, even though presenting itself in the 
shape of a book, will not belong to Literature. So far the definition is easily nar-
rowed; and it is as easily expanded. For not only is much that takes a station in 
books not literature; but inversely, much that really is literature never reaches 
a station in books. The weekly sermons of Christendom, that vast pulpit liter-
ature which acts so extensively upon the popular mind—to warn, to uphold, to 
renew, to comfort, to alarm—-does not attain the sanctuary of libraries in the 
ten-thousandth part of its extent. The Drama again—as, for instance, the fin-
est of Shakespeare's plays in England, and all leading Athenian plays in the 
noontide of the Attic stage—operated as a literature on the public mind, and 
were (according to the strictest letter of that term) published through the audi-
ences that witnessed2 their representation some time before they were pub-
lished as things to be read; and they were published in this scenical mode of 
publication with much more effect than they could have had as books during 
ages of costly copying or of costly printing. 

1. This section of a review of an 1847 edition of 
Pope's works (written in 1848, revised in 1858) has 
achieved independent status as a contribution to 
literary theory. In an earlier treatment of this topic 
in "Letters to a Young Man" (1823), De Quincey 
wrote that "the true antithesis to knowledge," in 
defining the effects of literature, "is not pleasure, 
but power"; then added in a footnote that he owed 
this distinction "to many years' conversation with 
Mr. Wordsworth." In his "Essay Supplementary" 
to the Preface to his Poems (1815), Wordsworth 
had written that "every great poet . . . has to call 

forth and communicate power" and that for an 
original writer "to create taste is to call forth and 
bestow power, of which knowledge is the effect." 
2. Charles I, for example, when Prince of Wales, 
and many others in his father's court, gained their 
known familiarity with Shakespeare not through 
the original quartos, so slenderly diffused, nor 
through the first folio of 1623, but through the 
court representations of his chief dramas at White-
hall [De Quincey's note]. Whitehall was a royal 
palace in London. It was destroyed by fire in 1698. 
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Books, therefore, do not suggest an idea coextensive and interchangeable 
with the idea of Literature; since much literature, scenic, forensic, or didactic3 

(as from lecturers and public orators), may never come into books, and much 
that does come into books may connect itself with no literary interest.4 But a 
far more important correction, applicable to the common vague idea of liter-
ature, is to be sought not so much in a better definition of literature as in a 
sharper distinction of the two functions which it fulfills. In that great social 
organ which, collectively, we call literature, there may be distinguished two 
separate offices that may blend and often do so, but capable, severally, of a 
severe insulation, and naturally fitted for reciprocal repulsion. There is, first, 
the literature of knowledge; and, secondly, the literature of power. The func-
tion of the first is—to teach; the function of the second is—to move: the first 
is a rudder; the second, an oar or a sail. The first speaks to the mere discursive 
understanding;5 the second speaks ultimately, it may happen, to the higher 
understanding or reason, but always through affections of pleasure and sym-
pathy. Remotely, it may travel towards an object seated in what Lord Bacon 
calls dry light;6 but, proximately, it does and must operate—else it ceases to 
be a literature of power—on and through that humid light which clothes itself 
in the mists and glittering iris of human passions, desires, and genial7 emo-
tions. Men have so little reflected on the higher functions of literature as to 
find it a paradox if one should describe it as a mean8 or subordinate purpose 
of books to give information. But this is a paradox only in the sense which 
makes it honorable to be paradoxical. Whenever we talk in ordinary language 
of seeking information or gaining knowledge, we understand the words as 
connected with something of absolute novelty. But it is the grandeur of all 
truth which can occupy a very high place in human interests that it is never 
absolutely novel to the meanest of minds: it exists eternally by way of germ or 
latent principle in the lowest as in the highest, needing to be developed, but 
never to be planted. To be capable of transplantation is the immediate criterion 
of a truth that ranges on a lower scale. Besides which, there is a rarer thing 
than truth—namely, power, or deep sympathy with truth. What is the effect, 
for instance, upon society, of children? By the pity, by the tenderness, and by 
the peculiar modes of admiration, which connect themselves with the help-
lessness, with the innocence, and with the simplicity of children, not only are 
the primal affections strengthened and continually renewed, but the qualities 
which are dearest in the sight of heaven—the frailty, for instance, which 
appeals to forbearance, the innocence which symbolizes the heavenly, and the 
simplicity which is most alien from the worldly—are kept up in perpetual 

3. Expository, designed to instruct. "Scenic": dra-
matic. "Forensic": argumentative, designed to per-
suade, especially in legal proceedings. 
4. What are called The Blue Books—by which title 
are understood the folio reports issued every ses-
sion of Parliament by committees of the two 
Houses, and stitched into blue covers—though 
often sneered at by the ignorant as so much waste-
paper, will be acknowledged gratefully by those 
who have used them diligently as the main well-
heads of all accurate information as to the Great 
Britain of this day. As an immense depository of 
faithful (and not superannuated) statistics, they are 
indispensable to the honest student. But no man 
would therefore class the Blue Boolts as literature 
[De Quincey's note]. 

5. I.e., a way of understanding that proceeds by 
argumentation and by passing from premises to 
conclusions. The term is usually contrasted with 
intuitive understanding. 
6. In his essay "Of Friendship," Francis Bacon 
quotes Heraclitus, the early Greek philosopher, as 
saying "Dry light is ever the best," then goes on to 
distinguish between dry light and the light of an 
understanding, which is "ever infused and 
drenched" in an individual's own "affections and 
customs." 
7. Pertaining to genius; creative. "Iris": rainbow 
colors. De Quincey is here referring to the way col-
ors are the effect of the refraction of light. 
8. Low, vulgar. 
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remembrance, and their ideals are continually refreshed. A purpose of the 
same nature is answered by the higher literature, viz. the literature of power. 
What do you learn from Paradise Lost? Nothing at all. What do you learn from 
a cookery book? Something new, something that you did not know before, in 
every paragraph. But would you therefore put the wretched cookery book on 
a higher level of estimation than the divine poem? What you owe to Milton is 
not any knowledge, of which a million separate items are still but a million of 
advancing steps on the same earthly level; what you owe is power—that is, 
exercise and expansion to your own latent capacity of sympathy with the infi-
nite, where every pulse and each separate influx is a step upwards, a step 
ascending as upon a Jacob's ladder from earth to mysterious altitudes above 
the earth.9 All the steps of knowledge, from first to last, carry you further on 
the same plane, but could never raise you one foot above your ancient level 
of earth: whereas the very first step in power is a flight—is an ascending move-
ment into another element where earth is forgotten. 

Were it not that human sensibilities are ventilated1 and continually called 
out into exercise by the great phenomena of infancy, or of real life as it moves 
through chance and change, or of literature as it recombines these elements 
in the mimicries of poetry, romance, etc., it is certain that, like any animal 
power or muscular energy falling into disuse, all such sensibilities would grad-
ually droop and dwindle. It is in relation to these great moral capacities of 
man that the literature of power, as contradistinguished from that of knowl-
edge, lives and has its field of action. It is concerned with what is highest in 
man; for the Scriptures themselves never condescended to deal by suggestion 
or cooperation with the mere discursive understanding: when speaking of man 
in his intellectual capacity, the Scriptures speak not of the understanding, but 
of "the understanding heart"2—making the heart, i.e. the great intuitive (or 
nondiscursive) organ, to be the interchangeable formula for man in his highest 
state of capacity for the infinite. Tragedy, romance, fairy tale, or epopee,3 all 
alike restore to man's mind the ideals of justice, of hope, of truth, of mercy, 
of retribution, which else (left to the support of daily life in its realities) would 
languish for want of sufficient illustration. What is meant, for instance, by 
poetic justice?4—It does not mean a justice that differs by its object from the 
ordinary justice of human jurisprudence; for then it must be confessedly a very 
bad kind of justice; but it means a justice that differs from common forensic 
justice by the degree in which it attains its object, a justice that is more omnip-
otent over its own ends, as dealing—not with the refractory elements of earthly 
life, but with the elements of its own creation, and with materials flexible to 
its own purest preconceptions. It is certain that, were it not for the Literature 
of Power, these ideals would often remain amongst us as mere arid notional 
forms; whereas, by the creative forces of man put forth in literature, they gain 
a vernal life of restoration, and germinate into vital activities. The commonest 
novel, by moving in alliance with human fears and hopes, with human instincts 
of wrong and right, sustains and quickens those affections. Calling them into 

9. The ladder that the patriarch Jacob saw in a 
dream, reaching from the earth to heaven, on 
which the angels were ascending and descending 
(Genesis 28 .11 -12 ) . 
1. Provided with an outlet. 
2. In 1 Kings 3.9 King Solomon asks the Lord for 

"an understanding heart to judge thy people." 
3. Epic poem (French). 
4. A term in old literary criticism for the distri-
bution of earthly rewards and punishments, at the 
end of a work of literature, in proportion to the 
virtues and vices of the various characters. 
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action, it rescues them from torpor. And hence the preeminency over all 
authors that merely teach of the meanest that moves, or that teaches, if at all, 
indirectly by moving. The very highest work that has ever existed in the Lit-
erature of Knowledge is but a provisional work: a book upon trial and suffer-
ance, and qnamdiu bene se gesserit.5 Let its teaching be even partially revised, 
let it be but expanded—nay, even let its teaching be but placed in a better 
order—and instantly it is superseded. Whereas the feeblest works in the Lit-
erature of Power, surviving at all, survive as finished and unalterable amongst 
men. For instance, the Principia of Sir Isaac Newton was a book militant6 on 
earth from the first. In all stages of its progress it would have to fight for its 
existence: 1 st, as regards absolute truth; 2dly, when that combat was over, as 
regards its form or mode of presenting the truth. And as soon as a La Place,7 

or anybody else, builds higher upon the foundations laid by this book, effec-
tually he throws it out of the sunshine into decay and darkness; by weapons 
won from this book he superannuates and destroys this book, so that soon the 
name of Newton remains as a mere nominis umbra,8 but his book, as a living 
power, has transmigrated into other forms. Now, on the contrary, the Iliad, 
the Prometheus of Aeschylus, the Othello or King Lear, the Hamlet or Macbeth, 
and the Paradise Lost, are not militant, but triumphant forever as long as the 
languages exist in which they speak or can be taught to speak. They never can 
transmigrate into new incarnations. To reproduce these in new forms, or var-
iations, even if in some things they should be improved, would be to plagiarize. 
A good steam engine is properly superseded by a better. But one lovely pastoral 
valley is not superseded by another, nor a statue of Praxiteles by a statue of 
Michael Angelo.9 These things are separated not by imparity, but by disparity. 
They are not thought of as unequal under the same standard, but as different 
in kind, and, if otherwise equal, as equal under a different standard. Human 
works of immortal beauty and works of nature in one respect stand on the 
same footing: they never absolutely repeat each other, never approach so near 
as not to differ; and they differ not as better and worse, or simply by more and 
less: they differ by undecipherable and incommunicable differences, that can-
not be caught by mimicries, that cannot be reflected in the mirror of copies, 
that cannot become ponderable in the scales of vulgar comparison. 

Applying these principles to Pope as a representative of fine literature in 
general, we would wish to remark the claim which he has, or which any equal 
writer has, to the attention and jealous winnowing of those critics in particular 
who watch over public morals. Clergymen, and all organs of public criticism 
put in motion by clergymen, are more especially concerned in the just appre-
ciation of such writers, if the two canons are remembered which we have 
endeavored to illustrate, viz. that all works in this class, as opposed to those 
in the literature of knowledge, 1 st, work by far deeper agencies, and, 2dly, are 
more permanent; in the strictest sense they are KTRPATCL EG &EL' and what evil 
they do, or what good they do, is commensurate with the national language, 

5. As long as it shall conduct itself well (Latin). 
6. Combative. "Principia": Isaac Newton's great 
Philosophiae Natnralis Principia Mathematica 
(Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy), 
published in 1687, set forth the laws of motion and 
the principle of universal gravitation. 
7. Pierre-Simon, marquis de Laplace, mathema-
tician and astronomer, author of A Treatise on 

Celestial Mechanics (1799—1825), was known as 
"the Newton of France." 
8. Shadow of a name (Latin). 
9. Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475-1564) , Re-
naissance sculptor, painter, architect, and poet. 
Praxiteles (4th century B.C.E.), Greek sculptor. 
1. Everlasting possessions (Greek). 
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sometimes long after the nation has departed. At this hour, five hundred years 
since their creation, the tales of Chaucer,2 never equaled on this earth for 
their tenderness, and for life of picturesqueness, are read familiarly by many 
in the charming language of their natal day, and by others in the moderniza-
tions of Dryden, of Pope, and Wordsworth.3 At this hour, one thousand eight 
hundred years since their creation, the Pagan tales of Ovid,4 never equaled on 
this earth for the gaiety of their movement and the capricious graces of their 
narrative, are read by all Christendom. This man's people and their monu-
ments are dust; but he is alive: he has survived them, as he told us that he had 
it in his commission to do, by a thousand years; "and shall a thousand more." 

All the literature of knowledge builds only ground-nests, that are swept away 
by floods, or confounded by the plow; but the literature of power builds nests 
in aerial altitudes of temples sacred from violation, or of forests inaccessible 
to fraud. This is a great prerogative of the power literature; and it is a greater 
which lies in the mode of its influence. The knowledge literature, like the 
fashion of this world, passeth away. An Encyclopedia is its abstract; and, in 
this respect, it may be taken for its speaking symbol—that before one gener-
ation has passed an Encyclopedia is superannuated; for it speaks through the 
dead memory and unimpassioned understanding, which have not the repose 
of higher faculties, but are continually enlarging and varying their phylacter-
ies.5 But all literature properly so called—literature K«T' et1'j(r\v'•—for the very 
same reason that it is so much more durable than the literature of knowledge, 
is (and by the very same proportion it is) more intense and electrically search-
ing in its impressions. The directions in which the tragedy of this planet has 
trained our human feelings to play, and the combinations into which the 
poetry of this planet has thrown our human passions of love and hatred, of 
admiration and contempt, exercise a power for bad or good over human life 
that cannot be contemplated, when stretching through many generations, 
without a sentiment allied to awe.7 And of this let everyone be assured—that 
he owes to the impassioned books which he has read many a thousand more 
of emotions than he can consciously trace back to them. Dim by their origi-
nation, these emotions yet arise in him, and mould him through life, like 
forgotten incidents of his childhood. 

1 8 4 8 , 1 8 5 8 

2. The Canterbury Tales were not made public 
until 1380 or thereabouts; but the composition 
must have cost thirty or more years; not to mention 
that the work had probably been finished for some 
years before it was divulged [De Quincey's note]. 
3. Following the example of various earlier poets 
who wrote modernized versions of Chaucer, 
Wordsworth had translated "The Prioress's Tale" 
and a section of Troilus and Criseyde. 
4. Latin poet (43 B.C.E.-18 C.E.), author of Met-
amorphoses and other books of verse narratives. 
5. I.e., preestablished texts. "Phylacteries" are 
leather boxes, inscribed with quotations from the 
Hebrew Scriptures, worn by Orthodox Jews during 
morning prayer. 
6. In the highest degree (Greek). 

7. The reason why the broad distinctions between 
the two literatures of power and knowledge so little 
fix the attention lies in the fact that a vast propor-
tion of books—history, biography, travels, miscel-
laneous essays, etc.—lying in a middle zone, 
confound these distinctions by interblending 
them. All that we call "amusement" or "entertain-
ment" is a diluted form of the power belonging to 
passion, and also a mixed form; and, where threads 
of direct instruction intermingle in the texture with 
these threads of power, this absorption of the dual-
ity into one representative nuance neutralizes the 
separate perception of either. Fused into a tertium 
quid [a third thing], or neutral state, they disappear 
to the popular eye as the repelling forces which, in 
fact, they are [De Quincey's note]. 
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Tke Gotkic and tke Development 
of a Mass Readerskip 

Strictly speaking, the Gothic is not "Gothic" at all, but a phenomenon that originates 
in the late eighteenth century, long after enlightened Europeans put the era of Gothic 
cathedrals, chivalry, and superstition behind them—a phenomenon that begins, in 
fact, as an embrace of a kind of counterfeit medievalism or as a "medieval revival." 
As a word they applied to a dark and distant past, Gothic gave Romantic-period writers 
and readers a way to describe accounts of terrifying experiences in ancient castles 
and ruined abbeys—experiences connected with subterranean dungeons, secret pas-
sageways, flickering lamps, screams, moans, ghosts, and graveyards. In the long run 
Gothic became a label for the macabre, mysterious, supernatural, and terrifying, espe-
cially the pleasurably terrifying, in literature generally; the link that Romantic-period 
writers had forged between the Gothic and antiquated spaces was eventually 
loosened. Even so, one has only to look, in post-Romantic literature, at the fiction of 
the Brontes or Poe, or, in our own not-so-modern culture, at movies or video games, 
to realize that the pleasures of regression the late-eighteenth-century Gothic revival 
provided die hard. Readers continue to seek out opportunities to feel haunted by 
pasts that will not let themselves be exorcised. 

The Gothic revival appeared in later-eighteenth-century English garden design and 
architecture before it got into literature. In 1747 Horace Walpole (1717—1797), 
younger son of the British prime minister, purchased Strawberry Hill, an estate on 
the river Thames near London, and three years later set about remodeling it in what 
he called a "Gothick" style. Adding towers, turrets, battlements, arched doors, win-
dows, and ornaments of every description, he created the kind of spurious medieval 
architecture that survives today mainly in churches and university buildings. Even-
tually tourists came from all over to see Strawberry Hill and went home to Gothicize 
their own houses. 

When the Gothic made its appearance in literature, Walpole was again a trailblazer. 
In 1764 he published The Castle of Otranto, a self-styled "Gothic story" featuring a 
haunted castle, an early, pre-Byronic version of the Byronic hero (suitably named 
Manfred), mysterious deaths, a moaning ancestral portrait, damsels in distress, vio-
lent passions, and strange obsessions. Walpole's gamble—that the future of the novel 
would involve the reclamation of the primitive emotions of fear and wonder provided 
by the romances of a pre-Enlightened age—convinced many writers who came after 
him. By the 1790s novels trading on horror, mystery, and faraway settings flooded 
the book market; meanwhile in theaters new special effects were devised to incarnate 
ghostly apparitions on stage. It is noteworthy that the best-selling author of the terror 
school (Ann Badcliffe), the author of its most enduring novel (Mary Shelley), and the 
author of its most effective send-up (Jane Austen) were all women. Indeed, many of 
Radcliffe's numerous imitators (and, on occasion, downright plagiarizers) published 
under the auspices of the Minerva Press, a business whose very name (that of the 
goddess of wisdom) acknowledged the centrality of female authors and readers to this 
new lucrative trend in the book market. William Lane, the marketing genius who 
owned the Press, also set up a cross-country network of circulating libraries that 
stocked his ladies' volumes and made them available for hire at modest prices. 

This section offers extracts from some of the most celebrated works in the Gothic 
mode: Walpole's Otranto as the initiating prototype; William Beckford's Vathek 
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(1786), which is "oriental" rather than medieval but similarly blends cruelty, terror, 
and eroticism; two extremely popular works by Radcliffe, the "Queen of Terror," The 
Romance of the Forest (1791) and The Mysteries ofUdolpho (1794); Matthew Lewis's 
concoction of devilry, sadism, and mob violence, The Monk (1796). We also include 
an essay of 1773 in which John and Anna Letitia Aikin provide justification after the 
fact for Walpole's rebellion against the critical orthodoxies. According to most early 
critics of novels, the only moral fiction was probable fiction; the Aikins, however, 
make the business of the novelist lie as much with the pleasures of the imagination 
as with moral edification and the representation of real life. 

Their essay suggests why Gothic reading was appealing to so many Romantic 
poets—visionaries who in their own way dissented from critical rules that would, 
drearily, limit literature to the already known and recognizable. Signs of the poets' 
acquaintance with the terror school of novel writing show up in numerous well-known 
Romantic poems—from The Rime of the Ancient Mariner to Manfred. For instance, 
in Keats's The Eve of St. Agnes, a poem that in many respects represents an idealized 
tale of young love, Porphyro's invasion of Madeline's bedroom has some perturbing 
connections with the predatory overtones of our extract from The Monk. And Keats's 
enigmatic fragment "This living hand" can be read as a brilliantly abbreviated version 
of the kind of tale of terror that aimed to make its reader's blood run cold. 

Yet it simplifies matters to characterize the Gothic only as an influence on Roman-
ticism. As the concluding pieces in this section suggest, the poets had a love-hate 
relationship with Gothic writers and, even more so, with Gothic readers. Many con-
temporary commentators objected to the new school of novels on moral and technical 
grounds: they complained, for instance, about how plot-driven they were and how 
cheaply they solved their mysteries. But questions about social class and literary taste 
were also important. In an era of revolution, in which newly literate workers were 
reading about "the rights of man" and crowds were starting to shape history, the very 
popularity of Gothic novels, the terror writers' capacity to move and manipulate whole 
crowds with their suspense and trickery, itself represented a source of anxiety. As the 
twentieth-century critic E. J. Clery explains, the "unprecedented capacity of the mar-
ket to absorb at great speed large amounts of a particular type of literary product, the 
'terrorist' novel, shook old certainties." 

Many of the Romantic poets comment, accordingly, on what is scary and pernicious 
about the Gothic as well as what is scary and pernicious in the Gothic. And through-
out their writings, the tales of terror are invoked in ways that enable the writer to 
construct a divide between "high" and "low" culture and to play off the passive absorp-
tion associated with the reading of the crowds against the tasteful, active reading that 
is (according to the writer) practiced by the elite few. In the Preface to Lyrical Ballads, 
for instance, Wordsworth identifies as a cause of English culture's modern decline 
the "frenetic novels" that have blunted their consumers' powers of discrimination and 
reduced them "to a state of almost savage torpor" (a negative version of the regression 
that William Hazlitt, for instance, celebrates as he describes how Radcliffe "makes 
her readers twice children" while she "forces us to believe all that is strange and next 
to impossible"). Wordsworth follows a hint that he may have found three years earlier 
in Coleridge's review of The Monk (extracted near the end of this section) and suggests 
that such readers inevitably need higher and higher doses of the "violent stimulants" 
that novelists—drug pushers of sorts—have supplied them. In this way the Preface 
pioneers an account of a mass readership addicted to what will kill it. In similar 
fashion "Terrorist Novel Writing," the short anti-Gothic satire we include near the 
end of this section, makes it seem, as does our extract containing Coleridge's very 
funny tirade against the patrons of circulating libraries, that Gothic novels were 
objects of utterly mindless consumption (absorbed, imbibed, but not read), and that 
terror was a commodity produced on an assembly line. The extracts with which we 
close this section register, in other words, a recoil from the Gothic. But Gothic themes 
frequently come back to haunt the critics of the mode. When they depict popular, 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



W A L P O L E : T H E C A S T L E O F O T R A N T O / 5 7 9 

commercialized culture's threat to individual autonomy and describe consumers as if 
they were zombies sunk in trances, the critics appear to rehearse nightmarish sce-
narios straight out of the tales of terror. 

H O R A C E W A L P O L E 

Walpole's landmark work The Castle of Otranto initially purported to be a translation 
from (as the title page of the first edition put it) "the original Italian of Onuphrio 
Muralto, Canon of the Church of St. Nicholas at Otranto." The events related in it 
were supposed to have occurred in the twelfth or thirteenth century. In the second 
edition, however, Walpole renounced the hoax and confessed his authorship. Rather 
than presenting the narrative as a remarkable historical discovery, a manuscript from 
the lost barbaric past, he cast his "Gothic Story" as a novelty: an experiment in blend-
ing, he explained, "the ancient and modern" romance, and in combining the realism 
that was the hallmark of the up-to-date eighteenth-century novel with the imagination 
that had flourished in medieval romance and that this realism had suffocated. 

When the story opens, the villainous Manfred, prince of Otranto, to get an heir to 
his estate, has arranged a marriage between his only son, Conrad, and the beautiful 
Isabella. But on his wedding day Conrad is mysteriously killed, victim of a giant helmet 
that falls from the sky and crushes him. Lest he should be left without male descen-
dants, Manfred determines to divorce his present wife, Hippolita, who is past child-
bearing, and marry Isabella himself. In the extract given here, Isabella learns of his 
intention and decides to flee the castle by night. The account of her flight suggests 
how the Gothic novelists, lavishing attention on architectural details, make experi-
ences of terror inseparable from the walls, ceilings, floors, and doors enclosing them. 

From The Castle of Otranto 

From Chapter 1 

As it was now evening, the servant who conducted Isabella bore a torch before 
her. When they came to Manfred, who was walking impatiently about the 
gallery, he started and said hastily, "Take away that light, and begone." Then 
shutting the door impetuously, he flung himself upon a bcnch against the wall, 
and bade Isabella sit by him. She obeyed trembling. "I sent for you, lady," said 
he,—and then stopped under great appearance of confusion. "My lord!"— 
"Yes, I sent for you on a matter of great moment," resumed he,—"Dry your 
tears, young lady—you have lost your bridegroom.—Yes, cruel fate! and I have 
lost the hopes of my race!—but Conrad was not worthy of your beauty."— 
"How! my lord," said Isabella; "sure you do not suspect me of not feeling the 
concern I ought. My duty and affection would have always—" "Think no more 
of him," interrupted Manfred; "he was a sickly puny child, and heaven has 
perhaps taken him away that I might not trust the honours of my house on so 
frail a foundation. The line of Manfred calls for numerous supports. My foolish 
fondness for that boy blinded the eyes of my prudence—but it is better as it 
is. I hope in a few years to have reason to rejoice at the death of Conrad." 

Words cannot paint the astonishment of Isabella. At first she apprehended 
that grief had disordered Manfred's understanding. Her next thought sug-
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gested that this strange discourse was designed to ensnare her: she feared that 
Manfred had perceived her indifference for his son: and in consequence of 
that idea she replied, "Good my lord, do not doubt my tenderness: my heart 
would have accompanied my hand. Conrad would have engrossed all my care; 
and wherever fate shall dispose of me, I shall always cherish his memory, and 
regard your highness and the virtuous Hippolita as my parents." "Curse on 
Hippolita!" cried Manfred: "forget her from this moment as I do. In short, 
lady, you have missed a husband undeserving of your charms: they shall now 
be better disposed of. Instead of a sickly boy, you shall have a husband in the 
prime of his age, who will know how to value your beauties, and who may 
expect a numerous offspring." "Alas! my lord," said Isabella, "my mind is too 
sadly engrossed by the recent catastrophe in your family to think of another 
marriage. If ever my father returns, and it shall be his pleasure, I shall obey, 
as I did when I consented to give my hand to your son: but until his return, 
permit me to remain under your hospitable roof, and employ the melancholy 
hours in assuaging yours, Hippolita's, and the fair Matilda's affliction." 

"I desired you once before," said Manfred angrily, "not to name that woman: 
from this hour she must be a stranger to you, as she must be to me;—in short, 
Isabella, since I cannot give you my son, I offer you myself."—"Heavens!" cried 
Isabella, waking from her delusion, "what do I hear! You! My lord! You! My 
father-in-law! the father of Conrad! the husband of the virtuous and tender 
Hippolita!"—"I tell you," said Manfred imperiously, "Hippolita is no longer 
my wife; I divorce her from this hour. Too long has she cursed me by her 
unfruitfulness: my fate depends on having sons,—and this night I trust will 
give a new date to my hopes." At those words he seized the cold hand of 
Isabella, who was half-dead with fright and horror. She shrieked and started 
from him. Manfred rose to pursue her, when the moon, which was now up 
and gleamed in at the opposite casement, presented to his sight the plumes 
of the fatal helmet, which rose to the height of the windows, waving backwards 
and forwards in a tempestuous manner, and accompanied with a hollow and 
rustling sound. Isabella, who gathered courage from her situation, and who 
dreaded nothing so much as Manfred's pursuit of his declaration, cried, "Look! 
my lord; see, heaven itself declares against your impious intentions!"— 
"Heaven nor hell shall impede my designs," said Manfred, advancing again to 
seize the princess. At that instant the portrait of his grandfather, which hung 
over the bench where they had been sitting, uttered a deep sigh, and heaved 
its breast. Isabella, whose back was turned to the picture, saw not the motion, 
nor knew whence the sound came, but started, and said, "Hark, my lord! What 
sound was that?" and at the same time made towards the door. Manfred, 
distracted between the flight of Isabella, who had now reached the stairs, and 
yet unable to keep his eyes from the picture, which began to move, had how-
ever advanced some steps after her, still looking backwards on the portrait, 
when he saw it quit its panel, and descend on the floor with a grave and 
melancholy air. "Do I dream?" cried Manfred returning, "or are the devils 
themselves in league against me? Speak, infernal spectre! or, if thou art my 
grandsire, why dost thou too conspire against thy wretched descendant, who 
too dearly pays for—" Ere he could finish the sentence the vision sighed again, 
and made a sign to Manfred to follow him. "Lead on!" cried Manfred; "I will 
follow thee to the gulph of perdition." The spectre marched sedately, but 
dejected, to the end of the gallery, and turned into a chamber on the right 
hand. Manfred accompanied him at a little distance, full of anxiety and horror, 
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but resolved. As he would have entered the chamber, the door was clapped to 
with violence by an invisible hand. The prince, collecting courage from this 
delay, would have forcibly burst open the door with his foot, but found that it 
resisted his utmost efforts. "Since hell will not satisfy my curiosity," said Man-
fred, "I will use the human means in my power for preserving my race; Isabella 
shall not escape me." 

That lady, whose resolution had given way to terror the moment she had 
quitted Manfred, continued her flight to the bottom of the principal staircase. 
There she stopped, not knowing whither to direct her steps, nor how to escape 
from the impetuosity of the prince. The gates of the castle she knew were 
locked, and guards placed in the court. Should she, as her heart prompted 
her, go and prepare Hippolita for the cruel destiny that awaited her, she did 
not doubt but Manfred would seek her there, and that his violence would 
incite him to double the injury he meditated, without leaving room for them 
to avoid the impetuosity of his passions. Delay might give him time to reflect 
on the horrid measures he had conceived, or produce some circumstance in 
her favour, if she could for that night at least avoid his odious purpose.—Yet 
where conceal herself? how avoid the pursuit he would infallibly make 
throughout the castle? As these thoughts passed rapidly through her mind, 
she recollected a subterraneous passage which led from the vaults of the castle 
to the church of St. Nicholas. Could she reach the altar before she was over-
taken, she knew even Manfred's violence would not dare to profane the sacred-
ness of the place; and she determined, if no other means of deliverance 
offered, to shut herself up for ever among the holy virgins, whose convent was 
contiguous to the cathedral. In this resolution, she seized a lamp that burned 
at the foot of the staircase, and hurried towards the secret passage. The lower 
part of the castle was hollowed into several intricate cloisters; and it was not 
easy for one under so much anxiety to find the door that opened into the 
cavern. An awful silence reigned throughout those subterraneous regions, 
except now and then some blasts of wind that shook the doors she had passed, 
and which, grating on the rusty hinges, were re-echoed through that long 
labyrinth of darkness. Every murmur struck her with new terror;—yet more 
she dreaded to hear the wrathful voice of Manfred urging his domestics1 to 
pursue her. She trod as softly as impatience would give her leave,—yet fre-
quently stopped and listened to hear if she was followed. In one of those 
moments she thought she heard a sigh. She shuddered, and recoiled a few 
paces. In a moment she thought she heard the step of some person. Her blood 
curdled; she concluded it was Manfred. Every suggestion that horror could 
inspire rushed into her mind. She condemned her rash flight, which had thus 
exposed her to his rage in a place where her cries were not likely to draw 
anybody to her assistance.—Yet the sound seemed not to come from behind,-— 
if Manfred knew where she was, he must have followed her: she was still in 
one of the cloisters, and the steps she had heard were too distinct to proceed 
from the way she had come. Cheered with this reflection, and hoping to find 
a friend in whoever was not the prince, she was going to advance, when a door 
that stood ajar, at some distance to the left, was opened gently: but ere her 
lamp, which she held up, could discover who opened it, the person retreated 
precipitately on seeing the light. 

Isabella, whom every incident was sufficient to dismay, hesitated whether 

1. Servants. 
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she should proceed. Her dread of Manfred soon outweighed every other terror. 
The very circumstance of the person avoiding her gave her a sort of courage. 
It could only be, she thought, some domestic belonging to the castle. Her 
gentleness had never raised her an enemy, and conscious innocence bade her 
hope that, unless sent by the prince's order to seek her, his servants would 
rather assist than prevent her flight. Fortifying herself with these reflections, 
and believing, by what she could observe, that she was near the mouth of the 
subterraneous cavern, she approached the door that had been opened; but a 
sudden gust of wind that met her at the door extinguished her lamp, and left 
her in total darkness. 

1764 

ANNA L E T I T I A A I K I N ( la ter B A R B A U L D ) and 
J O H N AIKIN 

In the following essay John Aikin (1747—1822) and his sister Anna Letitia (who 
appears earlier in this anthology as a poet and under her married name, Barbauld) 
engage a question philosophers and psychologists continue to debate: why do people 
who listen to ghost stories around the campfire, or read Gothic novels, or watch 
monster movies find such frightening experience pleasing? The Aikins, members of a 
prominent family of religious dissenters and educators, begin by observing that it is 
easy to explain why we might feel satisfaction when we feel pity—that emotion is 
necessary for the well-being of the human community, which would fall apart were 
it not somehow in our own interest to feel for others. But it is by contrast more 
difficult to understand how morality is advanced when we delight in objects of terror. 
As they map out an alternative way of accounting for that amoral delight, the Aikins 
write an early Romantic description of the glory of the imagination; the reader's 
encounter with what is unknown and amazing elevates and expands the mind. The 
fragmentary story of a medieval knight errant that the Aikins appended to their essay 
was meant to give their readers a chance to test this thesis, but thanks to its handling 
of suspense "Sir Bertrand" soon came to be celebrated in its own right. 

Published in 1773 in the Aikins' Miscellaneous Pieces in Prose, "On the Pleasure 
Derived from Objects of Terror" built on Walpole's innovation in Otranto. It gave the 
next generation of Gothic authors a critical justification for their engagement with 
the supernatural and for their swerve away from the didacticism that had valued 
fiction writers only when they seemed to be educating readers for real life. Family 
tradition ascribed the essay to Anna and "Sir Bertrand" to John. 

On the Pleasure Derived from Objects of Terror; 
with Sir Bertrand, a Fragment 

That the exercise of our benevolent feelings, as called forth by the view of 
human afflictions, should be a source of pleasure, cannot appear wonderful 
to one who considers that relation between the moral and natural system of 
man, which has connected a degree of satisfaction with every action or emo-
tion productive of the general welfare. The painful sensation immediately aris-
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ing from a scene of misery, is so much softened and alleviated by the reflex 
sense of self-approbation on attending virtuous sympathy, that we find, on the 
whole, a very exquisite and refined pleasure remaining, which makes us desir-
ous of again being witnesses to such scenes, instead of flying from them with 
disgust and horror. It is obvious how greatly such a provision must conduce 
to the ends of mutual support and assistance. But the apparent delight with 
which we dwell upon objects of pure terror, where our moral feelings are not 
in the least concerned, and no passion seems to be excited but the depressing 
one of fear, is a paradox of the heart, much more difficult of solution. 

The reality of this source of pleasure seems evident from daily observation. 
The greediness with which the tales of ghosts and goblins, of murders, earth-
quakes, fires, shipwrecks, and all the most terrible disasters attending human 
life, are devoured by every ear, must have been generally remarked. Tragedy, 
the most favourite work of fiction, has taken a full share of those scenes; "it 
has supt full with horrors"1—and has, perhaps, been more indebted to them 
for public admiration than to its tender and pathetic parts. The ghost of Ham-
let, Macbeth descending into the witches' cave, and the tent scene in Richard, 
command as forcibly the attention of our souls as the parting of Jaffeir and 
Belvidera, the fall of Wolsey, or the death of Shore.2 The inspiration of terror 
was by the antient critics assigned as the peculiar province of tragedy; and the 
Greek and Roman tragedians have introduced some extraordinary personages 
for this purpose: not only the shades of the dead, but the furies, and other 
fabulous inhabitants of the infernal regions. Collins, in his most poetical ode 
to Fear, has finely enforced this idea. 

Tho' gently Pity claim her mingled part, 
Yet all the thunders of the scene are thine.3 

The old Gothic romance and the Eastern tale, with their genii, giants, 
enchantments, and transformations, however a refined critic may censure 
them as absurd and extravagant, will ever retain a most powerful influence on 
the mind, and interest the reader independently of all peculiarity of taste. Thus 
the great Milton, who had a strong bias to these wildnesses of the imagination, 
has with striking effect made the stories "of forests and enchantments drear," 
a favourite subject with his Penseroso; and had undoubtedly their awakening 
images strong upon his mind when he breaks out, 

Call up him that left half-told 
The story of Cambuscan bold; &c.4 

How are we then to account for the pleasure derived from such objects? I 
have often been led to imagine that there is a deception in these cases; and 
that the avidity with which we attend is not a proof of our receiving real 
pleasure. The pain of suspense, and the irresistible desire of satisfying curi-
osity, when once raised, will account for our eagerness to go quite through an 
adventure, though we suffer actual pain during the whole course of it. We 

1. Shakespeare's Macbeth 5.5.13. 
2. The mentions of Hamlet, Macbeth, and Rich-
ard III are followed by references to the doomed 
husband and wife in Thomas Otway's tragedy Ven-
ice Preserv'd (1681); the royal advisor whose fall 
from grace centers the action of Shakespeare's 
Henry VIII; and Jane Shore, title character of 
Nicholas Rowe's tragedy of 1714. 

3. Lines 44^15 in William Collins's "Ode to Fear" 
(1746), slightly misquoted. The speaker of this 
poem anticipates the Aikins in marveling over the 
allure of fear and its potency as a source of art. 
4. Quoting lines 119 and 109-10 of Milton's 
poem on the delights of studious melancholy. The 
story of Cambuscan was left half-told in Chaucer's 
unfinished Squire's Tale. 
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rather chuse to suffer the smart pang of a violent emotion than the uneasy 
craving of an unsatisfied desire. That this principle, in many instances, may 
involuntarily carry us through what we dislike, I am convinced from experi-
ence. This is the impulse which renders the poorest and most insipid narrative 
interesting when once we get fairly into it; and I have frequently felt it with 
regard to our modern novels, which, if lying on my table, and taken up in an 
idle hour, have led me through the most tedious and disgusting pages, while, 
like Pistol eating his leek, I have swallowed and execrated to the end.5 And it 
will not only force us through dullness, but through actual torture—through 
the relation of a Damien's execution, or an inquisitor's act of faith.6 When 
children, therefore, listen with pale and mute attention to the frightful stories 
of apparitions, we are not, perhaps, to imagine that they are in a state of 
enjoyment, any more than the poor bird which is dropping into the mouth of 
the rattlesnake—they are chained by the ears, and fascinated by curiosity. This 
solution, however, does not satisfy me with respect to the well-wrought scenes 
of artificial terror which are formed by a sublime and vigorous imagination. 
Here, though we know before-hand what to expect, we enter into them with 
eagerness, in quest of a pleasure already experienced. This is the pleasure 
constantly attached to the excitement of surprise from new and wonderful 
objects. A strange and unexpected event awakens the mind, and keeps it on 
the stretch; and where the agency of invisible beings is introduced, of "forms 
unseen, and mightier far than we," our imagination, darting forth, explores 
with rapture the new world which is laid open to its view, and rejoices in the 
expansion of its powers. Passion and fancy cooperating elevate the soul to its 
highest pitch; and the pain of terror is lost in amazement. 

Hence the more wild, fanciful, and extraordinary are the circumstance, of 
a scene of horror, the more pleasure we receive from it; and where they are 
too near common nature, though violently borne by curiosity through the 
adventure, we cannot repeat it or reflect on it, without an overbalance of pain. 
In the Arabian Nights are many most striking examples of the terrible joined 
with the marvellous: the story of Aladdin, and the travels of Sinbad are par-
ticularly excellent. The Castle of Otranto is a very spirited modern attempt 
upon the same plan of mixed terror, adapted to the model of Gothic romance. 
The best conceived, and most strongly worked-up scene of mere natural horror 
that I recollect, is in Smollett's Ferdinand Count Fathom-,7 where the hero, 
entertained in a lone house in a forest, finds a corpse just slaughtered in the 
room where he is sent to sleep, and the door of which is locked upon him. It 
may be amusing for the reader to compare his feelings upon these, and from 
thence form his opinion of the justness of my theory. The following fragment, 
in which both these manners are attempted to be in some degree united, is 
offered to entertain a solitary winter's evening. 

5. Alluding to a comic scene of force-feeding in 
Shakespeare's Henry V (5.1.36—60). 
6. The brutality of the public torture and execu-
tion in 1757 of Robert-Francois Damiens, the 
would-be assassin of Louis XV of France, was 
commented on across Europe. An act of faith, or 

auto dafe, was the form of execution that the Span-
ish Inquisition inflicted on heretics: the con-
demned were burned alive. 
7. Tobias Smollett's 1753 novel of villainy and pic-
aresque adventure. 
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Sir Bertrand, a Fragment 

After this adventure, Sir Bertrand turned his steed towards the woulds,8 

hoping to cross these dreary moors before the curfew. But ere he had pro-
ceeded half his journey, he was bewildered by the different tracks, and not 
being able, as far as the eye could reach, to espy any object but the brown 
heath surrounding him, he was at length quite uncertain which way he should 
direct his course. Night overtook him in this situation. It was one of those 
nights when the moon gives a faint glimmering of light through the thick black 
clouds of a lowering sky. Now and then she suddenly emerged in full splendor 
from her veil; and then instantly retired behind it, having just served to give 
the forlorn Sir Bertrand a wide extended prospect over the desolate waste. 
Hope and native courage a while urged him to push forwards, but at length 
the increasing darkness and fatigue of body and mind overcame him; he 
dreaded moving from the ground he stood on, for fear of unknown pits and 
bogs, and alighting from his horse in despair, he threw himself on the ground. 
He had not long continued in that posture when the sullen toll of a distant 
bell struck his ears—he started up, and turning towards the sound discerned 
a dim twinkling light. 

Instantly he seized his horse's bridle, and with cautious steps advanced 
towards it. After a painful march he was stopt by a moated ditch surrounding 
the place from whence the light proceeded; and by a momentary glimpse of 
moon-light he had a full view of a large antique mansion, with turrets at the 
corners, and an ample porch in the centre. The injuries of time were strongly 
marked on every thing about it. The roof in various places was fallen in, the 
battlements were half demolished, and the windows broken and dismantled. 
A drawbridge, with a ruinous gateway at each end, led to the court before the 
building—He entered, and instantly the light, which proceeded from a window 
in one of the turrets, glided along and vanished; at the same moment the moon 
sunk beneath a black cloud, and the night was darker than ever. All was 
silent—Sir Bertrand fastened his steed under a shed, and approaching the 
house traversed its whole front with light and slow footsteps—All was still as 
death—He looked in at the lower windows, but could not distinguish a single 
object through the impenetrable gloom. After a short parley with himself, he 
entered the porch, and seizing a massy iron knocker at the gate, lifted it up, 
and hesitating, at length struck a loud stroke. The noise resounded through 
the whole mansion with hollow echoes. All was still again—He repeated the 
strokes more boldly and louder—another interval of silence ensued—A third 
time he knocked, and a third time all was still. He then fell back to some 
distance that he might discern whether any light could be seen in the whole 
front—It again appeared in the same place and quickly glided away as before— 
at the same instant a deep sullen toll sounded from the turret. Sir Bertrand's 
heart made a fearful stop—He was a while motionless; then terror impelled 
him to make some hasty steps towards his steed—but shame stopt his flight; 
and urged by honour, and a resistless desire of finishing the adventure, he 
returned to the porch; and working up his soul to a full steadiness of resolu-
tion, he drew forth his sword with one hand, and with the other lifted up the 
latch of the gate. The heavy door, creaking upon its hinges, reluctantly yielded 
to his hand—he applied his shoulder to it and forced it open—he quitted it 

8. I.e., wolds: open, elevated ground. 
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and stept forward—the door instantly shut with a thundering clap. Sir Ber-
trand's blood was chilled—he turned back to find the door, and it was long 
ere his trembling hands could seize i t—but his utmost strength could not open 
it again. After several ineffectual attempts, he looked behind him, and beheld, 
across a hall, upon a large staircase, a pale bluish flame which cast a dismal 
gleam of light around. He again summoned forth his courage and advanced 
towards it—It retired. He came to the foot of the stairs, and after a moment's 
deliberation ascended. He went slowly up, the flame retiring before him, till 
he came to a wide gallery—The flame proceeded along it, and he followed in 
silent horror, treading lightly, for the echoes of his footsteps startled him. It 
led him to the foot of another staircase, and then vanished—At the same 
instant another toll sounded from the turret—Sir Bertrand felt it strike upon 
his heart. He was now in total darkness, and with his arms extended, began 
to ascend the second staircase. A dead cold hand met his left hand and firmly 
grasped it, drawing him forcibly forwards—he endeavoured to disengage him-
self, but could not—he made a furious blow with his sword, and instantly a 
loud shriek pierced his ears, and the dead hand was left powerless in his—He 
dropt it, and rushed forwards with a desperate valour. The stairs were narrow 
and winding, and interrupted by frequent breaches, and loose fragments of 
stone. The staircase grew narrower and narrower and at length terminated in 
a low iron grate. Sir Bertrand pushed it open—it led to an intricate winding 
passage, just large enough to admit a person upon his hands and knees. A 
faint glimmering of light served to show the nature of the place. Sir Bertrand 
entered—A deep hollow groan resounded from a distance through the vault— 
He went forwards, and proceeding beyond the first turning, he discerned the 
same blue flame which had before conducted him. He followed it. The vault, 
at length, suddenly opened into a lofty gallery, in the midst of which a figure 
appeared, compleatly armed, thrusting forwards the bloody stump of an arm, 
with a terrible frown and menacing gesture, and brandishing a sword in his 
hand. Sir Bertrand undauntedly sprung forwards; and aiming a fierce blow at 
the figure, it instantly vanished, letting fall a massy iron key. The flame now 
rested upon a pair of ample folding doors at the end of the gallery. Sir Bertrand 
went up to it, and applied the key to a brazen lock—with difficulty he turned 
the bolt—instantly the doors flew open, and discovered a large apartment, at 
the end of which was a coffin rested upon a bier, with a taper burning on each 
side of it. Along the room on both sides were gigantic statues of black marble, 
attired in the Moorish habit, and holding enormous sabres in their right hands. 
Each of them reared his arm, and advanced one leg forwards, as the knight 
entered; at the same moment the lid of the coffin flew open, and the bell 
tolled. The flame still glided forwards, and Sir Bertrand resolutely followed, 
till he arrived within six paces of the coffin. Suddenly, a lady in a shrowd and 
black veil rose up in it, and stretched out her arms towards him—at the same 
time the statues clashed their sabres and advanced. Sir Bertrand flew to the 
lady and clasped her in his arms-—she threw up her veil and kissed his lips; 
and instantly the whole building shook as with an earthquake, and fell asunder 
with a horrible crash. Sir Bertrand was thrown into a sudden trance, and on 
recovering, found himself seated on a velvet sofa, in the most magnificent 
room he had ever seen, lighted with innumerable tapers, in lustres of pure 
crystal. A sumptuous banquet was set in the middle. The doors opening to soft 
music, a lady of incomparable beauty, attired with amazing splendour entered, 
surrounded by a troop of gay nymphs far more fair than the Graces—She 
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advanced to the knight, and falling on her knees thanked him as her deliverer. 
The nymphs placed a garland of laurel on his head, and the lady led him by 
the hand to the banquet, and sat beside him. The nymphs placed themselves 
at the table, and a numerous train of servants entering, served up the feast; 
delicious music playing all the time. Sir Bertrand could not speak for aston-
ishment—he could only return their honours by courteous looks and gestures. 
After the banquet was finished, all retired but the lady, who leading back the 
knight to the sofa, addressed him in these words:—9 

1 7 7 3 
9 . T h e f r a g m e n t e n d s he r e . 

W I L L I A M B E C K F O R D 

Beckford's Vathek is regularly mentioned in discussions of Gothic romance, though 
its setting is Arabian rather than European, and its exquisitely detailed architecture 
is futuristic rather than imitation medieval. It also has more incongruity of tone— 
suppressed comedy along with melodramatic high-seriousness—than the other works 
included in this section; it is Gothic, that is, in the way The Rocky Horror Picture 
Show is Gothic. Vathek was written in French—"at a single sitting of three days and 
two nights," according to the Dictionary of National Biography—and then published 
in English translation as An Arabian Tale, from an Unpublished Manuscript (1786). 
Byron was an enthusiastic admirer, drawing on the book extensively for his Eastern 
tale The Giaour (1813). 

Besides Vathek, Beckford (1760—1844) was known in his time for building one of 
the most extraordinary and eccentric structures in the history of architecture: Fonthill 
Abbey, Beckford's Gothic palace, which he furnished with rare books; medieval, 
Islamic, and East Asian art; and other curiosities. Beckford endowed the Caliph 
Vathek with his own zeal for collecting, making him another connoisseur of the 
strange, as well as a tyrant who puts people, even little children, to death at the 
slightest whim. Sated with even these unorthodox pleasures, Vathek sets out in 
the course of Beckford's tale to find the city of Istakhar and "the treasures of the pre-
adamite Sultans." In the extract we have selected from the final pages, he and his 
favorite companion, Nouronihar, daughter of the emir Fakreddin, arrive at the moun-
tains surrounding Istakhar and, with the guidance of the Giaour (an evil magician), 
enter the underground realm of Eblis, prince of darkness. They achieve their quest 
but are doomed to suffer the agony of eternally burning hearts and, what seems even 
worse, the cessation of communion with anything outside their separate selves. 

For discussion of the exotic geography of Beckford's fantasy, see "Bomantic Ori-
entalism" at Norton Literature Online. 

From V a t h e k 

A deathlike stillness reigned over the mountain, and through the air. The moon 
dilated, on a vast platform, the shades of the lofty columns, which reached 
from the terrace almost to the clouds. The gloomy watch-towers, whose num-
bers could not be counted, were veiled by no roof; and their capitals, of an 
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architecture unknown in the records of the earth, served as an asylum for the 
birds of darkness, which, alarmed at the approach of such visitants, fled away 
croaking. 

The Chief of the Eunuchs, trembling with fear, besought Vathek that a fire 
might be kindled. "No!" replied he, "there is no time left to think of such trifles: 
abide where thou art, and expect my commands." Having thus spoken, he 
presented his hand to Nouronihar; and, ascending the steps of a vast staircase, 
reached the terrace, which was flagged with squares of marble, and resembled 
a smooth expanse of water, upon whose surface not a leaf ever dared to veg-
etate. On the right rose the watch-towers, ranged before the ruins of an 
immense palace, whose walls were embossed with various figures. In front 
stood forth the colossal forms of four creatures, composed of the leopard and 
the griffin; and, though but of stone, inspired emotions of terror. Near these 
were distinguished, by the splendour of the moon, which streamed full on the 
place, characters like those on the sabres of the Giaour, that possessed the 
same virtue of changing every moment. These, after vacillating for some time, 
at last fixed in Arabic letters, and prescribed to the Caliph the following words: 

"Vathek! thou hast violated the conditions of my parchment, and deservest 
to be sent back; but, in favour to thy companion, and as the meed for what 
thou hast done to obtain it, Eblis permitteth that the portal of his palace shall 
be opened, and the subterranean fire will receive thee into the number of its 
adorers." 

He scarcely had read these words before the mountain, against which the 
terrace was reared, trembled; and the watch-towers were ready to topple head-
long upon them. The rock yawned, and disclosed within it a stair-case of pol-
ished marble that seemed to approach the abyss. Upon each stair were planted 
two large torches, like those Nouronihar had seen in her vision, the cam-
phorated vapour ascending from which gathered into a cloud under the hollow 
of the vault. 

This appearance, instead of terrifying, gave new courage to the daughter of 
Fakreddin. Scarcely deigning to bid adieu to the moon and the firmament, she 
abandoned without hesitation the pure atmosphere, to plunge into these infer-
nal exhalations. The gait of those impious personages was haughty and deter-
mined. As they descended, by the effulgence of the torches, they gazed on 
each other with mutual admiration; and both appeared so resplendent that 
they already esteemed themselves spiritual Intelligences.1 The only circum-
stance that perplexed them was their not arriving at the bottom of the stairs. 
On hastening their descent with an ardent impetuosity, they felt their steps 
accelerated to such a degree that they seemed not walking, but falling from a 
precipice. Their progress, however, was at length impeded by a vast portal of 
ebony, which the Caliph, without difficulty, recognized. Here the Giaour 
awaited them, with the key in his hand. "Ye are welcome!" said he to them, 
with a ghastly smile, "in spite of Mahomet, and all his dependents. I will now 
admit you into that palace where you have so highly merited a place." Whilst 
he was uttering these words, he touched the enameled lock with his key; and 
the doors at once expanded, with a noise still louder than the thunder of 
mountains, and as suddenly recoiled the moment they had entered. 

The Caliph and Nouronihar beheld each other with amazement, at finding 
themselves in a place which, though roofed with a vaulted ceiling, was so 

1. Angels. 
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spacious and lofty that at first they took it for an immeasurable plain. But their 
eyes at length growing familiar to the grandeur of the objects at hand, they 
extended their view to those at a distance, and discovered rows of columns 
and arcades, which gradually diminished, till they terminated in a point, radi-
ant as the sun, when he darts his last beams athwart the ocean. The pavement, 
strewed over with gold dust and saffron, exhaled so subtle an odour as almost 
overpowered them. They, however, went on, and observed an infinity of cen-
sers, in which ambergris2 and the wood of aloes were continually burning. 
Between the several columns were placed tables, each spread with a profusion 
of viands, and wines of every species, sparkling in vases of crystal. A throng of 
Genii, and other fantastic spirits, of each sex danced lasciviously in troops, at 
the sound of music which issued from beneath. 

In the midst of this immense hall, a vast multitude was incessantly passing, 
who severally kept their right hands on their hearts, without once regarding 
anything around them. They had, all, the livid paleness of death. Their eyes, 
deep sunk in their sockets, resembled those phosphoric meteors that glimmer 
by night in places of interment. Some stalked slowly on, absorbed in profound 
reverie; some, shrieking with agony, ran furiously about, like tigers wounded 
with poisoned arrows; whilst others, grinding their teeth in rage, foamed along, 
more frantic than the wildest maniac. They all avoided each other; and, though 
surrounded by a multitude that no one could number, each wandered at ran-
dom, unheedful of the rest, as if alone on a desert which no foot had trodden. 

Vathek and Nouronihar, frozen with terror at a sight so baleful, demanded 
of the Giaour what these appearances might mean, and why these ambulating 
spectres never withdrew their hands from their hearts. "Perplex not your-
selves," replied he bluntly, "with so much at once; you will soon be acquainted 
with all: let us haste, and present you to Eblis." They continued their way 
through the multitude; but, notwithstanding their confidence at first, they 
were not sufficiently composed to examine, with attention, the various per-
spectives of halls and of galleries that opened on the right hand and left, which 
were all illuminated by torches and braziers, whose flames rose in pyramids 
to the centre of the vault. At length they came to a place where long curtains, 
brocaded with crimson and gold, fell from all parts in striking confusion. Here 
the choirs and dances were heard no longer. The light which glimmered came 
from afar. 

After some time, Vathek and Nouronihar perceived a gleam brightening 
through the drapery, and entered a vast tabernacle, carpeted with the skins of 
leopards. An infinity of Elders with streaming beards, and Afrits3 in complete 
armour, had prostrated themselves before the ascent of a lofty eminence, on 
the top of which, upon a globe of fire, sat the formidable Eblis. His person 
was that of a young man, whose noble and regular features seemed to have 
been tarnished by malignant vapours. In his large eyes appeared both pride 
and despair: his flowing hair retained some resemblance to that of an angel 
of light. In his hand, which thunder had blasted, he swayed the iron sceptre 
that causes the monster Ouranabad, the Afrits, and all the Powers of the abyss 
to tremble. At his presence, the heart of the Caliph sunk within him; and, for 
the first time, he fell prostrate on his face. Nouronihar, however, though 
greatly dismayed, could not help admiring the person of Ebbs: for she expected 

2. The musky secretion of the sperm whale, val-
ued for its perfume. 

3. Demons of Islamic legend. 
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to have seen some stupendous Giant. Eblis, with a voice more mild than might 
be imagined, but such as transfused through the soul the deepest melancholy, 
said: "Creatures of clay, I receive you into mine empire: ye are numbered 
amongst my adorers: enjoy whatever this palace affords: the treasures of the 
pre-adamite Sultans, their bickering sabres, and those talismans that compel 
the Dives4 to open the subterranean expanses of the mountain of Kaf, which 
communicate with these. There, insatiable as your curiosity may be, shall you 
find sufficient to gratify it. You shall possess the exclusive privilege of entering 
the fortress of Aherman,5 and the halls of Argenk, where are portrayed all 
creatures endowed with intelligence, and the various animals that inhabited 
that earth prior to the creation of that contemptible being, whom ye denom-
inate the Father of Mankind."6 

Vathek and Nouronihar, feeling themselves revived and encouraged by this 
harangue, eagerly said to the Giaour: "Bring us instantly to the place which 
contains these precious talismans."—"Come!" answered this wicked Dive, 
with his malignant grin, "come! and possess all that my Sovereign hath prom-
ised, and more." He then conducted them into a long aisle adjoining the tab-
ernacle, preceding them with hasty steps, and followed by his disciples with 
the utmost alacrity. They reached, at length, a hall of great extent, and covered 
with a lofty dome, around which appeared fifty portals of bronze, secured with 
as many fastenings of iron. A funereal gloom prevailed over the whole scene. 
Here, upon two beds of incorruptible cedar, lay recumbent the fleshless forms 
of the Pre-adamite Kings, who had been monarchs of the whole earth. They 
still possessed enough of life to be conscious of their deplorable condition. 
Their eyes retained a melancholy motion: they regarded each other with looks 
of the deepest dejection, each holding his right hand, motionless, on his heart. 
At their feet were inscribed the events of their several reigns, their power, their 
pride, and their crimes: Soliman Raad, Soliman Daki, and Soliman Di Gian 
Ben Gian, who, after having chained up the Dives in the dark caverns of Kaf, 
became so presumptuous as to doubt of the Supreme Power. All these main-
tained great state, though not to be compared with the eminence of Soliman 
Ben Daoud. 

This King, so renowned for his wisdom, was on the loftiest elevation, and 
placed immediately under the dome. He appeared to possess more animation 
than the rest. Though from time to time he laboured with profound sighs, and, 
like his companions, kept his right hand on his heart, yet his countenance was 
more composed; and he seemed to be listening to the sullen roar of a vast 
cataract, visible in part through the grated portals. This was the only sound 
that intruded on the silence of these doleful mansions. A range of brazen vases 
surrounded this elevation. "Remove the covers from these cabalistic deposi-
taries," said the Giaour to Vathek, "and avail thyself of the talismans, which 
will break asunder all these gates of bronze, and not only render thee master 
of the treasures contained within them, but also of the Spirits by which they 
are guarded." 

The Caliph, whom this ominous preliminary had entirely disconcerted, 
approached the vases with faltering footsteps, and was ready to sink with terror 
when he heard the groans of Soliman. As he proceeded, a voice from the livid 
lips of the Prophet articulated these words: "In my life-time, I filled a magnif-

4. Persian term for giants. 
5. In the Zoroastrian theology of ancient Persia, 

the name for the principle of evil. 
6. I.e., Adam. 
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icent throne, having on my right hand twelve thousand seats of gold, where 
the Patriarchs and the Prophets heard my doctrines: on my left the Sages and 
Doctors, upon as many thrones of silver, were present at all my decisions. 
Whilst I thus administered justice to innumerable multitudes, the birds of the 
air, librating7 over me, served as a canopy from the rays of the sun. My people 
flourished; and my palace rose to the clouds. I erected a temple to the Most 
High, which was the wonder of the universe: but I basely suffered myself to 
be seduced by the love of women, and a curiosity that could not be restrained 
by sublunary things. I listened to the counsels of Aherman and the daughter 
of Pharaoh, and adored fire and the hosts of heaven. I forsook the holy city, 
and commanded the Genii to rear the stupendous palace of Istakhar, and the 
terrace of the watch-towers, each of which was consecrated to a star. There, 
for a while, I enjoyed myself, in the zenith of glory and pleasure. Not only 
men, but supernatural Existences were subject also to my will. I began to think, 
as these unhappy monarchs around had already thought, that the vengeance 
of Heaven was asleep; when at once the thunder burst my structures asunder, 
and precipitated me hither: where, however, I do not remain, like the other 
inhabitants, totally destitute of hope; for an angel of light hath revealed that, 
in consideration of the piety of my early youth, my woes shall come to an end 
when this cataract shall for ever cease to flow. Till then, I am in torments, 
ineffable torments! an unrelenting fire preys on my heart." 

Having uttered this exclamation, Soliman raised his hands towards heaven, 
in token of supplication; and the Caliph discerned through his bosom, which 
was transparent as crystal, his heart enveloped in flames. At a sight so full of 
horror Nouronihar fell back, like one petrified, into the arms of Vathek, who 
cried out with a convulsive sob: "O Giaour! whither hast thou brought us? 
Allow us to depart, and I will relinquish all thou hast promised. O Mahomet! 
remains there no more mercy?"—"None! none!" replied the malicious Dive. 
"Know, miserable Prince! thou art now in the abode of vengeance and despair. 
Thy heart also will be kindled, like those of the other votaries of Eblis. A few 
days are allotted thee, previous to this fatal period: employ them as thou wilt: 
recline on these heaps of gold: command the Infernal Potentates: range, at 
thy pleasure, through these immense subterranean domains: no barrier shall 
be shut against thee. As for me, I have fulfilled my mission: I now leave thee 
to thyself." At these words, he vanished. 

The Caliph and Nouronihar remained in the most abject affliction. Their 
tears unable to flow, scarcely could they support themselves. At length, taking 
each other despondingly by the hand, they went faltering from this fatal hall, 
indifferent which way they turned their steps. Every portal opened at their 
approach. The Dives fell prostrate before them. Every reservoir of riches was 
disclosed to their view: but they no longer felt the incentives of curiosity, pride, 
or avarice. With like apathy they heard the chorus of Genii, and saw the stately 
banquets prepared to regale them. They went wandering on, from chamber to 
chamber, hall to hall, and gallery to gallery, all without bounds or limit, all 
distinguishable by the same lowering gloom, all adorned with the same awful 
grandeur, all traversed by persons in search of repose and consolation, but 
who sought them in vain; for every one carried within him a heart tormented 
in flames. Shunned by these various sufferers, who seemed, by their looks, to 
be upbraiding the partners of their guilt, they withdrew from them, to wait in 

7. Hovering. 
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direful suspense the moment which should render them to each other the like 
objects of terror. 

1786 

A N N R A D C L I F F E 

The "Great Enchantress," Radcliffe (1764-1823) published five novels between 1789 
and 1797 and a sixth posthumously in 1826, most of them tremendously popular and 
influential on other writers for long afterward. She shunned fame and lived in seclu-
sion; so little was known of her that, seeking to explain the long interval between The 
Italian in 1797 and Gaston de Blondeville in 1826, contemporaries gossiped that 
Radcliffe had at last gone mad from too much imagining and had spent her final 
decades confined in an asylum. The rumor was without basis, but the fate it assigned 
to Radcliffe is the fate most feared by her heroines, who cling valiantly to reason, but 
who are plunged into worlds of nightmarish mystery where nothing is as it seems and 
where reason, at least initially, does not get them very far. A Radcliffean heroine, like 
Radcliffe's reader, is kept on the rack of suspense by a succession of inexplicable 
sights and sounds that tempt her to believe that supernatural events really do happen. 
The ancient castle in which she is confined, the site of these mysteries, is often located 
in some wilderness that the forces of law have abandoned and that has become the 
haunt of mercenary soldiers and picaresque bandits. For all its strangeness, however, 
this place frequently turns out to be a version of the heroine's long-lost home, just as 
her tyrannical persecutors turn out to be closely allied with the fathers, uncles, and 
priests who are supposed to be a young lady's protectors. 

Our first extract is taken from Radcliffe's third novel, The Romance of the Forest 
(1791). In this episode, later remembered by Jane Austen as she recounted the story 
of the first eventful night that Catherine Morland spends as a guest at Northanger 
Abbey, the orphaned Adeline sets out, detectivelike, to solve a mystery. The second 
extract is from Radcliffe's masterpiece, The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794), one of her 
signature pieces of dreamy landscape description, representing Emily St. Aubert's 
reactions as she and her villainous guardian Montoni approach his castle high in the 
Italian Appenines. 

From T h e R o m a n c e of the Fores t 

From Cha-pter 8 

Adeline retired early to her room, which adjoined on one side to Madame La 
Motte's, and on the other to the closet formerly mentioned. It was spacious 
and lofty, and what little furniture it contained was falling to decay; but, per-
haps, the present tone of her spirits might contribute more than these circum-
stances to give that air of melancholy which seemed to reign in it. She was 
unwilling to go to bed, lest the dreams that had lately pursued her should 
return; and determined to sit up till she found herself oppressed by sleep, 
when it was probable her rest would be profound. She placed the light on a 
small table, and, taking a book, continued to read for above an hour, till her 
mind refused any longer to abstract itself from its own cares, and she sat for 
some time leaning pensively on her arm. 
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The wind was high, and as it whistled through the desolate apartment, and 
shook the feeble doors, she often started, and sometimes even thought she 
heard sighs between the pauses of the gust; but she checked these illusions, 
which the hour of the night and her own melancholy imagination conspired 
to raise. As she sat musing, her eyes fixed on the opposite wall, she perceived 
the arras, with which the room was hung, wave backwards and forwards; she 
continued to observe it for some minutes, and then rose to examine it farther. 
It was moved by the wind; and she blushed at the momentary fear it had 
excited: but she observed that the tapestry was more strongly agitated in one 
particular place than elsewhere, and a noise that seemed something more than 
that of the wind issued thence. The old bedstead, which La Motte had found 
in this apartment, had been removed to accommodate Adeline, and it was 
behind the place where this had stood that the wind seemed to rush with 
particular force: curiosity prompted her to examine still farther; she felt about 
the tapestry, and perceiving the wall behind shake under her hand, she lifted 
the arras, and discovered a small door, whose loosened hinges admitted the 
wind, and occasioned the noise she had heard. 

The door was held only by a bolt, having undrawn which, and brought the 
light, she descended by a few steps into another chamber: she instantly 
remembered her dreams. The chamber was not much like that in which she 
had seen the dying Chevalier, and afterwards the bier; but it gave her a con-
fused remembrance of one through which she had passed. Holding up the 
light to examine it more fully, she was convinced by its structure that it was 
part of the ancient foundation. A shattered casement, placed high from the 
floor, seemed to be the only opening to admit light. She observed a door on 
the opposite side of the apartment; and after some moments of hesitation, 
gained courage, and determined to pursue the inquiry. "A mystery seems to 
hang over these chambers," said she, "which it is, perhaps, my lot to develope;1 

I will, at least, see to what that door leads." 
She stepped forward, and having unclosed it, proceeded with faltering steps 

along a suite of apartments resembling the first in style and condition, and 
terminating in one exactly like that where her dream had represented the dying 
person; the remembrance struck so forcibly upon her imagination that she was 
in danger of fainting; and looking round the room, almost expected to see the 
phantom of her dream. 

Unable to quit the place, she sat down on some old lumber2 to recover 
herself, while her spirits were nearly overcome by a superstitious dread, such 
as she had never felt before. She wondered to what part of the abbey these 
chambers belonged, and that they had so long escaped detection. The case-
ments were all too high to afford any information from without. When she 
was sufficiently composed to consider the direction of the rooms, and the 
situation of the abbey, there appeared not a doubt that they formed an interior 
part of the original building. 

As these reflections passed over her mind, a sudden gleam of moonlight fell 
upon some object without the casement. Being now sufficiently composed to 
wish to pursue the inquiry, and believing this object might afford her some 
means of learning the situation of these rooms, she combated her remaining 
terrors, and, in order to distinguish it more clearly, removed the light to an 
outer chamber; but before she could return, a heavy cloud was driven over the 

1. Unfold, reveal. 2. Disused furniture and the like. 
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face of the moon, and all without was perfectly dark: she stood for some 
moments waiting a returning gleam, but the obscurity continued. As she went 
softly back for the light, her foot stumbled over something on the floor, and 
while she stooped to examine it, the moon again shone, so that she could 
distinguish, through the casement, the eastern towers of the abbey. This dis-
covery confirmed her former conjectures concerning the interior situation of 
these apartments. The obscurity of the place prevented her discovering what 
it was that had impeded her steps, but having brought the light forward, she 
perceived on the floor an old dagger: with a trembling hand she took it up, 
and upon a closer view perceived that it was spotted and stained with rust. 

Shocked and surprised, she looked round the room for some object that 
might confirm or destroy the dreadful suspicion which now rushed upon her 
mind; but she saw only a great chair, with broken arms, that stood in one 
corner of the room, and a table in a condition equally shattered, except that 
in another part lay a confused heap of things, which appeared to be old lumber. 
She went up to it, and perceived a broken bedstead, with some decayed rem-
nants of furniture, covered with dust and cobwebs, and which seemed, indeed, 
as if they had not been moved for many years. Desirous, however, of examining 
farther, she attempted to raise what appeared to have been part of the bed-
stead, but it slipped from her hand, and, rolling to the floor, brought with it 
some of the remaining lumber. Adeline started aside and saved herself, and 
when the noise it made had ceased, she heard a small rustling sound, and as 
she was about to leave the chamber, saw something falling gently among the 
lumber. 

It was a small roll of paper, tied with a string, and covered with dust. Adeline 
took it up, and on opening it perceived an handwriting. She attempted to read 
it, but the part of the manuscript she looked at was so much obliterated that 
she found this difficult, though what few words were legible impressed 
her with curiosity and terror, and induced her to return immediately to her 
chamber. 

1791 

From The Mysteries of Udolpho 

From Volume 2, Chapter 5 

Towards the close of day, the road wound into a deep valley. Mountains, whose 
shaggy steeps appeared to be inaccessible, almost surrounded it. To the east, 
a vista opened, that exhibited the Apennines in their darkest horrors; and the 
long perspective of retiring summits, rising over each other, their ridges 
clothed with pines, exhibited a stronger image of grandeur, than any that Emily 
had yet seen. The sun had just sunk below the top of the mountains she was 
descending, whose long shadow stretched athwart the valley, but his sloping 
rays, shooting through an opening of the cliffs, touched with a yellow gleam 
the summits of the forest, that hung upon the opposite steeps, and streamed 
in full splendour upon the towers and battlements of a castle, that spread its 
extensive ramparts along the brow of a precipice above. The splendour of these 
illumined objects was heightened by the contrasted shade, which involved the 
valley below. 

"There," said Montoni, speaking for the first time in several hours, "is 
Udolpho." 
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Emily gazed with melancholy awe upon the castle, which she understood 
to be Montoni's; for, though it was now lighted up by the setting sun, the 
gothic greatness of its features, and its mouldering walls of dark grey stone, 
rendered it a gloomy and sublime object. As she gazed, the light died away on 
its walls, leaving a melancholy purple tint, which spread deeper and deeper, 
as the thin vapour crept up the mountain, while the battlements above were 
still tipped with splendour. From those too, the rays soon faded, and the whole 
edifice was invested with the solemn duskiness of evening. Silent, lonely and 
sublime, it seemed to stand the sovereign of the scene, and to frown defiance 
on all who dared to invade its solitary reign. As the twilight deepened, its 
features became more awful in obscurity, and Emily continued to gaze, till its 
clustering towers were alone seen, rising over the tops of the woods, beneath 
whose thick shade the carriages soon after began to ascend. 

The extent and darkness of these tall woods awakened terrific images in her 
mind, and she almost expected to see banditti start up from under the trees. 
At length, the carriages emerged upon a heathy rock, and, soon after, reached 
the castle gates, where the deep tone of the portal bell, which was struck upon 
to give notice of their arrival, increased the fearful emotions that had assailed 
Emily. While they waited till the servant within should come to open the gates, 
she anxiously surveyed the edifice: but the gloom that overspread it allowed 
her to distinguish little more than a part of its outline, with the massy walls 
of the ramparts, and to know that it was vast, ancient and dreary. From the 
parts she saw, she judged of the heavy strength and extent of the whole. The 
gateway before her, leading into the courts, was of gigantic size, and was 
defended by two round towers, crowned by overhanging turrets, embattled, 
where instead of banners, now waved long grass and wild plants, that had 
taken root among the mouldering stones, and which seemed to sigh, as the 
breeze rolled past, over the desolation around them. The towers were united 
by a curtain, pierced and embattled also, below which appeared the pointed 
arch of an huge portcullis, surmounting the gates: from these, the walls of the 
ramparts extended to other towers, overlooking the precipice, whose shattered 
outline, appearing on a gleam that lingered in the west, told of the ravages of 
war.—Beyond these all was lost in the obscurity of evening. 

While Emily gazed with awe upon the scene, footsteps were heard within 
the gates, and the undrawing of the bolts; after which an ancient servant of 
the castle appeared, forcing back the huge folds of the portal, to admit his 
lord. As the carriage-wheels rolled heavily under the portcullis, Emily's heart 
sunk, and she seemed as if she was going into her prison; the gloomy court 
into which she passed served to confirm the idea, and her imagination, ever 
awake to circumstance, suggested even more terrors than her reason could 
justify. 

1794 

M A T T H E W G R E G O R Y L E W I S 

Lewis's The Monk, published in 1796 when the author was twenty, is the most gory 
of the Gothic novels and one of the most vividly written (a combination guaranteed 
to produce a best seller). Lewis (1775—1818) appears to have been alarmed by the 
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scandal that erupted when his authorship was revealed, but not so rattled as to alter 
his literary course. He went on to compose Gothic dramas for the stage and, finding 
new uses for the language skills honed during the education that was meant to have 
prepared him for a diplomatic career, played a major part in introducing German tales 
of terror to England. 

In The Monk Ambrosio, abbot of a monastery in Madrid, goes from a pinnacle of 
self-satisfied saintliness to become one of the most depraved villains in all fiction, 
both an incestuous rapist and matricidal murderer. After being seduced by Matilda, 
a female demon who has entered his monastery disguised as a male novice named 
Rosario, Ambrosio, with the help of a talisman that Matilda provides, plots the rape 
of one of his penitents, Antonia. Within The Monk mob violence competes with 
Ambrosio's bloodlust as a source for horror, suggesting how Gothic stories, even 
when set in distant pasts and places, may have allowed the readers and writers of the 
1790s to work through timely anxieties about the power of crowds and the threat of 
revolution. 

In the first extract given here, Ambrosio exults in private after having delivered a 
spellbinding sermon to a packed church in Madrid. The second extract recounts his 
assault on Antonia and the discovery by her mother, Elvira, of the young woman's 
peril. 

From The Monk 

From Chapter 2 
The monks having attended their abbot to the door of his cell, he dismissed 
them with an air of conscious superiority, in which humility's semblance com-
bated with the reality of pride. 

He was no sooner alone, than he gave free loose to the indulgence of his 
vanity. When he remembered the enthusiasm which his discourse had excited, 
his heart swelled with rapture, and his imagination presented him with splen-
did visions of aggrandizement. He looked round him with exultation; and pride 
told him loudly that he was superior to the rest of his fellow-creatures. 

"Who," thought he, "who but myself has passed the ordeal of youth, yet sees 
no single stain upon his conscience? W h o else has subdued the violence of 
strong passions and an impetuous temperament, and submitted even from the 
dawn of life to voluntary retirement? I seek for such a man in vain. I see no 
one but myself possessed of such resolution. Religion cannot boast Ambrosio's 
equal! How powerful an effect did my discourse produce upon its auditors! 
How they crowded round me! How they loaded me with benedictions, and 
pronounced me the sole uncorrupted pillar of the church! What then now is 
left for me to do? Nothing, but to watch as carefully over the conduct of my 
brethren, as I have hitherto watched over my own. Yet hold! May I not be 
tempted from those paths which till now I have pursued without one moment's 
wandering? Am I not a man whose nature is frail and prone to error? I must 
now abandon the solitude of my retreat; the fairest and noblest dames of 
Madrid continually present themselves at the abbey, and will use no other 
confessor. I must accustom my eyes to objects of temptation, and expose 
myself to the seduction of luxury and desire. Should I meet in that world which 
I am constrained to enter, some lovely female—lovely as you—Madona—!" 

As he said this, he fixed his eyes upon a picture of the Virgin, which was 
suspended opposite to him: this for two years had been the object of his 
increasing wonder and adoration. He paused, and gazed upon it with delight. 

"What beauty in that countenance!" he continued after a silence of some 
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minutes; "how graceful is the turn of that head! what sweetness, yet what 
majesty in her divine eyes! how softly her cheek reclines upon her hand! Can 
the rose vie with the blush of that cheek? can the lily rival the whiteness of 
that hand? Oh! if such a creature existed, and existed but for me! were I 
permitted to twine round my fingers those golden ringlets, and press with my 
lips the treasures of that snowy bosom! gracious God, should I then resist the 
temptation? Should I not barter for a single embrace the reward of my suffer-
ings for thirty years? Should I not abandon- Fool that I am! Whither do 
I suffer my admiration of this picture to hurry me? Away, impure ideas! Let 
me remember that woman is for ever lost to me. Never was mortal formed so 
perfect as this picture. But even did such exist, the trial might be too mighty 
for a common virtue; but Ambrosio's is proof against temptation. Temptation, 
did I say? To me it would be none. What charms me, when ideal and consid-
ered as a superior being, would disgust me, become woman and tainted with 
all the failings of mortality. It is not the woman's beauty that fills me with such 
enthusiasm: it is the painter's skill that I admire; it is the Divinity that I adore. 
Are not the passions dead in my bosom? have I not freed myself from the 
frailty of mankind? Fear not, Ambrosio! Take confidence in the strength of 
your virtue. Enter boldly into the world, to whose failings you are superior; 
reflect that you are now exempted from humanity's defects, and defy all the 
arts of the spirits of darkness. They shall know you for what you are!" 

Here his reverie was interrupted by three soft knocks at the door of his cell. 
With difficulty did the abbot awake from his delirium. The knocking was 
repeated. 

"Who is there?" said Ambrosio at length. 
"It is only Rosario," replied a gentle voice. 

From Chapter 8 

It was almost two o'clock before the lustful monk ventured to bend his steps 
towards Antonia's dwelling. It has been already mentioned that the abbey was 
at no great distance from the strada di San Iago. He reached the house unob-
served. Here he stopped, and hesitated for a moment. He reflected on the 
enormity of the crime, the consequences of a discovery, and the probability, 
after what had passed, of Elvira's suspecting him to be her daughter's ravisher. 
On the other hand it was suggested that she could do no more than suspect; 
that no proofs of his guilt could be produced; that it would seem impossible 
for the rape to have been committed without Antonia's knowing when, where, 
or by whom; and finally, he believed that his fame was too firmly established 
to be shaken by the unsupported accusations of two unknown women. This 
latter argument was perfectly false. He knew not how uncertain is the air of 
popular applause, and that a moment suffices to make him to-day the detes-
tation of the world, who yesterday was its idol. The result of the monk's delib-
erations was that he should proceed in his enterprise. He ascended the steps 
leading to the house. No sooner did he touch the door with the silver myrtle 
than it flew open, and presented him with a free passage. He entered, and the 
door closed after him of its own accord. 

Guided by the moon-beams, he proceeded up the stair-case with slow and 
cautious steps. He looked round him every moment with apprehension and 
anxiety. He saw a spy in every shadow, and heard a voice in every murmur of 
the night-breeze. Consciousness of the guilty business on which he was 
employed appalled his heart, and rendered it more timid than a woman's. Yet 
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still he proceeded. He reached the door of Antonia's chamber. He stopped, 
and listened. All was hushed within. The total silence persuaded him that his 
intended victim was retired to rest, and he ventured to lift up the latch. The 
door was fastened, and resisted his efforts. But no sooner was it touched by 
the talisman than the bolt flew back. The ravisher stepped on, and found 
himself in the chamber where slept the innocent girl, unconscious how dan-
gerous a visitor was drawing near her couch. The door closed after him, and 
the bolt shot again into its fastening. 

Ambrosio advanced with precaution. He took care that not a board should 
creak under his foot, and held in his breath as he approached the bed. His 
first attention was to perform the magic ceremony, as Matilda had charged 
him: he breathed thrice upon the silver myrtle, pronounced over it Antonia's 
name, and laid it upon her pillow. The effects which it had already produced 
permitted not his doubting its success in prolonging the slumbers of his 
devoted mistress. No sooner was the enchantment performed than he consid-
ered her to be absolutely in his power, and his eyes flashed with lust and 
impatience. He now ventured to cast a glance upon the sleeping beauty. A 
single lamp, burning before the statue of St. Rosolia, shed a faint light through 
the room, and permitted him to examine all the charms of the lovely object 
before him. The heat of the weather had obliged her to throw off part of the 
bed-clothes. Those which still covered her Ambrosio's insolent hand hastened 
to remove. She lay with her cheek reclining upon one ivory arm: the other 
rested on the side of the bed with graceful indolence. A few tresses of her hair 
had escaped from beneath the muslin which confined the rest, and fell care-
lessly over her bosom, as it heaved with slow and regular suspiration. The 
warm air had spread her cheek with a higher colour than usual. A smile inex-
pressibly sweet played round her ripe and coral lips, from which every now 
and then escaped a gentle sigh, or an half-pronounced sentence. An air of 
enchanting innocence and candour pervaded her whole form; and there was 
a sort of modesty in her very nakedness, which added fresh stings to the desires 
of the lustful monk. 

He remained for some moments devouring those charms with his eyes which 
soon were to be subjected to his ill-regulated passions. Her mouth half-opened 
seem to solicit a kiss: he bent over her: he joined his lips to hers, and drew in 
the fragrance of her breath with rapture. This momentary pleasure increased 
his longing for still greater. His desires were raised to that frantic height by 
which brutes are agitated. He resolved not to delay for one instant longer the 
accomplishment of his wishes, and hastily proceeded to tear off those gar-
ments which impeded the gratification of his lust. 

"Gracious God!" exclaimed a voice behind him: "Am I not deceived? Is not 
this an illusion?" 

Terror, confusion, and disappointment accompanied these words, as they 
struck Ambrosio's hearing. He started, and turned towards it. Elvira stood at 
the door of the chamber, and regarded the monk with looks of surprise and 
detestation. 

A frightful dream had represented to her Antonia on the verge of a precipice. 
She saw her trembling on the brink: every moment seemed to threaten her 
fall, and she heard her exclaim with shrieks, "Save me, mother! save me!—Yet 
a moment, and it will be too late." Elvira woke in terror. The vision had made 
too strong an impression upon her mind to permit her resting till assured of 
her daughter's safety. She hastily started from her bed, threw on a loose night-
gown, and, passing through the closet in which slept the waiting-woman, 
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reached Antonia's chamber just in time to rescue her from the grasp of the 
ravisher. 

His shame and her amazement seemed to have petrified into statues both 
Elvira and the monk. They remained gazing upon each other in silence. The 
lady was the first to recover herself. 

"It is no dream," she cried: "it is really Ambrosio who stands before me. It 
is the man whom Madrid esteems a saint that I find at this late hour near the 
couch of my unhappy child. Monster of hypocrisy! I already suspected your 
designs, but forbore your accusation in pity to human frailty. Silence would 
now be criminal. The whole city shall be informed of your incontinence. I will 
unmask you, villain, and convince the church what a viper she cherishes in 
her bosom." 

Pale and confused, the baffled culprit stood trembling before her. He would 
fain have extenuated his offence, but could find no apology for his conduct. 
He could produce nothing but broken sentences, and excuses which contra-
dicted each other. Elvira was too justly incensed to grant the pardon which 
he requested. She protested that she would raise the neighbourhood, and 
make him an example to all future hypocrites. Then hastening to the bed, she 
called to Antonia to wake; and finding that her voice had no effect, she took 
her arm, and raised her forcibly from the pillow. The charm operated too 
powerfully. Antonia remained insensible; and, on being released by her 
mother, sank back upon the pillow. 

"This slumber cannot be natural," cried the amazed Elvira, whose indigna-
tion increased with every moment: "some mystery is concealed in it. But trem-
ble, hypocrite! All your villainy shall soon be unravelled. Help! help!" she 
exclaimed aloud: "Within there! Flora! Flora!" 

"Hear me for one moment, lady!" cried the monk, restored to himself by the 
urgency of the danger: "by all that is sacred and holy, I swear that your daugh-
ter's honour is still unviolated. Forgive my transgression! Spare me the shame 
of a discovery, and permit me to regain the abbey undisturbed. Grant me this 
request in mercy! I promise not only that Antonia shall be secure from me in 
future, but that the rest of my life shall prove—" 

Elvira interrupted him abruptly. 
"Antonia secure from you? I will secure her. You shall betray no longer the 

confidence of parents. Your iniquity shall be unveiled to the public eye. All 
Madrid shall shudder at your perfidy, your hypocrisy, and incontinence. What 
ho! there! Flora! Flora! I say." 

While she spoke thus, the remembrance of Agnes struck upon his mind. 
Thus had she sued to him for mercy, and thus had he refused her prayer! It was 
now his turn to suffer, and he could not but acknowledge that his punishment 
was just. In the mean while Elvira continued to call Flora to her assistance; but 
her voice was so choaked with passion, that the servant, who was buried in pro-
found slumber, was insensible to all her cries: Elvira dared not go towards the 
closet in which Flora slept, lest the monk should take that opportunity to 
escape. Such indeed was his intention: he trusted that, could he reach the 
abbey unobserved by any other than Elvira, her single testimony would not suf-
fice to ruin a reputation so well established as his was in Madrid. With this idea 
he gathered up such garments as he had already thrown off, and hastened 
towards the door. Elvira was aware of his design: she followed him, and, ere he 
could draw back the bolt, seized him by the arm, and detained him. 

"Attempt not to fly!" said she: "you quit not this room without witnesses of 
your guilt." 
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Ambrosio struggled in vain to disengage himself. Elvira quitted not her hold, 
but redoubled her cries for succour. The friar's danger grew more urgent. He 
expected every moment to hear people assembling at her voice; and, worked 
up to madness by the approach of ruin, he adopted a resolution equally des-
perate and savage. Turning round suddenly, with one hand he grasped Elvira's 
throat so as to prevent her continuing her clamour, and with the other, dashing 
her violently upon the ground, he dragged her towards the bed. Confused by 
this unexpected attack, she scarcely had power to strive at forcing herself from 
his grasp: while the monk, snatching the pillow from beneath her daughter's 
head, covering with it Elvira's face, and pressing his knee upon her stomach 
with all his strength, endeavoured to put an end to her existence. He suc-
ceeded but too well. Her natural strength increased by the excess of anguish, 
long did the sufferer struggle to disengage herself, but in vain. The monk 
continued to kneel upon her breast, witnessed without mercy the convulsive 
trembling of her limbs beneath him, and sustained with inhuman firmness the 
spectacle of her agonies, when soul and body were on the point of separating. 
Those agonies at length were over. She ceased to struggle for life. The monk 
took off the pillow, and gazed upon her. Her face was covered with a frightful 
blackness: her limbs moved no more: the blood was chilled in her veins: her 
heart had forgotten to beat; and her hands were stiff and frozen. Ambrosio 
beheld before him that once noble and majestic form, now become a corse, 
cold, senseless, and disgusting. 

This horrible act was no sooner perpetrated, than the friar beheld the enor-
mity of his crime. A cold dew flowed over his limbs: his eyes closed: he stag-
gered to a chair, and sank into it almost as lifeless as the unfortunate who lay 
extended at his feet. From this state he was roused by the necessity of flight, 
and the danger of being found in Antonia's apartment. He had no desire to 
profit by the execution of his crime. Antonia now appeared to him an object 
of disgust. A deadly cold had usurped the place of that warmth which glowed 
in his bosom. No ideas offered themselves to his mind but those of death and 
guilt, of present shame and future punishment. Agitated by remorse and fear, 
he prepared for flight: yet his terrors did not so completely master his recol-
lection as to prevent his taking the precautions necessary for his safety. He 
replaced the pillow upon the bed, gathered up his garments, and, with the 
fatal talisman in his hand, bent his unsteady steps towards the door. Bewil-
dered by fear, he fancied that his flight was opposed by legions of phantoms. 
Wherever he turned, the disfigured corse seemed to lie in his passage, and it 
was long before he succeeded in reaching the door. 

1795 1796 

A N O N Y M O U S 

The following discussion of the "fashion" for tales of terror appeared in The Spirit of 
the Public Journals for 1797. Its wonderfully scathing humor aside, it is typical of the 
many Bomantic-period commentaries that argued that the popularity of this new style 
of novel was a frightening symptom of literature's commercialization and of culture's 
degradation. The "recipe" with which the anonymous author concludes the squib, 
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and which makes the point that best-selling fiction is likely to be, in a precise sense, 
"formula fiction," is a frequent feature of satires on novelists (Coleridge, who in our 
next extract refers to novels as "manufactures," i.e., as things produced mechanically 
rather than as works that authors compose, elsewhere wrote his own recipes for 
Radcliffe romances and for Walter Scott poems). Also notable is the author's tacit 
suggestion that the political climate has helped make "terror the order of the day": 
that phrase appeared in the directive that was issued in September 1793 by Robes-
pierre's Committee of Public Safety and that inaugurated the bloodiest chapter of the 
Revolution in France. 

Terrorist Novel Writing 

I never complain of fashion, when it is confined to externals—to the form of 
a cap, or the cut of a lapelle; to the colour of a wig, or the tune of a ballad; 
but when I perceive that there is such a thing as fashion even in composing 
books, it is, perhaps, full time that some attempt should be made to recall 
writers to the old boundaries of common sense. 

I allude, Sir, principally to the great quantity of novels with which our cir-
culating libraries are filled, and our parlour tables covered, in which it has 
been the fashion to make terror the order of the day, by confining the heroes 
and heroines in old gloomy castles, full of spectres, apparitions, ghosts, and 
dead men's bones. This is now so common, that a Novelist blushes to bring 
about a marriage by ordinary means, but conducts the happy pair through long 
and dangerous galleries, where the light burns blue, the thunder rattles, and 
the great window at the end presents the hideous visage of a murdered man, 
uttering piercing groans, and developing shocking mysteries. If a curtain is 
withdrawn, there is a bleeding body behind it; if a chest is opened, it contains 
a skeleton; if a noise is heard, somebody is receiving a deadly blow; and if a 
candle goes out, its place is sure to be supplied by a flash of lightning. Cold 
hands grasp us in the dark, statues are seen to move, and suits of armour walk 
off their pegs, while the wind whistles louder than one of Handel's choruses, 
and the still air is more melancholy than the dead march in Saul. 

Such are the dresses and decorations of a modern novel, which, as Bayes1 

says, is calculated to "elevate and surprise"; but in doing so, carries the young 
reader's imagination into such a confusion of terrors, as must be hurtful. It is 
to great purpose, indeed, that we have forbidden our servants from telling the 
children stories of ghosts and hobgoblins, if we cannot put a novel into their 
hands which is not filled with monsters of the imagination, more frightful than 
are to be found in Glanvil,2 the famous hug-a-hoo of our fore fathers. 

A novel, if at all useful, ought to be a representation of human life and 
manners, with a view to direct the conduct in the important duties of life, and 
to correct its follies. But what instruction is to be reaped from the distorted 
ideas of lunatics, I am at a loss to conceive. Are we come to such a pass, that 
the only commandment necessary to be repeated is, "Thou shalt do no mur-
der?" Are the duties of life so changed, that all the instructions necessary for 
a young person is to learn to walk at night upon the battlements of an old 
castle, to creep hands and feet along a narrow passage, and meet the devil at 

1. The ludicrously self-satisfied dramatist in The 2. Joseph Glanvill, author of Saducismus Trtum-
Rehearsal, a comedy by George Villiers, duke of phatus (1681), which defended the belief in witch-
Buckingham (1672). craft. 
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the end of it? Is the corporeal frame of the female sex so masculine and hardy, 
that it must be softened down by the touch of dead bodies, clay-cold hands, 
and damp sweats? Can a young lady be taught nothing more necessary in life, 
than to sleep in a dungeon with venomous reptiles, walk through a ward with 
assassins, and carry bloody daggers in their pockets, instead of pin-cushions 
and needle-books? 

Every absurdity has an end, and as I observe that almost all novels are of 
the terrific cast, I hope the insipid repetition of the same bugbears3 will at 
length work a cure. In the mean time, should any of your female readers be 
desirous of catching the season of terrors, she may compose two or three very 
pretty volumes from the following recipe: 

Take—An old castle, half of it ruinous. 
A long gallery, with a great many doors, some secret ones. 
Three murdered bodies, quite fresh. 
As many skeletons, in chests and presses. 
An old woman hanging by the neck; with her throat cut. 
Assassins and desperadoes, quant, stiff.* 
Noises, whispers, and groans, threescore at least. 

Mix them together, in the form of three volumes, to be taken at any of the 
watering places,5 before going to bed. 

3. Annoyances, objects of needless fear. 
4. I.e., quantum sujficit (standard Latin phrase 
used in medical prescriptions): "as much as suf-

1798 

fices." 
5. Seaside resorts. The suggestion is that readers 
choose novels of terror as vacation reading. 

S A M U E L T A Y L O R C O L E R I D G E 

Many elements in Coleridge's poetry—the account of the skeleton ship in The Rime 
of the Ancient Mariner, for instance, or the atmosphere, setting, and fragmentary plot 
of witchery and seduction in Christabel—suggest how absorbing he found the novels 
of the "terrorist school." His letters from the 1790s sometimes reveal him sitting up 
all night, trembling, he says, "like an aspen leaf" as he turns their pages. But elsewhere 
Coleridge's writings indicate how complex and ambivalent the Romantic poets' reac-
tion to Gothic writing could be. As a first example we provide his scathing review, 
published in the Critical Review in February 1797, of The Monk. It should be noted 
that Coleridge's reaction to Matthew Lewis's novel is, for all its alarm, much more 
measured than those of most of his fellow critics. 

Front Review of The Monk by Matthew Lewis 

The horrible and the preternatural have usually seized on the popular taste, 
at the rise and decline of literature. Most powerful stimulants, they can never 
be required except by the torpor of an unawakened, or the languor of an 
exhausted, appetite. The same phenomenon, therefore, which we hail as a 
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favourable omen in the belles lettres1 of Germany, impresses a degree of gloom 
in the compositions of our countrymen. We trust, however, that satiety will 
banish what good sense should have prevented; and that, wearied with fiends, 
incomprehensible characters, with shrieks, murders, and subterraneous dun-
geons, the public will learn, by the multitude of the manufacturers, with how 
little expense of thought or imagination this species of composition is manu-
factured. But, cheaply as we estimate romances in general, we acknowledge, 
in the work before us, the offspring of no common genius. The tale is similar 
to that of Santon Barsista in the Guardian.2 Ambrosio, a monk, surnamed the 
Man of Holiness, proud of his own undeviating rectitude, and severe to the 
faults of others, is successfully assailed by the tempter of mankind, and 
seduced to the perpetration of rape and murder, and finally precipitated into 
a contract in which he consigns his soul to everlasting perdition. 

The larger part of the three volumes is occupied by the underplot, which, 
however, is skilfully and closely connected with the main story, and is subser-
vient to its development. The tale of the bleeding nun is truly terrific; and we 
could not easily recollect a bolder or more happy conception than that of the 
burning cross on the forehead of the wandering Jew (a mysterious character, 
which, though copied as to its more prominent features from Schiller's incom-
prehensible Armenian,3 does, nevertheless, display great vigour of fancy). But 
the character of Matilda, the chief agent in the seduction of Antonio4 appears 
to us to be the author's master-piece. It is, indeed, exquisitely imagined, and 
as exquisitely supported. The whole work is distinguished by the variety and 
impressiveness of its incidents; and the author everywhere discovers an imag-
ination rich, powerful, and fervid. Such are the excellencies;—-the errors and 
defects are more numerous, and (we are sorry to add) of greater importance. 

All events are levelled into one common mass, and become almost equally 
probable, where the order of nature may be changed whenever the author's 
purposes demand it. No address is requisite to the accomplishment of any 
design; and no pleasure therefore can be received from the perception of dif-
ficulty surmounted. The writer may make us wonder, but he cannot surprise 
us. For the same reasons a romance is incapable of exemplifying a moral truth. 
No proud man, for instance, will be made less proud by being told that Lucifer 
once seduced a presumptuous monk. Incredulus odit.5 Or even if, believing 
the story, he should deem his virtue less secure, he would yet acquire no 
lessons of prudence, no feelings of humility. Human prudence can oppose no 
sufficient shield to the power and cunning of supernatural beings; and the 
privilege of being proud might be fairly conceded to him who could rise supe-
rior to all earthly temptations, and whom the strength of the spiritual world 
alone would be adequate to overwhelm. So falling, he would fall with glory, 
and might reasonably welcome his defeat with the haughty emotions of a 
conqueror. As far, therefore, as the story is concerned, the praise which a 
romance can claim, is simply that of having given pleasure during its perusal; 
and so many are the calamities of life, that he who has done this, has not 
written uselessly. The children of sickness and of solitude shall thank him. To 
this praise, however, our author has not entitled himself. The sufferings which 
he describes are so frightful and intolerable, that we break with abruptness 

1. Literature. 
2. An Eastern tale published in 1713 and 
acknowledged by Lewis as one of his sources. 
3. The mysterious villain of Friedrich Schiller's 

The Ghost-seer (English translation 1795). 
4. Coleridge's mistake for Ambrosio. 
5. "To disbelieve is to dislike": Horace, Art of 
Poetry 1.188. 
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from the delusion, and indignantly suspect the man of a species of brutality, 
who could find a pleasure in wantonly imagining them; and the abominations 
which he portrays with no hurrying pencil, are such as the observation of 
character by no means demanded, such as "no observation of character can 
justify, because no good man would willingly suffer them to pass, however 
transiently, through his own mind." The merit of a novelist is in proportion 
(not simply to the effect, but) to the pleasurable effect which he produces. 
Situations of torment, and images of naked horror, are easily conceived; and 
a writer in whose works they abound, deserves our gratitude almost equally 
with him who should drag us by way of sport through a military hospital, or 
force us to sit at the dissecting-table of a natural philosopher. To trace the 
nice6 boundaries, beyond which terror and sympathy are deserted by the plea-
surable emotions,—to reach those limits, yet never to pass them,—hie labor, 
hie opus est.' Figures that shock the imagination, and narratives that mangle 
the feelings, rarely discover genius, and always betray a low and vulgar taste. 
Nor has our author indicated less ignorance of the human heart in the man-
agement of the principal character. The wisdom and goodness of providence 
have ordered that the tendency of vicious actions to deprave the heart of the 
perpetrator, should diminish in proportion to the greatness of his temptations. 
Now, in addition to constitutional warmth and irresistible opportunity, the 
monk is impelled to incontinence by friendship, by compassion, by gratitude, 
by all that is amiable, and all that is estimable; yet in a few weeks after his 
first frailty, the man who had been described as possessing much general 
humanity, a keen and vigorous understanding, with habits of the most exalted 
piety, degenerates into an uglier fiend than the gloomy imagination of Dante 
would have ventured to picture. Again, the monk is described as feeling and 
acting under the influence of an appetite which could not co-exist with his 
other emotions. The romance-writer possesses an unlimited power over situ-
ations; but he must scrupulously make his characters act in congruity with 
them. Let him work physical wonders only, and we will be content to dream 
with him for a while; but the first moral miracle which he attempts, he disgusts 
and awakens us. Thus our judgment remains unoffended, when, announced 
by thunders and earthquakes, the spirit appears to Ambrosio involved in blue 
fires that increase the cold of the cavern; and we acquiesce in the power of 
the silver myrtle which made gates and doors fly open at its touch, and 
charmed every eye into sleep. But when a mortal, fresh from the impression 
of that terrible appearance, and in the act of evincing for the first time the 
witching force of this myrtle, is represented as being at the same moment 
agitated by so fleeting an appetite as that of lust, our own feelings convince 
us that this is not improbable, but impossible; not preternatural, but contrary 
to nature. The extent of the powers that may exist, we can never ascertain; 
and therefore we feel no great difficulty in yielding a temporary belief to any, 
the strangest, situation of things. But that situation once conceived, how 
beings like ourselves would feel and act in it, our own feelings sufficiently 
instruct us; and we instantly reject the clumsy fiction that does not harmonise 
with them. These are the two principal mistakes in judgment, which the author 
has fallen into; but we cannot wholly pass over the frequent incongruity of his 
style with his subjects. It is gaudy where it should have been severely simple; 
and too often the mind is offended by phrases the most trite and colloquial, 

6. Subt le . 7. "This is t h e e f fo r t , th is is t h e work. ' 
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where it demands and had expected a sternness and solemnity of diction. 
A more grievous fault remains, a fault for which no literary excellence can 

atone, a fault which all other excellence does but aggravate, as adding subtlety 
to a poison by the elegance of its preparation. Mildness of censure would here 
be criminally misplaced, and silence would make us accomplices. Not without 
reluctance then, but in full conviction that we are performing a duty, we 
declare it to be our opinion, that the Monk is a romance, which if a parent 
saw in the hands of a son or daughter, he might reasonably turn pale. The 
temptations of Ambrosio are described with a libidinous minuteness, which, 
we sincerely hope, will receive its best and only adequate censure from the 
offended conscience of the author himself. The shameless harlotry of Matilda, 
and the trembling innocence of Antonia, are seized with equal avidity, as vehi-
cles of the most voluptuous images; and though the tale is indeed a tale of 
horror, yet the most painful impression which the work left on our minds was 
that of great acquirements and splendid genius employed to furnish a mormo8 

for children, a poison for youth, and a provocative for the debauchee. Tales 
of enchantments and witchcraft can never be useful: our author has contrived 
to make them -pernicious, by blending, with an irreverent negligence, all that 
is most awfully true in religion with all that is most ridiculously absurd in 
superstition. He takes frequent occasion, indeed, to manifest his sovereign 
contempt for the latter, both in his own person, and (most incongruously) in 
that of his principal characters; and that his respect for the former is not 
excessive, we are forced to conclude from the treatment which its inspired 
writings receive from him. Ambrosio discovers Antonia reading— 

He examined the book which she had been reading, and had now placed 
upon the table. It was the Bible. 

"How!" said the friar to himself, "Antonia reads the Bible, and is still 
so ignorant?" 

But, upon a further inspection, he found that Elvira had made exactly 
the same remark. That prudent mother, while she admired the beauties 
of the sacred writings, was convinced that, unrestricted, no reading more 
improper could be permitted a young woman. Many of the narratives can 
only tend to excite ideas the worst calculated for a female breast: every 
thing is called plainly and roundly by its name; and the annals of a brothel 
would scarcely furnish a greater choice of indecent expressions. Yet this is 
the book which young women are recommended to study, which is put 
into the hands of children, able to comprehend little more than those 
passages of which they had better remain ignorant, and which but too 
frequently inculcates the first rudiments of vice, and gives the first alarm 
to the still sleeping passions. Of this was Elvira so fully convinced, that 
she would have preferred putting into her daughter's hands "Amadis de 
Gaul," or "The Valiant Champion, Tirante the White"; and woidd sooner 
have authorised her studying the lewd exploits of Don Galaor, or the lasciv-
ious jokes of the Damsel Plazer di mi vida. Vol.11, p. 247. 

The impiety of this falsehood can be equalled only by its impudence. This 
is indeed as if a Corinthian harlot, clad from head to foot in the transparent 
thinness of the Coan vest, should affect to view with prudish horror the naked 
knee of a Spartan matron! If it be possible that the author of these blasphemies 

8. Bogeyman, object of needless dread. 
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is a Christian, should he not have reflected that the only passage in the scrip-
tures,9 which could give a shadow of plausibility to the weakest of these expres-
sions, is represented as being spoken by the Almighty himself? But if he be an 
infidel, he has acted consistently enough with that character, in his endeavours 
first to influence the fleshly appetites, and then to pour contempt on the only 
book which would be adequate to the task of recalming them. We believe it 
not absolutely impossible that a mind may be so deeply depraved by the habit 
of reading lewd and voluptuous tales, as to use even the Bible in conjuring up 
the spirit of uncleanness. The most innocent expressions might become the 
first link in the chain of association, when a man's soul had been so poisoned; 
and we believe it not absolutely impossible that he might extract pollution 
from the word of purity, and, in a literal sense, turn the grace of God into 
wantonness. 

We have been induced to pay particular attention to this work, from the 
unusual success which it has experienced. It certainly possesses much real 
merit, in addition to its meretricious attractions. Nor must it be forgotten that 
the author is a man of rank and fortune. Yes! the author of the Monk signs 
himself a LEGISLATOR! 1 We stare and tremble. 

1797 

From Biographia Literaria 

From Chapter 31 

For as to the devotees of the circulating libraries, I dare not compliment their 
pass-time, or rather kill-time, with the name of reading. Call it rather a sort of 
beggarly daydreaming, during which the mind of the dreamer furnishes for 
itself nothing but laziness and a little mawkish sensibility; while the whole 
materiel and imagery of the doze is supplied ah extra2 by a sort of mental 
camera ohscura3 manufactured at the printing office, which pro tempore4 fixes, 
reflects and transmits the moving phantasms of one man's delirium, so as to 
people the barrenness of an hundred other brains afflicted with the same 
trance or suspension of all common sense and all definite purpose. We should 
therefore transfer this species of amusement (if indeed those can be said to 
retire a musis,5 who were never in their company, or relaxation be attributable 
to those, whose bows are never bent) from the genus, reading, to that com-
prehensive class characterized by the power of reconciling the two contrary 
yet co-existing propensities of human nature, namely indulgence of sloth, and 
hatred of vacancy. In addition to novels and tales of chivalry in prose or rhyme 

9. Ezekiel, chap, xxiii [Coleridge's note], 
1. Lewis, a member of Parliament, signed himself 
"M. G. Lewis, Esq., M.P." on the title page of the 
second edition of The A'lonk. Worried that the pub-
lic outcry over the episode Coleridge here lam-
bastes would lead to his being charged with 
obscene libel. Lewis cut the episode from the 
fourth edition. 
1. This paragraph makes up the first footnote to 
the third chapter of Coleridge's Biographia Liter-
aria, the hybrid book in which he blended autobi-
ography with philosophical speculations and 
favorite anecdotes. In the body of his text, Cole-
ridge refers to the frequency with which his name 

has been before the reading public; the footnote 
(the text given here) then goes on to identify the 
sort of people who for him do not count as bona 
fide members of that public. 
2. From the outside (Latin). 
3. A device (forerunner of the modern camera) 
creating a special optical effect: light passes 
through a pinhole into a darkened room and cre-
ates an inverted image of the world beyond the 
walls. 
4. For the time being (Latin). 
5. A pun linking "amusement" and a musis, "away 
from the Muses." 
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(by which last I mean neither rhythm nor metre) this genus comprises as its 
species, gaming; swinging or swaying on a chair or gate; spitting over a bridge; 
smoking; snuff-taking; tete-a-tete quarrels after dinner between husband and 
wife; conning word by word all the advertisements of the Daily Advertiser in a 
public house on a rainy day, etc. etc. etc. 

1815 1817 

G E O R G E G O R D O N , L O R D B Y R O N 

1 7 8 8 - 1 8 2 4 

In his History of English Literature, written in the late 1850s, the French critic Hip-
polyte Taine gave only a few condescending pages to Wordsworth, Coleridge, Percy 
Shelley, and Keats and then devoted a long chapter to Lord Byron, "the greatest and 
most English of these artists; he is so great and so English that from him alone we 
shall learn more truths of his country and of his age than from all the rest together." 
This comment reflects the fact that Byron had achieved an immense European rep-
utation during his own lifetime, while admirers of his English contemporaries were 
much more limited in number. Through much of the nineteenth century he contin-
ued to be rated as one of the greatest of English poets and the very prototype of 
literary Bomanticism. His influence was manifested everywhere, among the major 
poets and novelists (Balzac and Stendhal in France, Pushkin and Dostoyevsky in 
Russia, and Melville in America), painters (especially Delacroix), and composers 
(including Beethoven and Berlioz). 

Yet even as poets, painters, and composers across Europe and the Americas struck 
Byronic attitudes, Byron's place within the canon of English Bomantic poetry was 
becoming insecure. The same Victorian critics who first described the Bomantic 
period as a literary period warned readers against the immorality of Byron's poetry, 
finding in his voluptuous imagination and aristocratic disdain for the commonplace 
an affront to their own middle-class values: "Close thy Byron; open thy Goethe," 
Thomas Carlyle urged in Sartor Resartus (1834), meaning to redirect the nation 
toward healthier reading matter. After getting a glimpse of the scandalous stuff 
recorded in Byron's journals, Felicia Hemans ceased to wear the brooch in which she 
had preserved a lock of the poet's hair: she could venerate him no longer. Indeed, 
Byron would have had qualms about being considered a representative figure of a 
period that also included Wordsworth (memorialized in Byron's Don Juan as "Wordy") 
or Keats (a shabby Cockney brat, Byron claimed) or scribbling women such as 
Hemans. These reservations were reciprocated. Of Byron's best-known male contem-
poraries, only Shelley thought highly of either the man or his work (although there 
are signs that, among the naysayers, the negative reactions were tinged with some 
resentment at Byron's success in developing a style that spoke to a popular audience). 
Byron in fact insisted that, measured against the poetic practice of Alexander Pope, 
he and his contemporaries were "all in the wrong, one as much as another. . . . We 
are upon a wrong revolutionary poetical system, or systems, not worth a damn in 
itself." Pope's Horatian satires, along with Laurence Sterne's novel Tristram Shandy, 
exerted a significant influence on the style that Byron developed for his epic survey 
of modern folly, Don Juan. 

Still, even as he had recourse to old-fashioned eighteenth-century models, Byron 
cultivated a skepticism about established systems of belief that, in its restlessness and 
defiance, expressed the intellectual and social ferment of his era. And through much 
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of his best poetry, he shared his contemporaries' fascination with the internal dramas 
of the individual mind (although Byron explored personality in an improvisatory and 
mercurial manner that could not have been more different from Wordsworth's auto-
biographical accounts of his psychological development). Readers marveled over the 
intensity of the feelings his verse communicated—"its force, fire, and thought," said 
the novelist Lady Sydney Morgan—and the vividness of the sense of self they found 
in it. Byron's chief claim to be considered an arch-Bomantic is that he provided the 
age with what Taine called its "ruling personage; that is, the model that contempo-
raries invest with their admiration and sympathy." This personage is the "Byronic 
hero." He is first sketched in the opening canto of Childe Harold, then recurs in 
various guises in the verse romances and dramas that followed. In his developed form, 
as we find it in Manfred, he is an alien, mysterious, and gloomy spirit, superior in his 
passions and powers to the common run of humanity, whom he regards with disdain. 
He harbors the torturing memory of an enormous, nameless guilt that drives him 
toward an inevitable doom. And he exerts an attraction on other characters that is 
the more compelling because it involves their terror at his obliviousness to ordinary 
human concerns and values. This figure, infusing the archrebel in a nonpolitical form 
with a strong erotic interest, was imitated in life as well as in art and helped shape 
the intellectual and the cultural history of the later nineteenth century. The literary 
descendants of the Byronic hero include Heathcliff in Wuthering Heights, Captain 
Ahab in Mohy-Dick, and the hero of Pushkin's great poem Eugene Onegin. Byron 
also lived on in the guise of the Undead, thanks to the success of a novella by his 
former friend and traveling companion John Polidori, whose "The Vampyre" (1819) 
mischievously made Byron its model for the title character. Earlier Byron had in his 
writings helped introduce the English to the Eastern Mediterranean's legends of 
bloodsucking evil spirits; it was left to Polidori, however, to portray the vampire as a 
habitue of England's most fashionable social circles. The fact that, for all their men-
ace, vampires—from Bela Lugosi's Count Dracula to Anne Rice's L'Estat—remain 
models of well-dressed, aristocratic elegance represents yet another tribute to the 
staying power of Byron's image. 

Byron's contemporaries insisted on identifying the author with his fictional char-
acters, reading his writing as veiled autobiography even when it dealt with supernat-
ural themes. (They also read other people's writing this way: to Polidori's chagrin, 
authorship of "The Vampyre" was attributed to Byron.) Byron's letters and the testi-
mony of his friends show, however, that, except for recurrent moods of deep depres-
sion, his own temperament was in many respects opposite to that of his heroes. While 
he was passionate and willful, he was also a witty conversationalist capable of taking 
an ironic attitude toward his own activities as well as those of others. But although 
Byronism was largely a fiction, produced by a collaboration between Byron's imagi-
nation and that of his public, the fiction was historically more important than the 
actual person. 

Byron was descended from two aristocratic families, both of them colorful, violent, 
and dissolute. His grandfather was an admiral nicknamed "Foulweather Jack"; his 
great-uncle was the fifth Baron Byron, known to his rural neighbors as the "Wicked 
Lord," who was tried by his peers for killing his kinsman William Chaworth in a 
drunken duel; his father, Captain John Byron, was a rake and fortune hunter who 
rapidly spent his way through the fortunes of two wealthy wives. Byron's mother was 
a Scotswoman, Catherine Gordon of Gight, the last descendant of a line of lawless 
Scottish lairds. After her husband died (Byron was then three), she brought up her 
son in near poverty in Aberdeen, where he was indoctrinated with the Calvinistic 
morality of Scottish Presbyterianism. Catherine Byron was an ill-educated and 
extremely irascible woman who nevertheless had an abiding love for her son; they 
fought violently when together, but corresponded affectionately enough when apart, 
until her death in 1811. 

When Byron was ten the death of his great-uncle, preceded by that of more imme-
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diate heirs to the title, made him the sixth Lord Byron. In a fashion suitable to his 
new status, he was sent to Harrow School, then to Trinity College, Cambridge. He 
had a deformed foot, made worse by inept surgical treatment, about which he felt 
acute embarrassment. His lameness made him avid for athletic prowess; he played 
cricket and made himself an expert boxer, fencer, and horseman and a powerful 
swimmer. Both at Cambridge and at his ancestral estate of Newstead, he engaged 
with more than ordinary zeal in the expensive pursuits and fashionable dissipations 
of a young Begency lord. As a result, despite a sizable and increasing income, he got 
into financial difficulties from which he did not entirely extricate himself until late 
in his life. In the course of his schooling, he formed many close and devoted friend-
ships, the most important with John Cam Hobhouse, a sturdy political liberal and 
commonsense moralist who exerted a steadying influence throughout Byron's tur-
bulent life. 

Despite his distractions at the university, Byron found time to try his hand at lyric 
verse, some of which was published in 1807 in a slim and conventional volume titled 
Hours of Idleness. This was treated so harshly by the Edinburgh Review that Byron 
was provoked to write in reply his first important poem, English Bards and Scotch 
Reviewers, a vigorous satire in which he incorporated brilliant ridicule (whose tact-
lessness he later came to regret) of important contemporaries, including Scott, 
Wordsworth, and Coleridge. 

After attaining his M.A. degree and his legal independence from his guardians, 
Byron set out with Hobhouse in 1809 on a tour through Portugal and Spain to Malta, 
and then to little-known Albania, Greece, and Asia Minor. There, in the classic locale 
for Greek love, he encountered a culture that accepted sexual relations between older 
aristocratic men and beautiful boys, and he accumulated materials that, sometimes 
rather slyly, he incorporated into many of his important poems, including his last 
work, Don Juan. The first literary product was Childe Harold; he wrote the opening 
two cantos while on the tour that the poem describes; published them in 1812 soon 
after his return to England; and, in his own oft-quoted phrase, "awoke one morning 
and found myself famous." He became the celebrity of fashionable London, and 
increased his literary success with a series of highly readable Eastern tales; in these 
the Byronic hero, represented against various exotic backdrops as a "Giaour" (an 
"infidel" within Muslim society), or a "Corsair" (a pirate), or in other forms, flaunts 
his misanthropy and undergoes violent and romantic adventures that current gossip 
attributed to the author. In his chronic shortage of money, Byron could well have 
used the huge income from these publications, but instead maintained his status as 
an aristocratic amateur by giving the royalties away. Occupying his inherited seat in 
the House of Lords, he also became briefly active on the liberal side of the Whig party 
and spoke courageously in defense of the Nottingham weavers who had resorted to 
smashing the newly invented textile machines that had thrown them out of work. He 
also supported other liberal measures, including that of Catholic Emancipation. 

Byron was extraordinarily handsome—"so beautiful a countenance," Coleridge 
wrote, "I scarcely ever saw . . . his eyes the open portals of the sun—things of light, 
and for light." Because of a constitutional tendency to obesity, however, he was able 
to maintain his looks only by resorting again and again to a starvation diet of biscuits, 
soda water, and strong purgatives. Often as a result of female initiative rather than 
his own, Byron entered into a sequence of liaisons with ladies of fashion. One of 
these, the flamboyant and eccentric young Lady Caroline Lamb, caused him so much 
distress by her pursuit that Byron turned for relief to marriage with Annabella Mil-
banke, who was in every way Lady Caroline's opposite, for she was unworldly and 
intellectual (with a special passion for mathematics) and naively believed that she 
could reform her husband. This ill-starred marriage produced a daughter (Augusta 
Ada) and many scenes in which Byron, goaded by financial difficulties, behaved so 
frantically that his wife suspected his sanity; after only one year the union ended in 
a legal separation. The final blow came when Lady Byron discovered her husband's 
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incestuous relations with his half-sister, Augusta Leigh. The two had been raised 
apart, so that they were almost strangers when they met as adults. Byron's affection 
for his sister, however guilty, was genuine and endured all through his life. This affair, 
enhanced by rumors about Byron's earlier liaisons with men, proved a delicious mor-
sel even to the jaded palate of a public that was used to eating up stories of aristocratic 
vice. Byron was ostracized by all but a few friends and was finally forced to leave 
England forever on April 25, 1816. 

Byron now resumed the travels incorporated in the third and fourth cantos of 
Childe Harold. At Geneva he lived for several months in close and intellectually 
fruitful relation to Percy and Mary Shelley, who were accompanied by Mary's step-
sister, Claire Clairmont—a misguided seventeen-year-old who had forced herself on 
Byron while he was still in England and who in January 1817 bore him a daughter, 
Allegra. In the fall of 1817, Byron established himself in Venice, where he began a 
year and a half of debauchery that, he estimated, involved liaisons with more than 
two hundred women. This period, however, was also one of great literary creativity. 
Often working through the night, he finished his tragedy Manfred; wrote the fourth 
canto of Childe Harold; and then, feeling more and more trapped by the poetic modes 
that had won him his popularity, tested out an entirely new mode in Beppo: A Venetian 
Story, a comic verse tale about a deceived husband in which he previewed the playful 
narrative manner and the ottava rima stanzas of Don Juan. In December 1818 he 
began the composition of Don Juan. 

Exhausted and bored by promiscuity, Byron in 1819 settled into a placid and rel-
atively faithful relationship with Teresa Guiccioli, the young wife of the elderly Count 
Alessandro Guiccioli; according to the Italian upper-class mores of the times, having 
contracted a marriage of convenience, she could now with some propriety take Byron 
as her lover. Through the countess's nationalistic family, the Gambas, Byron became 
involved with a group of political conspirators seeking to end the Austrian Empire's 
control over northern Italy. When the Gambas were forced by the authorities to move 
to Pisa, Byron followed them there and, for the second time, joined the Shelleys. 
There grew up about them the "Pisan Circle," which in addition to the Gambas 
included their friends Thomas Medwin and Edward and Jane Williams, as well as the 
Greek nationalist leader Prince Mavrocordatos, the picturesque Irish Count Taaffe, 
and the adventurer Edward Trelawny, a great teller of tall tales who seems to have 
stepped out of one of Byron's romances. Leigh Hunt, the journalist and essayist, 
joined them, drawing Byron and Percy Shelley into his plan to make Italy the base 
for a radical political journal, The Liberal. This circle was gradually broken up, how-
ever, first by the Shelleys' anger over Byron's treatment of his daughter Allegra (Byron 
had sent the child to be brought up as a Catholic in an Italian convent, where she 
died of a fever in 1822); then by the expulsion of the Gambas, whom Byron followed 
to Genoa; and finally by the drowning of Percy Shelley and Edward Williams in July 
1822. 

Byron meanwhile had been steadily at work on a series of closet tragedies (including 
Cain, Sardanapalus, and Marino Faliero) and on his devastating satire on the life and 
death of George III, The Vision of Judgment. But increasingly he devoted himself to 
the continuation of Don Juan. He had always been diffident in his self-judgments and 
easily swayed by literary advice. But now, confident that he had at last found his 
metier, he kept on, in spite of persistent objections against the supposed immorality 
of the poem by the English public, by his publisher John Murray, by his friends and 
well-wishers, and by his extremely decorous lover, the Countess Guiccioli—by almost 
everyone, in fact, except the idealist Shelley, who thought Juan incomparably better 
than anything he himself could write and insisted "that every word of it is pregnant 
with immortality." 

Byron finally broke off literature for action when he organized an expedition to 
assist in the Greek war for independence from the Ottoman Empire. He knew too 
well the conditions in Greece, and had too skeptical an estimate of human nature, to 
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entertain hope of success; but, in part because his own writings had helped kindle 
European enthusiasm for the Greek cause, he now felt honor-bound to try what could 
be done. In the dismal, marshy town of Missolonghi, he lived a Spartan existence, 
training troops whom he had subsidized and exhibiting practical grasp and a power 
of leadership amid a chaos of factionalism, intrigue, and military ineptitude. Worn 
out, he succumbed to a series of feverish attacks and died just after he had reached 
his thirty-sixth birthday. To this day Byron is revered by the Greek people as a national 
hero. 

Students of Byron still feel, as his friends had felt, the magnetism of his volatile 
temperament. As Mary Shelley wrote six years after his death, when she read Tho-
mas Moore's edition of his Letters and Journals: "The Lord Byron I find there is our 
Lord Byron—the fascinating—faulty—childish—philosophical being—daring the 
world—docile to a private circle—impetuous and indolent—gloomy and yet more 
gay than any other." Of his contradictions Byron was well aware; he told his friend 
Lady Blessington: "I am so changeable, being everything by turns and nothing long— 
I am such a strange melange of good and evil, that it would be difficult to describe 
me." Yet-he remained faithful to his code: a determination to tell the truth as he saw 
it about the world and about himself (his refusal to suppress or conceal any of his 
moods is in part what made him seem so contradictory) and a dedication to the free-
dom of nations and individuals. As he went on to say to Lady Blessington: "There are 
but two sentiments to which I am constant—a strong love of liberty, and a detesta-
tion of cant." 

The poetry texts printed here are taken from Jerome J. McGann's edition, Lord 
Byron: The Complete Poetical Works (Oxford, 1980-93) . 

Written after Swimming from Sestos to Abydos1 

May 9, 1810 

i 
If in the month of dark December 

Leander, who was nightly wont 
(What maid will not the tale remember?) 

To cross thy stream, broad Hellespont! 

2 
5 If when the wintry tempest roared 

He sped to Hero, nothing loth, 
And thus of old thy current pour'd, 

Fair Venus! how I pity both! 

3 
For me, degenerate modern wretch, 

IO Though in the genial month of May, 

1. The Hellespont (now called the Dardanelles) is 
the narrow strait between Europe and Asia. In the 
ancient story, retold in Christopher Marlowe's 
Hero and Leander, young Leander of Abydos, on 
the Asian side, swam nightly to visit Hero, a priest-
ess of the goddess Venus at Sestos, until he was 
drowned when he made the attempt in a storm. 
Byron and a young Lieutenant Ekenhead swam the 
Hellespont in the reverse direction on May 3, 

1810. Ryron alternated between complacency and 
humor in his many references to the event. In a 
note to the poem, he mentions that the distance 
was "upwards of four English miles, though the 
actual breadth is barely one. The rapidity of the 
current is such that no boat can row directly 
across. . . . The water was extremely cold, from the 
melting of the mountain snows." 
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My dripping limbs I faintly stretch, 
And think I've done a feat to-day. 

4 
But since he cross'd the rapid tide, 

According to the doubtful story, 
15 To woo,—and—Lord knows what beside, 

And swam for Love, as I for Glory; 

5 
'Twere hard to say who fared the best: 

Sad mortals! thus the Gods still plague you! 
He lost his labour, I my jest : 

For he was drown'd, and I've the ague. 

1812 

20 

1810 

She walks in beauty1 

She walks in beauty, like the night 
Of cloudless climes and starry skies; 

And all that's best of dark and bright 
Meet in her aspect and her eyes: 

Thus mellow'd to that tender light 
Which heaven to gaudy day denies. 

One shade the more, one ray the less, 
Had half impair'd the nameless grace 

Which waves in every raven tress, 
io Or softly lightens o'er her face; 

Where thoughts serenely sweet express 
How pure, how dear their dwelling place. 

3 
And on that cheek, and o'er that brow, 

So soft, so calm, yet eloquent, 
15 The smiles that win, the tints that glow, 

But tell of days in goodness spent, 
A mind at peace with all below, 

A heart whose love is innocent! 

J u n e 1 8 1 4 1 8 1 5 

1. From Hebrew Melodies (1815), a collection of 
lyrics on Old Testament themes that Byron com-
posed to accompany the musician Isaac Nathan's 
settings of traditional synagogue chants. Byron 
wrote these lines about his beautiful cousin by 
marriage, Anne Wilmot, who at the ball where they 

first met wore a black mourning gown brightened 
with spangles. In their context as the opening 
poem of Hebrew Melodies, the lines praise any one 
of a number of Old Testament heroines. To hear 
the poem sung to Nathan's music, consult Norton 
Literature Online. 
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They say that Hope is happiness 

Felix qui potuit rerum cognoscere causas.1 

VIRGIL 

They say that Hope is happiness— 
But genuine Love must prize the past; 

And Mem'ry wakes the thoughts that bless: 
They rose the first—they set the last. 

2 
5 And all that mem'ry loves the most 

Was once our only hope to be: 
And all that hope adored and lost 

Hath melted into memory. 

3 
Alas! it is delusion a l l — 

10 The future cheats us from afar: 
Nor can we be what we recall, 

Nor dare we think on what we are. 

1 8 1 4 1 8 2 9 

When we two parted 

i 
W h e n we two parted 

In silence and tears, 
Half broken-hearted 

To sever for years, 
5 Pale grew thy cheek and cold, 

Colder thy kiss; 
Truly that hour foretold 

Sorrow to this. 

2. 
The dew of the morning 

10 Sunk chill on my b r o w — 
It felt like the warning 

Of what I feel now. 
Thy vows are all broken, 

And light is thy fame; 
15 I hear thy name spoken, 

And share in its shame. 

3 
They name thee before me, 

A knell to mine ear; 

1. Happy is he who has been able to learn the causes of things (Latin; Georgics 2.490). 
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A shudder comes o'er m e — 
20 W h y wert thou so dear? 

T h e y know not I knew thee, 
W h o knew thee too w e l l : — 

Long, long shall I rue thee, 
T o o deeply to tell. 

4 
25 In secret we m e t — 

In s i lence I grieve, 
T h a t thy heart could forget, 

T h y spirit deceive. 
If I should meet thee 

30 After long years, 
How should I greet t h e e ! — 

With si lence and tears. 

1 8 1 5 1 8 1 5 

Stanzas for Music 

T h e r e be none of Beauty's daughters 
W i t h a magic like thee; 

And like music on the waters 
Is thy sweet voice to me: 

5 W h e n , as if its sound were causing 
T h e charmed ocean's pausing, 
T h e waves lie still and gleaming, 
And the lulled winds seem dreaming. 

And the midnight moon is weaving 
10 Her bright chain o'er the deep; 

W h o s e breast is gently heaving, 
As an infant's asleep. 

So the spirit bows before thee, 
To listen and adore thee; 

15 With a full but soft emotion, 
Like the swell of Summer 's ocean. 

1816 1816 

Darkness1 

I had a dream, which was not all a dream. 
T h e bright sun was extinguish'd, and the stars 
Did wander darkling0 in the eternal space, in the dark 
Rayless, and pathless, and the icy earth 

1. A powerful blank-verse description of the end 
of life on Earth. New geological sciences and an 
accompanying interest in what the fossil record 
indicated about the extinction of species made 

such speculations hardly less common in Byron's 
time than in ours. Mary Shelley would later take 
up the theme in her novel The Last Man (1826). 
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5 Swung blind and blackening in the moonless air; 
Mom came, and went—and came, and brought no day, 
And men forgot their passions in the dread 
Of this their desolation; and all hearts 
Were chill'd into a selfish prayer for light: 

10 And they did live by watchfires—and the thrones, 
The palaces of crowned kings—the huts, 
The habitations of all things which dwell, 
Were burnt for beacons; cities were consumed, 
And men were gathered round their blazing homes 

15 To look once more into each other's face; 
Happy were those who dwelt within the eye 
Of the volcanos, and their mountain-torch: 
A fearful hope was all the world contain'd; 
Forests were set on fire—but hour by hour 

20 They fell and faded-—and the crackling trunks 
Extinguish'd with a crash—and all was black. 
The brows of men by the despairing light 
Wore an unearthly aspect, as by fits 
The flashes fell upon them; some lay down 

25 And hid their eyes and wept; and some did rest 
Their chins upon their clenched hands, and smiled; 
And others hurried to and fro, and fed 
Their funeral piles with fuel, and looked up 
With mad disquietude on the dull sky, 

30 The pall of a past world; and then again 
With curses cast them down upon the dust, 
And gnash'd their teeth and howl'd: the wild birds shriek'd, 
And, terrified, did flutter on the ground, 
And flap their useless wings; the wildest brutes 

35 Came tame and tremulous; and vipers crawl'd 
And twined themselves among the multitude, 
Hissing, but stingless—they were slain for food: 
And War, which for a moment was no more, 
Did glut himself again;—a meal was bought 

40 With blood, and each sate sullenly apart 
Gorging himself in gloom: no love was left; 
All earth was but one thought—and that was death, 
Immediate and inglorious; and the pang 
Of famine fed upon all entrails—men 

45 Died, and their bones were tombless as their flesh; 
The meagre by the meagre were devoured, 
Even dogs assail'd their masters, all save one, 
And he was faithful to a corse, and kept 
The birds and beasts and famish'd men at bay, 

50 Till hunger clung0 them, or the dropping dead withered 
Lured their lank jaws; himself sought out no food, 
But with a piteous and perpetual moan, 
And a quick desolate cry, licking the hand 
Which answered not with a caress—he died. 

55 The crowd was famish'd by degrees; but two 
Of an enormous city did survive, 
And they were enemies; they met beside 
The dying embers of an altar-place, 
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W h e r e had been heap'd a mass of holy things 
60 For an unholy usage; they raked up, 

And shivering scraped with their cold skeleton hands 
T h e feeble ashes, and their feeble breath 
Blew for a little life, and made a flame 
W h i c h was a mockery; then they lifted up 

65 The i r eyes as it grew lighter, and beheld 
E a c h other's aspects—saw, and shriek'd, and d i e d — 
Even of their mutual hideousness they died, 
Unknowing who he was upon whose brow 
F a m i n e had written Fiend. T h e world was void, 

70 T h e populous and the powerful—was a lump, 
Seasonless , herbless,° treeless, manless, l i f e l e s s — without vegetation 
A lump of d e a t h — a chaos of hard clay. 
T h e rivers, lakes, and ocean all stood still, 
And nothing stirred within their silent depths; 

75 Ships sailorless lay rotting on the sea, 
And their masts fell down piecemeal ; as they dropp'd 
T h e y slept on the abyss without a s u r g e — 
T h e waves were dead; the tides were in their grave, 
T h e moon their mistress had expired before; 

so T h e winds were withered in the stagnant air, 
And the clouds perish'd; Darkness had no need 
Of aid from t h e m — S h e was the universe. 

1816 1816 

So, we'll go no more a roving1 

i 
So, we'll go no more a roving 

So late into the night, 
Though the heart be still as loving, 

And the moon be still as bright. 

2 
5 For the sword outwears its sheath, 

And the soul wears out the breast, 
And the heart must pause to breathe, 

And love itself have rest. 

3 
Though the night was made for loving, 

10 And the day returns too soon, 
Yet we'll go no more a roving 

By the light of the moon. 

1 8 1 7 
1. Composed in the Lenten aftermath of a period 
of late-night carousing during the Carnival season 
in Venice, and included in a letter to Thomas 
Moore, February 28, 1817. Byron wrote, "I find 
'the sword wearing out the scabbard,' though I 

1 8 3 0 
have but just turned the corner of twenty-nine." 
The poem is based on the refrain of a bawdy Scot-
tish song, "The Jolly Beggar": "And we'll gang nae 
mair a roving / Sae late into the nicht." 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



C H I L D E H A R O L D ' S P I L G R I M A G E , C A N T O 1 / 6 1 7 

C h i l d e H a r o l d ' s P i l g r i m a g e Childe Harold is a travelogue narrated by a 
melancholy, passionate, well-read, and very eloquent tourist. Byron wrote most of the 
first two cantos while on the tour through Spain, Portugal, Albania, and Greece that 
these cantos describe. When he published them, in 1812, they made him at one stroke 
the best-known and most talked about poet in England. Byron took up Childe Harold 
again in 1816, during the European tour he made after the breakup of his marriage. 
Canto 3, published in 1816, moves through Belgium, up the Rhine, then to Switzer-
land and the Alps. Canto 4, published in 1818, describes Italy's great cities, in par-
ticular their ruins and museums and the stories these tell of the bygone glories of the 
Roman Empire. 

Byron chose for his poem the Spenserian stanza, and like James Thomson (in The 
Castle of Indolence) and other eighteenth-century predecessors, he attempted in the 
first canto to imitate, in a seriocomic fashion, the archaic language of his Elizabethan 
model. (Childe is the ancient term for a young noble awaiting knighthood.) But he 
soon dropped the archaisms, and in the last two cantos he confidently adapts Spen-
ser's mellifluous stanza to his own autobiographical and polemical purposes. The 
virtuoso range of moods and subjects in Childe Harold was a quality on which con-
temporaries commented admiringly. Equally fascinating is the tension between the 
body of the poem and the long notes (for the most part omitted here) that Byron 
appended to its sometimes dashing and sometimes sorrowing chronicle of his pilgrim-
age in the countries of chivalry and romance—notes that feature cosmopolitan reflec-
tions on the contrasts among cultures as well as sardonic, hard-hitting critiques of 
the evolving political order of Europe. 

In the preface to his first two cantos, Byron had insisted that the narrator, Childe 
Harold, was "a fictitious character," merely "the child of imagination." In the man-
uscript version of these cantos, however, he had called his hero "Childe Burun," the 
early form of his own family name. The world insisted on identifying the character 
as well as the travels of the protagonist with those of the author, and in the fourth 
canto Byron, abandoning the third-person dramatis persona, spoke out frankly in the 
first person. In the preface to that canto, he declares that there will be "less of the 
pilgrim" here than in any of the preceding cantos, "and that little slightly, if at all, 
separated from the author speaking in his own person. The fact is, that I had become 
weary of drawing a line which every one seemed determined not to perceive." 

FROM C H I L D E HAROLD'S PILGRIMAGE 

A R O M A U N T 1 

From C a n t o 1 

[ " S I N ' S L O N G L A B Y R I N T H " ] 

I 

Oh, thou! in Hellas0 deem'd of heav'nly birth, Greece 
Muse! form'd or fabled at the minstrel's will! 
Since sham'd full oft by later lyres on earth, 
Mine dares not call thee from thy sacred hill: 

5 Yet there I've wander'd by thy vaunted rill; 

I . A r o m a n c e or nar ra t ive of adven tu re . 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



6 1 8 / G E O R G E G O R D O N , L O R D B Y R O N . — - » " 

Yes! sigh'd o'er Delphi's long-deserted shrine, 
Where, save that feeble fountain, all is still; 
Nor mote° my shell awake the weary Nine2 may 

To grace so plain a tale—this lowly lay° of mine. song 

2 
Whilome3 in Albion's" isle there dwelt a youth, England's 
Who ne in virtue's ways did take delight; 
But spent his days in riot most uncouth, 
And vex'd with mirth the drowsy ear of Night. 
Ah, me! in sooth he was a shameless wight,0 creature 
Sore given to revel and ungodly glee; 
Few earthly things found favour in his sight 
Save concubines and carnal companie, 

And flaunting wassailers4 of high and low degree. 

3 
Childe Harold was he hight:°—but whence his name called 
And lineage long, it suits me not to say; 
Suffice it, that perchance they were of fame, 
And had been glorious in another day: 
But one sad losel5 soils a name for aye, 
However mighty in the olden time; 
Nor all that heralds rake from coffin'd clay, 
Nor florid prose, nor honied lies of rhyme 

Can blazon evil deeds, or consecrate a crime. 

4 
Childe Harold bask'd him in the noon-tide sun, 
Disporting there like any other fly; 
Nor deem'd before his little day was done 
One blast might chill him into misery. 
But long ere scarce a third of his pass'd by, 
Worse than adversity the Childe befell; 
He felt the fulness of satiety: 
Then loath'd he in his native land to dwell, 

Which seem'd to him more lone than Eremite's6 sad cell. 

5 
For he through Sin's long labyrinth had run, 
Nor made atonement when he did amiss, 
Had sigh'd to many though he lov'd but one, 
And that lov'd one, alas! could ne'er be his. 
Ah, happy she! to 'scape from him whose kiss 
Had been pollution unto aught so chaste; 
Who soon had left her charms for vulgar bliss, 
And spoil'd her goodly lands to gild his waste, 

Nor calm domestic peace had ever deign'd to taste. 

2. T h e Muses , whose "vaunted r i l l" (line 5) was 
the Cas ta l ian spring. "Shell": lyre. H e r m e s i s fah led 
to have invented t h e lyre by s t re tch ing str ings over 
the hollow of a tortoise shell . 
3 . O n c e u p o n a t ime; one of t h e many a rcha i sms 
tha t Byron borrowed f rom Spense r . 

4. Noisy, insolent dr inkers (Byron is though t to 
re fe r to his own you th fu l ca rous ing with f r iends a t 
News tead Abbey). 
5. Rascal . Byron's great -uncle , the f if th Lord 
Byron, had killed a k i n s m a n in a d r u n k e n duel . 
6. A religious he rmi t . 
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6 
And now Childe Harold was sore sick at heart, 
And from his fellow bacchanals would flee; 
'Tis said, at times the sullen tear would start, 
But Pride congeal'd the drop within his ee:° eye 

so Apart he stalk'd in joyless reverie, 
And from his native land resolv'd to go, 
And visit scorching climes beyond the sea; 
With pleasure drugg'd he almost long'd for woe, 

And e'en for change of scene would seek the shades below. 

From Canto 3 

[ " O N C E M O R E U P O N T H E W A T E R S " ] 
1 

Is thy face like thy mother's, my fair child! 
Ada!' sole daughter of my house and heart? 
W h e n last I saw thy young blue eyes they smiled, 
And then we parted,—not as now we part, 
But with a h o p e . — 

5 Awaking with a start, 
T h e waters heave around me; and on high 
The winds lift up their voices: I depart, 
Whither I know not; but the hour's gone by, 

W h e n Albion's lessening shores could grieve or glad mine eye. 

2 
io Once more upon the waters! yet once more! 

And the waves bound beneath me as a steed 
That knows his rider. Welcome, to their roar! 
Swift be their guidance, wheresoe'er it lead! 
Though the strain'd mast should quiver as a reed, 

15 And the rent canvas fluttering strew the gale, 
Still must I on; for I am as a weed, 
Flung from the rock, on Ocean's foam, to sail 

Where'er the surge may sweep, the tempest's breath prevail. 

3 
In my youth's summer2 I did sing of One, 

20 The wandering outlaw of his own dark mind; 
Again I seize the theme then but begun, 
And bear it with me, as the rushing wind 
Bears the cloud onwards: in that Tale I find 
The furrows of long thought, and dried-up tears, 

25 Which , ebbing, leave a sterile track behind, 
O'er which all heavily the journeying years 

Plod the last sands of life,—where not a flower appears. 

1. Byron's daughter Augusta Ada, born in Decem-
ber 1815, a month before her parents separated. 
Byron's "hope" (line 5) had been for a reconcilia-

tion, but he was never to see Ada again. 
2. Byron wrote canto 1 at age twenty-one; he is 
now twenty-eight. 
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4 
Since my young days of passion—-joy, or pain, 
Perchance my heart and harp have lost a string, 

30 And both may jar:3 it may be, that in vain 
I would essay as I have sung to sing. 
Yet, though a dreary strain, to this I cling; 
So that it wean me from the weary dream 
Of selfish grief or gladness—so it fling 

35 Forgetfulness around me—it shall seem 
To me, though to none else, a not ungrateful theme. 

5 
He, who grown aged in this world of woe, 
In deeds, not years, piercing the depths of life, 
So that no wonder waits him; nor below 

40 Can love, or sorrow, fame, ambition, strife, 
Cut to his heart again with the keen knife 
Of silent, sharp endurance: he can tell 
Why thought seeks refuge in lone caves, yet rife 
With airy images, and shapes which dwell 

45 Still unimpair'd, though old, in the soul's haunted cell. 

6 
'Tis to create, and in creating live 
A being more intense, that we endow 
With form our fancy, gaining as we give 
The life we image, even as I do now. 

so What am I? Nothing; but not so art thou, 
Soul of my thought!4 with whom I traverse earth, 
Invisible but gazing, as I glow 
Mix'd with thy spirit, blended with thy birth, 

And feeling still with thee in my crush'd feelings' dearth. 

7 
55 Yet must I think less wildly:—I have thought 

Too long and darkly, till my brain became, 
In its own eddy boiling and o'erwrought, 
A whirling gulf of phantasy and flame: 
And thus, untaught in youth my heart to tame, 

60 My springs of life were poison'd. 'Tis too late! 
Yet am I chang'd; though still enough the same 
In strength to bear what time can not abate, 

And feed on bitter fruits without accusing Fate. 

8 
Something too much of this:—but now 'tis past, 

65 And the spell closes with its silent seal.5 

Long absent HAROLD re-appears at last; 
He of the breast which fain no more would feel, 
Wrung with the wounds which kill not, but ne'er heal; 
Yet Time, who changes all, had alter'd him 

3. Sound discordant. 
4. I.e., Childe Harold, his literary creation. 

5. I.e., he sets the seal of silence on his personal 
tale ("spell"). 
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-0 In soul and aspect as in age: years steal 
Fire from the mind as vigour from the limb; 

And life's enchanted cup but sparkles near the brim. 

9 
His had been quaff'd too quickly, and he found 
The dregs were wormwood; but he fill'd again, 

75 And from a purer fount, on holier ground, 
And deem'd its spring perpetual; but in vain! 
Still round him clung invisibly a chain 
Which gall'd for ever, fettering though unseen, 
And heavy though it clank'd not; worn with pain, 

so Which pined although it spoke not, and grew keen, 
Entering with every step, he took, through many a scene. 

10 
Secure in guarded coldness, he had mix'd 
Again in fancied safety with his kind, 
And deem'd his spirit now so firmly fix'd 

85 And sheath'd with an invulnerable mind, 
That, if no joy, no sorrow lurk'd behind; 
And he, as one, might midst the many stand 
Unheeded, searching through the crowd to find 
Fit speculation! such as in strange land 

90 He found in wonder-works of God and Nature's hand. 

11 
But who can view the ripened rose, nor seek 
To wear it? who can curiously behold 
The smoothness and the sheen of beauty's cheek, 
Nor feel the heart can never all grow old? 

95 Who can contemplate Fame through clouds unfold 
The star which rises o'er her steep, nor climb? 
Harold, once more within the vortex, roll'd 
On with the giddy circle, chasing Time, 

Yet with a nobler aim than in his youth's fond° prime. foolish 

12 
loo But soon he knew himself the most unfit 

Of men to herd with Man; with whom he held 
Little in common; untaught to submit 
His thoughts to others, though his soul was quell'd 
In youth by his own thoughts; still uncompell'd, 

105 He would not yield dominion of his mind 
To spirits against whom his own rebell'd; 
Proud though in desolation; which could find 

A life within itself, to breathe without mankind. 

13 
Where rose the mountains, there to him were friends; 

110 Where roll'd the ocean, thereon was his home; 
Where a blue sky, and glowing clime, extends, 
He had the passion and the power to roam; 
The desert, forest, cavern, breaker's foam, 
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book 

made glassy 

14 
Like the Chaldean,6 he could watch the stars, 
Till he had peopled them with beings bright 

120 As their own beams; and earth, and earth-born jars, 
And human frailties, were forgotten quite: 
Could he have kept his spirit to that flight 
He had been happy; but this clay will sink 
Its spark immortal, envying it the light 

125 To which it mounts, as if to break the link 
That keeps us from yon heaven which woos us to its brink. 

15 
But in Man's dwellings he became a thing 
Restless and worn, and stern and wearisome, 
Droop'd as a wild-born falcon with dipt wing, 

130 To whom the boundless air alone were home: 
Then came his fit again, which to o'ercome, 
As eagerly the barr'd-up bird will beat 
His breast and beak against his wiry dome 
Till the blood tinge his plumage, so the heat 

135 Of his impeded soul would through his bosom eat. 

1 6 

Self-exiled Harold wanders forth again, 
With nought of hope left, but with less of gloom; 
The very knowledge that he lived in vain, 
That all was over on this side the tomb, 

140 Had made Despair a smilingness assume, 
Which, though 'twere wild,—as on the plundered wreck 
When mariners would madly meet their doom 
With draughts intemperate on the sinking deck,— 

Did yet inspire a cheer, which he forbore to check. 

[ W A T E R L O O ] 

17 
145 Stop!-—for thy tread is on an Empire's dust! 

An Earthquake's spoil is sepulchered below! 
Is the spot mark'd with no colossal bust? 
Nor column trophied for triumphal show?7 

None; but the moral's truth tells simpler so, 
150 As the ground was before, thus let it b e ; — 

How that red rain hath made the harvest grow! 
And is this all the world has gained by thee, 

Thou first and last of fields! king-making Victory? 

Were unto him companionship; they spake 
115 A mutual language, clearer than the tome° 

Of his land's tongue, which he would oft forsake 
For Nature's pages glass'd° by sunbeams on the lake. 

6. A people of ancient Babylonia, expert in astron- ancient Rome to honor conquering generals, a cus-
omy. torn Napoleon had revived. 
7. Referring to the triumphal arches erected in 
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1 8 

And Harold stands upon this place of skulls, 
155 The grave of France, the deadly Waterloo!8 

How in an hour the power which gave annuls 
Its gifts, transferring fame as fleeting too! 
In "pride of place" here last the eagle flew,9 

Then tore with bloody talon the rent plain, 
160 Pierced by the shaft of banded nations1 through; 

Ambition's life and labours all were vain; 
He wears the shattered links of the world's broken chain.2 

Fit retribution! Gaul3 may champ the bit 
And foam in fetters;—but is Earth more free? 

165 Did nations combat to make One submit; 
Or league to teach all kings true sovereignty? 
What! shall reviving Thraldom again be 
The patched-up idol of enlightened days? 
Shall we, who struck the Lion down, shall we 

170 Pay the Wolf homage? proffering lowly gaze 
And servile knees to thrones? No; prove4 before ye praise! 

20 
If not, o'er one fallen despot boast no more! 
In vain fair cheeks were furrowed with hot tears 
For Europe's flowers long rooted up before 

175 The trampler of her vineyards; in vain years 
Of death, depopulation, bondage, fears, 
Have all been borne, and broken by the accord 
Of roused-up millions: all that most endears 
Glory, is when the myrtle wreathes a sword 

180 Such as Harmodius drew on Athens' tyrant lord.5 

2 1 
There was a sound of revelry by night,6 

And Belgium's capital had gathered then 
Her Beauty and her Chivalry, and bright 
The lamps shone o'er fair women and brave men; 

185 A thousand hearts beat happily; and when 
Music arose with its voluptuous swell, 
Soft eyes look'd love to eyes which spake again, 
And all went merry as a marriage-bell; 

But hush! hark! a deep sound strikes like a rising knell! 

8. Napoleon's defeat at Waterloo, near Brussels, 
had occurred only the year before, on June 18, 
1815. The battlefield, where almost fifty thousand 
English, Prussian, and French soldiers were killed 
in a single day, quickly became a gruesome tourist 
attraction. 
9. "Pride of place," is a term of falconry, and 
means the highest pitch of flight [Byron's note, 
which continues by referring to the use of the term 
in Shakespeare's Macbeth 2.4]. The eagle was the 
symbol of Napoleon. 
1. The Grand Alliance formed in opposition to 
Napoleon. 

2. Napoleon was then a prisoner at St. Helena. 
3. France. Byron, like other liberals, saw the 
defeat of the Napoleonic tyranny as a victory for 
tyrannical kings and the forces of reaction 
throughout Europe. 
4. Await the test (proof) of experience. 
5. In 514 B.C.E. Harmodius and Aristogeiton, hid-
ing their daggers in myrtle (symbol of love), killed 
Hipparchus, tyrant of Athens. 
6. A famous ball, given by the duchess of Rich-
mond on the eve of the battle of Quatre Bras, 
which opened the conflict at Waterloo. 
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22 
190 Did ye not hear it?—No; 'twas but the wind, 

Or the car rattling o'er the stony street; 
On with the dance! let joy be unconfined; 
No sleep till morn, when Youth and Pleasure meet 
To chase the glowing Hours with flying feet— 

195 But, hark!—that heavy sound breaks in once more, 
As if the clouds its echo would repeat; 
And nearer, clearer, deadlier than before! 

Arm! Arm! and out—it is—the cannon's opening roar! 
2 3 

Within a windowed niche of that high hall 
200 Sate Brunswick's fated chieftain; 7 he did hear 

That sound the first amidst the festival, 
And caught its tone with Death's prophetic ear; 
And when they smiled because he deem'd it near, 
His heart more truly knew that peal too well 

205 Which stretch'd his father on a bloody bier, 
And roused the vengeance blood alone could quell: 

He rush'd into the field, and, foremost fighting, fell. 
24 

Ah! then and there was hurrying to and fro, 
And gathering tears, and tremblings of distress, 

210 And cheeks all pale, which but an hour ago 
Blush'd at the praise of their own loveliness; 
And there were sudden partings, such as press 
The life from out young hearts, and choking sighs 
Which ne'er might be repeated; who could guess 

215 If ever more should meet those mutual eyes, 
Since upon nights so sweet such awful morn could rise? 

25 
And there was mounting in hot haste: the steed, 
The mustering squadron, and the clattering car, 
Went pouring forward in impetuous speed, 

220 And swiftly forming in the ranks of war; 
And the deep thunder peal on peal afar; 
And near, the beat of the alarming drum 
Roused up the soldier ere the morning star; 
While throng'd the citizens with terror dumb, 

225 Or whispering, with white lips—"The foe! They come! they come!" 
26 

And wild and high the "Cameron's gathering" rose! 
The war-note of Lochiel, 8 which Albyn's° hills Scotland's 
Have heard, and heard, too, have her Saxon foes:— 
How in the noon of night that pibroch 9 thrills, 

7. The duke of Brunswick, nephew of George III 
of England, was killed in the battle of Quatre Bras. 
His father, commanding the Prussian army against 
Napoleon, had been killed at Auerstedt in 1806 
(line 205). 

8. "Cameron's gathering" is the clan song of the 
Camerons, whose chief was called "Lochiel," after 
his estate. 
9. Bagpipe music, usually warlike in character. 
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230 Savage and shrill! But with the breath which fills 
Their mountain-pipe, so fill the mountaineers 
With the fierce native daring which instils 
The stirring memory of a thousand years, 

And Evan's, Donald's1 fame rings in each clansman's ears! 

2 7 
235 And Ardennes2 waves above them her green leaves, 

Dewy with nature's tear-drops, as they pass, 
Grieving, if aught inanimate e'er grieves, 
Over the unreturning brave,—alas! 
Ere evening to be trodden like the grass 

240 Which now beneath them, but above shall grow 
In its next verdure, when this fiery mass 
Of living valour, rolling on the foe 

And burning with high hope, shall moulder cold and low. 

28 
Last noon beheld them full of lusty life, 

245 Last eve in Beauty's circle proudly gay, 
The midnight brought the signal-sound of strife, 
The morn the marshalling in arms,—the day 
Battle's magnificently-stern array! 
The thunder-clouds close o'er it, which when rent 

250 The earth is covered thick with other clay, 
Which her own clay shall cover, heaped and pent, 

Rider and horse,—friend, foe,—in one red burial blent! 

$ * >* 

[ N A P O L E O N ] 

36 
There sunk the greatest, nor the worst of men,3 

Whose spirit antithetically mixt 
One moment of the mightiest, and again 
On little objects with like firmness fixt, 

320 Extreme in all things! hadst thou been betwixt, 
Thy throne had still been thine, or never been; 
For daring made thy rise as fall: thou seek'st 
Even now to re-assume the imperial mien,° character 

And shake again the world, the Thunderer of the scene! 

37 
325 Conqueror and captive of the earth art thou! 

She trembles at thee still, and thy wild name 
Was ne'er more bruited in men's minds than now 
That thou art nothing, save the jest of Fame, 

1. Sir Evan and Donald Cameron, famous warri-
ors in the Stuart cause in the Jacobite risings of 
1689 and 1745. 
2. The wood of Soignes is supposed to be a rem-
nant of the "forest of Ardennes" famous in 
Boiardo's Orlando, and immortal in Shakespeare's 
As You Like It. It is also celebrated in Tacitus as 
being the spot of successful defence by the Ger-

mans against the Roman encroachments—I have 
ventured to adopt the name connected with nobler 
associations than those of mere slaughter [Byron's 
note], Orlando Innamorato is a 15th-century Ital-
ian epic of love and adventure. 
3. Napoleon, here portrayed with many character-
istics of the Byronic hero. 
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Who wooed thee once, thy vassal, and became 
330 The flatterer of thy fierceness, till thou wert 

A god unto thyself; nor less the same 
To the astounded kingdoms all inert, 

Who deem'd thee for a time whate'er thou didst assert. 

3 8 
Oh, more or less than man—in high or low, 

335 Battling with nations, flying from the field; 
Now making monarchs' necks thy footstool, now 
More than thy meanest" soldier taught to yield; lowest 
An empire thou couldst crush, command, rebuild, 
But govern not thy pettiest passion, nor, 

340 However deeply in men's spirits skill'd, 
Look through thine own, nor curb the lust of war, 

Nor learn that tempted Fate will leave the loftiest star. 
/ 

, 39 
Yet well thy soul hath brook'd the turning tide 
With that untaught innate philosophy, 

345 Which, be it wisdom, coldness, or deep pride, 
Is gall and wormwood to an enemy. 
When the whole host of hatred stood hard by, 
To watch and mock thee shrinking, thou hast smiled 
With a sedate and all-enduring eye;— 

350 When Fortune fled her spoil'd and favourite child, 
He stood unbowed beneath the ills upon him piled. 

40 
Sager than in thy fortunes; for in them 
Ambition steel'd thee on too far to show 
That just habitual scorn which could contemn 

355 Men and their thoughts; 'twas wise to feel, not so 
To wear it ever on thy lip and brow, 
And spurn the instruments thou wert to use 
Till they were turn'd unto thine overthrow: 
'Tis but a worthless world to win or lose; 

360 So hath it proved to thee, and all such lot who choose.4 

4 1 
If, like a tower upon a headlong rock, 
Thou hadst been made to stand or fall alone, 
Such scorn of man had help'd to brave the shock; 
But men's thoughts were the steps which paved thy throne, 

365 Their admiration thy best weapon shone; 
The part of Philip's son5 was thine, not then 
(Unless aside thy purple had been thrown) 
Like stern Diogenes6 to mock at men; 

For sceptred cynics earth were far too wide a den. 

4. An inversion: "all who choose such lot" (i.e., 
who choose to play such a game of chance). 
5. Alexander the Great, son of Philip of Macedon. 
6. The Greek philosopher of Cynicism, contem-

porary of Alexander. It is related that Alexander 
was so struck by his independence of mind that he 
said, " I f I were not Alexander, I should wish to be 
Diogenes." 
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42 
370 But quiet to quick bosoms is a hell, 

And there hath been thy bane; there is a fire 
And motion of the soul which will not dwell 
In its own narrow being, but aspire 
Beyond the fitting medium of desire; 

375 And, but once kindled, quenchless evermore, 
Preys upon high adventure, nor can tire 
Of aught but rest; a fever at the core, 

Fatal to him who bears, to all who ever bore. 

43 
This makes the madmen who have made men mad 

380 By their contagion; Conquerors and Kings, 
Founders of sects and systems, to whom add 
Sophists,7 Bards, Statesmen, all unquiet things 
Which stir too strongly the soul's secret springs, 
And are themselves the fools to those they fool; 

385 Envied, yet how unenviable! what stings 
Are theirs! One breast laid open were a school 

Which would unteach mankind the lust to shine or rule: 

44 
Their breath is agitation, and their life 
A storm whereon they ride, to sink at last, 

390 And yet so nurs'd and bigotted to strife, 
That should their days, surviving perils past, 
Melt to calm twilight, they feel overcast 
With sorrow and supineness, and so die; 
Even as a flame unfed, which runs to waste 

395 With its own flickering, or a sword laid by 
Which eats into itself, and rusts ingloriously. 

45 
He who ascends to mountain-tops, shall find 
The loftiest peaks most wrapt in clouds and snow; 
He who surpasses or subdues mankind, 

400 Must look down on the hate of those below. 
Though high above the sun of glory glow, 
And far beneath the earth and ocean spread, 
Round him are icy rocks, and loudly blow 
Contending tempests on his naked head, 

405 And thus reward the toils which to those summits led.8 

$ * $ 

5 2 
460 Thus Harold inly said, and pass'd along, 

Yet not insensibly to all which here 

7. Learned men. But the term often carries a 
derogatory sense—thinkers with a penchant for 
tricky reasoning. 

8. In the stanzas here omitted, Harold is sent sail-
ing up the Rhine, meditating on the "thousand bat-
tles" that "have assailed thy banks." 
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Awoke the jocund birds to early song 
In glens which might have made even exile dear: 
Though on his brow were graven lines austere, 

465 And tranquil sternness which had ta'en the place 
Of feelings fierier far but less severe, 
Joy was not always absent from his face, 

But o'er it in such scenes would steal with transient trace. 

53 
Nor was all love shut from him, though his days 

470 Of passion had consumed themselves to dust. 
It is in vain that we would coldly gaze 
On such as smile upon us; the heart must 
Leap kindly back to kindness, though disgust 
Hath wean'd it from all worldlings: thus he felt, 

475 For there was soft remembrance, and sweet trust 
In one fond breast,9 to which his own would melt, 

And in its tenderer hour on that his bosom dwelt. 

5 4 

And he had learn'd to love,—I know not why, 
For this in such as him seems strange of mood,— 

480 The helpless looks of blooming infancy, 
Even in its earliest nurture; what subdued, 
To change like this, a mind so far imbued 
With scorn of man, it little boots to know; 
But thus it was; and though in solitude 

485 Small power the nipp'd affections have to grow, 
In him this glowed when all beside had ceased to glow. 

55 
And there was one soft breast, as hath been said, 
Which unto his was bound by stronger ties 
Than the church links withal; and, though unwed, 

490 That love was pure, and, far above disguise, 
Had stood the test of mortal enmities 
Still undivided, and cemented more 
By peril, dreaded most in female eyes; 
But this was firm, and from a foreign shore 

495 Well to that heart might his these absent greetings pour! 

* * * 

[ S W I T Z E R L A N D ] 1 

68 
Lake Leman° woos me with its crystal face, Geneva 

645 The mirror where the stars and mountains view 

9. Commentators agree that the reference is to 
Byron's half-sister, Augusta Leigh. 
1. Byron with his traveling companion and phy-
sician, John Polidori, spent the gloomy summer of 
1816 near Geneva, in a villa rented for its proximity 
to the household that Percy Shelley, Mary Woll-
stonecraft Godwin (who would marry Shelley at 
the end of the year), and her half-sister Claire 
Clairmont had set up there. The famous ghost-

story-telling contest in which these five partici-
pated, and which saw the genesis of both 
Frankenstein and Polidori's "The Vampyre," took 
place that June. The Shelley household's involve-
ment in Childe Harold is extensive. The fair copy 
of this canto was in fact written out by Claire, and 
Percy would eventually deliver it to Byron's pub-
lisher in London. 
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The stillness of their aspect in each trace 
Its clear depth yields of their far height and hue: 
There is too much of man here, to look through 
With a fit mind the might which I behold; 

650 But soon in me shall Loneliness renew 
Thoughts hid, but not less cherish'd than of old, 

Ere mingling with the herd had penn'd me in their fold. 

69 
To fly from, need not be to hate, mankind; 
All are not fit with them to stir and toil, 

655 Nor is it discontent to keep the mind 
Deep in its fountain, lest it overboil 
In the hot throng, where we become the spoil 
Of our infection, till too late and long 
We may deplore and struggle with the coil,0 tumult 

660 In wretched interchange of wrong for wrong 
'Midst a contentious world, striving where none are strong. 

70 
There, in a moment, we may plunge our years 
In fatal penitence, and in the blight 
Of our own soul, turn all our blood to tears, 

665 And colour things to come with hues of Night; 
The race of life becomes a hopeless flight 
To those that walk in darkness: on the sea, 
The boldest steer but where their ports invite, 
But there are wanderers o'er Eternity 

670 Whose bark drives on and on, and anchored ne'er shall be. 

7 1 
Is it not better, then, to be alone, 
And love Earth only for its earthly sake? 
By the blue rushing of the arrowy Rhone,2 

Or the pure bosom of its nursing lake, 
675 Which feeds it as a mother who doth make 

A fair but froward infant her own care, 
Kissing its cries away as these awake;— 
Is it not better thus our lives to wear, 

Than join the crushing crowd, doom'd to inflict or bear? 

7 2 
680 I live not in myself, but I become 

Portion of that around me; and to me, 
High mountains are a feeling, but the hum 
Of human cities torture: I can see 
Nothing to loathe in nature, save to be 

685 A link reluctant in a fleshly chain, 
Class'd among creatures, when the soul can flee, 
And with the sky, the peak, the heaving plain 

Of ocean, or the stars, mingle, and not in vain.3 

2. River rising in Switzerland and flowing th rough 
F rance into t h e Med i t e r r anean . 
3 . Dur ing t h e tou r a r o u n d Lake Geneva tha t they 
took in late J u n e 1816, Percy Shel ley in t roduced 

Ryron to t h e poetry of W o r d s w o r t h and Words -
wor th ' s concep t s of n a t u r e . Those ideas are 
ref lec ted in can to 3, b u t the voice is Byron's own. 
For his c o m m e n t on be ing "half mad" while writ ing 
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73 
And thus I am absorb'd, and this is life: 

690 I look upon the peopled desart past, 
As on a place of agony and strife, 
Where, for some sin, to Sorrow I was cast, 
To act and suffer, but remount at last 
With a fresh pinion; which I feel to spring, 

695 Though young, yet waxing vigorous, as the blast 
Which it would cope with, on delighted wing, 

Spurning the clay-cold bonds which round our being cling. 

74 
And when, at length, the mind shall be all free 
From what it hates in this degraded form, 

700 Reft of its carnal life, save what shall be 
Existent happier in the fly and worm,— 
When elements to elements conform, 
And dust is as it should be, shall I not 
Feel all I see, less dazzling, but more warm? 

705 The bodiless thought? the Spirit of each spot? 
Of which, even now, I share at times the immortal lot? 

75 
Are not the mountains, waves, and skies, a part 
Of me and of my soul, as I of them? 
Is not the love of these deep in my heart 

710 With a pure passion? should I not contemn 
All objects, if compared with these? and stem 
A tide of suffering, rather than forego 
Such feelings for the hard and worldly phlegm 
Of those whose eyes are only turn'd below, 

715 Gazing upon the ground, with thoughts which dare not glow? 

76 
But this is not my theme; and I return 
To that which is immediate, and require 
Those who find contemplation in the urn,4 

To look on One,5 whose dust was once all fire, 
720 A native of the land where I respire 

The clear air for a while—a passing guest, 
Where he became a being,—whose desire 
Was to be glorious; 'twas a foolish quest, 

The which to gain and keep, he sacrificed all rest. 

77 
725 Here the self-torturing sophist, wild Rousseau, 

The apostle of affliction, he who threw 
Enchantment over passion, and from woe 
Wrung overwhelming eloquence, first drew 
The breath which made him wretched; yet he knew 

730 How to make madness beautiful, and cast 

canto 3, see his letter to Thomas Moore, January 
28, 1817 (p. 736). 
4. I.e., those who find matter for meditation in an 
urn containing the ashes of the dead. 

5. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who had been born in 
Geneva in 1712. Byron's characterization is based 
on Rousseau's novel La Nouvelle Heloise and auto-
biographical Confessions. 
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O'er erring deeds and thoughts, a heavenly hue 
Of words, like sunbeams, dazzling as they past 

The eyes, which o'er them shed tears feelingly and fast. 

7 8 
His love was passion's essence—as a tree 

735 On fire by lightning; with ethereal flame 
Kindled he was, and blasted; for to be 
Thus, and enamoured, were in him the same. 
But his was not the love of living dame, 
Nor of the dead who rise upon our dreams, 

740 But of ideal beauty, which became 
In him existence, and o'erflowing teems 

Along his burning page, distempered though it seems. 

3 $ 

85 
Clear, placid Leman! thy contrasted lake, 
With the wild world I dwelt in, is a thing 
Which warns me, with its stillness, to forsake 

800 Earth's troubled waters for a purer spring. 
This quiet sail is as a noiseless wing 
To waft me from distraction; once I loved 
Torn ocean's roar, but thy soft murmuring 
Sounds sweet as if a sister's voice reproved, 

so; That I with stern delights should e'er have been so moved. 

86 
It is the hush of night, and all between 
Thy margin and the mountains, dusk, yet clear, 
Mellowed and mingling, yet distinctly seen, 
Save darken'd Jura,6 whose capt heights appear 

8io Precipitously steep; and drawing near, 
There breathes a living fragrance from the shore, 
Of flowers yet fresh with childhood; on the ear 
Drops the light drip of the suspended oar, 

Or chirps the grasshopper one good-night carol more; 

87 
s i s He is an evening reveller, who makes 

His life an infancy, and sings his fill; 
At intervals, some bird from out the brakes," thickets 
Starts into voice a moment, then is still. 
There seems a floating whisper on the hill, 

820 But that is fancy, for the starlight dews 
All silently their tears of love instil, 
Weeping themselves away, till they infuse 

Deep into Nature's breast the spirit of her hues. 

88 
Ye stars! which are the poetry of heaven! 

825 If in your bright leaves we would read the fate 

6. The mountain range between Switzerland and France, visible from Lake Geneva. 
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Of men and empires,—'tis to be forgiven, 
That in our aspirations to be great, 
Our destinies o'erleap their mortal state, 
And claim a kindred with you; for ye are 

830 A beauty and a mystery, and create 
In us such love and reverence from afar, 

That fortune, fame, power, life, have named themselves a star. 

89 
All heaven and earth are still—though not in sleep, 
But breathless, as we grow when feeling most; 

835 And silent, as we stand in thoughts too deep:— 
All heaven and earth are still: From the high host 
Of stars, to the lull'd lake and mountain-coast, 
All is concentered in a life intense, 
Where not a beam, nor air, nor leaf is lost, 

840 But hath a part of being, and a sense 
Of that which is of all Creator and defence. 

90 
Then stirs the feeling infinite, so felt 
In solitude, where we are least alone; 
A truth, which through our being then doth melt 

845 And purifies from self: it is a tone, 
The soul and source of music, which makes known 
Eternal harmony, and sheds a charm, 
Like to the fabled Cytherea's zone,7 

Binding all things with beauty;—'twould disarm 
850 The spectre Death, had he substantial power to harm. 

91 

Not vainly did the early Persian make 
His altar the high places and the peak 
Of earth-o'ergazing mountains, and thus take8 

A fit and unwall'd temple, there to seek 
855 The Spirit, in whose honour shrines are weak, 

Uprear'd of human hands. Come, and compare 
Columns and idol-dwellings, Goth or Greek, 
With Nature's realms of worship, earth and air, 

Nor fix on fond abodes to circumscribe thy prayer! 

92 
860 The sky is changed!—and such a change! Oh night, 

And storm, and darkness, ye are wondrous strong, 
Yet lovely in your strength, as is the fight 
Of a dark eye in woman! Far along, 
From peak to peak, the rattling crags among 

865 Leaps the live thunder! Not from one lone cloud, 
But every mountain now hath found a tongue, 
And Jura answers, through her misty shroud, 

Back to the joyous Alps, who call to her aloud! 

7. The sash of Venus, which conferred the power and impressive doctrines of the Founder of Chris-
to attract love. tianity were delivered, not in the Temple, but on 
8. It is to be recollected, that the most beautiful the Mount [Byron's note]. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



C H I L D E H A R O L D ' S P I L G R I M A G E , C A N T O 1 / 6 3 3 

93 
And this is in the night:—Most glorious night! 

870 Thou wert not sent for slumber! let me be 
A sharer in thy fierce and far delight,— 
A portion of the tempest and of thee! 
How the lit lake shines, a phosphoric sea, 
And the big rain comes dancing to the earth! 

875 And now again 'tis black,—and now, the glee 
Of the loud hills shakes with its mountain-mirth, 

As if they did rejoice o'er a young earthquake's birth. 

94 
Now, where the swift Rhone cleaves his way between 
Heights which appear as lovers who have parted 

880 In hate, whose mining depths so intervene, 
That they can meet no more, though broken-hearted; 
Though in their souls, which thus each other thwarted, 
Love was the very root of the fond rage 
Which blighted their life's bloom, and then departed:— 

885 Itself expired, but leaving them an age 
Of years all winters,—war within themselves to wage. 

95 
Now, where the quick Rhone thus hath cleft his way, 
The mightiest of the storms hath ta'en his stand: 
For here, not one, but many, make their play, 

890 And fling their thunder-bolts from hand to hand, 
Flashing and cast around: of all the band, 
The brightest through these parted hills hath fork'd 
His lightnings,—as if he did understand, 
That in such gaps as desolation work'd, 

895 There the hot shaft should blast whatever therein lurk'd. 

96 
Sky, mountains, river, winds, lake, lightnings! ye! 
With night, and clouds, and thunder, and a soul 
To make these felt and feeling, well may be 
Things that have made me watchful; the far roll 

900 Of your departing voices, is the knoll9 

Of what in me is sleepless,—if I rest. 
But where of ye, oh tempests! is the goal? 
Are ye like those within the human breast? 

Or do ye find, at length, like eagles, some high nest? 

97 
905 Could I embody and unbosom now 

That which is most within me,—could I wreak 
My thoughts upon expression, and thus throw 
Soul, heart, mind, passions, feelings, strong or weak, 
All that I would have sought, and all I seek, 

910 Bear, know, feel, and yet breathe—into one word, 
And that one word were Lightning, I would speak; 

9. Knell (old form). 
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But as it is, I live and die unheard, 
With a most voiceless thought, sheathing it as a sword. 

98 
The morn is up again, the dewy morn, 

915 With breath all incense, and with cheek all bloom, 
Laughing the clouds away with playful scorn, 
And living as if earth contain'd no tomb,— 
And glowing into day: we may resume 
The march of our existence: and thus I, 

920 Still on thy shores, fair Leman! may find room 
And food for meditation, nor pass by 

Much, that may give us pause, if pondered fittingly. ^ $ $ * 
» 3 

I have not loved the world, nor the world me; 
1050 I have not flattered its rank breath, nor bow'd 

To its idolatries a patient knee,— 
Nor coin'd my cheek to smiles,—nor cried aloud 
In worship of an echo; in the crowd 
They could not deem me one of such; I stood 

1055 Among them, but not of them; in a shroud 
Of thoughts which were not their thoughts, and still could, 

Had I not filed1 my mind, which thus itself subdued. 

114 
I have not loved the world, nor the world m e , — 
But let us part fair foes; I do believe, 

1060 Though I have found them not, that there may be 
Words which are things,—hopes which will not deceive, 
And virtues which are merciful, nor weave 
Snares for the failing: I would also deem 
O'er others' griefs that some sincerely grieve; 

1065 That two, or one, are almost what they seem,— 
That goodness is no name, and happiness no dream. 

" 5 
My daughter! with thy name this song begun— 
My daughter! with thy name thus much shall end— 
I see thee not,—I hear thee not,—but none 

1070 Can be so wrapt in thee; thou art the friend 
To whom the shadows of far years extend: 
Albeit my brow thou never should'st behold, 
My voice shall with thy future visions blend, 
And reach into thy heart,—when mine is cold,— 

1075 A token and a tone, even from thy father's mould. 

116 
To aid thy mind's development,—to watch 
Thy dawn of little joys,—to sit and see 

1. Defiled. In a note Byron refers to Macbeth 3.1.66 ("For Banquo's issue have I filed my mind"). 
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Almost thy very growth,—to view thee catch 
Knowledge of objects,—wonders yet to thee! 

1080 To hold thee lightly on a gentle knee, 
And print on thy soft cheek a parent's kiss ,— 
This, it should seem, was not reserv'd for me; 
Yet this was in my nature:—as it is, 

I know not what is there, yet something like to this. 

117 
1085 Yet, though dull Hate as duty should be taught, 

I know that thou wilt love me; though my name 
Should be shut from thee, as a spell still fraught 
With desolation,—and a broken claim: 
Though the grave closed between us,—'twere the same, 

1090 I know that thou wilt love me; though to drain 
M y blood from out thy being, were an aim, 
And an attainment,—all would be in vain,— 

Still thou would'st love me, still that more than life retain. 

118 
The child of love,—though born in bitterness, 

1095 And nurtured in convulsion,—of thy sire 
These were the elements,—and thine no less. 
As yet such are around thee,—but thy fire 
Shall be more tempered, and thy hope far higher. 
Sweet be thy cradled slumbers! O'er the sea, 

1100 And from the mountains where I now respire, 
Fain would I waft such blessing upon thee, 

As, with a sigh, I deem thou might'st have been to me! 

1 8 1 2 , 1 8 1 6 

Manfred Manfred is Byron's first dramatic work. As its subtitle, "A Dramatic 
Poem," indicates, it was not intended to be produced on the stage; Byron also referred 
to it as a "metaphysical" drama—that is, a drama of ideas. He began writing it in the 
autumn of 1816 while living in the Swiss Alps, whose grandeur stimulated his imag-
ination; he finished the drama the following year in Italy. 

Manfred's literary forebears include the villains of Gothic fiction (another Manfred 
can be found in Horace Walpole's Castle of Otranto; see p. 579) and of the Gothic 
dramas Byron had encountered during his time on the board of managers of London's 
Drury Lane Theatre. Manfred also shares traits with the Greek Titan Prometheus, 
rebel against Zeus, ruler of the gods; Milton's Satan; Ahasuerus, the legendary Wan-
dering Jew who, having ridiculed Christ as he bore the Cross to Calvary, is doomed 
to live until Christ's Second Coming; and Faust, who yielded his soul to the devil in 
exchange for superhuman powers. Byron denied that he had ever heard of Marlowe's 
Doctor Faustus, and because he knew no German he had not read Goethe's Faust, of 
which part 1 had been published in 1808. But during an August 1816 visit to Byron 
and the Shelley household, Matthew Lewis (author of the Gothic novel The Monk; 
see pp. 595 and 602) had read parts of Faust to him aloud, translating as he went, 
and Byron worked memories of this oral translation into his own drama in a way that 
evoked Goethe's admiration. 

Like Byron's earlier heroes, Childe Harold and the protagonists of some of his 
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Eastern tales, Manfred is hounded by remorse—in this instance, for a transgression 
that (it is hinted but never quite specified) is incest with his sister Astarte; it is also 
hinted that Astarte has taken her own life. While this element in the drama is often 
regarded as Byron's veiled confession of his incestuous relations with his half-sister, 
Augusta, and while Byron, ever the attention-seeker, in some ways courted this inter-
pretation, the theme of incest was a common one in Gothic and Bomantic writings. 
It features in The Monk and Walpole's closet drama The Mysterious Mother (1768), 
and, at about the time Byron was composing his drama, it was also being explored by 
Mary and Percy Shelley. 

The character of Manfred is its author's most impressive representation of the 
Byronic Hero. Byron's invention is to have Manfred, unlike Faust, disdainfully reject 
the offer of a pact with the powers of darkness. He thereby sets himself up as the 
totally autonomous man, independent of any external authority or power, whose own 
mind, as he says in the concluding scene (3.4.127—40), generates the values by which 
he lives "in sufferance or in joy," and by reference to which he judges, requites, and 
finally destroys himself. In his work Ecce Homo, the German philosopher Friedrich 
Nietzsche, recognizing Byron's anticipation of his own Uhermensch (the "superman" 
who posits for himself a moral code beyond all traditional standards of good and evil), 
asserted that the character of Manfred was greater than that of Goethe's Faust. 

For more information on the context of Manfred, see "The Satanic and Byronic 
Hero" at Norton Literature Online. 

Manfred 

A DRAMATIC P O E M 

"There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, 
Than are dreamt of in your philosophy."1 

DRAMATIS P E R S O N A E 

MANFRED WITCH OF THE ALPS 
CHAMOIS HUNTER ARIMANES 
ABBOT OF ST. MAURICE NEMESIS 
MANUEL THE DESTINIES 
HERMAN SPIRITS, ETC. 

The scene of the Drama is amongst the Higher Alps—partly in 
the Castle of Manfred, and partly in the Mountains. 

Act 1 

SCENE 1. MANFRED alone.—Scene, a Gothic gallery.2—Time, Midnight. 

MANFRED The lamp must be replenish'd, but even then 
It will not burn so long as I must watch: 
My slumbers—if I slumber—are not sleep, 
But a continuance of enduring thought, 

5 Which then I can resist not: in my heart 
There is a vigil, and these eyes but close 
To look within; and yet I live, and bear 
The aspect and the form of breathing men. 

1. Hamlet's comment after having seen his 2. A large chamber built in the medieval Gothic 
father's ghost (Shakespeare, Hamlet 1.5.168—69). style with high, pointed arches. 
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But grief should be the instructor of the wise; 
Sorrow is knowledge: they who know the most 
Must mourn the deepest o'er the fatal truth, 
The Tree of Knowledge is not that of Life. 
Philosophy and science, and the springs 
Of wonder, and the wisdom of the world, 
I have essayed, and in my mind there is 
A power to make these subject to itself— 
But they avail not: I have done men good, 
And I have met with good even among men— 
But this avail'd not: I have had my foes, 
And none have baffled, many fallen before me— 
But this avail'd not:—Good, or evil, life, 
Powers, passions, all I see in other beings, 
Have been to me as rain unto the sands, 
Since that all-nameless hour. I have no dread, 
And feel the curse to have no natural fear, 
Nor fluttering throb, that beats with hopes or wishes, 
Or lurking love of something on the earth.— 
Now to my task.— 

Mysterious Agency! 
Ye spirits of the unbounded Universe! 
Whom I have sought in darkness and in light— 
Ye, who do compass earth about, and dwell 
In subtler essence—ye, to whom the tops 
Of mountains inaccessible are haunts, 
And earth's and ocean's caves familiar things— 
I call upon ye by the written charm 
Which gives me power upon you—Rise! appear! [A pause.] 
They come not yet.—Now by the voice of him 
Who is the first among you3—by this sign, 
Which makes you tremble—by the claims of him 
Who is undying,4—Bise! appear!—Appear! [A pause.] 
If it be so.—Spirits of earth and air, 
Ye shall not thus elude me: by a power, 
Deeper than all yet urged, a tyrant-spell, 
Which had its birth-place in a star condemn'd, 
The burning wreck of a demolish'd world, 
A wandering hell in the eternal space; 
By the strong curse which is upon my soul, 
The thought which is within me and around me, 
I do compel ye to my will.—Appear! 

[A star is seen at the darker end of the gallery; it is stationary; and a 
voice is heard singing.] 

F I R S T SPIRIT 5 

Mortal! to thy bidding bow'd, 
From my mansion in the cloud, 

3. Arimanes, who appears in 2.4. 
4. Probably God, to whom traditional magic con-
jurations often allude. 

5. The Spirits, successively, are those of the Air, 
Mountain, Ocean, Earth, Winds, Night, and Man-
fred's guiding Star. 
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Which the breath of twilight builds, 
And the summer's sun-set gilds 
With the azure and vermilion, 
Which is mix'd for my pavilion; 
Though thy quest may be forbidden, 
On a star-beam I have ridd'n; 
To thine adjuration0 bow'd, summons 
Mortal—be thy wish avow'd! 

Voice of the S E C O N D S P I R I T 

Mont Blanc6 is the monarch of mountains, 
They crowned him long ago 

On a throne of rocks, in a robe of clouds, 
With a diadem of snow. 

Around his waist are forests braced, 
The Avalanche in his hand; 

But ere it fall, that thundering ball 
Must pause for my command. 

The Glacier's cold and restless mass 
Moves onward day by day; 

But I am he who bids it pass, 
Or with its ice delay. 

I am the spirit of the place, 
Could make the mountain bow 

And quiver to his cavern'd base— 
And what with me wouldst Thou? 

Voice of the T H I R D S P I R I T 

In the blue depth of the waters, 
Where the wave hath no strife, 

Where the wind is a stranger, 
And the sea-snake hath life, 

Where the Mermaid is decking 
Her green hair with shells; 

Like the storm on the surface 
Came the sound of thy spells; 

O'er my calm Hall of Coral 
The deep echo roll'd— 

To the Spirit of Ocean 
Thy wishes unfold! 

FOURTH S P I R I T 

Where the slumbering earthquake 
Lies pillow'd on fire, 

And the lakes of bitumen0 mineral pitch 
Rise boilingly higher; 

Where the roots of the Andes 
Strike deep in the earth, 

6. The highest mountain in the Alps. Percy Shelley paid tribute to it in a poem published in the same year 
a s Manfred. 
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As their summits to heaven 
Shoot soaringly forth; 

I have quitted my birth-place, 
Thy bidding to bide—-

Thy spell hath subdued me, 
Thy wall be my guide! 

FIFTH S P I R I T 

I am the Rider of the wind, 
The Stirrer of the storm; 

The hurricane I left behind 
Is yet with lightning warm; 

To speed to thee, o'er shore and sea 
I swept upon the blast: 

The fleet I met sailed well, and yet 
'Twill sink ere night be past. 

SIXTH S P I R I T 

My dwelling is the shadow of the night, 
Why doth thy magic torture me with light? 

SEVENTH S P I R I T 

The star which rules thy destiny, 
Was ruled, ere earth began, by me: 
It was a world as fresh and fair 
As e'er revolved round sun in air; 
Its course was free and regular, 
Space bosom'd not a lovelier star. 
The hour arrived—and it became 
A wandering mass of shapeless flame, 
A pathless comet, and a curse, 
The menace of the universe; 
Still rolling on with innate force, 
Without a sphere, without a course, 
A bright deformity on high, 
The monster of the upper sky! 
And thou! beneath its influence born— 
Thou worm! whom I obey and scorn— 
Forced by a power (which is not thine, 
And lent thee but to make thee mine) 
For this brief moment to descend, 
Where these weak spirits round thee bend 
And parley with a thing like thee— 
What wouldst thou, Child of Clay! with me? 

The SEVEN S P I R I T S 

Earth, ocean, air, night, mountains, winds, thy star, 
Are at thy beck and bidding, Child of Clay! 

Before thee at thy quest their spirits are— 
What wouldst thou with us, son of mortals-—say? 

MANFRED Forgetfulness— 
F I R S T S P I R I T Of what—of whom—and why? 
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MANFRED Of that which is within me; read it there— 
Ye know it, and I cannot utter it. 

SPIRIT We can but give thee that which we possess: 
140 Ask of us subjects, sovereignty, the power 

O'er earth, the whole, or portion, or a sign 
Which shall control the elements, whereof 
We are the dominators, each and all, 
These shall be thine. 

MANFRED Oblivion, self-oblivion— 
145 Can ye not wring from out the hidden realms 

Ye offer so profusely what I ask? 
SPIRIT It is not in our essence, in our skill; 

But—thou mayst die. 
MANFRED Will death bestow it on me? 
SPIRIT We are immortal, and do not forget; 

iso We are eternal; and to us the past 
Is, as the future, present. Art thou answered? 

MANFRED Ye mock me—but the power which brought ye here 
Hath made you mine. Slaves, scoff not at my will! 
The mind, the spirit, the Promethean spark,7 

155 The lightning of my being, is as bright, 
Pervading, and far-darting as your own, 
And shall not yield to yours, though coop'd in clay! 
Answer, or I will teach you what I am. 

SPIRIT We answer as we answered; our reply 
Is even in thine own words. 

160 MANFRED W h y s a y y e s o ? 

SPIRIT If, as thou say'st, thine essence be as ours, 
We have replied in telling thee, the thing 
Mortals call death hath nought to do with us. 

MANFRED I then have call'd ye from your realms in vain; 
Ye cannot, or ye will not, aid me. 

165 SPIRIT S a y ; 

What we possess we offer; it is thine: 
Bethink ere thou dismiss us, ask again— 
Kingdom, and sway, and strength, and length of days— 

MANFRED Accursed! what have I to do with days? 
i7o They are too long already.—Hence—begone! 

SPIRIT Yet pause: being here, our will would do thee service; 
Bethink thee, is there then no other gift 
Which we can make not worthless in thine eyes? 

MANFRED No, none: yet stay—one moment, ere we part— 
175 I would behold ye face to face. I hear 

Your voices, sweet and melancholy sounds, 
As music on the waters; and I see 
The steady aspect of a clear large star; 
But nothing more. Approach me as ye are, 

iso Or one, or all, in your accustom'd forms. 
SPIRIT We have no forms beyond the elements 

7. In Greek myth Prometheus molded man from clay, and stole fire from heaven to give it to humans. 
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Of which we are the mind and principle: 
But choose a form—in that we will appear. 

MANFRED I have no choice; there is no form on earth 
Hideous or beautiful to me. Let him, 
Who is most powerful of ye, take such aspect 
As unto him may seem most fitting.—Come! 

SEVENTH SPIRIT [appearing in the shape of a beautiful female figure].8 

Behold! 
MANFRED Oh God! if it be thus, and thou 

Art not a madness and a mockery, 
I yet might be most happy.—I will clasp thee, 
And we again will be— [The figure vanishes.] 

My heart is crushed! [MANFRED falls senseless.] 

[A voice is heard in the Incantation9 which follows.] 

When the moon is on the wave, 
And the glow-worm in the grass, 

And the meteor on the grave, 
And the wisp on the morass; 

When the falling stars are shooting, 
And the answer'd owls are hooting, 
And the silent leaves are still 
In the shadow of the hill, 
Shall my soul be upon thine, 
With a power and with a sign. 

Though thy slumber may be deep, 
Yet thy spirit shall not sleep, 
There are shades which will not vanish, 
There are thoughts thou canst not banish; 
By a power to thee unknown, 
Thou canst never be alone; 
Thou art wrapt as with a shroud, 
Thou art gathered in a cloud; 
And for ever shalt thou dwell 
In the spirit of this spell. 

Though thou seest me not pass by, 
Thou shalt feel me with thine eye 
As a thing that, though unseen, 
Must be near thee, and hath been; 
And when in that secret dread 
Thou hast turn'd around thy head, 
Thou shalt marvel I am not 
As thy shadow on the spot, 
And the power which thou dost feel 
Shall be what thou must conceal. 

8. This shape may be an image of Astarte, whose 
phantom appears in 2.3.97. 
9. Byron had published this "incantation"—a 
magical spell—as a separate poem six months 

before Matifred, with a note explaining that the 
poem was "a Chorus in an unfinished Witch drama 
began some years ago." 
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And a magic voice and verse 
Hath baptized thee with a curse; 
And a spirit of the air 
Hath begirt thee with a snare; 
In the wind there is a voice 
Shall forbid thee to rejoice; 
And to thee shall Night deny 
All the quiet of her sky; 
And the day shall have a sun, 
Which shall make thee wish it done. 

From thy false tears I did distil 
An essence which hath strength to kill; 
From thy own heart I then did wring 
The black blood in its blackest spring; 
From thy own smile I snatch'd the snake, 
For there it coil'd as in a brake;0 thicket 
From thy own lip I drew the charm 
Which gave all these their chiefest harm; 
In proving every poison known, 
I found the strongest was thine own. 

By thy cold breast and serpent smile, 
By thy unfathom'd gulfs of guile, 
By that most seeming virtuous eye, 
By thy shut soul's hypocrisy; 
By the perfection of thine art 
Which pass'd for human thine own heart; 
By thy delight in others' pain, 
And by thy brotherhood of Cain,1 

I call upon thee! and compel 
Thyself to be thy proper Hell!2 

And on thy head I pour the vial 
Which doth devote thee to this trial; 
Nor to slumber, nor to die, 
Shall be in thy destiny; 
Though thy death shall still seem near 
To thy wish, but as a fear; 
Lo! the spell now works around thee, 
And the clankless chain hath bound thee; 
O'er thy heart and brain together 
Hath the word been pass'd—now wither! 

SCENE 2. The Mountain of the Jungfrau,3—Time, Morning.— 
MANFRED alone upon the Cliffs. 

MANFRED The spirits I have raised abandon me— 
The spells which I have studied baffle me— 

1. I.e., by your kinship with Cain, who murdered 4.75: "Which way I fly is Hell; my self am Hell." 
his brother, Abel. 3. A high Alpine mountain in south-central Swit-
2. Cf. Satan's words in Milton's Paradise Lost zerland. 
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The remedy I reck'd of° tortured me; considered 
I lean no more on super-human aid, 

5 It hath no power upon the past, and for 
The future, till the past be gulf'd in darkness, 
It is not of my search.—My mother Earth! 
And thou fresh breaking Day, and you, ye Mountains, 
Why are ye beautiful? I cannot love ye. 

10 And thou, the bright eye of the universe, 
That openest over all, and unto all 
Art a delight—thou shin'st not on my heart. 
And you, ye crags, upon whose extreme edge 
I stand, and on the torrent's brink beneath 

15 Behold the tall pines dwindled as to shrubs 
In dizziness of distance; when a leap, 
A stir, a motion, even a breath, would bring 
My breast upon its rocky bosom's bed 
To rest for ever—wherefore do I pause? 

20 I feel the impulse—yet I do not plunge; 
I see the peril—yet do not recede; 
And my brain reels—and yet my foot is firm: 
There is a power upon me which withholds 
And makes it my fatality to live; 

25 If it be life to wear within myself 
This barrenness of spirit, and to be 
My own soul's sepulchre, for I have ceased 
To justify my deeds unto myself— 
The last infirmity of evil.4 Ay, 

30 Thou winged and cloud-cleaving minister, [An eagle passes.] 
Whose happy flight is highest into heaven, 
Well may'st thou swoop so near me—I should be 
Thy prey, and gorge thine eaglets; thou art gone 
Where the eye cannot follow thee; but thine 

35 Yet pierces downward, onward, or above, 
With a pervading vision.—Beautiful! 
How beautiful is all this visible world! 
How glorious in its action and itself; 
But we, who name ourselves its sovereigns, we, 

40 Half dust, half deity, alike unfit 
To sink or soar, with our mix'd essence make 
A conflict of its elements, and breathe 
The breath of degradation and of pride, 
Contending with low wants and lofty will 

45 Till our mortality predominates, 
And men are—what they name not to themselves, 
And trust not to each other. Hark! the note, 

[The Shepherd's pipe in the distance is heard.] 
The natural music of the mountain reed— 

4. An echo of Milton's "Lycidas," where fame is identified as "That last infirmity of a noble mind" (line 
71). 
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For here the patriarchal days5 are not 
50 A pastoral fable—pipes in the liberal0 air, free-moving 

Mix'd with the sweet bells of the sauntering herd; 
My soul would drink those echoes.—Oh, that I were 
The viewless0 spirit of a lovely sound, invisible 
A living voice, a breathing harmony, 

55 A bodiless enjoyment—born and dying 
With the blest tone which made me! 

Enter from, below a CHAMOIS6 HUNTER, 

CHAMOIS HUNTER Even so 
This way the chamois leapt: her nimble feet 
Have baffled me; my gains to-day will scarce 
Repay my break-neck travail.—What is here? 

60 Who seems not of my trade, and yet hath reach'd 
A height which none even of our mountaineers, 
Save our best hunters, may attain: his garb 
Is goodly, his mien° manly, and his air appearance 
Proud as a free-born peasant's, at this distance.— 
I will approach him nearer. 

65 MANFRED [not perceiving the other] To be thus— 
Gray-hair'd with anguish, like these blasted pines, 
Wrecks of a single winter, barkless, branchless, 
A blighted trunk upon a cursed root, 
Which but supplies a feeling to decay— 

-0 And to be thus, eternally but thus, 
Having been otherwise! Now furrow'd o'er 
With wrinkles, plough'd by moments, not by years; 
And hours—all tortured into ages—hours 
Which I outlive!—Ye toppling crags of ice! 

75 Ye avalanches, whom a breath draws down 
In mountainous o'erwhelming, come and crush me— 
I hear ye momently above, beneath, 
Crash with a frequent conflict; but ye pass, 
And only fall on things which still would live; 

so On the young flourishing forest, or the hut 
And hamlet of the harmless villager. 

CHAMOIS HUNTER The mists begin to rise from up the valley; 
I'll warn him to descend, or he may chance 
To lose at once his way and life together. 

85 MANFRED The mists boil up around the glaciers; clouds 
Rise curling fast beneath me, white and sulphury, 
Like foam from the roused ocean of deep Hell, 
Whose every wave breaks on a living shore, 
Heaped with the damn'd like pebbles.—I am giddy. 

90 CHAMOIS HUNTER I must approach him cautiously; if near, 
A sudden step will startle him, and he 
Seems tottering already. 

MANFRED Mountains have fallen, 

5. The days of the Old Testament partriarchs, who 6. A goatlike antelope found in the European 
were shepherds. mountains. 
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Leaving a gap in the clouds, and with the shock 
Rocking their Alpine brethren; filling up 

95 The ripe green valleys with destruction's splinters; 
Damming the rivers with a sudden dash, 
Which crush'd the waters into mist, and made 
Their fountains find another channel—thus, 
Thus, in its old age, did Mount Rosenberg7— 
Why stood I not beneath it? 

IOO CHAMOIS HUNTER Friend! have a care, 
Your next step may be fatal!—for the love 
Of him who made you, stand not on that brink! 

MANFRED [not hearing him] Such would have been for me a fitting tomb; 
My bones had then been quiet in their depth; 

105 They had not then been strewn upon the rocks 
For the wind's pastime—as thus—thus they shall be— 
In this one plunge.—Farewell, ye opening heavens! 
Look not upon me thus reproachfully— 
Ye were not meant for me—Earth! take these atoms! 

[As MANFRED is in act to spring from the cliff, the CHAMOIS HUNTER 

seizes and retains him with a sudden grasp.]8 

no CHAMOIS HUNTER Hold, madman!—though aweary of thy life, 
Stain not our pure vales with thy guilty blood.— 
Away with me—I will not quit my hold. 

MANFRED I am most sick at heart—nay, grasp me not— 
I am all feebleness—the mountains whirl 

115 Spinning around me—I grow blind—What art thou? 
CHAMOIS HUNTER I'll answer that anon.—Away with me— 

The clouds grow thicker—there—now lean on me— 
Place your foot here—here, take this staff, and cling 
A moment to that shrub—now give me your hand, 

120 And hold fast by my girdle—softly—well— 
The Chalet will be gained within an hour— 
Come on, we'll quickly find a surer footing, 
And something like a pathway, which the torrent 
Hath wash'd since winter.—Come,'tis bravely done— 

125 You should have been a hunter.—Follow me. 
[As they descend the rocks with difficulty, the scene closes. ] 

Act 2 

SCENE 1. A Cottage amongst the Bernese Alps.9 MANFRED and the CHAMOIS 

HUNTER. 

CHAMOIS HUNTER N O , no—yet pause—thou must not yet go forth: 
Thy mind and body are alike unfit 
To trust each other, for some hours, at least; 
When thou art better, I will be thy guide— 

7. In 1806, ten years before the composition of 8. See the color insert for John Martin's visual rep-
Manfred, a huge landslide on Mount Rossberg resentation of this moment in his watercolorMati-
("Rosenberg") had destroyed four villages and fred on the Jnngfrau. 
killed 457 people. 9. A mountain range in south-central Switzerland. 
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But whither? 
MANFRED It imports not; I do know 

My route full well, and need no further guidance. 
CHAMOIS HUNTER Thy garb and gait bespeak thee of high lineage— 

One of the many chiefs, whose castled crags 
Look o'er the lower valleys—which of these 
May call thee Lord? I only know their portals; 
My way of life leads me but rarely down 
To bask by the huge hearths of those old halls, 
Carousing with the vassals; but the paths, 
Which step from out our mountains to their doors, 
I know from childhood—which of these is thine? 

MANFRED No matter. 
CHAMOIS HUNTER Well, sir, pardon me the question, 

And be of better cheer. Come, taste my wine; 
'Tis of an ancient vintage; many a day 
'T has thawed my veins among our glaciers, now 
Let it do thus for thine—Come, pledge me fairly. 

MANFRED Away, away! there's blood upon the brim! 
Will it then never—never sink in the earth? 

CHAMOIS HUNTER What dost thou mean? thy senses wander from thee. 
MANFRED I say 'tis blood—my blood! the pure warm stream 

Which ran in the veins of my fathers, and in ours 
When we were in our youth, and had one heart, 
And loved each other as we should not love, 
And this was shed: but still it rises up, 
Colouring the clouds, that shut me out from heaven, 
Where thou art not-—and I shall never be. 

CHAMOIS HUNTER Man of strange words, and some half-maddening sin, 
Which makes thee people0 vacancy, whate'er populate 
Thy dread and sufferance be, there's comfort yet— 
The aid of holy men, and heavenly patience— 

MANFRED Patience and patience! Hence—that word was made 
For brutes of burthen, not for birds of prey; 
Preach it to mortals of a dust like thine,— 
I am not of thine order. 

Thanks to heaven! 
CHAMOIS HUNTER I would not be of thine for the free fame 

Of William Tell;' but whatsoe'er thine ill, 
It must be borne, and these wild starts are useless. 

MANFRED Do I not bear it?—Look on me—J live. 
CHAMOIS HUNTER This is convulsion, and no healthful life. 
MANFRED I tell thee, man! I have lived many years, 

Many long years, but they are nothing now 
To those which I must number: ages—ages— 
Space and eternity—and consciousness, 
With the fierce thirst of death—and still unslaked! 

CHAMOIS HUNTER Why, on thy brow the seal of middle age 
Hath scarce been set; I am thine elder far. 

I. The hero who, according to legend, liberated Switzerland from Austrian oppression in the 14th century. 
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MANFRED Think'st thou existence doth depend on time? 
It doth; but actions are our epochs: mine 
Have made my days and nights imperishable, 
Endless, and all alike, as sands on the shore, 
Innumerable atoms, and one desart, 
Barren and cold, on which the wild waves break, 
But nothing rests, save carcases and wrecks, 
Rocks, and the salt-surf weeds of bitterness. 

CHAMOIS HUNTER Alas! he's mad—but yet I must not leave him. 
MANFRED I would I were—for then the things I see 

Would be but a distempered0 dream. disturbed 
CHAMOIS HUNTER What is it 

That thou dost see, or think thou look'st upon? 
MANFRED Myself, and thee—a peasant of the Alps— 

Thy humble virtues, hospitable home, 
And spirit patient, pious, proud and free; 
Thy self-respect, grafted on innocent thoughts; 
Thy days of health, and nights of sleep; thy toils, 
By danger dignified, yet guiltless; hopes 
Of cheerful old age and a quiet grave, 
With cross and garland over its green turf, 
And thy grandchildren's love for epitaph; 
This do I see—and then I look within— 
It matters not—my soul was scorch'd already! 

CHAMOIS HUNTER And would'st thou then exchange thy lot for mine? 
MANFRED No, friend! I would not wrong thee, nor exchange 

My lot with living being: I can bear— 
However wretchedly,'tis still to bear— 
In life what others could not brook to dream, 
But perish in their slumber. 

CHAMOIS HUNTER And with this— 
This cautious feeling for another's pain, 
Canst thou be black with evil?—say not so. 
Can one of gentle thoughts have wreak'd revenge 
Upon his enemies? 

MANFRED O h ! n o , n o , n o ! 

My injuries came down on those who loved me— 
On those whom I best loved: I never quell'd0 killed 
An enemy, save in my just defence— 
My wrongs were all on those I should have cherished— 
But my embrace was fatal. 

CHAMOIS HUNTER Heaven give thee rest! 
And penitence restore thee to thyself; 
My prayers shall be for thee. 

MANFRED I need them not, 
But can endure thy pity. I depart— 
'Tis time—farewell!—Here's gold, and thanks for thee— 
No words—it is thy due.—Follow me not— 
I know my path—the mountain peril's past:— 
And once again, I charge thee, follow not! [Exit MANFRED.] 
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SCENE 2 . A lower Valley in the Alps.—A Cataract. 

Enter MANFRED. 

It is not noon—the sunbow's rays still arch2 

The torrent with the many hues of heaven, 
And roll the sheeted silver's waving column 
O'er the crag's headlong perpendicular, 
And fling its lines of foaming light along, 
And to and fro, like the pale courser's tail, 
The Giant steed, to be bestrode by Death, 
As told in the Apocalypse.3 No eyes 
But mine now drink this sight of loveliness; 
I should be sole in this sweet solitude, 
And with the Spirit of the place divide 
The homage of these waters.—I will call her. 

[MANFRED takes some of the water into the palm of his hand, and flings 
it in the air, mnttering the adjuration. After a pause, the WITCH OF THE 

ALPS rises beneath the arch of the sunbow of the torrent.] 
Beautiful Spirit! with thy hair of light, 
And dazzling eyes of glory, in whose form 
The charms of Earth's least-mortal daughters grow 
To an unearthly stature, in an essence 
Of purer elements; while the hues of youth,—-
Carnation'd like a sleeping infant's cheek, 
Rock'd by the beating of her mother's heart, 
Or the rose tints, which summer's twilight leaves 
Upon the lofty glacier's virgin snow, 
The blush of earth embracing with her heaven,— 
Tinge thy celestial aspect, and make tame 
The beauties of the sunbow which bends o'er thee. 
Beautiful Spirit! in thy calm clear brow, 
Wherein is glass'd0 serenity of soul, reflected 
Which of itself shows immortality, 
I read that thou wilt pardon to a Son 
Of Earth, whom the abstruser powers permit 
At times to commune with them—if that he 
Avail him of his spells—to call thee thus, 
And gaze on thee a moment. 

WITCH Son of Earth! 
I know thee, and the powers which give thee power; 
I know thee for a man of many thoughts, 
And deeds of good and ill, extreme in both, 
Fatal and fated in thy sufferings. 
I have expected this—what wouldst thou with me? 

MANFRED To look upon thy beauty—nothing further. 
The face of the earth hath madden'd me, and I 
Take refuge in her mysteries, and pierce 

2. This iris is formed by the rays of the sun over 
the lower part of the Alpine torrents: it is exactly 
like a rainbow come to pay a visit, and so close that 
you may walk into it: this effect lasts until noon 

[Byron's note]. 
3. Revelation 6.8: "And I looked, and behold a 
pale horse: and his name that sat on him was 
Death, and Hell followed with him." 
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To the abodes of those who govern her— 
But they can nothing aid me. I have sought 
From them what they could not bestow, and now 
I search no further. 

WITCH What could be the quest 
Which is not in the power of the most powerful, 
The rulers of the invisible? 

MANFRED A boon; 
But why should I repeat it? 'twere in vain. 

WITCH I know not that; let thy lips utter it. 
MANFRED Well, though it torture me,'tis but the same; 

My pang shall find a voice. From my youth upwards 
My spirit walk'd not with the souls of men, 
Nor look'd upon the earth with human eyes; 
The thirst of their ambition was not mine, 
The aim of their existence was not mine; 
My joys, my griefs, my passions, and my powers, 
Made me a stranger; though I wore the form, 
I had no sympathy with breathing flesh, 
Nor midst the creatures of clay that girded me 
Was there but one who—but of her anon. 
I said, with men, and with the thoughts of men, 
I held but slight communion; but instead, 
My joy was in the Wilderness, to breathe 
The difficult air of the iced mountain's top, 
Where the birds dare not build, nor insect's wing 
Flit o'er the herbless granite; or to plunge 
Into the torrent, and to roll along 
On the swift whirl of the new breaking wave 
Of river-stream, or ocean, in their flow. 
In these my early strength exulted; or 
To follow through the night the moving moon, 
The stars and their development; or catch 
The dazzling lightnings till my eyes grew dim; 
Or to look, list'ning, on the scattered leaves, 
While Autumn winds were at their evening song. 
These were my pastimes, and to be alone; 
For if the beings, of whom I was one,— 
Hating to be so,—cross'd me in my path, 
I felt myself degraded back to them, 
And was all clay again. And then I dived, 
In my lone wanderings, to the caves of death, 
Searching its cause in its effect; and drew 
From wither'd bones, and skulls, and heap'd up dust, 
Conclusions most forbidden.4 Then I pass'd 
The nights of years in sciences untaught, 
Save in the old-time; and with time and toil, 

4. Cf. passages from Victor Frankenstein's to death"; "Who shall conceive the horrors of my 
account of his scientific investigations. "To exam- secret toil, as I dabbled among the unhallowed 
ine the causes of life, we must first have recourse damps of the grave . . . ?" (chap. 4). 
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And terrible ordeal, and such penance 
As in itself hath power upon the air, 
And spirits that do compass air and earth, 
Space, and the peopled infinite, I made 

90 Mine eyes familiar with Eternity, 
Such as, before me, did the Magi,5 and 
He who from out their fountain dwellings raised 
Eros and Anteros, at Gadara,6 

As I do thee;—and with my knowledge grew 
95 The thirst of knowledge, and the power and joy 

Of this most bright intelligence, until— 
WITCH Proceed. 
MANFRED Oh! I but thus prolonged my words, 

Boasting these idle attributes, because 
As I approach the core of my heart's grief— 

ioo But to my task. I have not named to thee 
Father or mother, mistress, friend, or being, 
With whom I wore the chain of human ties; 
If I had such, they seem'd not such to m e — 
Yet there was one— 

WITCH Spare not thyself—proceed. 
105 MANFRED She was like me in lineaments—her eyes, 

Her hair, her features, all, to the very tone 
Even of her voice, they said were like to mine; 
But soften'd all, and temper'd into beauty; 
She had the same lone thoughts and wanderings, 

no The quest of hidden knowledge, and a mind 
To comprehend the universe: nor these 
Alone, but with them gentler powers than mine, 
Pity, and smiles, and tears—which I had not; 
And tenderness—but that I had for her; 

115 Humility—and that I never had. 
Her faults were mine—her virtues were her own— 
I loved her, and destroy'd her! 

WITCH With thy hand? 
MANFRED Not with my hand, but heart—which broke her heart— 

It gazed on mine, and withered. I have shed 
120 Blood, but not hers—and yet her blood was shed-— 

I saw—and could not staunch it. 
WITCH And for this-— 

A being of the race thou dost despise, 
The order which thine own would rise above, 
Mingling with us and ours, thou dost forego 

125 The gifts of our great knowledge, and shrink'st back 
To recreant" mortality—Away! cowardly 

MANFRED Daughter of Air! I tell thee, since that hour— 
But words are breath—look on me in my sleep, 

5. Masters of occult knowledge (plural of magus). 
6. Byron's note to lines 92—93 identifies this figure 
as Iamblicus, the 4th-century Neoplatonic philos-

opher, who called up Eros, god of love, and 
Anteros, god of unrequited love, from the hot 
springs named after them at Gadara, in Syria. 
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Or watch my watchings—Come and sit by me! 
130 My solitude is solitude no more, 

But peopled with the Furies;—I have gnash'd 
My teeth in darkness till returning morn, 
Then cursed myself till sunset;—I have pray'd 
For madness as a blessing—'tis denied me. 

135 I have affronted death—but in the war 
Of elements the waters shrunk from me, 
And fatal things pass'd harmless—the cold hand 
Of an all-pitiless demon held me back, 
Back by a single hair, which would not break. 

MO In phantasy, imagination, all 
The affluence of my soul—which one day was 
A Croesus in creation7—I plunged deep, 
But, like an ebbing wave, it dash'd me back 
Into the gulf of my unfathom'd thought. 

145 I plunged amidst mankind—Forgetfulness 
I sought in all, save where 'tis to be found, 
And that I have to learn—my sciences,8 

My long pursued and super-human art, 
Is mortal here—I dwell in my despair— 
And live—and live for ever. 

150 WITCH I t m a y b e 

That I can aid thee. 
MANFRED To do this thy power 

Must wake the dead, or lay me low with them. 
Do so—in any shape—in any hour— 
With any torture—so it be the last. 

155 WITCH That is not in my province; but if thou 
Wilt swear obedience to my will, and do 
My bidding, it may help thee to thy wishes. 

MANFRED I will not swear—-Obey! and whom? the spirits 
Whose presence I command, and be the slave 
Of those who served me—Never! 

160 WITCH Is this all? 
Hast thou no gentler answer—Yet bethink thee, 
And pause ere thou rejectest. 

MANFRED I have said it. 
WITCH Enough!-—I may retire then—say! 
MANFRED Retire! 

[The WITCH disappears.] 
MANFRED [alone] We are the fools of time and terror: Days 

165 Steal on us and steal from us; yet we live, 
Loathing our life, and dreading still to die. 
In all the days of this detested yoke— 
This heaving burthen, this accursed breath— 
This vital weight upon the struggling heart, 

7. I.e., my imagination had at one time been, in for a death that is denied him, is modeled on the 
its creative powers, as rich as King Croesus (the legend, often treated in Romantic literature, of the 
legendary monarch famed for his wealth). Man- Wandering Jew. 
fred's self-description in this passage, as longing 8. Occult bodies of knowledge. 
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170 Which sinks with sorrow, or beats quick with pain, 
Or joy that ends in agony or faintness-— 
In all the days of past and future, for 
In life there is no present, we can number 
How few—how less than few—wherein the soul 

175 Forbears to pant for death, and yet draws back 
As from a stream in winter, though the chill 
Be but a moment's. I have one resource 
Still in my science—I can call the dead, 
And ask them what it is we dread to be: 

180 The sternest answer can but be the Grave, 
And that is nothing—if they answer not— 
The buried Prophet answered to the Hag 
Of Endor;9 and the Spartan Monarch drew 
From the Byzantine maid's unsleeping spirit 

i85 An answer and his destiny—he slew 
That which he loved, unknowing what he slew, 
And died unpardon'd—though he call'd in aid 
The Phyxian Jove, and in Phigalia roused 
The Arcadian Evocators to compel 

190 The indignant shadow to depose her wrath,1 

Or fix her term of vengeance—she replied 
In words of dubious import, but fulfill'd. 
If I had never lived, that which I love 
Had still been living; had I never loved, 

195 That which I love would still be beautiful— 
Happy and giving happiness. What is she? 
What is she now?—a sufferer for my sins— 
A thing I dare not think upon—or nothing. 
Within few hours I shall not call in vain— 

200 Yet in this hour I dread the thing I dare: 
Until this hour I never shrunk to gaze 
On spirit, good or evil—now I tremble, 
And feel a strange cold thaw upon my heart, 
But I can act even what I most abhor, 

205 And champion human fears.—The night approaches. [Exit.] 

SCENE 3. The Summit of the Jungfrau Mountain. 

Enter FIRST DESTINY.2 

The moon is rising broad, and round, and bright; 
And here on snows, where never human foot 

9. The Woman of Endor, at the behest of King 
Saul, summoned up the spirit of the dead prophet 
Samuel, who foretold that in an impending battle 
the Philistines would conquer the Israelites and 
kill Saul and his sons (I Samuel 28.7—19). 
I. Plutarch relates that King Pausanias ("the 
Spartan Monarch") had accidentally killed Cleon-
ice ("the Byzantine maid"), whom he desired as his 
mistress. Her ghost haunted him until he called up 
her spirit to beg her forgiveness. She told him, 
enigmatically, that he would quickly be freed from 
his troubles; soon after that, he was killed. Another 

Pausanias, author of the Description of Greece, 
adds the details that King Pausanias, in the vain 
attempt to purge his guilt, had called for aid from 
Jupiter Phyxius and consulted the Evocators at 
Phigalia, in Arcadia, who had the power to call up 
the souls of the dead. 
2. The three Destinies are modeled on both the 
witches of Shakespeare's Macbeth and the three 
Fates of classical mythology, who, in turn, spin, 
measure, and then cut the thread of an individual's 
life. 
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Of common mortal trod, we nightly tread, 
And leave no traces; o'er the savage sea, 
The glassy ocean of the mountain ice, 
We skim its rugged breakers, which put on 
The aspect of a tumbling tempest's foam, 
Frozen in a moment—a dead whirlpool's image; 
And this most steep fantastic pinnacle, 
The fretwork of some earthquake—where the clouds 
Pause to repose themselves in passing by— 
Is sacred to our revels, or our vigils; 
Here do I wait my sisters, on our way 
To the Hall of Arimanes,3 for to-night 
Is our great festival—'tis strange they come not. 

A Voice without, singing 
The Captive Usurper,4 

Hurl'd down from the throne, 
Lay buried in torpor, 

Forgotten and lone; 
I broke through his slumbers, 

I shivered his chain, 
I leagued him with numbers— 

He's Tyrant again! 
With the blood of a million he'll answer my care, 
With a nation's destruction—his flight and despair. 

Second Voice, without 
The ship sail'd on, the ship sail'd fast, 
But I left not a sail, and I left not a mast; 
There is not a plank of the hull or the deck, 
And there is not a wretch to lament o'er his wreck; 
Save one, whom I held, as he swam, by the hair, 
And he was a subject well worthy my care; 
A traitor on land, and a pirate at sea— 
But I saved him to wreak further havoc for me! 

FIRST DESTINY, answering 
The city lies sleeping; 

The morn, to deplore it, 
May dawn on it weeping: 

Sullenly, slowly, 
The black plague flew o'er it— 

Thousands lie lowly; 
Tens of thousands shall perish— 

The living shall fly from 
The sick they should cherish; 

But nothing can vanquish 
The touch that they die from. 

Sorrow and anguish, 

3. The name is derived from Ahriman, who in the 
dualistic Zoroastrian religion was the principle of 
darkness and evil. 
4. Napoleon. The song of the first Voice alludes 

to Napoleon's escape from his captivity on the 
island of Elba in March 1815. After his defeat at 
the Battle of Waterloo he was imprisoned on 
another island, St. Helena, in October 1815. 
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A n d evil a n d d r e a d , 
E n v e l o p e a n a t i o n — 

T h e b l e s t a r e t h e d e a d , 
W h o s e e n o t t h e s i g h t 

O f t h e i r o w n d e s o l a t i o n . — 
T h i s w o r k o f a n i g h t — 

T h i s w r e c k o f a r e a l m — t h i s d e e d o f m y d o i n g — 
F o r a g e s I ' v e d o n e , a n d s h a l l still b e r e n e w i n g ! 

Enter the SECOND and THIRD DESTINIES. 

THE THREE 
O u r h a n d s c o n t a i n t h e h e a r t s o f m e n , 

O u r f o o t s t e p s a r e t h e i r g r a v e s ; 
W e o n l y give t o t a k e a g a i n 

T h e spir i t s o f o u r s laves ! 

FIRST DESTINY W e l c o m e ! — W h e r e ' s N e m e s i s ? 5 

SECOND DESTINY At s o m e g r e a t w o r k ; 
B u t w h a t I k n o w n o t , f o r m y h a n d s w e r e full. 

THIRD DESTINY B e h o l d s h e c o m e t h . 
Enter NEMESIS. 

FIRST DESTINY Say , w h e r e h a s t t h o u b e e n ? — 
M y s i s t e r s a n d t h y s e l f a r e s l o w t o - n i g h t . 

NEMESIS I w a s d e t a i n ' d r e p a i r i n g s h a t t e r e d t h r o n e s , 
M a r r y i n g f o o l s , r e s t o r i n g d y n a s t i e s , 6 

A v e n g i n g m e n u p o n t h e i r e n e m i e s , 
A n d m a k i n g t h e m r e p e n t t h e i r o w n r e v e n g e ; 
G o a d i n g t h e w i s e t o m a d n e s s ; f r o m t h e dul l 
S h a p i n g o u t o r a c l e s t o r u l e t h e w o r l d 
A f r e s h , f o r t h e y w e r e w a x i n g o u t o f d a t e , 
A n d m o r t a l s d a r e d t o p o n d e r f o r t h e m s e l v e s , 
T o w e i g h k i n g s i n t h e b a l a n c e , a n d t o s p e a k 
O f f r e e d o m , t h e f o r b i d d e n f r u i t . — A w a y ! 

W e h a v e o u t s t a i d t h e h o u r — m o u n t w e o u r c l o u d s ! [Exeunt.] 

SCENE 4. The Hall of ARIMANES.—ARIMANES on his Throne, a Glohe of Fire, 
surrounded by the SPIRITS. 

Hymn of the SPIRITS 
H a i l t o o u r M a s t e r ! — P r i n c e o f E a r t h a n d A i r ! — 

W h o w a l k s t h e c l o u d s a n d w a t e r s — i n his h a n d 
T h e s c e p t r e o f t h e e l e m e n t s , w h i c h t e a r 

T h e m s e l v e s t o c h a o s a t his h i g h c o m m a n d ! 
H e b r e a t h e t h — a n d a t e m p e s t s h a k e s t h e s e a ; 

H e s p e a k e t h — a n d t h e c l o u d s reply i n t h u n d e r ; 
H e g a z e t h — f r o m his g l a n c e t h e s u n b e a m s f lee ; 

H e m o v e t h — e a r t h q u a k e s r e n d t h e w o r l d a s u n d e r . 
B e n e a t h his f o o t s t e p s t h e v o l c a n o s r i se ; 

5. The Greek and Roman goddess of vengeance, 
particularly of the sin of hubris, overweening pre-
sumption against the gods. 

6. Alluding to Byron's marriage and to the resto-
ration of monarchies across Europe that followed 
the battle of Waterloo. 
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10 H i s s h a d o w is t h e P e s t i l e n c e ; his p a t h 
T h e c o m e t s h e r a l d t h r o u g h t h e c r a c k l i n g skies; 

A n d p l a n e t s t u r n t o a s h e s a t his w r a t h . 
T o h i m W a r offers daily sacr i f i ce ; 

To h i m D e a t h pays his t r ibute ; L i f e i s his, 
is W i t h all its infinite of a g o n i e s — 

A n d his t h e spirit of w h a t e v e r is! 
Enter the DESTINIES and NEMESIS 

FIRST DESTINY G l o r y to A r i m a n e s ! on t h e e a r t h 
H i s p o w e r i n c r e a s e t h — b o t h m y sisters did 
His bidding, n o r did I n e g l e c t my duty! 

20 SECOND DESTINY G l o r y to A r i m a n e s ! we w h o b o w 
T h e n e c k s o f m e n , b o w d o w n b e f o r e his t h r o n e ! 

THIRD DESTINY G l o r y to A r i m a n e s ! — w e a w a i t 
H i s n o d ! 

NEMESIS S o v e r e i g n of S o v e r e i g n s ! we a r e t h i n e , 
A n d all t h a t l iveth, m o r e or less, i s o u r s , 

25 A n d m o s t th ings whol ly so ; still to i n c r e a s e 
O u r p o w e r i n c r e a s i n g t h i n e , d e m a n d s o u r c a r e , 
A n d w e a r e v i g i l a n t — T h y late c o m m a n d s 
H a v e b e e n fulfilled t o t h e u t m o s t . 

Enter MANFRED. 

A SPIRIT W h a t is h e r e ? 
A m o r t a l ! — T h o u m o s t r a s h a n d fatal w r e t c h , 
B o w d o w n a n d w o r s h i p ! 

30 SECOND SPIRIT I do k n o w t h e m a n — 
A M a g i a n 0 of g r e a t p o w e r , a n d fearful skill! magus 

THIRD SPIRIT BOW d o w n a n d w o r s h i p , s l a v e ! — W h a t , know'st t h o u n o t 
T h i n e a n d o u r S o v e r e i g n ? — T r e m b l e , a n d obey! 

ALL THE SPIRITS P r o s t r a t e thyself , a n d thy c o n d e m n e d clay, 
C h i l d o f t h e E a r t h ! o r d r e a d t h e w o r s t . 

35 MANFRED I k n o w it; 
A n d yet ye s e e I kneel n o t . 

FOURTH SPIRIT 'Twill be t a u g h t t h e e . 
MANFRED 'Tis t a u g h t a l r e a d y ; — m a n y a n ight on t h e e a r t h , 

O n t h e b a r e g r o u n d , h a v e I b o w ' d d o w n m y f a c e , 
A n d s t rew'd my h e a d with a s h e s ; I h a v e k n o w n 

40 T h e f u l n e s s of h u m i l i a t i o n , for 
I s u n k before my vain despair , a n d knelt 
T o m y o w n d e s o l a t i o n . 

FIFTH SPIRIT D o s t t h o u d a r e 
R e f u s e t o A r i m a n e s o n his t h r o n e 
W h a t t h e w h o l e e a r t h a c c o r d s , b e h o l d i n g n o t 

45 T h e t e r r o r of his G l o r y - — C r o u c h ! I say. 
MANFRED B i d him b o w d o w n to t h a t w h i c h is above h i m , 

T h e overrul ing I n f i n i t e — t h e M a k e r 
W h o m a d e h i m n o t for w o r s h i p — l e t h i m kneel , 
A n d we will k n e e l t o g e t h e r . 

THE SPIRITS C r u s h t h e w o r m ! 
T e a r h i m i n p i e c e s ! — 

50 FIRST DESTINY H e n c e ! A v a u n t ! — h e ' s m i n e . 
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P r i n c e o f t h e P o w e r s invisible! T h i s m a n 
I s o f n o c o m m o n o r d e r , a s his p o r t 
A n d p r e s e n c e h e r e d e n o t e ; h is s u f f e r i n g s 
H a v e b e e n o f a n i m m o r t a l n a t u r e , like 

5 5 O u r o w n ; h is k n o w l e d g e a n d his p o w e r s a n d will , 
A s f a r a s i s c o m p a t i b l e w i t h c l a y , 
W h i c h c l o g s t h e e t h e r e a l e s s e n c e , h a v e b e e n s u c h 
A s c l a y h a t h s e l d o m b o r n e ; h is a s p i r a t i o n s 
H a v e b e e n b e y o n d t h e d w e l l e r s o f t h e e a r t h , 

6 0 A n d t h e y h a v e o n l y t a u g h t h i m w h a t w e k n o w — 
T h a t k n o w l e d g e i s n o t h a p p i n e s s , a n d s c i e n c e 
B u t a n e x c h a n g e o f i g n o r a n c e f o r t h a t 
W h i c h i s a n o t h e r k i n d o f i g n o r a n c e . 
T h i s i s n o t a l l — t h e p a s s i o n s , a t t r i b u t e s 

6 5 O f e a r t h a n d h e a v e n , f r o m w h i c h n o p o w e r , n o r b e i n g , 
N o r b r e a t h f r o m t h e w o r m u p w a r d s i s e x e m p t , 
H a v e p i e r c e d his h e a r t ; a n d i n t h e i r c o n s e q u e n c e 
M a d e h i m a t h i n g , w h i c h I , w h o p i t y n o t , 
Y e t p a r d o n t h o s e w h o pi ty . H e i s m i n e , 

7 0 A n d t h i n e , i t m a y b e — b e i t s o , o r n o t , 
N o o t h e r Spir i t i n this r e g i o n h a t h 
A soul like h i s — o r p o w e r u p o n his soul . 

NEMESIS W h a t d o t h h e h e r e t h e n ? 
FIRST DESTINY L e t him a n s w e r t h a t . 

MANFRED Y e k n o w w h a t I h a v e k n o w n ; a n d w i t h o u t p o w e r 
75 I c o u l d n o t be a m o n g s t ye : b u t t h e r e a r e 

P o w e r s d e e p e r still b e y o n d — I c o m e i n q u e s t 
O f s u c h , t o a n s w e r u n t o w h a t I s e e k . 

NEMESIS W h a t w o u l d s t thou? 
MANFRED T h o u c a n s t n o t r e p l y t o m e . 

C a l l u p t h e d e a d — m y q u e s t i o n i s f o r t h e m , 
s o NEMESIS G r e a t A r i m a n e s , d o t h t h y will a v o u c h 0 confirm 

T h e w i s h e s o f t h i s m o r t a l ? 
ARIMANES Y e a . 
NEMESIS W h o m w o u l d ' s t t h o u 

U n c h a r n e l ? 
MANFRED O n e w i t h o u t a t o m b — c a l l u p 

A s t a r t e . 7 

NEMESIS 
S h a d o w ! o r Spir i t ! 

85 W h a t e v e r t h o u a r t , 
W h i c h still d o t h i n h e r i t 

T h e w h o l e o r a p a r t 
O f t h e f o r m o f t h y b i r t h , 

O f t h e m o u l d o f t h y c l a y , 
9 0 W h i c h r e t u r n e d t o t h e e a r t h , 

R e - a p p e a r t o t h e day! 

7. Byron applies to Manfred's beloved the name of Astarte (also known as Ashtoreth), goddess of !ove and 
fertility, the Eastern equivalent of the Greek goddess Aphrodite. 
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B e a r w h a t t h o u b o r e s t , 
T h e h e a r t a n d t h e f o r m , 

A n d t h e a s p e c t t h o u w o r e s t 
95 R e d e e m f r o m t h e w o r m . 

A p p e a r ! — A p p e a r ! — A p p e a r ! 
W h o s e n t t h e e t h e r e r e q u i r e s t h e e h e r e ! 

[The Phantom of ASTARTE rises and stands in the midst.] 

MANFRED C a n this b e d e a t h ? t h e r e ' s b l o o m u p o n h e r c h e e k ; 
B u t n o w I s e e i t is no living h u e , 

IOO B u t a s t r a n g e h e c t i c 0 — l i k e t h e u n n a t u r a l r e d feverish flush 
W h i c h A u t u m n p l a n t s u p o n t h e per ish 'd leaf . 
I t i s t h e s a m e ! O h , G o d ! t h a t I s h o u l d d r e a d 
T o look u p o n t h e s a m e — A s t a r t e ! — N o , 
I c a n n o t s p e a k t o h e r — b u t bid h e r s p e a k — 

105 F o r g i v e me or c o n d e m n m e . 

NEMESIS 

B y t h e p o w e r w h i c h h a t h b r o k e n 
T h e g r a v e w h i c h e n t h r a l l ' d t h e e , 

S p e a k t o h i m w h o h a t h s p o k e n , 
O r t h o s e w h o h a v e cal l 'd t h e e ! 

n o MANFRED S h e i s si lent , 
A n d in t h a t s i l e n c e I am m o r e t h a n a n s w e r e d . 

NEMESIS M y p o w e r e x t e n d s n o f u r t h e r . P r i n c e o f air! 
I t rests w i t h t h e e a l o n e — c o m m a n d h e r voice . 

ARIMANES S p i r i t — o b e y this s c e p t r e ! 
NEMESIS Si lent still! 

lis S h e i s n o t of o u r o r d e r , b u t b e l o n g s 
T o t h e o t h e r p o w e r s . M o r t a l ! thy q u e s t i s vain, 
A n d w e a r e baffled also. 

MANFRED H e a r m e , h e a r m e — 
A s t a r t e ! m y beloved! s p e a k t o m e : 
I h a v e s o m u c h e n d u r e d — s o m u c h e n d u r e — 

120 L o o k o n m e ! t h e grave h a t h n o t c h a n g e d t h e e m o r e 
T h a n I a m c h a n g e d for t h e e . T h o u lovedst m e 
T o o m u c h , a s I loved t h e e : w e w e r e n o t m a d e 
T o t o r t u r e t h u s e a c h o t h e r , t h o u g h i t w e r e 
T h e deadl ies t sin to love as we h a v e loved. 

125 S a y t h a t t h o u loath 's t me n o t — t h a t I do b e a r 
T h i s p u n i s h m e n t for b o t h — t h a t t h o u wilt b e 
O n e of t h e b l e s s e d — a n d t h a t I shall die, 
F o r h i t h e r t o all h a t e f u l th ings c o n s p i r e 
To bind me in e x i s t e n c e — i n a life 

130 W h i c h m a k e s m e s h r i n k f r o m i m m o r t a l i t y — 
A f u t u r e like t h e pas t . I c a n n o t res t . 
I k n o w n o t w h a t I ask, n o r w h a t I seek: 
I feel b u t w h a t t h o u a r t — a n d w h a t I a m ; 
A n d I w o u l d h e a r yet o n c e b e f o r e I p e r i s h 

135 T h e v o i c e w h i c h w a s m y m u s i c — S p e a k t o m e ! 
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F o r I h a v e c a l l ' d o n t h e e i n t h e s t i l l n i g h t , 

S t a r t l e d t h e s l u m b e r i n g b i r d s f r o m t h e h u s h ' d b o u g h s , 

A n d w o k e t h e m o u n t a i n w o l v e s , a n d m a d e t h e c a v e s 

A c q u a i n t e d w i t h t h y v a i n l y e c h o e d n a m e , 

W h i c h a n s w e r e d m e — m a n y t h i n g s a n s w e r e d m e — 

S p i r i t s a n d m e n — b u t t h o u w e r t s i l e n t a l l . 

Y e t s p e a k t o m e ! I h a v e o u t w a t c h ' d t h e s t a r s , 

A n d g a z e d o ' e r h e a v e n i n v a i n i n s e a r c h o f t h e e . 

S p e a k t o m e ! I h a v e w a n d e r e d o ' e r t h e e a r t h , 

A n d n e v e r f o u n d t h y l i k e n e s s — S p e a k t o m e ! 

L o o k o n t h e f i e n d s a r o u n d — t h e y f e e l f o r m e : 

I f e a r t h e m n o t , a n d f e e l f o r t h e e a l o n e — 

S p e a k t o m e ! t h o u g h i t b e i n w r a t h ; — b u t s a y — 

I r e c k n o t w h a t - — b u t l e t m e h e a r t h e e o n c e — 

T h i s o n c e — o n c e m o r e ! 

PHANTOM OF ASTARTE M a n f r e d ! 

MANFRED S a y o n , s a y o n — 

I l i v e b u t i n t h e s o u n d — i t i s t h y v o i c e ! 

PHANTOM M a n f r e d ! T o - m o r r o w e n d s t h i n e e a r t h l y i l l s . 

F a r e w e l l ! 

MANFRED 

Y e t o n e w o r d m o r e — a m I f o r g i v e n ? 

PHANTOM F a r e w e l l ! 

MANFRED S a y , s h a l l w e m e e t a g a i n ? 

PHANTOM F a r e w e l l ! 

MANFRED O n e w o r d f o r m e r c y ! S a y , t h o u l o v e s t m e . 

PHANTOM M a n f r e d ! [The Spirit of ASTARTE disappears.] 
NEMESIS S h e ' s g o n e , a n d w i l l n o t b e r e c a l l ' d ; 

H e r w o r d s w i l l b e f u l f i l l ' d . R e t u r n t o t h e e a r t h . 

A SPIRIT H e i s c o n v u l s e d — T h i s i s t o b e a m o r t a l 

A n d s e e k t h e t h i n g s b e y o n d m o r t a l i t y . 

ANOTHER SPIRIT Y e t , s e e , h e m a s t e r e t h h i m s e l f , a n d m a k e s 

H i s t o r t u r e t r i b u t a r y t o h i s w i l l . 

H a d h e b e e n o n e o f u s , h e w o u l d h a v e m a d e 

A n a w f u l s p i r i t . 

NEMESIS H a s t t h o u f u r t h e r q u e s t i o n 

O f o u r g r e a t s o v e r e i g n , o r h i s w o r s h i p p e r s ? 

MANFRED N o n e . 

NEMESIS T h e n f o r a t i m e f a r e w e l l . 

MANFRED W e m e e t t h e n — 

W h e r e ? O n t h e e a r t h ? 

NEMESIS T h a t w i l l b e s e e n h e r e a f t e r . 

MANFRED E v e n a s t h o u w i l t : a n d f o r t h e g r a c e a c c o r d e d 

I n o w d e p a r t a d e b t o r . F a r e y e w e l l ! [Exit MANFRED.] 

[Scene closes.] 

Act 3 

SCENE 1. A Hall in the Castle of MANFRED. MANFRED and HERMAN, 

MANFRED W h a t i s t h e h o u r ? 

HERMAN I t w a n t s b u t o n e t i l l s u n s e t , 
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A n d p r o m i s e s a l o v e l y t w i l i g h t . 

MANFRED S a y , 

A r e a l l t h i n g s s o d i s p o s e d o f i n t h e t o w e r 

A s I d i r e c t e d ? 

HERMAN A l l , m y l o r d , a r e r e a d y ; 

H e r e i s t h e k e y a n d c a s k e t . 

MANFRED I t i s w e l l : 

T h o u m a y s t r e t i r e . [Exit HERMAN.] 

MANFRED [alone] T h e r e i s a c a l m u p o n m e — 

I n e x p l i c a b l e s t i l l n e s s ! w h i c h t i l l n o w 

D i d n o t b e l o n g t o w h a t I k n e w o f l i f e . 

I f t h a t I d i d n o t k n o w p h i l o s o p h y 

T o b e o f a l l o u r v a n i t i e s t h e m o t l i e s t , 8 

T h e m e r e s t w o r d t h a t e v e r f o o l ' d t h e e a r 

F r o m o u t t h e s c h o o l m a n ' s j a r g o n , I s h o u l d d e e m 

T h e g o l d e n s e c r e t , t h e s o u g h t " K a l o n , " 9 f o u n d , 

A n d s e a t e d i n m y s o u l . I t w i l l n o t l a s t , 

B u t i t i s w e l l t o h a v e k n o w n i t , t h o u g h b u t o n c e : 

I t h a t h e n l a r g e d m y t h o u g h t s w i t h a n e w s e n s e , 

A n d I w i t h i n m y t a b l e t s w o u l d n o t e d o w n 

T h a t t h e r e i s s u c h a f e e l i n g . W h o i s t h e r e ? 

Re-enter HERMAN. 

HERMAN M y l o r d , t h e a b b o t o f S t . M a u r i c e ' c r a v e s 

T o g r e e t y o u r p r e s e n c e . 

Enter the ABBOT OF ST. MAURICE. 

ABBOT P e a c e b e w i t h C o u n t M a n f r e d ! 

MANFRED T h a n k s , h o l y f a t h e r ! w e l c o m e t o t h e s e w a l l s ; 

T h y p r e s e n c e h o n o u r s t h e m , a n d b l e s s e t h t h o s e 

W h o d w e l l w i t h i n t h e m . 

ABBOT W o u l d i t w e r e s o , C o u n t ! - — 

B u t I w o u l d f a i n c o n f e r w i t h t h e e a l o n e . 

MANFRED H e r m a n , r e t i r e . W h a t w o u l d m y r e v e r e n d g u e s t ? [Exit HERMAN.] 

ABBOT T h u s , w i t h o u t p r e l u d e : — A g e a n d z e a l , m y o f f i c e , 2 

A n d g o o d i n t e n t , m u s t p l e a d m y p r i v i l e g e ; 

O u r n e a r , t h o u g h n o t a c q u a i n t e d n e i g h b o u r h o o d , 

M a y a l s o b e m y h e r a l d . R u m o u r s s t r a n g e , 

A n d o f u n h o l y n a t u r e , a r e a b r o a d , 

A n d b u s y w i t h t h y n a m e ; a n o b l e n a m e 

F o r c e n t u r i e s ; m a y h e w h o b e a r s i t n o w 

T r a n s m i t i t u n i m p a i r ' d ! 

MANFRED P r o c e e d , — I l i s t e n . 

ABBOT ' T i s s a i d t h o u h o l d e s t c o n v e r s e w i t h t h e t h i n g s 

W h i c h a r e f o r b i d d e n t o t h e s e a r c h o f m a n ; 

T h a t w i t h t h e d w e l l e r s o f t h e d a r k a b o d e s , 

T h e m a n y e v i l a n d u n h e a v e n l y s p i r i t s 

W h i c h w a l k t h e v a l l e y o f t h e s h a d e o f d e a t h , 

T h o u c o m m u n e s t . I k n o w t h a t w i t h m a n k i n d , 

8. "The most diverse" or, possibly, "the most fool-
ish" (viotley was the multicolored suit worn by a 
court jester). 

9. Greek for both "the Beautiful" and "the Good." 
1. In the Rhone Valley in Switzerland. 
2. Position in the church. 
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4 0 T h y f e l l o w s i n c r e a t i o n , t h o u d o s t r a r e l y 

E x c h a n g e t h y t h o u g h t s , a n d t h a t t h y s o l i t u d e 

I s a s a n a n c h o r i t e ' s , 3 w e r e i t b u t h o l y . 

MANFRED A n d w h a t a r e t h e y w h o d o a v o u c h t h e s e t h i n g s ? 

ABBOT M y p i o u s b r e t h r e n - — t h e s c a r e d p e a s a n t r y — 

4 5 E v e n t h y o w n v a s s a l s - — w h o d o l o o k o n t h e e 

W i t h m o s t u n q u i e t e y e s . T h y l i f e ' s i n p e r i l . 

MANFRED T a k e i t . 

ABBOT I c o m e t o s a v e , a n d n o t d e s t r o y — 

I w o u l d n o t p r y i n t o t h y s e c r e t s o u l ; 

B u t i f t h e s e t h i n g s b e s o o t h , t h e r e s t i l l i s t i m e 

5 0 F o r p e n i t e n c e a n d p i t y : r e c o n c i l e t h e e 

W i t h t h e t r u e c h u r c h , a n d t h r o u g h t h e c h u r c h t o h e a v e n . 

MANFRED I h e a r t h e e . T h i s i s m y r e p l y ; w h a t e ' e r 

I m a y h a v e b e e n , o r a m , d o t h r e s t b e t w e e n 

H e a v e n a n d m y s e l f . — I s h a l l n o t c h o o s e a m o r t a l 

5 5 T o b e m y m e d i a t o r . H a v e I s i n n ' d 

A g a i n s t y o u r o r d i n a n c e s ? p r o v e a n d p u n i s h ! 

ABBOT M y s o n ! I d i d n o t s p e a k o f p u n i s h m e n t , 

B u t p e n i t e n c e a n d p a r d o n ; — w i t h t h y s e l f 

T h e c h o i c e o f s u c h r e m a i n s — a n d f o r t h e l a s t , 

6 0 O u r i n s t i t u t i o n s a n d o u r s t r o n g b e l i e f 

H a v e g i v e n m e p o w e r t o s m o o t h t h e p a t h f r o m s i n 

T o h i g h e r h o p e a n d b e t t e r t h o u g h t s ; t h e f i r s t 

I l e a v e t o h e a v e n — " V e n g e a n c e i s m i n e a l o n e ! " 

S o s a i t h t h e L o r d , 4 a n d w i t h a l l h u m b l e n e s s 

6 5 H i s s e r v a n t e c h o e s b a c k t h e a w f u l w o r d . 

MANFRED O l d m a n ! t h e r e i s n o p o w e r i n h o l y m e n , 

N o r c h a r m i n p r a y e r — n o r p u r i f y i n g f o r m 

O f p e n i t e n c e — n o r o u t w a r d l o o k — n o r f a s t - — 

N o r a g o n y — n o r , g r e a t e r t h a n a l l t h e s e , 

7 0 T h e i n n a t e t o r t u r e s o f t h a t d e e p d e s p a i r , 

W h i c h i s r e m o r s e w i t h o u t t h e f e a r o f h e l l , 

B u t a l l i n a l l s u f f i c i e n t t o i t s e l f . 

W o u l d m a k e a h e l l o f h e a v e n — c a n e x o r c i s e 

F r o m o u t t h e u n b o u n d e d s p i r i t , t h e q u i c k s e n s e 

7 5 O f i t s o w n s i n s , w r o n g s , s u f f e r a n c e , a n d r e v e n g e 

U p o n i t s e l f ; t h e r e i s n o f u t u r e p a n g 

C a n d e a l t h a t j u s t i c e o n t h e s e l f - c o n d e m n ' d 

H e d e a l s o n h i s o w n s o u l . 

ABBOT A l l t h i s i s w e l l ; 

F o r t h i s w i l l p a s s a w a y , a n d b e s u c c e e d e d 

s o B y a n a u s p i c i o u s h o p e , w h i c h s h a l l l o o k u p 

W i t h c a l m a s s u r a n c e t o t h a t b l e s s e d p l a c e , 

W h i c h a l l w h o s e e k m a y w i n , w h a t e v e r b e 

T h e i r e a r t h l y e r r o r s , s o t h e y b e a t o n e d : 

A n d t h e c o m m e n c e m e n t o f a t o n e m e n t i s 

8 5 T h e s e n s e o f i t s n e c e s s i t y . — S a y o n — 

3. A person who, for religious reasons, lives in 4. Romans 12.19: "Vengeance is mine; I will 
seclusion. repay, saith the Lord." 
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And all our church can teach thee shall be taught; 
And all we can absolve thee, shall be pardon'd. 

MANFRED When Rome's sixth Emperor5 was near his last, 
The victim of a self-inflicted wound, 

90 To shun the torments of a public death 
From senates once his slaves, a certain soldier, 
With show of loyal pity, would have staunch'd 
The gushing throat with his officious robe; 
The dying Roman thrust him back and said— 

95 Some empire still in his expiring glance, 
"It is too late—is this fidelity?" 

ABBOT And what of this? 
MANFRED I answer with the Roman— 

"It is too late!" 
ABBOT It never can be so, 

To reconcile thyself with thy own soul, 
IOO And thy own soul with heaven. Hast thou no hope? 

'Tis strange—even those who do despair above, 
Yet shape themselves some phantasy on earth, 
To which frail twig they cling, like drowning men. 

MANFRED Ay—father! I have had those earthly visions 
105 And noble aspirations in my youth, 

To make my own the mind of other men, 
The enlightener of nations; and to rise 
I knew not whither—it might be to fall; 
But fall, even as the mountain-cataract, 

110 Which having leapt from its more dazzling height, 
Even in the foaming strength of its abyss, 
(Which casts up misty columns that become 
Clouds raining from the re-ascended skies) 
Lies low but mighty still.—But this is past, 
My thoughts mistook themselves. 

115 ABBOT And wherefore so? 
MANFRED I could not tame my nature down; for he 

Must serve who fain would sway—and soothe—and sue— 
And watch all time—and pry into all place— 
And be a living lie—who would become 

120 A mighty thing amongst the mean, and such 
The mass are; I disdained to mingle with 
A herd, though to be leader—and of wolves. 
The lion is alone, and so am I. 

ABBOT And why not live and act with other men? 
125 MANFRED Because my nature was averse from life; 

And yet not cruel; for I would not make, 
But find a desolation:—like the wind, 
The red-hot breath of the most lone Simoom,6 

Which dwells but in the desart, and sweeps o'er 

5. Byron transfers to Otho, the sixth emperor, a 6. A hot, sand-laden wind in the Sahara and Ara-
story that the historian Suetonius tells about the bian deserts, 
death of an earlier emperor, Nero. 
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130 The barren sands which bear no shrubs to blast, 
And revels o'er their wild and arid waves, 
And seeketh not, so that it is not sought, 
But being met is deadly; such hath been 
The course of my existence; but there came 
Things in my path which are no more. 

135 ABBOT Alas! 
I 'gin to fear that thou art past all aid 
From me and from my calling; yet so young, 
I still would— 

MANFRED Look on me! there is an order 
Of mortals on the earth, who do become 

140 Old in their youth, and die ere middle age, 
Without the violence of warlike death; 
Some perishing of pleasure—some of study— 
Some worn with toil—some of mere weariness— 
Some of disease—and some insanity— 

145 And some of withered, or of broken hearts; 
For this last is a malady which slays 
More than are numbered in the lists of Fate, 
Taking all shapes, and bearing many names. 
Look upon me! for even of all these things 

150 Have I partaken; and of all these things, 
One were enough; then wonder not that I 
Am what I am, but that I ever was, 
Or, having been, that I am still on earth. 

ABBOT Yet, hear me still— 
MANFRED Old man! I do respect 

155 Thine order, and revere thine years; I deem 
Thy purpose pious, but it is in vain: 
Think me not churlish; I would spare thyself, 
Far more than me, in shunning at this time 
All further colloquy—and so—farewell. [Exit MANFRED.] 

i6o ABBOT This should have been a noble creature: he 
Hath all the energy which would have made 
A goodly frame of glorious elements, 
Had they been wisely mingled; as it is, 
It is an awful chaos—light and darkness— 

165 And mind and dust—and passions and pure thoughts, 
Mix'd, and contending without end or order, 
All dormant or destructive: he will perish, 
And yet he must not; I will try once more, 
For such are worth redemption; and my duty 

170 Is to dare all things for a righteous end. 
I'll follow him—but cautiously, though surely. [Exit ABBOT.] 

SCENE 2 . Another Chamber, MANFRED and HERMAN. 

HERMAN My Lord, you bade me wait on you at sunset: 
He sinks beyond the mountain. 

MANFRED Doth he so? 
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I will look on him. 
[MANFRED advances to the Window of the Hall.] 

Glorious Orb! the idol 
Of early nature, and the vigorous race 
Of undiseased mankind, the giant sons 
Of the embrace of angels, with a sex 
More beautiful than they, which did draw down 
The erring spirits7 who can ne'er return.— 
Most glorious orb! that wert a worship, ere 
The mystery of thy making was reveal'd! 
Thou earliest minister of the Almighty, 
Which gladden'd, on their mountain tops, the hearts 
Of the Chaldean0 shepherds, till they pour d Bab)ionian 

Themselves in orisons!0 Thou material God! prayers 

And representative of the Unknown— 
Who chose thee for his shadow! Thou chief star! 
Centre of many stars! which mak'st our earth 
Endurable, and temperest the hues 
And hearts of all who walk within thy rays! 
Sire of the seasons! Monarch of the climes, 
And those who dwell in them! for near or far, 
Our inborn spirits have a tint of thee, 
Even as our outward aspects;—thou dost rise, 
And shine, and set in glory. Fare thee well! 
I ne'er shall see thee more. As my first glance 
Of love and wonder was for thee, then take 
My latest look: thou wilt not beam on one 
To whom the gifts of life and warmth have been 
Of a more fatal nature. He is gone: 
I follow. [Exit MANFRED.] 

SCENE 3 . The Mountains.—The Castle of MANFRED at some distance.—A Terrace 
before a Tower.—Time, Twilight. HERMAN, MANUEL, and other Dependants of 
MANFRED. 

HERMAN 'Tis strange enough; night after night, for years, 
He hath pursued long vigils in this tower, 
Without a witness. I have been within it,— 
So have we all been oft-times; but from it, 
Or its contents, it were impossible 
To draw conclusions absolute, of aught 
His studies tend to. To be sure, there is 
One chamber where none enter; I would give 
The fee° of what I have to come these three years, ownership 

To pore upon its mysteries. 
MANUEL 'Twere dangerous; 

Content thyself with what thou knowest already. 

7. Genesis 6.4: "There were giants in the earth in 
those days; and also after that, when the sons of 
God came in unto the daughters of men, and they 
bare children to them, the same became mighty 

men which were of old, men of renown." Byron 
interprets "the sons of God" as denoting disobedi-
ent angels. 
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HERMAN Ah! Manuel! thou art elderly and wise, 
And could'st say much; thou hast dwelt within the castle— 
How many years is't? 

MANUEL Ere Count Manfred's birth, 
15 I served his father, whom he nought resembles. 

HERMAN There be more sons in like predicament. 
But wherein do they differ? 

MANUEL I speak not 
Of features or of form, but mind and habits: 
Count Sigismund was proud,—but gay and free,— 

20 A warrior and a reveller; he dwelt not 
With books and solitude, nor made the night 
A gloomy vigil, but a festal time, 
Merrier than day; he did not walk the rocks 
And forests like a wolf, nor turn aside 
From men and their delights. 

25 HERMAN Beshrew8 the hour, 
But those were jocund times! I would that such 
Would visit the old walls again; they look 
As if they had forgotten them. 

MANUEL These walls 
Must change their chieftain first. Oh! I have seen 
Some strange things in them, Herman. 

30 HERMAN Come, be friendly; 
Relate me some to while away our watch: 
Fve heard thee darkly speak of an event 
Which happened hereabouts, by this same tower. 

MANUEL That was a night indeed; I do remember 
35 'Twas twilight, as it may be now, and such 

Another evening—yon red cloud, which rests 
On Eigher's9 pinnacle, so rested then,— 
So like that it might be the same; the wind 
Was faint and gusty, and the mountain snows 

40 Began to glitter with the climbing moon; 
Count Manfred was, as now, within his tower,— 
How occupied, we knew not, but with him 
The sole companion of his wanderings 
And watchings—her, whom of all earthly things 

45 That lived, the only thing he seem'd to love,— 
As he, indeed, by blood was bound to do, 
The Lady Astarte, his— 

Hush! who comes here? 
Enter the ABBOT, 

ABBOT Where is your master? 
HERMAN Yonder in the tower. 
ABBOT I must speak with him. 
MANUEL 'Tis impossible; 

so He is most private, and must not be thus 
Intruded on. 

8. Curse (used jocularly). 9. A peak a few miles north of the Jungfrau. 
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ABBOT Upon myself I take 
The forfeit of my fault, if fault there be— 
But I must see him. 

HERMAN Thou hast seen him once 
This eve already. 

ABBOT Sirrah! I command thee, 
55 Knock, and apprize the Count of my approach. 

HERMAN We dare not. 
ABBOT Then it seems I must be herald 

Of my own purpose. 
MANUEL Reverend father, stop— 

I pray you pause. 
ABBOT W h y s o ? 

MANUEL But step this way, 
And I will tell you further. [Exeunt.] 

SCENE 4. Interior of the Tower. 

MANFRED alone 

The stars are forth, the moon above the tops 
Of the snow-shining mountains.—Beautiful! 
I linger yet with Nature, for the night 
Hath been to me a more familiar face 

5 Than that of man; and in her starry shade 
Of dim and solitary loveliness, 
I learn'd the language of another world. 
I do remember me, that in my youth, 
When I was wandering,—upon such a night 

io I stood within the Coloseum's wall, 
'Midst the chief relics of almighty Rome; 
The trees which grew along the broken arches 
Waved dark in the blue midnight, and the stars 
Shone through the rents of ruin; from afar 

15 The watchdog bayed beyond the Tiber;1 and 
More near from out the Caesars' palace2 came 
The owl's long cry, and, interruptedly, 
Of distant sentinels the fitful song 
Begun and died upon the gentle wind. 

20 Some cypresses beyond the time-worn breach 
Appeared to skirt the horizon, yet they stood 
Within a bowshot—where the Caesars dwelt, 
And dwell the tuneless birds of night; amidst 
A grove which springs through levell'd battlements, 

25 And twines its roots with the imperial hearths, 
Ivy usurps the laurel's place of growth;— 
But the gladiators' bloody Circus3 stands, 

1. The river that flows through Rome. 
2. The palace of the Roman emperors. It stands 
on the Palatine hill, immediately southwest of the 
Coliseum. 

3. The circular arena within the Coliseum where 
professional gladiators fought to the death as pub-
lic entertainment. 
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A n o b l e w r e c k i n r u i n o u s p e r f e c t i o n ! 

W h i l e C a e s a r ' s c h a m b e r s , a n d t h e A u g u s t a n h a l l s , 

3 0 G r o v e l o n e a r t h i n i n d i s t i n c t d e c a y . — 

A n d t h o u d i d s t s h i n e , t h o u r o l l i n g m o o n , u p o n 

A l l t h i s , a n d c a s t a w i d e a n d t e n d e r l i g h t , 

W h i c h s o f t e n ' d d o w n t h e h o a r a u s t e r i t y 

O f r u g g e d d e s o l a t i o n , a n d f i l l ' d u p , 

3 5 A s ' t w e r e a n e w , t h e g a p s o f c e n t u r i e s ; 

L e a v i n g t h a t b e a u t i f u l w h i c h s t i l l w a s s o , 

A n d m a k i n g t h a t w h i c h w a s n o t , t i l l t h e p l a c e 

B e c a m e r e l i g i o n , a n d t h e h e a r t r a n o ' e r 

W i t h s i l e n t w o r s h i p o f t h e g r e a t o f o l d ! — 

4 0 T h e d e a d , b u t s c e p t r e d s o v e r e i g n s , w h o s t i l l r u l e 

O u r s p i r i t s f r o m t h e i r u r n s . — 

' T w a s s u c h a n i g h t ! 

' T i s s t r a n g e t h a t I r e c a l l i t a t t h i s t i m e ; 

B u t I h a v e f o u n d o u r t h o u g h t s t a k e w i l d e s t f l i g h t 

E v e n a t t h e m o m e n t w h e n t h e y s h o u l d a r r a y 

T h e m s e l v e s i n p e n s i v e o r d e r . 

Enter the ABBOT. 

4 5 ABBOT M y g o o d L o r d ! 

I c r a v e a s e c o n d g r a c e f o r t h i s a p p r o a c h ; 

B u t y e t l e t n o t m y h u m b l e z e a l o f f e n d 

B y i t s a b r u p t n e s s — a l l i t h a t h o f ill 

R e c o i l s o n m e ; i t s g o o d i n t h e e f f e c t 

so M a y l i g h t u p o n y o u r h e a d — c o u l d I s a y heart— 
C o u l d I t o u c h that, w i t h w o r d s o r p r a y e r s , I s h o u l d 

R e c a l l a n o b l e s p i r i t w h i c h h a t h w a n d e r e d , 

B u t i s n o t y e t al l l o s t . 

MANFRED T h o u k n o w ' s t m e n o t ; 

M y d a y s a r e n u m b e r e d , a n d m y d e e d s r e c o r d e d : 

5 5 R e t i r e , o r ' t w i l l b e d a n g e r o u s — A w a y ! 

ABBOT T h o u d o s t n o t m e a n t o m e n a c e m e ? 

MANFRED N o t I ; 

I s i m p l y t e l l t h e e p e r i l i s a t h a n d , 

A n d w o u l d p r e s e r v e t h e e . 

ABBOT W h a t d o s t m e a n ? 

MANFRED L o o k t h e r e ! 

W h a t d o s t t h o u s e e ? 

ABBOT N o t h i n g . 

MANFRED L o o k t h e r e , I s a y , 

6 0 A n d s t e a d f a s t l y ; — n o w t e l l m e w h a t t h o u s e e s t ? 

ABBOT T h a t w h i c h s h o u l d s h a k e m e , — b u t I f e a r i t n o t — 

I s e e a d u s k a n d a w f u l f i g u r e r i s e 

L i k e a n i n f e r n a l g o d f r o m o u t t h e e a r t h ; 

H i s f a c e w r a p t i n a m a n t l e , a n d h i s f o r m 

6 5 R o b e d a s w i t h a n g r y c l o u d s ; h e s t a n d s b e t w e e n 

T h y s e l f a n d m e — b u t I d o f e a r h i m n o t . 

MANFRED T h o u h a s t n o c a u s e — h e s h a l l n o t h a r m t h e e — b u t 

H i s s i g h t m a y s h o c k t h i n e o l d l i m b s i n t o p a l s y . 

I s a y t o t h e e — R e t i r e ! 
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ABBOT And, I reply— 
70 Never—till I have battled with this fiend— 

What doth he here? 
MANFRED Why—ay—what doth he here? 

1 did not send for him,—he is unbidden. 
ABBOT Alas! lost mortal! what with guests like these 

Hast thou to do? I tremble for thy sake; 
75 Why doth he gaze on thee, and thou on him? 

Ah! he unveils his aspect; on his brow 
The thunder-scars are graven; from his eye 
Glares forth the immortality of hell— 
Avaunt!-— 

MANFRED Pronounce-—what is thy mission? 
SPIRIT Come! 

so ABBOT What art thou, unknown being? answer!—speak! 
SPIRIT The genius4 of this mortal.—Come! 'tis time. 
MANFRED I am prepared for all things, but deny 

The power which summons me. Who sent thee here? 
SPIRIT Thou'lt know anon—Come! come! 
MANFRED I have commanded 

85 Things of an essence greater far than thine, 
And striven with thy masters. Get thee hence! 

SPIRIT Mortal! thine hour is come—Away! I say. 
MANFRED I knew, and know my hour is come, but not 

To render up my soul to such as thee: 
90 Away! I'll die as I have lived—alone. 

SPIRIT Then I must summon up my brethren.—Rise! [Other Spirits rise up.] 
ABBOT Avaunt! ye evil ones!—Avaunt! I say,— 

Ye have no power where piety hath power, 
And I do charge ye in the name— 

SPIRIT O l d m a n ! 

95 We know ourselves, our mission, and thine order; 
Waste not thy holy words on idle uses, 
It were in vain; this man is forfeited. 
Once more I summon him—Away! away! 

MANFRED I do defy ye,—though I feel my soul 
loo Is ebbing from me, yet I do defy ye; 

Nor will I hence, while I have earthly breath 
To breathe my scorn upon ye—earthly strength 
To wrestle, though with spirits; what ye take 
Shall be ta'en limb by limb. 

SPIRIT Reluctant mortal! 
105 Is this the Magian who would so pervade 

The world invisible, and make himself 
Almost our equal?—Can it be that thou 
Art thus in love with life? the very life 
Which made thee wretched! 

MANFRED Thou false fiend, thou liest! 
110 My life is in its last hour,—that I know, 

4. The spirit or deity presiding over a human being from birth. 
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N o r w o u l d r e d e e m a m o m e n t o f t h a t h o u r ; 

I d o n o t c o m b a t a g a i n s t d e a t h , b u t t h e e 

A n d t h y s u r r o u n d i n g a n g e l s ; m y p a s t p o w e r 

W a s p u r c h a s e d b y n o c o m p a c t w i t h t h y c r e w , 

115 B u t b y s u p e r i o r s c i e n c e — p e n a n c e — d a r i n g — 

A n d l e n g t h o f w a t c h i n g — s t r e n g t h o f m i n d — a n d skill 

I n k n o w l e d g e o f o u r f a t h e r s — w h e n t h e e a r t h 

S a w m e n a n d s p i r i t s w a l k i n g s i d e b y s i d e , 

A n d g a v e y e n o s u p r e m a c y : I s t a n d 

120 U p o n m y s t r e n g t h — I d o d e f y — d e n y — 

S p u r n b a c k , a n d s c o r n y e ! — 

SPIRIT B u t t h y m a n y c r i m e s 

H a v e m a d e t h e e — 

MANFRED W h a t a r e t h e y t o s u c h a s t h e e ? 

M u s t c r i m e s b e p u n i s h ' d b u t b y o t h e r c r i m e s , 

A n d g r e a t e r c r i m i n a l s ? — B a c k t o t h y h e l l ! 

125 T h o u h a s t n o p o w e r u p o n m e , that I f e e l ; 

T h o u n e v e r s h a l t p o s s e s s m e , that I k n o w : 

W h a t I h a v e d o n e i s d o n e ; I b e a r w i t h i n 

A t o r t u r e w h i c h c o u l d n o t h i n g g a i n f r o m t h i n e : 

T h e m i n d w h i c h i s i m m o r t a l m a k e s i t s e l f 

130 R e q u i t a l f o r i t s g o o d o r evi l t h o u g h t s — 

I s i ts o w n o r i g i n o f ill a n d e n d — 

A n d i t s o w n p l a c e a n d t i m e 5 — i t s i n n a t e s e n s e , 

W h e n s t r i p p ' d o f t h i s m o r t a l i t y , d e r i v e s 

N o c o l o u r f r o m t h e f l e e t i n g t h i n g s w i t h o u t , 

135 B u t i s a b s o r b ' d i n s u f f e r a n c e o r i n j o y , 

B o r n f r o m t h e k n o w l e d g e o f i t s o w n d e s e r t . 

Thou d i d s t n o t t e m p t m e , a n d t h o u c o u l d s t n o t t e m p t m e ; 

I h a v e n o t b e e n t h y d u p e , n o r a m t h y p r e y — 

B u t w a s m y o w n d e s t r o y e r , a n d wil l b e 

140 M y o w n h e r e a f t e r . — B a c k , y e b a f f l e d f i e n d s ! 

T h e h a n d o f d e a t h i s o n m e — b u t n o t y o u r s ! 

[The Demons disappear. ] 
ABBOT A l a s ! h o w p a l e t h o u a r t — t h y l i p s a r e w h i t e — 

A n d t h y b r e a s t h e a v e s — a n d i n t h y g a s p i n g t h r o a t 

T h e a c c e n t s r a t t l e — G i v e t h y p r a y e r s t o H e a v e n — 

145 P r a y — a l b e i t b u t i n t h o u g h t , — b u t d i e n o t t h u s . 

MANFRED ' T i s o v e r — m y d u l l e y e s c a n f i x t h e e n o t ; 

B u t a l l t h i n g s s w i m a r o u n d m e , a n d t h e e a r t h 

H e a v e s a s i t w e r e b e n e a t h m e . F a r e t h e e w e l l — 

G i v e m e t h y h a n d . 

ABBOT C o l d — c o l d — e v e n t o t h e h e a r t — 

i s o B u t y e t o n e p r a y e r — a l a s ! h o w f a r e s i t w i t h t h e e ? — 

MANFRED O l d m a n ! ' t i s n o t s o d i f f i c u l t t o d i e . 6 

5. The last of several echoes by Manfred of Satan's 
claim that "The mind is its own place, and in itself 
/ Can make a Heaven of Hell, and a Hell of 
Heaven" (Paradise Lost 1.254—55). See also 
1.1.251 and 3.1.73, above. 

6. When this line was dropped in the printing of 
the first edition, Byron wrote angrily to his pub-
lisher: "You have destroyed the whole effect and 
mora! of the poem by omitting the last line of Man-
fred's speaking." 
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[MANFRED expires.] 
ABBOT He's gone—his soul hath ta'en its earthless f l ight -

Whither? I dread to think—but he is gone. 

1816-17 1817 

Don juan Byron began his masterpiece (pronounced in the English fashion, 
Don Joo-nn) in July 1818, published it in installments beginning with cantos 1 and 
2 in 1819, and continued working on it almost until his death. Initially he improvised 
the poem from episode to episode. "I have no plan," he said, "I had no plan; but I had 
or have materials." The work was composed with remarkable speed (the 888 lines of 
canto 13, for example, were dashed off within a week), and it aims at the effect of 
improvisation rather than of artful compression; it asks to be read rapidly, at a con-
versational pace. 

The poem breaks off with the sixteenth canto, but even in its unfinished state Don 
Juan is the longest satirical poem, and indeed one of the longest poems of any kind, in 
English. Its hero, the Spanish libertine, had in the original legend been superhuman 
in his sexual energy and wickedness. Throughout Byron's version the unspoken but 
persistent joke is that this archetypal lady-killer of European legend is in fact more 
acted upon than active. Unfailingly amiable and well intentioned, he is guilty largely of 
youth, charm, and a courteous and compliant spirit. The women do all the rest. 

The chief models for the poem were the Italian seriocomic versions of medieval 
chivalric romances; the genre had been introduced by Pulci in the fifteenth century 
and was adopted by Ariosto in his Orlando Furioso (1532) . From these writers Byron 
caught the mixed moods and violent oscillations between the sublime and the ridic-
ulous as well as the colloquial management of the complex ottava rima—an eight-
line stanza in which the initial interlaced rhymes (ahahab) build up to the comic turn 
in the final couplet (cc). Byron was influenced in the English use of this Italian form 
by a mildly amusing poem published in 1817, under the pseudonym of "Whistlecraft," 
by his friend John Hookham Frere. Other recognizable antecedents of Don Juan are 
Jonathan Swift's Gulliver's Travels and Samuel Johnson's Rasselas, both of which had 
employed the naive traveler as a satiric device, and Laurence Sterne's novel Tristram 
Shandy, with its comic exploitation of a narrative medium blatantly subject to the 
whimsy of the author. But even the most original literary works play variations on 
inherited conventions. Shelley at once recognized his friend's poem as "something 
wholly new and relative to the age." 

Byron's literary advisers thought the poem unacceptably immoral, and John Murray 
took the precaution of printing the first two installments (cantos 1—2, then 3—5) 
without identifying Byron as the author or himself as the publisher. The eleven com-
pleted cantos that followed were, because of Murray's continuing jitters, brought out 
in 1823—24 by the radical publisher John Hunt. In those cantos Byron's purpose 
deepened. He set out to create a comic yet devastatingly critical history of the Europe 
of his own age, sending the impressionable Juan from West to East and back again, 
from his native Spain to a Russian court (by way of a primitive Greek island and the 
1790 siege of the Turkish town of Ismail) and then into the English gentry's country 
manors. These journeys, which facilitated Byron's satire on almost all existing forms 
of political organization, would, according to the scheme that he projected for the 
poem as a whole, ultimately have taken Juan to a death by guillotining in Revolution-
ary France. 

Yet the controlling element of Don Juan is not the narrative but the narrator. His 
running commentary on Juan's misadventures, his reminiscences, and his opinion-
ated remarks on the epoch of political reaction in which he is actually telling Juan's 
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story together add another level to the poem's engagement with history. The narrator's 
reflections also at the same time lend unity to Don Juan's effervescent variety. Tell-
ingly, the poem opens with the first-person pronoun and immediately lets us into the 
storyteller's predicament: "I want a hero. . . ." The voice then goes on, for almost two 
thousand stanzas, with effortless volubility and shifts of mood. The poet who in his 
brilliant successful youth created the gloomy Byronic hero, in his later and sadder 
life created a character (not the hero, but the narrator of Don Juan) who is one of 
the great comic inventions in English literature. 

FROM D O N J U A N 

Fragment1 

I would to Heaven that I were so much Clay— 
As I am blood—bone—marrow, passion—feeling— 

Because at least the past were past away— 
And for the future—(but I write this reeling 

5 Having got drunk exceedingly to day 
So that I seem to stand upon the ceiling) 

I say—the future is a serious matter— 
And so—for Godsake—Hock2 and Soda water. 

From Canto 1 

[JUAN AND DONNA JULIA] 

I 
I want a hero: an uncommon want, 

When every year and month sends forth a new one, 
Till, after cloying the gazettes with cant, 

The age discovers he is not the true one; 
5 Of such as these I should not cafe to vaunt, 

I'll therefore take our ancient friend Don Juan, 
We all have seen him in the pantomime1 

Sent to the devil, somewhat ere his time. 

5 
Brave men were living before Agamemnon2 

And since, exceeding valorous and sage, 
35 A good deal like him too, though quite the same none; 

But then they shone not on the poet's page, 

1. This stanza was written on the back of a page 
of the manuscript of canto 1. For the author's revi-
sions while composing two stanzas of Don Juan, 
see "Poems in Process," in the appendices to this 
volume. 
2. A white Rhine wine, from the German Hoch-

heimer. 
1. The Juan legend was a popular subject in 
English pantomime. 
2. In Homer's Iliad the king commanding the 
Greeks in the siege of Troy. This line is translated 
from a Latin ode by Horace. 
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And so have been forgotten—I condemn none, 
But can't find any in the present age 

Fit for my poem (that is, for my new one); 
40 So, as I said, I'll take my friend Don Juan. 

6 
Most epic poets plunge in "medias res,"3 

(Horace makes this the heroic turnpike road)4 

And then your hero tells, whene'er you please, 
What went before—by way of episode, 

45 While seated after dinner at his ease, 
Beside his mistress in some soft abode, 

Palace, or garden, paradise, or cavern, 
Which serves the happy couple for a tavern. 

7 
That is the usual method, but not mine— 

50 My way is to begin with the beginning; 
The regularity of my design 

Forbids all wandering as the worst of sinning, 
And therefore I shall open with a line 

(Although it cost me half an hour in spinning) 
55 Narrating somewhat of Don Juan's father, 

And also of his mother, if you'd rather. 

8 
In Seville was he born, a pleasant city, 

Famous for oranges and women—he 
Who has not seen it will be much to pity, 

60 So says the proverb—and I quite agree; 
Of all the Spanish towns is none more pretty, 

Cadiz perhaps—but that you soon may see:— 
Don Juan's parents lived beside the river, 
A noble stream, and call'd the Guadalquivir. 

9 
65 His father's name was Jose5—Don, of course, 

A true Hidalgo,0 free from every stain noble man 
Of Moor or Hebrew blood, he traced his source 

Through the most Gothic gentlemen of Spain; 
A better cavalier ne'er mounted horse, 

70 Or, being mounted, e'er got down again, 
Than Jose, who begot our hero, who 
Begot—but that's to come Well, to renew: 

10 
His mother was a learned lady, famed 

For every branch of every science known— 
75 In every christian language ever named, 

With virtues equall'd by her wit alone, 
She made the cleverest people quite ashamed, 

3. Into the middle of things (Latin; Horace's Art 
of Poetry 148). 
4. I.e., the smoothest road for heroic poetry. 

5. Normally "Jose"; Byron transferred the accent 
to keep his meter. 
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A n d e v e n t h e g o o d w i t h i n w a r d e n v y g r o a n , 
F i n d i n g t h e m s e l v e s s o v e r y m u c h e x c e e d e d 

s o I n t h e i r o w n w a y b y a l l t h e t h i n g s t h a t s h e d id . 

11 
H e r m e m o r y w a s a m i n e : s h e k n e w b y h e a r t 

A l l C a l d e r o n a n d g r e a t e r p a r t o f L o p e , 6 

S o t h a t i f a n y a c t o r m i s s ' d h i s p a r t 
S h e c o u l d h a v e s e r v e d h i m f o r t h e p r o m p t e r ' s c o p y ; 

8 5 F o r h e r F e i n a g l e ' s 7 w e r e a n u s e l e s s a r t , 
A n d h e h i m s e l f o b l i g e d t o s h u t u p s h o p — h e 

C o u l d n e v e r m a k e a m e m o r y s o f i n e a s 
T h a t w h i c h a d o r n ' d t h e b r a i n o f D o n n a I n e z . 

12 
H e r f a v o u r i t e s c i e n c e w a s t h e m a t h e m a t i c a l , 

9 0 H e r n o b l e s t v i r t u e w a s h e r m a g n a n i m i t y , 
H e r w i t ( s h e s o m e t i m e s t r i e d a t w i t ) w a s A t t i c 8 a l l , 

H e r s e r i o u s s a y i n g s d a r k e n ' d t o s u b l i m i t y ; 
I n s h o r t , i n a l l t h i n g s s h e w a s f a i r l y w h a t I c a l l 

A p r o d i g y — h e r m o r n i n g d r e s s w a s d i m i t y , 0 cotton 
9 5 H e r e v e n i n g s i lk , o r , i n t h e s u m m e r , m u s l i n , 

A n d o t h e r s t u f f s , w i t h w h i c h I w o n ' t s t a y p u z z l i n g . 

!3 
S h e k n e w t h e L a t i n — t h a t is , " t h e L o r d ' s p r a y e r , " 

A n d G r e e k — t h e a l p h a b e t — I ' m n e a r l y s u r e ; 
S h e r e a d s o m e F r e n c h r o m a n c e s h e r e a n d t h e r e , 

IOO A l t h o u g h h e r m o d e o f s p e a k i n g w a s n o t p u r e ; 
F o r n a t i v e S p a n i s h s h e h a d n o g r e a t c a r e , 

A t l e a s t h e r c o n v e r s a t i o n w a s o b s c u r e ; 
H e r t h o u g h t s w e r e t h e o r e m s , h e r w o r d s a p r o b l e m , 
A s i f s h e d e e m ' d t h a t m y s t e r y w o u l d e n n o b l e ' e m . 

a *= * 

22 
' T i s p i t y l e a r n e d v i r g i n s e v e r w e d 

170 W i t h p e r s o n s o f n o s o r t o f e d u c a t i o n , 
O r g e n t l e m e n , w h o , t h o u g h w e l l - b o r n a n d b r e d , 

G r o w t i r e d o f s c i e n t i f i c c o n v e r s a t i o n : 
I d o n ' t c h o o s e t o s a y m u c h u p o n t h i s h e a d , 

I ' m a p l a i n m a n , a n d i n a s i n g l e s t a t i o n , 
175 B u t — O h ! y e l o r d s o f l a d i e s i n t e l l e c t u a l , 

I n f o r m u s t r u l y , h a v e t h e y n o t h e n - p e c k ' d y o u a l l ? 

23 
D o n J o s e a n d h i s l a d y q u a r r e l l ' d — w h y , 

N o t a n y o f t h e m a n y c o u l d d i v i n e , 
T h o u g h s e v e r a l t h o u s a n d p e o p l e c h o s e t o t ry , 

6. Calderon de la Barea and Lope de Vega, the 
great Spanish dramatists of the early 17th century. 
7. Gregor von Feinagle, a German expert on the 
art of memory, who had lectured in England in 

1811. 
8. Athenian. Attic salt is a term for the famed wit 
of the Athenians. 
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180 'Twas surely no concern of theirs nor mine; 
I loathe that low vice curiosity, 

But if there's any thing in which I shine 
'Tis in arranging all my friends' affairs. 
Not having, of my own, domestic cares. 

24 
is? And so I interfered, and with the best 

Intentions, but their treatment was not kind; 
I think the foolish people were possess'd, 

For neither of them could I ever find, 
Although their porter afterwards confess'd— 

190 But that's no matter, and the worst's behind, 
For little Juan o'er me threw, down stairs, 
A pail of housemaid's water unawares. 

25 
A little curly-headed, good-for-nothing, 

And mischief-making monkey from his birth; 
195 His parents ne'er agreed except in doting 

Upon the most unquiet imp on earth; 
Instead of quarrelling, had they been but both in 

Their senses, they'd have sent young master forth 
To school, or had him soundly whipp'd at home, 

200 To teach him manners for the time to come. 

26 
Don Jose and the Donna Inez led 

For some time an unhappy sort of life, 
Wishing each other, not divorced, but dead; 

They lived respectably as man and wife, 
205 Their conduct was exceedingly well-bred, 

And gave no outward signs of inward strife, 
Until at length the smother'd fire broke out, 
And put the business past all kind of doubt. 

2.7 
For Inez call'd some druggists and physicians, 

210 And tried to prove her loving lord was mad,9 

But as he had some lucid intermissions, 
She next decided he was only bad; 

Yet when they ask'd her for her depositions, 
No sort of explanation could be had, 

215 Save that her duty both to man and God 
Required this conduct—which seem'd very odd. 

28 
She kept a journal, where his faults were noted, 

And open'd certain trunks of books and letters, 
All which might, if occasion served, be quoted; 

9. Lady Byron had thought her husband might be 
insane and sought medical advice on the matter. 
This and other passages obviously allude to his 
wife, although Byron insisted that Donna Inez was 

not intended to be a caricature of Lady Byron. In 
her determination to preserve her son's innocence, 
Donna Inez also shares traits with Byron's mother. 
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220 A n d t h e n s h e h a d a l l S e v i l l e f o r a b e t t o r s , 
B e s i d e s h e r g o o d o l d g r a n d m o t h e r ( w h o d o t e d ) ; 

T h e h e a r e r s o f h e r c a s e b e c a m e r e p e a t e r s , 
T h e n a d v o c a t e s , i n q u i s i t o r s , a n d j u d g e s , 
S o m e f o r a m u s e m e n t , o t h e r s f o r o l d g r u d g e s . 

2 9 

225 A n d t h e n t h i s b e s t a n d m e e k e s t w o m a n b o r e 
W i t h s u c h s e r e n i t y h e r h u s b a n d ' s w o e s , 

J u s t a s t h e S p a r t a n l a d i e s d i d o f y o r e , 
W h o s a w t h e i r s p o u s e s k i l l 'd , a n d n o b l y c h o s e 

N e v e r t o s a y a w o r d a b o u t t h e m m o r e — 
230 C a l m l y s h e h e a r d e a c h c a l u m n y t h a t r o s e , 

A n d s a w his a g o n i e s w i t h s u c h s u b l i m i t y , 
T h a t a l l t h e w o r l d e x c l a i m ' d " W h a t m a g n a n i m i t y ! " 

3 2 

T h e i r f r i e n d s h a d t r i e d a t r e c o n c i l i a t i o n , 
250 T h e n t h e i r r e l a t i o n s , w h o m a d e m a t t e r s w o r s e ; 

( ' T w e r e h a r d t o s a y u p o n a l i k e o c c a s i o n 
T o w h o m i t m a y b e b e s t t o h a v e r e c o u r s e — 

I c a n ' t s a y m u c h f o r f r i e n d o r y e t r e l a t i o n ) : 
T h e l a w y e r s d i d t h e i r u t m o s t f o r d i v o r c e , 

255 B u t s c a r c e a f e e w a s p a i d o n e i t h e r s i d e 
B e f o r e , u n l u c k i l y , D o n J o s e d i e d . 

33 
H e d i e d : a n d m o s t u n l u c k i l y , b e c a u s e , 

A c c o r d i n g t o a l l h i n t s I c o u l d c o l l e c t 
F r o m c o u n s e l l e a r n e d i n t h o s e k i n d s o f l a w s , 

260 ( A l t h o u g h t h e i r t a l k ' s o b s c u r e a n d c i r c u m s p e c t ) 
H i s d e a t h c o n t r i v e d to s p o i l a c h a r m i n g c a u s e ; 0 law case 

A t h o u s a n d p i t i e s a l s o w i t h r e s p e c t 
T o p u b l i c f e e l i n g , w h i c h o n t h i s o c c a s i o n 
W a s m a n i f e s t e d i n a g r e a t s e n s a t i o n . 

37. 
D y i n g i n t e s t a t e , 0 J u a n w a s s o l e h e i r without a will 

290 T o a c h a n c e r y s u i t , a n d m e s s u a g e s , 1 a n d l a n d s , 
W h i c h , w i t h a l o n g m i n o r i t y a n d c a r e , 

P r o m i s e d t o t u r n o u t w e l l i n p r o p e r h a n d s : 
I n e z b e c a m e s o l e g u a r d i a n , w h i c h w a s f a i r , 

A n d a n s w e r ' d b u t t o n a t u r e ' s j u s t d e m a n d s ; 
295 A n o n l y s o n l e f t w i t h a n o n l y m o t h e r 

I s b r o u g h t u p m u c h m o r e w i s e l y t h a n a n o t h e r . 

1. Houses and the adjoining lands. "Chancery suit": a case in what was then the highest English court, 
notorious for its delays. 
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Sagest of women, even of widows, she 
Resolved that Juan should be quite a paragon, 

And worthy of the noblest pedigree: 
300 (His sire was of Castile, his dam from Arragon). 

Then for accomplishments of chivalry, 
In case our lord the king should go to war again, 

He learn'd the arts of riding, fencing, gunnery, 
And how to scale a fortress—or a nunnery. 

39 
305 But that which Donna Inez most desired, 

And saw into herself each day before all 
The learned tutors whom for him she hired, 

Was, that his breeding should be strictly moral; 
Much into all his studies she inquired, 

310 And so they were submitted first to her, all, 
Arts, sciences, no branch was made a mystery 
To Juan's eyes, excepting natural history.2 

4° 
The languages, especially the dead, 

The sciences, and most of all the abstruse, 
315 The arts, at least all such as could be said 

To be the most remote from common use, 
In all these he was much and deeply read; 

But not a page of anything that's loose, 
Or hints continuation of the species, 

320 Was ever suffer'd, lest he should grow vicious. 

41 
His classic studies made a little puzzle, 

Because of filthy loves of gods and goddesses, 
Who in the earlier ages made a bustle, 

But never put on pantaloons or boddices; 
325 His reverend tutors had at times a tussle, 

And for their Aeneids, Iliads, and Odysseys, 
Were forced to make an odd sort of apology, 
For Donna Inez dreaded the mythology. 

42 
Ovid's a rake, as half his verses show him, 

330 Anacreon's morals are a still worse sample, 
Catullus scarcely has a decent poem, 

I don't think Sappho's Ode a good example, 
Although Longinus3 tells us there is no hymn 

Where the sublime soars forth on wings more ample; 
335 But Virgil's songs are pure, except that horrid one 

Beginning with "Formosum Pastor Corydon. "4 

2. Includes biology, physiology, and particularly 
botany, popular in the era in part because study of 
plants' stamens and pistils offered a form of sur-
reptitious sex education. 
3. In On the Sublime 10, the Greek rhetorician 

Longinus praises a passage of erotic longing from 
one of Sappho's odes. 
4. Virgil's Eclogue 2 begins: "The shepherd, Cor-
ydon, burned with love for the handsome Alexis." 
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4 3 
Lucretius' irreligion5 is too strong 

For early stomachs, to prove wholesome food; 
I can't help thinking Juvenal6 was wrong, 

340 Although no doubt his real intent was good, 
For speaking out so plainly in his song, 

So much indeed as to be downright rude; 
And then what proper person can be partial 
To all those nauseous epigrams of Martial? 

4 4 

345 Juan was taught from out the best edition, 
Expurgated by learned men, who place, 

Judiciously, from out the schoolboy's vision, 
The grosser parts; but fearful to deface 

Too much their modest bard by this omission, 
350 And pitying sore his mutilated case, 

They only add them all in an appendix,7 

Which saves, in fact, the trouble of an index. 

For my part I say nothing—nothing—but 
4io This I will say—my reasons are my own— 

That if I had an only son to put 
To school (as God be praised that I have none) 

'Tis not with Donna Inez I would shut 
Him up to learn his catechism alone, 

415 No—No—I'd send him out betimes to college, 
For there it was I pick'd up my own knowledge. 

5 3 
For there one learns—'tis not for me to boast, 

Though I acquired—but I pass over that, 
As well as all the Greek I since have lost: 

420 I say that there's the place—but "Verbum sat,"8 

I think I pick'd up too, as well as most, 
Knowledge of matters—but no matter what— 

I never married—but, I think, I know 
That sons should not be educated so. 

5 4 
425 Young Juan now was sixteen years of age, 

Tall, handsome, slender, but well knit; he seem'd 
Active, though not so sprightly, as a page; 

And every body but his mother deem'd 
Him almost man; but she flew in a rage, 

5. In De Rerum Natura (On the Nature of Things), 
Lucretius argues that the universe can be 
explained in entirely materialist terms without ref-
erence to any god. 
6. The Latin satires of Juvenal attacked the cor-
ruption of Roman society in the 1st century c.E. 

and displayed its vices. 
7. Fact! There is, or was, such an edition, with all 
the obnoxious epigrams of Martial placed by them-
selves at the end [Byron's note]. Martial, another 
Latin poet, was a contemporary of Juvenal. 
8. A word [to the wise] is sufficient (Latin). 
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430 And bit her lips (for else she might have scream'd), 
If any said so, for to be precocious 
Was in her eyes a thing the most atrocious. 

55 
Amongst her numerous acquaintance, all 

Selected for discretion and devotion, 
435 There was the Donna Julia, whom to call 

Pretty were but to give a feeble notion 
Of many charms in her as natural 

As sweetness to the flower, or salt to ocean, 
Her zone to Venus,9 or his bow to Cupid, 

440 (But this last simile is trite and stupid). 

56 
The darkness of her Oriental eye 

Accorded with her Moorish origin; 
(Her blood was not all Spanish, by the by; 

In Spain, you know, this is a sort of sin). 
445 When proud Grenada fell, and, forced to fly, 

Boabdil wept,1 of Donna Julia's kin 
Some went to Africa, some staid in Spain, 
Her great great grandmamma chose to remain. 

57 
She married (I forget the pedigree) 

450 With an Hidalgo, who transmitted down 
His blood less noble than such blood should be; 

At such alliances his sires would frown, 
In that point so precise in each degree 

That they bred in and in, as might be shown, 
455 Marrying their cousins—nay, their aunts and nieces, 

Which always spoils the breed, if it increases. 

58 
This heathenish cross restored the breed again, 

Ruin'd its blood, but much improved its flesh; 
For, from a root the ugliest in Old Spain 

460 Sprung up a branch as beautiful as fresh; 
The sons no more were short, the daughters plain: 

But there's a rumour which I fain would hush, 
'Tis said that Donna Julia's grandmamma 
Produced her Don more heirs at love than law. 

59 
465 However this might be, the race0 went on family line 

Improving still through every generation, 
Until it center'd in an only son, 

Who left an only daughter; my narration 
May have suggested that this single one 

470 Could be but Julia (whom on this occasion 

9. The belt ("zone") of Venus made its wearer sex-
ually irresistible. 
1. The Moorish king of Granada (the last Islamic 

enclave in Spain) wept when his capital fell and he 
and his people were forced to emigrate to Africa 
(1492). 
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I shall have much to speak about), and she 
Was married, charming, chaste,2 and twenty-three. 

60 
Her eye (I'm very fond of handsome eyes) 

Was large and dark, suppressing half its fire 
475 Until she spoke, then through its soft disguise 

Flash'd an expression more of pride than ire, 
And love than either; and there would arise 

A something in them which was not desire, 
But would have been, perhaps, but for the soul 

480 Which struggled through and chasten'd down the whole. 

61 
Her glossy hair was cluster'd o'er a brow 

Bright with intelligence, and fair and smooth; 
Her eyebrow's shape was like the aerial bow, 

Her cheek all purple with the beam of youth, 
485 Mounting, at times, to a transparent glow, 

As if her veins ran lightning; she, in sooth, 
Possess'd an air and grace by no means common: 
Her stature tall—I hate a dumpy woman. 

62 
Wedded she was some years, and to a man 

490 Of fifty, and such husbands are in plenty; 
And yet, I think, instead of such a ONE 

'Twere better to have TWO of five and twenty, 
Especially in countries near the sun: 

And now I think on't, "mi vien in mente,"3 

495 Ladies even of the most uneasy virtue 
Prefer a spouse whose age is short of thirty. 

63 
'Tis a sad thing, I cannot choose but say, 

And all the fault of that indecent sun, 
Who cannot leave alone our helpless clay, 

500 But will keep baking, broiling, burning on, 
That howsoever people fast and pray 

The flesh is frail, and so the soul undone: 
What men call gallantry, and gods adultery, 
Is much more common where the climate's sultry. 

64 
505 Happy the nations of the moral north! 

Where all is virtue, and the winter season 
Sends sin, without a rag on, shivering forth; 

('Twas snow that brought St. Francis back to reason); 
Where juries cast up what a wife is worth 

510 By laying whate'er sum, in mulct,4 they please on 
The lover, who must pay a handsome price, 
Because it is a marketable vice. 

2. I.e., faithful to her husband. 
3. It comes to my mind (Italian). 

4. By way of a fine or legal penalty. 
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6 5 

Alfonso was the name of Julia's lord, 
A man well looking for his years, and who 

515 Was neither much beloved, nor yet abhorr'd; 
They lived together as most people do, 

Suffering each other's foibles by accord, 
And not exactly either one or two; 

Yet he was jealous, though he did not show it, 
520 For jealousy dislikes the world to know it. 

# « $ 

69 
545 Juan she saw, and, as a pretty child, 

Caress'd him often, such a thing might be 
Quite innocently done, and harmless styled, 

When she had twenty years, and thirteen he; 
But I am not so sure I should have smiled 

550 When he was sixteen, Julia twenty-three, 
These few short years make wondrous alterations, 
Particularly amongst sun-burnt nations. 

70 
Whate'er the cause might be, they had become 

Changed; for the dame grew distant, the youth shy, 
555 Their looks cast down, their greetings almost dumb, 

And much embarrassment in either eye; 
There surely will be little doubt with some 

That Donna Julia knew the reason why, 
But as for Juan, he had no more notion 

560 Than he who never saw the sea of ocean. 

71 
Yet Julia's very coldness still was kind, 

And tremulously gentle her small hand 
Withdrew itself from his, but left behind 

A little pressure, thrilling, and so bland 
565 And slight, so very slight, that to the mind 

'Twas but a doubt; but ne'er magician's wand 
Wrought change with all Armida's5 fairy art 
Like what this light touch left on Juan's heart. 

And if she met him, though she smiled no more, 
570 She look'd a sadness sweeter than her smile, 

As if her heart had deeper thoughts in store 
She must not own, but cherish'd more the while, 

For that compression in its burning core; 
Even innocence itself has many a wile, 

575 And will not dare to trust itself with truth, 
And love is taught hypocrisy from youth. 

5. The sorceress in Torquato Tasso's Jerusalem Delivered (1581) who seduces Rinaldo into forgetting his 
vows as a crusader. 
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75 
Poor Julia's heart was in an awkward state; 

She felt it going, and resolved to make 
The noblest efforts for herself and mate, 

For honour's, pride's, religion's, virtue's sake; 
Her resolutions were most truly great, 

And almost might have made a Tarquin6 quake; 
She pray'd the Virgin Mary for her grace, 
As being the best judge of a lady's case. 

76 
She vow'd she never would see Juan more, 

And next day paid a visit to his mother, 
And look'd extremely at the opening door, 

Which, by the Virgin's grace, let in another; 
Grateful she was, and yet a little sore— 

Again it opens, it can be no other, 
'Tis surely Juan now—No! I'm afraid 
That night the Virgin was no further pray'd. 

77 
She now determined that a virtuous woman 

Should rather face and overcome temptation, 
That flight was base and dastardly, and no man 

Should ever give her heart the least sensation; 
That is to say, a thought beyond the common 

Preference, that we must feel upon occasion, 
For people who are pleasanter than others, 
But then they only seem so many brothers. 

78 
And even if by chance—and who can tell? 

The devil's so very sly—she should discover 
That all within was not so very well, 

And, if still free, that such or such a lover 
Might please perhaps, a virtuous wife can quell 

Such thoughts, and be the better when they're over; 
And if the man should ask,'tis but denial: 
I recommend young ladies to make trial. 

79 
And then there are such things as love divine, 

Bright and immaculate, unmix'd and pure, 
Such as the angels think so very fine, 

And matrons, who would be no less secure, 
Platonic, perfect, "just such love as mine": 

Thus Julia said—and thought so, to be sure, 
And so I'd have her think, were I the man 
On whom her reveries celestial ran. 

6. A member of a legendary family of Roman kings noted for tyranny and cruelty; perhaps a reference 
specifically to Lucius Tarquinus, the villain of Shakespeare's The Rape of Lucrece. 
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So much for Julia. Now we'll turn to Juan, 
Poor little fellow! he had no idea 

Of his own case, and never hit the true one; 
In feelings quick as Ovid's Miss Medea,7 

685 He puzzled over what he found a new one, 
But not as yet imagined it could be a 

Thing quite in course, and not at all alarming, 
Which, with a little patience, might grow charming. 

* * 

90 
Young Juan wander'd by the glassy brooks 

Thinking unutterable things; he threw 
715 Himself at length within the leafy nooks 

Where the wild branch of the cork forest grew; 
There poets find materials for their books, 

And every now and then we read them through, 
So that their plan and prosody are eligible, 

720 Unless, like Wordsworth, they prove unintelligible. 

91 
He, Juan (and not Wordsworth), so pursued 

His self-communion with his own high soul, 
Until his mighty heart, in its great mood, 

Had mitigated part, though not the whole 
725 Of its disease; he did the best he could 

With things not very subject to control, 
And turn'd, without perceiving his condition, 
Like Coleridge, into a metaphysician. 

92 
He thought about himself, and the whole earth, 

730 Of man the wonderful, and of the stars, 
And how the deuce they ever could have birth; 

And then he thought of earthquakes, and of wars, 
How many miles the moon might have in girth, 

Of air-balloons, and of the many bars 
735 To perfect knowledge of the boundless skies; 

And then he thought of Donna Julia's eyes. 

93 
In thoughts like these true wisdom may discern 

Longings sublime, and aspirations high, 
Which some are born with, but the most part learn 

740 To plague themselves withal, they know not why: 
'Twas strange that one so young should thus concern 

His brain about the action of the sky; 
If you think 'twas philosophy that this did, 
I can't help thinking puberty assisted. 

7. In Metamorphoses 7 Ovid tells the story of Medea's mad infatuation for Jason. 
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94 
745 He pored upon the leaves, and on the flowers, 

And heard a voice in all the winds; and then 
He thought of wood nymphs and immortal bowers, 

And how the goddesses came down to men: 
He miss'd the pathway, he forgot the hours, 

750 And when he look'd upon his watch again, 
He found how much old Time had been a winner— 
He also found that he had lost his dinner. 

$ $ * 

i°3 
'Twas on a summer's day—the sixth of June:— 

I like to be particular in dates, 
Not only of the age, and year, but moon; 

820 They are a sort of post-house, where the Fates 
Change horses, making history change its tune, 

Then spur away o'er empires and o'er states, 
Leaving at last not much besides chronology, 
Excepting the post-obits8 of theology. 

104 
825 'Twas on the sixth of June, about the hour 

Of half-past six—perhaps still nearer seven, 
When Julia sate within as pretty a bower 

As e'er held houri in that heathenish heaven 
Described by Mahomet, and Anacreon Moore,9 

830 To whom the lyre and laurels have been given, 
With all the trophies of triumphant song— 
He won them well, and may he wear them long! 

105 
She sate, but not alone; I know not well 

How this same interview had taken place, 
835 And even if I knew, I should not tell— 

People should hold their tongues in any case; 
No matter how or why the thing befell, 

But there were she and Juan, face to face— 
When two such faces are so,'twould be wise, 

840 But very difficult, to shut their eyes. 

106 
How beautiful she look'd! her conscious1 heart 

Glow'd in her cheek, and yet she felt no wrong. 
Oh Love! how perfect is thy mystic art, 

Strengthening the weak, and trampling on the strong, 

8. I.e., postobit bonds (post obitum, "after death" 
[Latin]): loans to an heir that fall due after the 
death of the person whose estate he or she is to 
inherit. Byron's meaning is probably that only the-
ology purports to tell us what rewards are due in 
heaven. 
9. Byron's friend the poet Thomas Moore, who in 

1800 had translated the Odes of the ancient Greek 
Anacreon and whose popular Orientalist poem 
Lalla Rookh (1817) had portrayed the "heathenish 
heaven" of Islam as populated by "houris," beau-
tiful maidens who in the afterlife will give heroes 
their reward. 
1. Secretly aware (of her feelings). 
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845 How self-deceitful is the sagest part 
Of mortals whom thy lure hath led along— 

The precipice she stood on was immense, 
So was her creed° in her own innocence. belief 

107 
She thought of her own strength, and Juan's youth, 

850 And of the folly of all prudish fears, 
Victorious virtue, and domestic truth, 

And then of Don Alfonso's fifty years: 
I wish these last had not occurr'd, in sooth, 

Because that number rarely much endears, 
855 And through all climes, the snowy and the sunny, 

Sounds ill in love, whate'er it may in money. 

$ $ 

u 3 
The sun set, and up rose the yellow moon: 

The devil's in the moon for mischief; they 
Who call'd her CHASTE, methinks, began too soon 

900 Their nomenclature; there is not a day, 
The longest, not the twenty-first of June, 

Sees half the business in a wicked way 
On which three single hours of moonshine smile— 
And then she looks so modest all the while. 

114 
905 There is a dangerous silence in that hour, 

A stillness, which leaves room for the full soul 
To open all itself, without the power 

Of calling wholly back its self-control; 
The silver light which, hallowing tree and tower, 

910 Sheds beauty and deep softness o'er the whole, 
Breathes also to the heart, and o'er it throws 
A loving languor, which is not repose. 

" 5 
And Julia sate with Juan, half embraced 

And half retiring from the glowing arm, 
915 Which trembled like the bosom where 'twas placed; 

Yet still she must have thought there was no harm, 
Or else 'twere easy to withdraw her waist; 

But then the situation had its charm, 
And then—God knows what next—I can't go on; 

920 I'm almost sorry that I e'er begun. 

116 
Oh Plato! Plato! you have paved the way, 

With your confounded fantasies, to more 
Immoral conduct by the fancied sway 

Your system feigns o'er the controlless core 
925 Of human hearts, than all the long array 

Of poets and romancers:—You're a bore, 
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A charlatan, a coxcomb—and have been, 
At best, no better than a go-between. 

1 17 
And Julia's voice was lost, except in sighs, 

930 Until too late for useful conversation; 
The tears were gushing from her gentle eyes, 

I wish, indeed, they had not had occasion, 
But who, alas! can love, and then be wise? 

Not that remorse did not oppose temptation, 
935 A little still she strove, and much repented, 

And whispering "I will ne'er consent"—consented. 

* $ $ 

126 
'Tis sweet to win, no matter how, one's laurels 

By blood or ink; 'tis sweet to put an end 
To strife; 'tis sometimes sweet to have our quarrels, 

Particularly with a tiresome friend; 
1005 Sweet is old wine in bottles, ale in barrels; 

Dear is the helpless creature we defend 
Against the world; and dear the schoolboy spot 
We ne'er forget, though there we are forgot. 

127 
But sweeter still than this, than these, than all, 

1010 Is first and passionate love—it stands alone, 
Like Adam's recollection of his fall; 

The tree of knowledge has been pluck'd—all's known— 
And life yields nothing further to recall 

Worthy of this ambrosial sin, so shown, 
1015 No doubt in fable, as the unforgiven 

Fire which Prometheus2 filch'd for us from heaven. 

* <• * 

'33 
Man's a phenomenon, one knows not what, 

And wonderful beyond all wondrous measure; 
'Tis pity though, in this sublime world, that 

1060 Pleasure's a sin, and sometimes sin's a pleasure; 
Few mortals know what end they would be at, 

But whether glory, power, or love, or treasure, 
The path is through perplexing ways, and when 
The goal is gain'd, we die, you know—and then— 

r34 
1065 What then?—I do not know, no more do you— 

And so good night.—Return we to our story: 
'Twas in November, when fine days are few, 

And the far mountains wax a little hoary, 
And clap a white cape on their mantles blue; 

2. The Titan Prometheus incurred the wrath of Zeus by stealing fire from heaven for humans. 
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1070 A n d t h e s e a d a s h e s r o u n d t h e p r o m o n t o r y , 
A n d t h e l o u d b r e a k e r b o i l s a g a i n s t t h e r o c k , 
A n d s o b e r s u n s m u s t s e t a t f ive o ' c l o c k . 

'35 
' T w a s , a s t h e w a t c h m e n say , a c l o u d y n i g h t ; 

N o m o o n , n o s t a r s , t h e w i n d w a s l o w o r l o u d 
1075 B y g u s t s , a n d m a n y a s p a r k l i n g h e a r t h w a s b r i g h t 

W i t h t h e p i l e d w o o d , r o u n d w h i c h t h e f a m i l y c r o w d ; 
T h e r e ' s s o m e t h i n g c h e e r f u l i n t h a t s o r t o f l i g h t , 

E v e n a s a s u m m e r sky 's w i t h o u t a c l o u d : 
I ' m f o n d o f f i re , a n d c r i c k e t s , a n d a l l t h a t , 

1080 A l o b s t e r - s a l a d , a n d c h a m p a g n e , a n d c h a t . 

1 3 6 

' T w a s m i d n i g h t — D o n n a J u l i a w a s i n b e d , 
S l e e p i n g , m o s t p r o b a b l y — w h e n a t h e r d o o r 

A r o s e a c l a t t e r m i g h t a w a k e t h e d e a d , 
I f t h e y h a d n e v e r b e e n a w o k e b e f o r e , 

1085 A n d t h a t t h e y h a v e b e e n s o w e a l l h a v e r e a d , 
A n d a r e t o b e s o , a t t h e l e a s t , o n c e m o r e — 

T h e d o o r w a s f a s t e n ' d , b u t w i t h v o i c e a n d f i s t 
F i r s t k n o c k s w e r e h e a r d , t h e n " M a d a m — M a d a m — h i s t ! 

137 
" F o r G o d ' s s a k e , M a d a m — M a d a m — h e r e ' s m y m a s t e r , 

W i t h m o r e t h a n h a l f t h e c i t y a t h i s b a c k — 
W a s e v e r h e a r d o f s u c h a c u r s t d i s a s t e r ! 

' T i s n o t m y f a u l t — I k e p t g o o d w a t c h — A l a c k ! 
D o , p r a y u n d o t h e b o l t a l i t t l e f a s t e r — 

T h e y ' r e o n t h e s t a i r j u s t n o w , a n d i n a c r a c k 0 moment 
W i l l a l l b e h e r e ; p e r h a p s h e y e t m a y f l y — 
S u r e l y t h e w i n d o w ' s n o t s o very h i g h ! " 

138 
B y t h i s t i m e D o n A l f o n s o w a s a r r i v e d , 

W i t h t o r c h e s , f r i e n d s , a n d s e r v a n t s i n g r e a t n u m b e r ; 
T h e m a j o r p a r t o f t h e m h a d l o n g b e e n w i v e d , 

1100 A n d t h e r e f o r e p a u s e d n o t t o d i s t u r b t h e s l u m b e r 
O f a n y w i c k e d w o m a n , w h o c o n t r i v e d 

B y s t e a l t h h e r h u s b a n d ' s t e m p l e s t o e n c u m b e r : 3 

E x a m p l e s o f t h i s k i n d a r e s o c o n t a g i o u s , 
W e r e o n e n o t p u n i s h ' d , a l l w o u l d b e o u t r a g e o u s . 

!39 
I c a n ' t t e l l h o w , o r w h y , o r w h a t s u s p i c i o n 

C o u l d e n t e r i n t o D o n A l f o n s o ' s h e a d ; 
B u t f o r a c a v a l i e r o f h i s c o n d i t i o n 0 rank 

I t s u r e l y w a s e x c e e d i n g l y i l l - b r e d 
W i t h o u t a w o r d o f p r e v i o u s a d m o n i t i o n , 

T o h o l d a l e v e e 4 r o u n d h i s l ady ' s b e d , 
A n d s u m m o n l a c k e y s , a r m ' d w i t h f i r e a n d s w o r d , 
T o p r o v e h i m s e l f t h e t h i n g h e m o s t a b h o r r ' d . 

3. I.e., with horns that, growing on the forehead, band. 
were the traditional emblem of the cuckolded hus- 4. Morning reception. 

1090 

1095 

1105 

1110 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



6 8 6 / G E O R G E G O R D O N , L O R D B Y R O N 

140 
Poor Donna Julia! starting as from sleep, 

(Mind—that I do not say—she had not slept) 
ins Began at once to scream, and yawn, and weep; 

Her maid Antonia, who was an adept, 
Contrived to fling the bed-clothes in a heap, 

As if she had just now from out them crept: 
I can't tell why she should take all this trouble 

1120 To prove her mistress had been sleeping double. 

141 
But Julia mistress, and Antonia maid, 

Appear'd like two poor harmless women, who 
Of goblins, but still more of men afraid, 

Had thought one man might be deterr'd by two, 
1125 And therefore side by side were gently laid, 

Until the hours of absence should run through, 
And truant husband should return, and say, 
"My dear, I was the first who came away." 

142 
Now Julia found at length a voice, and cried, 

1130 "In heaven's name, Don Alfonso, what d'ye mean? 
Has madness seized you? would that I had died 

Ere such a monster's victim I had been! 
What may this midnight violence betide, 

A sudden fit of drunkenness or spleen? 
1135 Dare you suspect me, whom the thought would kill? 

Search, then, the room!"—Alfonso said, "I will." 

143 
He search'd, they search'd, and rummaged every where, 

Closet and clothes'-press, chest and window-seat, 
And found much linen, lace, and seven pair 

1140 Of stockings, slippers, brushes, combs, complete, 
With other articles of ladies fair, 

To keep them beautiful, or leave them neat: 
Arras5 they prick'd and curtains with their swords, 
And wounded several shutters, and some boards. 

144 
1145 Under the bed they search'd, and there they found—6 

No matter what—it was not that they sought; 
They open'd windows, gazing if the ground 

Had signs or footmarks, but the earth said nought; 
And then they stared each others' faces round: 

1150 'Tis odd, not one of all these seekers thought, 
And seems to me almost a sort of blunder, 
Of looking in the bed as well as under. 

145 
During this inquisition Julia's tongue 

Was not asleep—"Yes, search and search," she cried, 

5. A tapestry hanging on a wall. 6. Perhaps a chamber pot. 
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us? "Insult on insult heap, and wrong on wrong! 
It was for this that I became a bride! 

For this in silence I have suffer'd long 
A husband like Alfonso at my side; 

But now I'll bear no more, nor here remain, 
1160 If there be law, or lawyers, in all Spain. 

146 
"Yes, Don Alfonso! husband now no more, 

If ever you indeed deserved the name, 
Is't worthy of your years?—you have threescore, 

Fifty, or sixty—it is all the same— 
ii65 Is't wise or fitting causeless to explore 

For facts against a virtuous woman's fame? 
Ungrateful, perjured, barbarous Don Alfonso, 
How dare you think your lady would go on so?" 

159 
1265 The Senhor Don Alfonso stood confused; 

Antonia bustled round the ransack'd room, 
And, turning up her nose, with looks abused 

Her master, and his myrmidons,7 of whom 
Not one, except the attorney, was amused; 

1270 He, like Achates,8 faithful to the tomb, 
So there were quarrels, cared not for the cause, 
Knowing they must be settled by the laws. 

160 
With prying snub-nose, and small eyes, he stood, 

Following Antonia's motions here and there, 
1275 With much suspicion in his attitude; 

For reputations he had little care; 
So that a suit or action were made good, 

Small pity had he for the young and fair, 
And ne'er believed in negatives, till these 

1280 Were proved by competent false witnesses. 

161 
But Don Alfonso stood with downcast looks, 

And, truth to say, he made a foolish figure; 
When, after searching in five hundred nooks, 

And treating a young wife with so much rigour, 
1285 He gain'd no point, except some self-rebukes, 

Added to those his lady with such vigour 
Had pour'd upon him for the last half-hour, 
Quick, thick, and heavy—as a thunder-shower. 

162 
At first he tried to hammer an excuse, 

1290 To which the sole reply was tears, and sobs, 

7. Servants, so named for the followers Achilles 
led to the Trojan War. 
8. The fidus Achates ("faithful Achates") ofVirgil's 

Aeneid, whose loyalty to Aeneas has become pro-
verbial. 
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And indications of hysterics, whose 
Prologue is always certain throes, and throbs, 

Gasps, and whatever else the owners choose:— 
Alfonso saw his wife, and thought of Job's;9 

1295 He saw too, in perspective, her relations, 
And then he tried to muster all his patience. 

163 
He stood in act to speak, or rather stammer, 

But sage Antonia cut him short before 
The anvil of his speech received the hammer, 

1300 With "Pray sir, leave the room, and say no more, 
Or madam dies."—Alfonso mutter'd "D—n her," 

But nothing else, the time of words was o'er; 
He cast a rueful look or two, and did, 
He knew not wherefore, that which he was bid. 

164 
1305 With him retired his "posse comitatus,"' 

The attorney last, who linger'd near the door, 
Reluctantly, still tarrying there as late as 

Antonia let him—not a little sore 
At this most strange and unexplain'd "hiatus" 

1310 In Don Alfonso's facts, which just now wore 
An awkward look; as he resolved the case 
The door was fasten'd in his legal face. 

165 
No sooner was it bolted, than—Oh shame! 

Oh sin! Oh sorrow! and Oh womankind! 
1315 How can you do such things and keep your fame, 

Unless this world, and t'other too, be blind? 
Nothing so dear as an unfilch'd good name! 

But to proceed—for there is more behind: 
With much heart-felt reluctance be it said, 

1320 Young Juan slipp'd, half-smother'd, from the bed. 

166 
He had been hid—I don't pretend to say 

How, nor can I indeed describe the where— 
Young, slender, and pack'd easily, he lay, 

No doubt, in little compass, round or square; 
1325 But pity him I neither must nor may 

His suffocation by that pretty pair; 
'Twere better, sure, to die so, than be shut 
With maudlin Clarence in his Malmsey butt.2 

$ $ $ 

9. Job's wife advised her afflicted husband to 
"curse God, and die," He replied, "Thou speakest 
as one of the foolish women speaketh" (Job 2.9— 
10). 
1. The complete form of the modern word posse 
(posse comitatus means literally "power of the 

county" [Latin], i.e., the body of citizens sum-
moned by a sheriff to preserve order in the county). 
2. Clarence, brother of Edward IV and of the 
future Richard III, was reputed to have been assas-
sinated by being drowned in a cask ("butt") of 
malmsey, a sweet and aromatic wine. 
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169 
What 's to be done? Alfonso will be back 

The moment he has sent his fools away. 
Antonia's skill was put upon the rack, 

But no device could be brought into play— 
And how to parry the renew'd attack? 

Besides, it wanted but few hours of day: 
Antonia puzzled; Julia did not speak, 
But press'd her bloodless lip to Juan's cheek. 

170 
He turn'd his lip to hers, and with his hand 

Call'd back the tangles of her wandering hair; 
Even then their love they could not all command, 

And half forgot their danger and despair: 
Antonia's patience now was at a stand— 

"Come, come,'tis no time now for fooling there," 
She whisper'd, in great wrath—"I must deposit 
This pretty gentleman within the closet." 

173 
Now, Don Alfonso entering, but alone, 

Closed the oration of the trusty maid: 
She loiter'd, and he told her to be gone, 

1380 An order somewhat sullenly obey'd; 
However, present remedy was none, 

And no great good seem'd answer'd if she staid: 
Regarding both with slow and sidelong view, 
She snuff 'd the candle, curtsied, and withdrew. 

174 
1385 Alfonso paused a minute—then begun 

Some strange excuses for his late proceeding; 
He would not justify what he had done, 

To say the best, it was extreme ill-breeding; 
But there were ample reasons for it, none 

1390 Of which he specified in this his pleading: 
His speech was a fine sample, on the whole, 
Of rhetoric, which the learn'd call "rigmarole." 

180 
Alfonso closed his speech, and begg'd her pardon, 

Which Julia half withheld, and then half granted, 
1435 And laid conditions, he thought, very hard on, 

Denying several little things he wanted: 
He stood like Adam lingering near his garden, 

With useless penitence perplex'd and haunted, 
Beseeching she no further would refuse, 

1440 When lo! he stumbled o'er a pair of shoes. 
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181 
A pair of shoes!—what then? not much, if they 

Are such as fit with lady's feet, but these 
(No one can tell how much I grieve to say) 

Were masculine; to see them, and to seize, 
1445 Was but a moment's act.—Ah! Well-a-day! 

My teeth begin to chatter, my veins freeze— 
Alfonso first examined well their fashion, 
And then flew out into another passion. 

182 
He left the room for his relinquish'd sword, 

1450 And Julia instant to the closet flew, 
"Fly, Juan, fly! for heaven's sake—not a word— 

The door is open—you may yet slip through 
The passage you so often have explored— 

Here is the garden-key—Fly—fly—Adieu! 
1455 Haste—haste!—I hear Alfonso's hurrying feet— 

Day has not broke—there's no one in the street." 

183 
None can say that this was not good advice, 

The only mischief was, it came too late; 
Of all experience 'tis the usual price, 

1460 A sort of income-tax laid on by fate: 
Juan had reach'd the room-door in a trice, 

And might have done so by the garden-gate, 
But met Alfonso in his dressing-gown, 
Who threaten'd death—so Juan knock'd him down. 

184 
1465 Dire was the scuffle, and out went the light, 

Antonia cried out "Rape!" and Julia "Fire!" 
But not a servant stirr'd to aid the fight. 

Alfonso, pommell'd to his heart's desire, 
Swore lustily he'd be revenged this night; 

1470 And Juan, too, blasphemed an octave higher, 
His blood was up; though young, he was a Tartar,3 

And not at all disposed to prove a martyr. 

1 8 5 

Alfonso's sword had dropp'd ere he could draw it, 
And they continued battling hand to hand, 

1475 For Juan very luckily ne'er saw it; 
His temper not being under great command, 

If at that moment he had chanced to claw it, 
Alfonso's days had not been in the land 

Much longer.—Think of husbands', lovers' lives! 
1480 And how ye may be doubly widows—wives! 

186 
Alfonso grappled to detain the foe, 

And Juan throttled him to get away, 

3. A formidable opponent. 
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And blood ('twas from the nose) began to flow; 
At last, as they more faintly wrestling lay, 

1485 Juan contrived to give an awkward blow, 
And then his only garment quite gave way; 

He fled, like Joseph,4 leaving it; but there, 
I doubt, all likeness ends between the pair. 

1 8 7 

Lights came at length, and men, and maids, who found 
1490 An awkward spectacle their eyes before; 

Antonia in hysterics, Julia swoon'd, 
Alfonso leaning, breathless, by the door; 

Some half-torn drapery scatter'd on the ground, 
Some blood, and several footsteps, but no more: 

1495 Juan the gate gain'd, turn'd the key about, 
And liking not the inside, lock'd the out. 

188 
Here ends this canto.—Need I sing, or say, 

How Juan, naked, favour'd by the night, 
Who favours what she should not, found his way, 

1500 And reach'd his home in an unseemly plight? 
The pleasant scandal which arose next day, 

The nine days' wonder which was brought to light, 
And how Alfonso sued for a divorce, 
Were in the English newspapers, of course. 

189 
1505 If you would like to see the whole proceedings, 

The depositions, and the cause at full, 
The names of all the witnesses, the pleadings 

Of counsel to nonsuit,3 or to annul, 
There's more than one edition, and the readings 

1510 Are various, but they none of them are dull, 
The best is that in shorthand ta'en by Gurney,6 

Who to Madrid on purpose made a journey. 

190 
But Donna Inez, to divert the train 

Of one of the most circulating scandals 
1515 That had for centuries been known in Spain, 

Since Roderic's Goths, or older Genseric's Vandals,7 

First vow'd (and never had she vow'd in vain) 
To Virgin Mary several pounds of candles; 

And then, by the advice of some old ladies, 
1520 She sent her son to be embark'd at Cadiz. 

191 
She had resolved that he should travel through 

All European climes, by land or sea, 

4. In Genesis 39.7ff. the chaste Joseph flees from 
the advances of Potiphar's wife, leaving "his gar-
ment in her hand." 
5. Judgment against the plaintiff for failure to 
establish his case. 
6. William B. Gurney (1777-1855), official short-

hand writer for the houses of Parliament and a 
famous court reporter. 
7. The Germanic tribes that overran Spain and 
other parts of southern Europe in the 5th through 
8th centuries, notorious for rape and violence. 
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To mend his former morals, or get new, 
Especially in France and Italy, 

1525 (At least this is the thing most people do). 
Julia was sent into a nunnery, 

And there, perhaps, her feelings may be better 
Shown in the following copy of her letter: 

192 
"They tell me 'tis decided; you depart: 

1530 'Tis wise—'tis well, but not the less a pain; 
I have no further claim on your young heart, 

Mine was the victim, and would be again; 
To love too much has been the only art 

I used;—I write in haste, and if a stain 
1535 Be on this sheet,'tis not what it appears, 

My eyeballs burn and throb, but have no tears. 

1 9 3 

"I loved, I love you, for that love have lost 
State, station, heaven, mankind's, my own esteem, 

And yet can not regret what it hath cost, 
1540 So dear is still the memory of that dream; 

Yet, if I name my guilt,'tis not to boast, 
None can deem harshlier of me than I deem: 

I trace this scrawl because I cannot rest— 
I've nothing to reproach, nor to request. 

194 
1545 "Man's love is of his life a thing apart, 

'Tis woman's whole existence; man may range 
The court, camp, church, the vessel, and the mart, 

Sword, gown, gain, glory, offer in exchange 
Pride, fame, ambition, to fill up his heart, 

1550 And few there are whom these can not estrange; 
Man has all these resources, we but one, 
To love again, and be again undone. 

195 
"My breast has been all weakness, is so yet; 

I struggle, but cannot collect my mind; 
1555 My blood still rushes where my spirit's set, 

As roll the waves before the settled wind; 
My brain is feminine, nor can forget— 

To all, except your image, madly blind; 
As turns the needle8 trembling to the pole 

1560 It ne'er can reach, so turns to you, my soul. 

196 
"You will proceed in beauty, and in pride, 

Beloved and loving many; all is o'er 
For me on earth, except some years to hide 

My shame and sorrow deep in my heart's core; 

8. Of a compass. 
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1565 These I could bear, but cannot cast aside 
The passion which still rends it as before, 

And so farewell—forgive me, love me—No, 
That word is idle now—but let it go. 

197 
"I have no more to say, but linger still, 

1570 And dare not set my seal upon this sheet, 
And yet I may as well the task fulfil, 

My misery can scarce be more complete: 
I had not lived till now, could sorrow kill; 

Death flies the wretch who fain the blow would meet, 
1575 And I must even survive this last adieu, 

And bear with life, to love and pray for you!" 

198 
This note was written upon gilt-edged paper 

With a neat crow-quill, rather hard, but new; 
Her small white fingers scarce could reach the taper,9 

1580 But trembled as magnetic needles do, 
And yet she did not let one tear escape her; 

The seal a sunflower; "Elle vous suit partout,"1 

The motto, cut upon a white cornelian; 
The wax was superfine, its hue vermilion. 

199 
1585 This was Don Juan's earliest scrape; but whether 

I shall proceed with his adventures is 
Dependent on the public altogether; 

We'll see, however, what they say to this, 
Their favour in an author's cap's a feather, 

1590 And no great mischief's done by their caprice; 
And if their approbation we experience, 
Perhaps they'll have some more about a year hence. 

200 
My poem's epic, and is meant to be 

Divided in twelve books; each book containing, 
1595 With love, and war, a heavy gale at sea, 

A list of ships, and captains, and kings reigning, 
New characters; the episodes are three: 

A panorama view of hell's in training, 
After the style of Virgil and of Homer, 

1600 So that my name of Epic's no misnomer. 

201 
All these things will be specified in time, 

With strict regard to Aristotle's rules, 
The vade mecum2 of the true sublime, 

9. The candle (to melt wax to seal the letter). 
1. She follows you everywhere (French). This 
motto was inscribed on one of Byron's seals and 
on a jewel he gave to John Edleston, the boy with 
whom he had a romantic friendship while at Cam-
bridge. Their friendship was memorialized in 

Byron's 1807 poem "The Cornelian." 
2. Go with me (Latin, literal trans.); handbook. 
Byron is deriding the neoclassical view that Aris-
totle's Poetics proposes "rules" for writing epic and 
tragedy. 
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Which makes so many poets, and some fools; 
Prose poets like blank-verse, I'm fond of rhyme, 

Good workmen never quarrel with their tools; 
I've got new mythological machinery,3 

And very handsome supernatural scenery. 

There's only one slight difference between 
Me and my epic brethren gone before, 

And here the advantage is my own, I ween; 
(Not that I have not several merits more, 

But this will more peculiarly be seen) 
They so embellish, that 'tis quite a bore 

Their labyrinth of fables to thread through, 
Whereas this story's actually true. 

203 
If any person doubt it, I appeal 

To history, tradition, and to facts, 
To newspapers, whose truth all know and feel, 

To plays in five, and operas in three acts; 
All these confirm my statement a good deal, 

But that which more completely faith exacts 
Is, that myself, and several now in Seville, 
Saw Juan's last elopement with the devil.4 

204 
If ever I should condescend to prose, 

I'll write poetical commandments, which 
Shall supersede beyond all doubt all those 

That went before; in these I shall enrich 
My text with many things that no one knows, 

And carry precept to the highest pitch: 
I'll call the work "Longinus o'er a Bottle, 
Or, Every Poet his own Aristotle." 

205 
Thou shalt believe in Milton, Dryden, Pope;5 

Thou shalt not set up Wordsworth, Coleridge, Southey; 
Because the first is crazed beyond all hope, 

The second drunk, the third so quaint and mouthey: 
With Crabbe it may be difficult to cope, 

And Campbell's Hippocrene6 is somewhat drouthy: 
Thou shalt not steal from Samuel Rogers, nor— 
Commit—flirtation with the muse of Moore. 

3. The assemblage of supernatural personages and 
incidents introduced into a literary work. 
4. The usual plays on the Juan legend ended with 
Juan in hell; an early-20th-century version is Ber-
nard Shaw's Man and Superman. 
5. This is one of many passages, in prose and 
verse, in which Byron vigorously defends Dryden 
and Pope against his Romantic contemporaries. 

6. Fountain on Mount Helicon whose waters sup-
posedly gave inspiration. George Crabbe, whom 
Byron admired, was the author of The Village and 
other realistic poems of rural life. Thomas Camp-
bell, Samuel Rogers, and Thomas Moore were 
lesser poets of the Romantic period; the last two 
were close friends of Byron and members of Lon-
don's liberal Whig circles. 
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Thou shalt not covet Mr. Sotheby's Muse, 
His Pegasus,7 nor any thing that's his; 

Thou shalt not bear false witness like "the Blues,"8 

(There's one, at least, is very fond of this); 
1645 Thou shalt not write, in short, but what I choose: 

This is true criticism, and you may kiss— 
Exactly as you please, or not, the rod, 
But if you don't, I'll lay it on, by G—d!9 

207 
If any person should presume to assert 

1650 This story is not moral, first I pray 
That they will not cry out before they're hurt, 

Then that they'll read it o'er again, and say, 
(But, doubtless, nobody will be so pert) 

That this is not a moral tale, though gay; 
1655 Besides, in canto twelfth, I mean to show 

The very place where wicked people go. 

213 
But now at thirty years my hair is gray— 

(I wonder what it will be like at forty? 
I thought of a peruke0 the other day) wig 

1700 My heart is not much greener; and, in short, I 
Have squander'd my whole summer while 'twas May, 

And feel no more the spirit to retort; I 
Have spent my life, both interest and principal, 
And deem not, what I deem'd, my soul invincible. 

214 
No more—no more—Oh! never more on me 

The freshness of the heart can fall like dew, 
Which out of all the lovely things we see 

Extracts emotions beautiful and new, 
Hived in our bosoms like the bag o' the bee: 

Think'st thou the honey with those objects grew? 
Alas! 'twas not in them, but in thy power 
To double even the sweetness of a flower. 

215 
No more—no more—Oh! never more, my heart, 

Canst thou be my sole world, my universe! 
1715 Once all in all, but now a thing apart, 

1705 

1710 

7. The winged horse symbolizing poetic inspira-
tion. The wealthy William Sotheby, minorpoet and 
translator, is satirized, as Botherby, in Byron's 
Beppo. 
8. I.e., bluestockings, a contemporary term for 
female intellectuals, among whom Byron num-
bered his wife (line 1644). 
9. Byron's parody of the Ten Commandments 

seemed blasphemous to some commentators. Rad-
ical publishers like William Hone, who in 1817 
had been put on trial for the ostensible blasphemy 
of political satires that used the form of the Angli-
can Church's creed and catechism bitterly noted a 
double standard: books brought out by the ultra-
respectable John Murray were not subject to the 
same reprisals as Hone's books. 
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Thou canst not be my blessing or my curse: 
The illusion's gone for ever, and thou art 

Insensible, I trust, but none the worse, 
And in thy stead I've got a deal of judgment, 

1720 Though heaven knows how it ever found a lodgement. 

216 
My days of love are over, me no more 

The charms of maid, wife, and still less of widow, 
Can make the fool of which they made before, 

In short, I must not lead the life I did do; 
1725 The credulous hope of mutual minds is o'er, 

The copious use of claret is forbid too, 
So for a good old gentlemanly vice, 
I think I must take up with avarice. 

217 
Ambition was my idol, which was broken 

Before the shrines of Sorrow and of Pleasure; 
And the two last have left me many a token 

O'er which reflection may be made at leisure: 
Now, like Friar Bacon's brazen head, I've spoken, 

"Time is, Time was, Time's past,"1 a chymic treasure2 

Is glittering youth, which I have spent betimes— 
My heart in passion, and my head on rhymes. 

218 
What is the end of fame? 'tis but to fill 

A certain portion of uncertain paper: 
Some liken it to climbing up a hill, 

1740 Whose summit, like all hills', is lost in vapour; 
For this men write, speak, preach, and heroes kill, 

And bards burn what they call their "midnight taper," 
To have, when the original is dust, 
A name, a wretched picture, and worse bust.3 

219 
1745 What are the hopes of man? old Egypt's King 

Cheops erected the first pyramid 
And largest, thinking it was just the thing 

To keep his memory whole, and mummy hid; 
But somebody or other rummaging, 

1750 Burglariously broke his coffin's lid: 
Let not a monument give you or me hopes, 
Since not a pinch of dust remains of Cheops. 

220 
But I, being fond of true philosophy, 

Say very often to myself, "Alas! 

1730 

1735 

I. Spoken by a bronze bust in Robert Greene's 
Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay (1594). This comedy 
was based on legends about the magical power of 
Roger Bacon, the 13th-century Franciscan monk 
who was said to have built with diabolical assis-
tance a brazen head capable of speech. 

2. "Chymic": alchemic; i.e., the "treasure" is coun-
terfeit gold. 
3. Byron was unhappy with the portrait bust 
of him recently made by the Danish sculptor Thor-
waldsen. 
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1755 All things that have been born were born to die, 
And flesh (which Death mows down to hay) is grass;4 

You've pass'd your youth not so unpleasantly, 
And if you had it o'er again—'twould pass— 

So thank your stars that matters are no worse, 
1760 And read your Bible, sir, and mind your purse." 

221 
But for the present, gentle reader! and 

Still gentler purchaser! the bard—that's I— 
Must, with permission, shake you by the hand, 

And so your humble servant, and good bye! 
1765 We meet again, if we should understand 

Each other; and if not, I shall not try 
Your patience further than by this short sample— 
'Twere well if others follow'd my example. 

222 
"Go, little book, from this my solitude! 

1770 I cast thee on the waters, go thy ways! 
And if, as I believe, thy vein be good, 

The world will find thee after many days." 
When Southey's read, and Wordsworth understood, 

I can't help putting in my claim to praise— 
1775 The four first rhymes are Southey's every line:5 

For God's sake, reader! take them not for mine. 

From Canto 2 

[THE SHIPWRECK] 

8 
But to our tale: the Donna Inez sent 

Her son to Cadiz only to embark; 
To stay there had not answer'd her intent, 

60 But why?—we leave the reader in the dark—-
'Twas for a voyage that the young man was meant, 

As if a Spanish ship were Noah's ark, 
To wean him from the wickedness of earth, 
And send him like a dove of promise forth. 

9 
65 Don Juan bade his valet pack his things 

According to direction, then received 
A lecture and some money: for four springs 

He was to travel; and though Inez grieved, 
(As every kind of parting has its stings) 

70 She hoped he would improve—perhaps believed: 
A letter, too, she gave (he never read it) 
Of good advice—and two or three of credit.1 

4. An echo of Isaiah 40.6 and 1 Peter 1.24: "All 
flesh is grass." 
5. The lines are part of the last stanza of Southey's 

"Epilogue to the Lay of the Laureate." 
1. Letters of credit allowed travelers to obtain cash 
from an international network of bankers. 
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10 
I n t h e m e a n t i m e , t o p a s s h e r h o u r s a w a y , 

B r a v e I n e z n o w s e t u p a S u n d a y s c h o o l 
7 5 F o r n a u g h t y c h i l d r e n , w h o w o u l d r a t h e r p l a y 

( L i k e t r u a n t r o g u e s ) t h e d e v i l , o r t h e f o o l ; 
I n f a n t s o f t h r e e y e a r s o l d w e r e t a u g h t t h a t d a y , 

D u n c e s w e r e w h i p t , o r s e t u p o n a s t o o l : 
T h e g r e a t s u c c e s s o f J u a n ' s e d u c a t i o n , 

s o S p u r r ' d h e r t o t e a c h a n o t h e r g e n e r a t i o n . 

11 
J u a n e m b a r k ' d — t h e s h i p g o t u n d e r w a y , 

T h e w i n d w a s f a i r , t h e w a t e r p a s s i n g r o u g h ; 
A d e v i l o f a s e a r o l l s i n t h a t b a y , 

A s I , w h o ' v e c r o s s ' d i t o f t , k n o w w e l l e n o u g h ; 
8 5 A n d , s t a n d i n g u p o n d e c k , t h e d a s h i n g s p r a y 

F l i e s i n o n e ' s f a c e , a n d m a k e s i t w e a t h e r - t o u g h : 
A n d t h e r e h e s t o o d t o t a k e , a n d t a k e a g a i n , 
H i s f i r s t — p e r h a p s h i s l a s t — f a r e w e l l o f S p a i n . 

12 
I c a n ' t b u t s a y i t i s a n a w k w a r d s i g h t 

9 0 T o s e e o n e ' s n a t i v e l a n d r e c e d i n g t h r o u g h 
T h e g r o w i n g w a t e r s ; i t u n m a n s o n e q u i t e , 

E s p e c i a l l y w h e n l i f e i s r a t h e r n e w : 
I r e c o l l e c t G r e a t B r i t a i n ' s c o a s t l o o k s w h i t e , 

B u t a l m o s t e v e r y o t h e r c o u n t r y ' s b l u e , 
9 5 W h e n g a z i n g o n t h e m , m y s t i f i e d b y d i s t a n c e , 

W e e n t e r o n o u r n a u t i c a l e x i s t e n c e . 

$ « =* 

17 
A n d J u a n w e p t , a n d m u c h h e s i g h ' d a n d t h o u g h t , 

130 W h i l e h i s s a l t t e a r s d r o p p ' d i n t o t h e s a l t s e a , 
" S w e e t s t o t h e s w e e t " ; ( I l i k e s o m u c h t o q u o t e ; 

Y o u m u s t e x c u s e t h i s e x t r a c t , ' t i s w h e r e s h e , 
T h e Q u e e n o f D e n m a r k , f o r O p h e l i a b r o u g h t 

F l o w e r s t o t h e g r a v e ) ; 2 a n d s o b b i n g o f t e n , h e 
135 R e f l e c t e d o n h i s p r e s e n t s i t u a t i o n , 

A n d s e r i o u s l y r e s o l v e d o n r e f o r m a t i o n . 

18 
" F a r e w e l l , m y S p a i n ! a l o n g f a r e w e l l ! " h e c r i e d , 

" P e r h a p s I m a y r e v i s i t t h e e n o m o r e , 
B u t d i e , a s m a n y a n e x i l e d h e a r t h a t h d i e d , 

140 O f i t s o w n t h i r s t t o s e e a g a i n t h y s h o r e : 
F a r e w e l l , w h e r e G u a d a l q u i v i r ' s w a t e r s g l i d e ! 

F a r e w e l l , m y m o t h e r ! a n d , s i n c e a l l i s o ' e r , 
F a r e w e l l , t o o d e a r e s t J u l i a ! , " — ( h e r e h e d r e w 
H e r l e t t e r o u t a g a i n , a n d r e a d i t t h r o u g h ) . 

2. Shakespeare's Hamlet 5.1.227. 
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145 " A n d o h ! i f e ' e r I s h o u l d f o r g e t , I s w e a r — 
B u t t h a t ' s i m p o s s i b l e , a n d c a n n o t b e - — 

S o o n e r s h a l l t h i s b l u e o c e a n m e l t t o a i r , 
S o o n e r s h a l l e a r t h r e s o l v e i t s e l f t o s e a , 

T h a n I r e s i g n t h i n e i m a g e , O h ! m y f a i r ! 
i s o O r t h i n k o f a n y t h i n g e x c e p t i n g t h e e ; 

A m i n d d i s e a s e d n o r e m e d y c a n p h y s i c — " 
( H e r e t h e s h i p g a v e a l u r c h , a n d h e g r e w s e a - s i c k . ) 

20 
" S o o n e r s h a l l h e a v e n k i s s e a r t h " — ( h e r e h e f e l l s i c k e r ) 

" O h , J u l i a ! w h a t i s e v e r y o t h e r w o e ? — 
155 ( F o r G o d ' s s a k e l e t m e h a v e a g l a s s o f l i q u o r , 

P e d r o , B a t t i s t a , h e l p m e d o w n b e l o w . ) 
J u l i a , m y l o v e ! — ( y o u r a s c a l , P e d r o , q u i c k e r ) — 

O h J u l i a ! — ( t h i s c u r s t v e s s e l p i t c h e s s o ) — 
B e l o v e d J u l i a , h e a r m e s t i l l b e s e e c h i n g ! " 

160 ( H e r e h e g r e w i n a r t i c u l a t e w i t h r e t c h i n g . ) 

21 
H e f e l t t h a t c h i l l i n g h e a v i n e s s o f h e a r t , 

O r r a t h e r s t o m a c h , w h i c h , a l a s ! a t t e n d s , 
B e y o n d t h e b e s t a p o t h e c a r y ' s a r t , 

T h e l o s s o f l o v e , t h e t r e a c h e r y o f f r i e n d s , 
165 O r d e a t h o f t h o s e w e d o a t o n , w h e n a p a r t 

O f u s d i e s w i t h t h e m a s e a c h f o n d h o p e e n d s : 
N o d o u b t h e w o u l d h a v e b e e n m u c h m o r e p a t h e t i c , 
B u t t h e s e a a c t e d a s a s t r o n g e m e t i c . 3 

$ $ & 

49 
385 ' T w a s t w i l i g h t , a n d t h e s u n l e s s d a y w e n t d o w n 

O v e r t h e w a s t e o f w a t e r s ; l i k e a v e i l , 
W h i c h , i f w i t h d r a w n , w o u l d b u t d i s c l o s e t h e f r o w n 

O f o n e w h o s e h a t e i s m a s k e d b u t t o a s s a i l ; 
T h u s t o t h e i r h o p e l e s s e y e s t h e n i g h t w a s s h o w n 

390 A n d g r i m l y d a r k l e d o ' e r t h e i r f a c e s p a l e , 
A n d t h e d i m d e s o l a t e d e e p ; t w e l v e d a y s h a d F e a r 
B e e n t h e i r f a m i l i a r , a n d n o w D e a t h w a s h e r e . 

5° 
S o m e t r i a l h a d b e e n m a k i n g a t a r a f t , 

W i t h l i t t l e h o p e i n s u c h a r o l l i n g s e a , 
395 A s o r t o f t h i n g a t w h i c h o n e w o u l d h a v e l a u g h ' d , 

I f a n y l a u g h t e r a t s u c h t i m e s c o u l d b e , 
U n l e s s w i t h p e o p l e w h o t o o m u c h h a v e q u a f f ' d , 

A n d h a v e a k i n d o f w i l d a n d h o r r i d g l e e , 
H a l f e p i l e p t i c a l , a n d h a l f h y s t e r i c a l : — 

400 T h e i r p r e s e r v a t i o n w o u l d h a v e b e e n a m i r a c l e . 

3. In stanzas 22—48 (here omitted) the ship, bound for Leghorn in Italy, runs into a violent storm and is 
battered into a helpless, sinking wreck. 
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51 
At half-past eight o'clock, booms, hencoops, spars, 

And all things, for a chance, had been cast loose, 
That still could keep afloat the struggling tars, 

For yet they strove, although of no great use: 
405 There was no light in heaven but a few stars, 

The boats put off o'ercrowded with their crews; 
She gave a heel, and then a lurch to port, 
And, going down head foremost—sunk, in short. 

5 2 

Then rose from sea to sky the wild farewell, 
410 Then shriek'd the timid, and stood still the brave, 

Then some leap'd overboard with dreadful yell, 
As eager to anticipate their grave; 

And the sea yawn'd around her like a hell, 
And down she suck'd with her the whirling wave, 

415 Like one who grapples with his enemy, 
And strives to strangle him before he die. 

53 
And first one universal shriek there rush'd, 

Louder than the loud ocean, like a crash 
Of echoing thunder; and then all was hush'd, 

420 Save the wild wind and the remorseless dash 
Of billows; but at intervals there gush'd, 

Accompanied with a convulsive splash, 
A solitary shriek, the bubbling cry 
Of some strong swimmer in his agony. 

« « * 

56 
Juan got into the long-boat, and there 

Contrived to help Pedrillo 4 to a place; 
It seem'd as if they had exchanged their care, 

For Juan wore the magisterial face 
445 Which courage gives, while poor Pedrillo's pair 

Of eyes were crying for their owner's case: 
Battista, though (a name call'd shortly Tita), 
Was lost by getting at some aqua-vita. 0 brandy 

57 
Pedro, his valet, too, he tried to save, 

450 But the same cause, conducive to his loss, 
Left him so drunk, he jump'd into the wave 

As o'er the cutter's edge he tried to cross, 
And so he found a wine-and-watery grave; 

They could not rescue him although so close, 
455 Because the sea ran higher every minute, 

And for the boat—the crew kept crowding in it. 

4. Juan's tutor. 
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86 
"Tis thus with people in an open boat, 

They live upon the love of life, and bear 
More than can be believed, or even thought, 

And stand like rocks the tempest's wear and tear; 
525 And hardship still has been the sailor's lot, 

Since Noah's ark went cruising here and there; 
She had a curious crew as well as cargo, 
Like the first old Greek privateer, the Argo.5 

67 
But man is a carnivorous production, 

530 And must have meals, at least one meal a day; 
He cannot live, like woodcocks, upon suction,6 

But, like the shark and tiger, must have prey: 
Although his anatomical construction 

Bears vegetables in a grumbling way, 
535 Your labouring people think beyond all question, 

Beef, veal, and mutton, better for digestion. 

68 
And thus it was with this our hapless crew, 

For on the third day there came on a calm, 
And though at first their strength it might renew, 

540 And lying on their weariness like balm, 
Lull'd them like turtles sleeping on the blue 

Of ocean, when they woke they felt a qualm, 
And fell all ravenously on their provision, 
Instead of hoarding it with due precision. 

3 3 * 

7 2 
The seventh day,7 and no wind—the burning sun 

570 Blister'd and scorch'd, and, stagnant on the sea, 
They lay like carcases; and hope was none, 

Save in the breeze that came not; savagely 
They glared upon each other—all was done, 

Water, and wine, and food,—and you might see 
575 The longings of the cannibal arise 

(Although they spoke not) in their wolfish eyes. 

73 
At length one whisper'd his companion, who 

Whisper'd another, and thus it went round, 
And then into a hoarser murmur grew, 

580 An ominous, and wild, and desperate sound, 
And when his comrade's thought each sufferer knew, 

5. In the Greek myth the Argo is the ship on which 
Jason set out in quest of the Golden Fleece. Byron 
ironically calls it a "privateer" (a private ship 
licensed by a government in wartime to attack and 
pillage enemy vessels). 
6. Woodcocks probe the turf with their long flex-
ible bills, seeming to suck air as they feed. 

7. On the fourth day the crew had killed and eaten 
Juan's pet spaniel. Byron based the episode of can-
nibalism that follows on various historical 
accounts of disasters at sea, including his grand-
father Admiral Byron's 1768 narrative of his mis-
adventure off the coast of Patagonia. 
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Twas but his own, suppress'd till now, he found: 
And out they spoke of lots for flesh and blood, 
And who should die to be his fellow's food. 

74 
585 But ere they came to this, they that day shared 

Some leathern caps, and what remain'd of shoes; 
And then they look'd around them, and despair'd, 

And none to be the sacrifice would choose; 
At length the lots were torn up, and prepared, 

590 But of materials that must shock the Muse— 
Having no paper, for the want of better, 
They took by force from Juan Julia's letter. 

75 
The lots were made, and mark'd, and mix'd, and handed, 

In silent horror, and their distribution 
595 Lull'd even the savage hunger which demanded, 

Like the Promethean vulture,8 this pollution; 
None in particular had sought or plann'd it, 

'Twas nature gnaw'd them to this resolution, 
By which none were permitted to be neuter— 

600 And the lot fell on Juan's luckless tutor. 

76 
He but requested to be bled to death: 

The surgeon had his instruments, and bled 
Pedrillo, and so gently ebb'd his breath, 

You hardly could perceive when he was dead. 
605 He died as born, a Catholic in faith, 

Like most in the belief in which they're bred, 
And first a little crucifix he kiss'd, 
And then held out his jugular and wrist. 

77 
The surgeon, as there was no other fee, 

610 Had his first choice of morsels for his pains; 
But being thirstiest at the moment, he 

Preferr'd a draught from the fast-flowing veins: 
Part was divided, part thrown in the sea, 

And such things as the entrails and the brains 
615 Regaled two sharks, who follow'd o'er the billow— 

The sailors ate the rest of poor Pedrillo. 

7« 
The sailors ate him, all save three or four, 

Who were not quite so fond of animal food; 
To these was added Juan, who, before 

620 Refusing his own spaniel, hardly could 
Feel now his appetite increased much more; 

'Twas not to be expected that he should, 
Even in extremity of their disaster, 
Dine with them on his pastor and his master. 

8. Because Prometheus had stolen fire from heaven to give to humans, Zeus punished him by chaining 
him to a mountain peak, where an eagle fed on his ever-renewing iiver. 
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86 

625 'Twas better that he did not; for, in fact, 
The consequence was awful in the extreme; 

For they, who were most ravenous in the act, 
Wen t raging mad—Lord! how they did blaspheme! 

And foam and roll, with strange convulsions rack'd, 
630 Drinking salt-water like a mountain-s t ream, 

Tearing, and grinning, howling, screeching, swearing, 
And, with hyaena laughter, died despairing. 

« * « 

103 
As they drew nigh the land, which now was seen 

Unequal in its aspect here and there, 
They felt the f reshness of its growing green, 

820 That waved in forest-tops, and smooth'd the air, 
And fell upon their glazed eyes like a screen 

From glistening waves, and skies so hot and bare— 
Lovely seem'd any object that should sweep 
Away the vast, salt, dread, eternal deep. 

104 
825 The shore look'd wild, without a trace of man, 

And girt by formidable waves; but they 
Were mad for land, and thus their course they ran, 

Though right ahead the roaring breakers lay: 
A reef between them also now began 

830 To show its boiling surf and bounding spray, 
But finding no place for their landing better, 
They ran the boat for shore, and overset her. 

105 
But in his native stream, the Guadalquivir, 

Juan to lave° his youthful limbs was wont; bathe 
835 And having learnt to swim in that sweet river, 

Had of ten turn 'd the art to some account : 
A better swimmer you could scarce see ever, 

He could, perhaps, have pass'd the Hellespont, 
As once (a feat on which ourselves we prided) 

840 Leander, Mr. Ekenhead, and I did. 9 

106 
So here, though faint, emaciated, and stark, 

He buoy'd his boyish limbs, and strove to ply 
With the quick wave, and gain, ere it was dark, 

The beach which lay before him, high and dry: 
845 The greatest danger here was from a shark, 

That carried off his neighbour by the thigh; 
As for the other two, they could not swim, 
So nobody arrived on shore but him. 

9. Like Leander in the myth, Byron and Lieutenant Ekenhead had swum the Hellespont, on May 3, 1810. 
See "Written af ter Swimming f rom Sestos to Abydos" (p. 611) . 
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107 
Nor yet had he arrived but for the oar, 

Which, providentially for him, was wash'd 
Just as his feeble arms could strike no more, 

And the hard wave o'erwhelm'd him as 'twas dash'd 
Within his grasp; he clung to it, and sore 

The waters beat while he thereto was lash'd; 
At last, with swimming, wading, scrambling, he 
Roll'd on the beach, half senseless, from the sea: 

108 
There, breathless, with his digging nails he clung 

Fast to the sand, lest the returning wave, 
From whose reluctant roar his life he wrung, 

Should suck him back to her insatiate grave: 
And there he lay, full length, where he was flung, 

Before the entrance of a cliff-worn cave, 
With just enough of life to feel its pain, 
And deem that it was saved, perhaps, in vain. 

109 
With slow and staggering effort he arose, 

But sunk again upon his bleeding knee 
And quivering hand; and then he look'd for those 

Who long had been his mates upon the sea, 
But none of them appear'd to share his woes, 

Save one, a corpse from out the famish'd three, 
Who died two days before, and now had found 
An unknown barren beach for burial ground. 

no 
And as he gazed, his dizzy brain spun fast, 

And down he sunk; and as he sunk, the sand 
Swam round and round, and all his senses pass'd: 

He fell upon his side, and his stretch'd hand 
Droop'd dripping on the oar, (their jury-mast) 1 

And, like a wither'd lily, on the land 
His slender frame and pallid aspect lay, 
As fair a thing as e'er was form'd of clay. 

[ j U A N A N D H A I D E E ] 

I I I 
How long in his damp trance young Juan lay 

He knew not, for the earth was gone for him, 
And Time had nothing more of night nor day 

For his congealing blood, and senses dim; 
885 And how this heavy faintness pass'd away 

He knew not, till each painful pulse and limb, 
And tingling vein seem'd throbbing back to life, 
For Death, though vanquish'd, still retired with strife. 

1. A mast pu t up in the place of one that has been carried away or broken. 
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112 
His eyes he open'd, shut , again unclosed, 

890 For all was doubt and dizziness; methought 
He still was in the boat, and had but dozed, 

And felt again with his despair o 'erwrought, 
And wish'd it death in which he had reposed, 

And then once more his feelings back were brought, 
895 And slowly by his swimming eyes was seen 

A lovely female face of seventeen. 

'Twas bending close o'er his, and the small mouth 
Seem'd almost prying into his for breath; 

And chafing him, the soft warm hand of youth 
900 Recall'd his answering spirits back f rom death; 

And, bathing his chill temples, tried to soothe 
Each pulse to animation, till benea th 

Its gentle touch and trembling care, a sigh 
To these kind efforts made a low reply. 

114 
905 Then was the cordial pour 'd, and mant le f lung 

Around his scarce-clad limbs; and the fair arm 
Raised higher the faint head which o'er i t hung; 

And her t ransparent cheek, all pure and warm, 
Pillow'd his death-like forehead; then she wrung 

910 His dewy curls, long drench 'd by every storm; 
And watch'd with eagerness each throb that drew 
A sigh f rom his heaved bosom—and hers, too. 

" 5 
And lifting him with care into the cave, 

The gentle girl, and her a t tendant ,—one 
915 Young, yet her elder, and of brow less grave, 

And more robust of f igure,—then begun 
To kindle fire, and as the new flames gave 

Light to the rocks that roof'd them, which the sun 
Had never seen, the maid, or whatsoe'er 

920 She was, appear 'd distinct, and tall, and fair. 
116 

Her brow was overhung with coins of gold, 
That sparkled o'er the auburn of her hair, 

Her clustering hair, whose longer locks were roll'd 
In braids behind, and though her stature were 

925 Even of the highest for a female mould, 
They nearly reach'd her heel; and in her air 

There was a something which bespoke command, 
As one who was a lady in the land. 

117 
Her hair, I said, was auburn ; but her eyes 

930 Were black as death, their lashes the same hue , 
Of downcast length, in whose silk shadow lies 
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Deepest attraction, for when to the view 
Forth from its raven fringe the full glance flies, 

Ne'er with such force the swiftest arrow flew; 
935 Tis as the snake late coil'd, who pours his length, 

And hurls at once his venom and his strength. 

123 
And these two tended him, and cheer'd him both 

With food and raiment, and those soft attentions, 
Which are (as I must own) of female growth, 

980 And have ten thousand delicate inventions: 
They made a most superior mess of broth, 

A thing which poesy but seldom mentions, 
But the best dish that e'er was cook'd since Homer's 
Achilles order'd dinner for new comers. 2 

124 
985 I'll tell you who they were, this female pair, 

Lest they should seem princesses in disguise; 
Besides, I hate all mystery, and that air 

Of clap-trap, which your recent poets prize; 
And so, in short, the girls they really were 

990 They shall appear before your curious eyes, 
Mistress and maid; the first was only daughter 
Of an old man, who lived upon the water. 

125 
A fisherman he had been in his youth, 

And still a sort of fisherman was he; 
995 But other speculations were, in sooth, 

Added to his connection with the sea, 
Perhaps not so respectable, in truth: 

A little smuggling, and some piracy, 
Left him, at last, the sole of many masters 

1000 Of an ill-gotten million of piastres. 3 

126 
A fisher, therefore, was he—though of men, 

Like Peter the Apostle, 4—and he fish'd 
For wandering merchant vessels, now and then, 

And sometimes caught as many as he wish'd; 
1005 The cargoes he confiscated, and gain 

He sought in the slave-market too, and dish'd 
Full many a morsel for that Turkish trade, 
By which, no doubt, a good deal may be made. 

2. A reference to the lavish feast with which Achil-
les enter ta ined Ajax, Phoenix, and Ulysses (Iliad 
9.193ff . l . 
3. Near-Eastern coins. 

4. Christ 's words to Peter and Andrew, both fish-
ermen: "Follow me, and I will make you fishers of 
men" (Mat thew 4.19). 
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101 
He was a Greek, and on his isle had built 

1010 (One of the wild and smaller Cyclades) 5 

A very handsome house f rom out his guilt, 
And there he lived exceedingly at ease; 

Heaven knows what cash he got, or blood he spilt, 
A sad 6 old fellow was he, if you please, 

1015 But this I know, it was a spacious building, 
Full of barbaric carving, paint , and gilding. 

128 
He had an only daughter , call'd Haidee, 

The greatest heiress of the Eastern Isles; 
Besides, so very beaut i ful was she, 

1020 Her dowry was as nothing to her smiles: 
Still in her teens, and like a lovely tree 

She grew to womanhood, and between whiles 
Rejected several suitors, just to learn 
How to accept a bet ter in his turn. 

129 
1025 And walking out upon the beach, below 

The cliff, towards sunset, on that day she found, 
Insensible,"—not dead, but nearly so,— unconscious 

Don Juan, almost famish'd, and half drown'd; 
But being naked, she was shock'd, you know, 

1030 Yet deem'd herself in common pity bound, 
As far as in her lay, "to take h im in, 
A stranger" 7 dying, with so white a skin. 

1 3 0 

But taking him into her father 's house 
Was not exactly the best way to save, 

1035 But like conveying to the cat the mouse, 
Or people in a t rance into their grave; 

Because the good old man had so much "vovg, "8 

Unlike the honest Arab thieves so brave, 
He would have hospitably cured the stranger, 

1040 And sold him instantly when out of danger. 
•3 1 

And therefore, with her maid, she thought i t best 
(A virgin always on her maid relies) 

To place him in the cave for present rest: 
And when, at last, he open'd his black eyes, 

1045 Their charity increased about their guest; 
And their compassion grew to such a size, 

It open'd half the turnpike-gates to heaven— 
(St. Paul says 'tis the toll which must be given). 9 

* # 

5. A group of islands in the Aegean Sea. 
6. In the playful sense: wicked. 
7. Cf. Ma t thew 25.35: "I was a stranger, and ye 
took me in." 
8. Nous, intel l igence (Greek); in England pro-

n o u n c e d so as to rhyme with mouse. 
9. 1 Cor in th ians 13.13: "And now abideth fai th, 
hope , charity, these three; bu t the greatest of these 
is charity." 
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141 
And Haidee met the morning face to face; 

Her own was freshest, though a feverish flush 
Had dyed it with the headlong blood, whose race 

From heart to cheek is curb'd into a blush, 
1125 Like to a torrent which a mountain's base, 

That overpowers some Alpine river's rush, 
Checks to a lake, whose waves in circles spread; 
Or the Red Sea—but the sea is not red. 

142 
And down the cliff the island virgin came, 

And near the cave her quick light footsteps drew, 
While the sun smiled on her with his first flame, 

And young Aurora 0 kiss'd her lips with dew, dawn 
Taking her for a sister; just the same 

Mistake you would have made on seeing the two, 
Although the mortal, quite as fresh and fair, 
Had all the advantage too of not being air. 

143 
And when into the cavern Haidee stepp'd 

All timidly, yet rapidly, she saw 
That like an infant Juan sweetly slept; 

H40 And then she stopp'd, and stood as if in awe, 
(For sleep is awful) 0 and on tiptoe crept awe-inspiring 

And wrapt him closer, lest the air, too raw, 
Should reach his blood, then o'er him still as death 
Bent, with hush'd lips, that drank his scarce-drawn breath. 

1130 

1135 

148 
And she bent o'er him, and he lay beneath, 

Hush'd as the babe upon its mother's breast, 
Droop'd as the willow when no winds can breathe, 

1180 Lull'd like the depth of ocean when at rest, 
Fair as the crowning rose of the whole wreath, 

Soft as the callow 0 cygnet 0 in its nest; young/swan 
In short, he was a very pretty fellow, 
Although his woes had turn'd him rather yellow. 

149 
ii85 He woke and gazed, and would have slept again, 

But the fair face which met his eyes forbade 
Those eyes to close, though weariness and pain 

Had further sleep a further pleasure made; 
For woman's face was never form'd in vain 

1190 For Juan, so that even when he pray'd 
He turn'd from grisly saints, and martyrs hairy, 
To the sweet portraits of the Virgin Mary. 

150 
And thus upon his elbow he arose, 

And look'd upon the lady, in whose cheek 
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1195 The pale contended with the purple rose, 
As with an effort she began to speak; 

Her eyes were eloquent , her words would pose, 
Although she told him, in good modern Greek, 

Wi th an Ionian accent , low and sweet, 
1200 That he was faint, and must not talk, but eat. 

$ $ 

168 
And every day by day-break—-rather early 

For Juan , who was somewhat fond of rest— 
She came into the cave, bu t i t was merely 

1340 To see her bird reposing in his nest; 
And she would softly stir his locks so curly, 

Wi thou t disturbing her yet slumbering guest, 
Breathing all gently o'er his cheek and mouth , 
As o'er a bed of roses the sweet south . 1 

169 
1345 And every morn his colour freshlier came, 

And every day help'd on his convalescence; 
'Twas well, because health in the h u m a n f rame 

Is pleasant, besides being t rue love's essence, 
For health and idleness to passion's f lame 

1350 Are oil and gunpowder; and some good lessons 
Are also learnt f rom Ceres 2 and f rom Bacchus, 
Wi thou t whom Venus will not long at tack us. 

170 
While Venus fi l ls the heart (without heart really 

Love, though good always, is not quite so good) 
1355 Ceres presents a plate of vermicelli,— 

For love must be sustain'd like flesh and blood,— 
While Bacchus pours out wine, or hands a jelly: 

Eggs, oysters too, are amatory food; 
But who is their purveyor f rom above 

1360 Heaven knows,—it may be Neptune , Pan, or Jove. 
171 

W h e n Juan woke he found some good things ready, 
A bath , a breakfast, and the finest eyes 

That ever made a youthful heart less steady, 
Besides her maid's, as pretty for their size; 

1365 But I have spoken of all this already— 
And repetition's t iresome and unwise,— 

Well—Juan, af ter bathing in the sea, 
Came always back to coffee and Haidee. 

172 
Both were so young, and one so innocent , 

1370 That bathing pass'd for nothing; Juan seem'd 

1. The south wind. 
2. Ceres, goddess of the grain; Bacchus, god of wine and revelry. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



7 1 0 / G E O R G E G O R D O N , L O R D B Y R O N 

To her, as 'twere, the kind of being sent, 
Of whom these two years she had nightly dream'd, 

A something to be loved, a creature mean t 
To be her happiness, and whom she deem'd 

1375 To render happy; all who joy would win 
Mus t share i t ,—Happiness was born a twin. 

173 
It was such pleasure to behold him, such 

Enlargement of existence to partake 
Nature with him, to thrill beneath his touch, 

1380 To watch him slumbering, and to see him wake: 
To live with him for ever were too much ; 

But then the thought of part ing made her quake: 
He was her own, her ocean-treasure, cast 
Like a rich wreck—her first love, and her last. 

174 
1385 And thus a moon° roll'd on, and fair Haidee month 

Paid daily visits to her boy, and took 
Such plentiful precautions, that still he 

Remain'd unknown within his craggy nook; 
At last her father 's prows pu t out to sea, 

1390 For certain merchan tmen upon the look, 
Not as of yore to carry off an Io, 3 

But three Ragusan vessels, bound for Scio. 4 

175 
T h e n came her f reedom, for she had no mother , 

So that , her fa ther being at sea, she was 
1395 Free as a married woman, or such other 

Female, as where she likes may freely pass, 
Wi thou t even the encumbrance of a brother, 

The freest she that ever gazed on glass: 0 in a mirror 
I speak of christian lands in this comparison, 

1400 Where wives, at least, are seldom kept in garrison. 
176 

Now she prolong'd her visits and her talk 
(For they must talk), and he had learnt to say 

So m u c h as to propose to take a walk,— 
For little had he wander 'd since the day 

1405 On which, like a young flower snapp'd f rom the stalk, 
Drooping and dewy on the beach he lay,— 

And thus they walk'd out in the af ternoon, 
And saw the sun set opposite the moon. 

177 
It was a wild and breaker-beaten coast, 

1410 With cliffs above, and a broad sandy shore, 
Guarded by shoals and rocks as by an host, 

3. A mistress of Zeus who was persecuted by his 
jealous wife, Hera, and kidnapped by Phoenician 
merchants . 

4. The Italian name for Chios, an island near Tur-
key. "Ragusan": Ragusa (or Dubrovnik) is an Adri-
atic port located in what is now Croatia. 
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With here and there a creek, whose aspect wore 
A bet ter welcome to the tempest-tost; 

And rarely ceas'd the haughty billow's roar, 
1415 Save on the dead long summer days, which make 

The outstretch 'd ocean glitter like a lake. 
178 

And the small ripple spilt upon the beach 
Scarcely o'erpass'd the cream of your champagne, 

W h e n o'er the brim the sparkling bumpers reach, 
1420 Tha t spring-dew of the spirit! the heart 's rain! 

Few things surpass old wine; and they may preach 
W h o please,—the more because they preach in vain,— 

Let us have wine and woman, mir th and laughter, 
Sermons and soda water the day after. 

179 
Man, being reasonable, mus t get drunk; 

The best of life is but intoxication: 
Glory, the grape, love, gold, in these are sunk 

The hopes of all men, and of every nat ion; 
Wi thou t their sap, how branchless were the t runk 

Of life's strange tree, so f rui t fu l on occasion: 
But to re tu rn ,—Get very drunk; and when 
You wake with head-ache, you shall see what then. 

180 
Ring for your valet—bid him quickly bring 

Some hock and soda-water, then you'll know 
A pleasure worthy Xerxes' the great king; 

For not the blest sherbet, sublimed with snow, 
Nor the first sparkle of the desert-spring, 

Nor Burgundy in all its sunset glow, 
After long travel, ennui , love, or slaughter, 
Vie with that draught of hock and soda-water. 

181 
The coast—I think it was the coast that I 

Was jus t describing—Yes, it was the coast— 
Lay at this period quiet as the sky, 

The sands untumbled , the blue waves untost , 
1445 And all was stillness, save the sea-bird's cry, 

And dolphin's leap, and little billow crost 
By some low rock or shelve, that made it f re t 
Against the boundary it scarcely wet. 

182 
And for th they wandered, her sire being gone, 

1450 As I have said, upon an expedition; 
And mother , brother , guardian, she had none, 

Save Zoe, who, al though.with due precision 
She waited on her lady with the sun, 

5. The 5th-century Persian king was said to have offered a reward to anyone who could discover a new 
kind of pleasure. 

1425 

1430 

1435 

1440 
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Thought daily service was her only mission, 
Bringing warm water, wreathing her long tresses, 
And asking now and then for cast-off dresses. 

183 
It was the cooling hour, just when the rounded 

Red sun sinks down behind the azure hill, 
Which then seems as if the whole earth it bounded, 

Circling all nature, hush'd, and dim, and still, 
With the far mountain-crescent half surrounded 

On one side, and the deep sea calm and chill 
Upon the other, and the rosy sky, 
With one star sparkling through it like an eye. 

184 
And thus they wander'd forth, and hand in hand, 

Over the shining pebbles and the shells, 
Glided along the smooth and harden'd sand, 

And in the worn and wild receptacles 
Work'd by the storms, yet work'd as it were plann'd, 

In hollow halls, with sparry roofs and cells, 
They turn'd to rest; and, each clasp'd by an arm, 
Yielded to the deep twilight's purple charm. 

185. 
They look'd up to the sky, whose floating glow 

Spread like a rosy ocean, vast and bright; 
They gazed upon the glittering sea below, 

Whence the broad moon rose circling into sight; 
They heard the wave's splash, and the wind so low, 

And saw each other's dark eyes darting light 
Into each other—and, beholding this, 
Their lips drew near, and clung into a kiss; 

186 
A long, long kiss, a kiss of youth and love, 

And beauty, all concentrating like rays 
Into one focus, kindled from above; 

Such kisses as belong to early days, 
Where heart, and soul, and sense, in concert move, 

And the blood's lava, and the pulse a blaze, 
Each kiss a heart-quake,—for a kiss's strength, 
I think, it must be reckon'd by its length. 

187 
By length I mean duration; theirs endured 

Heaven knows how long—no doubt they never reckon'd; 
And if they had, they could not have secured 

The sum of their sensations to a second: 
They had not spoken; but they felt allured, 

As if their souls and lips each other beckon'd, 
Which, being join'd, like swarming bees they clung— 
Their hearts the flowers from whence the honey sprung. 
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188 
They were alone, but not alone as they 

W h o shut in chambers think it loneliness; 
The silent ocean, and the starlight bay, 

1500 The twilight glow, which momently grew less, 
The voiceless sands, and dropping caves, that lay 

Around them, made them to each other press, 
As if there were no life beneath the sky 
Save theirs, and that their life could never die. 

189 
They fear 'd no eyes nor ears on that lone beach, 

They felt no terrors f rom the night, they were 
All in all to each other: though their speech 

Was broken words, they thought a language there ,— 
And all the burning tongues the passions teach 

Found in one sigh the best interpreter 
Of nature 's oracle—first love,—that all 
Which Eve has left her daughters since her fall. 

190 
Haidee 6 spoke not of scruples, ask'd no vows, 

Nor offer 'd any; she had never heard 
Of plight and promises to be a spouse, 

Or perils by a loving maid incurr 'd; 
She was all which pure ignorance allows, 

And flew to her young mate like a young bird; 
And, never having dreamt of falsehood, she 
Had not one word to say of constancy. 

191 
She loved, and was beloved—she adored, 

And she was worshipp'd; af ter nature 's fashion, 
Their intense souls, into each other pour 'd, 

If souls could die, had perish'd in that passion,— 
1525 But by degrees their senses were restored, 

Again to be o'ercome, again to dash on; 
And, beating 'gainst his bosom, Haidee's heart 
Felt as if never more to beat apart. 

192 
Alas! they were so young, so beautiful , 

1530 So lonely, loving, helpless, and the hour 
Was that in which the heart is always full, 

And, having o'er itself no fur ther power, 
Prompts deeds eternity can not annul , 

But pays off moments in an endless shower 
1535 Of hell-fire—all prepared for people giving 

Pleasure or pain to one another living. 

6. Byron said, with re fe rence to Haidee: "I was, and am, penet ra ted with the conviction that women only 
know evil from men , whereas m e n have no criterion to judge of purity or goodness bu t woman." 

1505 

1510 

1515 

1520 
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'93 
Alas! for Juan and Haidee! they were 

So loving and so lovely—till then never, 
Excepting our first parents , such a pair 

1540 Had run the risk of being damn'd for ever; 
And Haidee, being devout as well as fair, 

Had, doubtless, heard about the Stygian river, 7 

And hell and purgatory—but forgot 
Just in the very crisis she should not. 

194 
1545 They look upon each other, and their eyes 

Gleam in the moonlight; and her white arm clasps 
Round Juan 's head, and his around hers lies 

Half buried in the tresses which it grasps; 
She sits upon his knee, and drinks his sighs, 

1550 He hers, until they end in broken gasps; 
And thus they form a group that 's quite ant ique, 
Half naked, loving, natural , and Greek. 

195 
And when those deep and burning moments pass'd, 

And Juan sunk to sleep within her arms, 
1555 She slept not, but all tenderly, though fast, 

Sustain'd his head upon her bosom's charms; 
And now and then her eye to heaven is cast, 

And then on the pale cheek her breast now warms, 
Pillow'd on her o'erflowing heart, which pants 

1560 Wi th all it granted, and with all it grants. 
196 

An infant when it gazes on a light, 
A child the momen t when it drains the breast, 

A devotee when soars the Hos t 8 in sight, 
An Arab with a stranger for a guest, 

1565 A sailor when the prize has s t ruck 9 in fight, 
A miser filling his most hoarded chest , 

Feel rapture; but not such true joy are reaping 
As they who watch o'er what they love while sleeping. 

197 
For there it lies so tranquil, so beloved, 

1570 All that it hath of life with us is living; 
So gentle, stirless, helpless, and unmoved, 

And all unconscious of the joy 'tis giving; 
All it hath felt, inflicted, pass'd, and proved, 

Hush 'd into depths beyond the watcher 's diving; 
1575 There lies the thing we love with all its errors 

And all its charms, like death without its terrors. 

7. T h e Styx, which flows through Hades. 9. W h e n a captured vessel (a "prize") lowers its 
8. The bread or wafer that a priest consecrates to flag in token of surrender . 
celebrate Mass. 
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101 
The lady watch'd her lover—and that hour 

Of Love's, and Night's, and Ocean's solitude, 
O'erflow'd her soul with their united power; 

1580 Amidst the barren sand and rocks so rude 
She and her wave-worn love had made their bower, 

Where nought upon their passion could intrude, 
And all the stars that crowded the blue space 
Saw nothing happier than her glowing face. 

199 
Alas! the love of women! it is known 

To be a lovely and a fearful thing; 
For all of theirs upon that die is thrown, 

And if 'tis lost, life hath no more to bring 
To them but mockeries of the past alone, 

And their revenge is as the tiger's spring, 
Deadly, and quick, and crushing; yet, as real 
Torture is theirs, what they inflict they feel. 

200 
They are right; for man, to man so oft unjust , 

Is always so to women; one sole bond 
Awaits them, treachery is all their trust; 

Taught to conceal, their burst ing hearts despond 
Over their idol, till some wealthier lust 

Buys them in marriage—and what rests beyond? 
A thankless husband, next a faithless lover, 
Then dressing, nursing, praying, and all's over. 

201 
Some take a lover, some take drams 0 or prayers, drink 

Some mind their household, others dissipation, 
Some run away, and but exchange their cares, 

Losing the advantage of a virtuous station; 
1605 Few changes e'er can better their affairs, 

Theirs being an unnatura l situation, 
From the dull palace to the dirty hovel: 
Some play the devil, and then write a novel. 1 

202 
Haidee was Nature 's bride, and knew not this; 

1610 Haidee was Passion's child, born where the sun 
Showers triple light, and scorches even the kiss 

Of his gazelle-eyed daughters; she was one 
Made but to love, to feel that she was his 

W h o was her chosen: what was said or done 
1615 Elsewhere was noth ing—She had nought to fear, 

Hope, care, nor love beyond, her heart beat here. 

1. T h e impe tuous Lady Carol ine Lamb, having thrown herself at Byron and been af te r a t ime rejected, 
incorporated incidents f rom the affair in her novel Glenarvon (1816) . 

1585 

1590 

1595 

1600 
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203 
And oh! that quickening of the heart, that beat! 

How much it costs us! yet each rising throb 
Is in its cause as its effect so sweet, 

1620 That Wisdom, ever on the watch to rob 
Joy of its alchymy, and to repeat 

Fine truths, even Conscience, too, has a tough job 
To make us understand each good old maxim, 
So good—I wonder Castlereagh2 don't tax 'em. 

204 
1625 And now 'twas done—on the lone shore were plighted 

Their hearts; the stars, their nuptial torches, shed 
Beauty upon the beautiful they lighted: 

Ocean their witness, and the cave their bed, 
By their own feelings hallow'd and united, 

1630 Their priest was Solitude, and they were wed: 
And they were happy, for to their young eyes 
Each was an angel, and earth paradise.3 

* # « 

208 
But Juan! had he quite forgotten Julia? 

And should he have forgotten her so soon? 
I can't but say it seems to me most truly a 

1660 Perplexing question; but, no doubt, the moon 
Does these things for us, and whenever newly a 

Strong palpitation rises,'tis her boon, 
Else how the devil is it that fresh features 
Have such a charm for us poor human creatures? 

209 
1665 I hate inconstancy—I loathe, detest, 

Abhor, condemn, abjure the mortal made 
Of such quicksilver clay that in his breast 

No permanent foundation can be laid; 
Love, constant love, has been my constant guest, 

1670 And yet last night, being at a masquerade, 
I saw the prettiest creature, fresh from Milan, 
Which gave me some sensations like a villain. 

210 
But soon Philosophy came to my aid, 

And whisper'd "think of every sacred tie!" 
1675 "I will, my dear Philosophy!" I said, 

"But then her teeth, and then, Oh heaven! her eye! 

2. Robert Stewart , Viscount Cast lereagh, detested 
by Byron for the ruthlessness he had shown in 
1798 as the government ' s chief secretary for Ire-
land and for the foreign policy he later pur sued as 
foreign secretary (1812—22). His bell igerence with 
political opponents cont r ibu ted to his unpopular -
ity. Byron refers to a famously testy speech in 

which Cast lereagh complained of "an ignorant 
impat ience of taxation." 
3. This episode rewrites Aeneid 4 in which, influ-
enced by the malicious goddess Juno ' s love spells, 
the he ro Aeneas and Dido, queen of Car thage, 
c o n s u m m a t e their union in the cave in which they 
have taken refuge f rom a s torm. 
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I'll jus t inquire if she be wife or maid, 
Or ne i the r—out of curiosity." 

"Stop!" cried Philosophy, with air so Grecian, 
1680 (Though she was masqued then as a fair Venetian). 

211 
"Stop!" so I s topp'd.—But to return: that which 

M e n call inconstancy is nothing more 
Than admiration due where nature 's rich 

Profusion with young beauty covers o'er 
1685 Some favour'd object; and as in the niche 

A lovely statue we almost adore, 
This sort of adoration of the real 
Is bu t a heightening of the "beau ideal." 4 

212 
'Tis the percept ion of the beautiful , 

1690 A fine extension of the faculties, 
Platonic, universal, wonderful , 

Drawn f rom the stars, and fi l ter 'd through the skies, 
Wi thou t which life would be extremely dull; 

In short, it is the use of our own eyes, 
1695 Wi th one or two small senses added, just 

To hint that flesh is form'd of fiery dust . 
2 1 3 

Yet 'tis a painful feeling, and unwilling, 
For surely if we always could perceive 

In the same object graces quite as killing 
1700 As when she rose upon us like an Eve, 

'Twould save us many a heart-ache, many a shilling, 
(For we mus t get them anyhow, or grieve), 

Whereas , if one sole lady pleased for ever, 
How pleasant for the heart , as well as liver! 

216 
In the mean time, without proceeding more 

In this anatomy, I've finish'd now 
Two hundred and odd stanzas as before, 

That being about the number I'll allow 
1725 Each canto of the twelve, or twenty-four; 

And, laying down my pen, I make my bow, 
Leaving Don Juan and Haidee to plead 
For them and theirs with all who deign to read. 

4. Ideal beauty (French) , a common phrase in discussions of aesthetics. 
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From Canto 3 

[ j U A N A N D H A I D E E ] 

1 
Hail, Muse! et cetera.—We left Juan sleeping, 

Pillow'd upon a fair and happy breast, 
And watch'd by eyes that never yet knew weeping, 

And loved by a young heart, too deeply blest 
5 To feel the poison through her spirit creeping, 

Or know who rested there, a foe to rest 
Had soil'd the current of her sinless years, 
And turn'd her pure heart's purest blood to tears. 

2 
Oh, Love! what is it in this world of ours 

10 Which makes it fatal to be loved? Ah why 
With cypress branches1 hast thou wreathed thy bowers, 

And made thy best interpreter a sigh? 
As those who dote on odours pluck the flowers, 

And place them on their breast—but place to die! 
15 Thus the frail beings we would fondly cherish 

Are laid within our bosoms but to perish. 

3 
In her first passion woman loves her lover, 

In all the others all she loves is love,2 

Which grows a habit she can ne'er get over, 
20 And fits her loosely—like an easy glove, 

As you may find, whene'er you like to prove" her: test 
One man alone at first her heart can move; 

She then prefers him in the plural number, 
Not finding that the additions much encumber. 

4 
25 I know not if the fault be men's or theirs; 

But one thing's pretty sure; a woman planted3— 
(Unless at once she plunge for life in prayers)— 

After a decent time must be gallanted; 
Although, no doubt, her first of love affairs 

30 Is that to which her heart is wholly granted; 
Yet there are some, they say, who have had none, 
But those who have ne'er end with only one.4 

5 
'Tis melancholy, and a fearful sign 

Of human frailty, folly, also crime, 
35 That love and marriage rarely can combine, 

Although they both are born in the same clime; 
Marriage from love, like vinegar from wine— 

1. Signifying sorrow. 
2. An epigram that Bvron translates f rom the 
17th-century F rench wit Francois de la Rochefou-
cauld . 

3. Abandoned (from the F rench planter la, to 
leave in the lurch). 
4. Another epigram f rom la Rochefoucauld . 
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A sad, sour, sober beverage—by time 
Is sharpen'd from its high celestial flavour 

40 Down to a very homely household savour. 

6 
There's something of antipathy, as 'twere, 

Between their present and their future state; 
A kind of flattery that's hardly fair 

Is used until the truth arrives too late— 
45 Yet what can people do, except despair? 

The same things change their names at such a rate; 
For instance—passion in a lover's glorious, 
But in a husband is pronounced uxorious. 

7 
Men grow ashamed of being so very fond; 

50 They sometimes also get a little tired 
(But that, of course, is rare), and then despond: 

The same things cannot always be admired, 
Yet 'tis "so nominated in the bond,"5 

That both are tied till one shall have expired. 
55 Sad thought! to lose the spouse that was adorning 

Our days, and put one's servants into mourning. 

8 
There's doubtless something in domestic doings, 

Which forms, in fact, true love's antithesis; 
Romances paint at full length people's wooings, 

60 But only give a bust of marriages; 
For no one cares for matrimonial cooings, 

There's nothing wrong in a connubial kiss: 
Think you, if Laura had been Petrarch's wife, 
He would have written sonnets all his life?6 

9 
65 All tragedies are finish'd by a death, 

All comedies are ended by a marriage; 
The future states of both are left to faith, 

For authors fear description might disparage 
The worlds to come of both, or fall beneath, 

70 And then both worlds would punish their miscarriage; 
So leaving each their priest and prayer-book ready, 
They say no more of Death or of the Lady.7 

10 
The only two that in my recollection 

Have sung of heaven and hell, or marriage, are 
75 Dante and Milton, and of both the affection 

Was hapless in their nuptials, for some bar 
Of fault or temper ruin'd the connexion 

(Such things, in fact, it don't ask much to mar); 

5. Spoken by Shylock in Shakespeare 's The Mer-
chant of Venice 4 .1 .254: "Is it so nomina ted in the 
bond?" 
6. The 14th-century Italian poet Pe t ra rch made 

Laura the subject of his sonnets bu t loved her only 
f rom afar . 
7. Alluding to a popular ballad, "Death and the 
Lady." 
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But D a n t e ' s Bea t r i ce a n d M i l t o n ' s Eve 
so W e r e n o t d r a w n f r o m the i r spouses , y o u conce ive . 

11 
S o m e p e r s o n s say t h a t D a n t e m e a n t t heo logy 

By Bea t r i ce , a n d n o t a m i s t r e s s — I , 
A l t h o u g h m y o p i n i o n m a y r e q u i r e apology, 

D e e m th is a c o m m e n t a t o r ' s p h a n t a s y , 
85 U n l e s s i n d e e d i t was f r o m h i s o w n k n o w l e d g e he 

D e c i d e d t h u s , a n d show 'd good r e a s o n why; 
I t h i n k t h a t D a n t e ' s m o r e a b s t r u s e ecs t a t i c s 
M e a n t t o p e r s o n i f y t h e m a t h e m a t i c s . 

12 
H a i d e e a n d J u a n w e r e n o t m a r r i e d , b u t 

90 T h e f a u l t was the i r s , n o t m i n e : i t is n o t fa i r , 
C h a s t e r e a d e r , t h e n , i n a n y way t o p u t 

T h e b l a m e o n m e , u n l e s s y o u w i s h t h e y w e r e ; 
T h e n i f you 'd h a v e t h e m w e d d e d , p l e a s e t o s h u t 

T h e b o o k w h i c h t r ea t s o f th i s e r r o n e o u s pa i r , 
95 B e f o r e t h e c o n s e q u e n c e s g row too a w f u l ; 

'Tis d a n g e r o u s to read of loves u n l a w f u l . 

'3 
Yet t h e y w e r e h a p p y , — h a p p y in t h e illicit 

I n d u l g e n c e o f t h e i r i n n o c e n t des i res ; 
B u t m o r e i m p r u d e n t g r o w n w i t h every visit , 

IOO H a i d e e fo rgo t t h e i s land w a s h e r sire 's ; 
W h e n w e h a v e w h a t w e like, ' t is h a r d t o miss it, 

A t l eas t i n t h e b e g i n n i n g , e re o n e t i res ; 
T h u s s h e c a m e o f t e n , n o t a m o m e n t losing, 
W h i l s t h e r p i ra t i ca l p a p a was c ru i s ing . 

14 
105 Le t n o t h is m o d e of ra i s ing c a s h s e e m s t r ange , 

A l t h o u g h he f l e e c e d t h e f lags o f every n a t i o n , 
F o r i n t o a p r i m e m i n i s t e r b u t c h a n g e 

H i s t i t le , a n d 'tis n o t h i n g b u t taxa t ion; 
B u t h e , m o r e m o d e s t , t ook a n h u m b l e r r a n g e 

110 Of l ife, a n d in an h o n e s t e r v o c a t i o n 
P u r s u e d o 'er t h e h i g h seas h is w a t e r y j o u r n e y , 
A n d mere ly p r a c t i s e d as a s ea - a t t o rney . 

15 
T h e good old g e n t l e m a n h a d b e e n d e t a i n ' d 

B y w i n d s a n d waves , a n d s o m e i m p o r t a n t c a p t u r e s ; 
115 A n d , in t h e h o p e of m o r e , at s ea r e m a i n ' d , 

A l t h o u g h a squa l l o r t w o h a d d a m p ' d h is r a p t u r e s , 
By s w a m p i n g o n e o f t h e pr izes ; he h a d c h a i n ' d 

H i s p r i s o n e r s , d iv iding t h e m like c h a p t e r s 
I n n u m b e r ' d lots ; t hey all h a d c u f f s a n d col lars , 

120 A n d averaged e a c h f r o m t e n to a h u n d r e d dol lars . 
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101 145 Then having settled his marine affairs, 
Despatching single cruisers here and there, 

His vessel having need of some repairs, 
He shaped his course to where his daughter fair 

Continued still her hospitable cares; 
150 But that part of the coast being shoal and bare, 

And rough with reefs which ran out many a mile, 
His port lay on the other side o' the isle. 

20 
And there he went ashore without delay, 

Having no custom-house nor quarantine 
155 To ask him awkward questions on the way 

About the time and place where he had been: 
He left his ship to be hove down next day, 

With orders to the people to careen; 8 

So that all hands were busy beyond measure, 
160 In getting out goods, ballast, guns, and treasure. 

« # # 

27 
He saw his white walls shining in the sun, 

210 His garden trees all shadowy and green; 
He heard his rivulet's light bubbling run, 

The distant dog-bark; and perceived between 
The umbrage of the wood so cool and dun 

The moving figures, and the sparkling sheen 
215 Of arms (in the East all arm)—and various dyes 

Of colour'd garbs, as bright as butterflies. 
28 

And as the spot where they appear he nears, 
Surprised at these unwonted signs of idling, 

He hears—alas! no music of the spheres, 
220 But an unhallow'd, earthly sound of fiddling! 

A melody which made him doubt his ears, 
The cause being past his guessing or unriddling; 

A pipe, too, and a drum, and shortly after, 
A most unoriental roar of laughter. 

* ft « 

38 
He did not know (Alas! how men will lie) 

That a report (especially the Greeks) 
Avouch'd his death (such people never die), 

300 And put his house in mourning several weeks, 
But now their eyes and also lips were dry; 

The bloom too had return'd to Haidee's cheeks. 

8. To tip a vessel on its side to clean and repair its hull. "To be hove down": to weigh anchor . 
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Her tears too being return 'd into their fount , 
She now kept house upon her own account . 

39 
305 Hence all this rice, meat , dancing, wine, and fiddling, 

Which turn 'd the isle into a place of pleasure; 
The servants all were getting drunk or idling, 

A life which made them happy beyond measure. 
Her father 's hospitality seem'd middling, 

310 Compared with what Haidee did with his treasure; 
'Twas wonderful how things went on improving, 
While she had not one hour to spare f rom loving. 

4 ° 
Perhaps you think in stumbling on this feast 

He flew into a passion, and in fact 
315 There was no mighty reason to be pleased; 

Perhaps you prophesy some sudden act, 
T h e whip, the rack, or dungeon at the least, 

To teach his people to be more exact, 
And that , proceeding at a very high rate, 

320 He showed the royal penchants of a pirate. 
4 1 

You're wrong.—He was the mildest manner 'd man 
Tha t ever scuttled ship or cut a throat; 

Wi th such t rue breeding of a gentleman, 
You never could divine his real thought; 

325 No courtier could, and scarcely woman can 
Gird more deceit within a petticoat; 

Pity he loved adventurous life's variety, 
He was so great a loss to good society. 

* * $ 

48 
Not that he was not sometimes rash or so, 

But never in his real and serious mood; 
Then calm, concentrated, and still, and slow, 

380 He lay coil'd like the boa in the wood; 
Wi th him it never was a word and blow, 

His angry word once o'er, he shed no blood, 
But in his silence there was much to rue, 
And his one blow left little work for two. 

49 
385 He ask'd no fur ther questions, and proceeded 

On to the house, but by a private way, 
So that the few who met him hardly heeded, 

So little they expected him that day; 
If love paternal in his bosom pleaded 

390 For Haidee's sake, is more than I can say, 
But certainly to one deem'd dead returning, 
This revel seem'd a curious mode of mourning. 
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188 

If all the dead could now re turn to life, 
(Which God forbid!) or some, or a great many, 

395 For instance, if a husband or his wife 
(Nuptial examples are as good as any), 

No doubt whate 'er might be their former strife, 
The present weather would be much more rainy— 

Tears shed into the grave of the connexion 
400 Would share most probably its resurrection. 

5 1 

He enter 'd in the house no more his home, 
A thing to h u m a n feelings the most trying, 

And harder for the heart to overcome, 
Perhaps, than even the mental pangs of dying; 

405 To find our hear ths tone turn 'd into a tomb, 
And round its once warm precincts palely lying 

The ashes of our hopes, is a deep grief, 
Beyond a single gentleman's belief. 

5 2 

He enter 'd in the house—his home no more, 
410 For without hearts there is no home;—and felt 

The solitude of passing his own door 
Wi thou t a welcome; there he long had dwelt, 

There his few peaceful days Time had swept o'er, 
There his worn bosom and keen eye would melt 

415 Over the innocence of that sweet child, 
His only shrine of feelings undefiled. 

53 
He was a man of a strange temperament , 

Of mild demeanour though of savage mood, 
Moderate in all his habits, and content 

420 With temperance in pleasure, as in food, 
Quick to perceive, and strong to bear, and mean t 

For something better, if not wholly good; 
His country's wrongs 9 and his despair to save her 
Had s tung him from a slave to an enslaver. 

a # # 

96 
But let me to my story: I must own, 

If I have any fault , it is digression; 
Leaving my people to proceed alone, 

860 While I soliloquize beyond expression; 
But these are my addresses f rom the throne, 1 

Which put off business to the ensuing session: 
Forgetting each omission is a loss to 
T h e world, not quite so great as Ariosto. 2 

9. Referring to the Greek nation's subjugat ion by 
the Ot toman Empire . 
1 . The speeches with which the British mona rch 
opens sessions of Par l iament . 

2. Byron warmly admired this poet , au thor of 
Orlando Furioso (1 532), the greatest of the Italian 
chivalric romances . 
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97 
865 I know that what our neighbours call "longueurs, "3 

(We've not so good a word, but have the thing 
In that complete perfection which ensures 

An epic from Bob Southey 4 every spring—) 
Form not the true temptation which allures 

870 The reader; but 'twould not be hard to bring 
Some fine examples of the epopee, 5 

To prove its grand ingredient is ennui. 

98 
We learn from Horace, Homer sometimes sleeps; 6 

We feel without him: Wordsworth sometimes wakes, 
875 To show with what complacency he creeps, 

With his dear "Waggoners,"7 around his lakes; 
He wishes for "a boat" to sail the deeps— 

Of ocean?—No, of air; and then he makes 
Another outcry for "a little boat," 

880 And drivels seas to set it well afloat. 8 

99 
If he must fain sweep o'er the etherial plain, 

And Pegasus 9 runs restive in his "waggon," 
Could he not beg the loan of Charles's Wain? 1 

Or pray Medea for a single dragon? 2 

885 Or if too classic for his vulgar brain, 
He fear'd his neck to venture such a nag on, 

And he must needs mount nearer to the moon, 
Could not the blockhead ask for a balloon? 

100 
"Pedlars," 3 and "boats," and "waggons!" Oh! Ye shades 

890 Of Pope and Dryden, are we come to this? 
That trash of such sort not alone evades 

Contempt, but from the bathos' vast abyss 
Floats scumlike uppermost, and these Jack Cades 4 

Of sense and song above your graves may hiss— 
895 The "little boatman" and his "Peter Bell" 

Can sneer at him who drew "Achitophel!" 5 

3. Boringly wordy passages of verse or prose 
(French). 
4 . Robert Southey ( 1 7 7 4 - 1 8 4 3 ) , poet laureate 
and au thor of a n u m b e r of epic-length narrative 
poems. 
5. Epic poem (French) . 
6. Horace s Art of Poetry 359: "Somet imes great 
H o m e r nods." 
7. A reference to Wordswor th ' s long narrative 
poem The Waggoner (1819) . 
8. In the prologue to his poem Peter Bell (1819) , 
Wordswor th wishes for "a little boat , / In shape a 
very crescent -moon: / Fast th rough the c louds my 
boat can sail." 
9. The winged horse of Greek myth . 
1. The constel lat ion known in the Uni ted States 
as the Big Dipper . "Wain" is an archaic term for 

wagon. 
2 . W h e n the Argonaut Jason abandoned Medea to 
take a new wife, she murde red their sons to pun i sh 
him, t hen escaped in a chariot drawn by winged 
dragons. 
3. Wordswor th ' s Peddler is the narra tor of the 
story in his early manuscr ip t The Ruined Cottage 
(p. 280) , which was later incorporated into book 1 
of The Excursion (1814) . 
4. A rebel c o m m o n e r who led an uprising against 
Henry VI in 1450. 
5. I.e., John Dryden, au thor of the satiric Absalom 
and Achitophel (1681) , whom Byron greatly 
admired. Wordswor th had criticized Dryden's 
poetry in the Essay, Supplementary to the Preface 
to his Poems (1815) . 
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1 0 1 
T' our ta le .—The feast was over, the slaves gone, 

The dwarfs and dancing girls had all retired; 
The Arab lore and poet's song were done, 

900 And every sound of revelry expired; 
The lady and her lover, left alone, 

The rosy flood of twilight's sky admired;— 
Ave Maria! 6 o'er the earth and sea, 
That heavenliest hour of Heaven is worthiest thee! 

102 
905 Ave Maria! blessed be the hour! 

The time, the clime, the spot, where I so oft 
Have felt that m o m e n t in its fullest power 

Sink o'er the earth so beautiful and soft, 
While swung the deep bell in the distant tower, 

910 Or the faint dying day-hymn stole aloft, 
And not a breath crept through the rosy air, 
And yet the forest leaves seem'd stirr'd with prayer. 

103 
Ave Maria! 'tis the hour of prayer! 

Ave Maria! 'tis the hour of love! 
915 Ave Maria! may our spirits dare 

Look up to thine and to thy Son's above! 
Ave Maria! oh that face so fair! 

Those downcast eyes beneath the Almighty dove— 
W h a t though 'tis but a pictured image str ike— 7 

920 That painting is no idol, 'tis too like. 
104 

Some kinder casuis ts 0 are pleased to say, moralists 
In nameless pr in t—that I have no devotion; 

But set those persons down with me to pray, 
And you shall see who has the properest notion 

925 Of getting into Heaven the shortest way; 
My altars are the mounta ins and the ocean, 

Earth, air, stars,—all that springs from the great Whole, 
W h o hath produced, and will receive the soul. 

* « * 

From Canto 4 

[ j U A N A N D H A I D E E ] 

3 
As boy, I thought myself a clever fellow, 

And wish'd that others held the same opinion; 

6. Hail, Mary (Latin); the opening words of a 
Roman Catholic prayer. Ave Maria is sometimes 
used to refer to evening (or morning), because the 

prayer is part of the service at these times. 
7. I.e., "those downcast eyes" seize the at tention. 
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They took it up when my days grew more mellow, 
20 And other minds acknowledged my dominion: 

Now my sere fancy "falls into the yellow 
Leaf," 1 and imagination droops her pinion, 0 wing 

And the sad t ru th which hovers o'er my desk 
Turns what was once romantic to burlesque. 

4 
25 And if I laugh at any mortal thing, 

'Tis that I may not weep; and if I weep, 
'Tis that our nature cannot always bring 

Itself to apathy, for we must steep 
Our hearts first in the depths of Lethe 's 2 spring 

30 Ere what we least wish to behold will sleep: 
Thet is baptized her mortal son in Styx; 3 

A mortal mother would on Lethe fix. 
5 

Some have accused me of a strange design 
Against the creed and morals of the land, 

35 And trace it in this poem every line: 
I don't pretend that I quite unders tand 

My own meaning when I would be very fine, 
But the fact is that I have nothing plann'd, 

Unless it were to be a moment merry, 
40 A novel word in my vocabulary. 

6 
To the kind reader of our sober clime 

This way of writing will appear exotic; 
Pulc i 4 was sire of the half-serious rhyme, 

W h o sang when chivalry was more Quixotic, 
45 And revell'd in the fancies of the time, 

True knights, chaste dames, huge giants, kings despotic; 
But all these, save the last, being obsolete, 
I chose a modern subject as more meet . 

7 
How I have treated it, I do not know; 

50 Perhaps no better than they have treated me 
W h o have imputed such designs as show 

Not what they saw, but what they wish'd to see; 
But if it gives them pleasure, be it so, 

This is a liberal age, and thoughts are free: 
55 Meant ime Apollo plucks me by the ear, 

And tells me to resume my story here. 

1. Cf. Shakespeare 's Macbeth 5 . 3 . 2 2 - 2 4 : "My way 
of life / Is fall'n into the sere, the yellow leaf." 
2. A river in Hades that brings forge t fu lnessof life. 
3. The river in Hades into which the nymph Thet is 
dipped Achilles to make him invulnerable. 

4. Author of the Morgante Maggiore, prototype of 
the Italian seriocomic romance f rom which Byron 
derived the stanza and m a n n e r of Don Jnan (see 
headnote , p . 669) . 
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101 

Juan and Haidee gazed upon each other 
Wi th swimming looks of speechless tenderness, 

Which mix'd all feelings, fr iend, child, lover, brother, 
All that the best can mingle and express 

205 W h e n two pure hearts are pour 'd in one another , 
And love too much , and yet can not love less; 

But almost sanctify the sweet excess 
By the immortal wish and power to bless. 

27 
Mix'd in each other's arms, and heart in heart , 

210 Why did they not then die?—they had lived too long 
Should an hour come to bid them brea the apart; 

Years could but bring them cruel things or wrong, 
The world was not for them, nor the world's ar t 5 

For beings passionate as Sappho's song; 
215 Love was born with them, in them, so intense, 

It was their very spir i t—not a sense. 
28 

They should have lived together deep in woods, 
Unseen as sings the nightingale; they were 

Unfit to mix in these thick solitudes 
220 Call'd social, haunts of Hate, and Vice, and Care: 

How lonely every freeborn creature broods! 
The sweetest song-birds nestle in a pair; 

The eagle soars alone; the gull and crow 
Flock o'er their carrion, just like men below. 

29 
225 Now pillow'd cheek to cheek, in loving sleep, 

Haidee and Juan their siesta took, 
A gentle slumber, but it was not deep, 

For ever and anon a something shook 
Juan, and shuddering o'er his f rame would creep; 

230 And Haidee's sweet lips murmur 'd like a brook 
A wordless music, and her face so fair 
Stirr'd with her dream as rose-leaves with the air; 

3° 
Or as the stirring of a deep clear stream 

Within an Alpine hollow, when the wind 
235 Walks o'er it, was she shaken by the dream, 

The mystical usurper of the mind— 
O'erpowering us to be whate 'er may seem 

Good to the soul which we no more can bind; 
Strange state of being! (for 'tis still to be) 

240 Senseless to feel, and with seal'd eyes to see. 
31 

She dream'd of being alone on the sea-shore, 
Chain 'd to a rock; she knew not how, but stir 

5. An echo of Romeo's words to the impoverished apothecary: "The world is not thy fr iend, nor the world's 
law" (Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet 5.1.72). 
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She could not from the spot, and the loud roar 
Grew, and each wave rose roughly, threatening her; 

And o'er her upper lip they seem'd to pour, 
Until she sobb'd for breath, and soon they were 

Foaming o'er her lone head, so fierce and high— 
Each broke to drown her, yet she could not die. 

32 
Anon—she was released, and then she stray'd 

O'er the sharp shingles 0 with her bleeding feet, loose pebbles 
And stumbled almost every step she made; 

And something roll'd before her in a sheet, 
Which she must still pursue howe'er afraid; 

'Twas white and indistinct, nor stopp'd to meet 
Her glance nor grasp, for still she gazed and grasp'd, 
And ran, but it escaped her as she clasp'd. 

33 
The dream changed; in a cave she stood, its walls 

Were hung with marble icicles; the work 
Of ages on its water-fretted halls, 

Where waves might wash, and seals might breed and lurk; 
Her hair was dripping, and the very balls 

Of her black eyes seemed turn'd to tears, and murk 
The sharp rocks look'd below each drop they caught, 
Which froze to marble as it fell, she thought. 

34 
And wet, and cold, and lifeless at her feet, 

Pale as the foam that froth'd on his dead brow, 
Which she essay'd in vain to clear, (how sweet 

Were once her cares, how idle seem'd they now!) 
Lay Juan, nor could aught renew the beat 

Of his quench'd heart; and the sea dirges low 
Rang in her sad ears like a mermaid's song, 
And that brief dream appear'd a life too long. 

35 
And gazing on the dead, she thought his face 

Faded, or alter'd into something new— 
Like to her father's features, till each trace 

More like and like to Lambro's aspect grew— 
With all his keen worn look and Grecian grace; 

And starting, she awoke, and what to view? 
Oh! Powers of Heaven! what dark eye meets she there? 
'Tis—'tis her father's—fix'd upon the pair! 

36 
Then shrieking, she arose, and shrieking fell, 

With joy and sorrow, hope and fear, to see 
Him whom she deem'd a habitant where dwell 

The ocean-buried, risen from death, to be 
Perchance the death of one she loved too well: 

Dear as her father had been to Haidee, 
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It was a moment of that awful kind— 
I have seen such—but must not call to mind. 

37 
Up Juan sprung to Haidee's bitter shriek, 

And caught her falling, and from off the wall 
Snatch'd down his sabre, in hot haste to wreak 

Vengeance on him who was the cause of all: 
Then Lambro, who till now forbore to speak, 

Smiled scornfully, and said, "Within my call, 
A thousand scimitars await the word; 
Put up, young man, put up your silly sword." 

38 
And Haidee clung around him; "Juan,'tis— 

'Tis Lambro—'tis my father! Kneel with me— 
He will forgive us—yes—it must be—yes. 

Oh! dearest father, in this agony 
Of pleasure and of pain—even while I kiss 

Thy garment's hem with transport, can it be 
That doubt should mingle with my filial joy? 
Deal with me as thou wilt, but spare this boy." 

39 
High and inscrutable the old man stood, 

Calm in his voice, and calm within his eye— 
Not always signs with him of calmest mood: 

He look'd upon her, but gave no reply; 
Then turn'd to Juan, in whose cheek the blood 

Oft came and went, as there resolved to die; 
In arms, at least, he stood, in act to spring 
On the first foe whom Lambro's call might bring. 

40 
"Young man, your sword"; so Lambro once more said: 

Juan replied, "Not while this arm is free." 
The old man's cheek grew pale, but not with dread, 

And drawing from his belt a pistol, he 
Replied, "Your blood be then on your own head." 

Then look'd close at the flint, as if to see 
'Twas fresh—for he had lately used the lock 6 — 
And next proceeded quietly to cock. 

41 
It has a strange quick jar upon the ear, 

That cocking of a pistol, when you know 
A moment more will bring the sight to bear 

Upon your person, twelve yards off, or so; 
A gentlemanly distance, 7 not too near, 

If you have got a former friend for foe; 
But after being fired at once or twice, 
The ear becomes more Irish, and less nice. 8 

6. T h e part of the gun that explodes the charge. 
7. I.e., dueling distance. 

8. Finicky. Byron alludes to the propensity of hot-
headed young Ir ishmen to fight duels. 
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42 
Lambro presented, and one instant more 

330 Had stopp'd this Canto , and Don Juan 's breath, 
W h e n Haidee threw herself her boy before; 

Stern as her sire: "On me," she cried, "let death 
Descend—the fault is mine; this fatal shore 

He f o u n d — b u t sought not . I have pledged my faith; 
335 I love h im—I will die with him: I knew 

Your nature 's f i rmness—know your daughter 's too." 
43 

A minu te past, and she had been all tears, 
And tenderness, and infancy: but now 

She stood as one who champion'd h u m a n fears— 
340 Pale, statue-like, and stern, she woo'd the blow; 

And tall beyond her sex, and their compeers , 9 

She drew up to her height, as if to show 
A fairer mark; and with a fix'd eye scann'd 
Her father 's face—but never stopp'd his hand. 

44 
345 He gazed on her, and she on him; 'twas strange 

How like they look'd! the expression was the same; 
Serenely savage, with a little change 

In the large dark eye's mutual-dar ted flame; 
For she too was as one who could avenge, 

350 If cause should be—a lioness, though tame: 
Her father 's blood before her father 's face 
Boil'cl up, and prov'd her truly of his race. 

45 
I said they were alike, their features and 

Their stature differing but in sex and years; 
355 Even to the delicacy of their hand 

There was resemblance, such as t rue blood wears; 
And now to see them, thus divided, stand 

In fix'd ferocity, when joyous tears, 
And sweet sensations, should have welcomed both, 

360 Show what the passions are in their full growth. 
46 

The fa ther paused a moment , then withdrew 
His weapon, and replaced it; but stood still, 

And looking on her, as to look her through, 
"Not I," he said, "have sought this stranger's ill; 

365 Not I have made this desolation: few 
Would bear such outrage, and forbear to kill; 

But I must do my duty—how thou hast 
Done thine, the present vouches for the past. 

47 
"Let him disarm; or, by my father 's head, 

370 His own shall roll before you like a ball!" 

9. i.e., she was the ma tch in height of Lambro and Juan . 
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He raised his whistle, as the word he said, 
And blew; another answer'd to the call, 

And rushing in disorderly, though led, 
And arm'd f rom boot to turban, one and all, 

375 Some twenty of his train came, rank on rank; 
He gave the word, "Arrest or slay the Frank." 1 

48 
Then, with a sudden movement , he withdrew 

His daughter ; while compress 'd within his clasp, 
Twixt her and Juan interposed the crew; 

380 In vain she struggled in her father 's grasp— 
His arms were like a serpent 's coil: then flew 

Upon their prey, as darts an angry asp, 
The file of pirates; save the foremost , who 
Had fallen, with his right shoulder half cut through. 

49 
385 The second had his cheek laid open; but 

T h e third, a wary, cool old sworder, took 
The blows upon his cutlass, and then put 

His own well in; so well, ere you could look, 
His man was floor'd, and helpless at his foot, 

390 With the blood running like a little brook 
From two smart sabre gashes, deep and red— 
O n e on the arm, the other on the head. 

5° 
And then they bound him where he fell, and bore 

Juan f rom the apar tment : with a sign 
395 Old Lambro bade them take him to the shore, 

Where lay some ships which were to sail at nine. 
They laid him in a boat, and plied the oar 

Until they reach'd some galliots, 2 placed in line; 
On board of one of these, and under hatches, 

400 They stow'd him, with strict orders to the watches. 
5i 

T h e world is full of strange vicissitudes, 
And here was one exceedingly unpleasant: 

A gentleman so rich in the world's goods, 
Handsome and young, enjoying all the present , 

405 Just at the very time when he least broods 
On such a thing is suddenly to sea sent, 

Wounded and chain'd, so that he cannot move, 
And all because a lady fell in love. 

« « 

56 
Afric is all the sun's, and as her earth 

Her human clay is kindled; full of power 

1. Term used in the Near East to designate a 2. Small, fast galleys, propelled by both oars and 
Western European. sails. 
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For good or evil, burn ing f rom its birth, 
The Moorish blood partakes the planet 's hour, 

445 And like the soil benea th it will bring forth: 
Beauty and love were Haidee's mother 's dower; 0 dmvry 

But her large dark eye show'd deep Passion's force, 
Though sleeping like a lion near a source. 

57 
Her daughter , temper 'd with a milder ray, 

450 Like summer clouds all silvery, smooth, and fair, 
Till slowly charged with thunder they display 

Terror to earth, and tempest to the air, 
Had held till now her soft and milky way; 

But overwrought with passion and despair, 
455 T h e fire burst for th f rom her Numid ian 0 veins, North African 

Even as the S imoom 3 sweeps the blasted plains. 
58 

The last sight which she saw was Juan 's gore, 
And he himself o 'ermaster 'd and cut down; 

His blood was running on the very floor 
460 Where late he trod, her beaut i ful , her own; 

Thus much she view'd an instant and no more ,— 
Her struggles ceased with one convulsive groan; 

On her sire's arm, which until now scarce held 
Her writhing, fell she like a cedar fell'd. 

59 
465 A vein had burst, and her sweet lips' pure dyes 

Were dabbled with the deep blood which ran o'er; 4 

And her head droop'd as when the lily lies 
O'ercharged with rain: her summon 'd handmaids bore 

Their lady to her couch with gushing eyes; 
470 Of herbs and cordials they produced their store, 

But she defied all means they could employ, 
Like one life could not hold, nor death destroy. 

60 
Days lay she in that state unchanged, though chill 

Wi th nothing livid, 5 still her lips were red; 
475 She had no pulse, but death seem'd absent still; 

No hideous sign proclaim'd her surely dead; 
Corrupt ion came not in each mind to kill 

All hope; to look upon her sweet face bred 
New thoughts of life, for it seem'd full of soul, 

480 She had so much , earth could not claim the whole. 
* $ * 

3. A violent, hot, dust- laden desert wind. note]. 
4. This is no very u n c o m m o n effect of the violence 5. I.e., though she was ashen pale, 
of conflicting and different passions [Byron's 
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101 

545 Twelve days and nights she wither 'd thus; at last, 
Wi thou t a groan, or sigh, or glance, to show 

A parting pang, the spirit f rom her past:° passed 
And they who watch'd her nearest could not know 

T h e very instant , till the change that cast 
550 Her sweet face into shadow, dull and slow, 

Glazed o'er her eyes—the beautiful , the black— 
Oh! to possess such lus t re—and then lack! 

70 
She died, but not alone; she held within 

A second principle of life, which might 
555 Have dawn'd a fair and sinless child of sin; 

But closed its little being without light, 
And went down to the grave unborn , wherein 

Blossom and bough lie wither 'd with one blight; 
In vain the dews of Heaven descend above 

560 T h e bleeding flower and blasted frui t of love. 
7 1 

Thus l ived—thus died she; never more on her 
Shall sorrow light, or shame. She was not made 

Through years or moons the inner weight to bear, 
W h i c h colder hearts endure till they are laid 

565 By age in earth; her days and pleasures were 
Brief, but del ightful—such as had not staid 

Long with her destiny; but she sleeps well 
By the sea shore, whereon she loved to dwell. 

72 
That isle is now all desolate and bare, 

570 Its dwellings down, its tenants past away; 
None but her own and father 's grave is there, 

And nothing outward tells of h u m a n clay; 
Ye could not know where lies a thing so fair, 

No stone is there to show, no tongue to say 
575 Wha t was; no dirge, except the hollow sea's, 

Mourns o'er the beauty of the Cyclades. 
73 

But many a Greek maid in a loving song 
Sighs o'er her name; and many an islander 

Wi th her sire's story makes the night less long; 
580 Valour was his, and beauty dwelt with her; 

If she loved rashly, her life paid for wrong— 
A heavy price must all pay who thus err, 

In some shape; let none think to fly the danger, 
For soon or late Love is his own avenger. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



7 3 4 / G E O R G E G O R D O N , L O R D B Y R O N 

74 
585 But let me change this theme, which grows too sad, 

And lay this sheet of sorrows on the shelf; 
I don't much like describing people mad, 

For fear of seeming rather touch'd myself—-
Besides Fve no more on this head to add; 

590 And as my Muse is a capricious elf, 
We'll put about, and try another tack 
With Juan, left half-kill'd some stanzas back. 6 

1818-23 1819-24 

Stanzas Written on the Road between Florence and Pisa 

Oh, talk not to me of a name great in story— 
The days of our youth are the days of our glory; 
And the myrtle and ivy1 of sweet two-and-twenty 
Are worth all your laurels, 2 though ever so plenty. 

5 What are garlands and crowns to the brow that is wrinkled? 
'Tis but as a dead-flower with May-dew besprinkled: 
Then away with all such from the head that is hoary! 3 

What care I for the wreaths that can only give glory? 
Oh FAME!—if I e'er took delight in thy praises, 

10 'Twas less for the sake of thy high-sounding phrases, 
Than to see the bright eyes of the dear one discover 
She thought that I was not unworthy to love her. 
There chiefly I sought thee, there only I found thee; 
Her glance was the best of the rays that surround thee; 

15 When it sparkled o'er aught that was bright in my story, 
I knew it was love, and I felt it was glory. 

Nov. 1821 1830 

6. Juan ' s adventures con t inue . He is sold as a slave 
in Cons tan t inople to an enamored sul tana; she dis-
guises him as a girl and adds h im to h e r husband ' s 
h a r e m for convenience of access. J u a n escapes, 
joins t h e Russian a rmy tha t is besieging Ismail, and 
so well dis t inguishes himself in the cap ture of the 
town that he is sent with d ispa tches to St. Peters-
burg. There he becomes "man-mistress" to the 
insatiable empress Ca the r ine the Great . As the 
result of her ass iduous a t tent ions , he falls into a 
physical decline and , for a salutary change of scene 

and climate, is sent on a diplomatic mission to 
England. In can to 16, the last that Byron finished, 
he is in the middle of an amorous adventure while 
a guest at the medieval country mansion of an 
English nobleman, Lord Henry Amundeville, and 
his very beaut i fu l wife. 
1. Sacred to Bacchus , god of wine and revelry. 
"Myrtle": sacred to Venus, goddess of love. 
2. A laurel crown was awarded by the Greeks as a 
mark of high honor . 
3. W h i t e or gray with age. 
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January 22nd. Missolonghi 
On this day I complete my thirty sixth year 

'Tis time this heart should be unmoved, 
Since others it hath ceased to move: 

Yet though I cannot be beloved, 
Still let me love! 

5 My days are in the yellow leaf; 
The flowers and fruits of Love are gone; 

The worm—the canker, and the grief 
Are mine alone! 

The fire that on my bosom preys 
10 Is lone as some Volcanic Isle; 

No torch is kindled at its blaze 
A funeral pile! 

The hope, the fear, the jealous care, 
The exalted portion of the pain 

15 And power of Love I cannot share, 
But wear the chain. 

But 'tis not thus—and 'tis not here 
Such thoughts should shake my Soul, nor now 

Where Glory decks the hero's bier 
20 Or binds his brow. 

The Sword, the Banner, and the Field, 
Glory and Greece around us see! 

The Spartan borne upon his shield 
Was not more free! 

25 Awake (not Greece—she is awake!) 
Awake, my Spirit! think through whom 

Thy life-blood tracks its parent lake 
And then strike home! 

Tread those reviving passions down 
30 Unworthy Manhood—unto thee 

Indifferent should the smile or frown 
Of Beauty be. 

If thou regret'st thy Youth, why live? 
The land of honourable Death 

35 Is here:—up to the Field, and give 
Away thy Breath! 

Seek out—less often sought than found— 
A Soldier's Grave, for thee the best; 

Then look around, and choose thy Ground, 
40 And take thy Rest! 

J a n . 1 8 2 4 1824 
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L E T T E R S ' 

To Thomas Moore1 

[CHILDE HAROLD. A V E N E T I A N A D V E N T U R E ] 

Venice, January 28th, 1817 
Your letter of the 8th is before me. The remedy for your plethora is simple— 

abstinence. I was obliged to have recourse to the like some years ago, I mean 
in point of diet, and, with the exception of some convivial weeks and days, (it 
might be months, now and then), have kept to Pythagoras 2 ever since. For all 
this, let me hear that you are better. You must not indulge in "filthy beer," nor 
in porter, nor eat suppers—the last are the devil to those who swallow dinner. 

I am truly sorry to hear of your father's misfortune 4 —cruel at any time, but 
doubly cruel in advanced life. However, you will, at least, have the satisfaction 
of doing your part by him, and, depend upon it, it will not be in vain. Fortune, 
to be sure, is a female, but not such a b * * as the rest (always excepting your 
wife and my sister from such sweeping terms); for she generally has some 
justice in the long run. I have no spite against her, though between her and 
Nemesis I have had some sore gauntlets to run—but then I have done my best 
to deserve no better. But to you, she is a good deal in arrear, and she will come 
round—mind if she don't: you have the vigour of life, of independence, of 
talent, spirit, and character all with you. What you can do for yourself, you 
have done and will do; and surely there are some others in the world who 
would not be sorry to be of use, if you would allow them to be useful, or at 
least attempt it. 

I think of being in England in the spring. If there is a row, by the sceptre 
of King Ludd, 5 but I'll be one; and if there is none, and only a continuance of 
"this meek, piping time of peace," 6 I will take a cottage a hundred yards to the 
south of your abode, and become your neighbour; and we will compose such 
canticles, and hold such dialogues, as shall be the terror of the Times (includ-
ing the newspaper of that name), and the wonder, and honour, and praise, of 
the Morning Chronicle and posterity. 

I rejoice to hear of your forthcoming in February 7—though I tremble for 
the "magnificence," which you attribute to the new Childe Harold. 8 I am glad 
you like it; it is a fine indistinct piece of poetical desolation, and my favourite. 
I was half mad during the time of its composition, between metaphysics, 
mountains, lakes, love unextinguishable, thoughts unutterable, and the night-
1. Three thousand of Byron's letters have sur-
vived—a remarkable n u m b e r for so short a life. In 
general they are our best single biographical source 
for the poet, providing runn ing commenta ry on his 
day-to-day concerns and activities and giving us 
the clearest possible p ic ture of his complex per-
sonality, a p ic ture relatively (but not entirely) f ree 
of the posturings that pervade both the romant ic 
poems and the satires. The texts of our small sam-
ple here are f rom Leslie A. Marchand ' s twelve-
volume edit ion, Byro?i's Letters and Journals 
( 1 9 7 3 - 8 2 ) . 
1. Irish poet and a good f r iend of Byron since they 
me t in 1811. Moore 's Life of Byron in 1830 is the 

sole source for many of Byron's letters, including 
this one . 
2. I.e., have ea ten no flesh (the disciples of 
the Greek phi losopher-mathemat ic ian Pythagoras 
were strict vegetarians). 
3. These asterisks (as well as those in the next par-
agraph and nea r the end of the letter) are Moore's, 
represent ing omissions in his pr inted text. 
4. Moore 's f a the r had been dismissed f rom his 
post as bar rack master at Dublin. 
5. A mythical king of Britain. 
6. Shakespeare 's Richard III 1.1.24. 
7. Moore 's Oriental romance Lalla Rookh. 
8. C a n t o 3 of Childe Harold's Pilgrimage (1816) . 
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mare of my own delinquencies. I should, many a good day, have blown my 
brains out, but for the recollection that it would have given pleasure to my 
mother-in-law; and, even then, if I could have been certain to haunt her—but 
I won't dwell upon these trifling family matters. 

Venice is in the estro of her carnival, and I have been up these last two 
nights at the ridotto 9 and the opera, and all that kind of thing. Now for an 
adventure. A few days ago a gondolier brought me a billet without a subscrip-
tion, intimating a wish on the part of the writer to meet me either in gondola 
or at the island of San Lazaro, or at a third rendezvous, indicated in the note. 
"I know the country's disposition well"—in Venice "they do let Heaven see 
those tricks they dare not show," &c. &c.;' so, for all response, I said that 
neither of the three places suited me; but that I would either be at home at 
ten at night alone, or at the ridotto at midnight, where the writer might meet 
me masked. At ten o'clock I was at home and alone (Marianna was gone with 
her husband to a conversazione 2), when the door of my apartment opened, 
and in walked a well-looking and (for an Italian) bionda3 girl of about nineteen, 
who informed me that she was married to the brother of my amorosa, and 
wished to have some conversation with me. I made a decent reply, and we had 
some talk in Italian and Romaic (her mother being a Greek of Corfu), when 
lo! in a very few minutes, in marches, to my very great astonishment, Marianna 
S[egati], in propria persona, and after making polite courtesy to her sister-in-
law and to me, without a single word seizes her said sister-in-law by the hair, 
and bestows upon her some sixteen slaps, which would have made your ear 
ache only to hear their echo. I need not describe the screaming which ensued. 
The luckless visitor took flight. I seized Marianna, who, after several vain 
efforts to get away in pursuit of the enemy, fairly went into fits in my arms; 
and, in spite of reasoning, eau de Cologne, vinegar, half a pint of water, and 
God knows what other waters beside, continued so till past midnight. 

After damning my servants for letting people in without apprizing me, I 
found that Marianna in the morning had seen her sister-in-law's gondolier on 
the stairs, and, suspecting that his apparition boded her no good, had either 
returned of her own accord, or been followed by her maids or some other spy 
of her people to the conversazione, from whence she returned to perpetrate 
this piece of pugilism. I had seen fits before, and also some small scenery of 
the same genus in and out of our island: but this was not all. After about an 
hour, in comes—who? why, Signor S[egati], her lord and husband, and finds 
me with his wife fainting upon the sofa, and all the apparatus of confusion, 
dishevelled hair, hats, handkerchiefs, salts, smelling-bottles—and the lady as 
pale as ashes without sense or motion. His first question was, "What is all 
this?" The lady could not reply—so I did. I told him the explanation was the 
easiest thing in the world; but in the mean time it would be as well to recover 
his wife—at least, her senses. This came about in due time of suspiration and 
respiration. 

You need not be alarmed—jealousy is not the order of the day in Venice, 
and daggers are out of fashion; while duels, on love matters, are unknown— 
at least, with the husbands. But, for all this, it was an awkward affair; and 
though he must have known that I made love to Marianna, yet I believe he 

9. An Italian social gathering. "Estro": fire, fervor. 
1. Shakespeare 's Othello 3 . 3 . 2 0 6 - 0 7 . The passage 
cont inues: "dare not show their husbands . " 

2. An evening party. Mar ianna Segati, wife of a 
Venet ian draper , was Byron's cur rent amorosa. 
3. Blonde (Italian). 
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was not, till that evening, aware of the extent to which it had gone. It is very 
well known that almost all the married women have a lover; but it is usual to 
keep up the forms, as in other nations. I did not, therefore, know what the 
devil to say. I could not out with the truth, out of regard to her, and I did not 
choose to lie for my sake;—besides, the thing told itself. I thought the best 
way would be to let her explain it as she chose (a woman being never at a 
loss—the devil always sticks by them)—only determining to protect and carry 
her off, in case of any ferocity on the part of the Signor. I saw that he was 
quite calm. She went to bed, and next day—how they settled it, I know not, 
but settle it they did. Well—then I had to explain to Marianna about this never 
to be sufficiently confounded sister-in-law; which I did by swearing innocence, 
eternal constancy, &c. &c. * * * But the sister-in-law, very much discomposed 
with being treated in such wise, has (not having her own shame before her 
eyes) told the affair to half Venice, and the servants (who were summoned by 
the fight and the fainting) to the other half. But, here, nobody minds such 
trifles, except to be amused by them. I don't know whether you will be so, but 
I have scrawled a long letter out of these follies. 

Believe me ever. &c. 

To Douglas Kinnaird1 

[ D O N JUAN: " I S I T N O T L I F E ? " ] 

Venice. Octr. 26th. [1819] 

My dear Douglas—My late expenditure has arisen from living at a distance 
from Venice and being obliged to keep up two establishments, from frequent 
journeys—and buying some furniture and books as well as a horse or two— 
and not from any renewal of the E P I C U R E A N system2 as you suspect. I have 
been faithful to my honest liaison with Countess Guiccioli3—and I can assure 
you that She has never cost me directly or indirectly a sixpence—indeed the 
circumstances of herself and family render this no merit.—I never offered her 
but one present—a broach of brilliants—and she sent it back to me with her 
own hair in it (I shall not say of what part but that is an Italian custom) and a 
note to say that she was not in the habit of receiving presents of that value— 
but hoped that I would not consider her sending it back as an affront—nor 
the value diminished by the enclosure.—I have not had a whore this half-
year—confining myself to the strictest adultery. Why should you prevent 
Hanson from making a peer4 if he likes it—I think the "Garretting" would be 
by far the best parliamentary privilege—I know of. Damn your delicacy.— 
It is a low commercial quality—and very unworthy a man who prefixes "hon-
ourable" to his nomenclature. If you say that I must sign the bonds—I suppose 
that I must—but it is very iniquitous to make me pay my debts—you have no 
idea of the pain it gives one.—Pray do three things—get my property out of 

1. Kinnaird, a f r iend f rom Cambr idge days, was 
Byron's banker and literary agent in London. 
2. I.e., money spent on pleasures of the senses. 
3. Byron ment ions having fallen in love with 
Teresa Guiccioli ("a Romagnuola Coun te s s f rom 
Ravenna—who is n ine teen years old & has a 
C o u n t of fifty") in a let ter of April 6, 1819. The i r 

relat ionship lasted until Byron set sail for Greece 
in the s u m m e r of 1823. 
4. I.e., being made a peer (of the realm). John 
H a n s o n , Byron's solicitor and agent before Kin-
naird took over his principal business affairs, never 
realized this ambit ion. 
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the funds—get Rochdale5 sold—get me some information from Perry about 
South America6—and 4thly. ask Lady Noel not to live so very long. As to 
Subscribing to Manchester—if I do that—I will write a letter to Burdett7— 
for publication—to accompany the Subscription—which shall be more radical 
than anything yet rooted—but I feel lazy.—I have thought of this for some 
time—but alas! the air of this cursed Italy enervates—and disfranchises the 
thoughts of a man after nearly four years of respiration—to say nothing of 
emission.—As to "Don Juan"—confess—confess—you dog—and be candid— 
that it is the sublime of that there sort of writing—it may be bawdy—but is it 
not good English?—it may be profligate—but is it not life, is it not the thing?— 
Could any man have written it—who has not lived in the world?—and tooled 
in a post-chaise? in a hackney coach? in a Gondola? against a wall? in a court 
carriage? in a vis a vis?8—on a table?—and under it?—I have written about a 
hundred stanzas of a third Canto—but it is damned modest—the outcry has 
frightened me.—I had such projects for the Don—but the Cant is so much 
stronger than Cunt—now a days,—that the benefit of experience in a man 
who had well weighed the worth of both monosyllables—must be lost to 
despairing posterity.—After all what stuff this outcry is—Lalla Rookh and 
Little—are more dangerous than my burlesque poem can be—Moore has been 
here—we got tipsy together—and were very amicable—he is gone on to 
Rome—I put my life (in M.S.) into his hands9—(not for publication) you—or 
any body else may see it—at his return.—It only comes up to 1816. He is 
a noble fellow—and looks quite fresh and poetical—nine years (the age of a 
poem's education) my Senior—he looks younger—this comes of marriage and 
being settled in the Country. I want to go to South America—I have written 
to Hobhouse all about it.—I wrote to my wife—three months ago—under care 
to Murray—has she got the letter—or is the letter got into Rlackwood's mag-
azine? You ask after my Christmas pye—Remit it any how—Circulars' is 
the best—you are right about income—I must have it all—how the devil do I 
know that I may live a year or a month?—I wish I knew that I might regulate 
my spending in more ways than one.—As it is one always thinks that there is 
but a span.—A man may as well break or be damned for a large sum as a small 
one—I should be loth to pay the devil or any other creditor more than sixpence 
in the pound.— 

[scrawl for signature] 
P.S.—I recollect nothing of "Davies's landlord"—but what ever Davies 

says—I will swear to—and that's more than he would.—So pray pay—has he 
a landlady too?—perhaps I may owe her something. With regard to the 
bonds I will sign them but—it goes against the grain. As to the rest—you 
can't err—so long as you don't pay. Paying is executor's or executioner's 
work. You may write somewhat oftener—Mr. Galignani's messenger2 gives 
the outline of your public affairs—but I see no results—you have no man 
yet—(always excepting Burdett—& you & H[obhouse] and the Gentlemanly 
leaven of your two-penny loaf of rebellion) don't forget however my charge of 

5. An estate that Byron had inheri ted in Lanca-
shire. 
6. Byron was considering the possibility of emi-
grat ing to South America, specifically to Vene-
zuela. 
7. Sir Francis Burdet t , me mbe r of Par l iament for 
Wes tmins te r , a re former and leader of opposit ion 
to the Tories. 
8. A light carriage for two persons sitting face to 

face . 
9. Byron's f amous memoirs , which were later sold 
to John Murray and burned in the publisher 's 
office. 
1. Letters of credit tha t could be exchanged for 
cash . 
2. Galignani's Messenger, an English newspaper 
published in Paris. 
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horse—and commission for the Midland Counties and by the holies!—You 
shall have your account in decimals.—Love to Hobby—but why leave the 
Whigs? 

To Percy Bysshe Shelley 

[KEATS AND SHELLEY] 

Ravenna, April 26th, 1821 

The child continues doing well, and the accounts are regular and favourable. 
It is gratifying to me that you and Mrs. Shelley do not disapprove of the step 
which I have taken, which is merely temporary.' 

I am very sorry to hear what you say of Keats2—is it actually true? I did not 
think criticism had been so killing. Though I differ from you essentially in your 
estimate of his performances, I so much abhor all unnecessary pain, that I 
would rather he had been seated on the highest peak of Parnassus than have 
perished in such a manner. Poor fellow! though with such inordinate self-love 
he would probably have not been very happy. I read the review of "Endymion" 
in the Quarterly. It was severe,—but surely not so severe as many reviews in 
that and other journals upon others. 

I recollect the effect on me of the Edinburgh on my first poem;3 it was rage, 
and resistance, and redress—but not despondency nor despair. I grant that 
those are not amiable feelings; but, in this world of bustle and broil, and 
especially in the career of writing, a man should calculate upon his powers of 
resistance before he goes into the arena. 

"Expect not life from pain nor danger free, 
Nor deem the doom of man reversed for thee."4 

You know my opinion of that second-hand school of poetry. You also know 
my high opinion of your own poetry,—because it is of no school. I read 
Cenci—but, besides that I think the subject essentially un dramatic, I am not 
an admirer of our old dramatists as models. I deny that the English have hith-
erto had a drama at all. Your Cenci, however, was a work of power, and poetry. 
As to my drama,5 pray revenge yourself upon it, by being as free as I have been 
with yours. 

I have not yet got your Prometheus, which I long to see. I have heard nothing 
of mine, and do not know that it is yet published. I have published a pamphlet 
on the Pope controversy, which you will not like. Had I known that Keats was 
dead—or that he was alive and so sensitive—I should have omitted some 
remarks upon his poetry, to which I was provoked by his attack upon Pope,6 

and my disapprobation of his own style of writing. 

1. Byron had recently placed his four-year-old 
daughter , Allegra, in a convent school near 
Ravenna, against the wishes of her mother , Mary 
Shelley's stepsister Claire Cla i rmont . 
2. In a letter to Byron, April 17, 1821: "Young 
Keats, whose 'Hyperion ' showed so great a prom-
ise, died lately at Rome f rom the consequences of 
breaking a blood-vessel, in paroxysms of despair at 
the co n t emp tuous a t tack on his book in the Quar-
terly Review" (see Shelley's Adonais, p . 822) . 
3. T h e review of Byron's Hours of Idleness in the 
Edinburgh Revieiv p rompted him to write his first 

ma jo r satire, English Bards and Scotch Reviewers 
(1809) . 
4. Johnson , The Vanity of Human Wishes, lines 
155—56 (Byron is quot ing f rom memory). 
5. Marino Faliero, publ ished in London on April 
21, 1821. Shelley's The Cenci and Prometheus 
Unbonnd (next paragraph) were written in 1819 
and publ ished in 1820. 
6. Keats a t tacked Augustan poetry (but not nec-
essarily Pope) in "Sleep and Poetry," lines 181— 
206. Byron's pamphle t , Letter to ********[John 
Murray], on the Rev. W. L. Bowles' Strictures on 
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You want me to undertake a great Poem—I have not the inclination nor the 
power. As I grow older, the indifference—not to life, for we love it by instinct— 
but to the stimuli of life, increases. Besides, this late failure of the Italians 7 

has latterly disappointed me for many reasons,—some public, some personal. 
My respects to Mrs. S. 

Yours ever, 
B 

P.S.—Could not you and I contrive to meet this summer? Could not you 
take a run alone? 

the Life and Writings of Pope, had jus t appeared in 
London . His best -known c o m m e n t on Keats, writ-
ten a year and a half later, is can to 11, stanza 60 
in Don Juan, beginning "John Keats, who was 
killed off by one cr i t ique" and ending " T i s s t range 
the mind, that very fiery particle, / Should let itself 

be snuf fed out by an Article." 
7. A p lanned upris ing by the Carbonar i , a secret 
revolutionary society into which Byron had been 
initiated by the fa ther and brother of his mistress 
Teresa Guiccioli , failed in Feb. 1821. 

PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY 
1 7 9 2 - 1 8 2 2 

Percy Bysshe Shelley, radical in every aspect of his life and thought, emerged from a 
solidly conservative background. His ancestors had been Sussex aristocrats since early 
in the seventeenth century; his grandfather, Sir Bysshe Shelley, made himself the 
richest man in Horsham, Sussex; his father, Timothy Shelley, was a hardheaded and 
conventional member of Parliament. Percy Shelley was in line for a baronetcy and, 
as befitted his station, was sent to be educated at Eton and Oxford. As a youth he 
was slight of build, eccentric in manner, and unskilled in sports or fighting and, as a 
consequence, was mercilessly bullied by older and stronger boys. He later said that 
he saw the petty tyranny of schoolmasters and schoolmates as representative of man's 
general inhumanity to man, and dedicated his life to a war against injustice and 
oppression. As he described the experience in the Dedication to Laon and Cythna: 

So without shame, I spake:—"I will be wise, 
And just, and free, and mild, if in me lies 

Such power, for I grow weary to behold 
The selfish and the strong still tyrannise 

Without reproach or check." 1 then controuled 
My tears, my heart grew calm, and I was meek and bold. 

At Oxford in the autumn of 1810, Shelley's closest friend was Thomas Jefferson 
Hogg, a self-centered, self-confident young man who shared Shelley's love of philos-
ophy and scorn of orthodoxy. The two collaborated on a pamphlet, The Necessity of 
Atheism, which claimed that God's existence cannot be proved on empirical grounds, 
and, provocatively, they mailed it to the bishops and heads of the colleges at Oxford. 
Shelley refused to repudiate the document and, to his shock and grief, was peremp-
torily expelled, terminating a university career that had lasted only six months. This 
event opened a breach between Shelley and his father that widened over the years. 

Shelley went to London, where he took up the cause of Harriet Westbrook, the 
pretty and warmhearted daughter of a well-to-do tavern keeper, whose father, Shelley 
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wrote to Hogg, "has persecuted her in a most horrible way by endeavoring to compel 
her to go to school." Harriet threw herself on Shelley's protection, and "gratitude and 
admiration," he wrote, "all demand that I shall love her forever." He eloped with 
Harriet to Edinburgh and married her, against his conviction that marriage was a 
tyrannical and degrading social institution. He was then eighteen years of age; his 
bride, sixteen. The couple moved restlessly from place to place, living on a small 
allowance granted reluctantly by their families. In February 1812, accompanied by 
Harriet's sister Eliza, they traveled to Dublin to distribute Shelley's Address to the Irish 
People and otherwise take part in the movement for Catholic emancipation and for 
the amelioration of that oppressed and poverty-stricken people. 

Back in London, Shelley became a disciple of the radical social philosopher William 
Godwin, author of the Inquiry Concerning Political Justice. In 1813 he printed pri-
vately his first important work, Queen Mah, a long poem set in the fantastic frame of 
the journey of a disembodied soul through space, to whom the fairy Mab reveals in 
visions the woeful past, the dreadful present, and a Utopian future. Announcing that 
"there is no God!" Mab decries institutional religion and codified morality as the roots 
of social evil, prophesying that all institutions will wither away and humanity will 
return to its natural condition of goodness and felicity. 

In the following spring Shelley, who had drifted apart from Harriet, fell in love with 
the beautiful Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, daughter of Mary Wollstonecraft and 
William Godwin. Convinced that cohabitation without love is immoral, he abandoned 
Harriet, fled to France with Mary (taking along her stepsister, Claire Clairmont), 
and—in accordance with his belief in nonexclusive love—invited Harriet to come live 
with them in the relationship of a sister. Shelley's elopement with Mary outraged her 
father, despite the facts that his own views of marriage had been no less radical than 
Shelley's and that Shelley, himself in financial difficulties, had earlier taken over 
Godwin's very substantial debts. When he returned to London, Shelley found that 
the general public, his family, and most of his friends regarded him as not only an 
atheist and a revolutionary but also a gross immoralist. When two years later Harriet, 
pregnant by an unknown lover, drowned herself in a fit of despair, the courts denied 
Shelley the custody of their two children. (His first child with Mary Godwin, a girl 
born prematurely, had died earlier, only twelve days after her birth in February 1815.) 
Percy and Mary married in December 1816, and in spring 1818 they moved to Italy. 
Thereafter he envisioned himself as an alien and outcast, rejected by the human race 
to whose welfare he had dedicated his powers and his life. 

In Italy he resumed his restless way of life, evading the people to whom he owed 
money by moving from town to town and house to house. His health was usually bad. 
Although the death of his grandfather in 1815 had provided a substantial income, he 
dissipated so much of it by his warmhearted but imprudent support of William God-
win, Leigh Hunt, and other needy acquaintances that he was constantly short of 
funds. Within nine months, in 1 8 1 8 - 1 9 , both Clara and William, the children Mary 
had borne in 1815 and 1817, died. Grief over these deaths destroyed the earlier 
harmony of the Shelleys' marriage; the birth in November 1819 of another son, Percy 
Florence (their only child to survive to adulthood), was not enough to mend the rift. 

In these circumstances, close to despair and knowing that he almost entirely lacked 
an audience, Shelley wrote his greatest works. In 1819 he completed Prometheus 
Unbound and a tragedy, The Cenci. He wrote also numerous lyric poems; a visionary 
call for a proletarian revolution, "The Mask of Anarchy"; a witty satire on Wordsworth, 
Peter Bell the Third; and a penetrating political essay, "A Philosophical View of 
Reform." His works of the next two years include "A Defence of Poetry"; Epipsychid-
ion, a rhapsodic vision of love as a spiritual union beyond earthly limits; Adonais, his 
elegy on the death of Keats; and Hellas, a lyrical drama evoked by the Greek war for 
liberation from the Turks. These writings, unlike the early Queen Mab, are the prod-
ucts of a mind chastened by tragic experience, deepened by philosophical speculation, 
and stored with the harvest of his reading—which Shelley carried on, as his friend 
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Hogg said, "in season and out of season, at table, in bed, and especially during a 
walk," until he became one of the most erudite of poets. His delight in scientific 
discoveries and speculations continued, but his earlier zest for Gothic terrors and the 
social theories of the radical eighteenth-century optimists gave way to an absorption 
in Greek tragedy, Milton's Paradise Lost, and the Bible. Although he did not give up 
his hopes for a millennial future (he wore a ring with the motto II buon tempo verra— 
"the good time will come"), he now attributed the evils of society to humanity's own 
moral failures and grounded the possibility of radical social reform on a reform of the 
moral and imaginative faculties through the redeeming power of love. Though often 
represented as a simpleminded doctrinaire, Shelley in fact possessed a complex and 
energetically inquisitive intelligence that never halted at a fixed mental position; his 
writings reflect stages in a ceaseless exploration. 

The poems of Shelley's maturity also show the influence of his study of Plato and 
the Neoplatonists. Shelley found congenial the Platonic division of the cosmos into 
two worlds—the ordinary world of change, mortality, evil, and suffering and an ideal 
world of perfect and eternal Forms, of which the world of sense experience is only a 
distant and illusory reflection. The earlier interpretations of Shelley as a downright 
Platonic idealist, however, have been drastically modified by modern investigations 
of his reading and writings. He was a close student of British empiricist philosophy, 
which limits knowledge to valid reasoning on what is given in sense experience, and 
within this tradition he felt a special affinity to the radical skepticism of David Hume. 
A number of Shelley's works, such as "Mont Blanc," express his view of the narrow 
limits of what human beings can know with certainty and exemplify his refusal to let 
his hopes harden into a philosophical or religious creed. To what has been called the 
"skeptical idealism" of the mature Shelley, hope in a redemption from present social 
ills is not an intellectual certainty but a moral obligation. Despair is self-fulfilling; we 
must continue to hope because, by keeping open the possibility of a better future, 
hope releases the imaginative and creative powers that are the only means of achieving 
that end. 

When in 1820 the Shelleys settled finally at Pisa, he came closer to finding con-
tentment than at any other time in his adult life. A group of friends, Shelley's "Pisan 
Circle," gathered around them, including for a while Lord Byron and the swashbuck-
ling young Cornishman Edward Trelawny. Chief in Shelley's affections were Edward 
Williams, a retired lieutenant of a cavalry regiment serving in India, and his charming 
common-law wife, Jane, with whom Shelley became infatuated and to whom he 
addressed some of his best lyrics and verse letters. The end came suddenly, and in a 
way prefigured uncannily in the last stanza of Adonais, in which he had described his 
spirit as a ship driven by a violent storm out into the dark unknown. On July 8, 1822, 
Shelley and Edward Williams were sailing their open boat, the Don Juan, on the Gulf 
of Spezia. A violent squall swamped the boat. When several days later the bodies were 
washed ashore, they were cremated, and Shelley's ashes were buried in the Protestant 
Cemetery at Rome, near the graves of John Keats and William Shelley, the poet's 
young son. 

Both Shelley's character and his poetry have been the subject of violently contra-
dictory, and often partisan, estimates. His actions according to his deep convictions 
often led to disastrous consequences for himself and those near to him; and even 
recent scholars, while repudiating the vicious attacks by Shelley's contemporaries, 
attribute some of those actions to a self-assured egotism that masked itself as idealism. 
Yet Byron, who knew Shelley intimately and did not pay moral compliments lightly, 
wrote to his publisher John Murray, in response to attacks on Shelley at the time of 
his death: "You are all brutally mistaken about Shelley, who was, without exception, 
the best and least selfish man I ever knew." Shelley's politics, vilified during his life-
time, made him a literary hero to later political radicals: the Chartists in the middle 
of the nineteenth century, Marx and Engels at the end, and for much of the twentieth 
century, many of the guiding lights of the British Labour Party. As a poet Shelley was 
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greatly admired by Robert Browning, Swinburne, and other Victorians; but in the 
mid-twentieth century he was repeatedly charged with intellectual and emotional 
immaturity, shoddy workmanship, and incoherent imagery by influential writers such 
as F. R. Leavis and his followers in Britain and the New Critics in America. More 
recently, however, many sympathetic studies have revealed the coherent intellectual 
understructure of his poems and have confirmed Wordsworth's early recognition that 
"Shelley is one of the best artists of Us all: I mean in workmanship of style." Shelley, 
it has become clear, greatly expanded the metrical and stanzaic resources of English 
versification. His poems exhibit a broad range of voices, from the high but ordered 
passion of "Ode to the West Wind," through the heroic dignity of the utterances of 
Prometheus, to the approximation of what is inexpressible in the description of Asia's 
transfiguration and in the visionary conclusion of Adonais. Most surprising, for a poet 
who almost entirely lacked an audience, is the urbanity, the assured command of the 
tone and language of a cultivated man of the world, exemplified in passages that 
Shelley wrote all through his mature career and especially in the lyrics and verse 
letters that he composed during the last year of his life. 

The texts printed here are those prepared by Donald H. Reiman and Neil Fraistat 
for Shelley's Poetry and Prose, a Norton Critical Edition, 2nd ed. (2001); Reiman has 
also edited for this anthology a few poems not included in that edition. 

Mutability 

We are as clouds that veil the midnight moon; 
How restlessly they speed, and gleam, and quiver, 

Streaking the darkness radiantly!—yet soon 
Night closes round, and they are lost for ever: 

5 Or like forgotten lyres, 0 whose dissonant strings wind harps 
Give various response to each varying blast, 

To whose frail frame no second motion brings 
One mood or modulation like the last. 

We rest.—A dream has power to poison sleep; 
io We rise.—One wandering thought pollutes the day; 

We feel, conceive or reason, laugh or weep; 
Embrace fond woe, or cast Our cares away: 

It is the same!—For, be it joy or sorrow, 
The path of its departure still is free: 

15 Man's yesterday may ne'er be like his morrow; 
Nought may endure but Mutability. 

ca. 1814-15 1816 

To Wordsworth1 

Poet of Nature, thou hast wept to know 
That things depart which never may return: 

1. Shelley's grieved c o m m e n t on the poet of na tu re and of social radicalism af ter his views had become 
conservative. 
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Childhood and youth, friendship and love's first glow, 
Have fled like sweet dreams, leaving thee to mourn. 

5 These common woes I feel. One loss is mine 
Which thou too feel'st, yet I alone deplore. 
Thou wert as a lone star, whose light did shine 
On some frail bark° in winter's midnight roar: small ship 
Thou hast like to a rock-built refuge stood 

10 Above the blind and battling multitude: 
In honoured poverty thy voice did weave 
Songs consecrate to truth and liberty, 2— 
Deserting these, thou leavest me to grieve, 
Thus having been, that thou shouldst cease to be. 

ca. 1814-15 1816 

Alastor; or, The Spirit of Solitude Shelley wrote Alastor in the fall and 
early winter of 1815 and published it in March 1816. According to his friend Thomas 
Love Peacock, the poet was "at a loss for a title, and I proposed that which he adopted: 
Alastor, or the Spirit of Solitude. The Greek word Alastor is an evil genius. . . . I 
mention the true meaning of the word because many have supposed Alastor to be the 
name of the hero" [Memoirs of Shelley). Peacock's definition of an alastor as "an evil 
genius" has compounded the problems in interpreting this work: the term evil does 
not seem to fit the attitude expressed within the poem toward the protagonist's solitary 
quest, the poem seems to clash with statements in Shelley's preface, and the first and 
second paragraphs of the preface seem inconsistent with each other. These problems, 
however, may be largely resolved if we recognize that, in this early achievement (he 
was only twenty-three when he wrote Alastor), Shelley established his characteristic 
procedure of working with multiple perspectives. Both preface and poem explore 
alternative and conflicting possibilities in what Shelley calls "doubtful knowledge"— 
matters that are humanly essential but in which no certainty is humanly possible. 

By the term allegorical in the opening sentence of his preface, Shelley seems to 
mean that his poem, like medieval and Renaissance allegories such as Dante's Divine 
Comedy and Spenser's Faerie Queene, represents an aspiration in the spiritual realm 
by the allegorical vehicle of a journey and quest in the material world. As Shelley's 
first paragraph outlines, the poem's protagonist, for whom objects in the natural world 
"cease to suffice," commits himself to the search for a female Other who will fulfill 
his intellectual, imaginative, and sensuous needs. The second paragraph of the pref-
ace, by contrast, passes judgment on the visionary protagonist in terms of the values 
of "actual men"—that is, the requirements of human and social life in this world. 
From this point of view, the visionary has been "avenged" (punished) for turning away 
from community in pursuit of his individual psychic needs. The diversity of attitudes 
expressed within the poem becomes easier to understand if, on the basis of the many 
echoes of Wordsworth in the opening invocation, we identify the narrator of the story 
as a Wordsworthian poet for whom the natural world is sufficient to satisfy both the 
demands of his imagination and his need for community. This narrative poet, it can 
be assumed, undertakes to tell compassionately, but from his own perspective, the 
history of a nameless visionary who has surrendered everything in the quest for a goal 
beyond possibility. 

In this early poem Shelley establishes a form, a conceptual frame, and the imagery 

2. Perhaps an allusion to "Sonnets Dedica ted to Liberty," the title that Wordswor th gave to the section of 
sonnets such as "London, 1802" when he republ ished t hem in his Poenis of 1807. 
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for the Romantic quest that he reiterated in his later poems and that also served as 
a paradigm for many other poems, from Byron's Manfred and Keats's Endymion to 
the quest poems of Shelley's later admirer William Butler Yeats. 

Alastor; or, The Spirit of Solitude 
Preface 

The poem entitled "ALASTOR," may be considered as allegorical of one of 
the most interesting situations of the human mind. It represents a youth of 
uncorrupted feelings and adventurous genius led forth by an imagination 
inflamed and purified through familiarity with all that is excellent and majes-
tic, to the contemplation of the universe. He drinks deep of the fountains of 
knowledge, and is still insatiate. The magnificence and beauty of the external 
world sinks profoundly into the frame of his conceptions, and affords to their 
modifications a variety not to be exhausted. So long as it is possible for his 
desires to point towards objects thus infinite and unmeasured, he is joyous, 
and tranquil, and self-possessed. But the period arrives when these objects 
cease to suffice. His mind is at length suddenly awakened and thirsts for inter-
course with an intelligence similar to itself. He images to himself the Being 
whom he loves. Conversant with speculations of the sublimest and most per-
fect natures, the vision in which he embodies his own imaginations unites all 
of wonderful, or wise, or beautiful, which the poet, the philosopher, or the 
lover could depicture. The intellectual faculties, the imagination, the func-
tions of sense, have their respective requisitions on the sympathy of corre-
sponding powers in other human beings. The Poet is represented as uniting 
these requisitions, and attaching them to a single image. 1 He seeks in vain for 
a prototype of his conception. Blasted by his disappointment, he descends to 
an untimely grave. 

The picture is not barren of instruction to actual men. The Poet's self-
centred seclusion was avenged by the furies of an irresistible passion pursuing 
him to speedy ruin. But that Power which strikes the luminaries of the world 
with sudden darkness and extinction, by awakening them to too exquisite a 
perception of its influences, dooms to a slow and poisonous decay those 
meaner spirits that dare to abjure its dominion. Their destiny is more abject 
and inglorious as their delinquency is more contemptible and pernicious. They 
who, deluded by no generous error, instigated by no sacred thirst of doubtful 
knowledge, duped by no illustrious superstition, loving nothing on this earth, 
and cherishing no hopes beyond, yet keep aloof from sympathies with their 
kind, rejoicing neither in human joy nor mourning with human grief; these, 
and such as they, have their apportioned curse. They languish, because none 
feel with them their common nature. They are morally dead. They are neither 
friends, nor lovers, nor fathers, nor citizens of the world, nor benefactors of 
their country. Among those who attempt to exist without human sympathy, 
the pure and tender-hearted perish through the intensity and passion of their 

1. Shelley's view tha t the object of love is an ide-
alized projection of all that is best within the self 
is clarified by a passage in his "Essay on Love," 
which may have been wri t ten at about the t ime of 
Alastor: "We dimly see within our intel lectual 
na tu re . . . t he ideal prototype of every thing excel-
lent or lovely that we are capable of conceiving as 

belonging to the na tu re of men . . . . [This is] a soul 
wi th in our soul. . . . T h e discovery of its anti-type 
. . . in such proport ion as the type within demands ; 
this is the invisible and unat ta inable point to which 
Love tends; and . . . wi thout the possession of 
which there is no rest no r respite to the hear t over 
which it rules." 
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search after its communities, when the vacancy of their spirit suddenly makes 
itself felt. All else, selfish, blind, and torpid, are those unforeseeing multitudes 
who constitute, together with their own, the lasting misery and loneliness of 
the world. Those who love not their fellow-beings live unfruitful lives, and 
prepare for their old age a miserable grave. 

"The good die first, 
And those whose hearts are dry as summer dust, 
Burn to the socket!"2 

December 14, 1815 

Alastor; or, The Spirit of Solitude 
Nondwn amabam, et amare amabam, qaeurebam quid amarem, 
amans amare.—Confess. St. August.3 

Earth, ocean, air, beloved brotherhood! 
If our great Mother4 has imbued my soul 
With aught of natural piety' to feel 
Your love, and recompense the boon" with mine;6 gift 

5 If dewy morn, and odorous noon, and even,° evening 
With sunset and its gorgeous ministers,7 

And solemn midnight's tingling silentness; 
If autumn's hollow sighs in the sere wood, 
And winter robing with pure snow and crowns 

10 Of starry ice the grey grass and bare boughs; 
If spring's voluptuous pantings when she breathes 
Her first sweet kisses, have been dear to me; 
If no bright bird, insect, or gentle beast 
I consciously have injured, but still loved 

is And cherished these my kindred; then forgive 
This boast, beloved brethren, and withdraw 
No portion of your wonted0 favour now! customary 

Mother of this unfathomable world! 
Favour my solemn song, for I have loved 

20 Thee ever, and thee only; I have watched 
Thy shadow, and the darkness of thy steps, 
And my heart ever gazes on the depth 
Of thy deep mysteries. I have made my bed 
In charnels and on coffins, where black death 

25 Keeps record of the trophies won from thee, 
Hoping to still these obstinate questionings8 

Of thee and thine, by forcing some lone ghost, 

2. Wordsworth's The Excursion 1.519—21; the 
passage occurs also in The Ruined Cottage 96—98, 
which Wordswor th reworked into the first book of 
The Excursion (1814) . 
3. St. August ine 's Confessions 3.1: "Not yet did 
1 love, though 1 loved to love, seeking what 1 might 
love, loving to love." August ine thus describes 
his s ta te of mind when he was addicted to illicit 
sexual love; the t rue object of his desire, which 
compels the to r tuous spiritual journey of his life, 
he later discovered to be the infinite and t ranscen-
dent God. 

4. Nature , invoked as the c o m m o n mothe r of both 
the e lements and the poet . 
5. Wordswor th , "My hear t leaps up," lines 8 - 9 : 
"And I could wish my days to be / Bound each to 
each by natural piety." Wordswor th also used these 
lines as the epigraph to his "Ode: Int imations of 
Immortali ty." 
6. I.e., with my love. 
7. The sunset colors. 
8. Wordswor th , "Ode: Int imations of Immortal-
ity," lines 141—42: " those obst inate ques t ion ings / 
Of sense and outward things." 
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Thy messenger, to render up the tale 
Of what we are. In lone and silent hours, 

30 W h e n night makes a weird sound of its own stillness, 
Like an inspired and desperate alchymist 
Staking his very life on some dark hope, 
Have I mixed awful talk and asking looks 
Wi th my most innocent love, until strange tears 

35 Unit ing with those breathless kisses, made 
Such magic as compels the charmed night 
To render up thy charge: . . . and, though ne'er yet 
Thou hast unveil'd thy inmost sanctuary, 
Enough f rom incommunicable dream, 

40 And twilight phantasms, and deep noonday thought , 
Has shone within me, that serenely now 
And moveless, 0 as a long-forgotten lyre motionless 
Suspended in the solitary dome 
Of some mysterious and deserted fane , 9 

45 I wait thy breath, Great Parent , that my strain 
May modulate with murmurs of the air, 
And motions of the forests and the sea, 
And voice of living beings, and woven hymns 
Of night and day, and the deep heart of man . 1 

50 There was a Poet whose untimely tomb 
No human hands with pious reverence reared, 
But the charmed eddies of au tumna l winds 
Built o'er his mouldering bones a pyramid 
Of mouldering leaves in the waste wilderness:— 

55 A lovely youth ,—no mourning maiden decked 
With weeping flowers, or votive cypress wrea th , 2 

The lone couch of his everlasting sleep:— 
Gentle, and brave, and generous ,—no lorn° bard abandoned 
Breathed o'er his dark fate one melodious sigh: 

60 He lived, he died, he sung, in solitude. 
Strangers have wept to hear his passionate notes, 
And virgins, as unknown he past, have pined 
And wasted for fond love of his wild eyes. 
The fire of those soft orbs has ceased to burn, 

65 And Silence, too enamoured of that voice, 
Locks its mute music in her rugged cell. 

By solemn vision, and bright silver dream, 
His infancy was nur tured. Every sight 
And sound from the vast ear th and ambient air, 

70 Sent to his heart its choicest impulses. 
The founta ins of divine philosophy 
Fled not his thirsting lips, and all of great 
Or good, or lovely, which the sacred past 

9. Temple . T h e narrator calls on the Mother , his 
natural muse, to make him her wind harp. Cf. the 
opening passage of Wordsworth 's Prelude, Cole-
ridge's "Dejection: An Ode," and the conclusions 
of Shelley's "Ode to the West Wind" and Adonais. 
1. Cf . Wordsworth, "Tintern Abbey," lines 94ff.: 

"A presence . . . / Whose dwelling is . . . the round 
ocean and the living air, / And the blue sky, and in 
the mind of man: / A motion and a spirit." 
2. The cypress represented mourning . "Votive": 
offered to fulfill a vow to the gods. 
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In truth or fable consecrates, he felt 
75 And knew. When early youth had past, he left 

His cold fireside and alienated home 
To seek strange truths in undiscovered lands. 
Many a wide waste and tangled wilderness 
Has lured his fearless steps; and he has bought 

so With his sweet voice and eyes, from savage men, 
His rest and food. Nature's most secret steps 
He like her shadow has pursued, where'er 
The red volcano overcanopies 
Its fields of snow and pinnacles of ice 

85 With burning smoke, or where bitumen lakes' 
On black bare pointed islets ever beat 
With sluggish surge, or where the secret caves 
Rugged and dark, winding among the springs 
Of fire and poison, inaccessible 

90 To avarice or pride, their starry domes 
Of diamond and of gold expand above 
Numberless and immeasurable halls, 
Frequent0 with crystal column, and clear shrines crowded 
Of pearl, and thrones radiant with chrysolite.4 

95 Nor had that scene of ampler majesty 
Than gems or gold, the varying roof of heaven 
And the green earth lost in his heart its claims 
To love and wonder; he would linger long 
In lonesome vales, making the wild his home, 

IOO Until the doves and squirrels would partake 
From his innocuous hand his bloodless food,5 

Lured by the gentle meaning of his looks, 
And the wild antelope, that starts whene'er 
The dry leaf rustles in the brake,0 suspend thicket 

105 Her timid steps to gaze upon a form 
More graceful than her own. 

His wandering step 
Obedient to high thoughts, has visited 
The awful0 ruins of the days of old: awe-inspiring 
Athens, and Tyre, and Balbec,6 and the waste 

I io Where stood Jerusalem, the fallen towers 
Of Babylon, the eternal pyramids, 
Memphis and Thebes,7 and whatsoe'er of strange 
Sculptured on alabaster obelisk, 
Or jasper tomb, or mutilated sphynx, 

115 Dark Ethiopia in her desert hills 
Conceals. Among the ruined temples there, 
Stupendous columns, and wild images 
Of more than man, where marble daemons watch 
The Zodiac's8 brazen mystery, and dead men 

3. Lakes of pi tch, flowing f rom a volcano. 
4. An olive-green semiprecious s tone. 
5. Shelley was himself a vegetarian. 
6. An ancient city in what is now Lebanon . Tyre 
was once an impor tan t commercia l city on the 
Phoenic ian coast . 
7. T h e ancient capital of Upper Egypt. Memphi s 

is the ru ined capital of Lower Egypt. 
8. In the temple of Isis at Denderah , Egypt, the 
Zodiac is represented on the ceiling. Journeying 
among the great civilizations of the past has taken 
the Poet backward in t ime to older and older cul-
tu res—from the Greeks to the Phoenic ians , the 
Jews, the Babylonians, and the Egyptians. Finally 
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120 Hang their mu te thoughts on the mute walls a round , 9 

He lingered, poring on memorials 
Of the world's youth, through the long burn ing day 
Gazed on those speechless shapes, nor, when the moon 
Filled the mysterious halls with floating shades 

125 Suspended he that task, but ever gazed 
And gazed, till meaning on his vacant mind 
Flashed like strong inspiration, and he saw 
The thrilling secrets of the birth of t ime. 

Meanwhile an Arab maiden brought his food, 
130 Her daily portion, f rom her father 's tent , 

And spread her matt ing for his couch, and stole 
From duties and repose to tend his steps:— 
Enamoured , yet not daring for deep awe 
To speak her love:—and watched his nightly sleep, 

135 Sleepless herself, to gaze upon his lips 
Parted in slumber, whence the regular breath 
Of innocent dreams arose: then, when red morn 
Made paler the pale moon, to her cold home 
Wildered,° and wan, and panting, she returned. bewildered. 

140 T h e Poet wandering on, through Arabie 
And Persia, and the wild Carmanian waste, 1 

And o'er the aerial mounta ins which pour down 
Indus and Oxus 2 f rom their icy caves, 
In joy and exultation held his way; 

145 Till in the vale of Cashmire , far within 
Its loneliest dell, where odorous plants entwine 
Beneath the hollow rocks a natural bower, 
Beside a sparkling rivulet he stretched 
His languid limbs. A vision on his sleep 

150 There came, a dream of hopes that never yet 
Had flushed his cheek. He dreamed a veiled maid 
Sate near him, talking in low solemn tones. 
Her voice was like the voice of his own soul 
Heard in the calm of thought; its music long, 

155 Like woven sounds of s treams and breezes, held 
His inmost sense suspended in its web 
Of many-coloured woof° and shift ing hues . weave 
Knowledge and t ruth and virtue were her theme, 
And lofty hopes of divine liberty, 

160 Thoughts the most dear to him, and poesy, 
Herself a poet. Soon the solemn mood 
Of her pure mind kindled through all her f rame 
A permeat ing fire: wild numbers" then verse 
She raised, with voice stifled in t remulous sobs 

165 Subdued by its own pathos: her fair hands 
Were bare alone, sweeping from some strange harp 

he reaches Ethiopia (line 115), which had been 9. I.e., by quotat ions inscribed in the stone, 
described as the "cradle of the sciences." "Dae- 1. A desert in southern Persia, 
mons": in Greek mythology, not evil spirits bu t 2. Rivers in Asia, 
minor deities or a t t endan t spirits. 
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Strange symphony, and in their branching veins 
The eloquent blood told an ineffable tale. 
The beating of her heart was heard to fill 

170 The pauses of her music, and her breath 
Tumultuously accorded with those fi ts 
Of intermitted song. Sudden she rose, 
As if her heart impatiently endured 
Its burst ing bur then: at the sound he turned, 

175 And saw by the warm light of their own life 
Her glowing limbs beneath the sinuous veil 
Of woven wind, her outspread arms now bare, 
Her dark locks floating in the breath of night, 
Her beamy bending eyes, her parted lips 

180 Outs t re tched, and pale, and quivering eagerly. 
His strong heart sunk and sickened with excess 
Of love. He reared his shuddering limbs and quelled 
His gasping breath, and spread his arms to meet 
Her pant ing bosom: . . . she drew back a while, 

185 Then , yielding to the irresistible joy, 
With frant ic gesture and short breathless cry 
Folded his f rame in her dissolving arms. 
Now blackness veiled his dizzy eyes, and night 
Involved" and swallowed up the vision; sleep, wrapped up 

190 Like a dark flood suspended in its course, 
Rolled back its impulse on his vacant brain. 

Roused by the shock he started f rom his t rance— 
The cold white light of morning, the blue moon 
Low in the west, the clear and garish hills, 

195 T h e distinct valley and the vacant woods, 
Spread round him where he stood. Whi the r have fled 
The hues of heaven that canopied his bower 
Of yesternight? The sounds that soothed his sleep, 
The mystery and the majesty of Earth, 

200 The joy, the exultation? His wan eyes 
Gaze on the empty scene as vacantly 
As ocean's moon looks on the moon in heaven. 
T h e spirit of sweet human love has sent 
A vision to the sleep of him who spurned 

205 Her choicest gifts. He eagerly pursues 
Beyond the realms of dream that fleeting shade; 0 phantom 
He overleaps the bounds. Alas! alas! 
Were limbs, and breath, and being intertwined 
Thus treacherously? Lost, lost, for ever lost, 

210 In the wide pathless desart of dim sleep, 
That beautiful shape! Does the dark gate of death 
Conduc t to thy mysterious paradise, 
O Sleep? 3 Does the bright arch of rainbow clouds, 
And p e n d e n t 0 mounta ins seen in the calm lake, jutting, overhanging 

215 Lead only to a black and watery depth, 
While death 's blue vault, with loathliest vapours hung, 

3. I.e., is dea th the only access to this maiden of his dream? 
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Where every shade which the foul grave exhales 
Hides its dead eye f rom the detested day, 
Conduct , O Sleep, to thy delightful realms? 

220 This doubt with sudden tide flowed on his heart , 
The insatiate hope which i t awakened, s tung 
His brain even like despair. 

While day-light held 
T h e sky, the Poet kept mu te conference 
Wi th his still soul. At night the passion came, 

225 Like the fierce fiend of a distempered dream, 
And shook him f rom his rest, and led him forth 
Into the darkness.—As an eagle grasped 
In folds of the green serpent , feels her breast 
Burn with the poison, and precipi tates 0 hastens 

230 Through night and day, tempest , and calm, and cloud, 
Frantic with dizzying anguish, her blind flight 
O'er the wide aery wilderness: 4 thus driven 
By the bright shadow of that lovely dream, 
Beneath the cold glare of the desolate night, 

235 Through tangled swamps and deep precipitous dells, 
Startling with careless step the moon-light snake, 
He f led. Red morning dawned upon his f l ight , 
Shedding the mockery of its vital hues 
Upon his cheek of death. He wandered on 

240 Till vast Aornos seen from Petra ' s 5 steep 
H u n g o'er the low horizon like a cloud; 
Through Balk, 6 and where the desolated tombs 
Of Par th ian kings 7 scatter to every wind 
Their wasting dust , wildly he wandered on, 

245 Day af ter day, a weary waste of hours, 
Bearing within his life the brooding care 
Tha t ever fed on its decaying flame. 
And now his limbs were lean; his scattered hair 
Sered by the a u t u m n of strange suffering 

250 Sung dirges in the wind; his listless hand 
H u n g like dead bone within its withered skin; 
Life, and the lustre that consumed it, shone 
As in a fu rnace burn ing secretly 
From his dark eyes alone. The cottagers, 

255 W h o ministered with h u m a n charity 
His h u m a n wants, beheld with wondering awe 
Their f leet ing visitant. The mounta ineer , 
Encounter ing on some dizzy precipice 
Tha t spectral form, deemed that the Spirit of wind 

260 With lightning eyes, and eager breath, and feet 
Disturbing not the drif ted snow, had paused 
In its career: the infant would conceal 
His troubled visage in his mother 's robe 

4. The eagle and serpent locked in mortal combat 
is a recurrent image in Shelley's poems (see Pro-
metheus Unbound 3 . 1 . 7 2 - 7 3 , p. 811) . 
5. The rock (literal trans.); "Petra's s teep" is a 
mounta in stronghold in the nor thern part of 

ancient Arabia. Aornos is a high mounta in . 
6. Bactria, in ancient Persia, is now part of 
Afghanis tan. 
7. T h e Par thians inhabited nor thern Persia. 
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In terror at the glare of those wild eyes, 
265 To remember their strange light in many a dream 

Of after-t imes; but youthful maidens, taught 
By nature , would interpret half the woe 
That wasted him, would call him with false 0 names mistaken 
Brother, and friend, would press his pallid hand 

270 At parting, and watch, dim through tears, the path 
Of his departure f rom their father 's door. 

At length upon the lone Chorasmian shore 8 

He paused, a wide and melancholy waste 
Of putr id marshes. A strong impulse urged 

275 His steps to the sea-shore. A swan was there, 
Beside a sluggish s tream among the reeds. 
It rose as he approached, and with strong wings 
Scaling the upward sky, bent its bright course 
High over the immeasurable main. 

280 His eyes pursued its f l ight.—"Thou hast a home, 
Beautiful bird; thou voyagest to thine home, 
Where thy sweet mate will twine her downy neck 
With thine, and welcome thy re turn with eyes 
Bright in the lustre of their own fond joy. 

285 And what am I that I should linger here, 
With voice far sweeter than thy dying notes, 
Spirit more vast than thine, f rame more a t tuned 
To beauty, wasting these surpassing powers 
In the deaf air, to the blind earth, and heaven 

290 Tha t echoes not my thoughts?" A gloomy smile 
Of desperate hope convulsed his curling lips 
For sleep, he knew, kept most relentlessly 
Its precious charge, 9 and silent death exposed, 
Faithless perhaps as sleep, a shadowy lure, 

295 With doubt fu l smile mocking its own strange charms. 

Startled by his own thoughts he looked around. 
There was no fair f iend 1 near him, not a sight 
Or sound of awe but in his own deep mind. 
A little shal lop 2 floating near the shore 

300 Caught the impatient wandering of his gaze. 
It had been long abandoned, for its sides 
Gaped wide with many a rift, and its frail joints 
Swayed with the undulat ions of the tide. 
A restless impulse urged him to embark 

305 And meet lone Death on the drear ocean's waste; 
For well he knew that mighty Shadow loves 
The slimy caverns of the populous deep. 

The day was fair and sunny; sea and sky 
Drank its inspiring radiance, and the wind 

8. The shore of Lake Aral, about 175 miles east of 
the Caspian Sea. 
9. I.e., the maiden in the sleeper 's dream. 
1. Apparently he suspects there may have been an 

external agent luring him to the death described in 
the preceding lines. 
2. A small open boat. 
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310 Swept strongly from the shore, blackening the waves. 
Following his eager soul, the wanderer 
Leaped in the boat, he spread his cloak aloft 
On the bare mast, and took his lonely seat, 
And felt the boat speed o'er the tranquil sea 

315 Like a torn cloud before the hurricane.3 

As one that in a silver vision floats 
Obedient to the sweep of odorous winds 
Upon resplendent clouds, so rapidly 
Along the dark and ruffled waters fled 
The straining boat.—A whirlwind swept it on, 
With fierce gusts and precipitating force, 
Through the white ridges of the chafed sea. 
The waves arose. Higher and higher still 
Their fierce necks writhed beneath the tempest's scourge 
Like serpents struggling in a vulture's grasp. 
Calm and rejoicing in the fearful war 
Of wave ruining" on wave, and blast on blast crashing 
Descending, and black flood on whirlpool driven 
With dark obliterating course, he sate: 
As if their genii were the ministers 
Appointed to conduct him to the light 
Of those beloved eyes, the Poet sate 
Holding the steady helm. Evening came on, 
The beams of sunset hung their rainbow hues 
High 'mid the shifting domes of sheeted spray 
That canopied his path o'er the waste deep; 
Twilight, ascending slowly from the east, 
Entwin'd in duskier wreaths her braided locks 
O'er the fair front and radiant eyes of day; 
Night followed, clad with stars. On every side 
More horribly the multitudinous streams 
Of ocean's mountainous waste to mutual war 
Rushed in dark tumult thundering, as to mock 
The calm and spangled sky. The little boat 
Still fled before the storm; still fled, like foam 
Down the steep cataract of a wintry river; 
Now pausing on the edge of the riven" wave; torn asunder 
Now leaving far behind the bursting mass 
That fell, convulsing ocean. Safely fled— 
As if that frail and wasted human form, 
Had been an elemental god.4 

At midnight 
The moon arose: and lo! the etherial cliffs5 

Of Caucasus, whose icy summits shone 
Among the stars like sunlight, and around 

3. If the Poet 's boat is being carried ups t ream on 
the Oxus River f rom the Aral Sea to the river's 
headwaters in the H i n d u Kush Mounta ins (the 
"Indian Caucasus" that is the set t ing for Prome-
theus Unbound), t h en the journey is taking h im to 
a region that the natural is t Buffon (whom Shelley 
of ten read) had identified as the cradle of the 

h u m a n race. But i t is also possible that the start ing 
point for this journey is the Caspian Sea, in which 
case the journey would end near the traditional site 
of the Garden of Eden . 
4. A god of one of the natural e lements (see 
line 1). 
5. I.e., cliffs high in the air. 
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355 Whose cavern'd base the whirlpools and the waves 
Bursting and eddying irresistibly 
Rage and resound for ever .—Who shall save?— 
The boat fled on ,—the boiling torrent drove,— 
The crags closed round with black and jagged arms, 

360 The shattered mounta in overhung the sea, 
And faster still, beyond all h u m a n speed, 
Suspended on the sweep of the smooth wave, 
The little boat was driven. A cavern there 
Yawned, and amid its slant and winding depths 

365 Ingulphed the rushing sea. The boat fled on 
With unrelaxing speed.—"Vision and Love!" 
The Poet cried aloud, "I have beheld 
The pa th of thy departure. Sleep and death 
Shall not divide us long!" 

The boat pursued 
370 T h e winding of the cavern. Day-light shone 

At length upon that gloomy river's flow; 
Now, where the fiercest war among the waves 
Is calm, on the unfa thomable stream 
The boat moved slowly. Where the mounta in , riven, 

375 Exposed those black depths to the azure sky, 
Ere yet the flood's enormous volume fell 
Even to the base of Caucasus , with sound 
That shook the everlasting rocks, the mass 
Filled with one whirlpool all that ample chasm; 

380 Stair above stair the eddying waters rose, 
Circling immeasurably fast, and laved 0 washed 
With alternating dash the knarled roots 
Of mighty trees, that stretched their giant arms 
In darkness over it. I' the midst was left, 

385 Reflecting, yet distorting every cloud, 
A pool of t reacherous and t remendous calm. 
Seized by the sway of the ascending stream, 
With dizzy swiftness, round, and round, and round, 
Ridge af ter ridge the straining boat arose, 

390 Till on the verge of the extremest curve, 
Where , through an opening of the rocky bank, 
The waters overflow, and a smooth spot 
Of glassy quiet mid those battling tides 
Is left, the boat paused shuddering.—Shall it sink 

395 Down the abyss? Shall the reverting stress 
Of that resistless gulph embosom it? 
Now shall it fall?—A wandering stream of wind, 
Breathed from the west, has caught the expanded sail, 
And, lo! with gentle motion, between banks 

400 Of mossy slope, and on a placid stream, 
Beneath a woven grove it sails, and, hark! 
T h e ghastly torrent mingles its far roar, 
With the breeze murmur ing in the musical woods. 
W h e r e the embowering trees recede, and leave 

405 A little space of green expanse, the cove 
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Is closed by meeting banks, whose yellow flowers 
For ever gaze on their own drooping eyes, 
Reflected in the crystal calm. T h e wave 
Of the boat's motion marred their pensive task, 

410 Which nought but vagrant bird, or wanton wind, 
Or falling spear-grass, or their own decay 
Had e'er disturbed before. The Poet longed 
To deck with their bright hues his withered hair, 
But on his heart its solitude re turned, 

415 And he forbore . 6 Not the strong impulse hid 
In those flushed cheeks, bent eyes, and shadowy frame, 
Had yet performed its ministry: it hung 
Upon his life, as lightning in a cloud 
Gleams, hovering ere it vanish, ere the floods 
Of night close over it. 

420 The noonday sun 
Now shone upon the forest, one vast mass 
Of mingling shade, whose brown magnificence 
A narrow vale embosoms. There, huge caves, 
Scooped in the dark base of their aery rocks 

425 Mocking 7 its moans, respond and roar for ever. 
T h e meet ing boughs and implicated 0 leaves intertwined 
Wove twilight o'er the Poet's path, as led 
By love, or dream, or god, or mightier Death, 
He sought in Nature 's dearest haunt , some bank, 

430 Her cradle, and his sepulchre. More dark 
And dark the shades accumulate . The oak, 
Expanding its immense and knotty arms, 
Embraces the light beech. The pyramids 
Of the tall cedar overarching, f rame 

435 Most solemn domes within, and far below. 
Like clouds suspended in an emerald sky, 
T h e ash and the acacia f loat ing hang 
Tremulous and pale. Like restless serpents, clothed 
In rainbow and in fire, the parasites, 

440 Starred with ten thousand blossoms, flow around 
T h e grey trunks, and, as gamesome infants ' eyes, 
Wi th gentle meanings, and most innocent wiles, 
Fold their beams round the hearts of those that love, 
These twine their tendrils with the wedded boughs 

445 Unit ing their close union; the woven leaves 
Make net-work of the dark blue light of day, 
And the night 's noont ide clearness, mutable 
As shapes in the weird clouds. Soft mossy lawns 
Beneath these canopies extend their swells, 

450 Fragrant with pe r fumed herbs, and eyed with blooms 
Minute yet beaut iful . O n e darkest glen 
Sends f rom its woods of musk-rose, twined with jasmine, 

6. T h e "yellow flowers" overhanging their own 
reflection (lines 406—08), probably narcissus, may 
signify the narcissistic temptat ion of the Poet to be 
satisfied with a projection of his own self. But his 
need for an unear thly O t h e r revives, and "the 

strong impulse" (line 415) drives him on. 
7. As of ten in Shelley, "mocking" has a double 
sense: mimicking as well as ridiculing the sounds 
of the forest (line 421) . 
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A soul-dissolving odour, to invite 
To some more lovely mystery. Through the dell, 

455 Silence and Twilight here, twin-sisters, keep 
Their noonday watch, and sail among the shades, 
Like vaporous shapes half seen; beyond, a well, 
Dark, gleaming, and of most t ranslucent wave, 
Images all the woven boughs above, 

460 And each depending leaf, and every speck 
Of azure sky, darting between their chasms; 
Nor aught else in the liquid mirror laves 
Its portrai ture, bu t some inconstant star 
Between one foliaged lattice twinkling fair, 

465 Or, painted bird, sleeping beneath the moon, 
Or gorgeous insect floating motionless, 
Unconscious of the day, ere yet his wings 
Have spread their glories to the gaze of noon. 

Hi ther the Poet came. His eyes beheld 
470 Their own wan light through the reflected lines 

Of his thin hair, distinct in the dark depth 
Of that still fountain; as the h u m a n heart , 
Gazing in dreams over the gloomy grave, 
Sees its own t reacherous likeness there. He heard 

475 The motion of the leaves, the grass that sprung 
Startled and glanced and trembled even to feel 
An unaccus tomed presence, and the sound 
Of the sweet brook that f rom the secret springs 
Of that dark fountain rose. A Spirit seemed 

480 To stand beside him—clothed in no bright robes 
Of shadowy silver or enshrining light, 
Borrowed from aught the visible world affords 
Of grace, or majesty, or mystery;— 
But, undulat ing woods, and silent well, 

485 And leaping rivulet, and evening gloom 
Now deepening the dark shades, for speech assuming 
Held commune with him, as if he and it 
Were all that was,—only . . . when his regard 
Was raised by intense pensiveness, . . . two eyes, 

490 Two starry eyes, hung in the gloom of thought , 
And seemed with their serene and azure smiles 
To beckon him. 

Obedient to the light 
That shone within his soul, he went , pursuing 
The windings of the dell .—The rivulet 

495 Wan ton and wild, through many a green ravine 
Beneath the forest flowed. Sometimes it fell 
Among the moss with hollow harmony 
Dark and profound. Now on the polished stones 
It danced; like childhood laughing as it went: 

500 Then , through the plain in tranquil wanderings crept, 
Reflecting every herb and drooping bud 
That overhung its quie tness .—"O stream! 
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Whose source is inaccessibly profound, 
Whi the r do thy mysterious waters tend? 

50? Thou imagest my life. Thy darksome stillness, 
Thy dazzling waves, thy loud and hollow gulphs, 
Thy searchless" fountain , and invisible course undiscoverahle 
Have each their type in me: and the wide sky, 
And measureless ocean may declare as soon 

510 W h a t oozy cavern or what wandering cloud 
Conta ins thy waters, as the universe 
Tell where these living thoughts reside, when stretched 
Upon thy flowers my bloodless limbs shall waste 
I ' the passing wind!" 

Beside the grassy shore 
515 Of the small stream he went; he did impress 

On the green moss his t remulous step, that caught 
Strong shuddering f rom his burning limbs. As one 
Roused by some joyous madness f rom the couch 
Of fever, he did move; yet, not like him, 

520 Forgetful of the grave, where, when the flame 
Of his frail exultation shall be spent, 
He must descend. Wi th rapid steps he went 
Reneath the shade of trees, beside the flow 
Of the wild babbling rivulet; and now 

525 The forest 's solemn canopies were changed 
For the uniform and l ightsome 0 evening sky. luminous 
Grey rocks did peep f rom the spare, moss, and s temmed 
The struggling brook: tall spires of windlestrae 8 

Threw their thin shadows down the rugged slope, 
530 And nought bu t knarled roots 9 of ant ient pines 

Rranchless and blasted, c lenched with grasping roots 
The unwilling soil. A gradual change was here, 
Yet ghastly. For, as fast years flow away, 
The smooth brow gathers, and the hair grows thin 

535 And white, and where irradiate 0 dewy eyes illumined 
Had shone, gleam stony orbs:—so f rom his steps 
Bright flowers departed, and the beaut i ful shade 
Of the green groves, with all their odorous winds 
And musical motions. Calm, he still pursued 

540 T h e stream, that with a larger volume now 
Rolled through the labyrinthine dell; and there 
Fret ted a pa th through its descending curves 
With its wintry speed. On every side now rose 
Rocks, which, in unimaginable forms, 

545 Lifted their black and barren pinnacles 
In the light of evening, and its precipice 1 

Obscuring the ravine, disclosed above, 
Mid toppling stones, black gulphs and yawning caves, 
Whose windings gave ten thousand various tongues 

8. Windlestraw (Scottish dial.); tall, dried stalks of 9. Probably an error for "s tumps" or "trunks." 
grass. 1. Headlong fall (of the stream, line 540). 
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550 To the loud stream. Lo! where the pass expands 
Its stony jaws, the abrupt mounta in breaks, 
And seems, with its accumula ted crags, 
To overhang the world: for wide expand 
Beneath the wan stars and descending moon 

555 Islanded seas, blue mounta ins , mighty streams, 
Dim tracts and vast, robed in the lustrous gloom 
Of leaden-coloured even, and fiery hills 
Mingling their flames with twilight, on the verge 
Of the remote horizon. The nea r 0 scene, nearby 

560 In naked and severe simplicity, 
Made contrast with the universe. A p ine , 2 

Rock-rooted, stretched athwart the vacancy 
Its swinging boughs, to each inconstant blast 
Yielding one only response, at each pause 

565 In most familiar cadence, with the howl 
T h e thunder and the hiss of homeless streams 
Mingling its solemn song, whilst the broad river, 
Foaming and hurrying o'er its rugged path, 
Fell into that immeasurable void 

570 Scattering its waters to the passing winds. 
Yet the grey precipice and solemn pine 

And torrent, were not all;—one silent nook 
Was there. Even on the edge of that vast mounta in , 
Upheld by knotty roots and fallen rocks, 

575 It overlooked in its serenity 
The dark earth, and the bending vault of stars. 
It was a tranquil spot, that seemed to smile 
Even in the lap of horror. Ivy clasped 
The fissured stones with its entwining arms, 

580 And did embower with leaves for ever green, 
And berries dark, the smooth and even space 
Of its inviolated floor, and here 
T h e children of the au tumnal whirlwind bore, 
In wanton sport, those bright leaves, whose decay, 

585 Red, yellow, or etherially pale, 
Rivals the pride of summer . 'Tis the haun t 
Of every gentle wind, whose breath can teach 
The wilds to love tranquillity. One step, 
One h u m a n step alone, has ever broken 

590 The stillness of its soli tude:—one voice 
Alone inspired its echoes,—even that voice 
Which hi ther came, floating among the winds, 
And led the loveliest among h u m a n forms 
To make their wild haun t s the depository 

595 Of all the grace and beauty that endued 
Its motions, render up its majesty, 
Scatter its music on the unfeel ing storm, 
And to the damp leaves and blue cavern mould, 

2. Pine trees in Shelley of ten signify persis tence and s teadfastness amid change and vicissitudes. 
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Nurses of rainbow flowers and branching moss, 
6oo Commit the colours of that varying cheek, 

That snowy breast, those dark and drooping eyes. 
The dim and ho rned 3 moon hung low, and poured 

A sea of lustre on the horizon's verge 
Tha t overflowed its mounta ins . Yellow mist 

605 Filled the unbounded atmosphere , and drank 
W a n moonlight even to fulness: not a star 
Shone, not a sound was heard; the very winds, 
Danger 's grim playmates, on that precipice 
Slept, clasped in his embrace .—O, storm of death! 

6io Whose sightless 4 speed divides this sullen night: 
And thou, colossal Skeleton, 0 that , still Death 
Guiding its irresistible career 
In thy devastating omnipotence, 
Art king of this frail world, f rom the red field 

615 Of slaughter, f rom the reeking hospital, 
T h e patriot 's sacred couch, the snowy bed 
Of innocence, the scaffold and the throne, 
A mighty voice invokes thee. Ruin calls 
His brother Death. A rare and regal prey 

620 He ha th prepared, prowling around the world; 
Glut ted with which thou mayst repose, and men 
Go to their graves like flowers or creeping worms, 
Nor ever more offer at thy dark shrine 
The unheeded tr ibute of a broken heart . 

625 W h e n on the threshold of the green recess 
The wanderer 's footsteps fell, he knew that death 
Was on him. Yet a little, ere it fled, 
Did he resign his high and holy soul 
To images of the majest ic past, 

630 That paused within his passive being now, 
Like winds that bear sweet music, when they breathe 
Through some dim latticed chamber . He did place 
His pale lean hand upon the rugged t runk 
Of the old pine. Upon an ivied s tone 

635 Reclined his languid head, his limbs did rest, 
Diffused and motionless, on the smooth brink 
Of that obscures t 0 chasm;—and thus he lay, darkest 
Surrendering to their final impulses 
The hovering powers of life. Hope and despair, 

640 The torturers, slept; no mortal pain or fear 
Marred his repose, the influxes of sense, 
And his own being unalloyed by pain, 
Yet feebler and more feeble, calmly fed 
The stream of thought , till he lay breathing there 

645 At peace, and faintly smiling:—his last sight 
Was the great moon, which o'er the western line 

3. T h e moon is crescent shaped with the points new Moon / Wi th the old Moon in her arms." 
rising, as in Coleridge's "Dejection: An Ode": " the 4. Invisible, or perhaps "unseeing." 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



A L A S T O R / 75 1 

Of the wide world her mighty horn suspended, 
Wi th whose dun° beams inwoven darkness seemed darkened 
To mingle. Now upon the jagged hills 

650 It rests, and still as the divided f rame 
Of the vast meteor 5 sunk, the Poet's blood, 
That ever beat in mystic sympathy 
With nature 's ebb and flow, grew feebler still: 
And when two lessening points of light alone 

655 Gleamed through the darkness, the al ternate gasp 
Of his faint respiration scarce did stir 
The stagnate night: 6 —till the minutes t ray 
Was quenched , the pulse yet lingered in his heart . 
It paused—it fluttered. But when heaven remained 

660 Utterly black, the murky shades involved 
An image, silent, cold, and motionless, 
As their own voiceless earth and vacant air. 
Even as a vapour 0 fed with golden beams cloud 
That ministered on 7 sunlight, ere the west 

665 Eclipses it, was now that wonderous f r ame— 
No sense, no motion, no divinity— 
A fragile lute, on whose harmonious strings 
The brea th of heaven did wander—a bright stream 
Once fed with many-voiced waves—a dream 

670 Of youth, which night and time have quenched for ever, 
Still, dark, and dry, and unremembered now. 

O, for Medea's wondrous alchemy, 
Which wheresoe'er it fell made the earth gleam 
With bright flowers, and the wintry boughs exhale 

675 From vernal blooms fresh fragrance! 8 O, that God, 
Profuse of poisons, would concede the chalice 
Which but one living m a n 9 has drained, who now, 
Vessel of deathless wrath, a slave that feels 
No proud exemption in the blighting curse 

680 He bears, over the world wanders for ever, 
Lone as incarnate death! O, that the dream 
Of dark magician in his visioned cave, 1 

Raking the cinders of a crucible 
For life and power, even when his feeble hand 

685 Shakes in its last decay, were the true law 
Of this so lovely world! But thou art fled 
Like some frail exhalation; 0 which the dawn mist 
Robes in its golden beams,—ah! thou hast fled! 
The brave, the gentle, and the beautiful , 

5. I.e., the moon. "Meteor" was once used for any 
p h e n o m e n o n in the skies, as our modern term 
"meteorology" suggests. 
6. T h e ebbing of the Poet 's life parallels the 
descent of the "horned moon," to the moment 
when only the two "points of light"—its horns— 
show above the hills. 
7. Attended, acted as a servant to. 
8. Medea brewed a magic potion to rejuvenate the 
dying Aeson; where some of the potion spilled on 
the ground, flowers sprang up (Ovid, Metamorpho-

ses 7.275ff.) . 
9. T h e Wander ing Jew. According to a medieval 
legend, he had taunted Christ on the way to the 
crucifixion and was condemned to wander the 
world, deathless, until Christ 's second coming. 
1. Cave in which he has visions. "Dark magician": 
an alchemist a t tempt ing to produce the elixir of 
endur ing life. Alchemy intrigued both Shellieys. 
See Mary Shelley's "The Mortal Immortal" 
(p. 960). 
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690 The child of grace and genius. Heartless things 
Are done and said i ' the world, and many worms 
And beasts and men live on, and mighty Earth 
From sea and mounta in , city and wilderness, 
In vesper 2 low or joyous orison, 0 prayer 

695 Lifts still its solemn voice:—but thou art f led— 
Thou canst no longer know or love the shapes 
Of this phantasmal scene, who have to thee 
Been purest ministers, who are, alas! 
Now thou art not. Upon those pallid lips 

700 So sweet even in their silence, on those eyes 
Tha t image sleep in death, upon that form 
Yet safe from the worm's outrage, let no tear 
Be shed—not even in thought . Nor, when those hues 
Are gone, and those divinest l ineaments , 

705 Worn by the senseless 0 wind, shall live alone unfeeling 
In the frail pauses of this simple strain, 
Let not high verse, mourning the memory 
Of that which is no more, or painting's woe 
Or sculpture, speak in feeble imagery 

710 Their own cold powers. Art and eloquence, 
And all the shews o' the world are frail and vain 
To weep a loss that turns their lights to shade. 
It is a woe too "deep for tears," 3 when all 
Is reft at once, when some surpassing Spirit, 

715 Whose light adorned the world around it, leaves 
Those who remain behind, not sobs or groans, 
T h e passionate tumul t of a clinging hope; 
But pale despair and cold tranquillity, 
Nature 's vast f rame, the web of h u m a n things, 

720 Birth and the grave, that are not as they were. 
1815 1816 

Mont Blanc1 

Lines Written in the Vale of Chamouni 

T h e everlasting universe of things 
Flows through the mind, and rolls its rapid waves, 
Now dark—now glit tering—now reflecting gloom— 
Now lending splendour, where f rom secret springs 

2. Evening prayer. 
3. From the last line of Wordsworth ' s "Ode: Inti-
mat ions of Immortality": "Thoughts tha t do of ten 
lie too deep for tears." 
1. "Mont Blanc," in which Shelley both echoes 
and argues with the poetry of na tura l description 
wri t ten by Wordswor th and Coleridge, was f i rs t 
publ ished as the conclus ion to the History of a Six 
Weeks' Tour. This was a book tha t Percy and Mary 
Shelley wrote together detailing the excursion tha t 
they and Claire Cla i rmont took in July 1816 to the 
valley of Chamonix , in what is now southeas te rn 

France . Tha t valley lies at the foot of Mont Blanc, 
the highest moun ta in in the Alps and in all Europe. 

In the History Percy Shelley commented on his 
poem: "It was composed under the immedia te 
impression of the deep and powerful feelings 
excited by the objects it a t tempts to describe; and, 
as an indisciplined overflowing of the soul rests its 
claim to approbat ion on an a t tempt to imitate the 
un tamab le wildness and inaccessible solemnity 
f rom which those feelings sprang." He was inspired 
to write the poem while s tanding on a bridge span-
n ing the river Arve, which flows through the valley 
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5 The source of human thought its tr ibute brings 
Of waters,—with a sound but half its own. 
Such as a feeble brook will oft assume 
In the wild woods, among the mounta ins lone, 
Where waterfalls around it leap forever, 

10 Where woods and winds contend, and a vast river 
Over its rocks ceaselessly bursts and raves. 

2 
Thus thou, Ravine of Arve—dark, deep Ravine— 
Thou many-coloured, many-voiced vale, 
Over whose pines, and crags, and caverns sail 

is Fast cloud shadows and sunbeams: awfuP scene, awe-inspiring 
W h e r e Power in likeness of the Arve comes down 
From the ice gulphs that gird his secret throne, 
Bursting through these dark mounta ins like the flame 
Of lightning through the tempest ;—thou dost lie, 

20 Thy giant brood of pines around thee clinging, 
Children of e lder 0 time, in whose devotion earlier, ancient 
The chainless winds still come and ever came 
To drink their odours, and their mighty swinging 
To hea r—an old and solemn harmony; 

25 Thine earthly rainbows stretched across the sweep 
Of the etherial waterfall, whose veil 
Robes some unsculp tured 2 image; the strange sleep 
W h i c h when the voices of the desart fail 
Wraps all in its own deep eternity;— 

30 Thy caverns echoing to the Arve's commotion, 
A loud, lone sound no other sound can tame; 
Thou art pervaded with that ceaseless motion, 
Thou art the path of that unrest ing sound— 
Dizzy Ravine! and when I gaze on thee 

35 I seem as in a t rance sublime and strange 
To muse on my own separate phantasy, 
My own, my h u m a n mind, which passively 
Now renders and receives fast influencings, 
Holding an unremit t ing interchange 

40 With the clear universe of things a round; 3 

One legion of wild thoughts, whose wandering wings 
Now float above thy darkness, and now rest 
Where that or thou art no unbidden guest, 

of Chamonix and is fed from above by the meltoff 
of the glacier, the Mer de Glace. 

In a letter to Thomas Love Peacock draf ted in 
the same week as "Mont Blanc," Shelley had 
recalled that the count de Buffon, a French pio-
neer of the science we now know as geology, had 
proposed a "sublime but gloomy theory—that this 
globe which we inhabit will at some fu tu re period 
be changed to a mass of frost ." This sense, which 
Shelley takes f rom Buffon, of a Nature that is 
utterly alien and indifferent to h u m a n beings (and 
whose history takes shape on a t imescale of incom-
prehensible immensity) is counterposed through-
out "Mont Blanc" with Shelley's interest , fueled by 
his reading of 1 8 th-century skeptics such as David 
Hume, in quest ions about the h u m a n mind, its 

powers, and the limits of knowledge. "All things 
exist as they are perceived: at least in relation to 
the percipient ," Shelley would later write in "A 
Defence of Poetry" (p. 837) . In "Mont Blanc" the 
priority that this s ta tement gives to the mind over 
the external world is challenged by the sheer 
destructive power of the mounta in . 
2. I.e., not formed by humans . 
3. This passage is remarkably parallel to a passage 
Shelley could not have read in The Prelude, first 
published in 1850, in which Wordsworth discov-
ers, in the landscape viewed from Mount Snow-
don, the "type" or "emblem" of the h u m a n mind in 
its in terchange with na ture (see The Prelude 
14.63ft"., p. 386). 
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In the still cave of the wi tch Poesy , 4 

45 Seeking among the shadows that pass by 
Ghosts of all things that are, some shade of thee, 
Some phantom, some faint image; till the breast 
From which they fled recalls them, thou art there! 5 

3 
S o m e say that gleams of a remoter world 

50 Visit the soul in s leep,—that death is slumber, 
And that its shapes the busy thoughts outnumber 
Of those w h o wake and live.—I look on high; 
Has some unknown omnipotence unfurled 
The veil of life and death? or do I lie 

55 In dream, and does the mightier world of sleep 
Spread far around and inaccessibly 
Its circles? For the very spirit fails, 
Driven like a homeless cloud from steep to steep 
That vanishes among the v iewless 0 gales! invisible 

60 Far, far above, piercing the infinite sky, 
M o n t Blanc appears,—still , snowy, and serene— 
Its subject mountains their unearthly forms 
Pile around it, ice and rock; broad vales be tween 
Of frozen floods, unfathomable deeps, 

65 Blue as the overhanging heaven, that spread 
And wind among the accumulated steeps; 
A desart peopled by the storms alone, 
Save° when the eagle brings some hunter's bone, except 
And the wolf tracts 0 her there—how hideously tracks 

70 Its shapes are heaped around! rude, bare, and high, 
Ghastly, and scarred, and r iven. 0 —Is this the scene split 
Where the old Earthquake-daemon 6 taught her young 
Ruin? Were these their toys? or did a sea 
Of fire, envelope once this silent snow? 

75 N o n e can reply—all seems eternal now. 
The wilderness has a mysterious tongue 
W h i c h teaches awful doubt, or faith so mild, 
So solemn, so serene, that man may be 
But for such faith 7 with nature reconciled; 

so Thou hast a voice, great Mountain , to repeal 
Large codes of fraud and woe; not understood 
By all, but w h i c h 8 the wise, and great, and good 
Interpret, or make felt, or deeply feel. 

4. I.e., in the par t of the mind that creates poetry. 
5. I.e., the thoughts (line 41) seek, in the poet 's 
creative faculty, some shade, phan tom, or image of 
the Ravine of the Arve; and when the breast, which 
has forgotten these images, recalls them again— 
there, suddenly, the Arve exists. 
6. A supernatura l being, halfway between mortals 
and the gods. Here i t represents the force that 
makes ear thquakes . Shelley views this landscape 
as the product of violent geological upheavals in 
the past. 
7. I.e., "simply by holding such fai th." In Shelley's 

balance of possibilities, the landscape is equally 
capable ei ther of instilling such a Wordsworthian 
fa i th (in t he possibility of reconciling h u m a n s and 
nature , lines 78—79) or of producing the "awful" 
(i.e., "awesome") doubt (that na ture is totally alien 
to h u m a n needs and values). For Wordsworth 's 
faith in the correspondence of Nature and h u m a n 
thoughts and his conviction that "Nature never did 
betray / The heart that loved her," see "Tintern 
Abbey," lines 1 2 2 - 2 3 . 
8. T h e reference is to "voice," line 80. 
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4 
The fields, the lakes, the forests, and the streams, 

85 Ocean, and all the living things that dwell 
Within the daedal9 earth; lightning, and rain, 
Earthquake, and fiery flood, and hurricane, 
The torpor of the year when feeble dreams 
Visit the hidden buds, or dreamless sleep 

90 Holds every future leaf and flower;—the bound 
With which from that detested trance they leap; 
The works and ways of man, their death and birth, 
And that of him and all that his may be; 
All things that move and breathe with toil and sound 

95 Are born and die; revolve, subside and swell. 
Power dwells apart in its tranquillity 
Remote, serene, and inaccessible: 
And this, the naked countenance of earth, 
On which I gaze, even these primaeval mountains 

IOO Teach the adverting0 mind. The glaciers creep observant 
Like snakes that watch their prey, from their far fountains, 
Slow rolling on; there, many a precipice, 
Frost and the Sun in scorn of mortal power 
Have piled: dome, pyramid, and pinnacle, 

105 A city of death, distinct with many a tower 
And wall impregnable of beaming ice. 
Yet not a city, but a flood of ruin 
Is there, that from the boundaries of the sky 
Rolls its perpetual stream; vast pines are strewing 

110 Its destined path, or in the mangled soil 
Branchless and shattered stand: the rocks, drawn down 
From yon remotest waste, have overthrown 
The limits of the dead and living world, 
Never to be reclaimed. The dwelling-place 

lis Of insects, beasts, and birds, becomes its spoil; 
Their food and their retreat for ever gone, 
So much of life and joy is lost. The race 
Of man, flies far in dread; his work and dwelling 
Vanish, like smoke before the tempest's stream, 

120 And their place is not known. Below, vast caves 
Shine in the rushing torrents' restless gleam, 
Which from those secret chasms in tumult welling' 
Meet in the vale, and one majestic River,2 

The breath and blood of distant lands, for ever 
125 Rolls its loud waters to the ocean waves, 

Breathes its swift vapours to the circling air. 

5 
Mont Blanc yet gleams on high:—the power is there, 
The still and solemn power of many sights, 

9. Intricately formed; derived from Daedalus, 
builder of the labyrinth in Crete. 
1. This description (as well as that in lines 9—11) 
seems to be an echo of Coleridge's description of 
the chasm and sacred river in the recently pub-

lished "Kubla Khan," lines 12-24. 
2. The Arve, which flows into Lake Geneva. 
Nearby the river Rhone flows out of Lake Geneva 
to begin its course through France and into the 
Mediterranean. 
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And many sounds, and much of life and death. 
130 In the calm darkness of the moonless nights, 

In the lone glare of day, the snows descend 
Upon that Mountain; none beholds them there, 
Nor when the flakes burn in the sinking sun, 
Or the star-beams dart through them:—Winds contend 

135 Silently there, and heap the snow with breath 
Rapid and strong, but silently! Its home 
The voiceless lightning in these solitudes 
Keeps innocently, and like vapour broods 
Over the snow. The secret strength of things 

140 Which governs thought, and to the infinite dome 
Of heaven is as a law, inhabits thee! 
And what were thou,° and earth, and stars, and sea, Mont Blanc 
If to the human mind's imaginings 
Silence and solitude were vacancy? 

1816 1817 

Hymn to Intellectual Beauty1 

The awful shadow of some unseen Power 
Floats though unseen amongst us,—visiting 
This various world with as inconstant wing 

As summer winds that creep from flower to flower.— 
Like moonbeams that behind some piny mountain shower,2 

It visits with inconstant glance 
Each human heart and countenance; 

Like hues and harmonies of evening,— 
Like clouds in starlight widely spread,— 
Like memory of music fled,— 
Like aught that for its grace may be 

Dear, and yet dearer for its mystery. 

2 
Spirit of BEAUTY, that dost consecrate 

With thine own hues all thou dost shine upon 
Of human thought or form,—where art thou gone? 

Why dost thou pass away and leave our state, 
This dim vast vale of tears, vacant and desolate? 

Ask why the sunlight not forever 
Weaves rainbows o'er yon mountain river, 

Why aught° should fail and fade that once is shewn, anything 
Why fear and dream and death and birth 
Cast on the daylight of this earth 
Such gloom,—why man has such a scope 

For love and hate, despondency and hope? 

1. "Intellectual" means nonmaterial, that which is lend splendor, grace, and truth both to the natural 
beyond access to the human senses. In this poem world and to people's moral consciousness, 
intellectual beauty is something postulated to 2. Used as a verb, 
account for occasional states of awareness that 
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3 
25 No voice from some sublimer world hath ever 

To sage or poet these responses given— 
Therefore the name of God and ghosts and Heaven, 

Remain the records of their vain endeavour,3 

Frail spells—whose uttered charm might not avail to sever, 
30 From all we hear and all we see, 

Doubt, chance, and mutability. 
Thy light alone—like mist o'er mountains driven, 

Or music by the night wind sent 
Through strings of some still instrument,0 wind harp 

35 Or moonlight on a midnight stream, 
Gives grace and truth to life's unquiet dream. 

4 
Love, Hope, and Self-esteem, like clouds depart 

And come, for some uncertain moments lent. 
Man were immortal, and omnipotent, 

40 Didst thou, unknown and awful as thou art, 
Keep with thy glorious train firm state within his heart.4 

Thou messenger of sympathies, 
That wax and wane in lovers' eyes— 

Thou—that to human thought art nourishment, 
45 Like darkness to a dying flame!5 

Depart not as thy shadow came, 
Depart not—lest the grave should be, 

Like life and fear, a dark reality. 

5 
While yet a boy I sought for ghosts, and sped 

50 Through many a listening chamber, cave and ruin, 
And starlight wood, with fearful steps pursuing 

Hopes of high talk with the departed dead. 
I called on poisonous names with which our youth is fed;6 

I was not heard—I saw them not— 
55 When musing deeply on the lot 

Of life, at that sweet time when winds are wooing 
All vital things that wake to bring 
News of buds and blossoming,— 
Sudden, thy shadow fell on me; 

60 I shrieked, and clasped my hands in extacy! 

6 
I vowed that I would dedicate my powers 

To thee and thine—have I not kept the vow? 
With beating heart and streaming eyes, even now 

I call the phantoms of a thousand hours 
65 Each from his voiceless grave: they have in visioned bowers 

3. The names (line 27) represent nothing better 
than the feeble guesses that philosophers and 
poets have made in attempting to answer the ques-
tions posed in stanza 2, but these guesses also 
delude us as though they were magic spells. 
4. I.e., "man would be immortal . . . if thou didst 
keep." 

5. Darkness may be said to nourish the dying 
flame by providing the contrast that offsets its 
light. 
6. Lines 49—52 refer to Shelley's youthful experi-
ments with magic. The "poisonous names" may be 
the religious terms ("God and ghosts and Heaven") 
of line 27. 
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Of studious zeal or love's delight 
Outwatched with me the envious night 7— 

They know that never joy illumed my brow 
Unlinked with hope that thou wouldst free 

70 This world from its dark slavery, 
That thou—O awful L O V E L I N E S S , 

Wouldst give whate'er these words cannot express. 

7 
The day becomes more solemn and serene 

When noon is past—there is a harmony 
75 In autumn, and a lustre in its sky, 

Which through the summer is not heard or seen, 
As if it could not be, as if it had not been! 

Thus let thy power, which like the truth 
Of nature on my passive youth 

so Descended, to my onward life supply 
Its calm—to one who worships thee, 
And every form containing thee, 
Whom, S P I R I T fair, thy spells did bind 

To fear8 himself, and love all human kind. 

1816 1817 

Ozymandias1 

I met a traveller from an antique land, 
Who said—"Two vast and trunkless0 legs of stone without a torso 
Stand in the desart. . . . Near them, on the sand, 
Half sunk a shattered visage lies, whose frown, 

5 And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command, 
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read 
Which yet survive,0 stamped on these lifeless things, outlive 
The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed;2 

And on the pedestal, these words appear: 
10 My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings, 

Look on my Works, ye Mighty, and despair! 
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay 
Of that colossal Wreck, boundless and bare 
The lone and level sands stretch far away." 

1817 1818 

7. I.e., stayed up until the night, envious of their 
delight, had reluctantly departed. 
8. Probably in the old sense: "to stand in awe of." 
1. According to Diodorus Siculus, Greek historian 
of the 1st century B.C.E., the largest statue in Egypt 
had the inscription "I am Ozymandias, king of 
kings; if anyone wishes to know what I am and 

where I lie, let him surpass me in some of my 
exploits." Ozymandias was the Greek name for 
Ramses II of Egypt, 13th century B . C . E . 
2. "The hand" is the sculptor's, who had "mocked" 
(both imitated and satirized) the sculptured pas-
sions; "the heart" is the king's, which has "fed" his 
passions. 
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Stanzas Written in De jec t ion-
December 1818, near Naples' 

The Sun is warm, the sky is clear, 
The waves are dancing fast and bright, 
Blue isles and snowy mountains wear 
The purple noon's transparent might, 

5 The breath of the moist earth is light 
Around its unexpanded buds; 
Like many a voice of one delight 
The winds, the birds, the Ocean-floods; 

The City's voice itself is soft, like Solitude's. 

io I see the Deep's untrampled floor 
With green and purple seaweeds strown; 
I see the waves upon the shore 
Like light dissolved in star-showers, thrown; 
I sit upon the sands alone; 

is The lightning of the noontide Ocean 
Is flashing round me, and a tone 
Arises from its measured motion, 

How sweet! did any heart now share in my emotion. 

Alas, I have nor hope nor health 
20 Nor peace within nor calm around, 

Nor that content surpassing wealth 
The sage2 in meditation found, 
And walked with inward glory crowned; 
Nor fame nor power nor love nor leisure— 

25 Others I see whom these surround, 
Smiling they live and call life pleasure: 

To me that cup has been dealt in another measure. 

Yet now despair itself is mild, 
Even as the winds and waters are; 

30 I could lie down like a tired child 
And weep away the life of care 
Which I have borne and yet must bear 
Till Death like Sleep might steal on me, 
And I might feel in the warm air 

35 My cheek grow cold, and hear the Sea 
Breathe o'er my dying brain its last monotony. 

Some might lament that I were cold, 
As I, when this sweet day is gone,3 

Which my lost heart, too soon grown old, 
40 Insults with this untimely moan— 

1. Shelley's first wife, Harriet, had drowned her-
self; Clara, his baby daughter with Mary Shelley, 
had just died; and he was plagued by ill health, 
pain, financial worries, and the sense that he had 
failed as a poet. 

2. Probably the Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius 
(2nd century C . E . ) , Stoic philosopher who wrote 
twelve books of Meditations. 
3. I.e., as I will lament this sweet day when it has 
gone. 
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They might lament,—for I am one 
Whom men love not, and yet regret; 
Unlike this day, which, when the Sun 
Shall on its stainless glory set, 

45 Will linger though enjoyed, like joy in Memory yet. 

1818 1824 

A Song: "Men of England"1 

Men of England, wherefore plough 
For the lords who lay ye low? 
Wherefore weave with toil and care 
The rich robes your tyrants wear? 

5 Wherefore feed and clothe and save 
From the cradle to the grave 
Those ungrateful drones who would 
Drain your sweat—1nay, drink your blood? 

Wherefore, Bees of England, forge 
10 Many a weapon, chain, and scourge, 

That these stingless drones may spoil 
The forced produce of your toil? 

Have ye leisure, comfort, calm, 
Shelter, food, love's gentle balm? 

15 Or what is it ye buy so dear 
With your pain and with your fear? 

The seed ye sow, another reaps; 
The wealth ye find, another keeps; 
The robes ye weave, another wears; 

20 The arms ye forge, another bears. 

Sow seed—but let no tyrant reap: 
Find wealth—let no impostor heap: 
Weave robes—let not the idle wear: 
Forge arms—in your defence to bear. 

25 Shrink to your cellars, holes, and cells— 
In halls ye deck another dwells. 
Why shake the chains ye wrought? Ye see 
The steel ye tempered glance on ye. 

With plough and spade and hoe and loom 
30 Trace your grave and build your tomb 

1. This and the two following poems were written 
at a time of turbulent unrest, after the return of 
troops from the Napoleonic Wars had precipitated 
a great economic depression. The "Song," express-

ing Shelley's hope for a proletarian revolution, was 
originally planned as one of a series for workers. It 
has become, as the poet wished, a hymn of the 
British labor movement. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



T O S l D M O U T H AND C A S T L E R E A G H / 7 7 1 

And weave your winding-sheet—till fair 
England be your Sepulchre. 

1819 1839 

England in 1819 

An old, mad, blind, despised, and dying King;1 

Princes, the dregs of their dull race, who flow 
Through public scorn,—mud from a muddy spring; 
Rulers who neither see nor feel nor know, 

s But leechlike to their fainting country cling 
Till they drop, blind in blood, without a blow. 
A people starved and stabbed in th' unfilled field;2 

An army, whom liberticide3 and prey 
Makes as a two-edged sword to all who wield; 

10 Golden and sanguine laws4 which tempt and slay; 
Religion Christless, Godless—a book sealed; 
A senate, Time's worst statute, unrepealed— 
Are graves from which a glorious Phantom5 may 
Burst, to illumine our tempestuous day. 

1819 1839 

To Sidmouth and Castlereagh1 

As from their ancestral oak 
Two empty ravens wind their clarion, 

Yell by yell, and croak by croak, 
When they scent the noonday smoke 

5 Of fresh human carrion:— 

As two gibbering night-birds flit 
From their bowers of deadly yew 

Through the night to frighten i t — 
When the moon is in a fit, 

io And the stars are none, or few:— 

As a shark and dogfish wait 
Under an Atlantic isle 

1. George 111, who had been declared insane in 
1811. He died in 1820. 
2. Alluding to the Peterloo Massacre on August 
16, 1819. In St. Peter's field, near Manchester, a 
troop of cavalry had charged into a crowd attending 
a peaceful rally in support of parliamentary reform. 
"Peterloo" is an ironic combination of "St. Peter's" 
and "Waterloo." 
3. The killing of liberty. 
4. Laws bought with gold and leading to blood-
shed. 
5. I.e., a revolution. 

I. Shelley's powerful satire is directed against Vis-
count Castlereagh, foreign secretary during 1812— 
22, who took a leading part in the European 
settlement after the Battle of Waterloo, and Vis-
count Sidmouth (1757—1844), the home secre-
tary, whose cruelly coercive measures (supported 
by Castlereagh) against unrest in the laboringclas-
ses were in large part responsible for the Peterloo 
Massacre. 

When this poem was reprinted by Mary Shelley 
in 1839, it was given the title "Similes for Two 
Political Characters of 1819." 
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For the Negro-ship, whose freight 
Is the theme of their debate, 

15 Wrinkling their red gills the while— 

Are ye—two vultures sick for battle, 
Two scorpions under one wet stone, 

Two bloodless wolves whose dry throats rattle, 
Two crows perched on the murrained2 cattle, 

20 Two vipers tangled into one. 

1819 1832 

To William Shelley1 

i 
My lost William, thou in whom 

Some bright spirit lived, and did 
That decaying robe consume 

Which its lustre faintly hid,— 
5 Here its ashes find a tomb, 

But beneath this pyramid2 

Thou art not—if a thing divine 
Like thee can die, thy funeral shrine 
Is thy mother's grief and mine. 

2 
io Where art thou, my gentle child? 

Let me think thy spirit feeds, 
With its life intense and mild, 

The love of living leaves and weeds 
Among these tombs and ruins wild;— 

15 Let me think that through low seeds 
Of sweet flowers and sunny grass 
Into their hues and scents may pass 
A portion 

1819 1824 

Ode to the West Wind1 

O wild West Wind, thou breath of Autumn's being, 
Thou, from whose unseen presence the leaves dead 
Are driven, like ghosts from an enchanter fleeing, 

2. A murrain is a malignant disease of domestic 
animals. 
1. The Shelleys' son William, who died of malaria 
in June 1819, age three and a half years, was bur-
ied in the Protestant Cemetery in Rome. These 
unfinished lines were discovered among the poet's 
papers by his widow, Mary Shelley (the grieving 
mother of line 9), who published them in her hus-
band's Posthumous Poems (1824). 

2. The Shelleys, who left Rome shortly after Wil-
liam's death, ordered the construction of a small 
stone pyramid to mark his grave. This is not, except 
perhaps obliquely, a reference to the famous tomb, 
a 150-foot pyramid, of the Ist-century B . C . E . 

Roman magistrate Caius Cestius just outside the 
cemetery. 
1. This poem was conceived and chiefly written in 
a wood that skirts the Arno, near Florence, and on 
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Yellow, and black, and pale, and hectic2 red, 
5 Pestilence-stricken multitudes: O Thou, 

Who chariotest to their dark wintry bed 

The winged seeds, where they lie cold and low, 
Each like a corpse within its grave, until 
Thine azure sister of the Spring3 shall blow 

10 Her clarion4 o'er the dreaming earth, and fill 
(Driving sweet buds like flocks to feed in air) 
With living hues and odours plain and hill: 

Wild Spirit, which art moving everywhere; 
Destroyer and Preserver;5 hear, O hear! 

2 
15 Thou on whose stream, 'mid the steep sky's commotion, 

Loose clouds like Earth's decaying leaves are shed, 
Shook from the tangled boughs of Heaven and Ocean, 

Angels6 of rain and lightning: there are spread 
On the blue surface of thine aery surge, 

20 Like the bright hair uplifted from the head 

Of some fierce Maenad,7 even from the dim verge 
Of the horizon to the zenith's height, 
The locks of the approaching storm. Thou Dirge 

Of the dying year, to which this closing night 
25 Will be the dome of a vast sepulchre, 

Vaulted with all thy congregated might 

Of vapours,0 from whose solid atmosphere clouds 
Black rain and fire and hail will burst: O hear! 

3 
Thou who didst waken from his summer dreams 

30 The blue Mediterranean, where he lay, 
Lulled by the coil of his chrystalline streams,8 

a day when that tempestuous wind, whose tem-
perature is at once mild and animating, was col-
lecting the vapours which pour down the autumnal 
rains [Shelley's note]. As in other major Romantic 
poems—for example, the opening of Wordsworth's 
Prelude, Coleridge's "'Dejection: An Ode," and the 
conclusion to Shelley's Adonais—the rising wind, 
linked with the cycle of the seasons, is presented 
as the correspondent in the external world to an 
inner change, a burst of creative power that is par-
alleled to the inspiration of prophets. In many lan-
guages the words for wind, breath, sold, and 
inspiration are identical or related. Thus Shelley's 
west wind is a "spirit" (the Latin spiritus: wind, 
breath, soul, and the root word for inspiration), the 
"breath of Autumn's being," which on earth, sky, 
and sea destroys in autumn to revive in the spring. 
In some philosophical histories of the period, the 
spirit of liberty was said to have deserted Europe 
for the Americas. In blowing from the west, the 
wind may carry liberty back again. 

Shelley's sonnet-length stanza, developed from 
the interlaced three-line units of the Italian terza 
rima (aba bcb cdc, etc.), consists of a set of four 
such tercets, closed by a couplet rhyming with the 
middle line of the preceding tercet: aba bcb cdc ded 
ee. 
2. Referring to the kind of fever that occurs in 
tuberculosis. 
3. The west wind that will blow in the spring. 
4. A high, shrill trumpet. 
5. Refers to the Hindu gods Siva the Destroyer 
and Vishnu the Preserver. 
6. In the old sense of messengers. 
7. A female worshipper who danced frenziedly in 
the worship of Dionysus (Bacchus), the Greek god 
of wine and vegetation. As vegetation god he was 
fabled to die in the fall and to be resurrected in the 
spring. 
8. The currents that flow in the Mediterranean 
Sea, sometimes with a visible difference in color. 
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Beside a pumice isle in Baise's bay,9 

And saw in sleep old palaces and towers 
Quivering within the wave's intenser day, 

35 All overgrown with azure moss and flowers 
So sweet, the sense faints picturing them! Thou 
For whose path the Atlantic's level powers 

Cleave themselves into chasms, while far below 
The sea-blooms and the oozy woods which wear 

40 The sapless foliage of the ocean, know 

Thy voice, and suddenly grow grey with fear, 
And tremble and despoil themselves:1 O hear! 

4 
If I were a dead leaf thou mightest bear; 
If I were a swift cloud to fly with thee; 

45 A wave to pant beneath thy power, and share 

The impulse of thy strength, only less free 
Than thou, O Uncontrollable! If even 
I were as in my boyhood, and could be 

The comrade of thy wanderings over Heaven, 
50 As then, when to outstrip thy skiey speed 

Scarce seemed a vision; I would ne'er have striven 

As thus with thee in prayer in my sore need. 
Oh! lift me as a wave, a leaf, a cloud! 
I fall upon the thorns of life! I bleed! 

55 A heavy weight of hours has chained and bowed 
One too like thee: tameless, and swift, and proud. 

5 
Make me thy lyre,2 even as the forest is: 
What if my leaves are falling like its own! 
The tumult of thy mighty harmonies 

60 Will take from both a deep, autumnal tone, 
Sweet though in sadness. Be thou, Spirit fierce, 
My spirit! Be thou me, impetuous one! 

Drive my dead thoughts over the universe 
Like withered leaves to quicken a new birth!3 

65 And, by the incantation of this verse, 

9. West of Naples, the locale of imposing villas 
built in the glory days of imperial Rome. Their 
ruins are reflected in the waters of the bay, a sight 
Mary Shelley also describes in the Introduction to 
The Last Man (see p. 957). 
1. The vegetation at the bottom of the sea . . . 
sympathizes with that of the land in the change of 

seasons, and is consequently influenced by the 
winds which announce it [Shelley's note]. 
2. The Eolian lyre, which responds to the wind 
with rising and falling musical chords. 
3. This line may play on the secondary sense of 
"leaves" as pages in a book. 
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Scatter, as from an unextinguished hearth 
Ashes and sparks, my words among mankind! 
Be through my lips to unawakened Earth 

The trumpet of a prophecy! O Wind, 
70 If Winter comes, can Spring be far behind? 

1819 1820 

Prometheus Unbound Shelley composed this work in Italy between the 
autumn of 1818 and the close of 1819 and published it the following summer. Upon 
its completion he wrote in a letter, "It is a drama, with characters and mechanism of 
a kind yet unattempted; and I think the execution is better than any of my former 
attempts." It is based on the Prometheus Bound of Aeschylus, which dramatizes the 
sufferings of Prometheus, unrepentant champion of humanity, who, because he had 
stolen fire from heaven, was condemned by Zeus to be chained to Mount Caucasus 
and to be tortured by a vulture feeding on his liver; in a lost sequel Aeschylus rec-
onciled Prometheus with his oppressor. Shelley continued Aeschylus's story but trans-
formed it into a symbolic drama about the origin of evil and the possibility of 
overcoming it. In such early writings as Queen Mab, Shelley had expressed his belief 
that injustice and suffering could be eliminated by an external revolution that would 
wipe out or radically reform the causes of evil, attributed to existing social, political, 
and religious institutions. Implicit in Prometheus Unbound, on the other hand, is the 
view that both evil and the possibility of reform are the moral responsibility of men 
and women. Social chaos and wars are a gigantic projection of human moral disorder 
and inner division and conflict; tyrants are the outer representatives of the tyranny 
of our baser over our better elements; hatred for others is a product of self-contempt; 
and external political reform is impossible unless we have first reformed our own 
nature at its roots, by substituting selfless love for divisive hatred. Shelley thus incor-
porates into his secular myth—of universal regeneration by a triumph of humanity's 
moral imagination—the ethical teaching of Christ on the Mount, together with the 
classical morality represented in the Prometheus of Aeschylus. 

FROM PROMETHEUS UNBOUND 

A Lyrical Drama in Four Acts 
Audisne hsec Amphiarae, sub terram abdite?1 

Preface 
The Greek tragic writers, in selecting as their subject any portion of their 

national history or mythology, employed in their treatment of it a certain arbi-

1. Cicero, Tusculan Disputatiotis 2.60: "Do you 
hear this, O Amphiaraus, concealed under the 
earth?" In Greek myth Amphiaraus was a seer. 
Fleeing from an unsuccessful assault on Thebes, 
he was saved from his pursuers by Zeus, who by a 
thunderbolt opened a cleft in the earth that swal-
lowed him up. 

In his Disputations Cicero is arguing for the 
Stoic doctrine of the need to master pain and suf-

fering. He quotes this line (a Latin translation from 
Aeschylus's lost drama Epigoni) in the course of an 
anecdote about Dionysius of Heraclea, who, tor-
mented by kidney stones, abjures the doctrine of 
his Stoic teacher Zeno that pain is not an evil. By 
way of reproof his fellow-Stoic Cleanthes strikes 
his foot on the ground and utters this line. Cicero 
interprets it as an appeal to Zeno the Stoic master 
(under the name of Amphiaraus). 
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trary discretion. They by no means conceived themselves bound to adhere to 
the common interpretation or to imitate in story as in title their rivals and 
predecessors. Such a system would have amounted to a resignation of those 
claims to preference over their competitors which incited the composition. 
The Agamemnonian story was exhibited on the Athenian theatre with as many 
variations as dramas. 

I have presumed to employ a similar l icence .—The Prometheus Unbound of 
^Eschylus, supposed the reconciliation of Jupiter with his victim as the price 
of the disclosure of the danger threatened to his empire by the consummation 
of his marriage with Thetis. Thetis, according to this view of the subject, was 
given in marriage to Peleus, and Prometheus by the permission of Jupiter 
delivered from his captivity by Hercules.2—Had I framed my story on this 
model I should have done no more than have attempted to restore the lost 
drama of /Eschylus; an ambition, which, if my preference to this mode of 
treating the subject had incited me to cherish, the recollection of the high 
comparison such an attempt would challenge, might well abate. But in truth 
I was averse from a catastrophe so feeble as that of reconciling the Champion 
with the Oppressor of mankind. The moral interest of the fable which is so 
powerfully sustained by the sufferings and endurance of Prometheus, would 
be annihilated if we could conceive of him as unsaying his high language, and 
quailing before his successful and perfidious adversary. The only imaginary 
being resembling in any degree Prometheus, is Satan; and Prometheus is, in 
my judgement, a more poetical character than Satan because, in addition to 
courage and majesty and firm and patient opposition to omnipotent force, he 
is susceptible of being described as exempt from the taints of ambition, envy, 
revenge, and a desire for personal aggrandisement, which in the Hero of Par-
adise Lost, interfere with the interest. The character of Satan engenders in the 
mind a pernicious casuistry3 which leads us to weigh his faults with his wrongs 
and to excuse the former because the latter exceed all measure. In the minds 
of those who consider that magnificent fiction with a religious feeling, it 
engenders something worse. But Prometheus is, as it were, the type of the 
highest perfection of moral and intellectual nature, impelled by the purest and 
the truest motives to the best and noblest ends. 

This Poem was chiefly written upon the mountainous ruins of the Baths of 
Caracalla, among the flowery glades, and thickets of odoriferous blossoming 
trees which are extended in ever winding labyrinths upon its immense plat-
forms and dizzy arches suspended in the air. The bright blue sky of Rome, and 
the effect of the vigorous awakening of spring in that divinest climate, and the 
new life with which it drenches the spirits even to intoxication, were the inspi-
ration of this drama. 

The imagery which I have employed will be found in many instances to have 
been drawn from the operations of the human mind, or from those external 
actions by which they are expressed. This is unusual in modern Poetry; 
although Dante and Shakespeare are full of instances of the same kind: Dante 
indeed more than any other poet and with greater success. But the Greek 
poets, as writers to whom no resource of awakening the sympathy of their 
contemporaries was unknown, were in the habitual use of this power, and it 
is the study of their works (since a higher merit would probably be denied 

2. Shelley's description of the subject of Aeschy- ulation based on surviving fragments. 
Ius's lost drama, Prometheus Unbound, is a spec- 3. Slippery reasoning. 
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me) to which I am willing that my readers should impute this singularity. 
One word is due in candour to the degree in which the study of contem-

porary writings may have tinged my composition, for such has been a topic of 
censure with regard to poems far more popular, and indeed more deservedly 
popular than mine. It is impossible that any one who inhabits the same age 
with such writers as those who stand in the foremost ranks of our own, can 
conscientiously assure himself, that his language and tone of thought may not 
have been modified by the study of the productions of those extraordinary 
intellects. It is true, that, not the spirit of their genius, but the forms in which 
it has manifested itself, are due, less to the peculiarities of their own minds, 
than to the peculiarity of the moral and intellectual condition of the minds 
among which they have been produced. Thus a number of writers possess the 
form, whilst they want the spirit of those whom, it is alleged, they imitate; 
because the former is the endowment of the age in which they live, and the 
latter must be the uncommunicated lightning of their own mind. 

The peculiar style of intense and comprehensive imagery which distin-
guishes the modern literature of England, has not been, as a general power, 
the product of the imitation of any particular writer. The mass of capabilities 
remains at every period materially the same; the circumstances which awaken 
it to action perpetually change. If England were divided into forty republics, 
each equal in population and extent to Athens, there is no reason to suppose 
but that, under institutions not more perfect than those of Athens, each would 
produce philosophers and poets equal to those who (if we except Shakespeare) 
have never been surpassed. We owe the great writers of the golden age of our 
literature to that fervid awakening of the public mind which shook to dust the 
oldest and most oppressive form of the Christian Religion. We owe Milton to 
the progress and developement of the same spirit; the sacred Milton was, let 
it ever be remembered, a Republican,4 and a bold enquirer into morals and 
religion. The great writers of our own age are, we have reason to suppose, the 
companions and forerunners of some unimagined change in our social con-
dition or the opinions which cement it. The cloud of mind is discharging its 
collected lightning, and the equilibrium between institutions and opinions is 
now restoring, or is about to be restored.5 

As to imitation; Poetry is a mimetic art. It creates, but it creates by combi-
nation and representation. Poetical abstractions are beautiful and new, not 
because the portions of which they are composed had no previous existence 
in the mind of man or in nature, but because the whole produced by their 
combination has some intelligible and beautiful analogy with those sources of 
emotion and thought, and with the contemporary condition of them: one great 
poet is a masterpiece of nature, which another not only ought to study but 
must study. He might as wisely and as easily determine that his mind should 
no longer be the mirror of all that is lovely in the visible universe, as exclude 
from his contemplation the beautiful which exists in the writings of a great 
contemporary. The pretence of doing it would be a presumption in any but 
the greatest; the effect, even in him, would be strained, unnatural and inef-
fectual. A Poet, is the combined product of such internal powers as modify 
the nature of others, and of such external influences as excite and sustain 

4. I.e., Milton hoped that the overthrow of the 
monarchy during the Civil War would lead to 
England's rebirth as a republic. 

5. See Shelley's similar tribute to his great con-
temporaries in the concluding paragraph of his 
"Defence of Poetry" (p. 849). 
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these powers; he is not one, but both. Every man's mind is in this respect 
modified by all the objects of nature and art, by every word and every sugges-
tion which he ever admitted to act upon his consciousness; it is the mirror 
upon which all forms are reflected, and in which they compose one form. 
Poets, not otherwise than philosophers, painters, sculptors and musicians, are 
in one sense the creators and in another the creations of their age. From this 
subjection the loftiest do not escape. There is a similarity between Homer and 
Hesiod, between ^Eschylus and Euripides, between Virgil and Horace, 
between Dante and Petrarch, between Shakespeare and Fletcher, between 
Dryden and Pope; each has a generic resemblance under which their specific 
distinctions are arranged. If this similarity be the result of imitation, I am 
willing to confess that I have imitated. 

Let this opportunity be conceded to me of acknowledging that I have, what 
a Scotch philosopher characteristically terms, "a passion for reforming the 
world:"6 what passion incited him to write and publish his book, he omits to 
explain. For my part I had rather be damned with Plato and Lord Bacon, than 
go to Heaven with Paley and Malthus.7 But it is a mistake to suppose that I 
dedicate my poetical compositions solely to the direct enforcement of reform, 
or that I consider them in any degree as containing a reasoned system on the 
theory of human life. Didactic poetry is my abhorrence; nothing can be equally 
well expressed in prose that is not tedious and supererogatory in verse. My 
purpose has hitherto been simply to familiarise the highly refined imagination 
of the more select classes of poetical readers with beautiful idealisms of moral 
excellence; aware that until the mind can love, and admire, and trust, and 
hope, and endure, reasoned principles of moral conduct are seeds cast upon 
the highway of life which the unconscious passenger tramples into dust, 
although they would bear the harvest of his happiness. Should I live to accom-
plish what 1 purpose, that is, produce a systematical history of what appear to 
me to be the genuine elements of human society,8 let not the advocates of 
injustice and superstition flatter themselves that I should take/Eschylus rather 
than Plato as my model. 

The having spoken of myself with unaffected freedom will need little apology 
with the candid; and let the uncandid consider that they injure me less than 
their own hearts and minds by misrepresentation. Whatever talents a person 
may possess to amuse and instruct others, be they ever so inconsiderable, he 
is yet bound to exert them: if his attempt be ineffectual, let the punishment 
of an unaccomplished purpose have been sufficient; let none trouble them-
selves to heap the dust of oblivion upon his efforts; the pile they raise will 
betray his grave which might otherwise have been unknown. 

6. This is the title of chap. 16 in The Principles of 
Moral Science (1 805), by the Scottish writer Rob-
ert Forsyth. 
7. Thomas Malthus's An Essay on the Principle of 
Population (1798) argued that the rate of increase 
in population will soon exceed the rate of increase 
in the food supply necessary to sustain it. William 
Paley wrote Evidences of Christianity (1794), 

which undertakes to prove that the design appar-
ent in natural phenomena, and especially in the 
human body, entails the existence of God as the 
great Designer. Shelley ironically expresses his 
contempt for the doctrines of both these thinkers, 
which he conceives as arguments for accepting 
uncomplainingly the present state of the world. 
8. Shelley did not live to write this history. 
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Prometheus Unbound 

Act 1 
S C E N E : A Ravine of Icy Rocks in the Indian Caucasus. PROMETHEUS is discovered 
bound to the Precipice, PANTHEA and IONE1 are seated at his feet. Time, Night. 
During the Scene, Morning slowly breaks. 
PROMETHEUS Monarch of Gods and Daemons, and all Spirits 

But One, 2 who throng those bright and rolling Worlds 
W h i c h T h o u and I alone of living things 
Behold with sleepless eyes! regard this Earth 
Made multitudinous with thy slaves, whom thou 
Requitest for knee-worship, prayer and praise, 
And toil, and hecatombs 3 of broken hearts, 
With fear and self contempt and barren hope; 
Whilst me, who am thy foe, eyeless0 in hate, blinded 
Hast thou made reign and triumph, to thy scorn, 
O'er mine own misery and thy vain r e v e n g e . — 
Three thousand years of sleep-unsheltered hours 
And moments—aye° divided by keen pangs always 
Till they seemed years, torture and solitude, 
Scorn and despair ,—these are mine e m p i r e : — 
More glorious far than that which thou surveyest 
From thine unenvied throne, O Mighty God! 
Almighty, had I deigned4 to share the shame 
Of thine ill tyranny, and hung not here 
Nailed to this wall of eagle-baffling mountain. 
Black, wintry, dead, unmeasured; without herb, 0 vegetation 
Insect, or beast, or shape or sound of life. 
Ah me, alas, pain, pain ever, forever! 

No change, no pause, no hope!—Yet I endure. 
I ask the Earth, have not the mountains felt? 
I ask yon Heaven—the all-beholding Sun, 
Has it not seen? T h e Sea, in storm or calm, 
Heaven's ever-changing Shadow, spread b e l o w — 
Have its deaf waves not heard my agony? 
Ah me, alas, pain, pain ever, forever! 

T h e crawling glaciers pierce me with the spears 
Of their moon-freezing chrystals; the bright chains 
Eat with their burning cold into my bones. 
Heaven's winged hound, polluting from thy lips 
His beak in poison not his own, tears up 
My heart;5 and shapeless sights come wandering by, 

1. lone, Panthea, and Asia (introduced in the fol-
lowing scene) are sisters and Oceanids—i.e., 
daughters of Oceanus. 
2. Demogorgon (see 2.4). "Daemons": super-
natural beings, intermediary between gods and 
mortals. Prometheus is addressingjupiter. 

3. Large sacrificial offerings. 
4. I.e., you would have been all-powerful, if I had 
deigned. 
5. The vulture, tearing daily at Prometheus's 
heart, was kissed by Jupiter by way of reward. 
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T h e ghastly people of the realm of dream, 
Mocking me: and the Earthquake-fiends are charged 
To wrench the rivets from my quivering wounds 
W h e n the rocks split and close again behind; 
Whi le from their loud abysses howling throng 
T h e genii of the storm, urging the rage 
Of whirlwind, and afflict me with keen hail. 
And yet to me welcome is Day and Night, 
W h e t h e r one breaks the hoar frost of the morn, 
Or starry, dim, and slow, the other cl imbs 
T h e leaden-coloured East ; for then they lead 
Their wingless, crawling Hours,6 one among whom 
—As some dark Priest hales0 the reluctant v i c t i m — drags 
Shall drag thee, cruel King, to kiss the blood 
From these pale feet,7 which then might trample thee 
If they disdained not such a prostrate slave. 
Disdain? Ah no! I pity t h e e . 8 — W h a t Ruin 
Will hunt thee undefended through wide Heaven! 
How will thy soul, cloven to its depth with terror, 
Gape like a Hell within! I speak in grief, 
Not exultation, for I hate no more, 
As then, ere misery made me w i s e . — T h e Curse 
O n c e breathed on thee I would recall.9 Ye Mountains , 
W h o s e many-voiced Echoes , through the mist 
Of cataracts, flung the thunder of that spell! 
Ye icy Springs, stagnant with wrinkling frost, 
W h i c h vibrated to hear me, and then crept 
Shuddering through India! T h o u serenest Air, 
Through which the S u n walks burning without beams! 
And ye swift Whirlwinds, who on poised wings 
Hung mute and moveless o'er yon hushed abyss, 
As thunder louder than your own made rock 
T h e orbed world! If then my words had power 
— T h o u g h I am changed so that aught evil wish 
Is dead within, although no memory be 
Of what is ha te—let them not lose it now!1 

W h a t was that curse? for ye all heard me speak. 

F I R S T V O I C E : from the Mountains 
Thr ice three hundred thousand years 

O'er the Earthquake's couch we stood; 
Oft as men convulsed with fears 

We trembled in our multitude. 

S E C O N D V O I C E : from the Springs 
Thunderbolts had parched out water, 

We had been stained with bitter blood, 

6. The Hours were represented in Greek myth and 
art by human figures with wings. 
7. One of a number of implied parallels between 
the agony of Prometheus and the passion of Christ. 
8. At this early point occurs the crisis of the 
action: the beginning of Prometheus's change of 

heart from hate to compassion, consummated in 
lines 3 0 3 - 0 5 . 
9. I.e., remember. But the word's alternative 
sense, "revoke," will later become crucial. 
1. Let my words not lose their power now. 
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so And had run mute 'mid shrieks of slaughter 
Through a city and a solitude! 

T H I R D VOICE: from the Air 
I had clothed since Earth uprose 

Its wastes in colours not their own, 
And oft had my serene repose 

85 Been cloven by many a rending groan. 

FOURTH V O I C E : from the Whirlwinds 
We had soared beneath these mountains 

Unresting ages ;—nor had thunder 
Nor yon Volcano's flaming fountains 

Nor any power above or under 
90 Ever made us mute with wonder! 

F I R S T VOICE 

But never bowed our snowy crest 
As at the voice of thine unrest. 

S E C O N D VOICE 

Never such a sound before 
To the Indian waves we b o r e . — 

95 A pilot asleep on the howling sea 
Leaped up from the deck in agony 
And heard, and cried, "Ah, woe is me!" 
And died as mad as the wild waves be. 

T H I R D VOICE 

By such dread words from Earth to Heaven 
IOO My still realm was never riven; 

W h e n its wound was closed, there stood 
Darkness o'er the Day, like blood. 

FOURTH VOICE 

And we shrank back—for dreams of ruin 
To frozen caves our flight pursuing 

105 Made us keep s i l e n c e — t h u s — a n d t h u s — 
Though silence is as hell to us. 

T H E EARTH 

T h e tongueless Caverns of the craggy hills 
Cried "Misery!" then; the hollow Heaven replied, 
"Misery!" And the Ocean 's purple waves, 

110 Climbing the land, howled to the lashing winds. 
And the pale nations heard i t ,—"Misery!" 

P R O M E T H E U S 

I hear a sound of voices—not the voice 
W h i c h I gave for th .—Mother , 0 thy sons and thou Earth 
Scorn him, without whose all-enduring will 

115 Beneath the fierce omnipotence of Jove 
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Both they and thou had vanished like thin mist 
Unrolled on the morning wind!—Know ye not me, 
The Titan, he who made his agony 
The barrier to your else all-conquering foe? 

120 O rock-embosomed lawns and snow-fed streams 
Now seen athwart frore vapours2 deep below, 
Through whose o'er-shadowing woods I wandered once 
With Asia, drinking life from her loved eyes; 
Why scorns the spirit which informs ye, now 

125 To commune with me? me alone, who checked— 
As one who checks a fiend-drawn charioteer— 
The falshood and the force of Him who reigns 
Supreme, and with the groans of pining slaves 
Fills your dim glens and liquid wildernesses? 
Why answer ye not, still? brethren! 

T H E EARTH 

130 They dare not. 

P R O M E T H E U S 

Who dares? for I would hear that curse again. . . . 
Ha, what an awful whisper rises up! 
'Tis scarce like sound, it tingles through the frame 
As lightning tingles, hovering ere it strike.— 

135 Speak, Spirit! from thine inorganic voice 
I only know that thou art moving near 
And love. How cursed I him? 

T H E EARTH 

How canst thou hear 
Who knowest not the language of the dead? 

P R O M E T H E U S 

Thou art a living spirit—speak as they. 

T H E EARTH 

140 I dare not speak like life, lest Heaven's felF King cruel 
Should hear, and link me to some wheel of pain 
More torturing than the one whereon I roll.— 
Subtle thou art and good, and though the Gods 
Hear not this voice—yet thou art more than God 

145 Being wise and kind—earnestly hearken now.— 

P R O M E T H E U S 

Obscurely through my brain like shadows dim 
Sweep awful° thoughts, rapid and thick.—I feel axve-inspiring 
Faint, like one mingled in entwining love, 
Yet 'tis not pleasure. 

2. Through frosty vapors. 
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T H E EARTH 

No, thou canst not hear: 
150 Thou art immortal, and this tongue is known 

Only to those who die . . . 

P R O M E T H E U S 

And what art thou, 
O melancholy Voice? 

T H E EARTH 

I am the Earth, 
Thy mother, she within whose stony veins 
To the last fibre of the loftiest tree 

155 Whose thin leaves trembled in the frozen air 
Joy ran, as blood within a living frame, 
When thou didst from her bosom, like a cloud 
Of glory, arise, a spirit of keen joy! 
And at thy voice her pining sons uplifted 

160 Their prostrate brows from the polluting dust 
And our almighty Tyrant with fierce dread 
Grew pale—until his thunder chained thee h e r e . — 
Then—see those million worlds which burn and roll 
Around us: their inhabitants beheld 

165 My sphered light wane in wide Heaven; the sea 
Was lifted by strange tempest, and new fire 
From earthquake-rifted mountains of bright snow 
Shook its portentous hair beneath Heaven's frown; 
Lightning and Inundation vexed the plains; 

170 Blue thistles bloomed in cities; foodless toads 
Within voluptuous chambers panting crawled; 
When Plague had fallen on man and beast and worm, 
And Famine,—and black blight on herb and tree, 
And in the corn and vines and meadow-grass 

175 Teemed ineradicable poisonous weeds 
Draining their growth, for my wan breast was dry 
With grief,—and the thin air, my breath, was stained 
With the contagion of a mother's hate 
Breathed on her child's destroyer—aye, I heard 

180 Thy curse, the which if thou rememberest not 
Yet my innumerable seas and streams, 
Mountains and caves and winds, and yon wide Air 
And the inarticulate people of the dead 
Preserve, a treasured spell. We meditate 

185 In secret joy and hope those dreadful words 
But dare not speak them. 

P R O M E T H E U S 

Venerable Mother! 
All else who live and suffer take from thee 
Some comfort; flowers and fruits and happy sounds 
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And love, though fleeting; these may not be mine. 
190 But mine own words, I pray, deny me not. 

T H E EARTH 

They shall be told.—Ere Babylon was dust, 
The Magus Zoroaster,3 my dead child, 
Met his own image walking in the garden. 
That apparition, sole of men, he saw. 

195 For know there are two worlds of life and death: 
One that which thou beholdest, but the other 
Is underneath the grave, where do inhabit 
The shadows of all forms that think and live 
Till death unite them, and they part no more; 

200 Dreams and the light imaginings of men 
And all that faith creates, or love desires, 
Terrible, strange, sublime and beauteous shapes. 
There thou art, and dost hang, a writhing shade 
'Mid whirlwind-peopled mountains; all the Gods 

205 Are there, and all the Powers of nameless worlds, 
Vast, sceptred Phantoms; heroes, men, and beasts; 
And Demogorgon,4 a tremendous Gloom; 
And he, the Supreme Tyrant,5 on his throne 
Of burning Gold. Son, one of these shall utter 

210 The curse which all remember. Call at will 
Thine own ghost, or the ghost of Jupiter, 
Hades or Typhon,6 or what mightier Gods 
From all-prolific Evil, since thy ruin 
Have sprung, and trampled on my prostrate sons.— 

215 Ask and they must reply—so the revenge 
Of the Supreme may sweep through vacant shades 
As rainy wind through the abandoned gate 
Of a fallen palace. 

P R O M E T H E U S 

Mother, let not aught 
Of that which may be evil, pass again 

220 My lips, or those of aught resembling me.— 
Phantasm of Jupiter, arise, appear! 

IONE 

My wings are folded o'er mine ears, 
My wings are crossed over mine eyes, 

3. Zoroaster founded in ancient Persia a dualistic 
religion that worshiped fire and light in opposition 
to the evil principle of darkness. Priests of the reli-
gion were called Magi (singular: Magus). 
4. In a note to the name in a poem published in 
1817, Thomas Love Peacock alludes to Milton's 
mention of Demogorgon (Paradise Lost, 2 .965) and 
explains: "He was the Genius of the Earth, and the 
Sovereign Power of the Terrestrial Daemons. He 
dwelt originally with Eternity and Chaos, till, 
becoming weary of inaction, he organised the cha-

otic elements, and surrounded the earth with the 
heavens. In addition to Pan and the Fates, his chil-
dren were Uranus, Titaea, Pytho, Eris, and Ere-
bus." Thus, in Peacock's account, Demogorgon is 
the father of the Sky, the Earth, and the Under-
world, as well as the Fates. 
5. The shade or simulacrum of Jupiter. 
6. Hades (Pluto), king of the underworld; Typhon, 
a hundred-headed giant, imprisoned beneath vol-
canic Mount Aetna. 
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Yet through their silver shade appears 
And through their lulling plumes arise 

A Shape, a throng of sounds: 
May it be, no ill to thee7 

O thou of many wounds! 
Near whom for our sweet sister's sake 
Ever thus we watch and wake. 

PANTHEA 

The sound is of whirlwind underground, 
Earthquake and fire, and mountains cloven,— 
The Shape is awful like the sound, 
Clothed in dark purple, star-inwoven. 

A sceptre of pale gold 
To stay steps proud, o'er the slow cloud 
His veined hand doth hold. 

Cruel he looks but calm and strong 
Like one who does, not suffers wrong. 

PHANTASM OF J U P I T E R 

Why have the secret powers of this strange world 
Driven me, a frail and empty phantom, hither 
On direst storms? What unaccustomed sounds 
Are hovering on my lips, unlike the voice 
With which our pallid race hold ghastly talk 
In darkness? And, proud Sufferer, who art thou? 

P R O M E T H E U S 

Tremendous Image! as thou art must be 
He whom thou shadowest forth. I am his foe 
The Titan. Speak the words which I would hear, 
Although no thought inform thine empty voice. 

T H E EARTH 

Listen! and though your echoes must be mute, 
Grey mountains and old woods and haunted springs, 
Prophetic caves and isle-surrounding streams 
Rejoice to hear what yet ye cannot speak. 

PHANTASM 

A spirit seizes me, and speaks within: 
It tears me as fire tears a thunder-cloud! 

PANTHEA 

See how he lifts his mighty looks, the Heaven 
Darkens above. 

IONE 

He speaks! O shelter m e — 

7. Shelley uses the comma in the middle of lines like these to emphasize the internal rhymes. 
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P R O M E T H E U S 

I see the curse on gestures proud and cold, 
And looks of firm defiance, and calm hate, 

260 And such despair as mocks itself with smiles, 
Written as on a scroll. . . yet speak—O speak! 

PHANTASM 

Fiend, I defy thee! with a calm, fixed mind, 
All that thou canst inflict I bid thee do; 

Foul Tyrant both of Gods and Humankind, 
265 One only being shalt thou not subdue. 

Rain then thy plagues upon me here, 
Ghastly disease and frenzying fear; 
And let alternate frost and fire 
Eat into me, and be thine ire 

270 Lightning and cutting hail and legioned forms 
Of furies, driving by upon the wounding storms. 

Aye, do thy worst. Thou art Omnipotent. 
O'er all things but thyself I gave thee power, 

And my own will. Be thy swift mischiefs sent 
275 To blast mankind, from yon etherial tower. 

Let thy malignant spirit move 
Its darkness over those I love: 
On me and mine I imprecate" call down 
The utmost torture of thy hate 

280 And thus devote to sleepless agony 
This undeclining head while thou must reign on high. 

But thou who art the God and Lord—O thou 
Who fillest with thy soul this world of woe, 

To whom all things of Earth and Heaven do bow 
285 In fear and worship—all-prevailing foe! 

I curse thee! let a sufferer's curse 
Clasp thee, his torturer, like remorse, 
Till thine Infinity shall be 
A robe of envenomed agony;s 

290 And thine Omnipotence a crown of pain 
To cling like burning gold round thy dissolving brain. 

Heap on thy soul by virtue of this Curse 
111 deeds, then be thou damned, beholding good, 

Both infinite as is the Universe, 
295 And thou, and thy self-torturing solitude. 

An awful Image of calm power 
Though now thou sittest, let the hour 
Come, when thou must appear to be 

8. Like the poisoned shirt of the centaur Nessus, which consumed Hercules' flesh when he put it on. The 
next two lines allude to the mock crowning of Christ with a crown of thorns. 
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That which thou art internally. 
300 And after many a false and fruitless crime 

Scorn track thy lagging fall through boundless space and time. 
[The Phantasm vanishes. ] 

P R O M E T H E U S Were these my words, O Parent? 
T H E EARTH They were thine. 
P R O M E T H E U S It doth repent me: words are quick and vain; 

Grief for awhile is blind, and so was mine. 
305 I wish no living thing to suffer pain. 

T H E EARTH 

Misery, O misery to me, 
That Jove at length should vanquish thee. 
Wail, howl aloud, Land and Sea, 
The Earth's rent heart shall answer ye. 

3io Howl, Spirits of the living and the dead, 
Your refuge, your defence lies fallen and vanquished. 

F I R S T ECHO 

Lies fallen and vanquished? 

S E C O N D ECHO 

Fallen and vanquished! 

IONE 

Fear not—'tis but some passing spasm, 
315 The Titan is unvanquished still. 

But see, where through the azure chasm 
Of yon forked and snowy hill, 

Trampling the slant winds on high 
With golden-sandalled feet, that glow 

320 Under plumes of purple dye 
Like rose-ensanguined9 ivory, 

A Shape comes now, 
Stretching on high from his right hand 

A serpent-cinctured1 wand. 

PANTHEA 

325 'Tis Jove's world-wandering Herald, Mercury. 

IONE 

And who are those with hydra tresses2 

And iron wings that climb the wind, 
Whom the frowning God represses 

Like vapours steaming up behind, 
330 Clanging loud, an endless crowd— 

9. Stained blood color. cury as the messenger of the Gods. 
I. Mercury carries a caduceus, a staff encircled by 2. Locks of hair resembling the many-headed 
two snakes with their heads facing each other, a snake, the hydra, 
symbol of peace befitting the role of Hermes/Mer-
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PANTHEA 

These are Jove's tempest-walking hounds,3 

W h o m he gluts with groans and blood, 
W h e n charioted on sulphurous cloud 
He bursts Heaven's bounds. 

IONE 

Are they now led, from the thin dead 
On new pangs to be fed? 

PANTHEA 

The Titan looks as ever, firm, not proud. 

F I R S T FURY 

Ha! I scent life! 

S E C O N D FURY 

Let me but look into his eyes! 

T H I R D FURY 

The hope of torturing him smells like a heap 
Of corpses to a death-bird after battle! 

F I R S T FURY 

Darest thou delay, O Herald! take cheer, Hounds 
Of Hell—what if the Son of Maia° soon Mercury 
Should make us food and sport? W h o can please long 
The Omnipotent? 

M E R C U R Y 

Back to your towers of iron 
And gnash, beside the streams of fire, and wail 
Your foodless teeth! . . . Geryon, arise! and Gorgon, 
Chimaera,4 and thou Sphinx, subtlest of fiends, 
W h o ministered to Thebes Heaven's poisoned wine, 
Unnatural love and more unnatural hate:5 

These shall perform your task. 

F I R S T FURY 

O mercy! mercy! 
We die with our desire—drive us not back! 

3. I.e., the Furies, avengers of crimes committed 
against the gods. 
4. Geryon, a monster with three heads and three 
bodies; the Gorgons, three mythical personages, 
with snakes for hair, who turned beholders into 
stone; the Chimera, a fabled fire-breathing mon-
ster of Greek mythology with three heads (lion, 
goat, and dragon), the body of a lion and a goat, 

and a dragon's tail. 
5. The Sphinx, a monster with the body of a lion, 
wings, and the face and breasts of a woman, 
besieged Thebes by devouring those who could not 
answer her riddle. Oedipus solved the riddle (caus-
ing the Sphinx to kill herself), only to marry his 
mother ("unnatural love"), leading to the tragic 
events depicted in the Greek Theban plays. 
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M E R C U R Y 

Crouch then in s i lence .— 
Awful0 Sufferer! awe-inspiring 

To thee unwilling, most unwillingly 
I come, by the great Father's will driven down 

355 To execute a doom of new revenge. 
Alas! I pity thee, and hate myself 
That I can do no more.—Aye from thy sight 
Returning, for a season, Heaven seems Hell, 
So thy worn form pursues me night and day, 

360 Smiling reproach. Wise art thou, firm and good, 
But vainly wouldst stand forth alone in strife 
Against the Omnipotent, as yon clear lamps 
That measure and divide the weary years 
From which there is no refuge, long have taught 

365 And long must teach .—Even now thy Torturer arms 
With the strange might of unimagined pains 
The powers who scheme slow agonies in Hell, 
And my commission is, to lead them here, 
Or what more subtle,0 foul or savage fiends artful 

370 People0 the abyss, and leave them to their task. populate 
Be it not so! . . . There is a secret known 
To thee and to none else of living things 
Which may transfer the sceptre of wide Heaven, 
The fear of which perplexes the Supreme . . . 

375 Clothe it in words, and bid it clasp his throne 
In intercession; bend thy soul in prayer 
And like a suppliant in some gorgeous fane0 temple 
Let the will kneel within thy haughty heart; 
For benefits and meek submission tame 
The fiercest and the mightiest. 

P R O M E T H E U S 

380 Evil minds 
Change good to their own nature. I gave all 
He has; and in return he chains me here 
Years, ages, night and day: whether the Sun 
Split my parched skin, or in the moony night 

385 The chrystal-winged snow cling round my h a i r — 
Whilst my beloved race is trampled down 
By his thought-executing ministers. 
Such is the tyrant's recompense—'tis just: 
He who is evil can receive no good; 

390 And for a world bestowed, or a friend lost, 
He can feel hate, fear, shame—not gratitude: 
He but requites me for his own misdeed. 
Kindness to such is keen reproach, which breaks 
With bitter stings the light sleep of Revenge. 

395 Submission, thou dost know, I cannot try: 
For what submission but that fatal word, 
The death-seal of mankind's captivity— 
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Like the Sicilian's hair-suspended sword6 

Which trembles o'er his crown—would he accept, 
400 Or could I yield?—which yet I will not yield. 

Let others flatter Crime where it sits throned 
In brief Omnipotence; secure are they: 
For Justice when triumphant will weep down 
Pity not punishment on her own wrongs, 

405 Too much avenged by those who err. I wait, 
Enduring thus the retributive hour7 

Which since we spake is even nearer now.—• 
But hark, the hell-hounds clamour. Fear delay! 
Behold! Heaven lowers0 under thy Father's frown. cowers 

M E R C U R Y 

410 O that we might be spared—I to inflict 
And thou to suffer! Once more answer me: 
Thou knowest not the period8 of Jove's power? 

P R O M E T H E U S 

I know but this, that it must come. 

M E R C U R Y 

Alas! 
Thou canst not count thy years to come of pain? 

P R O M E T H E U S 

415 They last while Jove must reign, nor more nor less 
Do I desire or fear. 

M E R C U R Y 

Yet pause, and plunge 
Into Eternity, where recorded time, 
Even all that we imagine, age on age, 
Seems but a point, and the reluctant mind 

420 Flags wearily in its unending flight 
Till it sink, dizzy, blind, lost, shelterless; 
Perchance it has not numbered the slow years 
Which thou must spend in torture, unreprieved. 

P R O M E T H E U S 

Perchance no thought can count them—yet they pass. 

M E R C U R Y 

425 If thou might'st dwell among the Gods the while 
Lapped in voluptuous joy?— 

6. I.e., the sword of Damocles, suspended by a 7. Time of retribution, 
thread above the throne of Damocles, ruler of Syr- 8. The end or conclusion, 
acuse in Sicily. 
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P R O M E T H E U S 

I would not quit 
This bleak ravine, these unrepentant pains. 

M E R C U R Y 

Alas! I wonder at, yet pity thee. 

P R O M E T H E U S 

Pity the self-despising slaves of Heaven, 
430 Not me, within whose mind sits peace serene 

As light in the sun, throned. . . . How vain is talk! 
Call up the fiends. 

IONE 

O sister, look! Whi te fire 
Has cloven to the roots yon huge snow-loaded Cedar; 
How fearfully God's thunder howls behind! 

M E R C U R Y 

435 I must obey his words and thine—alas! 
Most heavily remorse hangs at my heart! 

PANTHEA 

S e e where the child of Heaven with winged feet 
Runs down the slanted sunlight of the dawn. 

IONE 

Dear sister, close thy plumes over thine eyes 
440 Lest thou behold and die—they come, they come 

Blackening the birth of day with countless wings, 
And hollow underneath, like death. 

F I R S T FURY 

Prometheus! 

S E C O N D FURY 

Immortal Ti tan! 

T H I R D FURY 

Champion of Heaven's slaves! 

P R O M E T H E U S 

He whom some dreadful voice invokes is here, 
Prometheus, the chained Ti tan .—Horr ib le forms, 
W h a t and who are ye? Never yet there came 
Phantasms 0 so foul through monster-teeming Hell apparitions 
From the all-miscreative brain of Jove; 
Whilst I behold such execrable shapes, 
Methinks I grow like what I contemplate 
And laugh and stare in loathsome sympathy. 

445 

4 5 0 
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F I R S T FURY 

We are the ministers of pain and fear 
And disappointment and mistrust and hate 
And clinging" crime; and as lean dogs pursue clasping 

455 Through wood and lake some struck and sobbing fawn, 
We track all things that weep and bleed and live 
When the great King betrays them to our will. 

P R O M E T H E U S 

0 many fearful natures in one name! 
1 know ye, and these lakes and echoes know 

460 The darkness and the clangour of your wings. 
But why more hideous than your loathed selves 
Gather ye up in legions from the deep? 

S E C O N D FURY 

We knew not that—Sisters, rejoice, rejoice! 

P R O M E T H E U S 

Can aught exult in its deformity? 

S E C O N D FURY 

The beauty of delight makes lovers glad 
Gazing on one another—so are we. 
As from the rose which the pale priestess kneels 
To gather for her festal0 crown of flowers festive 
The aerial crimson falls, flushing her cheek— 
So from our victim's destined agony 
The shade which is our form invests us round, 
Else we are shapeless as our Mother Night. 

P R O M E T H E U S 

I laugh0 your power and his who sent you here mock 
To lowest scorn.—Pour forth the cup of pain. 

F I R S T FURY 

475 Thou thinkest we will rend thee bone from bone? 
And nerve from nerve, working like fire within? 

P R O M E T H E U S 

Pain is my element as hate is thine; 
Ye rend me now: I care not. 

S E C O N D FURY 

Dost imagine 
We will but laugh into thy lidless eyes? 

P R O M E T H E U S 

480 I weigh0 not what ye do, but what ye suffer consider 
Being evil. Cruel was the Power which called 
You, or aught else so wretched, into light. 
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T H I R D FURY 

Thou think'st we will live through thee, one by one, 
Like animal life, and though we can obscure not 

485 The soul which burns within, that we will dwell 
Beside it, like a vain loud multitude 
Vexing the self-content of wisest m e n — 
That we will be dread thought beneath thy brain 
And foul desire round thine astonished heart 

490 And blood within thy labyrinthine veins 
Crawling like agony. 

P R O M E T H E U S 

Why, ye are thus now; 
Yet am I king over myself, and rule 
The torturing and conflicting throngs within 
As Jove rules you when Hell grows mutinous. 

CHORUS OF F U R I E S 

495 From the ends of the Earth, from the ends of the Earth, 
Where the night has its grave and the morning its birth, 

Come, Come, Come! 
O yet who shake hills with the scream of your mirth 
When cities sink howling in ruin, and ye 

500 W h o with wingless footsteps trample the Sea, 
And close upon Shipwreck and Famine's track 
Sit chattering with joy on the foodless wrack; 

Come, Come, Come! 
Leave the bed, low, cold and red, 

505 Strewed beneath a nation dead; 
Leave the hatred—as in ashes 

Fire is left for future burning,— 
It will burst in bloodier flashes 

When ye stir it, soon returning; 
510 Leave the self-contempt implanted 

In young spirits sense-enchanted, 
Misery's yet unkindled fuel; 

Leave Hell's secrets half-unchanted 
To the maniac dreamer: cruel 

515 More than ye can be with hate, 
Is he with fear. 

Come, Come, Come! 
We are steaming up from Hell's wide gate 
And we burthen the blasts of the atmosphere, 

520 But vainly we toil till ye come here. 

IONE 

Sister, I hear the thunder of new wings. 

PANTHEA 

These solid mountains quiver with the sound 
Even as the tremulous air:—their shadows make 
The space within my plumes more black than night. 
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F I R S T FURY 

Your call was as a winged car 
Driven on whirlwinds fast and far; 

It rapt° us from red gulphs of war— carried 

S E C O N D FURY From wide cities, famine-wasted— 

T H I R D FURY 

Groans half heard, and blood untasted— 

FOURTH FURY 

Kingly conclaves, stern and cold, 
Where blood with gold is bought and sold— 

F I F T H FURY 

From the furnace, white and hot, 
In which— 

A FURY 

Speak not—whisper not! 
I know all that ye would tell, 

535 But to speak might break the spell 
Which must bend the Invincible, 

The stern of thought; 
He yet defies the deepest power of Hell. 

A FURY 

Tear the veil!— 

ANOTHER FURY 

It is torn! 

CHORUS 

The pale stars of the morn 
540 Shine on a misery dire to be borne. 

Dost thou faint, mighty Titan? We laugh thee to scorn. 
Dost thou boast the clear knowledge thou waken'dst for man? 
Then was kindled within him a thirst which outran 
Those perishing waters: a thirst of fierce fever, 

545 Hope, love, doubt, desire—which consume him forever. 
One° came forth, of gentle worth, Christ 
Smiling on the sanguine earth; 
His words outlived him, like swift poison 

Withering up truth, peace and pity. 
550 Look! where round the wide horizon 

Many a million-peopled city 
Vomits smoke in the bright air.— 
Hark that outcry of despair! 
'Tis his mild and gentle ghost 

555 Wailing for the faith he kindled. 
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Look again,—the flames almost 
To a glow-worm's lamp have dwindled: 

The survivors round the embers 
Gather in dread. 

560 Joy, Joy, Joy! 
Past ages crowd on thee, but each one remembers, 
And the future is dark, and the present is spread 
Like a pillow of thorns for thy slumberless head. 

S E M I C H O R U S I 

Drops of bloody agony flow 
565 From his white and quivering brow. 

Grant a little respite now— 
See! a disenchanted Nation9 

Springs like day from desolation; 
To truth its state, is dedicate, 

570 And Freedom leads it forth, her mate; 
A legioned band of linked brothers 
Whom Love calls children— 

S E M I C H O R U S II 

'Tis another's— 
See how kindred murder kin! 
Tis the vintage-time for Death and Sin: 

575 Blood, like new wine, bubbles within 
Till Despair smothers 

The struggling World—which slaves and tyrants win. 
[All the Furies vanish, except one.] 

IONE 

Hark, sister! what a low yet dreadful groan 
Quite unsuppressed is tearing up the heart 

580 Of the good Titan—as storms tear the deep 
And beasts hear the Sea moan in inland caves. 
Darest thou observe how the fiends torture him? 

PANTHEA 

Alas, I looked forth twice, but will no more. 

IONE 

What didst thou see? 

PANTHEA 

A woeful sight—a youth0 Christ 
With patient looks nailed to a crucifix. 

IONE 

What next? 

9. Usually identified as France, breaking the spell of monarchy at the time of the Revolution. 
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PANTHEA 

The Heaven around, the Earth below 
Was peopled with thick shapes of human death, 
All horrible, and wrought by human hands, 
And some appeared the work of human hearts, 

590 For men were slowly killed by frowns and smiles: 
And other sights too foul to speak and live 
Were wandering by. Let us not tempt worse fear 
By looking forth—those groans are grief enough. 

FURY Behold, an emblem—those who do endure 
595 Deep wrongs for man, and scorn and chains, but heap 

Thousand-fold torment on themselves and him. 
P R O M E T H E U S Bemit the anguish of that lighted stare— 

Close those wan lips—let that thorn-wounded brow 
Stream not with blood—it mingles with thy tears 

6oo Fix, fix those tortured orbs in peace and death 
So thy sick throes shake not that crucifix, 
So those pale fingers play not with thy gore.-—-
O horrible! Thy name I will not speak, 
It hath become a curse.1 I see, I see 

605 The wise, the mild, the lofty and the just, 
Whom thy slaves hate for being like to thee, 
Some hunted by foul lies from their heart's home, 
An early-chosen, late-lamented home, 
As hooded ounces2 cling to the driven hind," doe 

6io Some linked to corpses in unwholesome cells: 
Some—hear I not the multitude laugh loud?— 
Impaled in lingering fire: and mighty realms 
Float by my feet like sea-uprooted isles 
Whose sons are kneaded down in common blood 

6i5 By the red light of their own burning homes. 
FURY Blood thou canst see, and fire; and canst hear groans; 

Worse things, unheard, unseen, remain behind. 
P R O M E T H E U S Worse? 
FURY In each human heart terror survives 

The ravin it has gorged:3 the loftiest fear 
620 All that they would disdain to think were true: 

Hypocrisy and custom make their minds 
The fanes0 of many a worship, now outworn. temples 
They dare not devise good for man's estate 
And yet they know not that they do not dare. 

625 The good want power, but to weep barren tears.4 

The powerful goodness want: worse need for them. 
The wise want love, and those who love want wisdom; 
And all best things are thus confused to ill. 

1. I.e., the name "Christ" has become, literally, a 
curse word, and metaphorically, a curse to human-
kind, in that His religion of love is used to justify 
religious wars and bloody oppression. 
2. Cheetahs, or leopards, used in hunting (hoods 

were sometimes placed over their eyes to make 
them easier to control). 
3. The prey that it has greedily devoured. 
4. I.e., the good lack ("want") power except to 
weep "barren tears." 
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Many are strong and rich,—and would be just ,— 
630 But live among their suffering fellow men 

As if none felt: they know not what they do.5 

P R O M E T H E U S Thy words are like a cloud of winged snakes 
And yet, I pity those they torture not. 

FURY Thou pitiest them? I speak no more! [Vanishes.] 
P R O M E T H E U S A h w o e ! 

635 Ah woe! Alas! pain, pain ever, forever! 
I close my tearless eyes, but see more clear 
Thy works within my woe-illumed mind, 
Thou subtle Tyrant!6 . . . Peace is in the grave— 
The grave hides all things beautiful and good— 

640 I am a God and cannot find it there, 
Nor would I seek it: for, though dread revenge, 
This is defeat, fierce King, not victory. 
The sights with which thou torturest gird my soul 
With new endurance, till the hour arrives 

645 When they shall be no types of things which are. 
PANTHEA Alas! what sawest thou? 
P R O M E T H E U S There are two woes: 

To speak and to behold; thou spare me one.7 

Names are there, Nature's sacred watchwords—they 
Were borne aloft in bright emblazonry.8 

650 The nations thronged around, and cried aloud 
As with one voice, "Truth, liberty and love!" 
Suddenly fierce confusion fell from Heaven 
Among them—there was strife, deceit and fear; 
Tyrants rushed in, and did divide the spoil. 

655 This was the shadow of the truth I saw. 
T H E EARTH I felt thy torture, Son, with such mixed joy 

As pain and Virtue give.—To cheer thy state 
I bid ascend those subtle and fair spirits 
Whose homes are the dim caves of human thought 

660 And who inhabit, as birds wing the wind, 
Its world-surrounding ether;9 they behold 
Beyond that twilight realm, as in a glass,0 mirror 
The future—may they speak comfort to thee! 

PANTHEA 

Look, Sister, where a troop of spirits gather 
665 Like flocks of clouds in spring's delightful weather, 

Thronging in the blue air! 

IONE 

And see! more come 
Like fountain-vapours when the winds are dumb, 

5. The Fury ironically echoes Christ's plea for for-
giveness of his crucifiers: "Father, forgive them: for 
they know not what they do" (Luke 23.34). 
6. Jupiter (also addressed as "fierce King," line 
642). 

7. I.e., spare me the woe of speaking (about what 
I have beheld). 
8. As in a brilliant display of banners. 
9. A medium, weightless and infinitely elastic, 
once supposed to permeate the universe. 
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That climb up the ravine in scattered lines. 
And hark! is it the music of the pines? 
Is it the lake? is it the waterfall? 

PANTHEA 

Tis something sadder, sweeter far than all. 

CHORUS OF S P I R I T S 1 

From unremembered ages we 
Gentle guides and guardians be 
Of Heaven-oppressed mortality— 
And we breathe, and sicken not, 
The atmosphere of human thought: 
Be it dim and dank and grey 
Like a storm-extinguished day 
Travelled o'er by dying gleams; 

Be it bright as all between 
Cloudless skies and windless streams, 

Silent, liquid and serene— 
As the birds within the wind, 

As the fish within the wave, 
As the thoughts of man's own mind 

Float through all above the grave, 
We make there, our liquid lair, 
Voyaging cloudlike and unpent0 

Through the boundless element— 
Thence we bear the prophecy 
Which begins and ends in thee! 

IONE 

More yet come, one by one: the air around them 
Looks radiant as the air around a star. 

F I R S T S P I R I T 

On a battle-trumpet's blast 
I fled hither, fast, fast, fast, 
Mid the darkness upward cast— 
From the dust of creeds outworn, 
From the tyrant's banner torn, 
Gathering round me, onward borne, 
There was mingled many a cry— 
Freedom! Hope! Death! Victory! 
Till they faded through the sky 
And one sound—above, around, 
One sound beneath, around, above, 
Was moving; 'twas the soul of love; 
'Twas the hope, the prophecy, 
Which begins and ends in thee. 

1. Identified by Earth at lines 6 5 8 - 6 3 . 
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S E C O N D S P I R I T 

A rainbow's arch stood on the sea, 
Which rocked beneath, immoveably; 

710 And the triumphant Storm did flee, 
Like a conqueror swift and proud 
Between, with many a captive cloud 
A shapeless, dark and rapid crowd, 
Each by lightning riven in half.— 

715 I heard the thunder hoarsely laugh.— 
Mighty fleets were strewn like chaff 
And spread beneath, a hell of death 
O'er the white waters. I alit 
On a great ship lightning-split 

720 And speeded hither on the sigh 
Of one who gave an enemy 
His plank—then plunged aside to die. 

T H I R D S P I R I T 

I sate beside a sage's bed 
And the lamp was burning red 

725 Near the book where he had fed, 
When a Dream with plumes of flame 
To his pillow hovering came, 
And I knew it was the same 
Which had kindled long ago 

730 Pity, eloquence and woe; 
And the world awhile below 
Wore the shade its lustre made. 
It has borne me here as fleet 
As Desire's lightning feet: 

735 I must ride it back ere morrow, 
Or the sage will wake in sorrow. 

FOURTH S P I R I T 

On a Poet's lips I slept 
Dreaming like a love-adept 
In the sound his breathing kept; 
Nor seeks nor finds he mortal blisses 
But feeds on the aerial kisses 
Of shapes that haunt thought's wildernesses. 
He will watch from dawn to gloom 
The lake-reflected sun illume 
The yellow bees i' the ivy-bloom 
Nor heed nor see, what things they be; 
But from these create he can 
Forms more real than living man, 
Nurslings0 of immortality!— children 
One of these awakened me 
And I sped to succour thee. 
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IONE 

Behold'st thou not two shapes from the East and West 
Come, as two doves to one beloved nest, 
Twin nurslings of the all-sustaining air, 

755 On swift still wings glide down the atmosphere? 
And hark! their sweet, sad voices! 'tis despair 
Mingled with love, and then dissolved in sound.— 

PANTHEA 

Canst thou speak, sister? all my words are drowned. 

IONE 

Their beauty gives me voice. See how they float 
760 On their sustaining wings of skiey grain, 

Orange and azure, deepening into gold: 
Their soft smiles light the air like a star's fire. 

CHORUS OF S P I R I T S 

Hast thou beheld the form of Love? 

FIFTH S P I R I T 

As over wide dominions 
I sped, like some swift cloud that wings the wide air's wildernesses. 

765 That planet-crested Shape swept by on lightning-braided 
pinions,0 wings 

Scattering the liquid joy of life from his ambrosial0 tresses: heavenly 
His footsteps paved the world with light—but as I past 'twas fading 

And hollow Ruin yawned behind. Great Sages bound in madness 
And headless patriots and pale youths who perished unupbraiding,-

770 Gleamed in the Night I wandered o'er—till thou, O King of sadness, 
Turned by thy smile the worst I saw to recollected gladness. 

SIXTH S P I R I T 

Ah, sister! Desolation is a delicate thing: 
It walks not on the Earth, it floats not on the air, 
But treads with silent footstep, and fans with silent wing 

775 The tender hopes which in their hearts the best and gentlest bear, 
Who, soothed to false repose by the fanning plumes above 
And the music-stirring motion of its soft and busy feet, 
Dreams visions of aerial joy, and call the monster, Love, 
And wake, and find the shadow Pain—as he whom now we greet. 

CHORUS 

780 Though Ruin now Love's shadow be, 
Following him destroyingly 

On Death's white and winged steed, 
Which the fleetest cannot flee— 

Trampling down both flower and weed, 
785 Man and beast and foul and fair, 

2. Without uttering reproaches. 
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Like a tempest through the air; 
Thou shalt quell this Horseman grim, 
Woundless though in heart or limb.— 

P R O M E T H E U S 

Spirits! how know ye this shall be? 

CHORUS 

790 In the atmosphere we breathe— 
As buds grow red when snow-storms flee 
From spring gathering up beneath, 
Whose mild winds shake, the elder brake0 thicket 
And the wandering herdsmen know 

795 That the white-thorn soon will blow— 
Wisdom, Justice, Love and Peace, 
When they struggle to increase, 
Are to us as soft winds be 
To shepherd-boys—the prophecy 

soo Which begins and ends in thee. 

IONE 

Where are the Spirits fled? 

PANTHEA 

Only a sense 
Remains of them, like the Omnipotence 
Of music when the inspired voice and lute 
Languish, ere yet the responses are mute 

805 Which through the deep and labyrinthine soul, 
Like echoes through long caverns, wind and roll. 

P R O M E T H E U S 

How fair these air-born shapes! and yet I feel 
Most vain all hope but love, and thou art far, 
Asia! who when my being overflowed 

8io Wert like a golden chalice to bright wine 
Which else had sunk into the thirsty dust. 
All things are still—alas! how heavily 
This quiet morning weighs upon my heart; 
Though I should dream, I could even sleep with grief 

815 If slumber were denied not . . . I would fain 
Be what it is my destiny to be, 
The saviour and the strength of suffering man, 
Or sink into the original gulph of things. . . . 
There is no agony and no solace left; 

820 Earth can console, Heaven can torment no more. 

PANTHEA 

Hast thou forgotten one who watches thee 
The cold dark night, and never sleeps but when 
The shadow of thy spirit falls on her? 
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P R O M E T H E U S 

I said all hope was vain but love—thou lovest . . . 

PANTHEA 

Deeply in truth—but the Eastern star looks white, 
And Asia waits in that far Indian vale, 
The scene of her sad exile—rugged once 
And desolate and frozen like this ravine; 
But now invested with fair flowers and herbs 
And haunted by sweet airs and sounds, which flow 
Among the woods and waters, from the ether" purer air 
Of her transforming presence—which would fade 
If it were mingled not with thine.—Farewell! 

From Act 2 

S C E N E 4—The Cave of DEMOGORGON. ASLA AND PANTHEA.3 

PANTHEA What veiled form sits on that ebon throne? 
ASLA The veil has fallen! . . . 
PANTHEA I see a mighty Darkness 

Filling the seat of power; and rays of gloom 
Dart round, as light from the meridian Sun, 
Ungazed upon and shapeless—neither limb 
Nor form—nor outline;4 yet we feel it is 
A living Spirit. 

DEMOGORGON Ask what thou wouldst know. 
ASIA What canst thou tell? 
DEMOGORGON All things thou dar'st demand. 
ASIA Who made the living world? 
DEMOGORGON G o d . 

ASIA Who made all 
That it contains—thought, passion, reason, will, 
Imagination? 

DEMOGORGON God, Almighty God. 
ASIA Who made that sense5 which, when the winds of Spring 

In rarest visitation, or the voice 
Of one beloved heard in youth alone, 
Fills the faint eyes with falling tears, which dim 
The radiant looks of unbewailing flowers, 
And leaves this peopled earth a solitude 
When it returns no more? 

3. Act 2 has opened with Asia—the feminine prin-
ciple and embodiment of love, who was separated 
from Prometheus at the moment of his fall into 
divisive hate—in a lovely Indian valley at the first 
hour of the dawn of the spring season of redemp-
tion. Asia and her sister Panthea have been led, by 
a sweet and irresistible compulsion, first to the por-
tal and then down into the depths of the cave of 
Demogorgon—the central enigma of Shelley's 
poem. 

As the father of all that exists, Demogorgon may 
represent the ultimate reason for the way things 

are. As such, Shelley appears to argue, Demogor-
gon must be a mystery inaccessible to knowledge 
and must be ignorant of the principle controlling 
him. In this scene Demogorgon can give only rid-
dling answers to Asia's questions about the "why" 
of creation, good, and evil. 
4. Echoing Milton's description of Death, Para-
dise Lost 2 . 6 6 6 - 7 3 . 
5. Presumably the sense by which one is aware of 
the "unseen Power" that Shelley calls "Intellectua1 

Beauty" (see "Hymn to Intellectual Beauty," stanza 
2, p. 766). 
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DEMOGORGON Merciful God. 
ASIA And who made terror, madness, crime, remorse, 

Which from the links of the great chain of things 
To every thought within the mind of man 
Sway and drag heavily—and each one reels 
Under the load towards the pit of death; 
Abandoned hope, and love that turns to hate; 
And self-contempt, bitterer to drink than blood; 
Pain whose unheeded and familiar speech 
Is howling and keen shrieks, day after day; 
And Hell, or the sharp fear of Hell?6 

DEMOGORGON He reigns. 
ASIA Utter his name—a world pining in pain 

Asks but his name; curses shall drag him down. 
DEMOGORGON He reigns. 
ASIA I feel, I know it—who? 
DEMOGORGON He reigns. 
ASIA Who reigns? There was the Heaven and Earth at first 

And Light and Love;—then Saturn,7 from whose throne 
Time fell, an envious shadow; such the state 
Of the earth's primal spirits beneath his sway 
As the calm joy of flowers and living leaves 
Before the wind or sun has withered them 
And semivital worms; but he refused 
The birthright of their being, knowledge, power, 
The skill which wields the elements, the thought 
Which pierces this dim Universe like light, 
Self-empire and the majesty of love, 
For thirst of which they fainted. Then Prometheus 
Gave wisdom, which is strength, to Jupiter 
And with this law alone: "Let man be free," 
Clothed him with the dominion of wide Heaven. 
To know nor faith nor love nor law, to be 
Omnipotent but friendless, is to reign; 
And Jove now reigned; for on the race of man 
First famine, and then toil, and then disease, 
Strife, wounds, and ghastly death unseen before, 
Fell; and the unseasonable seasons drove, 
With alternating shafts of frost and fire, 
Their shelterless, pale tribes to mountain caves; 
And in their desart0 hearts fierce wants he sent empty 
And mad disquietudes, and shadows idle 
Of unreal good, which levied mutual war, 
So ruining the lair wherein they raged. 
Prometheus saw, and waked the legioned hopes 
Which sleep within folded Elysian flowers, 
Nepenthe, Moly, Amaranth,8 fadeless blooms; 

6. The nouns "hope," "love," etc. (lines 24—28) are 
all objects of the verb "made" (line 19). 
7. In Greek myth Saturn's reign was the golden 
age. In Shelley's version Saturn refused to grant 
mortals knowledge and science, so that it was an 
age of ignorant innocence in which the deepest 

human needs remained unfulfilled. 
8. These are medicinal drugs and flowers in Greek 
myth. Asia is describing (lines 5 9 - 9 7 ) the various 
sciences and arts given to humans by Prometheus, 
the culture bringer. 
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That they might hide with thin and rainbow wings 
The shape of Death; and Love he sent to bind 
The disunited tendrils of that vine 

65 Which bears the wine of life, the human heart; 
And he tamed fire which, like some beast of prey, 
Most terrible, but lovely, played beneath 
The frown of man, and tortured to his will 
Iron and gold, the slaves and signs of power, 

70 And gems and poisons, and all subtlest forms, 
Hidden beneath the mountains and the waves. 
He gave man speech, and speech created thought, 
Which is the measure of the Universe; 
And Science struck the thrones of Earth and Heaven 

75 Which shook, but fell not; and the harmonious mind 
Poured itself forth in all-prophetic song, 
And music lifted up the listening spirit 
Until it walked, exempt from mortal care, 
Godlike, o'er the clear billows of sweet sound; 

80 And human hands first mimicked and then mocked9 

With moulded limbs more lovely than its own 
The human form, till marble grew divine, 
And mothers, gazing, drank the love men see 
Reflected in their race, behold, and perish.1— 

85 He told the hidden power of herbs and springs, 
And Disease drank and slept—Death grew like sleep.— 
He taught the implicated0 orbits woven intertwined 
Of the wide-wandering stars, and how the Sun 
Changes his lair, and by what secret spell 

90 The pale moon is transformed, when her broad eye 
Gazes not on the interlunar2 sea; 
He taught to rule, as life directs the limbs, 
The tempest-winged chariots of the Ocean, 
And the Celt knew the Indian.3 Cities then 

95 Were built, and through their snow-like columns flowed 
The warm winds, and the azure aether shone, 
And the blue sea and shadowy hills were seen . . . 
Such the alleviations of his state 
Prometheus gave to man—for which he hangs 

IOO Withering in destined pain—but who rains down 
Evil, the immedicable plague, which while 
Man looks on his creation like a God 
And sees that it is glorious, drives him on, 
The wreck of his own will, the scorn of Earth, 

105 The outcast, the abandoned, the alone?— 
Not Jove: while yet his frown shook Heaven, aye when 
His adversary from adamantine0 chains unbreakable 

9. I.e., sculptors first merely reproduced but later 
improved on and heightened the beauty of the 
human form, so that the original was inferior to, 
and hence "mocked" by, the copy. 
1. Expectant mothers looked at the beautiful 
statues so that their children might, by prenatal 
influence, be born with the beauty that makes 

beholders die of love. 
2. The phase between old and new moons, when 
the moon is invisible. 
3. The reference is to the ships in which the Celtic 
(here, non-Greco-Roman) races of Europe were 
able to sail to India. 
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Cursed him, he trembled like a slave. Declare 
Who is his master? Is he too a slave? 

110 DEMOGORGON All spirits are enslaved which serve things evil: 
Thou knowest if Jupiter be such or no. 

ASIA Whom calledst thou God? 
DEMOGORGON I spoke but as ye speak— 

For Jove is the supreme of living things. 
ASIA Who is the master of the slave? 
DEMOGORGON —If the Abysm 

115 Could vomit forth its secrets:—but a voice 
Is wanting, the deep truth is imageless; 
For what would it avail to bid thee gaze 
On the revolving world? what to bid speak 
Fate, Time, Occasion, Chance and Change? To these 

120 All things are subject but eternal Love. 
ASIA So much I asked before, and my heart gave 

The response thou hast given; and of such truths 
Each to itself must be the oracle.— 
One more demand . . . and do thou answer me 

i25 As my own soul would answer, did it know 
That which I ask.—-Prometheus shall arise 
Henceforth the Sun of this rejoicing world: 
When shall the destined hour arrive? 

DEMOGORGON Behold!4 

ASIA The rocks are cloven, and through the purple night 
130 I see Cars drawn by rainbow-winged steeds 

Which trample the dim winds—in each there stands 
A wild-eyed charioteer, urging their flight. 
Some look behind, as fiends pursued them there 
And yet I see no shapes but the keen stars: 

135 Others with burning eyes lean forth, and drink 
With eager lips the wind of their own speed, 
As if the thing they loved fled on before, 
And now—even now they clasped it; their bright locks 
Stream like a comet's flashing hair: they all 
Sweep onward.— 

140 DEMOGORGON These are the immortal Hours 
Of whom thou didst demand.—One waits for thee. 

ASIA A Spirit with a dreadful countenance 
Checks its dark chariot by the craggy gulph. 
Unlike thy brethren, ghastly charioteer, 

145 What art thou? whither wouldst thou bear me? Speak! 
SPIRIT I am the shadow of a destiny 

More dread than is my aspect—ere yon planet 
Has set, the Darkness which ascends with me 
Shall wrap in lasting night Heaven's kingless throne. 

ASIA What meanest thou? 
150 PANTHEA That terrible shadow5 floats 

Up from its throne, as may the lurid0 smoke red-glaring 

4. Demogorgon's answer is a gesture: he points to 5. Demogorgon (the "Darkness" of line 148), who 
the approaching chariots ("Cars"). is ascending (lines 150—55) to dethrone Jupiter. 
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Of earthquake-ruined cities o'er the sea.— 
Lo! it ascends the Car . . . the coursers fly 
Terrified; watch its path among the stars 
Blackening the night! 

155 ASIA Thus I am answered—strange! 
PANTHEA See, near the verge0 another chariot stays; horizon 

An ivory shell inlaid with crimson fire 
Which comes and goes within its sculptured rim 
Of delicate strange tracery—the young Spirit 

160 That guides it, has the dovelike eyes of hope. 
How its soft smiles attract the soul!—as light 
Lures winged insects6 through the lampless air. 

S P I R I T 

My coursers are fed with the lightning, 
They drink of the whirlwind's stream 

165 And when the red morning is brightning 
They bathe in the fresh sunbeam; 
They have strength for their swiftness, I deem: 

Then ascend with me, daughter of Ocean. 

I desire—and their speed makes night kindle; 
170 I fear—they outstrip the Typhoon; 

Ere the cloud piled on Atlas7 can dwindle 
We encircle the earth and the moon: 
We shall rest from long labours at noon: 

Then ascend with me, daughter of Ocean. 

S C E N E 5—The Car -pauses within a Cloud on the Top of a snowy Mountain, ASIA, 
PANTHEA, a n d t h e S P I R I T O F T H E HOUR. 

S P I R I T 

On the brink of the night and the morning 
My coursers are wont to respire,8 

But the Earth has just whispered a warning 
That their flight must be swifter than fire: 

5 They shall drink the hot speed of desire! 

ASIA Thou breathest on their nostrils—but my breath 
Would give them swifter speed. 

S P I R I T Alas, it could not. 
PANTHEA O Spirit! pause and tell whence is the light 

Which fills the cloud? the sun is yet unrisen. 
io S P I R I T The sun will rise not until noon.9—Apollo 

Is held in Heaven by wonder—and the light 
Which fills this vapour, as the aerial hue 
Of fountain-gazing roses fills the water, 

6. The ancient image of the soul, or psyche, was a regarded as so high that it supported the heavens, 
moth. The chariot described here will carry Asia to 8. Catch their breath. 
a reunion with Prometheus. 9. The time of the reunion of Prometheus and 
7. A mountain in North Africa that the Greeks Asia. 
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Flows from thy mighty sister. 
PANTHEA Yes, I fee l . . . 
ASIA What is it with thee, sister? Thou art pale. 
PANTHEA How thou art changed! I dare not look on thee; 

I feel, but see thee not. I scarce endure 
The radiance of thy beauty.1 Some good change 
Is working in the elements which suffer 
Thy presence thus unveiled.—The Nereids tell 
That on the day when the clear hyaline0 glassy sea 
Was cloven at thy uprise, and thou didst stand 
Within a veined shell,2 which floated on 
Over the calm floor of the chrystal sea, 
Among the /Egean isles, and by the shores 
Which bear thy name, love, like the atmosphere 
Of the sun's fire filling the living world, 
Burst from thee, and illumined Earth and Heaven 
And the deep ocean and the sunless caves, 
And all that dwells within them; till grief cast 
Eclipse upon the soul from which it came: 
Such art thou now, nor is it I alone, 
Thy sister, thy companion, thine own chosen one, 
But the whole world which seeks thy sympathy. 
Hearest thou not sounds i' the air which speak the love 
Of all articulate beings? Feelest thou not 
The inanimate winds enamoured of thee?—List! [Music.] 

ASIA Thy words are sweeter than aught else but his 
Whose echoes they are—yet all love is sweet, 
Given or returned; common as light is love 
And its familiar voice wearies not ever. 
Like the wide Heaven, the all-sustaining air, 
It makes the reptile equal to the God . . . 
They who inspire it most are fortunate 
As I am now; but those who feel it most 
Are happier still, after long sufferings 
As I shall soon become. 

PANTHEA List! Spirits speak. 

VOICE (in the air, singing)3 

Life of Life! thy lips enkindle 
With their love the breath between them 

And thy smiles before they dwindle 
Make the cold air fire; then screen them 

In those looks where whoso gazes 
Faints, entangled in their mazes. 

1. In an earlier scene Panthea had envisioned in 
a dream the radiant and eternal inner form of Pro-
metheus emerging through his "wound-worn 
limbs." The corresponding transfiguration of Asia, 
prepared for by her descent to the underworld to 
question Demogorgon, now takes place. 
2. The story told by the Nereids (sea nymphs) 

serves to associate Asia with Aphrodite, goddess of 
love, emerging (as in Botticelli's painting) from the 
Mediterranean on a seashell. 
3. The voice attempts to describe, in a dizzying 
whirl of optical paradoxes, what it feels like to look 
on the naked essence of love and beauty. 
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Child of Light! thy limbs are burning 
55 Through the vest which seems to hide them 

As the radiant lines of morning 
Through the clouds ere they divide them, 

And this atmosphere divinest 
Shrouds thee wheresoe'er thou shinest. 

Fair are others;—none beholds thee 
But thy voice sounds low and tender 

Like the fairest, for it folds thee 
From the sight, that liquid splendour, 

And all feel, yet see thee never 
As I feel now, lost forever! 

Lamp of Earth! where'er thou movest 
Its dim shapes are clad with brightness 

And the souls of whom thou lovest 
Walk upon the winds with lightness 

70 Till they fail, as I am failing, 
Dizzy, lost . . . yet unbewailing! 

60 

65 

ASIA 

My soul is an enchanted Boat 
Which, like a sleeping swan, doth float 

Upon the silver waves of thy sweet singing, 
75 And thine doth like an Angel sit 

Beside the helm conducting it 
Whilst all the winds with melody are ringing. 

It seems to float ever—forever— 
Upon that many winding River 

so Between mountains, woods, abysses, 
A Paradise of wildernesses, 

Till like one in slumber bound 
Borne to the Ocean, I float down, around, 
Into a Sea profound, of ever-spreading sound. 

Meanwhile thy spirit lifts its pinions0 

In Music's most serene dominions, 
Catching the winds that fan that happy Heaven. 

And we sail on, away, afar, 
Without a course—without a star— 

But by the instinct of sweet Music driven 
Till, through Elysian garden islets 
By thee, most beautiful of pilots, 
Where never mortal pinnace0 glided, 
The boat of my desire is guided— 

Bealms where the air we breathe is Love 
Which in the winds and on the waves doth move, 
Harmonizing this Earth with what we feel above. 

We have past Age's icy caves, 
And Manhood's dark and tossing waves 

90 

wings 

small boat 
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And Youth's smooth ocean, smiling to betray; 
Beyond the glassy gulphs we flee 
Of shadow-peopled Infancy, 

Through Death and Birth to a diviner day,4 

A Paradise of vaulted bowers 
Lit by downward-gazing flowers 
And watery paths that wind between 
Wildernesses calm and green, 

Peopled by shapes too bright to see, 
And rest, having beheld—somewhat like thee, 
Which walk upon the sea, and chaunt melodiously! 

From Act 3 

S C E N E 1—Heaven, J U P I T E R on his Throne; THETIS and the other Deities assem-
bled. 
J U P I T E R Ye congregated Powers of Heaven who share 

The glory and the strength of him ye serve, 
Rejoice! henceforth I am omnipotent. 
All else had been subdued to me—alone 
The soul of man, like unextinguished fire, 
Yet burns towards Heaven with fierce reproach and doubt 
And lamentation and reluctant prayer, 
Hurling up insurrection, which might make 
Our antique empire insecure, though built 
On eldest faith, and Hell's coeval,3 fear. 
And though my curses through the pendulous0 air overhanging 
Like snow on herbless peaks, fall flake by flake 
And cling to it6—though under my wrath's night 
It climb the crags of life, step after step, 
Which wound it, as ice wounds unsandalled feet, 
It yet remains supreme o'er misery, 
Aspiring . . . unrepressed; yet soon to fall: 
Even now have I begotten a strange wonder, 
That fatal Child,7 the terror of the Earth, 
Who waits but till the destined Hour arrive, 
Bearing from Demogorgon's vacant throne 
The dreadful might of ever living limbs 
Which clothed that awful spirit unbeheld— 
To redescend, and trample out the spark8 . . . 

Pour forth Heaven's wine, Idaean Ganymede, 
And let it fill the daedal9 cups like fire 
And from the flower-inwoven soil divine 

4. Asia is describing what it feels like to be trans-
figured—in the image of moving backward in the 
stream of time, through youth and infancy and 
birth, in order to die to this life and be born again 
to a "diviner" existence. 
5. Of the same age. 
6. "It" (as also in lines 14 and 16) is "the soul of 
man" (line 5). 
7. The son of Jupiter and Thetis. Jupiter believes 

that he has begotten a child who will assume the 
bodily form of the conquered Demogorgon and 
then return to announce his victory and the defeat 
of the resistance of Prometheus. 
8. Of Prometheus's defiance. 
9. Skillfully wrought (from the name of the Greek 
craftsman Daedalus). Ganymede (line 25) had 
been seized on Mount Ida by an eagle and carried 
to heaven to be Jupiter's cupbearer. 
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Ye all triumphant harmonies arise 
As dew from Earth under the twilight stars; 
Drink! be the nectar circling through your veins 
The soul of joy, ye everliving Gods, 
Till exultation burst in one wide voice 
Like music from Elysian winds.— 

And thou 
Ascend beside me, veiled in the light 
Of the desire which makes thee one with me, 
Thetis, bright Image of Eternity!— 
When thou didst cry, "Insufferable might!1 

God! spare me! I sustain not the quick flames, 
The penetrating presence; all my being, 
Like him whom the Numidian seps2 did thaw 
Into a dew with poison, is dissolved, 
Sinking through its foundations"—even then 
Two mighty spirits, mingling, made a third 
Mightier than either—which unbodied now 
Between us, floats, felt although unbeheld, 
Waiting the incarnation, which ascends— 
Hear ye the thunder of the fiery wheels 
Griding3 the winds?—from Demogorgon's throne.— 
Victory! victory! Feel'st thou not, O World, 
The Earthquake of his chariot thundering up 
Olympus? 

[The Car of the HOUR arrives, DEMOGORGON descends and moves towards 
the Throne of J U P I T E R . ] 

Awful Shape, what art thou? Speak! 
DEMOGORGON Eternity—demand no direr name. 

Descend, and follow me down the abyss; 
I am thy child,4 as thou wert Saturn's child, 
Mightier than thee; and we must dwell together 
Henceforth in darkness.—Lift thy lightnings not. 
The tyranny of Heaven none may retain, 
Or reassume, or hold succeeding thee . . . 
Yet if thou wilt—as 'tis the destiny 
Of trodden worms to writhe till they are dead— 
Put forth thy might. 

J U P I T E R Detested prodigy! 
Even thus beneath the deep Titanian prisons5 

I trample thee! . . . thou lingerest? 
Mercy! mercy! 

No pity—no release, no respite! . . . Oh, 
That thou wouldst make mine enemy my judge. 
Even where he hangs, seared by my long revenge 
On Caucasus—he would not doom me thus.— 

1. This description of Jupiter's rape of Thetis is a 
grotesque parody of the reunion of Prometheus 
and Asia. 
2. A serpent of Numidia (North Africa) whose bite 
was thought to cause putrefaction. 
3. Cutting with a rasping sound. 

4. Ironically, and in a figurative sense: Demogor-
gon's function follows from Jupiter's actions. 
5. After they overthrew the Titans, Jupiter and the 
Olympian gods imprisoned them in Tartarus, deep 
beneath the earth. 
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Gentle and just and dreadless, is he not 
The monarch of the world? what then art thou? . . . 
No refuge! no appeal— . . . 

Sink with me then— 
We two will sink in the wide waves of ruin 
Even as a vulture and a snake outspent 
Drop, twisted in inextricable fight,6 

Into a shoreless sea.—Let Hell unlock 
Its mounded Oceans of tempestuous fire, 
And whelm on them° into the bottomless void wash them 
The desolated world and thee and me, 
The conqueror and the conquered, and the wreck 
Of that for which they combated. 

Ai! Ai!7 

The elements obey me not . . . I sink . . . 
Dizzily down—ever, forever, down— 
And, like a cloud, mine enemy above 
Darkens my fall with victory!—Ai! Ai! 

From SCENE 4 — A Forest. In the Background a Cave. P R O M E T H E U S , ASIA, PAN-

THEA, IONE, a n d t h e SPIRIT O F T H E EARTH. 8 

$ $ * 

[The S P I R I T OF T H E HOUR enters.] 
PROMETHEUS We feel what thou hast heard and seen—yet speak. 
S P I R I T OF T H E HOUR Soon as the sound had ceased whose thunder filled 

The abysses of the sky, and the wide earth, 
There was a change . . . the impalpable thin air 
And the all-circling sunlight were transformed 
As if the sense of love dissolved in them 
Had folded itself round the sphered world. 
My vision then grew clear and I could see 
Into the mysteries of the Universe.9 

Dizzy as with delight I floated down, 
Winnowing the lightsome air with languid plumes, 
My coursers sought their birthplace in the sun 
Where they henceforth will live exempt from toil, 
Pasturing flowers of vegetable fire— 
And where my moonlike car will stand within 
A temple, gazed upon by Phidian forms,1 

Of thee, and Asia and the Earth, and me 
And you fair nymphs, looking the love we feel, 
In memory of the tidings it has borne, 

6. The eagle (or vulture) and the snake locked in 
equal combat—a favorite Shelleyan image (cf. 
Alastor, lines 2 2 7 - 3 2 , p. 752). 
7. Traditional Greek cry of sorrow. 
8. After Jupiter's annihilation (described in scene 
2), Hercules unbinds Prometheus, who is reunited 
with Asia and retires to a cave "where we will 
sit and talk of time and change /. . . ourselves 
unchanged." In the speech that concludes the act 
(reprinted here) the Spirit of the Hour describes 

what happened in the human world when he 
sounded the apocalyptic trumpet. 
9. I.e., the earth's atmosphere clarifies, no longer 
refracting the sunlight, and so allows the Spirit of 
the Hour to see what is happening on earth. 
I. The crescent-shaped ("moonlike") chariot, its 
apocalyptic mission accomplished, will be frozen 
to stone and will be surrounded by the sculptured 
forms of other agents in the drama. Phidias (5th 
century B.C.E.) was the noblest of Greek sculptors. 
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Beneath a dome fretted with graven flowers, 
Poised on twelve columns of resplendent stone 
And open to the bright and liquid sky. 
Yoked to it by an amphisbaenic snake2 

120 The likeness of those winged steeds will mock3 

The flight from which they find repose.—Alas, 
Whither has wandered now my partial4 tongue 
When all remains untold which ye would hear!— 
As I have said, I floated to the Earth: 

125 It was, as it is still, the pain of bliss 
To move, to breathe, to be; I wandering went 
Among the haunts and dwellings of mankind 
And first was disappointed not to see 
SuCh mighty change as I had felt within 

130 Expressed in outward things; but soon I looked, 
And behold! thrones were kingless, and men walked 
One with the other even as spirits do, 
None fawned, none trampled; hate, disdain or fear, 
Self-love or self-contempt on human brows 

135 No more inscribed, as o'er the gate of hell, 
"All hope abandon, ye who enter here";5 

None frowned, none trembled, none with eager fear 
Gazed on another's eye of cold command 
Until the subject of a tyrant's will 

140 Became, worse fate, the abject of his own6 

Which spurred him, like an outspent° horse, to death. exhausted 
None wrought his lips in truth-entangling lines 
Which smiled the lie his tongue disdained to speak; 
None with firm sneer trod out in his own heart 

145 The sparks of love and hope, till there remained 
Those bitter ashes, a soul self-consumed, 
And the wretch crept, a vampire among men, 
Infecting all with his own hideous ill. 
None talked that common, false, cold, hollow talk 

i 50 Which makes the heart deny the yes it breathes 
Yet question that unmeant hypocrisy 
With such a self-mistrust as has no name. 
And women too, frank, beautiful and kind 
As the free Heaven which rains fresh light and dew 

155 On the wide earth, past: gentle, radiant forms, 
From custom's evil taint exempt and pure; 
Speaking the wisdom once they could not think, 
Looking emotions once they feared to feel 
And changed to all which once they dared not be, 

160 Yet being now, made Earth like Heaven—nor pride 
Nor jealousy nor envy nor ill shame, 

2. A mythical snake with a head at each end; it 
serves here as a symbolic warning that a reversal 
of the process is always possible. 
3. "Imitate" and also, in their immobility, "mock 
at" the flight they represent. 

4. Biased or, possibly, telling only part of the story. 
5. The inscription over the gate of hell in Dante's 
Inferno 3.9. 
6. I.e., he was so abjectly enslaved that his own 
will accorded with the tyrant's will. 
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The bitterest of those drops of treasured gall, 
Spoilt the sweet taste of the nepen the , 7 love. 

Thrones, altars, judgement-seats and prisons; wherein 
165 And beside which, by wretched men were borne 

Sceptres, tiaras, swords and chains, and tomes 
Of reasoned wrong glozed o n 8 by ignorance, 
Were like those monstrous and barbaric shapes, 
The ghosts of a no more remembered fame, 

170 Which from their unworn obelisks 9 look forth 
In t r iumph o'er the palaces and tombs 
Of those who were their conquerors, mouldering round. 
Those imaged to the pride of Kings and Priests 
A dark yet mighty faith, a power as wide 

175 As is the world it wasted, and are now 
But an astonishment; even so the tools 
And emblems of its last captivity 
Amid the dwellings of the peopled Earth, 
Stand, not o 'erthrown, but unregarded now. 

180 And those foul shapes, abhorred by God and m a n — 
Which under many a name and many a form 
Strange, savage, ghastly, dark and execrable 
Were Jupiter , 1 the tyrant of the world; 
And which the nat ions panic-stricken served 

185 With blood, and hearts broken by long hope, and love 
Dragged to his altars soiled and garlandless 
And slain amid men's unreclaiming tears, 
Flattering the thing they feared, which fear was ha te— 
Frown, mouldering fast, o'er their abandoned shrines. 

190 The painted veil, by those who were, called life, 2 

Which mimicked, as with colours idly spread, 
All men believed and hoped, is torn aside— 
The loathsome mask has fallen, the man remains 
Sceptreless, free, uncircumscr ibed—but man: 

195 Equal, unclassed, tribeless, and nationless, 
Exempt from awe, worship, degree,—the King 
Over himself; just , gentle, wise—but man: 
Passionless? no—yet free from guilt or pain 
Which were, for his will made, or suffered them, 

200 Nor yet exempt, though ruling them like slaves, 
From chance and death and mutability, 
The clogs of that which else might oversoar 
The loftiest star of unascended Heaven 
Pinnacled dim in the intense inane . 3 

7. A drug (probably opium) that brings forgetful-
ness of pain and sorrow. 
8. Annotated, explained. 
9. The Egyptian obelisks (tapering shafts of 
stone), brought to Rome by its conquering armies, 
included hieroglyphs that—because they were still 
undeciphered in Shelley's time—seemed "mon-
strous and barbaric shapes" (line 168). 
I. The "foul shapes" (line 180) were statues of the 

gods who, whatever their names, were all really 
manifestations of Jupiter. 
2. I.e., which was thought to be life by humans as 
they were before their regeneration. 
3. I.e., a dim point in the extreme of empty space. 
The sense of lines 198—204 is if regenerate man 
were to be released from all earthly and biological 
impediments ("clogs"), he would become what 
even the stars are not—a pure ideal. 
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From Act 4 4 

SCENE— A Part of the Forest near the Cave of P R O M E T H E U S . 

DEMOGORGON 

This is the Day which down the void Abysm 
555 At the Earth-born's spell5 yawns for Heaven's Despotism, 

And Conquest is dragged Captive through the Deep;6 

Love from its awful0 throne of patient power axvesome 
In the wise heart, from the last giddy hour 

Of dread endurance, from the slippery, steep, 
560 And narrow verge of crag-like Agony, springs 

And folds over the world its healing wings. 

Gentleness, Virtue, Wisdom and Endurance,— 
These are the seals of that most firm assurance 

Which bars the pit over Destruction's strength; 
565 And if, with infirm hand, Eternity, 

Mother of many acts and hours, should free 
The serpent that would clasp her with his length7— 

These are the spells by which to reassume 
An empire o'er the disentangled Doom.8 

570 To suffer woes which Hope thinks infinite; 
To forgive wrongs darker than Death or Night; 

To defy Power which seems Omnipotent; 
To love, and bear; to hope, till Hope creates 
From its own wreck the thing it contemplates; 

575 Neither to change nor falter nor repent: 
This, like thy glory, Titan! is to be 
Good, great and joyous, beautiful and free; 
This is alone Life, Joy, Empire and Victory. 

1818-19 1820 
4. The original drama, completed in the spring of 
1819, consisted of three acts. Later that year Shel-
ley added a jubilant fourth act. In Revelation 21 
the apocalyptic replacement of the old world by "a 
new heaven and new earth" had been symbolized 
by the marriage of the Lamb with the New Jeru-
salem. Shelley's fourth act, somewhat like the con-
clusion of Blake's Jerusalem, expands this figure 
into a cosmic epithalamion, representing a union 
of divided elements that enacts everywhere the 
reunion of Prometheus and Asia taking place off-
stage. 

Shelley's model is the Renaissance masque, 
which combines song and dance with spectacular 
displays. Panthea and lone serve as commentators 
on the action, which is divided into three episodes. 
In the first episode the purified "Spirits of the 
human mind" unite in a ritual dance with the 
Hours of the glad new day. In the second episode 
(lines 194—318), there appear emblematic repre-
sentations of the moon and the earth, each bearing 

an infant whose hour has come round at last. Shel-
ley based this description in part on Ezekiel 1, the 
vision of the chariot of divine glory, which had tra-
ditionally been interpreted as a portent of apoca-
lypse. The third episode (lines 319—502) is the 
bacchanalian dance of the love-intoxicated Moon 
around her brother and paramour, the rejuvenes-
cent Earth. 
5. Prometheus's spell—the magically effective 
words of pity, rather than vengefulness, that he 
spoke in act 1. 
6. Ephesians 4.8: "When [Christ} ascended up on 
high, he led captivity captive." 
7. A final reminder that the serpent incessantly 
struggles to break loose and start the cycle of 
humanity's fall all over again. 
8. Shelley's four cardinal virtues (line 562), which 
seal the serpent in the pit, also constitute the 
magic formulas ("spells") by which to remaster 
him, should he again break loose. 
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The Cloud 

I bring fresh showers for the thirsting flowers, 
From the seas and streams; 

I bear light shade for the leaves when laid 
In their noon-day dreams. 

5 From my wings are shaken the dews that waken 
The sweet buds every one, 

When rocked to rest on their mother's0 breast, earth's 
As she dances about the Sun. 

I wield the flail1 of the lashing hail, 
10 And whiten the green plains under, 

And then again I dissolve it in rain, 
And laugh as I pass in thunder. 

I sift the snow on the mountains below, 
And their great pines groan aghast; 

15 And all the night 'tis my pillow white, 
While I sleep in the arms of the blast. 

Sublime on the towers of my skiey bowers, 
Lightning my pilot sits; 

In a cavern under is fettered the thunder, 
20 It struggles and howls at fits;0 fitfully 

Over Earth and Ocean, with gentle motion, 
This pilot is guiding me, 

Lured by the love of the genii that move 
In the depths of the purple sea;2 

25 Over the rills, and the crags, and the hills, 
Over the lakes and the plains, 

Wherever he dream, under mountain or stream, 
The Spirit he loves remains; 

And I all the while bask in Heaven's blue smile,3 

30 Whilst he is dissolving in rains. 

The sanguine Sunrise, with his meteor eyes, 
And his burning plumes outspread,4 

Leaps on the back of my sailing rack,5 

When the morning star shines dead; 
35 As on the jag of a mountain crag, 

Which an earthquake rocks and swings, 
An eagle alit one moment may sit 

In the light of its golden wings. 
And when Sunset may breathe, from the lit Sea beneath, 

40 Its ardours of rest and of love, 
And the crimson pall° of eve may fall rich coverlet 

From the depth of Heaven above, 

1. Either a weapon fashioned as a ball and chain 
or a tool for threshing grain. 
2. I.e., atmospheric electricity, guiding the cloud 
(line 18), discharges as lightning when "lured" by 
the attraction of an opposite charge. 

3. The upper part of the cloud remains exposed to 
the sun. 
4. The sun's corona. "Meteor eyes": as bright as a 
burning meteor. 
5. High, broken clouds, driven by the wind. 
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With wings folded I rest, on mine aery nest, 
As still as a brooding dove. 6 

45 That orbed maiden with white fire laden 
Whom mortals call the Moon, 

Glides glimmering o'er my fleece-like floor, 
By the midnight breezes strewn; 

And wherever the beat of her unseen feet, 
50 Which only the angels hear, 

May have broken the woof,° of my tent's thin roof, texture 
The stars peep behind her, and peer; 

And I laugh to see them whirl and flee, 
Like a swarm of golden bees, 

55 When I widen the rent in my wind-built tent, 
Till the calm rivers, lakes, and seas, 

Like strips of the sky fallen through me on high, 
Are each paved with the moon and these. 7 

I bind the Sun's throne with a burning zone 0 belt, sash 
60 And the Moon's with a girdle of pearl; 

The volcanos are dim and the stars reel and swim 
When the whirlwinds my banner unfurl . 

From cape to cape, with a bridge-like shape, 
Over a torrent sea, 

65 Sunbeam-proof, I hang like a roof— 
The mountains its columns be! 

The triumphal arch, through which I march 
With hurricane, fire, and snow, 

When the Powers of the Air, are chained to my chair, 0 chariot 
70 Is the million-coloured Bow; 

The sphere-fire° above its soft colours wove sunlight 
While the moist Earth was laughing below. 

I am the daughter of Earth and Water, 
And the nursling of the Sky; 

75 I pass through the pores, of the ocean and shores; 
I change, but I cannot die—-

For after the rain, when with never a stain 
The pavilion of Heaven is bare, 

And the winds and sunbeams, with their convex gleams, 
so Build up the blue dome of Air 8— 

I silently laugh at my own cenotaph, 9 

And out of the caverns of rain, 
Like a child from the womb, like a ghost from the tomb, 

I arise, and unbuild it again.— 
1820 1820 

6. An echo of Milton's description of his Muse, 
identified with the Holy Spirit, who "with mighty 
wings outspread / Dove-like sat'st brooding on the 
vast abyss" (Paradise Lost 1 .20-21) . 
7. The stars reflected in the water. 
8. The blue color of the sky. The phenomenon, as 

Shelley indicates, results from the way "sunbeams" 
are filtered by the earth's atmosphere. 
9. The memorial monument of the dead cloud is 
the cloudless blue dome of the sky. (The point is 
that a cenotaph is a monument that does not con-
tain a corpse.) 
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To a Sky-Lark1 

Hail to thee, blithe Spirit! 
Bird thou never wert— 

That from Heaven, or near it, 
Pourest thy full heart 

5 In profuse strains of unpremeditated art. 

Higher still and higher 
From the earth thou springest 

Like a cloud of fire; 
The blue deep thou wingest, 

10 And singing still dost soar, and soaring ever singest. 

In the golden lightning 
Of the sunken S u n — 

O'er which clouds are brightning, 
Thou dost float and run; 

is Like an unbodied joy whose race is just begun. 

The pale purple even0 evening 
Melts around thy flight, 

Like a star of Heaven 
In the broad day-light 

20 Thou art unseen,—but yet I hear thy shrill delight, 

Keen as are the arrows 
Of that silver sphere,2 

Whose intense lamp narrows 
In the white dawn clear 

25 Until we hardly see—we feel that it is there. 

All the earth and air 
With thy voice is loud, 

As when Night is bare 
From one lonely cloud 

30 The moon rains out her beams—and Heaven is overflowed. 

What thou art we know not; 
What is most like thee? 

From rainbow clouds there flow not 
Drops so bright to see 

35 As from thy presence showers a rain of melody. 

Like a Poet hidden 
In the light of thought, 

Singing hymns unbidden, 
Till the world is wrought 

40 To sympathy with hopes and fears it heeded not: 

1. The European skylark is a small bird that sings 
only in flight, often when it is too high to be visible. 

2. The morning star, Venus. 
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Like a high-born maiden 
In a palace-tower, 

Soothing her love-laden 
Soul in secret hour, 

45 With music sweet as love—which overflows her bower: 

Like a glow-worm golden 
In a dell of dew, 

Scattering unbeholden 
Its aerial hue 

50 Among the flowers and grass which screen it from the view: 

Like a rose embowered 
In its own green leaves— 

By warm winds deflowered— 
Till the scent it gives 

55 Makes faint with too much sweet those heavy-winged thieves:3 

Sound of vernal" showers springtime 
On the twinkling grass, 

Rain-awakened flowers, 
All that ever was 

60 Joyous, and clear and fresh, thy music doth surpass. 

Teach us, Sprite" or Rird, spirit 
What sweet thoughts are thine; 

I have never heard 
Praise of love or wine 

65 That panted forth a flood of rapture so divine: 

Chorus Hymeneal4 

Or triumphal chaunt 
Matched with thine would be all 

Rut an empty vaunt, 
70 A thing wherein we feel there is some hidden want. 

What objects are the fountains 
Of thy happy strain? 

What fields or waves or mountains? 
What shapes of sky or plain? 

75 What love of thine own kind? what ignorance of pain? 

With thy clear keen joyance 
Languor cannot b e — 

Shadow of annoyance 
Never came near thee; 

so Thou Iovest—but ne'er knew love's sad satiety. 

Waking or asleep, 
Thou of death must deem 

Things more true and deep 

3. The "warm winds," line 53. 4. Marital (from Hymen, Greek god of marriage). 
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Than we mortals dream, 
85 Or how could thy notes flow in such a chrystal stream? 

We look before and after, 
And pine for what is not— 

Our sincerest laughter 
With some pain is fraught— 

90 Our sweetest songs are those that tell of saddest thought. 

Yet if we could scorn 
Hate and pride and fear; 

If we were things born 
Not to shed a tear, 

95 I know not how thy joy we ever should come near. 

Better than all measures 
Of delightful sound— 

Better than all treasures 
That in books are found— 

IOO Thy skill to poet were, thou Scorner of the ground! 

Teach me half the gladness 
That thy brain must know, 

Such harmonious madness 
From my lips would flow 

105 The world should listen then—as I am listening now. 

1820 1820 

To Night 

Swiftly walk o'er the western wave, 
Spirit of Night! 

Out of the misty eastern cave 
Where, all the long and lone daylight 

5 Thou wovest dreams of joy and fear, 
Which make thee terrible and dear, 

Swift be thy flight! 

Wrap thy form in a mantle grey, 
Star-inwrought! 

10 Blind with thine hair the eyes of day, 
Kiss her until she be wearied o u t -
Then wander o'er City and sea and land, 
Touching all with thine opiate wand— 

Come, long-sought! 

15 When I arose and saw the dawn 
I sighed for thee; 

When Light rode high, and the dew was gone, 
And noon lay heavy on flower and tree, 
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And the weary Day 1 turned to his rest, 
20 Lingering like an unloved guest, 

I sighed for thee. 
Thy brother Death came, and cried, 

Wouldst thou me? 
Thy sweet child Sleep, the filmy-eyed, 

25 Murmured like a noontide bee, 
Shall I nestle near thy side? 
Wouldst thou me? and I replied, 

No, not thee! 
Death will come when thou art dead, 

30 Soon, too soon— 
Sleep will come when thou art fled; 
Of neither would I ask the boon 
I ask of thee, beloved Night— 
Swift be thine approaching flight, 

35 Come soon, soon! 
1820 1824 

To [Music, when soft voices die]1 

Music, when soft voices die, 
Vibrates in the memory.— 
Odours, when sweet violets sicken, 
Live within the sense they quicken. 0 — enliven 

5 Rose leaves, when the rose is dead, 
Are heaped for the beloved's bed 2 — 
And so thy thoughts, 3 when thou art gone, 
Love itself shall slumber on. 

1821 1824 

O World, O Life, O Time1 

O World, O Life, O Time, 
On whose last steps I climb, 

Trembling at that where I had stood before, 
When will return the glory of your prime? 

No more, O never more! 
1. Here the "Day" is the male sun, not the female 
"day" with whom the Spirit of Night dallies in the 
preceding stanza. 
1. This poem was first published under the title 
"Memory" in Mary Shelley's edition of her hus-
band's Posthumous Poems in 1824, with the two 
stanzas in the reverse order from what we give 
here. Our text is based on a version found in a 

notebook of Percy Shelley's now housed in the 
Bodleian Library at Oxford. 
2. The bed of the dead rose. 
3. I.e., my thoughts of thee. 
1. For the author's revisions while composing this 
poem, see "Poems in Process," in the appendices 
to this volume. 
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Out of the day and night 
A joy has taken flight— 

Fresh spring and summer [ ] and winter hoar 
Move my faint heart with grief, but with delight 

10 No more, O never more! 
1824 

Chorus from Hellas1 

The world's great age2 

The world's great age begins anew, 
The golden years 3 return, 

The earth doth like a snake renew 
Her winter weeds 4 outworn; 

5 Heaven smiles, and faiths and empires gleam 
Like wrecks of a dissolving dream. 
A brighter Hellas rears its mountains 

From waves serener far, 
A new Peneus 5 rolls his fountains 

io Against the morning-star, 
Where fairer Tempes bloom, there sleep 
Young Cyclads 6 on a sunnier deep. 
A loftier Argo 7 cleaves the main, 

Fraught with a later prize; 
15 Another Orpheus 8 sings again, 

And loves, and weeps, and dies; 
A new Ulysses leaves once more 
Calypso 9 for his native shore. 
O, write no more the tale of Troy, 

20 If earth Death's scroll must be! 
Nor mix with Laian 1 rage the joy 

1. Hellas, a closet drama written in the autumn of 
1821, was inspired by the Greek war for indepen-
dence against the Turks. ("Hellas" is another name 
for Greece.) In his preface Shelley declared that 
he viewed this revolution as foretelling the final 
overthrow of all tyramy. The choruses throughout 
are sung by enslaved Greek women. We give the 
chorus that concludes the drama. 
2. Prophecies of wars, and rumours of wars, etc., 
may safely be made by poet or prophet in any age, 
but to anticipate however darkly a period of regen-
eration and happiness is a more hazardous exercise 
of the faculty which bards possess or fain. It will 
remind the reader . . . of Isaiah and Virgil, whose 
ardent spirits . . . saw the possible and perhaps 
approaching state of society in which the "lion 
shall lie down with the lamb," and "otnnis feret 
omnia tellus." Let these great names be my author-
ity and excuse [Shelley's note]. The quotations are 
from Isaiah's millennial prophecy (e.g., chaps. 25, 
45), and Virgil's prediction, in Eclogue 4, of a 

return of the golden age, when "all the earth will 
produce all things." 
3. In Greek myth the first period of history, when 
Saturn reigned. 
4. Clothes (especially mourning garments) as well 
as dead vegetation. 
5. The river in northeast Greece that flows 
through the beautiful vale of Tempe (line 11). 
6. The Cyclades, islands in the Aegean Sea. 
7. On which Jason sailed in his quest for the 
Golden Fleece. 
8. The legendary player on the lyre who was torn 
to pieces by the frenzied Thracian women while he 
was mourning the death of his wife, Eurydice. 
9. The nymph deserted by Ulysses on his voyage 
back from the Trojan War to his native Ithaca. 
1. King Laius of Thebes was killed in a quarrel by 
his son Oedipus, who did not recognize his father. 
Shortly thereafter Oedipus delivered Thebes from 
the ravages of the Sphinx by answering its riddle 
(lines 23-24) . 
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W h i c h dawns upon the free ; 
Although a subt ler S p h i n x r e n e w 
Riddles of death T h e b e s never knew. 

25 A n o t h e r Athens shall arise, 
And to remoter t ime 

B e q u e a t h , like sunset to the skies, 
T h e splendour o f its prime, 

And leave, i f nought so bright may live, 
30 All earth c a n take or Heaven can give. 

S a t u r n and Love their long repose 
Shal l burst , m o r e bright and good 

T h a n all w h o fell, than O n e who rose, 
T h a n many unsubdued; 2 

35 Not gold, n o t blood their altar dowers0 gifts 
B u t votive tears and symbol flowers. 

O cease ! must hate and death return? 
C e a s e ! must m e n kill and die? 

C e a s e ! drain not to its dregs the urn 
40 Of bit ter prophecy. 

T h e world is weary of the past, 
O might it die or rest at last! 

1821 1822 

Adonais John Keats died in Rome on February 23, 1821, and was buried there 
in the Protestant Cemetery. Shelley had met Keats, had invited him to be his guest 
at Pisa, and had gradually come to realize that he was "among the writers of the 
highest genius who have adorned our age" (Preface to Adonais). The name "Adonais" 
is derived from Adonis, the handsome youth who had been loved by the goddess Venus 
and slain by a wild boar. He was restored to life on the condition that he spend only 
part of every year with Venus in heaven and the other part with Proserpine in the 
underworld. This cycle of rebirth and death, symbolic of the alternate return of sum-
mer and winter, suggests why Adonis was central to ancient fertility myths. Shelley 
in his poem gives the role of the boar to the anonymous author of a vituperative 
review of Keats's Endymion in the Quarterly Review, April 1818 (now known to be 
John Wilson Croker), whom Shelley mistakenly believed to be responsible for Keats's 
illness and death. 

Shelley in a letter described Adonais, which he wrote in April—June 1821 and had 
printed in Pisa in July, as a "highly wrought piece of art." Its artistry consists in part 
in the care with which it follows the conventions of the pastoral elegy, established 
more than two thousand years earlier by the Greek Sicilian poets Theocritus, Bion, 
and Moschus—Shelley had translated into English Bion's Lament for Adonis and 
Moschus's Lament for Bion. We recognize the centuries-old poetic ritual in many 
verbal echoes and in devices such as the mournful and accusing invocation to a muse 
(stanzas 2—4), the sympathetic participation of nature in the grieving (stanzas 14— 
17), the procession of appropriate mourners (stanzas 30—35), the denunciation of 

2. Saturn and Love were among the deities of a 
real or imaginary' state of innocence and happiness. 
"All" those "who fell" fare] the Gods of Greece, 
Asia, and Egypt; the "One who rose" [is] Jesus 

Christ . . . and the "many unsubdued" [are] the 
monstrous objects of the idolatry of China, India, 
the Antarctic islands, and the native tribes of 
America [Shelley's note]. 
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unworthy practitioners of the pastoral or literary art (stanzas 17, 27—29, 36—37), and 
above all, in the turn from despair at the finality of human death (lines 1, 64, 190: 
"He will awake no more, oh, never more!") to consolation in the sudden and contra-
dictory discovery that the grave is a gate to a higher existence (line 343 : "Peace, peace! 
he is not dead, he doth not sleep"). 

Published first in Pisa, Italy, in 1821, Adonais was not issued in England until 
1829, in an edition sponsored by the so-called Cambridge Apostles (the minor poet 
R. M. Milnes and the more famous poets Alfred Tennyson and A. H. Hallam). The 
appearance of this edition marked the beginning of Keats's posthumous emergence 
from obscurity. 

Adonais 

An Elegy on the Death of John Keats, Author of Endymion, Hyperion, etc. 
[Thou wert the morning star among the living, 

Ere thy fair light had fled— 
Now, having died, thou art as Hesperus, giving 

New splendour to the dead.]' 

1 
I weep for Adonais—he is dead! 
O, weep for Adonais! though our tears 
Thaw not the frost which binds so dear a head! 
And thou, sad Hour,2 selected from all years 

5 To mourn our loss, rouse thy obscure compeers,0 companions 
And teach them thine own sorrow, say: with me 
Died Adonais; till the Future dares 
Forget the Past, his fate and fame shall be 

An echo and a light unto eternity! 

2 
io Where wert thou mighty Mother,3 when he lay, 

When thy Son lay, pierced by the shaft which flies 
In darkness?4 where was lorn° Urania forlorn 
When Adonais died? With veiled eyes, 
'Mid listening Echoes, in her Paradise 

is She sate, while one,' with soft enamoured breath, 
Rekindled all the fading melodies, 
With which, like flowers that mock the corse0 beneath, corpse 

He had adorned and hid the coming bulk of death. 

3 
O, weep for Adonais—he is dead! 

20 Wake, melancholy Mother, wake and weep! 
Yet wherefore? Quench within their burning bed 
Thy fiery tears, and let thy loud heart keep 

1. Shelley prefixed to Adonais a Greek epigram 
attributed to Plato; this is Shelley's translation of 
the Greek. The planet Venus appears both as the 
morning star, Lucifer, and as the evening star, 
Hesperus or Vesper. Shelley makes of this phe-
nomenon a key symbol for Adonais's triumph over 
death, in stanzas 44—46. 
2. Shelley follows the classical mode of personi-
fying the hours, which mark the passage of time 

and turn of the seasons. 
3. Urania. She had originally been the Muse of 
astronomy, but the name was also an epithet for 
Venus. Shelley converts Venus Urania, who in 
Greek myth had been the lover of Adonis, into the 
mother of Adonais. 
4. Alludes to the anonymity of the review of 
Endymion. 
5. I.e., the echo of Keats's voice in his poems. 
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Like his, a mute and uncomplaining sleep; 
For he is gone, where all things wise and fair 
Descend;—oh, dream not that the amorous Deep 0 abyss 
Will yet restore him to the vital air; 

Death feeds on his mute voice, and laughs at our despair. 
4 

Most musical of mourners, weep again! 
Lament anew, Urania!—He 6 died, 
Who was the Sire of an immortal strain, 
Blind, old, and lonely, when his country's pride, 
The priest, the slave, and the liberticide, 
Trampled and mocked with many a loathed rite 
Of lust and blood; he went, unterrified, 
Into the gulph of death; but his clear Sprite 0 spirit 

Yet reigns o'er earth; the third among the sons of light. 7 

5 
Most musical of mourners, weep anew! 
Not all to that bright station dared to climb; 
And happier they their happiness who knew, 
Whose tapers 0 yet burn through that night of time candles 
In which suns perished; others more sublime, 
Struck by the envious wrath of man or God, 
Have sunk, extinct in their refulgent 0 prime; radiant 
And some yet live, treading the thorny road, 

Which leads, through toil and hate, to Fame's serene abode. 
6 

But now, thy youngest, dearest one, has perished— 
The nursling of thy widowhood, who grew, 
Like a pale flower by some sad maiden cherished, 
And fed with true love tears, instead of dew; 8 

Most musical of mourners, weep anew! 
Thy extreme 9 hope, the loveliest and the last, 
The bloom, whose petals nipt before they blew 0 bloomed 
Died on the promise of the fruit, is waste; 

The broken lily lies—the storm is overpast. 
7 

To that high Capital, 0 where kingly Death Rome 
Keeps his pale court in beauty and decay, 
He came; and bought, with price of purest breath, 
A grave among the eternal.—Come away! 
Haste, while the vault of blue Italian day 
Is yet his fitting charnel-roof! while still 
He lies, as if in dewy sleep he lay; 

6. Milton, regarded as precursor of the great 
poetic tradition in which Keats wrote. He had 
adopted Urania as the muse of Paradise Lost. Lines 
31—35 describe Milton's life during the restoration 
of the Stuart monarchy. 
7. In "A Defence of Poetry," Shelley says that Mil-

ton was the third great epic poet, along with 
Homer and Dante. The stanza following describes 
the lot of other poets, up to Shelley's own time. 
8. An allusion to an incident in Keats's Isabella. 
9. Last, as well as highest. 
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Awake him not! surely he takes his fill 
Of deep and liquid rest, forgetful of all ill. 

8 
He will awake no more, oh, never more!— 

65 Within the twilight chamber spreads apace, 
The shadow of white Death, and at the door 
Invisible Corruption waits to trace 
His extreme way to her dim dwelling-place; 
The eternal Hunger sits, but pity and awe 

70 Soothe her pale rage, nor dares she to deface 
So fair a prey, till darkness, and the law 

Of change, shall 'oer his sleep the mortal curtain draw. 
9 

O, weep for Adonais!—The quick 0 Dreams, living 

The passion-winged Ministers of thought, 
75 Who were his flocks, 1 whom near the living streams 

Of his young spirit he fed, and whom he taught 
The love which was its music, wander not,— 
Wander no more, from kindling brain to brain, 
But droop there, whence they sprung; and mourn their lot 

so Round the cold heart, where, after their sweet pain, 
They ne'er will gather strength, or find a home again. 

10 
And one 2 with trembling hands clasps his cold head, 
And fans him with her moonlight wings, and cries; 
"Our love, our hope, our sorrow, is not dead; 

85 See, on the silken fringe of his faint eyes, 
Like dew upon a sleeping flower, there lies 
A tear some Dream has loosened from his brain." 
Lost Angel of a ruined Paradise! 
She knew not 'twas her own; as with no stain 

90 She faded, like a cloud which had outwept its rain. 
11 

One from a lucid 0 urn of starry dew luminous 

Washed his light limbs as if embalming them; 
Another clipt her profuse locks, and threw 
The wreath upon him, like an anadem, 0 rich garland 

95 Which frozen tears instead of pearls begem; 
Another in her wilful grief would break 
Her bow and winged reeds, as if to stem 
A greater loss with one which was more weak; 

And dull the barbed fire against his frozen cheek. 
12 

IOO Another Splendour on his mouth alit, 
That mouth, whence it was wont 0 to draw the breath accustomed 

Which gave it strength to pierce the guarded wit, 3 

1. The products of Keats's imagination, figura- 2. One of the Dreams (line 73). 
tively represented (according to the conventions of 3. The cautious intellect (of the listener), 
the pastoral elegy) as his sheep. 
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And pass into the panting heart beneath 
With lightning and with music: the damp death 

105 Quenched its caress upon his icy lips; 
And, as a dying meteor stains a wreath 
Of moonlight vapour, which the cold night clips, 

It flushed through his pale limbs, and past to its eclipse. 

13 
And others came . . . Desires and Adorations, 

110 Winged Persuasions and veiled Destinies, 
Splendours, and Glooms, and glimmering Incarnations 
Of hopes and fears, and twilight Phantasies; 
And Sorrow, with her family of Sighs, 
And Pleasure, blind with tears, led by the gleam 

115 Of her own dying smile instead of eyes, 
Came in slow pomp;—the moving pomp might seem 

Like pageantry of mist on an autumnal stream. 

14 
All he had loved, and moulded into thought, 
From shape, and hue, and odour, and sweet sound, 

120 Lamented Adonais. Morning sought 
Her eastern watchtower, and her hair unbound, 
Wet with the tears which should adorn the ground, 
Dimmed the aerial eyes that kindle day; 
Afar the melancholy thunder moaned, 

125 Pale Ocean in unquiet slumber lay, 
And the wild winds flew round, sobbing in their dismay. 

15 
Lost Echo sits amid the voiceless mountains, 
And feeds her grief with his remembered lay,° song 
And will no more reply to winds or fountains, 

130 Or amorous birds perched on the young green spray, 
Or herdsman's horn, or bell at closing day; 
Since she can mimic not his lips, more dear 
Than those for whose disdain she pined away 
Into a shadow of all sounds:4—a drear 

135 Murmur, between their songs, is all the woodmen hear. 

16 
Grief made the young Spring wild, and she threw down 
Her kindling buds, as if she Autumn were, 
Or they dead leaves; since her delight is flown 
For whom should she have waked the sullen year? 

140 To Phoebus was not Hyacinth so dear5 

Nor to himself Narcissus, as to both 
Thou Adonais: wan they stand and sere6 

Amid the faint companions of their youth, 
With dew all turned to tears; odour, to sighing ruth.0 pity 

4. Because of her unrequited love for Narcissus, 
who was enamored of his own reflection (line 141), 
the nymph Echo pined away until she was only a 
reflected sound. 
5. Young Hyacinthus was loved by Phoebus 

Apollo, who accidentally killed him in a game of 
quoits. Apollo made the hyacinth flower spring 
from his blood. 
6. Dried, withered. 
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145 Thy spirit's sister, the lorn nightingale7 

Mourns not her mate with such melodious pain; 
Not so the eagle, who like thee could scale 
Heaven, and could nourish in the sun's domain 
Her mighty youth with morning,8 doth complain,0 lament 

150 Soaring and screaming round her empty nest, 
As Albion0 wails for thee: the curse of Cain England 
Light on his head9 who pierced thy innocent breast, 

And scared the angel soul that was its earthly guest! 

18 
Ah woe is me! Winter is come and gone, 

155 But grief returns with the revolving year; 
The airs and streams renew their joyous tone; 
The ants, the bees, the swallows reappear; 
Fresh leaves and flowers deck the dead Seasons' bier; 
The amorous birds now pair in every brake,0 thicket 

160 And build their mossy homes in field and brere;0 briar 
And the green lizard, and the golden snake, 

Like unimprisoned flames, out of their trance awake. 

19 
Through wood and stream and field and hill and Ocean 
A quickening life from the Earth's heart has burst 

165 As it has ever done, with change and motion, 
From the great morning of the world when first 
God dawned on Chaos; in its stream immersed 
The lamps of Heaven flash with a softer light; 
All baser things pant with life's sacred thirst; 

170 Diffuse themselves; and spend in love's delight, 
The beauty and the joy of their renewed might. 

20 
The leprous corpse touched by this spirit tender 
Exhales itself in flowers of gentle breath; 
Like incarnations of the stars, when splendour 

175 Is changed to fragrance, they illumine death 
And mock the merry worm that wakes beneath; 
Nought we know, dies. Shall that alone which knows 
Be as a sword consumed before the sheath1 

By sightless0 lightning?—th' intense atom glows invisible 
i8o A moment, then is quenched in a most cold repose. 

21 
Alas! that all we loved of him should be, 
But for our grief, as if it had not been, 
And grief itself be mortal! Woe is me! 
Whence are we, and why are we? of what scene 

185 The actors or spectators? Great and mean0 low 
Meet massed in death, who lends what life must borrow. 

7. To whom Keats had written "Ode to a Night-
ingale." 
8. In the legend the aged eagle, to renew his 
youth, flies toward the sun until his old plumage 

is burned off and the film cleared from his eyes. 
9. The reviewer of Endymion. 
I. The "sword" is the mind that knows; the 
"sheath" is its vehicle, the material body. 
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As long as skies are blue, and fields are green, 
Evening must usher night, night urge the morrow, 

Month follow month with woe, and year wake year to sorrow. 

22 
190 He will awake no more, oh, never more! 

"Wake thou," cried Misery, "childless Mother, rise 
Out of thy sleep, and slake,° in thy heart's core, assuage 
A wound more fierce than his with tears and sighs." 
And all the Dreams that watched Urania's eyes, 

195 And all the Echoes whom their sister's song2 

Had held in holy silence, cried: "Arise!" 
Swift as a Thought by the snake Memory stung, 

From her ambrosial rest the fading Splendour0 sprung. Urania 

23 
She rose like an autumnal Night, that springs 

200 Out of the East, and follows wild and drear 
The golden Day, which, on eternal wings, 
Even as a ghost abandoning a bier, 
Had left the Earth a corpse. Sorrow and fear 
So struck, so roused, so rapt Urania; 

205 So saddened round her like an atmosphere 
Of stormy mist; so swept her on her way 

Even to the mournful place where Adonais lay. 

24 
Out of her secret Paradise she sped, 
Through camps and cities rough with stone, and steel, 

210 And human hearts, which to her aery tread 
Yielding not, wounded the invisible 
Palms of her tender feet where'er they fell: 
And barbed tongues, and thoughts more sharp than they 
Rent0 the soft Form they never could repel, tore 

215 Whose sacred blood, like the young tears of May, 
Paved with eternal flowers that undeserving way. 

25 
In the death chamber for a moment Death 
Shamed by the presence of that living Might 
Blushed to annihilation, and the breath 

220 Revisited those lips, and life's pale light 
Flashed through those limbs, so late her dear delight. 
"Leave me not wild and drear and comfortless, 
As silent lightning leaves the starless night! 
Leave me not!" cried Urania: her distress 

225 Roused Death: Death rose and smiled, and met her vain caress. 

26 
"Stay yet awhile! speak to me once again; 
Kiss me, so long but as a kiss may live; 
And in my heartless' breast and burning brain 

2. I.e., the Echo in line 127. 3. Because her heart had been given to Adonais. 
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That word, that kiss shall all thoughts else survive 
230 With food of saddest memory kept alive, 

Now thou art dead, as if it were a part 
Of thee, my Adonais! I would give 
All that I am to be as thou now art! 

But I am chained to Time, and cannot thence depart! 

27 
235 "Oh gentle child, beautiful as thou wert, 

Why didst thou leave the trodden paths of men 
Too soon, and with weak hands though mighty heart 
Dare° the unpastured dragon in his den?4 challenge 
Defenceless as thou wert, oh where was then 

240 Wisdom the mirrored shield, or scorn the spear?5 

Or hadst thou waited the full cycle, when 
Thy spirit should have filled its crescent sphere,6 

The monsters of life's waste had fled from thee like deer. 

28 
"The herded wolves, bold only to pursue; 

245 The obscene ravens, clamorous o'er the dead; 
The vultures to the conqueror's banner true 
Who feed where Desolation first has fed, 
And whose wings rain contagion;—how they fled, 
When like Apollo, from his golden bow, 

250 The Pythian of the age7 one arrow sped 
And smiled!—The spoilers tempt no second blow, 

They fawn on the proud feet that spurn them lying low. 

"The sun comes forth, and many reptiles spawn; 
He sets, and each ephemeral insect8 then 

255 Is gathered into death without a dawn, 
And the immortal stars awake again; 
So is it in the world of living men: 
A godlike mind soars forth, in its delight 
Making earth bare and veiling heaven,9 and when 

260 It sinks, the swarms that dimmed or shared its light 
Leave to its kindred lamps' the spirit's awful night." 

3° 
Thus ceased she: and the mountain shepherds came, 
Their garlands sere, their magic mantles0 rent; cloaks 
The Pilgrim of Eternity,2 whose fame 

265 Over his living head like Heaven is bent, 
An early but enduring monument, 

4. I.e., the hostile reviewers. 
5. The allusion is to Perseus, who had cut off 
Medusa's head while avoiding the direct sight of 
her (which would have turned him to stone) by 
looking only at her reflection in his shield. 
6. I.e., when thy spirit, like the full moon, should 
have reached its maturity. 
7. Byron, who had directed against critics of the 
age his satiric poem English Bards and Scotch 
Reviewers (1809). The allusion is to Apollo, called 

"the Pythian" because he had slain the dragon 
Python. 
8. Insect that lives and dies in a single day. 
9. As the sun reveals the earth but veils the other 
stars. 
1. The other stars (i.e., creative minds), of lesser 
brilliance than the sun. 
2. Byron, who had referred to his Childe Harold 
as one of the "wanderers o'er Eternity" (3.669). 
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Came, veiling all the lightnings of his song 
In sorrow; from her wilds Ierne sent 
The sweetest lyrist' of her saddest wrong, 

270 And love taught grief to fall like music from his tongue. 

3 1 

Midst others of less note, came one frail Form,4 

A phantom among men; companionless 
As the last cloud of an expiring storm 
Whose thunder is its knell;° he, as I guess, funeral bell 

275 Had gazed on Nature's naked loveliness, 
Actaeon-like, and now he fled astray 
With feeble steps o'er the world's wilderness, 
And his own thoughts, along that rugged way, 

Pursued, like raging hounds, their father and their prey.5 

3 2 

280 A pardlike0 Spirit beautiful and swif t— leopardlike 
A Love in desolation masked;—a Power 
Girt round with weakness;—it can scarce uplift 
T h e weight of the superincumbent hour;6 

It is a dying lamp, a falling shower, 
285 A breaking billow;—even whilst we speak 

Is it not broken? On the withering flower 
T h e killing sun smiles brightly: on a cheek 

The life can burn in blood, even while the heart may break. 

33 
His head was bound with pansies overblown, 

290 And faded violets, white, and pied, and blue; 
And a light spear topped with a cypress cone, 
Round whose rude shaft dark ivy tresses grew7 

Yet dripping with the forest's noonday dew, 
Vibrated, as the ever-beating heart 

295 Shook the weak hand that grasped it; of that crew 
He came the last, neglected and apart; 

A herd-abandoned deer struck by the hunter's dart. 

34 
All stood aloof, and at his partial moan 
Smiled through their tears; well knew that gentle band 

300 W h o in another's fate now wept his own; 
As in the accents of an unknown land, 
He sung new sorrow; sad Urania scanned 
The Stranger's mien, and murmured: "who art thou?" 
He answered not, but with a sudden hand 

3. Thomas Moore (1779-1852) , from Ireland 
("lerne"), who had written poems about the 
oppression of his native land. 
4. Shelley, represented in one of his aspects— 
such as the Poet in Alastor, rather than the author 
of Prometheus Unbound. 
5. Actaeon, while hunting, came upon the naked 
Diana bathing and, as a punishment, was turned 

into a stag and torn to pieces by his own hounds. 
6. The heavy, overhanging hour of Keats's death. 
7. Like the thyrsus, the leaf-entwined and cone-
topped staff carried by Dionysus, to whom leopards 
(see line 280) are sacred. The pansies, which are 
"overblown," i.e., past their bloom, are emblems of 
sorrowful thought. The cypress is an emblem of 
mourning. 
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305 Made bare his branded and ensanguined0 brow, bloodied 
Which was like Cain's or Christ's8—Oh! that it should be so! 

35 
What softer voice is hushed over the dead? 
Athwart what brow is that dark mantle thrown? 
What form leans sadly o'er the white death-bed, 

310 In mockery of monumental stone,9 

The heavy heart heaving without a moan? 
If it be He,1 who, gentlest of the wise, 
Taught, soothed, loved, honoured the departed one; 
Let me not vex, with inharmonious sighs 

315 The silence of that heart's accepted sacrifice. 

36 
Our Adonais has drunk poison—oh! 
What deaf and viperous murderer could crown 
Life's early cup with such a draught of woe? 
The nameless worm2 would now itself disown: 

320 It felt, yet could escape the magic tone 
Whose prelude held all envy, hate, and wrong, 
But what was howling in one breast alone, 
Silent with expectation of the song,3 

Whose master's hand is cold, whose silver lyre unstrung. 

37 
325 Live thou, whose infamy is not thy fame! 

Live! fear no heavier chastisement from me, 
Thou noteless blot on a remembered name! 
But be thyself, and know thyself to be! 
And ever at thy season be thou free 

330 To spill the venom when thy fangs o'erflow: 
Remorse and Self-contempt shall cling to thee; 
Hot Shame shall burn upon thy secret brow, 

And like a beaten hound tremble thou shalt—as now. 

38 
Nor let us weep that our delight is fled 

335 Far from these carrion kites4 that scream below; 
He wakes or sleeps with the enduring dead; 
Thou canst not soar where he is sitting now.— 
Dust to the dust! but the pure spirit shall flow 
Back to the burning fountain whence it came, 

340 A portion of the Eternal,5 which must glow 
Through time and change, unquenchably the same, 

Whilst thy cold embers choke the sordid hearth of shame. 

8. His bloody ("ensanguined") brow bore a mark 
like that with which God had branded Cain for 
murdering Abel—or like that left by Christ's crown 
of thorns. 
9. In imitation of a memorial statue. 
1. Leigh Hunt, close friend of both Keats and 
Shelley. 
2. Snake—the anonymous reviewer. 

3. The promise of later greatness in Keats's early 
poems "held . . . silent" the expression of "all envy, 
hate, and wrong" except the reviewer's. 
4. A species of hawk that feeds on dead flesh. 
5. Shelley adopts for this poem the Neoplatonic 
view that all life and all forms emanate from the 
Absolute, the eternal One. The Absolute is imaged 
as both a radiant light source and an overflowing 
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3 9 
Peace, peace! he is not dead, he doth not sleep— 
He hath awakened from the dream of life— 

345 Tis we, who lost in stormy visions, keep 
With phantoms an unprofitable strife, 
And in mad trance, strike with our spirit's knife 
Invulnerable nothings.—We decay 
Like corpses in a charnel; fear and grief 

350 Convulse us and consume us day by day, 
And cold hopes swarm like worms within our living clay. 

4 ° 
He has outsoared the shadow of our night;6 

Envy and calumny0 and hate and pain, slander 
And that unrest which men miscall delight, 

355 Can touch him not and torture not again; 
From the contagion of the world's slow stain 
He is secure, and now can never mourn 
A heart grown cold, a head grown grey in vain; 
Nor, when the spirit's self has ceased to burn, 

360 With sparkless ashes load an unlamented urn. 

4 1 

He lives, he wakes—'tis Death is dead, not he; 
Mourn not for Adonais.—Thou young Dawn 
Turn all thy dew to splendour, for from thee 
The spirit thou lamentest is not gone; 

365 Ye caverns and ye forests, cease to moan! 
Cease ye faint flowers and fountains, and thou Air 
Which like a mourning veil thy scarf hadst thrown 
O'er the abandoned Earth, now leave it bare 

Even to the joyous stars which smile on its despair!7 

42 
370 He is made one with Nature: there is heard 

His voice in all her music, from the moan 
Of thunder, to the song of night's sweet bird;8 

He is a presence to be felt and known 
In darkness and in light, from herb and stone, 

375 Spreading itself where'er that Power may move 
Which has withdrawn his being to its own; 
Which wields the world with never wearied love, 

Sustains it from beneath, and kindles it above. 

43 
He is a portion of the loveliness 

380 Which once he made more lovely: he doth bear 
His part, while the one Spirit's plastic9 stress 
Sweeps through the dull dense world, compelling there, 

fountain, which circulates continuously through 
the dross of matter (stanza 43) and back to its 
source. 
6. He has soared beyond the shadow cast by the 
earth as it intercepts the sun's light. 
7. Shelley's science is, as usual, accurate: it is the 

envelope of air around the earth that, by diffusing 
and reflecting sunlight, veils the stars so that they 
are invisible during the day. 
8. The nightingale, in allusion to Keats's "Ode to 
a Nightingale." 
9. Formative, shaping. 
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All new successions to the forms they wear; 
Torturing th' unwilling dross that checks its flight 
To its own likeness, as each mass may bear; 1 

And bursting in its beauty and its might 
From trees and beasts and men into the Heaven's light. 

4 4 
The splendours of the firmament of time 
May be eclipsed, but are extinguished not; 
Like stars to their appointed height they climb 
And death is a low mist which cannot blot 
The brightness it may veil. 2 When lofty thought 
Lifts a young heart above its mortal lair, 
And love and life contend in it, for what 0 whatever 
Shall be its earthly doom, 0 the dead live there 3 destiny 

And move like winds of light on dark and stormy air. 
45 

The inheritors of unfulfilled renown 4 

Rose from their thrones, built beyond mortal thought, 
Far in the Unapparent. Chatterton 
Rose pale, his solemn agony had not 
Yet faded from him; Sidney, as he fought 
And as he fell and as he lived and loved 
Sublimely mild, a Spirit without spot, 
Arose; and Lucan, by his death approved: 0 justified 

Oblivion as they rose shrank like a thing reproved. 
46 

And many more, whose names on Earth are dark 
But whose transmitted effluence cannot die 
So long as fire outlives the parent spark, 
Rose, robed in dazzling immortality. 
"Thou art become as one of us," they cry, 
"It was for thee yon kingless sphere has long 
Swung blind in unascended majesty, 
Silent alone amid an Heaven of song. 

Assume thy winged throne, thou Vesper of our throng!" 5 

4 7 
Who mourns for Adonais? oh come forth 
Fond° wretch! and know thyself and him aright. foolish 
Clasp with thy panting soul the pendulous 6 Earth; 
As from a centre, dart thy spirit's light 
Beyond all worlds, until its spacious might 0 power 
Satiate the void circumference: then shrink 

1. I.e., to the degree that a particular substance 
will permit. 
2. The radiance of stars (i.e., of poets) persists, 
even when they are temporarily "eclipsed" by 
another heavenly body, or obscured by the veil of 
the earth's atmosphere. 
3. I.e., in the thought of the "young heart." 
4. Poets who (like Keats) died young, before 
achieving their full measure of fame: the 
seventeen-year-old Thomas Chatterton (1752— 
1770) was believed to have committed suicide out 

of despair over his poverty and lack of recognition, 
Sir Philip Sidney ( 1 5 5 4 - 1 5 8 6 ) died in battle at 
thirty-two, and the Roman poet Lucan (39—65 
c.E.) killed himself at twenty-six to escape a sen-
tence of death for having plotted against the tyrant 
Nero. 
5. Adonais assumes his place in the sphere of Ves-
per, the evening star, hitherto unoccupied ("king-
less"), hence also "silent" amid the music of the 
other spheres. 
6. Suspended, floating in space. 
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Even to a point within our day and night;7 

And keep thy heart light lest it make thee sink 
When hope has kindled hope, and lured thee to the brink. 

4 8 

Or go to Rome, which is the sepulchre 
425 O, not of him, but of our joy: 'tis nought 

That ages, empires, and religions there 
Lie buried in the ravage they have wrought; 
For such as he can lend,—they8 borrow not 
Glory from those who made the world their prey; 

430 And he is gathered to the kings of thought 
Who waged contention with their time's decay, 

And of the past are all that cannot pass away. 

4 9 
Go thou to Rome,—at once the Paradise, 
The grave, the city, and the wilderness; 

435 And where its wrecks0 like shattered mountains rise, ruins 
And flowering weeds, and fragrant copses9 dress 
The bones of Desolation's nakedness 
Pass, till the Spirit of the spot shall lead 
Thy footsteps to a slope of green access1 

440 Where, like an infant's smile, over the dead, 
A light of laughing flowers along the grass is spread. 

50 
And grey walls moulder round,2 on which dull Time 
Feeds, like slow fire upon a hoary brand;3 

And one keen pyramid with wedge sublime,4 

445 Pavilioning the dust of him who planned 
This refuge for his memory, doth stand 
Like flame transformed to marble; and beneath, 
A field is spread, on which a newer band 
Have pitched in Heaven's smile their camp of death5 

450 Welcoming him we lose with scarce extinguished breath. 

5 1 

Here pause: these graves are all too young as yet 
To have outgrown the sorrow which consigned 
Its charge to each; and if the seal is set, 
Here, on one fountain of a mourning mind,6 

455 Break it not thou! too surely shalt thou find 
Thine own well full, if thou returnest home, 
Of tears and gall. From the world's bitter wind 

7. The poet bids the mourner to stretch his imag-
ination so as to reach the poet's own cosmic view-
point and then allow it to contract ("shrink") back 
to its ordinary vantage point on Earth—where, 
unlike Adonais in his heavenly place, we have an 
alternation of day and night. 
8. Poets such as Keats. 
9. Undergrowth. In Shelley's time the ruins of 
ancient Rome were overgrown with weeds and 
shrubs, almost as if the ground were returning to 
its natural state. 
1. The Protestant Cemetery, Keats's burial place. 

The next line is a glancing allusion to Shelley's 
three-year-old son, William, also buried there. 
2. The wall of ancient Rome formed one boundary 
of the cemetery. 
3. A burning log, white with ash. 
4. The tomb of Caius Cestius, a Roman tribune, 
just outside the cemetery. 
5. A common name for a cemetery in Italy is cam-
posatito, "holy camp or ground." Shelley is punning 
seriously on the Italian word. 
6. Shelley's mourning for his son. 
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Seek shelter in the shadow of the tomb. 
What Adonais is, why fear we to become? 

5 2 

460 The One remains, the many change and pass; 
Heaven's light forever shines, Earth's shadows fly; 
Life, like a dome of many-coloured glass, 
Stains the white radiance of Eternity, 
Until Death tramples it to fragments.7—Die, 

465 If thou wouldst be with that which thou dost seek! 
Follow where all is fled!—Rome's azure sky, 
Flowers, ruins, statues, music, words, are weak 

The glory they transfuse with fitting truth to speak. 

53 
Why linger, why turn back, why shrink, my Heart? 

470 Thy hopes are gone before; from all things here 
They have departed; thou shouldst now depart! 
A light is past0 from the revolving year, passed 
And man, and woman; and what still is dear 
Attracts to crush, repels to make thee wither. 

475 The soft sky smiles,—the low wind whispers near: 
'Tis Adonais calls! oh, hasten thither, 

No more let Life divide what Death can join together. 

54 
That Light whose smile kindles the Universe, 
That Reauty in which all things work and move, 

480 That Benediction which the eclipsing Curse 
Of birth can quench not, that sustaining Love 
Which through the web of being blindly wove 
By man and beast and earth and air and sea, 
Burns bright or dim, as each are mirrors of" 

485 The fire for which all thirst;9 now beams on me, 
Consuming the last clouds of cold mortality. 

55 
The breath whose might I have invoked in song1 

Descends on me; my spirit's bark is driven, 
Far from the shore, far from the trembling throng 

490 Whose sails were never to the tempest given; 
The massy earth and sphered skies are riven!2 

I am borne darkly, fearfully, afar; 
Whilst burning through the inmost veil of Heaven, 
The soul of Adonais, like a star, 

495 Beacons from the abode where the Eternal are. 

1821 

7. Earthly life colors ("stains") the pure white light 
of the One, which is the source of all light (see 
lines 3 3 9 - 4 0 , n. 5). The azure sky, flowers, etc., of 
lines 4 6 6 - 6 8 exemplify earthly colors that, how-
ever beautiful, fall far short of the "glory" of the 
pure Light that they transmit but also refract 
("transfuse"). 
8. I.e., according to the degree that each reflects. 
9. The "thirst" of the human spirit is to return to 

1821 

the fountain and fire (the "burning fountain," line 
339) that are its source. 
1. Two years earlier Shelley had "invoked" (prayed 
to, and also asked for) "the breath of Autumn's 
being" in his "Ode to the West Wind" (p. 772). 
2. In her 1839 edition of her husband's works, 
Mary Shelley asked: "who but will regard as a 
prophecy the last stanza of the 'Adonais'?" 
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When the lamp is shattered 

When the lamp is shattered 
The light in the dust lies dead— 

When the cloud is scattered 
The rainbow's glory is shed— 

When the lute is broken 
Sweet tones are remembered not— 

When the lips have spoken 
Loved accents are soon forgot. 

As music and splendour 
10 Survive not the lamp and the lute, 

The heart's echoes render 
No song when the spirit is mute— 

No song—but sad dirges 
Like the wind through a ruined cell 

is Or the mournful surges 
That ring the dead seaman's knell. 

When hearts have once mingled 
Love first leaves the well-built nest— 

The weak one is singled 
20 To endure what it once possest. 

O Love! who bewailest 
The frailty of all things here, 

Why choose you the frailest 
For your cradle, your home and your bier? 

25 Its passions will rock thee 
As the storms rock the ravens on high— 

Bright Reason will mock thee 
Like the Sun from a wintry sky— 

From thy nest every rafter 
30 Will rot, and thine eagle home 

Leave thee naked to laughter 
When leaves fall and cold winds come. 

1 8 2 2 1 8 2 4 

To Jane1 (The keen stars were twinkling) 

The keen stars were twinkling 
And the fair moon was rising among them, 

Dear Jane. 
The guitar was tinkling 

5 But the notes were not sweet 'till you sung them 
Again.— 

1. Jane Williams, the common-law wife of Shelley's close friend Edward Williams. 
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As the moon's soft splendour 
O'er the faint cold starlight of Heaven 

Is thrown— 
10 So your voice most tender 

To the strings without soul had then given 
Its own. 

The stars will awaken, 
Though the moon sleep a full hour later, 

15 Tonight; 
No leaf will be shaken 

While the dews of your melody scatter 
Delight. 

Though the sound overpowers 
20 Sing again, with your dear voice revealing 

A tone 
Of some world far from ours, 

Where music and moonlight and feeling 
Are one. 

1 8 2 2 1 8 3 2 

A D e f e n c e of P o e t r y In 1820 Shelley's good friend Thomas Love Peacock 
published an ironic essay, "The Four Ages of Poetry," implicitly directed against the 
towering claims for poetry and the poetic imagination made by his Romantic contem-
poraries. In this essay, which is available at Norton Literature Online, Peacock 
adopted the premise of Wordsworth and some other Romantic critics—that poetry 
in its origin was a primitive use of language and mind—but from this premise he 
proceeded to draw the conclusion that poetry had become a useless anachronism in 
his own Age of Bronze, a time defined by new sciences (including economics and 
political theory) and technologies that had the potential to improve the world. Pea-
cock was a poet as well as an excellent prose satirist, and Shelley saw the joke; but 
he also recognized that the view that Peacock, as a satirist, had assumed was very 
close to that actually held in his day by Utilitarian philosophers and the material-
minded public, which either attacked or contemptuously ignored the imaginative 
faculty and its achievements. He therefore undertook, as he good-humoredly wrote 
to Peacock, "to break a lance with you . . . in honor of my mistress Urania" (giving 
the cause for which he battled the name that Milton had used for the muse inspiring 
Paradise Lost), even though he was only "the knight of the shield of shadow and the 
lance of gossamere." The result was "A Defence of Poetry," planned to consist of 
three parts. The last two parts were never written, and even the existing section, 
written in 1821, remained unpublished until 1840, eighteen years after Shelley's 
death. 

Shelley's emphasis in this essay is not on the particularity of individual poems but 
on the universal and permanent qualities and values that, he believes, all great poems, 
as products of imagination, have in common. Shelley in addition extends the term 
poet to include all creative minds that break out of the conditions of their historical 
time and place in order to envision such values. This category includes not only writers 
in prose as well as verse but also artists, legislators, prophets, and the founders of 
new social and religious institutions. 

The "Defence" is an eloquent and enduring claim for the indispensability of the 
visionary and creative imagination in all the great human concerns. Few later social 
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critics have equaled the cogency of Shelley's attack on our acquisitive society and its 
narrowly material concepts of utility and progress. Such a bias has opened the way 
to enormous advances in the physical sciences and our material well-being, but with-
out a proportionate development of our "poetic faculty," the moral imagination. The 
result, Shelley says, is that "man, having enslaved the elements, remains himself a 
slave." 

From A Defence of Poetry 

or Remarks Suggested by an Essay Entitled "The Four Ages of Poetry" 

According to one mode of regarding those two classes of mental action, 
which are called reason and imagination, the former may be considered as 
mind contemplating the relations borne by one thought to another, however 
produced; and the latter, as mind acting upon those thoughts so as to colour 
them with its own light, and composing from them, as from elements, other 
thoughts, each containing within itself the principle of its own integrity. The 
one1 is the to -poiein,2 or the principle of synthesis, and has for its objects those 
forms which are common to universal nature and existence itself; the other is 
the to logizein,3 or principle of analysis, and its action regards the relations of 
things, simply as relations; considering thoughts, not in their integral unity, 
but as the algebraical representations which conduct to certain general results. 
Beason is the enumeration of quantities already known; imagination is the 
perception of the value of those quantities, both separately and as a whole. 
Reason respects the differences, and imagination the similitudes of things. 
Reason is to Imagination as the instrument to the agent, as the body to the 
spirit, as the shadow to the substance. 

Poetry, in a general sense, may be defined to be "the expression of the 
Imagination": and poetry is connate with the origin of man. Man is an instru-
ment over which a series of external and internal impressions are driven, like 
the alternations of an ever-changing wind over an /Eolian lyre,4 which move 
it by their motion to ever-changing melody. But there is a principle within the 
human being, and perhaps within all sentient beings, which acts otherwise 
than in the lyre, and produces not melody, alone, but harmony, by an internal 
adjustment of the sounds or motions thus excited to the impressions which 
excite them. It is as if the lyre could accommodate its chords to the motions 
of that which strikes them, in a determined proportion of sound; even as the 
musician can accommodate his voice to the sound of the lyre. A child at play 
by itself will express its delight by its voice and motions; and every inflexion 
of tone and every gesture will bear exact relation to a corresponding antitype 
in the pleasurable impressions which awakened it; it will be the reflected image 
of that impression; and as the lyre trembles and sounds after the wind has 
died away, so the child seeks, by prolonging in its voice and motions the dura-
tion of the effect, to prolong also a consciousness of the cause. In relation to 

1. The imagination. "The other" (later in the sen-
tence) is the reason. 
2. Making. The Greek word from which the 
English term poet derives means "maker," and 
"maker" was often used as equivalent to "poet" by 
Renaissance critics such as Sir Philip Sidney in his 

Defence of Poesy, which Shelley had carefully stud-
ied. 
3. Calculating, reasoning. 
4. A wind harp (see Coleridge, "The Eolian Harp," 
p. 426). 
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t h e ob jec t s w h i c h de l ight a ch i ld , t h e s e express ions are , w h a t poe t ry is to 
h i g h e r ob jec t s . T h e savage ( for t h e savage i s to ages w h a t t h e chi ld i s to years) 
expresses t h e e m o t i o n s p r o d u c e d in h i m by s u r r o u n d i n g ob jec t s in a s imilar 
m a n n e r ; a n d l a n g u a g e a n d ges tu re , t o g e t h e r wi th p l a s t i c 5 o r p ic tor ia l imi ta t ion , 
b e c o m e t h e image of t h e c o m b i n e d e f f e c t o f t hose ob jec t s , a n d of his appre -
h e n s i o n of t h e m . M a n in society, wi th all his pa s s ions a n d his p leasures , next 
b e c o m e s t h e ob jec t o f t h e pas s ions a n d p l ea su re s o f m a n ; an add i t iona l class 
o f e m o t i o n s p r o d u c e s an a u g m e n t e d t r e a s u r e o f express ions ; a n d language , 
ges tu re , a n d t h e imi ta t ive ar ts , b e c o m e a t o n c e t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a n d t h e 
m e d i u m , t h e penc i l a n d t h e p i c tu r e , t h e ch ise l a n d t h e s t a tue , t h e c h o r d a n d 
t h e h a r m o n y . T h e social sympa th i e s , o r t h o s e laws f r o m wh ich as f r o m its 
e l e m e n t s soc ie ty resu l t s , begin t o deve lope t hemse lves f r o m t h e m o m e n t t ha t 
two h u m a n be ings coexist ; t h e f u t u r e i s c o n t a i n e d wi th in t h e p r e s e n t a s t h e 
p l a n t w i th in t h e seed; a n d equal i ty , diversity, un i ty , con t r a s t , m u t u a l d e p e n -
d e n c e , b e c o m e t h e p r inc ip le s a lone c a p a b l e o f a f f o r d i n g t h e mot ives a c c o r d i n g 
to which t h e will of a social b e i n g is d e t e r m i n e d to ac t ion , i n a s m u c h as he is 
social; a n d c o n s t i t u t e p l e a s u r e in s ensa t i on , v i r tue in s e n t i m e n t , b e a u t y in art , 
t r u t h in r ea son ing , a n d love in t h e i n t e r c o u r s e of k ind . H e n c e m e n , even in 
t h e i n f a n c y of society, observe a ce r t a in o rde r in the i r words a n d ac t ions , 
d i s t inc t f r o m t h a t o f t h e ob jec t s a n d t h e impress ions r e p r e s e n t e d by t h e m , all 
express ion b e i n g s u b j e c t to t h e laws of t ha t f r o m w h i c h i t p r o c e e d s . But let us 
d i smiss t h o s e m o r e gene ra l c o n s i d e r a t i o n s w h i c h m i g h t involve an e n q u i r y 
in to t h e p r inc ip le s of society itself, a n d res t r ic t o u r view to t h e m a n n e r in 
w h i c h t h e imag ina t ion i s expressed u p o n its f o r m s . 

In the y o u t h o f t h e world , m e n d a n c e a n d s ing a n d imi ta te n a t u r a l ob jec t s , 
obse rv ing 6 in t h e s e ac t ions , as in all o the r s , a c e r t a in r h y t h m or o rder . And, 
a l t h o u g h all m e n observe a s imilar , t hey observe n o t t h e s a m e order , in t h e 
m o t i o n s of t h e d a n c e , in t h e me lody of t h e song, in t h e c o m b i n a t i o n s of lan-
guage , in t h e ser ies of the i r imi t a t ions of n a t u r a l ob jec t s . Fo r t h e r e is a ce r ta in 
o r d e r o r r h y t h m be long ing to e a c h of t h e s e c lasses of m i m e t i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , 
f r o m w h i c h t h e h e a r e r a n d t h e s p e c t a t o r receive a n i n t e n s e r a n d p u r e r p l ea su re 
t h a n f r o m a n y o the r : t h e s ense o f an app rox ima t ion to th i s o rde r ha s b e e n 
ca l led tas te , by m o d e r n wr i te rs . Every m a n in t h e i n f a n c y of ar t , observes an 
o r d e r w h i c h a p p r o x i m a t e s m o r e o r less closely to t h a t f r o m w h i c h this h ighes t 
de l ight resu l t s : b u t t h e diversity i s n o t suf f ic ien t ly m a r k e d , as t h a t its grada-
t ions s h o u l d be sens ib l e , 7 excep t i n t h o s e i n s t a n c e s w h e r e t h e p r e d o m i n a n c e 
of th is f acu l ty of a p p r o x i m a t i o n to t h e b e a u t i f u l (for so we m a y be p e r m i t t e d 
to n a m e t h e re la t ion b e t w e e n this h ighes t p l e a s u r e a n d its cause ) i s very grea t . 
T h o s e in w h o m i t exists in excess are poe t s , in t h e m o s t un iversa l s ense of t h e 
word ; and t h e p l e a s u r e r e su l t i ng f r o m the m a n n e r i n w h i c h they express t h e 
i n f l u e n c e o f socie ty o r n a t u r e u p o n the i r o w n m i n d s , c o m m u n i c a t e s itself to 
o the r s , a n d ga the r s a sor t o f r e d u p l i c a t i o n f r o m t h a t c o m m u n i t y . T h e i r lan-
g u a g e i s vitally m e t a p h o r i c a l ; t h a t is, i t m a r k s t h e b e f o r e u n a p p r e h e n d e d rela-
t ions o f th ings , a n d p e r p e t u a t e s the i r a p p r e h e n s i o n , unt i l t h e words w h i c h 
r e p r e s e n t t h e m , b e c o m e t h r o u g h t ime signs fo r po r t i ons o r c lasses o f t h o u g h t s 8 

i n s t ead of p i c t u r e s o f in tegra l t h o u g h t s ; and t h e n i f no n e w poe t s s h o u l d ar ise 
t o c r ea t e a f r e s h t h e a s soc ia t ions w h i c h have b e e n t h u s d isorganized , l anguage 

5. Sculptural. 
6. Following, obeying. 

7. Discernible. 
8. I.e., abstract concepts. 
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will be d e a d to all t h e n o b l e r p u r p o s e s o f h u m a n i n t e r cou r se . T h e s e s imi l i tudes 
or r e l a t ions a re f ine ly said by Lord B a c o n to be " the s a m e f o o t s t e p s of n a t u r e 
i m p r e s s e d u p o n t h e var ious s u b j e c t s o f t h e w o r l d " 9 — a n d he cons ide r s the 
f acu l t y w h i c h perce ives t h e m as t h e s t o r e h o u s e o f axioms c o m m o n to all 
knowledge . In t h e i n f a n c y of socie ty every a u t h o r is necessar i ly a poe t , b e c a u s e 
l anguage itself i s poe t ry ; a n d to be a p o e t i s to a p p r e h e n d t h e t r u e a n d t h e 
b e a u t i f u l , in a w o r d t h e good w h i c h exists in t h e re la t ion , subs is t ing , f i rs t 
b e t w e e n ex i s t ence a n d p e r c e p t i o n , a n d second ly b e t w e e n p e r c e p t i o n a n d 
express ion . Every or iginal l a n g u a g e n e a r to its s o u r c e is in itself t h e c h a o s of 
a cyclic p o e m : 1 t h e c o p i o u s n e s s of lex icography a n d t h e d i s t inc t ions of g ram-
m a r are t h e works o f a la te r age, a n d are mere ly t h e ca t a logue a n d t h e f o r m 
of t h e c r ea t ions of Poetry . 

But Poe t s , o r t h o s e w h o i m a g i n e a n d express th is indes t ruc t ib le order , a re 
n o t only t h e a u t h o r s o f l anguage a n d of m u s i c , o f t h e d a n c e a n d a r c h i t e c t u r e 
a n d s t a tua ry a n d pa in t ing : t hey are t h e in s t i t u to r s o f laws, and t h e f o u n d e r s 
of civil soc ie ty a n d t h e inven tors of t h e a r t s o f l ife a n d t h e t eache r s , w h o d raw 
i n t o a ce r t a in p r o p i n q u i t y wi th t h e b e a u t i f u l a n d t h e t r u e t h a t part ial appre-
h e n s i o n of t h e agenc i e s of t h e invisible wor ld w h i c h i s ca l led re l ig ion . 2 H e n c e 
all original re l igions a re al legorical , or suscep t ib l e of allegory, a n d like J a n u s 3 

have a d o u b l e f a c e of fa l se a n d t rue . Poe t s , a c c o r d i n g to t h e c i r c u m s t a n c e s of 
t h e age a n d n a t i o n in w h i c h t hey a p p e a r e d , w e r e ca l led in t h e earl ier e p o c h s 
of t h e wor ld legis lators or p r o p h e t s : 4 a p o e t essent ia l ly compr i se s a n d un i t e s 
b o t h t h e s e c h a r a c t e r s . Fo r he n o t on ly b e h o l d s in t ense ly t h e p r e s e n t a s i t is, 
a n d discovers t h o s e laws a c c o r d i n g to w h i c h p r e s e n t th ings o u g h t to be 
o rde red , b u t h e beho lds t h e f u t u r e i n t h e p r e s e n t , a n d his t h o u g h t s a re t h e 
g e r m s of t h e f lower a n d t h e f r u i t o f la tes t t ime . N o t t h a t I asser t poe t s to be 
p r o p h e t s in t h e gross s ense o f t h e word , o r t h a t they c a n fore te l l t h e f o r m as 
sure ly as they f o r e k n o w t h e spir i t of events : s u c h i s t h e p r e t e n c e of supers t i t ion 
w h i c h would m a k e poe t ry an a t t r i b u t e o f p rophecy , r a t h e r t h a n p r o p h e c y an 
a t t r i b u t e of poe t ry . A P o e t pa r t i c ipa t e s in t h e e t e rna l , t h e inf ini te , and t h e one ; 
a s f a r a s re la tes t o his c o n c e p t i o n s , t ime a n d p l a c e a n d n u m b e r are no t . T h e 
g r a m m a t i c a l f o r m s w h i c h express t h e m o o d s o f t ime , a n d the d i f f e r e n c e o f 
p e r s o n s a n d t h e d i s t inc t ion o f p l ace a r e conver t ib le wi th r e spec t to t h e h ighes t 
p o e t r y w i t h o u t i n j u r i n g i t a s poet ry , a n d t h e c h o r u s e s o f /Eschy lu s , a n d t h e 
b o o k o f Job , a n d D a n t e ' s Pa rad i se w o u l d a f fo rd , m o r e t h a n any o t h e r wri t ings, 
examples of th is f ac t , i f t h e l imits of th is essay did n o t fo rb id c i ta t ion . T h e 
c rea t ions of s c u l p t u r e , pa in t ing , and mus i c , a re i l lus t ra t ions still m o r e decisive. 

L a n g u a g e , co lour , f o r m , a n d rel igious a n d civil hab i t s of ac t ion are all t h e 
i n s t r u m e n t s a n d ma te r i a l s o f poet ry ; they m a y be ca l led poe t ry by t ha t f igure 
of s p e e c h w h i c h cons ide r s t h e e f f e c t as a s y n o n i m e of t h e c a u s e . Bu t poe t ry 
in a m o r e res t r i c t ed s e n s e 5 expresses t h o s e a r r a n g e m e n t s of l anguage , a n d 
especial ly me t r i ca l l anguage , w h i c h a r e c r e a t e d by t h a t imper ia l facul ty , w h o s e 
t h r o n e i s c u r t a i n e d w i t h i n t h e invisible n a t u r e o f m a n . A n d this spr ings f r o m 
9. Francis Bacons The Advancement of Learning 
3.1. 
1. A group of poems (e.g., "the Arthurian cycle") 
that deal with the same subject. 
2. Here Shelley enlarges the scope of the term 
poetry to denote all the creative achievements, or 
imaginative breakthroughs, of humankind, includ-
ing noninstitutional religious insights. 
3. Roman god of beginnings and endings, often 

represented by two heads facing opposite direc-
tions. 
4. Sir Philip Sidney had pointed out, in his 
Defence of Poesy, that votes, the Roman term for 
"poet," signifies "a diviner, fore-seer, or Prophet." 
5. I.e., restricted to specifically verbal poetry, as 
against the inclusive sense in which Shelley has 
been applying the term. 
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t h e n a t u r e itself of l anguage , w h i c h is a m o r e d i rec t r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of t h e 
ac t ions a n d p a s s i o n s of o u r i n t e rna l be ing , a n d i s suscep t ib l e of m o r e var ious 
a n d de l ica te c o m b i n a t i o n s , t h a n co lour , f o r m , o r m o t i o n , a n d i s m o r e plast ic 
a n d o b e d i e n t to t h e c o n t r o u l o f t ha t f acu l ty of w h i c h i t i s t h e c rea t ion . For 
l anguage i s arbi t rar i ly p r o d u c e d by t h e I m a g i n a t i o n a n d has re la t ion to 
t h o u g h t s a lone ; b u t all o t h e r ma te r i a l s , i n s t r u m e n t s a n d c o n d i t i o n s o f ar t , have 
re la t ions a m o n g e a c h o the r , w h i c h l imit a n d i n t e r p o s e b e t w e e n c o n c e p t i o n 
a n d express ion . T h e f o r m e r 6 i s as a mi r ro r w h i c h re f lec ts , t h e la t te r as a c loud 
w h i c h e n f e e b l e s , t h e l ight o f w h i c h b o t h are m e d i u m s o f c o m m u n i c a t i o n . 
H e n c e t h e f a m e o f scu lp to r s , p a i n t e r s a n d m u s i c i a n s , a l t h o u g h t h e in t r ins ic 
powers of t h e grea t m a s t e r s of t h e s e ar t s , may yield in no deg ree to t ha t of 
t h o s e w h o have emp loyed l anguage as t h e h ie roglyphic o f the i r t h o u g h t s , has 
never equa l l ed t h a t o f poe t s in t h e r e s t r i c t ed s e n s e of t h e t e rm; as two per -
f o r m e r s of e q u a l skill will p r o d u c e u n e q u a l e f f ec t s f r o m a gui ta r a n d a h a r p . 
T h e f a m e of legis la tors a n d f o u n d e r s o f rel igions, so long as t he i r in s t i tu t ions 
last , a lone s e e m s to exceed t ha t o f poe t s in t h e r e s t r i c t ed sense ; b u t i t c a n 
scarcely be a q u e s t i o n w h e t h e r , i f we d e d u c t t h e ce lebr i ty w h i c h the i r f la t te ry 
of t h e gross o p i n i o n s of t h e vulgar usual ly conc i l i a tes , t o g e t h e r wi th t ha t w h i c h 
be longed to t h e m in t he i r h i g h e r c h a r a c t e r o f poe t s , any excess will r ema in . 

W e have t h u s c i r c u m s c r i b e d t h e m e a n i n g o f t h e word Poe t ry wi th in t h e 
l imits o f t ha t ar t w h i c h i s t h e m o s t f ami l i a r a n d t h e m o s t p e r f e c t express ion 
of t h e f a c u l t y i tself . I t i s neces sa ry howeve r to m a k e t h e circle still na r rower , 
a n d t o d e t e r m i n e t h e d i s t inc t ion b e t w e e n m e a s u r e d a n d u n m e a s u r e d lan-
guage ; 7 f o r t h e p o p u l a r division in to p rose a n d verse i s inadmiss ib le in a c c u r a t e 
ph i losophy . 

S o u n d s a s well a s t h o u g h t s have re la t ion b o t h b e t w e e n e a c h o t h e r a n d 
towards t h a t w h i c h they r e p r e s e n t , a n d a p e r c e p t i o n of t h e o rde r of t hose 
re la t ions h a s always b e e n f o u n d c o n n e c t e d wi th a p e r c e p t i o n of t h e o rde r of 
t h e re la t ions of t h o u g h t s . H e n c e t h e l a n g u a g e of p o e t s ha s ever a f f e c t e d a 
ce r t a in u n i f o r m a n d h a r m o n i o u s r e c u r r e n c e o f s o u n d , w i t h o u t w h i c h i t were 
n o t poetry , a n d w h i c h i s scarce ly less i nd i spensab l e to t h e c o m m u n i c a t i o n of 
its i n f l u e n c e , t h a n t h e words themse lves , w i t h o u t r e f e r e n c e to t ha t pecu l i a r 
o rde r . H e n c e t h e vani ty of t r ans l a t ion ; i t were as wise to cas t a violet i n to a 
c ruc ib l e t h a t you migh t d iscover t h e f o r m a l p r inc ip le o f its co lou r a n d odour , 
as seek to t r a n s f u s e f r o m o n e l anguage in to a n o t h e r t h e c r ea t i ons o f a poe t . 
T h e p l an t m u s t sp r ing aga in f r o m its seed o r i t will b e a r no f l o w e r — a n d th is 
i s t h e b u r t h e n of t h e c u r s e of B a b e l . 8 

An obse rva t ion of t h e regu la r m o d e of t h e r e c u r r e n c e of th is h a r m o n y in 
t h e l anguage of poe t i ca l m inds , t o g e t h e r wi th its r e la t ion to mus ic , p r o d u c e d 
m e t r e , or a ce r t a in sys tem of t rad i t iona l f o r m s of h a r m o n y of l anguage . Yet i t 
i s by no m e a n s e s sen t i a l t h a t a poe t s h o u l d a c c o m m o d a t e his l anguage to th is 
t r ad i t iona l f o r m , so t h a t t h e h a r m o n y w h i c h i s i ts spir i t , be observed . T h e 
p rac t i se i s i n d e e d c o n v e n i e n t a n d p o p u l a r , a n d to be p r e f e r r e d , especial ly in 
s u c h c o m p o s i t i o n a s i n c l u d e s m u c h f o r m a n d ac t ion : b u t every grea t p o e t m u s t 
inevi tably i n n o v a t e u p o n t h e e x a m p l e o f his p r e d e c e s s o r s in t h e exact s t r u c t u r e 

6. I.e., language, as opposed to the media of sculp-
ture, painting, and music. 
7. I.e., in meter versus in prose. 
8. When the descendants of Noah, who spoke a 
single language, undertook to build the Tower of 

Babel, which would reach heaven, God cut short 
the attempt by multiplying languages so that the 
builders could no longer communicate (see Gen-
esis 11 .1-9) . 
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of h is pecu l i a r vers i f ica t ion . T h e d i s t inc t ion b e t w e e n poe t s a n d p rose wri ters 
i s a vulgar e r ror . T h e d i s t i nc t ion b e t w e e n p h i l o s o p h e r s a n d poe t s has b e e n 
a n t i c i p a t e d . 9 P l a to w a s essent ia l ly a p o e t — t h e t r u t h a n d s p l e n d o u r of his 
imagery a n d t h e m e l o d y of his l anguage i s t h e m o s t i n t e n s e t ha t i t i s poss ib le 
t o conce ive . He r e j e c t e d t h e m e a s u r e o f t h e epic , d r ama t i c , a n d lyrical f o rms , 
b e c a u s e he s o u g h t to k ind le a h a r m o n y in t h o u g h t s d ives ted of s h a p e a n d 
ac t i on , a n d he f o r b o r e t o i nven t a n y regu la r p l an o f r h y t h m w h i c h would 
i n c l u d e , u n d e r d e t e r m i n a t e f o r m s , t h e var ied p a u s e s o f h is style. C i c e r o 1 

s o u g h t to im i t a t e t h e c a d e n c e o f his pe r iods b u t wi th little succes s . Lord B a c o n 
was a p o e t . 2 H i s l anguage h a s a swee t a n d m a j e s t i c r h y t h m , w h i c h sat isf ies 
t h e sense , no less t h a n t h e a l m o s t s u p e r h u m a n w i s d o m o f his ph i losophy 
sat isf ies t h e in te l lec t ; i t i s a s t ra in w h i c h d i s t ends , a n d t h e n bu r s t s t h e c i r cum-
f e r e n c e o f t h e hea re r ' s m i n d , a n d p o u r s itself f o r t h t oge the r w i t h i t i n to t h e 
universa l e l e m e n t w i t h w h i c h i t h a s p e r p e t u a l sympa thy . All t h e a u t h o r s o f 
revo lu t ions in o p i n i o n a re n o t on ly necessa r i ly poe t s a s t hey are inven tors , n o r 
even as t he i r words unve i l t h e p e r m a n e n t ana logy of th ings by images w h i c h 
pa r t i c ipa t e in t h e life o f t r u t h ; b u t as the i r pe r iods a re h a r m o n i o u s a n d rhy th-
mica l a n d c o n t a i n in t h e m s e l v e s t h e e l e m e n t s o f verse; be ing t h e e c h o o f t h e 
e t e r n a l m u s i c . N o r a re t h o s e s u p r e m e poe t s , w h o h a v e emp loyed t rad i t iona l 
f o r m s of r h y t h m on a c c o u n t o f t h e f o r m a n d ac t i on of the i r sub jec t s , less 
c a p a b l e o f pe rce iv ing a n d t e a c h i n g t h e t r u t h o f th ings , t h a n t h o s e w h o have 
o m i t t e d t h a t f o r m . S h a k e s p e a r e , D a n t e a n d Mi l ton (to c o n f i n e ourse lves t o 
m o d e r n wr i te r s ) a re p h i l o s o p h e r s o f t h e very lo f t ies t power . 

A p o e m is t h e very image of l ife expressed in its e t e r n a l t r u t h . T h e r e is th is 
d i f f e r e n c e b e t w e e n a s tory a n d a p o e m , t h a t a s tory is a ca t a logue of d e t a c h e d 
fac t s , w h i c h h a v e n o o t h e r b o n d o f c o n n e x i o n t h a n t ime , p lace , c i r c u m s t a n c e , 
c a u s e a n d e f f e c t ; t h e o t h e r i s t h e c r ea t i on o f ac t ions a c c o r d i n g to t h e 
u n c h a n g e a b l e f o r m s o f h u m a n n a t u r e , a s exis t ing in t h e m i n d o f t h e c rea tor , 
w h i c h i s itself t h e i m a g e of all o t h e r m i n d s . T h e o n e i s par t ia l , a n d appl ies 
only to a de f in i t e pe r iod of t ime , a n d a ce r t a in c o m b i n a t i o n of even t s w h i c h 
c a n never aga in r e c u r ; t h e o t h e r i s un iversa l , a n d c o n t a i n s wi th in itself t h e 
g e r m of a re la t ion to w h a t e v e r mot ives or a c t i ons have p l ace in t h e poss ib le 
var ie t ies o f h u m a n n a t u r e . T i m e , w h i c h des t roys t h e b e a u t y a n d t h e u s e o f t h e 
s tory of p a r t i c u l a r fac t s , s t r ipt o f t h e poe t ry w h i c h s h o u l d invest t h e m , aug-
m e n t s t h a t o f Poet ry , a n d fo r ever deve lops n e w a n d w o n d e r f u l app l i ca t ions 
o f t h e e t e r n a l t r u t h w h i c h i t c o n t a i n s . H e n c e e p i t o m e s 3 have b e e n cal led t h e 
m o t h s of j u s t h i s to ry ; 4 t hey ea t o u t t h e poe t ry of it. T h e s tory of p a r t i c u l a r f ac t s 
i s as a mi r ro r w h i c h o b s c u r e s a n d d is tor t s t h a t w h i c h s h o u l d be b e a u t i f u l : 
P o e t r y is a m i r r o r w h i c h m a k e s b e a u t i f u l t h a t w h i c h is d i s to r t ed . 

T h e p a r t s of a c o m p o s i t i o n m a y be poe t ica l , w i t h o u t t h e c o m p o s i t i o n as a 
w h o l e be ing a p o e m . A s ingle s e n t e n c e m a y be c o n s i d e r e d as a w h o l e t h o u g h 
it be f o u n d in a ser ies of u n a s s i m i l a t e d po r t ions ; a s ingle word even m a y be a 
spa rk o f inex t ingu i shab le t h o u g h t . A n d t h u s all t h e g rea t h i s to r i ans , H e r o d o -
tus , P l u t a r c h , Livy, 5 w e r e poe t s ; a n d a l t h o u g h t h e p l a n o f t h e s e wri ters , e spe-
cially t ha t of Livy, r e s t r a i n e d t h e m f r o m deve lop ing this f acu l ty in its h ighes t 

9. I.e., in what Shelley has already said. 
1. Marcus Tullius Cicero, the great Roman orator 
of the 1st century B.C.E. 
2. See the Filium Lahyrinthi and the Essay on 
Death particularly [Shelley's note]. 
3. Abstracts, summaries. 
4. Ry Racon in The Advancement of Learning 

2.2.4. 
5. Titus Livius (59 B.C.E.—17 c.E.) wrote an 
immense history of Rome. Herodotus (ca. 480—ca. 
425 B.C.E.) wTote the first systematic history of 
Greece. Plutarch (ca. 46—ca. 120 C.E.) wrote Par-
allel Lives (of eminent Greeks and Romans). 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



A D E F E N C E O F P O E T R Y / 8 4 3 

degree , they m a k e c o p i o u s a n d a m p l e a m e n d s fo r t he i r sub jec t ion , by f i l l i ng 
all t h e in te r s t i ces of the i r sub j ec t s wi th living images . 

Hav ing d e t e r m i n e d w h a t i s poet ry , a n d w h o are poe t s , le t u s p r o c e e d to 
e s t i m a t e its e f f ec t s u p o n society. 

Poe t ry is ever a c c o m p a n i e d wi th p l ea su re : all spir i ts on w h i c h i t falls, o p e n 
themse lves to receive t h e w i s d o m w h i c h i s ming led wi th its del ight . In t h e 
i n f ancy o f t h e wor ld , n e i t h e r poe t s t hemse lves n o r the i r aud i to r s a re ful ly 
aware of t h e exce l lence of poet ry: fo r i t ac ts in a divine a n d u n a p p r e h e n d e d 
m a n n e r , beyond a n d above c o n s c i o u s n e s s ; a n d i t i s reserved fo r f u t u r e gen-
era t ions t o c o n t e m p l a t e a n d m e a s u r e t h e migh ty c a u s e a n d e f f ec t i n all t h e 
s t r eng th a n d s p l e n d o u r o f the i r u n i o n . Even in m o d e r n t imes , no living poe t 
ever arr ived a t t h e f u l n e s s o f his f a m e ; t h e j u r y wh ich sits in j u d g e m e n t u p o n 
a poe t , b e l o n g i n g as he does to all t ime , m u s t be c o m p o s e d of his pee rs : i t 
m u s t be i m p a n e l l e d by T i m e f r o m t h e se lec tes t o f t h e wise o f m a n y gene ra -
t ions . A Poe t is a n igh t inga le , w h o sits in d a r k n e s s a n d sings to c h e e r its own 
sol i tude wi th swee t s o u n d s ; his aud i to r s a re a s m e n e n t r a n c e d by t h e me lody 
o f an u n s e e n m u s i c i a n , w h o fee l t h a t they a re moved a n d s o f t e n e d , yet know 
n o t w h e n c e o r why. T h e p o e m s o f H o m e r a n d h is c o n t e m p o r a r i e s were t h e 
de l ight o f i n f a n t G r e e c e ; t hey w e r e t h e e l e m e n t s o f t ha t social sys tem w h i c h 
i s t h e c o l u m n u p o n w h i c h all s u c c e e d i n g civilization has r eposed . H o m e r 
e m b o d i e d t h e ideal p e r f e c t i o n o f his age in h u m a n c h a r a c t e r ; no r c an we d o u b t 
t h a t t h o s e w h o r ead his verses w e r e a w a k e n e d to an a m b i t i o n o f b e c o m i n g like 
to Achil les , H e c t o r a n d Ulysses: t h e t r u t h a n d b e a u t y o f f r i e n d s h i p , pa t r io t i sm 
a n d pe r sever ing devot ion to an ob jec t , were unve i led to t h e d e p t h s in t he se 
i m m o r t a l c r ea t i ons : t h e s e n t i m e n t s o f t h e aud i t o r s m u s t have b e e n re f ined a n d 
en la rged by a s y m p a t h y wi th s u c h grea t a n d lovely i m p e r s o n a t i o n s , un t i l f r o m 
a d m i r i n g t hey imi t a t ed , a n d f r o m imi t a t i on they iden t i f i ed t hemse lves wi th t h e 
ob jec t s o f t he i r a d m i r a t i o n . N o r let i t be ob jec t ed , t ha t t h e s e c h a r a c t e r s a re 
r e m o t e f r o m mora l p e r f e c t i o n , a n d tha t they c a n b y n o m e a n s b e c o n s i d e r e d 
a s ed i fy ing p a t t e r n s fo r genera l imi ta t ion . Every e p o c h u n d e r n a m e s m o r e o r 
less spec ious has de i f ied its pecu l i a r e r rors ; Revenge is t h e n a k e d Idol of t h e 
wor sh ip of a s e m i - b a r b a r o u s age; a n d Se l f -dece i t is t h e veiled Image of 
u n k n o w n evil b e f o r e w h i c h luxury a n d sa t ie ty lie p ros t r a t e . Bu t a p o e t cons id -
ers t h e vices of h is c o n t e m p o r a r i e s as t h e t e m p o r a r y dress in w h i c h his crea-
t ions m u s t be a r rayed , a n d w h i c h cover w i t h o u t c o n c e a l i n g t h e e t e rna l 
p r o p o r t i o n s of the i r beau ty . An epic or d r a m a t i c p e r s o n a g e i s u n d e r s t o o d to 
w e a r t h e m a r o u n d his soul , a s h e m a y t h e a n t i e n t a r m o u r o r t h e m o d e r n 
u n i f o r m a r o u n d h is body; whi ls t i t i s easy to conce ive a dress m o r e g r ace fu l 
t h a n e i ther . T h e b e a u t y o f t h e i n t e rna l n a t u r e c a n n o t be so fa r c o n c e a l e d by 
its acc iden ta l ves tu re , bu t t ha t t h e spiri t of its f o r m shall c o m m u n i c a t e itself 
to t h e very disguise , a n d ind ica t e t h e s h a p e i t h ides f r o m t h e m a n n e r in w h i c h 
i t is worn . A m a j e s t i c f o r m a n d g r ace fu l m o t i o n s will express t hemse lves 
t h r o u g h t h e m o s t b a r b a r o u s a n d tas te less c o s t u m e . F e w poe t s o f t h e h ighes t 
c lass have c h o s e n to exhibi t t h e b e a u t y of the i r c o n c e p t i o n s in its n a k e d t r u t h 
a n d s p l e n d o u r ; a n d i t i s d o u b t f u l w h e t h e r t h e alloy of c o s t u m e , hab i t , e tc . , be 
not neces sa ry to t e m p e r th is p l ane t a ry m u s i c 6 fo r mor ta l ears . 

T h e who le ob jec t ion , however , of t h e immora l i t y of poe t ry 7 res ts u p o n a 
m i s c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e m a n n e r i n w h i c h poe t ry ac t s t o p r o d u c e t h e mora l 
6. The music made by the revolving crystalline implicitly dealing with the charge, voiced by Plato 
spheres of the planets, inaudible to human ears. in his Republic, that poetry is immoral because it 
7. In the preceding paragraph Shelley has been represents evil characters acting evilly. 
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i m p r o v e m e n t o f m a n . E th i ca l s c i e n c e 8 a r r a n g e s t h e e l e m e n t s w h i c h poe t ry has 
c r ea t ed , a n d p r o p o u n d s s c h e m e s a n d p r o p o s e s examples o f civil a n d d o m e s t i c 
life: n o r i s i t fo r w a n t o f a d m i r a b l e d o c t r i n e s t h a t m e n ha te , a n d despise , and 
c e n s u r e , a n d dece ive , a n d s u b j u g a t e o n e a n o t h e r . Bu t Poe t ry ac t s i n a n o t h e r 
a n d diviner m a n n e r . I t a w a k e n s a n d en la rges t h e m i n d itself by r e n d e r i n g i t 
t h e r ecep tac l e of a t h o u s a n d u n a p p r e h e n d e d c o m b i n a t i o n s of t h o u g h t . Poe t ry 
l if ts t h e veil f r o m t h e h i d d e n b e a u t y o f t h e wor ld , a n d m a k e s fami l i a r ob jec t s 
be as i f they w e r e no t fami l ia r ; i t r e p r o d u c e s 9 all t h a t i t r ep re sen t s , a n d t h e 
i m p e r s o n a t i o n s c lo thed in its Elysian l ight s t a n d t h e n c e f o r w a r d in t h e m i n d s 
o f t h o s e w h o have o n c e c o n t e m p l a t e d t h e m , a s m e m o r i a l s o f t h a t gen t l e a n d 
exal ted c o n t e n t 1 w h i c h ex t ends i tself over all t h o u g h t s a n d ac t ions wi th w h i c h 
i t coexists . T h e g rea t s ec re t of m o r a l s is Love; or a go ing o u t of o u r own n a t u r e , 
a n d an iden t i f i ca t ion of ourse lves wi th t h e b e a u t i f u l w h i c h exists in t h o u g h t , 
ac t ion , o r p e r s o n , n o t o u r o w n . A m a n , to be great ly good, m u s t imag ine 
in tense ly a n d comprehens ive ly ; he m u s t p u t h imse l f i n t h e p l ace o f a n o t h e r 
a n d o f m a n y o the r s ; t h e pa in s a n d p l e a s u r e s o f his spec ies m u s t b e c o m e his 
own . T h e grea t i n s t r u m e n t o f m o r a l good i s t h e i m a g i n a t i o n ; 2 a n d poe t ry 
a d m i n i s t e r s t o t h e e f f e c t by a c t i n g u p o n t h e c a u s e . Poe t ry en la rges t h e cir-
c u m f e r e n c e of t h e i m a g i n a t i o n by r e p l e n i s h i n g i t w i th t h o u g h t s of ever n e w 
del ight , w h i c h have t h e p o w e r o f a t t r a c t i n g a n d ass imi la t ing to the i r own 
n a t u r e all o t h e r t h o u g h t s , a n d w h i c h f o r m n e w intervals a n d in te rs t ices w h o s e 
void for ever c raves f r e s h food . Poe t ry s t r e n g t h e n s t ha t f acu l ty w h i c h i s t h e 
o rgan o f t h e m o r a l n a t u r e o f m a n , in t h e s a m e m a n n e r a s exercise s t r e n g t h e n s 
a l imb. A P o e t t h e r e f o r e w o u l d do ill to e m b o d y his own c o n c e p t i o n s of r ight 
a n d wrong , w h i c h a re usua l ly t h o s e of his p l ace a n d t ime , in his poe t ica l 
c rea t ions , w h i c h p a r t i c i p a t e in n e i t h e r . By th is a s s u m p t i o n of t h e in fe r io r 
of f ice o f i n t e r p r e t i n g t h e e f f ec t , in w h i c h p e r h a p s a f t e r all he m i g h t acqu i t 
h imsel f b u t imper fec t ly , he w o u l d res ign t h e glory in a pa r t i c ipa t ion in t h e 
c a u s e . 3 T h e r e was l i t t le d a n g e r t ha t H o m e r , o r a n y o f t h e e t e rna l Poe t s , shou ld 
have so fa r m i s u n d e r s t o o d themse lves as to have a b d i c a t e d th is t h r o n e of the i r 
wides t d o m i n i o n . T h o s e in w h o m t h e poe t i ca l facul ty , t h o u g h great , i s less 
i n t ense , as Eur ip ides , L u c a n , T a s s o , 4 S p e n s e r , have f r e q u e n t l y a f f e c t e d 5 a 
m o r a l a im, a n d t h e e f f e c t o f t he i r poe t ry i s d i m i n i s h e d in exact p ropor t ion to 
t h e degree in w h i c h t h e y c o m p e l us to adver t t o th is p u r p o s e . 6 

* # * 

I t i s d i f f icu l t to d e f i n e p l e a s u r e in its h ighes t sense ; t h e def in i t ion involving 
a n u m b e r of a p p a r e n t pa radoxes . For , f r o m an inexpl icable de fec t of h a r m o n y 
in t h e c o n s t i t u t i o n of h u m a n n a t u r e , t h e pa in of t h e infer ior i s f r e q u e n t l y 
c o n n e c t e d wi th t h e p l e a s u r e s o f t h e supe r io r po r t i ons o f o u r be ing . Sorrow, 
8. Moral philosophy. 
9. Produces anew, re-creates. 
1. Contentment. 
2. Central to Shelley's theory is the concept 
(developed by 18th-century philosophers) of the 
sympathetic imagination—the faculty by which an 
individual is enabled to identify with the thoughts 
and feelings of others. Shelley insists that the fac-
ulty in poetry that enables us to share the joys and 
sufferings of invented characters is also the basis 
of all morality, for it compels us to feel for others 
as we feel for ourselves. 
3. The "effect," or the explicit moral standards 
into which imaginative insights are translated at a 
particular time or place, is contrasted to the 

"cause" of all morality, the imagination itself. 
4. Tasso Torquato (1544 -1595) , Italian poet, 
author of Jerusalem Delivered, an epic poem about 
a crusade. Euripides (ca. 484—406 B . C . E . ) , Greek 
writer of tragedies. Lucan (39—65 C . E . ) , Roman 
poet, author of the Pharsalia. 
5. Assumed, adopted. 
6. In the following, omitted passage, Shelley 
reviews the history of drama and poetry in relation 
to civilization and morality and proceeds to refute 
the charge that poets are less useful than "rea-
soners and merchants." He begins by defining util-
ity in terms of pleasure and then distinguishes 
between the lower (physical and material) and the 
higher (imaginative) pleasures. 
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t e r ror , a n g u i s h , de spa i r itself a re o f t e n t h e c h o s e n express ions o f an approxi-
m a t i o n to t h e h ighes t good. O u r s y m p a t h y in t ragic f i c t i on d e p e n d s on th is 
p r inc ip le ; t r agedy de l ights by a f f o r d i n g a s h a d o w of t h e p l e a s u r e w h i c h exists 
in pa in . Th i s i s t h e s o u r c e also of t h e m e l a n c h o l y w h i c h i s i n sepa rab l e f rom 
t h e swee tes t melody . T h e p l e a s u r e t h a t i s i n so r row i s swee te r t h a n t h e p lea-
su re of p l e a s u r e i tself . A n d h e n c e t h e saying, "It i s be t t e r to go to t h e h o u s e 
o f m o u r n i n g , t h a n to t h e h o u s e o f m i r t h . " 7 N o t t h a t th i s h ighes t spec ies o f 
p l ea su re i s necessa r i ly f inked wi th pa in . T h e de l ight of love a n d f r iendship , 
t h e ecs tasy o f t h e a d m i r a t i o n o f n a t u r e , t h e joy o f t h e p e r c e p t i o n a n d still m o r e 
of t h e c r ea t i on of p o e t r y i s o f t e n whol ly una l loyed . 

T h e p r o d u c t i o n a n d a s s u r a n c e o f p l ea su re in th i s h ighes t s ense i s t r u e 
util i ty. T h o s e w h o p r o d u c e a n d prese rve th i s p l e a s u r e a re P o e t s o r poe t ica l 
ph i l o sophe r s . 

T h e exer t ions o f Locke , H u m e , G i b b o n , Vol ta i re , R o u s s e a u , 8 a n d t he i r dis-
ciples , in f a v o u r o f o p p r e s s e d a n d d e l u d e d h u m a n i t y , a re en t i t l ed to t h e grat-
i t u d e of m a n k i n d . Yet i t i s easy to c a l c u l a t e t h e deg ree of m o r a l a n d in te l l ec tua l 
i m p r o v e m e n t w h i c h t h e wor ld w o u l d have exhib i ted , h a d they never lived. A 
little m o r e n o n s e n s e w o u l d have b e e n ta lked fo r a c e n t u r y o r two; a n d p e r h a p s 
a f e w m o r e m e n , w o m e n , a n d ch i ld ren , b u r n t a s he re t i c s . W e m i g h t no t a t 
th is m o m e n t h a v e b e e n c o n g r a t u l a t i n g e a c h o t h e r on t h e abol i t ion o f t h e 
Inqu i s i t i on in S p a i n . 9 B u t i t exceeds all i m a g i n a t i o n to conce ive w h a t w o u l d 
have b e e n t h e m o r a l c o n d i t i o n o f t h e wor ld i f n e i t h e r D a n t e , P e t r a r c h , Boc-
cacc io , C h a u c e r , S h a k e s p e a r e , C a l d e r o n , Lord B a c o n , n o r Mi l t on , h a d ever 
existed; i f R a p h a e l a n d M i c h a e l Ange lo h a d never b e e n b o r n ; i f t h e H e b r e w 
poe t ry h a d never b e e n t r ans l a t ed ; i f a revival of t h e s tudy of G r e e k l i t e ra tu re 
h a d never t a k e n p lace ; i f n o m o n u m e n t s o f a n t i e n t s c u l p t u r e h a d b e e n h a n d e d 
d o w n to us ; a n d i f t h e poe t ry of t h e re l igion of t h e a n t i e n t wor ld h a d b e e n 
ex t ingu i shed t o g e t h e r w i t h its bel ief . T h e h u m a n m i n d cou ld never , except by 
t h e i n t e r v e n t i o n o f t h e s e exc i t emen t s , have b e e n a w a k e n e d to t h e inven t ion 
o f t h e grosser sc i ences , a n d t h a t app l i ca t ion o f analy t ica l r e a s o n i n g to t h e 
a b e r r a t i o n s of society, w h i c h i t i s n o w a t t e m p t e d to exalt over t h e d i rec t expres-
s ion of t h e invent ive a n d c rea t ive f acu l ty itself. 

W e have m o r e mora l , pol i t ica l a n d h i s tor ica l w i s d o m , t h a n w e k n o w h o w t o 
r e d u c e i n t o p rac t i ce ; w e have m o r e sc ient i f ic a n d e c o n o m i c a l k n o w l e d g e t h a n 
c a n be a c c o m m o d a t e d t o t h e j u s t d i s t r i bu t ion o f t h e p r o d u c e w h i c h i t mu l t i -
pl ies . T h e p o e t r y in t h e s e sys tems of t h o u g h t , i s c o n c e a l e d by t h e a c c u m u l a t i o n 
of f ac t s a n d c a l c u l a t i n g p roces se s . T h e r e i s no w a n t o f k n o w l e d g e r e spec t ing 
w h a t i s wises t a n d b e s t in mora l s , g o v e r n m e n t , a n d pol i t ica l e c o n o m y , o r a t 
least , w h a t i s wise r a n d b e t t e r t h a n w h a t m e n n o w p rac t i s e a n d e n d u r e . But 
we let "I dare not wa i t u p o n I would, like t h e p o o r ca t i' t h e adage . " 1 W e w a n t 2 

t h e creat ive f acu l ty t o i m a g i n e t h a t w h i c h w e know; w e w a n t t h e g e n e r o u s 
i m p u l s e to ac t t h a t w h i c h we imagine ; we w a n t t h e p o e t r y o f life: o u r ca lcu-
la t ions have o u t r u n c o n c e p t i o n ; w e have e a t e n m o r e t h a n w e c a n diges t . T h e 
cu l t iva t ion of t h o s e s c i ences w h i c h have en l a rged t h e l imits o f t h e e m p i r e of 
m a n over t h e ex te rna l wor ld , has , fo r w a n t o f t h e poe t i ca l facul ty , p ropo r t i on -

7. Ecclesiastes 7.2. 
8. I follow the classification adopted by the author 
of Four Ages of Poetry. But Rousseau was essen-
tially a poet. The others, even Voltaire, were mere 
reasoners [Shelley's note]. 
9. The Inquisition had been suspended following 
the Spanish Revolution of 1820, the year before 

Shelley wrote this essay; it was not abolished per-
manently until 1834. 
1. The words with which Lady Macbeth encour-
ages her husband's ambition (Shakespeare, Mac-
beth 1 .7 .44-45) . 
2. Lack. 
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ally c i r c u m s c r i b e d t h o s e o f t h e i n t e rna l wor ld ; a n d m a n , hav ing ens laved the 
e l e m e n t s , r e m a i n s h imse l f a slave. To w h a t b u t a cu l t iva t ion of t h e m e c h a n i c a l 
a r t s in a deg ree d i s p r o p o r t i o n e d to t h e p r e s e n c e of t h e crea t ive facul ty , wh ich 
is t h e bas is of all knowledge , is to be a t t r i b u t e d t h e a b u s e of all inven t ion for 
abr idg ing a n d c o m b i n i n g l abour , to t h e exaspe ra t ion o f t h e inequa l i ty o f m a n -
kind? F r o m w h a t o t h e r c a u s e has i t a r i sen t h a t t h e s e inven t ions w h i c h shou ld 
have l igh tened , have a d d e d a we igh t to t h e c u r s e imposed on A d a m ? 3 Poet ry , 
a n d t h e p r inc ip l e o f Self , o f w h i c h m o n e y i s t h e visible i n c a r n a t i o n , a re t h e 
G o d a n d M a m m o n o f t h e w o r l d . 4 

T h e f u n c t i o n s o f t h e poe t i ca l f acu l ty a re two-fo ld ; by o n e i t c r ea t e s n e w 
mate r ia l s of knowledge , a n d p o w e r a n d p l ea su re ; by t h e o t h e r i t e n g e n d e r s in 
t h e m i n d a des i re to r e p r o d u c e a n d a r r a n g e t h e m a c c o r d i n g to a ce r t a in r h y t h m 
a n d o rde r w h i c h may be ca l led t h e b e a u t i f u l a n d t h e good. T h e cul t iva t ion o f 
poe t ry i s neve r m o r e to be des i red t h a n a t pe r iods w h e n , f r o m an excess o f t h e 
self ish a n d ca l cu l a t i ng pr inc ip le , t h e a c c u m u l a t i o n of t h e ma te r i a l s o f ex ternal 
life exceed t h e q u a n t i t y of t h e p o w e r of ass imi la t ing t h e m to t h e in t e rna l laws 
o f h u m a n n a t u r e . T h e body has t h e n b e c o m e too unwie ldy fo r t h a t wh ich 
a n i m a t e s it. 

Poe t ry i s i n d e e d s o m e t h i n g divine. I t i s a t o n c e t h e c e n t r e a n d c i r c u m f e r e n c e 
of knowledge ; i t i s t h a t w h i c h c o m p r e h e n d s all s c i ence , a n d t ha t to w h i c h all 
s c i ence m u s t be r e f e r r ed . I t i s a t t h e s a m e t i m e t h e root a n d b lossom of all 
o t h e r sys tems of t h o u g h t ; i t i s t h a t f r o m w h i c h all spr ing, a n d t h a t w h i c h 
a d o r n s all; a n d t h a t w h i c h , i f b l igh ted , den ie s t h e f ru i t a n d t h e seed , a n d 
w i thho ld s f r o m t h e b a r r e n wor ld t h e n o u r i s h m e n t a n d t h e succes s ion o f t h e 
sc ions of t h e t r ee of l ife. I t i s t h e p e r f e c t a n d c o n s u m m a t e s u r f a c e a n d b loom 
of th ings ; i t i s as t h e o d o u r a n d t h e co lou r of t h e rose to t h e t ex ture of t h e 
e l e m e n t s w h i c h c o m p o s e it, a s t h e f o r m a n d t h e s p l e n d o u r o f u n f a d e d beau ty 
to t h e sec re t s o f a n a t o m y a n d c o r r u p t i o n . W h a t w e r e Vi r tue , Love, Pa t r io t i sm, 
F r i e n d s h i p e t c . — w h a t w e r e t h e scene ry o f th is b e a u t i f u l Universe w h i c h we 
i n h a b i t — w h a t were o u r conso l a t i ons on th is s ide o f t h e g r a v e — a n d w h a t were 
o u r a sp i ra t ions beyond i t—if Poe t ry did no t a s c e n d to b r ing light a n d f ire f r o m 
t h o s e e t e rna l reg ions w h e r e t h e owl-winged f acu l ty o f ca lcu la t ion da re no t 
ever soar? Poe t ry is n o t like r ea son ing , a p o w e r to be exer ted a c c o r d i n g to t h e 
d e t e r m i n a t i o n of t h e will. A m a n c a n n o t say, "I will c o m p o s e poe t ry ." T h e 
g rea tes t p o e t even c a n n o t say it: fo r t h e m i n d in c r ea t ion is as a f a d i n g coal 
w h i c h s o m e invisible i n f l u e n c e , like an i n c o n s t a n t wind , a w a k e n s to t rans i to ry 
b r igh tnes s : th i s p o w e r ar ises f r o m wi th in , like t h e co lour of a f lower w h i c h 
f a d e s a n d c h a n g e s as i t i s deve loped , a n d t h e c o n s c i o u s po r t ions of o u r n a t u r e s 
a re u n p r o p h e t i c e i t h e r o f its a p p r o a c h or its d e p a r t u r e . C o u l d th i s i n f l u e n c e 
be d u r a b l e in its or iginal pur i ty a n d fo rce , i t i s imposs ib le to p r ed i c t t h e great-
ne s s o f t h e resu l t s ; b u t w h e n c o m p o s i t i o n begins , insp i ra t ion i s a l ready on the 
dec l ine , a n d t h e m o s t g lor ious poe t ry t h a t ha s ever b e e n c o m m u n i c a t e d t o the 
wor ld is p robab ly a f eeb l e s h a d o w of t h e or iginal c o n c e p t i o n of t h e poe t . I 
appea l to t h e g rea te s t P o e t s of t h e p r e s e n t day, w h e t h e r i t be no t an er ror to 
asser t t h a t t h e f ines t pas sages o f poe t ry a re p r o d u c e d by l abour a n d s tudy. T h e 
toil a n d t h e delay r e c o m m e n d e d by cr i t ics c an be jus t ly i n t e rp r e t ed to m e a n 
no m o r e t h a n a c a r e f u l obse rva t ion of t h e insp i red m o m e n t s , a n d an art if icial 
connex ion of t h e spaces b e t w e e n the i r sugges t ions by t h e in t e r t ex tu re of con-

3. God says to Adam: "cursed is the ground forthy 
sake. . . . Thorns also and thistles shall it bring 
forth. . . . In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat 
bread, till thou return unto the ground" (Genesis 

3 .17-19) . 
4. Matthew 6.24: "Ye cannot serve God and Mam-
mon." 
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ven t iona l express ions ; a necess i ty only i m p o s e d by t h e l imi t edness of t h e poe t -
ical f acu l ty i tself . For Mi l t on conce ived t h e Pa rad i se Lost as a who le b e f o r e 
he e x e c u t e d i t i n por t ions . We h a v e h is own a u t h o r i t y also fo r t h e M u s e having 
"d ic ta t ed" to h i m t h e " u n p r e m e d i t a t e d song , " 5 a n d let th is be an a n s w e r to 
t h o s e w h o wou ld al lege t h e fifty-six var ious r ead ings of t h e first l ine of t h e 
O r l a n d o F u r i o s o . 6 C o m p o s i t i o n s so p r o d u c e d a re to poe t ry w h a t mosa i c i s to 
pa in t ing . Th i s ins t inc t a n d in tu i t i on of t h e poe t ica l f acu l ty i s still m o r e observ-
able in t h e p las t ic a n d p ic tor ia l ar ts : a grea t s t a t u e or p i c t u r e grows u n d e r t h e 
power of t h e ar t i s t as a ch i ld in t h e m o t h e r ' s w o m b ; and t h e very m i n d w h i c h 
d i rec ts t h e h a n d s in f o r m a t i o n i s i n c a p a b l e of a c c o u n t i n g to itself fo r t h e 
origin, t h e g rada t ions , o r t h e m e d i a o f t h e p rocess . 

Poe t ry i s t h e r eco rd o f t h e bes t a n d h a p p i e s t 7 m o m e n t s o f t h e h a p p i e s t a n d 
bes t m i n d s . We a re aware o f e v a n e s c e n t v is i ta t ions o f t h o u g h t a n d fee l ing 
s o m e t i m e s a s soc ia t ed wi th p lace o r p e r s o n , s o m e t i m e s regard ing o u r own 
m i n d a lone , a n d always ar i s ing u n f o r e s e e n a n d d e p a r t i n g u n b i d d e n , b u t ele-
va t ing and de l i gh t fu l b e y o n d all express ion : so t h a t even in t h e des i re a n d t h e 
regre t they leave, t h e r e c a n n o t b u t be p l ea su re , pa r t i c ipa t ing as i t does in t h e 
n a t u r e of its ob jec t . I t is as i t w e r e t h e i n t e r p e n e t r a t i o n of a diviner n a t u r e 
t h r o u g h o u r own; b u t its f o o t s t e p s are like t h o s e of a w i n d over a sea, w h e r e 
t h e c o m i n g ca lm erases , a n d w h o s e t r aces r e m a i n only a s on t h e wr ink led s a n d 
w h i c h paves it. T h e s e a n d c o r r e s p o n d i n g c o n d i t i o n s o f b e i n g are expe r i enced 
pr incipal ly by t h o s e o f t h e mos t de l ica te sens ib i l i ty 8 a n d t h e m o s t en la rged 
imag ina t ion ; a n d t h e s t a t e o f m i n d p r o d u c e d by t h e m i s a t wa r wi th every ba se 
des i re . T h e e n t h u s i a s m of v i r tue , love, pa t r io t i sm, a n d f r i e n d s h i p i s essent ia l ly 
l inked wi th t h e s e e m o t i o n s ; a n d whi ls t they last , self a p p e a r s as w h a t i t is, an 
a t o m to a Universe . Poe t s a re n o t only s u b j e c t to t h e s e expe r i ences as spiri ts 
o f t h e m o s t r e f ined organ iza t ion , b u t they c a n co lou r all t h a t t hey c o m b i n e 
wi th t h e e v a n e s c e n t h u e s of th i s e the r i a l wor ld ; a word , or a t rai t in the rep-
r e s e n t a t i o n of a s c e n e or a pass ion , will t o u c h t h e e n c h a n t e d c h o r d , a n d rean-
i m a t e , i n t h o s e w h o have ever expe r i enced t h e s e e m o t i o n s , t h e s leeping, t h e 
cold , t h e bu r i ed image of t h e pas t . Poe t ry t h u s m a k e s i m m o r t a l all t ha t i s bes t 
a n d m o s t b e a u t i f u l i n t h e wor ld; i t a r res t s t h e van i sh ing appa r i t i ons w h i c h 
h a u n t the i n t e r l u n a t i o n s 9 o f life, a n d veil ing t h e m or in l anguage or in f o r m 
s e n d s t h e m fo r th a m o n g m a n k i n d , b e a r i n g swee t n e w s o f k ind red joy t o t h o s e 
wi th w h o m the i r s is ters a b i d e — a b i d e , b e c a u s e t h e r e i s no por ta l o f express ion 
f r o m t h e cave rns o f t h e spiri t w h i c h they i nhab i t i n to t h e un ive r se o f th ings . 
Poe t ry r e d e e m s f r o m decay t h e v is i ta t ions o f t h e divinity in m a n . 

Poet ry t u r n s all t h ings to lovel iness; i t exalts t h e b e a u t y of t ha t wh ich is 
m o s t beau t i fu l , a n d i t adds b e a u t y to t ha t w h i c h i s m o s t d e f o r m e d ; i t mar r i e s 
exul ta t ion and hor ror , grief a n d p l ea su re , e t e rn i ty a n d c h a n g e ; i t s u b d u e s to 
u n i o n u n d e r its l ight yoke all i r r econc i l ab le th ings . I t t r a n s m u t e s all t h a t i t 
t o u c h e s , a n d every f o r m m o v i n g wi th in t h e r a d i a n c e of i ts p r e s e n c e i s c h a n g e d 
by w o n d r o u s sympa thy to an i n c a r n a t i o n of t h e spiri t w h i c h i t b r e a t h e s ; its 
s ec re t a l c h e m y t u r n s t o p o t a b l e go ld 1 t h e p o i s o n o u s wa te r s w h i c h f low f r o m 
d e a t h t h r o u g h life; i t s t r ips t h e veil of fami l ia r i ty f r o m t h e wor ld , and lays b a r e 
t h e naked and s l eep ing b e a u t y w h i c h i s t h e spirit o f its f o r m s . 

All th ings exist as they a re perce ived : a t leas t in re la t ion to the pe rc ip ien t . 
5. Paradise Lost 9.21—24. 
6. The epic poem by the 16th-century Italian poet 
Ariosto, noted for his care in composition. 
7. In the double sense of "most joyous" and "most 
apt or felicitous in invention." 
8. Sensitivity, capacity for sympathetic feeling. 

9. The dark intervals between the old and new 
moons. 
1. Alchemists aimed to produce a drinkable 
("potable") form of gold that would be an elixir of 
life, curing all diseases. 
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"The m i n d is its own p lace , a n d of itself c a n m a k e a h e a v e n of hel l , a hell of 
h e a v e n . " 2 Bu t p o e t r y d e f e a t s t h e c u r s e w h i c h b inds u s t o be sub j ec t ed t o t h e 
a c c i d e n t o f s u r r o u n d i n g impres s ions . A n d w h e t h e r i t sp reads its own f igured 
cu r t a in or w i t h d r a w s life 's d a r k veil f r o m b e f o r e t h e s c e n e of th ings , i t equal ly 
c rea t e s fo r us a b e i n g w i t h i n o u r be ing . I t m a k e s us t h e i n h a b i t a n t s of a wor ld 
to wh ich t h e f ami l i a r wor ld i s a chaos . I t r e p r o d u c e s t h e c o m m o n un ive r se of 
w h i c h we a re p o r t i o n s a n d pe rc ip i en t s , a n d i t p u r g e s f r o m o u r inward sight 
t h e f i lm o f fami l ia r i ty w h i c h o b s c u r e s f r o m us t h e w o n d e r o f o u r be ing . I t 
c o m p e l s u s t o f ee l t h a t w h i c h we perce ive , a n d t o imag ine t h a t w h i c h we k n o w . 
I t c rea tes a n e w t h e un ive r se a f t e r i t h a s b e e n a n n i h i l a t e d i n o u r m i n d s by t h e 
r e c u r r e n c e of i m p r e s s i o n s b l u n t e d by r e i t e r a t i o n . 3 I t jus t i f i es tha t bold a n d 
t r u e word of Tasso : Non merita nome di creatore, se non lddio ed il Poeta.4 

A Poe t , as he i s t h e a u t h o r to o the r s of t h e h ighes t w i s d o m , p l easu re , v i r tue 
a n d glory, so he o u g h t pe r sona l ly to be t h e happ ie s t , t h e bes t , t h e wisest , a n d 
t h e m o s t i l lus t r ious of m e n . As to his glory, let T i m e be cha l l enged to dec la re 
w h e t h e r t h e f a m e o f any o t h e r i n s t i t u to r o f h u m a n l ife be c o m p a r a b l e t o tha t 
o f a poe t . T h a t he i s t h e wises t , t h e happ ie s t , a n d t h e bes t , i n a s m u c h as he i s 
a poe t , i s equa l ly incon t rover t ib le : t h e g rea te s t p o e t s have b e e n m e n of the 
m o s t spot less v i r tue , o f t h e m o s t c o n s u m m a t e p r u d e n c e , a n d , i f we cou ld look 
in to t h e in t e r io r o f t h e i r lives, t h e m o s t f o r t u n a t e o f m e n : a n d t h e except ions , 
as they r ega rd t h o s e w h o pos se s sed t h e poe t i c f acu l ty in a h igh yet in fe r io r 
degree , will be f o u n d on c o n s i d e r a t i o n t o c o n f i r m r a t h e r t h a n des t roy t h e ru le . 
Le t us f o r a m o m e n t s toop to t h e a rb i t r a t i on o f p o p u l a r b r e a t h , a n d u s u r p i n g 
a n d u n i t i n g in o u r o w n p e r s o n s t h e i n c o m p a t i b l e c h a r a c t e r s o f accuse r , wit-
ness , j u d g e a n d execu t ione r , let u s d e c i d e w i t h o u t trial, t es t imony, o r f o r m 
t h a t ce r ta in mot ives o f t h o s e w h o a re " t he r e s i t t ing w h e r e we dare n o t soa r" 5 

a re r e p r e h e n s i b l e . Le t us a s s u m e t h a t H o m e r w a s a d r u n k a r d , t ha t Virgil was 
a f l a t t e re r , t h a t H o r a c e was a coward , t h a t T a s s o w a s a m a d m a n , t h a t Lord 
B a c o n w a s a p e c u l a t o r , t h a t R a p h a e l was a l iber t ine , t h a t S p e n s e r was a poe t 
l a u r e a t e . 6 I t i s i n c o n s i s t e n t wi th th i s division of o u r s u b j e c t to c i te living poe t s , 
b u t Pos te r i ty h a s d o n e a m p l e j u s t i c e t o t h e grea t n a m e s n o w r e f e r r ed to. The i r 
e r ro r s have b e e n w e i g h e d a n d f o u n d to have b e e n d u s t i n t h e b a l a n c e ; i f the i r 
s ins "were as scar le t , t hey a re n o w w h i t e as snow" ; 7 t hey have b e e n w a s h e d in 
t h e b lood o f t h e m e d i a t o r a n d t h e r e d e e m e r T i m e . O b s e r v e in w h a t a lud ic rous 
c h a o s t h e i m p u t a t i o n s o f r ea l o r f i c t i t i ous c r i m e have b e e n c o n f u s e d in t h e 
c o n t e m p o r a r y c a l u m n i e s aga ins t poe t ry a n d p o e t s ; 8 cons ide r h o w little is, a s 
i t a p p e a r s — o r appea r s , as i t is; look to you r own motives , a n d j u d g e no t , les t 
ye be j u d g e d . 9 

Poetry , as ha s b e e n said, in th is r e s p e c t d i f fe r s f r o m logic, t h a t i t i s n o t 

2. Satan's speech, Paradise Lost 1 .254-55 . 
3. Shelley's version of a widespread Romantic 
doctrine that the poetic imagination transforms 
the familiar into the miraculous and re-creates the 
old world into a new world. See, e.g., Coleridge's 
Biographia Literaria, chap. 4: "To carry on the feel-
ings of childhood into the powers of manhood; to 
combine the child's sense of wonder and novelty 
with the appearances which every day for perhaps 
forty years has rendered familiar; . . . this is the 
character and privilege of genius" (p. 474) . 
4. "No one merits the name of Creator except God 
and the Poet." Quoted by Pierantonio Serassi in 
his Life ofTorquato Tasso (1785). 
5. Satan's scornful words to the angels who dis-

cover him after he has surreptitiously entered 
Eden: "Ye knew me once no mate / For you, sitting 
where ye durst not soar" (Paradise Lost 4.828—29). 
6. Charges that had in fact been made against 
these men. The use of "poet laureate" as a derog-
atory term was a dig at Robert Southey, who held 
that honor at the time Shelley was writing. "Pec-
ulator": an embezzler of public money. Raphael is 
the 16th-century Italian painter. 
7. Isaiah 1.18. 
8. Shelley alludes especially to the charges of 
immorality by contemporary reviewers against 
Lord Byron and himself. 
9. Christ's warning in Matthew 7.1. 
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s u b j e c t to t h e c o n t r o u l o f t h e act ive p o w e r s o f t h e m i n d , a n d t h a t its b i r th a n d 
r e c u r r e n c e h a s no neces sa ry c o n n e x i o n w i t h c o n s c i o u s n e s s or will. I t i s pre-
s u m p t u o u s t o d e t e r m i n e t h a t t h e s e ' a r e t h e n e c e s s a r y c o n d i t i o n s o f all m e n t a l 
c a u s a t i o n , w h e n m e n t a l e f f ec t s a re expe r i enced i n s u s c e p t i b l e o f be ing r e f e r r ed 
to t h e m . T h e f r e q u e n t r e c u r r e n c e of t h e poe t i ca l power , i t i s obvious to sup-
pose , may p r o d u c e i n t h e m i n d an h a b i t o f o rde r a n d h a r m o n y corre la t ive wi th 
its own n a t u r e a n d wi th its e f f ec t s u p o n o t h e r m i n d s . Bu t in t h e in tervals o f 
insp i ra t ion , a n d t hey m a y be f r e q u e n t w i t h o u t b e i n g du rab l e , a p o e t b e c o m e s 
a m a n , a n d i s a b a n d o n e d to t h e s u d d e n ref lux o f t h e i n f l u e n c e s u n d e r w h i c h 
o the r s hab i tua l ly live. Bu t as he i s m o r e del ica te ly o rgan ized t h a n o t h e r m e n , 
a n d s ens ib l e 2 to p a i n a n d p l e a s u r e , b o t h his own a n d t ha t o f o the r s , in a degree 
u n k n o w n t o t h e m , h e will avoid t h e o n e a n d p u r s u e t h e o t h e r wi th a n a r d o u r 
p r o p o r t i o n e d to th is d i f f e r e n c e . And he r e n d e r s h imse l f obnox ious to cal-
u m n y , 3 w h e n h e neg lec t s t o observe t h e c i r c u m s t a n c e s u n d e r w h i c h t h e s e 
ob jec t s o f un ive r sa l p u r s u i t a n d f l ight have d i sgu ised t hemse lves in o n e 
a n o t h e r ' s g a r m e n t s . 

B u t t h e r e i s n o t h i n g necessa r i ly evil in th is e r ror , a n d t h u s cruel ty , envy, 
revenge , avar ice , a n d t h e pas s ions pu re ly evil, have neve r f o r m e d any por t ion 
of t h e p o p u l a r i m p u t a t i o n s on t h e lives of poe t s . 

I have t h o u g h t i t m o s t f avou rab l e to t h e c a u s e of t r u t h to set d o w n t h e s e 
r e m a r k s a c c o r d i n g to t h e o rde r i n w h i c h t hey w e r e sugges t ed t o my m i n d , by 
a c o n s i d e r a t i o n of t h e s u b j e c t i tself , i n s t e a d of fo l lowing t h a t of t h e t rea t i se 
t h a t exci ted m e t o m a k e t h e m p u b l i c . 4 T h u s a l t h o u g h devoid o f t h e fo rmal i ty 
of a po lemica l reply; i f t h e view they c o n t a i n be j u s t , t hey will be f o u n d to 
involve a r e f u t a t i o n of t h e d o c t r i n e s of t h e F o u r Ages of Poet ry , so fa r a t least 
as regards t h e f i rs t division of t h e sub jec t . I c a n readi ly c o n j e c t u r e w h a t shou ld 
have moved t h e gall of t h e l e a rned a n d in te l l igen t a u t h o r of t h a t pape r ; I 
con fe s s mysel f , l ike h i m , unwi l l ing to be s t u n n e d by t h e T h e s e i d s o f t h e h o a r s e 
C o d r i o f t h e day. Bavius a n d M a e v i u s 5 u n d o u b t e d l y are , as they ever were , 
i n s u f f e r a b l e p e r s o n s . B u t i t be longs to a p h i l o s o p h i c a l cr i t ic to d i s t inguish 
r a t h e r t h a n c o n f o u n d . 

T h e first p a r t o f t h e s e r e m a r k s h a s r e l a t ed to Poe t ry in its e l e m e n t s a n d 
pr inc ip les ; a n d i t h a s b e e n s h e w n , a s well a s t h e n a r r o w l imits ass igned t h e m 
w o u l d p e r m i t , t h a t w h a t is cal led poet ry , in a r e s t r i c t ed sense , has a c o m m o n 
s o u r c e w i t h all o t h e r f o r m s o f o rde r a n d o f b e a u t y a c c o r d i n g to w h i c h t h e 
ma te r i a l s o f h u m a n l i fe a re suscep t ib l e o f b e i n g a r r anged , a n d w h i c h i s poe t ry 
i n an un iversa l s ense . 

T h e s e c o n d p a r t 6 will have f o r i ts ob jec t an app l i ca t ion o f t he se p r inc ip les 
to t h e p r e s e n t s t a t e of t h e cu l t iva t ion of Poe t ry , a n d a d e f e n c e of t h e a t t e m p t 
t o idealize t h e m o d e r n f o r m s o f m a n n e r s a n d op in ions , a n d c o m p e l t h e m in to 
a s u b o r d i n a t i o n to t h e imagina t ive a n d crea t ive facu l ty . Fo r t h e l i t e ra tu re of 

1. I.e., consciousness or will. Shelley again pro-
poses that some mental processes are uncon-
scious—outside our control or awareness. 
2. I.e., sensitive to, conscious of. Cf. Words-
worth's Preface to Lyrical Ballads (p. 269): "What 
is a poet? . . . He is a man speaking to men: a man, 
it is true, endued with more lively sensibility, more 
enthusiasm, and tenderness, who has a greater 
knowledge of human nature, and a more compre-
hensive soul, than are supposed to be common 
among mankind." 
3. Exposed to slander. 

4. Peacock's "Four Ages of Poetry." 
5. Would-be poets satirized by Virgil and Horace. 
"Theseids": epic poems about Theseus. Codrus 
(plural "Codri") was the Roman author of a long, 
dull Tlieseid attacked by Juvenal and others. In 
1794 and 1795 the conservative critic William Gif-
ford had borrowed from Virgil and Horace and 
published the Baviad and the Maeviad, hard-
hitting and highly influential satires on popular 
poetry and drama. 
6. Shelley, however, completed only the first part. 
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Eng land , an e n e r g e t i c d e v e l o p e m e n t o f wh ich has ever p r e c e d e d o r accom-
p a n i e d a grea t a n d f r e e d e v e l o p e m e n t of t h e n a t i o n a l will, ha s a r i sen as i t were 
f r o m a n e w b i r th . In spi te of t h e l o w - t h o u g h t e d envy w h i c h would u n d e r v a l u e 
c o n t e m p o r a r y mer i t , o u r o w n will be a m e m o r a b l e age in in te l l ec tua l achieve-
m e n t s , and we live a m o n g s u c h p h i l o s o p h e r s a n d p o e t s a s su rpas s beyond 
c o m p a r i s o n any w h o have a p p e a r e d s ince t h e last na t i ona l s t ruggle fo r civil 
a n d rel igious l iber ty . 7 T h e m o s t u n f a i l i n g he ra ld , c o m p a n i o n , a n d fo l lower o f 
t h e a w a k e n i n g of a grea t p e o p l e to w o r k a benef ic ia l c h a n g e in op in ion or 
i n s t i t u t ion , i s Poet ry . At s u c h pe r iods t h e r e i s an a c c u m u l a t i o n of t h e p o w e r 
o f c o m m u n i c a t i n g a n d rece iv ing i n t e n s e a n d i m p a s s i o n e d c o n c e p t i o n s 
r e spec t i ng m a n a n d n a t u r e . T h e p e r s o n s i n w h o m this power res ides , may 
o f t e n , as f a r as r ega rds m a n y po r t ions o f the i r n a t u r e , have li t t le a p p a r e n t 
c o r r e s p o n d e n c e wi th t ha t spirit o f good of w h i c h t hey are t h e min is te r s . But 
even whi ls t t hey d e n y a n d ab ju re , they a re yet c o m p e l l e d to serve, t h e Power 
w h i c h is s ea t ed u p o n t h e t h r o n e of the i r own soul . I t i s imposs ib le to read t h e 
c o m p o s i t i o n s of t h e m o s t ce l eb ra t ed wri ters o f t h e p r e s e n t day w i t h o u t be ing 
s ta r t led w i t h t h e e lec t r ic life w h i c h b u r n s wi th in the i r words . T h e y m e a s u r e 
t h e c i r c u m f e r e n c e a n d s o u n d t h e d e p t h s o f h u m a n n a t u r e wi th a c o m p r e h e n -
sive a n d a l l - pene t r a t i ng spiri t , a n d they a re t hemse lves p e r h a p s the mos t sin-
cere ly a s t o n i s h e d at its m a n i f e s t a t i o n s , f o r i t i s less the i r spiri t t h a n t h e spirit 
o f t h e age. Poe t s a re t h e h i e r o p h a n t s 8 o f an u n a p p r e h e n d e d inspi ra t ion , t h e 
mir rors o f t h e g igant ic s h a d o w s w h i c h f u t u r i t y cas t s u p o n the p re sen t , t h e 
words w h i c h express w h a t they u n d e r s t a n d no t ; t h e t r u m p e t s wh ich s ing t o 
ba t t le , a n d feel not w h a t t hey inspi re : t h e i n f l u e n c e w h i c h i s moved no t , b u t 
m o v e s . 9 P o e t s a re t h e u n a c k n o w l e d g e d legislators o f t h e W o r l d . 

1 8 2 1 1 8 4 0 
7. In the age of Milton and the English Civil Wars. 9. Aristotle had said that God is the "Unmoved 
8. Priests who are expositors of sacred mysteries. Mover" of the universe. 

J O H N C L A R E 

1 7 9 3 - 1 8 6 4 

Since the mid-eighteenth century, when critics had begun to worry that the authentic 
vigor of poetry was being undermined in their age of modern learning and refinement, 
they had looked for untaught primitive geniuses among the nation's peasantry. In the 
early-nineteenth-century literary scene, John Clare was the nearest thing to a "natural 
poet" there was. An earlier and greater peasant poet, Robert Burns, had managed to 
acquire a solid liberal education. Clare, however, was born at Helpston, a Northamp-
tonshire village, the son of a field laborer and a mother who was entirely illiterate, 
and he obtained only enough schooling to enable him to read and write. Although he 
was a sickly and fearful child, he had to work hard in the field, where he found himself 
composing verse "for downright pleasure in giving vent to my feelings." The fragments 
of an autobiography that he wrote later in life describe movingly, and with humor, 
the stratagems that as a young man he devised in order to find the time and the 
materials for writing. A blank notebook could cost him a week's wages. In 1820 
publication of his Poems Descriptive of Rural Life and Scenery attracted critical atten-
tion, and on a trip to London, he was made much of by leading writers of the day. 
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But his celebrity soon dimmed, and his three later books of verse were financial 
failures. Under these and other disappointments his mind gave way in 1837, and he 
spent almost all the rest of his life in an asylum. The place was for him a refuge as 
well as a confinement, for he was treated kindly, allowed to wander about the coun-
tryside, and encouraged to go on writing his verses. Some of his best achievements 
are the poems composed during his madness. 

Clare did not, of course, write independently of literary influences, for he had 
studied the poetry of James Thomson, William Cowper, Burns, Milton, Wordsworth, 
and Coleridge. But he stayed true to his own experience of everyday country sights 
and customs. His nightingale poem, written in a long-established literary tradition, 
has many more particulars of nature than any of those by his predecessors, and his 
homely mouse, in the third poem printed below, is a bit of pure rustic impressionism 
in a way that even Burns's moralized mouse is not (see "To a Mouse," p. 135). Some 
of Clare's introspective asylum poems achieve so haunting a poignancy and are spoken 
in so quietly distinctive a voice that they have made the great mass of manuscripts 
he left at his death an exciting place of discovery for recent scholars. 

Those same manuscripts are a site of contention among current textual theorists. 
Words are everywhere misspelled in them, standard syntax is regularly ignored, and 
there is almost no punctuation in the lines. In his own day Clare was respelled, 
punctuated, and otherwise made presentable by his publisher, John Taylor (who did 
the same for John Keats, another of his poets who took a casual view of such matters). 
Modern scholars, eager to recover exactly what Clare wrote—in effect, to free him 
from the impositions and constraints of well-intentioned nineteenth-century editors— 
are restoring the idiosyncrasies but, in the process, are constructing a poet who is so 
full of what we would normally call mistakes as to be, for all practical purposes, 
inaccessible to the general reader. (For example, the manuscripts have "were" for 
"where," "your" for "you're," "anker" for "hanker," "hugh" for "huge.") The texts 
printed below, which are presented as "reading" versions of Clare's own words, are 
the product of a principled modernization by the editors of this anthology. They are 
based, where the materials are available, on authoritative manuscript versions recov-
ered and now made standard by Eric Robinson and his associates in a succession of 
editions published by Oxford University Press. 

The Nightingale's Nest 

Up this green woodland ride° let's softly rove, riding path 
And list° the n i g h t i n g a l e — s h e dwelleth here . listen to 
H u s h ! let the wood gate softly c lap, for fear 
T h e noise may drive her from h e r h o m e of love; 

s F o r here I've heard her many a merry y e a r — 
At morn and eve, nay, all the livelong day, 
As though she lived on song. Th is very spot, 
J u s t where that old man 's beard1 all wildly trails 
R u d e arbours o'er the road and stops the w a y — 

io And where that chi ld its b lue-be l l f lowers hath got, 
Laughing and creeping through the mossy r a i l s 0 — fence rails 
T h e r e have I h u n t e d like a very boy, 
Creep ing on hands and knees through mat ted thorns 
To find h e r nes t and see her feed her young. 

15 And vainly did I many hours employ: 

1. Clematis vitalba, a vine. 
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All seemed as hidden as a thought unborn. 
And where these crimping0 fern leaves ramp0 among curling / shoot up 
The hazel's under-boughs, I've nestled down 
And watched her while she sung; and her renown 

20 Hath made me marvel that so famed a bird2 

Should have no better dress than russet brown. 
Her wings would tremble in her ecstasy, 
And feathers stand on end, as 'twere with joy, 
And mouth wide open to release her heart 

25 Of its out-sobbing songs. The happiest part 
Of summer's fame she shared, for so to me 
Did happy fancies shapen her employ;3 

But if I touched a bush or scarcely stirred, 
All in a moment stopt. I watched in vain: 

30 The timid bird had left the hazel bush, 
And at a distance hid to sing again. 
Lost in a wilderness of listening leaves, 
Rich ecstasy would pour its luscious strain, 
Till envy spurred the emulating thrush 

35 To start less wild and scarce inferior songs; 
For cares with him for half the year remain, 
To damp the ardour of his speckled breast, 
While nightingales to summer's life belongs, 
And naked trees and winter's nipping wrongs 

40 Are strangers to her music and her rest. 
Her joys are evergreen, her world is wide— 
Hark! there she is as usual—let's be hush— 
For in this black-thorn clump, if rightly guessed, 
Her curious house is hidden. Part aside 

45 These hazel branches in a gentle way, 
And stoop right cautious 'neath the rustling boughs, 
For we will have another search to-day, 
And hunt this fern-strewn thorn clump round and round; 
And where this seeded wood grass idly bows, 

so We'll wade right through, it is a likely nook: 
In such like spots, and often on the ground, 
They'll build where rude boys never think to look— 
Aye, as I live! her secret nest is here, 
Upon this whitethorn stulp!° I've searched about stump 

55 For hours in vain. There! put that bramble by— 
Nay, trample on its branches and get near. 
How subtle is the bird! she started out 
And raised a plaintive note of danger nigh, 
Ere we were past the brambles; and now, near 

60 Her nest, she sudden stops—as choking fear 
That might betray her home. So even now 
We'll leave it as we found it: safety's guard 
Of pathless solitude shall keep it still. 
See, there she's sitting on the old oak bough, 

2. The nightingale had been celebrated by, among 
others, Chaucer, Spenser, Shakespeare, Milton, 
and, closer to Clare's time, William Cowper, Char-
lotte Smith, Mary Robinson, Coleridge, Words-
worth, and Keats. In lines 22, 24—25, and 33, Clare 

echoes lines 57—58 of Keats's "Ode to a Nightin-
gale." 
3. Give shape to her (the nightingale's) regular 
activities. 
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65 Mute in her fears; our presence doth retard 
Her joys, and doubt turns all her rapture chill. 

Sing on, sweet bird! may no worse hap° befall 
Thy visions, than the fear that now deceives. 
We will not plunder music of its dower,0 

70 Nor turn this spot of happiness to thrall;0 

For melody seems hid in every flower, 
That blossoms near thy home. These harebells all 
Seems bowing with the beautiful in song; 
And gaping cuckoo0 with its spotted leaves 

75 Seems blushing of the singing it has heard. 
How curious is the nest; no other bird 
Uses such loose materials, or weaves 
Their dwellings in such spots: dead oaken leaves 
Are placed without, and velvet moss within, 

so And little scraps of grass, and, scant and spare, 
Of what seems scarce materials, down and hair; 
For from man's haunts she seemeth nought to win. 
Yet nature is the builder and contrives 
Homes for her children's comfort even here; 

85 Where solitude's disciples spend their lives 
Unseen save when a wanderer passes near 
That loves such pleasant places. Deep adown, 
The nest is made an hermit's mossy cell. 
Snug lie her curious eggs, in number five, 

90 Of deadened green, or rather olive brown; 
And the old prickly thorn-bush guards them well. 
And here we'll leave them, still unknown to wrong, 
As the old woodland's legacy of song. 

fate 

dowry, gift 
misery 

a spring flower 

1 8 2 5 - 3 0 1 8 3 5 

Pastoral Poesy 

True poesy is not in words, 
But images that thoughts express, 
By which the simplest hearts are stirred 
To elevated happiness. 

5 Mere books would be but useless things 
Where none had taste or mind to read, 
Like unknown lands where beauty springs 
And none are there to heed. 

But poesy is a language meet,0 suitable, proper 

10 And fields are every one's employ;0 concern 

The wild flower 'neath the shepherd's feet 
Looks up and gives him joy; 

A language that is ever green, 
That feelings unto all impart, 
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IS As hawthorn blossoms, soon as seen, 
Give May to every heart. 

The pictures that our summer minds 
In summer's dwellings meet; 
The fancies that the shepherd finds 

20 To make his leisure sweet; 

The dust mills that the cowboy delves 
In banks for dust to run,1 

Creates a summer in ourselves— 
He does as we have done. 

25 An image to the mind is brought, 
Where happiness enjoys 
An easy thoughtlessness of thought 
And meets excess of joys. 

The world is in that little spot 
so With him—and all beside 

Is nothing, all a life forgot, 
In feelings satisfied. 

And such is poesy; its power 
May varied lights employ, 

35 Yet to all minds it gives the dower 
Of self-creating joy. 

And whether it be hill or moor, 
I feel where'er I go 
A silence that discourses more 

40 That any tongue can do. 

Unruffled quietness hath made 
A peace in every place, 
And woods are resting in their shade 
Of social loneliness. 

beaver hat 

bleaches 

Is music, aye, and more indeed 
50 To those of musing mind 

Who through the yellow woods proceed 
And listen to the wind. 

The poet in his fitful glee 
And fancy's many moods 

55 Meets it as some strange melody, 
And poem of the woods. 

45 The storm, from which the shepherd turns 
To pull his beaver0 down, 
While he upon the heath sojourns, 
Which autumn pleaches0 brown, 

I. The boy tending the cows has (as an amusement) dug miniature millstreams in the dirt. 
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It sings and whistles in his mind, 
And then it talks aloud, 
While by some leaning tree reclined 

60 He shuns a coming cloud, 

That sails its bulk against the sun, 
A mountain in the light— 
He heeds not for the storm begun 
But dallies with delight. 

65 And now a harp that flings around 
The music of the wind, 
The poet often hears the sound 
When beauty fills the mind. 

The morn with saffron0 strips and gray, orange-yellow 
7o Or blushing to the view, 

Like summer fields when run away 
In weeds of crimson hue, 

Will simple shepherds' hearts imbue 
With nature's poesy, 

75 Who inly fancy while they view 
How grand must heaven be. 

With every musing mind she steals 
Attendance2 on their way; 
The simplest thing her heart reveals 

so Is seldom thrown away. 

The old man, full of leisure hours, 
Sits cutting at his door 
Rude fancy sticks to tie his flowers 
—They're sticks and nothing more 

85 With many passing by his door— 
But pleasure has its bent;° inclination 
With him 'tis happiness and more, 
Heart satisfied content. 

Those box-edged borders that impart 
90 Their fragrance near his door 

Hath been the comfort of his heart 
For sixty years and more. 

That mossy thatch above his head 
In winter's drifting showers 

95 To him and his old partner made 
A music many hours. 

2. She (nature) demands attention (to her beauties). 
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It patted to their hearts a joy3 

That humble comfort made— 
A little fire to keep them dry 

100 And shelter over head. 

And such no matter what they call 
Each all are nothing less 
Than poesy's power that gives to all 
A cheerful blessedness. 

105 So would I my own mind employ, 
And my own heart impress, 
That poesy's self's a dwelling joy 
Of humble quietness. 

So would I for the biding0 joy abiding, lasting 
110 That to such thoughts belong, 

That I life's errand may employ 
As harmless as a song. 

1 8 2 4 - 3 2 1 9 3 5 

[Mouse's Nest] 

I found a ball of grass among the hay 
And progged0 it as I passed and went away; prodded 
And when I looked I fancied something stirred, 
And turned again and hoped to catch the bird— 

5 When out an old mouse bolted in the wheat 
With all her young ones hanging at her teats; 
She looked so odd and so grotesque to me, 
I ran and wondered what the thing could be, 
And pushed the knapweed1 bunches where I stood, 

10 When the mouse hurried from the crawling brood. 
The young ones squeaked, and when I went away 
She found her nest again among the hay. 
The water o'er the pebbles scarce could run 
And broad old cesspools2 glittered in the sun. 

1 8 3 5 - 3 7 1 9 3 5 

A Vision 

I lost the love of heaven above; 
I spurn'd the lust of earth below; 
I felt the sweets of fancied love,— 
And hell itself my only foe. 

3. The patter of the rain on the thatch (lines 93— 1. A plant with knobs of purple flowers. 
94) enhanced the comfort of the fire and shelter 2. Low spots where water has collected, 
indoors. 
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5 I lost e a r t h ' s joys b u t fe l t t h e glow 
O f h e a v e n ' s f l a m e a b o u n d i n m e : 
Til l lovel iness a n d I did g row 
T h e b a r d o f immor t a l i t y . 

3 
I loved, b u t w o m a n fel l away; 

10 I h id me f r o m h e r f a d e d f a m e : 
I s n a t c h ' d t h e sun ' s e t e r n a l r a y , — 
A n d w r o t e till e a r t h was b u t a n a m e . 

4 
In every l a n g u a g e u p o n e a r t h , 
On every s h o r e , o ' e r every sea , 

15 I gave my n a m e i m m o r t a l b i r t h , 
A n d k e p t m y spir i t w i th t h e f r e e . 

A u g . 2 , 1 8 4 4 1 9 2 4 

I Am 

I a m — y e t w h a t I a m , n o n e ca r e s or knows ; 
My f r i e n d s f o r s a k e me like a m e m o r y lo s t :— 

I am t h e s e l f - c o n s u m e r of my w o e s ; — 
T h e y r ise a n d v a n i s h i n obl ivion 's hos t , 

5 Like s h a d o w s in love's f r enz i ed s t i f led t h r o e s : — 
A n d yet I a m , a n d l ive—like v a p o u r s tos sed 

2 
I n t o t h e n o t h i n g n e s s o f s c o r n a n d n o i s e , — 

I n t o t h e l iving sea o f w a k i n g d r e a m s , 
W h e r e t h e r e i s n e i t h e r s e n s e of l i fe o r joys, 

10 Bu t t h e vas t s h i p w r e c k of my life 's e s t e e m s ; 
Even t h e d e a r e s t t h a t I love t h e b e s t 
Are s t r a n g e — n a y , r a t h e r , s t r a n g e r t h a n t h e res t . 

3 
I long fo r s c e n e s w h e r e m a n h a t h neve r t rod , 

A p l a c e w h e r e w o m a n neve r smi led or wep t , 
15 T h e r e to a b i d e wi th my C r e a t o r , G o d , 

A n d s leep as I in c h i l d h o o d sweet ly s lept , 
U n t r o u b l i n g a n d u n t r o u b l e d w h e r e I lie, 
T h e grass b e l o w — a b o v e , t h e v a u l t e d sky. 

1 8 4 2 - 4 6 1 8 4 8 
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An Invite to Eternity 

i 
Wil t t h o u g o w i t h m e , s w e e t m a i d , 
Say m a i d e n , wilt t h o u go wi th me 
T h r o u g h t h e valley d e p t h s o f s h a d e , 
O f n igh t a n d d a r k obscur i ty , 

5 W h e r e t h e p a t h h a t h lost its way, 
W h e r e t h e s u n fo rge t s t h e day, 
W h e r e t h e r e ' s n o r life n o r l ight t o see , 
S w e e t m a i d e n , wilt t h o u go wi th m e ? 

2 
W h e r e s t o n e s will t u r n t o f l ood ing s t r e a m s , 

10 W h e r e p la ins will r ise like o c e a n waves , 
W h e r e l ife will f a d e like v i s ioned d r e a m s 
A n d m o u n t a i n s d a r k e n i n t o caves , 
Say m a i d e n , wilt t h o u go wi th me 
T h r o u g h th is sad non - iden t i t y , 

is W h e r e p a r e n t s live a n d a re fo rgo t 
A n d s is ters live a n d k n o w us no t ? 

3 
Say m a i d e n , wilt t h o u go wi th me 
In th i s s t r ange d e a t h of l ife to be , 
T o live i n d e a t h a n d b e t h e s a m e 

20 W i t h o u t th i s l ife, or h o m e , or n a m e , 
At o n c e to be a n d no t to be , 
T h a t was a n d i s n o t — y e t t o see 
T h i n g s pa s s l ike s h a d o w s — a n d t h e sky 
Above, be low, a r o u n d us lie? 

4 
25 T h e l and of s h a d o w s wilt t h o u t r a c e 

A n d l o o k — n o r k n o w e a c h o t h e r ' s f a c e , 
T h e p r e s e n t mixed w i t h r e a s o n s g o n e 
A n d p a s t a n d p r e s e n t all a s o n e ? 
Say m a i d e n , c a n thy life be led 

30 To jo in t h e l iving wi th t h e d e a d ? 
T h e n t r a c e thy f o o t s t e p s o n w i t h m e — 
W e ' r e w e d t o o n e e te rn i ty . 

1 8 4 7 1 8 4 8 
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Clock a Clay' 

In t h e cowsl ip ' s p e e p s I l ie , 2 

H i d d e n f r o m t h e buzz ing fly, 
W h i l e g reen grass b e n e a t h me lies, 
P e a r l e d wi ' d e w like f i shes ' eyes; 

5 H e r e I lie, a C l o c k a Clay, 
W a i t i n g f o r t h e t i m e o ' day. 

2 
W h i l e grassy fo re s t s q u a k e su rp r i se , 
A n d t h e wild w i n d sobs a n d s ighs , 
My gold h o m e rocks as like to fall 

io On its p i l lars g r e e n a n d tall ; 
W h e n t h e p a t t e r i n g r a in dr ives b y 
C l o c k a C lay k e e p s w a r m a n d dry. 

3 
Day by day a n d n igh t by n igh t , 
All t h e w e e k I h i d e f r o m s ight ; 

is In t h e cowsl ip ' s p e e p s I lie, 
In ra in a n d d e w still w a r m a n d dry; 
Day a n d n i g h t a n d n i g h t a n d day, 
Red b l a c k - s p o t t e d C l o c k a Clay. 

4 
My h o m e i t s h a k e s in w i n d a n d s h o w e r s , 

20 Pa l e g r e e n pi l lar t o p p e d wi ' f lowers , 
B e n d i n g a t t h e wild wind ' s b r e a t h , 
Till I t o u c h t h e grass b e n e a t h ; 
H e r e still I live, l one C l o c k a Clay, 
W a t c h i n g fo r t h e t i m e o f day. 

c a . 1 8 4 8 1 8 7 3 

The Peasant Poet 

H e loved t h e brook ' s so f t s o u n d , 
T h e swal low s w i m m i n g by; 
H e loved t h e da isy-covered g r o u n d , 
T h e c l o u d - b e d a p p l e d sky. 

5 To h i m t h e d i sma l s t o r m a p p e a r e d 
T h e very voice of G o d , 
A n d w h e r e t h e e v e n i n g r a c k 0 w a s r e a r e d mass of clouds 
Stood M o s e s w i t h h i s rod . 

1. The ladybird, or ladybug. The sixth and last 
lines allude to the children's game of telling the 
hour by the number of taps it takes to make the 
ladybird fly away home. 
2. Cf. the opening lines of Ariel's song in act 5 of 

Shakespeare's The Tempest: "Where the bee sucks, 
there suck I: / In a cowslip's bell 1 lie." "Peeps": 
i.e.. pips—single blossoms o( flowers growing in a 
cluster. "Cowslip": a yellow primrose. 
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And everything his eyes surveyed, 
10 The insects i' the brake, 

Were creatures God Almighty made— 
He loved them for His sake: 
A silent man in life's affairs, 
A thinker from a boy, 

15 A peasant in his daily cares—• 
The poet in his joy. 

1 8 4 2 - 6 4 1 9 2 0 

Song 

I hid my love when young while I 
Couldn't bear the buzzing of a fly; 
I hid my love to my despite 
Till I could not bear to look at light. 

5 I dare not gaze upon her face 
But left her memory in each place; 
Where'er I saw a wild flower lie 
I kissed and bade my love goodbye. 

I met her in the greenest dells, 
10 Where dewdrops pearl the wood bluebells; 

The lost breeze kissed her bright blue eye, 
The bee kissed and went singing by. 
A sunbeam found a passage there, 
A gold chain round her neck so fair; 

15 As secret as the wild bee's song 
She lay there all the summer long. 

I hid my love in field and town 
Till e'en the breeze would knock me down. 
The bees seemed singing ballads o'er 

20 The fly's buzz turned a lion's roar; 
And even silence found a tongue 
To haunt me all the summer long: 
The riddle nature could not prove 
Was nothing else but secret love. 

1 8 4 2 - 6 4 1 9 2 0 

Song 

I peeled bits o' straws and I got switches too 
From the grey peeling willow as idlers do, 
And I switched at the flies as I sat all alone 
Till my flesh, blood, and marrow wasted to dry bone. 

5 My illness was love, though I knew not the smart, 
But the beauty o' love was the blood o' my heart. 
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Crowded places, I shunned them as noises too rude 
And flew to the silence of sweet solitude, 
Where the flower in green darkness buds, blossoms, and fades, 

10 Unseen of a' shepherds and flower-loving maids. 
The hermit bees find them but once and away; 
There I'll bury alive and in silence decay. 

I looked on the eyes o' fair woman too long, 
Till silence and shame stole the use o' my tongue; 

15 When I tried to speak to her I'd nothing to say, 
So I turned myself round, and she wandered away. 
When she got too far off—why, I'd something to tell, 
So I sent sighs behind her and talked to mysel'. 

Willow switches I broke, and I peeled bits o' straws, 
20 Ever lonely in crowds, in nature's own laws— 

My ballroom the pasture, my music the bees, 
My drink was the fountain, my church the tall trees. 
Who ever would love or be tied to a wife 
When it makes a man mad a' the days o' his life? 

1 8 4 2 - 6 4 1 9 2 0 

Autobiographical Fragments1 

[BOOKS] 

My acquantance of books is not so good as later oppertunitys might have made 
it for I cannot and never coud plod thro every a book in a regular mecanical 
way as I meet with [it] I dip in to it here and there and if it does not suit 
I lay it down and seldom take it up again but in the same manner I read 
Thompsons Seasons and Miltons Paradise Lost thro when I was a boy and 
they are the only books of Poetry that I have reguraly read thro yet as to 
history I never met with the chance of getting at [it] yet and in novels my taste 
is very limited Tom Jones Robinson Crusoe and the Vicar of Wakefield are 
all that I am acquainted with they are old acquantan[ces] and I care not 
to make new ones tho I have often been offered the perusal of the Waverly 
Novels I declind it and [though] the readily remaining in ignorance of them 
is no trouble yet my taste may be doubted for I hear much in their praise and 
believe them good—I read the vicar of Wakefield over every Winter and am 
delighted tho I always feel disappointed at the end[ing] of it happily with the 
partings my mind cannot feel that it ends happily with [the] reader I 
usd to be uncommonly fond of looking over catalogues of books and am so 
still they [are] some of the earliest readings that oppertunitys allowd me 
to come at if ever I bought a penny worth of slate pencils or Wafers or a 
few sheets of Paper at Drakards they were sure to be lapt2 in a catalogue and 

1. These fragments are parts of an incomplete 
manuscript autobiography that Clare undertook in 
the 1820s for his publisher, John Taylor. They 
were published by Eric Robinson in John Clare's 
Autobiographical Writings (1983), and a second 
time, with slightly more accurate texts, by Robin-

son and David Powell in John Clare b}1 Himself 
(1996). We take our selections from the more 
recent collection. 
2. Wrapped, folded up. Drakard was a bookseller 
at Stamford, half a dozen miles west of Clare's 
native village of Helpston. 
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I cons ide red t h e m as t h e m o s t va[ l ]uable pa r t s of my p u r c h a s e a n d greedily 
lookd over t he i r c o n t e n t s a n d n o w in c u t t i n g o p e n a n e w book or M a g a z i n e 3 1 
always na tu ra ly t u r n to t h e e n d f i r s t t o read t h e b o o k list a n d take t h e rest a s 
a s econda ry p l e a s u r e 

An t i c ipa t ion is t h e swee tes t of ea r th ly p l e a s u r e s i t i s smi l ing h o p e s t and-
ing on t ip toes to look fo r p l e a s u r e — t h e c u t t i n g o p e n a n e w book t h e w a t c h i n g 
t h e o p e n i n g of a n e w p l a n t e d f lower a t sp r ing e t c 

* # # 

T h e f i rs t books I got hold of bes ide t h e bible a n d prayer b o o k was an old book 
of Essays wi th no ti t le a n d t h e n a large o n e on F a r m i n g Robin h o o d s G a r l a n d 
and t h e S c o t c h R o g u e — T h e old b o o k o f F a r m i n g a n d Essays be longd to an 
old Mr G e e w h o h a d b e e n a f a r m e r a n d w h o lived in a pa r t of ou r h o u s e w h i c h 
o n c e was his o w n — h e had had a good b r ing ing up a n d was a d e s e n t scho la r 
a n d he was always p leasd to l end me t h e m even b e f o r e I c o u d read t h e m 
w i t h o u t so m u c h spel l ing a n d gues se s a t words so a s to be able to make m u c h 
o f t h e m o r u n d e r s t a n d t h e m 

$ a * 

1 b e c a m e a c q u a i n t e d wi th R o b i n s o n C r u s o e very ear ly in life hav ing bor rowd 
i t of a boy at G l i n t o n s c h o o l 4 of t h e n a m e of S t i m s o n w h o only da re lend i t 
me for a f ew days fo r f e a r of his u n c l e s k n o w i n g of i t to w h o m i t be longd yet 
I h a d i t a su f f i c i en t t i m e to f i l l my f ancys wi th n e w C r u s o e s a n d a d v e n t u r e s 

F r o m t h e s e f r i e n d s h i p s I g a t h e r d m o r e a c q u a i n t a n c e wi th books w h i c h like 
c h a n c e s o p p e r t u n i t y s w e r e bu t spar ing 

C H A P T E R 5 . M Y F I R S T A T T E M P T S A T P O E T R Y E T C . E T C . 

I n o w fol lowd g a r d e n i n g for a whi le in t h e F a r m e r s G a r d e n s a b o u t t h e village 
and workd in t h e f i e lds w h e n 1 h a d no o t h e r e m p l o y m e n t to go too poe t ry 
was a t r o u b l s o m e b u t p l e a s a n t c o m p a n i o n anoy ing a n d c h e e r i n g me a t my toils 

I c o u d n o t s t op my t h o u g h t s a n d o f t e n fa i ld to keep t h e m till n igh t so 
w h e n I f a n c y d I h a d hit u p o n a good image or n a t u r a l desc r ip t ion 1 usd to 
s teal in to a c o r n e r of t h e g a r d e n a n d c lap i t d o w n 5 b u t t h e a p p e a r a n c e of my 
employe r s o f t e n p u t m y f ancys t o f l ight a n d m a d e m e loose t h e t h o u g h t and 
t h e m u s e t o g e t h e r f o r I always fel t anx[ i ]ous to c o n s c e a l my scr ibbl ing and 
w o u d as leave have c o n f e s s d to be a r o b b e r as a r h y m e r w h e n I workd in 
t h e f i e lds I h a d m o r e oppe r tun i t y s to set d o w n my t h o u g h t s a n d fo r th is r ea son 
I l iked to w o r k in t h e f ie lds a n d bye a n d bye fo r sook g a r d e n i n g all t o g e t h e r till 
I r e s u m d at C a s t e r t o n 6 I u sd to d r o p d o w n b e h i n d a hedge b u s h or dyke 
a n d wr i te d o w n my th ings u p o n t h e c r o w n o f my h a t a n d w h e n I was m o r e in 
a h i p 7 fo r t h i n k i n g t h e n u s u a l I usd to s top la te r a t n igh ts to m a k e up my lost 
t i m e in t h e day t h u s I w e n t on wr i t ing my t h o u g h t s d o w n and co r rec t ing 
t h e m a t le i sure s p e n d i n g my sundays in t h e woods o r h e a t h s to be a lone for 
t h a t p u r p o s e a n d I got a bad n a m e a m o n g t h e weekly c h u r c h goers fo r sak ing 
t h e " c h u r c h go ing bel l" a n d seek ing t h e rel igion of t h e f ie lds t h o I did i t for 
no dislike to c h u r c h fo r I fel t u n c o m f o r t a b l e very o f t e n b u t my h e a r t b u r n t 
over t h e p l e a s u r e s of so l i tude a n d t h e res t less revels of r h y m e tha t was e te rna ly 

3. In the early 19th century, books and magazines 
would be bought with their pages still uncut. 
4. Glinton was two miles east of Helpston. 

5. Fix it in writing. 
6. A village a few miles northwest of Helpston. 
7. More annoyed. 
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s a p p i n g my m e m o r y s like t h e s u m m e r s u n over t h e t ink l ing b r o o k till i t o n e 
day s h o u d leave t h e m dry a n d u n c o n s o u s o f t h e thr i l l ing joys b r in [g] ing anxiety 
a n d res t less ca res w h i c h i t h a d c r e a t e d a n d t h e p ra i ses a n d c e n s u r e s w h i c h I 
shal l leave b e h i n d me I k n e w n o t h i n g of t h e poe t s expe r i ence t h e n or I 
s h o u d have r e m a i n d a l a b o u r e r on a n d n o t livd to envy t h e i g n o r a n c e of my 
old c o m p a n i o n s a n d fe l low c l o w n s 8 I w i sh I h a d never k n o w n a n y o t h e r 

t h o I was n o t k n o w n as a p o e t my odd hab i t s did no t e s c a p e no t i ce 
they f a n c i e d I kep t aloof f r o m c o m p a n y f o r s o m e sor t o f s tudy o the r s 
believd m e c razd a n d s o m e p u t m o r e c r imina l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s t o m y r a m b l e s 
a n d said I was n igh t wa lk ing assos ia te wi th t h e gipseys r o b b i n g t h e woods of 
t h e ha r e s a n d p h e a s a n t s b e c a u s e I was o f t e n in the i r c o m p a n y a n d I m u s t 
c o n f e s s I f o u n d t h e m f a r m o r e h o n e s t t h e n the i r c a l l u m n i a t o r s w h o m I k n e w 
to be of t h a t de sc r ip t i on S c a n d a l a n d F a m e are cheap ly p u r c h a s d in a 
Village t h e f i rs t i s a n i m b l e t o n g u d gossip a n d t h e la t te r a c r e d o u l o u s a n d 
ready bel iever w h o w o u d no t h e s i t a t e b u t bel ievd any t h i n g I h a d got t h e 
f a m e of be ing a good scho l a r a n d in f a c t I h a d vani ty e n o u g h to f a n c y I was 
f a r f r o m a b a d o n e my self wh i l e I c o u d p u z z l e 9 t h e village s c h o o l m a s t e r s over 
my q u a r t f o r I h a d no t o n g u e to b r a g wi th till I was insp i rd w i t h ale w i t h solving 
algebrai[c] q u e s t i o n s fo r I h a d o n c e s t ruggld h a r d to get f a m e in t h a t c rab-
b e d wi lde rness b u t my b r a i n s was n o t m a d e fo r i t a n d w o u d n o t r e a c h i t 
t h o i t was a mys te ry scarc ly half unvei ld to my capac i ty ye t I m a d e e n o u g h of 
i t to a s ton i sh the i r i g n o r a n c e f o r a village s c h o o l m a s t e r is o n e of t h e m o s t 
p r e t e n d i n g a n d m o s t i g n o r a n t o f m e n — a n d the i r f a m e i s o f t e n o f t h e sor t 
w h i c h tha t droll g e n i u s P e t e r P i n d a r 1 d e s c r i b e s — W h a t s c h r i s t e n d mer i t o f t e n 
w a n t s a a u t h [ o r ] 

M E M O R Y S OF L O V E C H A P T E R 6 

As I grew up a m a n I mixd m o r e in c o m p a n y a n d f r e q u e n t e d danc ings fo r t h e 
sake of m e e t i n g wi th t h e lasses f o r I was a lover very early in life my first 
a t t a c h m e n t b e i n g a schoo l boy a f f e c t i o n b u t M a r y — w h o cos t me m o r e ba l lads 
t h e n sighs was belovd wi th a r o m a n t i c or p l a ton i c sor t of f ee l ing if I c o u d 
b u t gaze on h e r f a c e or f a n c y a smi le on h e r c o [ u ] n t e n a n c e i t was su f f i c i en t 

I w e n t away sat isf ied we playd wi th e a c h o t h e r b u t n a m e d n o t h i n g of 
love yet I f ancyd h e r eyes told me h e r a f f e c t i o n s we walkd t o g e t h e r e 
as school c o m p a n i o n s in le i sure h o u r s b u t o u r ta lk was o f play a n d o u r ac t ions 
t h e w a n t o n i n n o s e n c e o f c h i l d r e n yet y o u n g as my h e a r t was i t w o u d t u r n 
chi l l w h e n I t o u c h d h e r h a n d a n d t r e m b l e d a n d I f ancyd h e r fee l ings were t h e 
s a m e for as I gazd ea rnes t ly in h e r f a c e a t ea r w o u d h a n g in h e r smi l ing eye 
a n d she w o u d t u r n to w h i p e i t away h e r h e a r t was as t e n d e r as a b i rds b u t 
w h e n she g rew u p t o w o m a n h o o d s h e fe l t h e r s t a t ion above m i n e a t least 
I fe l t t h a t s h e t h o u g h t so for h e r p a r e n t s w e r e f a r m e r s a n d F a r m e r s h a d g rea t 
p r e t e n t i o n s t o s o m t h i n g t h e n so my p a s s i o n coold w i t h my r e a s o n a n d con-
t e n t e d itself wi th a n o t h e r t h o I fe l t a h o p f u l t e n d e r n e s s o n e t h a t I migh t one 
day r e n e w t h e a c q u a [ i n ] t a n c e a n d disc lose t h e s m o t h e r d pass ion s h e was 
a b e a u t i f u l girl a n d as t h e d r e a m never awoke in to reali ty h e r b e a u t y was always 
f r e s h in my m e m o r y she i s still u n m a r r i e d 

8. Yokels. 
9. Perplex, confound. 
1. The pen name of John Wolcot, author of The 

Lonsiad (1785—95) and other poems satirizing 
George III. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



8 6 4 / F E L I C I A D O R O T H E A H E M A N S 

M Y F I R S T F E E L I N G S AND A T T E M P T S A T P o [ E T R Y ] 

C H A P T E R 4 

I cannot say what led me to dabble in Rhy[me or] at what age I began to write 
it but my first r[ude attempts took the form of] imitations of my fathers Songs 
for he knew and sung a great many and I made a many things before I venturd 
to comit them to writing for I felt ashamd to expose them on paper and after 
I venturd to write them down my second thoughts blushd over them and [I] 
burnt them for a long while but as my feelings grew into song I felt a desire 
to preserve some and usd to correct them over and over till the last copy had 
lost all kindred to the first even in the title I went on some years in this 
way wearing it in my memory as a secret to all tho my parents usd to know 
that my leisure was occupyd in writing yet they had no knowledge of what I 
coud be doing for they never dreamd of me writing poetry at length I 
venturd to divulge the secret a little by reading imatations of some popular 
song floating among the vulgar at the markets and fairs till they were common 
to all but these imatations they only laughd at and told me I need never hope 
to make songs like them this mortified me often and almost made me 
desist for I knew that the excelling such doggerel woud be but a poor fame if 
I coud do nothing better but I hit upon an harmless deception by repeating 
my poems over a book as tho I was reading it this had the desird effect 

they often praisd them and said if I coud write as good I shoud do I 
hugd my self over this deception and often repeated it and those which they 
praisd as superior to others I tryd to preserve in a hole in the wall but my 
mother found out the hurd2 and unconscously took them for kettle holders 
and fire lighters when ever she wanted paper not knowing that they were any 
thing farther then attempts at learning to write for they were writing upon 
shop paper of all colors and between the lines of old copy books and any paper 
I could get at for I was often wanting tho I saved almost every penny I had 
given me on sundays or holidays to buy it instead of sweet meats and fruit and 
I usd to feel a little mortified after I discoverd it but I dare not reveal the secret 
by owning to it and wishing her to desist for I feard if I did she woud have 
shown them to some one to judge of ther value which woud have put me to 
shame so I kept the secret dissapointment to myself and wrote on suffering 
her to destroy them as she pleasd but when I wrote any thing which I imagind 
better then others I preservd it in my pocket till the paper was chafd thro and 
destroyd by a diff[er]ent and full as vain presevation 

2. Hoard. 

F E L I C I A D O R O T H E A H E M A N S 
1 7 9 3 - 1 8 3 5 

Born in Liverpool and brought up in Wales, Felicia Hemans published her first two 
volumes—Poems and England and Spain, or Valour and Patriotism—when she was 
fifteen. She followed these four years later with The Domestic Affections and Other 
Poems (1812) and from 1816 on into the 1830s produced new books of poetry almost 
annually: short sentimental lyrics, tales and "historic scenes," translations, songs for 
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music, sketches of women, hymns for children. She also published literary criticism 
in magazines and wrote three plays. Her work was widely read, anthologized, mem-
orized, and set to music throughout the nineteenth century and was especially popular 
and influential in the United States, where the first of many collected editions of her 
poems appeared in 1825. When she died she was eulogized by many poets, including 
William Wordsworth, Letitia Landon, and Elizabeth Barrett—a sign of the high 
regard in which she was held by her contemporaries. 

A tablet erected by her brothers in the cathedral of St. Asaph, in north Wales, reads 
in part, "In memory of Felicia Hemans, whose character is best pourtrayed in her writ-
ings." But there are several characters in her poems, and some of them seem not 
entirely compatible with some of the others. She is frequently thought of as the poet 
(in the nineteenth century as "the poetess") of domestic affections, at the center of 
a cult of domesticity in which the home is conceptualized as a haven apart from 
the stresses of the public world, to which only men are suited. Her poems have 
been viewed as celebrations of a feminine ethic founded on women's—especially 
mothers'—capacities for forbearance, piety, and long suffering. Among her most pop-
ular pieces in this vein, "Evening Prayer, at a Girls' School" depicts the happy 
ignorance of schoolgirls whose enjoyment of life will end when they reach woman-
hood, and "Indian Woman's Death-Song" is the lament of a Native American woman 
whose husband has abandoned her, sung as she plunges in her canoe over a cataract 
to suicide with an infant in her arms. 

Many of Hemans's longer narratives, by contrast, recount the exploits of women 
warriors who, to avenge personal, family, or national injustice or insult, destroy ene-
mies in a manner not conventionally associated with female behavior. In The Widow 
of Crescentius, Stephania stalks and poisons the German emperor Otho, the murderer 
of her husband; in "The Wife of Asdrubal," a mother publicly kills her own children 
and herself to show contempt for her husband, a betrayer of the Carthaginians whom 
he governed; the heroine of "The Bride of the Greek Isle," boarding the ship of the 
pirates who have killed her husband, annihilates them (and herself) in a conflagration 
rivaling the monumental explosion described in "Casabianca." Among the numerous 
themes of her work, patriotism and military action recur frequently; there may be a 
biographical basis for these motifs, given that her two oldest brothers distinguished 
themselves in the Peninsular War and her military husband (who deserted her and 
their five sons in 1818) had also served in Spain. But some of her most famous 
patriotic and military poems are now being viewed as critiques of the virtues and 
ideologies they had been thought by earlier readers to inculcate. "The Homes of 
England," for example, has been read as both asserting and undermining the idea 
that all homes are equal, ancestral estates and cottages alike; and in "Casabianca," 
the boy's automatic steadfastness has been interpreted as empty obedience rather 
than admirable loyalty. 

Hemans was the highest paid writer in Blackwood's Magazine during her day. Her 
books sold more copies than those of any other contemporary poet except Byron and 
Walter Scott. She was a shrewd calculator of the literary marketplace and a genius 
in her negotiations with publishers (which she carried on entirely through the mails). 
Her self-abasing women of the domestic affections and her scimitar-wielding super-
women of the revenge narratives exist side by side throughout her works. These and 
other seeming dissonances clearly enhanced the strong appeal of her poems to a wide 
range of readers, men as well as women. 

England's Dead 

S o n of t h e o c e a n isle! 
W h e r e s leep you r m igh ty dead? 
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Show me what high and stately pile 
Is rear'd o'er Glory's bed. 

5 Go, stranger! track the deep, 
Free, free the white sail spread! 

Wave may not foam, nor wild wind sweep, 
Where rest not England's dead. 

On Egypt's burning plains, 
10 By the pyramid o'ersway'd, 

With fearful power the noonday reigns, 
And the palm trees yield no shade.1 

But let the angry sun 
From heaven look fiercely red, 

15 Unfelt by those whose task is done!— 
There slumber England's dead. 

The hurricane hath might 
Along the Indian shore, 

And far by Ganges' banks at night, 
20 Is heard the tiger's roar. 

But let the sound roll on! 
It hath no tone of dread, 

For those that from their toils are gone;—• 
There slumber England's dead. 

25 Loud rush the torrent floods 
The western wilds among, 

And free, in green Columbia's woods, 
The hunter's bow is strung. 

But let the floods rush on! 
30 Let the arrow's flight be sped! 

Why should they reck whose task is done?— 
There slumber England's dead! 

The mountain storms rise high 
In the snowy Pyrenees, 

35 And toss the pine boughs through the sky, 
Like rose leaves on the breeze. 

But let the storm rage on! 
Let the fresh wreaths be shed! 

For the Roncesvalles' field2 is won,— 
40 There slumber England's dead. 

1. English forces defeated the French at Alexan-
dria in the spring of 1801. The rest of the refer-
ences—to 18th- and early-19th-century battles in 
India (lines 17—24), America (lines 25—32), Spain 
(lines 33 -40) , and on the sea (lines 41—48)—are 

more general. 
2. Roncesvalles, the mountain pass in the Pyre-
nees between France and Spain, was a scene of 
action during the Peninsular War (1808—14). 
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O n t h e f rozen d e e p ' s r e p o s e 
'Tis a d a r k a n d d r e a d f u l h o u r , 

W h e n r o u n d t h e sh ip t h e ice-f ie lds c lose , 
A n d t h e n o r t h e r n n i g h t c l o u d s lower . 

45 Bu t let t h e ice d r i f t on! 
Le t t h e co ld -b lue dese r t sp read! 

Their c o u r s e w i t h m a s t a n d f lag is d o n e , — 
Even t h e r e s l eep E n g l a n d ' s d e a d . 

T h e war l ike o f t h e isles, 
50 T h e m e n of f ield a n d wave! 

Are n o t t h e rocks t h e i r f u n e r a l pi les , 
T h e seas a n d s h o r e s t he i r grave? 

Go , s t r anger ! t r a c k t h e d e e p , 
F r e e , f r e e t h e w h i t e sail sp read! 

55 W a v e m a y n o t f o a m , n o r wild w i n d sweep , 
W h e r e res t n o t E n g l a n d ' s d e a d . 

1822 

The Landing of the Pilgrim Fathers in New England 

Look now abroad—another race has fill'd 
Those populous borders—wide the wood recedes, 

And towns shoot up, and fertile realms are till'd; 
The land is full of harvests and green meads. 

— B R Y A N T 1 

T h e b r e a k i n g waves d a s h ' d h i g h 
On a s t e rn a n d r o c k - b o u n d coas t , 

A n d t h e w o o d s aga in s t a s t o r m y sky 
T h e i r g ian t b r a n c h e s toss 'd ; 

5 A n d t h e heavy n i g h t h u n g dark , 
T h e hil ls a n d w a t e r s o 'er , 

W h e n a b a n d of exiles m o o r ' d t he i r b a r k 
O n t h e wild N e w E n g l a n d sho re . 

N o t a s t h e c o n q u e r o r c o m e s , 
10 T h e y , t h e t r u e - h e a r t e d , c a m e ; 

N o t wi th t h e roll o f t h e s t i r r ing d r u m s , 
A n d t h e t r u m p e t t h a t s ings o f f a m e ; 

N o t a s t h e f lying c o m e , 
In s i l ence a n d in f e a r ; — 

15 T h e y s h o o k t h e d e p t h s of t h e d e s e r t 0 g loom desolate 
W i t h t h e i r h y m n s o f lof ty c h e e r . 

1. The American poet William Cullen Bryant, The Ages (1821), lines 2 8 0 - 8 3 . 
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Amidst the storm they sang, 
And the stars heard and the sea; 

And the sounding aisles of the dim woods rang 
20 To the anthem of the free! 

The ocean eagle soar'd 
From his nest by the white wave's foam; 

And the rocking pines of the forest roar'd— 
This was their welcome home! 

25 There were men with hoary0 hair white 
Amidst that pilgrim band;— 

Why had they come to wither there, 
Away from their childhood's land? 

There was woman's fearless eye, 
30 Lit by her deep love's truth; 

There was manhood's brow serenely high, 
And the fiery heart of youth. 

What sought they thus afar? 
Bright jewels of the mine? 

35 The wealth of seas, the spoils of war?— 
They sought a faith's pure shrine! 

Aye, call it holy ground, 
The soil where first they trod. 

They have left unstain'd what there they found— 
40 Freedom to worship God. 

1826 

Casabianca1 

The boy stood on the burning deck 
Whence all but he had fled; 

The flame that lit the battle's wreck 
Shone round him o'er the dead. 

5 Yet beautiful and bright he stood, 
As born to rule the storm; 

A creature of heroic blood, 
A proud, though childlike form. 

1. Young Casabianca, a boy about thirteen years 
old, son to the Admiral of the Orient, remained 
at his post (in the Battle of the Nile) after the 
ship had taken fire, and all the guns had been 
abandoned; and perished in the explosion of the 
vessel, when the flames had reached the powder 

[Hemans's note]. The Battle of the Nile, in which 
Nelson captured and destroyed the French fleet in 
Aboukir Bay, took place on August 1, 1798. Admi-
ral Casabianca and his son (who was in fact only 
ten) were among those killed by the British forces. 
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The flames roll'd on—he would not go 
10 Without his Father's word; 

That Father, faint in death below, 
His voice no longer heard. 

He call'd aloud:-—"Say, Father, say 
If yet my task is done?" 

15 He knew not that the chieftain lay 
Unconscious of his son. 

"Speak, Father!" once again he cried, 
"If I may yet be gone! 

And"—but the booming shots replied, 
20 And fast the flames roll'd on. 

Upon his brow he felt their breath, 
And in his waving hair, 

And look'd from that lone post of death 
In still, yet brave despair. 

25 And shouted but once more aloud, 
"My Father! must I stay?" 

While o'er him fast, through sail and shroud, 
The wreathing fires made way. 

They wrapt the ship in splendour wild, 
30 They caught the flag on high, 

And stream'd above the gallant child, 
Like banners in the sky. 

There came a burst of thunder sound— 
The boy—oh! where was he? 

35 Ask of the winds that far around 
With fragments strew'd the sea!— 

With mast, and helm, and pennon fair, 
That well had borne their part, 

But the noblest thing which perish'd there 
40 Was that young faithful heart! 

1826 
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The Homes of England 

W h e r e ' s the coward that would not dare 
To fight for s u c h a land? 

—Marmion' 

The stately Homes of England, 
How beautiful they stand! 

Amidst their tall ancestral trees, 
O'er all the pleasant land. 

5 The deer across their greensward bound 
Through shade and sunny gleam, 

And the swan glides past them with the sound 
Of some rejoicing stream. 

The merry Homes of England! 
to Around their hearths by night, 

What gladsome looks of household love 
Meet in the ruddy light! 

There woman's voice flows forth in song, 
Or childhood's tale is told, 

15 Or lips move tunefully along 
Some glorious page of old. 

The blessed Homes of England! 
How softly on their bowers 

Is laid the holy quietness 
20 That breathes from Sabbath-hours! 

Solemn, yet sweet, the church-bell's chime 
Floats through their woods at morn; 

All other sounds, in that still time, 
Of breeze and leaf are born. 

25 The Cottage Homes of England! 
By thousands on her plains, 

They are smiling o'er the silvery brooks, 
A n d r o u n d t h e h a m l e t - f a n e s . ° village churches 

Through glowing orchards forth they peep, 
30 Each from its nook of leaves, 

And fearless there the lowly sleep, 
As the bird beneath their eaves. 

The free, fair Homes of England! 
Long, long, in hut and hall, 

35 May hearts of native proof be rear'd 
To guard each hallow'd wall! 

And green for ever be the groves, 
And bright the flowery sod, 

Where first the child's glad spirit loves 
40 Its country and its God! 

1 8 2 7 

1. From Sir Walter Scott's long poem Marmion 1827, Hemans used as epigraph a passage from the 
(1808), 4.633—34, a tale of betrayal and bloody work of another Scottish author, Joanna Baillie's 
conflict between the English and the Scots. When Ethwald: A Tragedy, part 2 (1802), 1 .2 .76-82 . 
she first published the poem, in Blackwood's, April 
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Daughter of th' Italian heaven! 
Thou, to whom its fires are given, 
Joyously thy car° hath roll'd chariot 
Where the conqueror's pass'd of old; 

5 And the festal sun that shone, 
O'er three* hundred triumphs gone, 
Makes thy day of glory bright, 
With a shower of golden light. 

Now thou tread'st th'ascending road, 
10 Freedom's foot so proudly trode; 

While, from tombs of heroes borne, 
From the dust of empire shorn, 
Flowers upon thy graceful head, 
Chaplets0 of all hues, are shed, wreaths 

15 In a soft and rosy rain, 
Touch'd with many a gemlike stain. 

Thou hast gain'd the summit now! 
Music hails thee from below;— 
Music, whose rich notes might stir 

20 Ashes of the sepulchre; 
Shaking with victorious notes 
All the bright air as it floats. 
Well may woman's heart beat high 
Unto that proud harmony! 

25 Now afar it rolls—it dies— 
And thy voice is heard to rise 
With a low and lovely tone 
In its thrilling power alone; 
And thy lyre's deep silvery string, 

1. Hemans's poem comments on one of the most 
f amous and controversial novels of early-19th-
century Europe, Corinne, or Italy (1807) , by the 
Swiss-French writer Germaine de Stael, and 
particularly on its second book, in which Stael's 
heroine, an improvisatrice (a poet who speaks from 
rhapsodic inspiration rather than texts) is crowned 
at the Capitol in Rome in recognition of her 
genius, as Petrarch had been crowned in the 14th 
century. Corinne's triumph is short-lived and, at 
the novel's close, abandoned by her English lover, 
she dies of a broken heart. In hook 2 of Aurora 
Leigh (1857) , Elizabeth Barrett Browning would 
again restage the scene of Corinne's coronation, 

marking how Stael's simultaneously inspirational 
and cautionary story of the unhappy female genius 
had come to shape women writers' understanding 
of poetic fame. 
2. "Women must recognize that very little in this 
career equals in value the most obscure life of a 
beloved wife and happy mother." From Stael's De 
I 'Influence des Passions sur le Bonhenr des Individus 
et des Nations (On the Influence of the Passions on 
the Happiness of Individuals and Nations; 1796). 
3. The trebly hundred tr iumphs—BYRON 
[Hemans's note]. From a stinging account in 
Childe Harold (4 .731) of the celebrations that 
greeted imperial Rome's victorious heroes. 
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30 T o u c h ' d as by a b reeze ' s wing , 
M u r m u r s t r embl ing ly a t f i r s t , 
E r e t h e t ide o f r a p t u r e b u r s t . 

All t h e spir i t of t h y sky 
N o w h a t h lit thy large d a r k eye, 

35 A n d thy c h e e k a f l u s h h a t h c a u g h t 
F r o m t h e joy o f k i n d l e d t h o u g h t ; 
A n d t h e b u r n i n g words o f song 
F r o m thy lip f low f a s t a n d s t rong , 
W i t h a r u s h i n g s t r e a m ' s de l igh t 

40 In t h e f r e e d o m of its m i g h t . 

R a d i a n t d a u g h t e r o f t h e s u n ! 
N o w thy living w r e a t h i s w o n . 
C r o w n ' d o f R o m e ! — O h ! ar t t h o u n o t 
H a p p y in t h a t g lor ious l o t ?— 

45 H a p p i e r , h a p p i e r f a r t h a n t h o u , 
W i t h t h e l a u r e l 4 o n thy b row, 
S h e t ha t m a k e s t h e h u m b l e s t h e a r t h 
Lovely b u t t o o n e o n ea r t h ! 

1 8 2 7 1 8 2 7 

A Spirit's Return 

"This is to be a mortal, 
And seek the things beyond mortality!" 

—MANFRED1 

T h y voice p r e v a i l s — d e a r f r i e n d , m y g e n t l e f r i end ! 
T h i s l o n g - s h u t h e a r t fo r t h e e shal l b e u n s e a l e d , 
A n d t h o u g h thy so f t eye m o u r n f u l l y will b e n d 
O v e r t h e t r o u b l e d s t r e a m , ye t o n c e revea led 

5 Sha l l i ts f r e e d w a t e r s f low; t h e n rocks m u s t c lose 
F o r e v e r m o r e , above t h e i r d a r k r e p o s e . 

C o m e whi l e t h e g o r g e o u s mys te r i e s o f t h e sky 
F u s e d in t h e c r i m s o n sea o f s u n s e t l ie; 
C o m e t o t h e w o o d s , w h e r e all s t r a n g e w a n d e r i n g s o u n d 

to Is m i n g l e d in to h a r m o n y p r o f o u n d ; 
W h e r e t h e leaves thr i l l w i t h spir i t , whi le t h e w i n d 
Fills w i t h a viewless" be ing , u n c o n f i n e d , invisible 
T h e t r e m b l i n g r eeds a n d f o u n t a i n s — o u r o w n dell , 

4. Wreaths of laurel were bestowed on honored 
poets in classical antiquity. 
1. A spirit's verdict on Manfred's quest, spoken 
just after Manfred is convulsed by the disappear-
ance of the Phantom of his beloved Astarte (Man-
fred 2.4.158—59; see p. 658). Hemans's poem can 

be read as commentary on Byron's play, Percy 
Shelley's Alastor, and Keats's Endymion (see the 
note to lines 216—17 below), all of which depict a 
protagonist's problems in communicating with an 
otherworldly lover. 
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With its green dimness and Aeolian0 breath, wind-blown 
15 Shall suit th' unveiling of dark records well— 

Hear me in tenderness and silent faith! 

Thou knew'st me not in life's fresh vernal morn— 
I would thou hadst!—for then my heart on thine 
Had poured a worthier love; now, all o'erworn 

20 By its deep thirst for something too divine, 
It hath but fitful music to bestow, 
Echoes of harp-strings broken long ago. 

Yet even in youth companionless I stood, 
As a lone forest-bird 'midst ocean's foam; 

25 For me the silver cords of brotherhood 
Were early loosed; the voices from my home 
Passed one by one, and melody and mirth 
Left me a dreamer by a silent hearth. 

But, with the fulness of a heart that burned 
30 For the deep sympathies of mind, I turned 

From that unanswering spot, and fondly sought 
In all wild scenes with thrilling murmurs fraught, 
In every still small voice and sound of power, 
And flute-note of the wind through cave and bower, 

35 A perilous delight!—for then first woke 
My life's lone passion, the mysterious quest 
Of secret knowledge; and each tone that broke 
From the wood-arches or the fountain's breast, 
Making my quick soul vibrate as a lyre, 

40 But ministered to that strange inborn fire. 
'Midst the bright silence of the mountain dells, 
In noon-tide hours or golden summer-eves, 
My thoughts have burst forth as a gale that swells 
Into a rushing blast, and from the leaves 

45 Shakes out response. O thou rich world unseen! 
Thou curtained realm of spirits!—thus my cry 
Hath troubled air and silence—dost thou lie 
Spread all around, yet by some filmy screen 
Shut from us ever? The resounding woods, 

50 Do their depths teem with marvels?-—and the floods, 
And the pure fountains, leading secret veins 
Of quenchless melody through rock and hill, 
Have they bright dwellers?—are their lone domains 
Peopled with beauty, which may never still 

55 Our weary thirst of soul?—Cold, weak and cold, 
Is earth's vain language, piercing not one fold 
Of our deep being! Oh, for gifts more high! 
For a seer's glance to rend mortality! 
For a charmed rod, to call from each dark shrine 

60 The oracles divine! 

I woke from those high fantasies, to know 
My kindred with the earth—I woke to love: 
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0 gentle friend! to love in doubt and woe, 
Shutting the heart the worshipped name above, 

65 Is to love deeply—and my spirit's dower 
Was a sad gift, a melancholy power 
Of so adoring—with a buried care, 
And with the o'erflowing of a voiceless prayer, 
And with a deepening dream, that day by day, 

70 In the still shadow of its lonely sway, 
Folded me closer, till the world held nought 
Save the one being to my centred thought. 

There was no music but his voice to hear, 
No joy but such as with his step drew near; 

75 Light was but where he looked—life where he moved; 
Silently, fervently, thus, thus I loved. 
Oh! but such love is fearful!—and I knew 
Its gathering doom:—the soul's prophetic sight 
Even then unfolded in my breast, and threw 

so O'er all things round a full, strong, vivid light, 
Too sorrowfully clear!—an undertone 
Was given to Nature's harp, for me alone 
Whispering of grief.—Of grief?—be strong, awake, 
Hath not thy love been victory, O, my soul? 

85 Hath not its conflict won a voice to shake 
Death's fastnesses?—a magic to control 
Worlds far removed?—from o'er the grave to thee 
Love hath made answer; and thy tale should be 
Sung like a lay of triumph!—Now return, 

90 And take thy treasure from its bosomed urn,2 

And lift it once to light! 

In fear, in pain, 
1 said I loved—but yet a heavenly strain 
Of sweetness floated down the tearful stream, 
A joy flashed through the trouble of my dream! 

95 I knew myself beloved!—we breathed no vow, 
No mingling visions might our fate allow, 
As unto happy hearts; but still and deep, 
Like a rich jewel gleaming in a grave, 
Like golden sand in some dark river's wave, 

IOO So did my soul that costly knowledge keep 
So jealously!0—a thing o'er which to shed, watchfully 
When stars alone beheld the drooping head, 
Lone tears! yet ofttimes burdened with the excess 
Of our strange nature's quivering happiness. 

105 But, oh! sweet friend! we dream not of love's might 
Till death has robed with soft and solemn light 
The image we enshrine!—Before that hour, 
We have but glimpses of the o'ermastering power 
Within us laid!—then doth the spirit-flame 

110 With sword-like lightning rend its mortal frame; 

2. Suggests an urn in which funerary ashes are kept. 
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The wings of that which pants to follow fast 
Shake their clay-bars, as with a prisoned blast— 
The sea is in our souls! 

He died—he died 
On whom my lone devotedness was cast! 

1 is I might not keep one vigil by his side, 
I, whose wrung heart watched with him to the last! 
I might not once his fainting head sustain, 
Nor bathe his parched lips in the hour of pain, 
Nor say to him, "Farewell!"—He passed away— 

120 Oh! had my love been there, its conquering sway 
Had won him back from death! but thus removed, 
Borne o'er the abyss no sounding-line hath proved, 
Joined with the unknown, the viewless—he became 
Unto my thoughts another, yet the same— 

125 Changed—hallowed—glorified!—and his low grave 
Seemed a bright mournful altar—mine, all mine:— 
Brother and friend soon left me that sole shrine, 
The birthright of the faithful!—their world's wave 
Soon swept them from its brink.—Oh! deem thou not 

130 That on the sad and consecrated spot 
My soul grew weak!—I tell thee that a power 
There kindled heart and lip—a fiery shower 
My words were made—a might was given to prayer, 
And a strong grasp to passionate despair, 

135 And a dead triumph!—Know'st thou what I sought? 
For what high boon my struggling spirit wrought?— 
Communion with the dead!—I sent a cry, 
Through the veiled empires of eternity, 
A voice to cleave them! By the mournful truth, 

HO By the lost promise of my blighted youth, 
By the strong chain a mighty love can bind 
On the beloved, the spell of mind o'er mind; 
By words, which in themselves are magic high, 
Armed and inspired, and winged with agony; 

145 By tears, which comfort not, but burn, and seem 
To bear the heart's blood in their passion stream; 
I summoned, I adjured!"—with quickened sense, entreated 
With the keen vigil of a life intense, 
I watched, an answer from the winds to wring, 

150 I listened, if perchance the stream might bring 
Token from worlds afar: I taught one sound 
Unto a thousand echoes—one profound 
Imploring accent to the tomb, the sky— 
One prayer to night—"Awake, appear, reply!" 

155 Hast thou been told that from the viewless bourne,0 invisible region 
The dark way never hath allowed return? 
That all, which tears can move, with life is fled— 
That earthly love is powerless on the dead? 
Believe it not!—there is a large lone star 

i6o Now burning o'er yon western hill afar, 
And under its clear light there lies a spot 
Which well might utter forth—Believe it not! 
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I sat beneath that planet—I had wept 
My woe to stillness, every night-wind slept; 

165 A hush was on the hills; the very streams 
Went by like clouds, or noiseless founts in dreams, 
And the dark tree o'ershadowing me that hour, 
Stood motionless, even as the gray church-tower 
Whereon I gazed unconsciously:—there came 

170 A low sound, like the tremor of a flame, 
Or like the light quick shiver of a wing, 
Flitting through twilight woods, across the air; 
And I looked up!—Oh! for strong words to bring 
Conviction o'er thy thought!—Before me there, 

175 He, the departed, stood!—Ay, face to face, 
So near, and yet how far!—his form, his mien, 
Gave to remembrance back each burning trace 
Within:—Yet something awfully serene, 
Pure, sculpture-like, on the pale brow, that wore 

180 Of the once-beating heart no token more; 
And stillness on the lip—and o'er the hair 
A gleam, that trembled through the breathless air; 
And an unfathomed calm, that seemed to lie 
In the grave sweetness of the illumined eye; 

185 Told of the gulfs between our beings set, 
And, as that unsheathed spirit-glance I met, 
Made my soul faint:—with fear? Oh! not with fear! 
With the sick feeling that in his far sphere 
My love could be as nothing! But he spoke— 

190 How shall I tell thee of the startling thrill 
In that low voice, whose breezy tones could fill 
My bosom's infinite? O, friend! I woke 
Then first to heavenly life!—Soft, solemn, clear 
Breathed the mysterious accents on mine ear, 

195 Yet strangely seemed as if the while they rose 
From depths of distance, o'er the wide repose 
Of slumbering waters wafted, or the dells 
Of mountains, hollow with sweet-echo cells; 
But, as they murmured on, the mortal chill 

200 Passed from me, like a mist before the morn, 
And, to that glorious intercourse upborne 
By slow degrees, a calm, divinely still, 
Possessed my frame: I sought that lighted eye— 
From its intense and searching purity 

205 I drank in soul!—I questioned of the dead— 
Of the hushed, starry shores their footsteps tread, 
And I was answered:—if remembrance there, 
With dreamy whispers fill the immortal air; 
If thought, here piled from many a jewel-heap, 

210 Be treasure in that pensive land to keep; 
If love, o'ersweeping change, and blight, and blast 
Find there the music of his home at last; 
I asked, and I was answered:—Full and high 
Was that communion with eternity, 

215 Too rich for aught so fleeting!—Like a knell 
Swept o'er my sense its closing words, "Farewell, 
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On earth we meet no more!"3—and all was gone— 
The pale bright settled brow—the thrilling tone, 
The still and shining eye! and never more 

220 May twilight gloom or midnight hush restore 
That radiant guest! One full-fraught hour of heaven, 
To earthly passion's wild implorings given, 
Was made my own—the ethereal fire hath shivered 
The fragile censer4 in whose mould it quivered 

225 Brightly, consumingly! What now is left? 
A faded world, of glory's hues bereft— 
A void, a chain!—I dwell 'midst throngs, apart, 
In the cold silence of the stranger's heart; 
A fixed, immortal shadow stands between 

230 My spirit and life's fast receding scene; 
A gift hath severed me from human ties, 
A power is gone from all earth's melodies, 
Which never may return: their chords are broken, 
The music of another land hath spoken— 

235 No after-sound is sweet!—this weary thirst! 
And I have heard celestial fountains burst!— 
What here shall quench it? 

Dost thou not rejoice, 
When the spring sends forth an awakening voice 
Through the young woods?—Thou dost!—And in the birth 

240 Of early leaves, and flowers, and songs of mirth, 
Thousands, like thee, find gladness!—Couldst thou know 
How every breeze then summons me to go! 
How all the light of love and beauty shed 
By those rich hours, but woos me to the dead! 

245 The only beautiful that change no m o r e — 
The only loved!—the dwellers on the shore 
Of spring fulfilled!—The dead!—whom call we so? 
They that breathe purer air, that feel, that know 
Things wrapt from us!—Away!—within me pent, 

250 That which is barred from its own element 
Still droops or struggles!—But the day will c o m e — 
Over the deep the free bird finds its home, 
And the stream lingers 'midst the rocks, yet greets 
The sea at last; and the winged flower-seed meets 

255 A soil to rest in:—shall not I, too, be, 
My spirit-love! upborne to dwell with thee? 
Yes! by the power whose conquering anguish stirred 
The tomb, whose cry beyond the stars was heard, 
Whose agony of triumph won thee back 

260 Through the dim pass no mortal step may track, 
Yet shall we meet!—that glimpse of joy divine 
Proved thee for ever and for ever mine! 

1 8 3 0 

3. This is the answer to Manfred's question to the 
Phantom of Astarte (2.4.154): "Say, shall we meet 
again?" Astarte vanishes, and Nemesis says, "She's 
gone, and will not be recall'd." Hemans's lines also 
echo Endymion's renunciation of his dream god-

dess at a crucial moment in Keats's Endymion 
(4.657—59): "The hour may come / When we shall 
meet in pure elysium. / On earth I may not love 
thee." 
4. Container in which incense is burned. 
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J O H N K E A T S 
1 7 9 5 - 1 8 2 1 

John Keats's father was head stableman at a London livery stable; he married his 
employer's daughter and inherited the business. The poet's mother, by all reports, 
was an affectionate but negligent parent to her children; remarrying almost imme-
diately after a fall from a horse killed her first husband, she left the eight-year-old 
John (her firstborn), his brothers, and a sister with their grandmother and did not 
reenter their lives for four years. The year before his father's death, Keats had been 
sent to the Reverend John Clarke's private school at Enfield, famous for its progressive 
curriculum, where he was a noisy, high-spirited boy; despite his small stature (when 
full-grown, he was barely over five feet in height), he distinguished himself in sports 
and fistfights. Here he had the good fortune to have as a mentor Charles Cowden 
Clarke, son of the headmaster, who later became a writer and an editor; he encour-
aged Keats's passion for reading and, both at school and in the course of their later 
friendship, introduced him to Spenser and other poets, to music, and to the theater. 

When Keats's mother returned to her children, she was already ill, and in 1810 she 
died of tuberculosis. Although the livery stable had prospered, and £ 8 , 0 0 0 had been 
left in trust to the children by Keats's grandmother, the estate remained tied up in 
the law courts for all of Keats's lifetime. The children's guardian, Richard Abbey, an 
unimaginative and practical-minded businessman, took Keats out of school at the age 
of fifteen and bound him apprentice to Thomas Hammond, a surgeon and apothecary 
at Edmonton. In 1815 Keats carried on his medical studies at Guy's Hospital, London, 
and the next year qualified to practice as an apothecary-surgeon—but almost imme-
diately, over his guardian's protests, he abandoned medicine for poetry. 

This decision was influenced by Keats's friendship with Leigh Hunt, then editor of 
the Examiner and a leading political radical, poet, and prolific writer of criticism and 
periodical essays. Hunt, the first successful author of Keats's acquaintance, added 
his enthusiastic encouragement of Keats's poetic efforts to that of Clarke. More 
important, he introduced him to writers greater than Hunt himself—William Hazlitt, 
Charles Lamb, and Percy Shelley—as well as to Benjamin Robert Haydon, painter of 
grandiose historical and religious canvases. Through Hunt, Keats also met John Ham-
ilton Reynolds and then Charles Wentworth Dilke and Charles Brown, who became 
his intimate friends and provided him with an essential circumstance for a fledgling 
poet: a sympathetic and appreciative audience. 

The rapidity and sureness of Keats's development has no match. Although he did 
not begin writing poetry until his eighteenth year, by 1816 in the bold sonnet "On 
First Looking into Chapman's Homer" he had found his voice. Later that same year 
he wrote "Sleep and Poetry," in which he laid out for himself a program deliberately 
modeled on the careers of the greatest poets, asking only 

for ten years, that I may overwhelm 
Myself in poesy; so I may do the deed 
That my own soul has to itself decreed. 

For even while his health was good, Keats felt a foreboding of early death and applied 
himself to his art with a desperate urgency. In 1817 he went on to compose Endymion, 
an ambitious undertaking of more than four thousand lines. It is a rich allegory of a 
mortal's quest for an ideal feminine counterpart and a flawless happiness beyond 
earthly possibility; in a number of passages, it already exhibits the sure movement 
and phrasing of his mature poetic style. But Keats's critical judgment and aspiration 
exceeded his achievement: long before he completed it, he declared impatiently that 
he carried on with the "slipshod" Endymion only as a "trial of invention" and began 
to block out Hyperion, conceived on the model of Milton's Paradise Lost in that most 
demanding of forms, the epic poem. His success in achieving the Miltonic manner 
is one of the reasons why Keats abandoned Hyperion before it was finished, for he 
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recognized that he was uncommonly susceptible to poetic influences and regarded 
this as a threat to his individuality. "I will write independently," he insisted. "The 
Genius of Poetry must work out its own salvation in a man." He had refused the 
chance of intimacy with Shelley "that I might have my own unfettered scope"; he had 
broken away from Leigh Hunt's influence lest he get "the reputation of Hunt's eleve 
[pupil]"; now he shied away from domination by Milton's powerfully infectious style. 

In sentimental, later-nineteenth-century accounts of "poor Keats," 1818 was cast 
as the year in which this rising genius, already frail and sensitive, was mortally crushed 
by vicious reviews. Percy Shelley helped initiate this myth in Adonais, which describes 
Keats as "a pale flower." Byron, who did not like Keats's verse, put it unsentimentally: 
Keats, he wrote, was "snuffed out by an article." It is true that the critics were brutal 
to Keats, those associated with the Tory journals especially; for them his poetry proved 
an irresistible target precisely because it had been promoted by the radical Hunt. 
Endymion was mauled in the Quarterly Review, and one of the articles on "the Cock-
ney School of Poetry" that appeared in Blackwood's Magazine condemned Keats as 
hopelessly vulgar, a writer who wanted to be a poet of nature but thought, as a social-
climbing, undereducated Londoner would, that nature was "flowers seen in window-
pots." "It is a better and wiser thing to be a starved apothecary than a starved poet," 
the reviewer scolded: "so back to the shop Mr John." Keats had for his own part the 
good sense to recognize that the attacks were motivated by political prejudice and 
class snobbery, and he had already passed his own severe judgment on Endymion: 
"My own domestic criticism," he said, "has given me pain without comparison beyond 
what Blackwood or the Quarterly could possibly inflict." More important was the 
financial distress of his brother George and his young bride, who emigrated to 
Kentucky and lost their money in an ill-advised investment. Keats, short of funds and 
needing to supplement the family income, had now to find ways to make money from 
his writing: he turned to journalism and began planning plays. His brother Tom con-
tracted tuberculosis, and the poet, in devoted attendance, helplessly watched him 
waste away until his death that December. In the summer of that year, Keats had 
taken a strenuous walking tour in the English Lake District, Scotland, and Ireland. 
It was a glorious adventure but a totally exhausting one in wet, cold weather, and he 
returned in August with a chronically ulcerated throat made increasingly ominous by 
the shadow of the tuberculosis that had killed his mother and brother. And in the 
late fall of that same year, Keats fell unwillingly but deeply in love with Fanny 
Brawne, the eighteen-year-old girl next door. They became engaged, knowing, 
though, that Keats's poverty and worsening health might well make their marriage 
impossible. 

In this period of turmoil, Keats achieved the culmination of his brief poetic career. 
Between January and September of 1819, masterpiece followed masterpiece in aston-
ishing succession: The Eve of St. Agnes, "La Belle Dame sans Merci," all of the "great 
odes," Lamia, and a sufficient number of fine sonnets to make him, with Wordsworth, 
the major Bomantic craftsman in that form. All of these poems possess the distinctive 
qualities of the work of Keats's maturity: a slow-paced, gracious movement; a con-
creteness of description in which all the senses—tactile, gustatory, kinetic, visceral, 
as well as visual and auditory—combine to give the total apprehension of an experi-
ence; a delight at the sheer existence of things outside himself, the poet seeming to 
lose his own identity in a total identification with the object he contemplates; and a 
concentrated felicity of phrasing that reminded his friends, as it has many critics 
since, of the language of Shakespeare. Under the richly sensuous surface, we find 
Keats's characteristic presentation of all experience as a tangle of inseparable but 
irreconcilable opposites. He finds melancholy in delight and pleasure in pain; he feels 
the highest intensity of love as an approximation to death; he inclines equally toward 
a life of indolence and "sensation" and toward a life of thought; he is aware both of 
the attraction of an imaginative dream world without "disagreeables" and the remorse-
less pressure of the actual; he aspires at the same time to aesthetic detachment and 
to social responsibility. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



8 8 0 / J O H N K E A T S 

His letters, hardly less remarkable than his poetry, show that Keats felt on his pulses 
the conflicts he dramatized in his major poems. Above all, they reveal him wrestling 
with the problem of evil and suffering—what to make of our lives in the discovery 
that "the world is full of misery and heartbreak, pain, sickness and oppression." To 
the end of his life, he refused to seek solace for the complexity and contradictions of 
experience either in the abstractions of inherited philosophical doctrines or in the 
absolutes of a religious creed. At the close of his poetic career, in the latter part of 
1819, Keats began to rework the epic Hyperion into the form of a dream vision that 
he called The Fall of Hyperion. In the introductory section of this f ragment the poet 
is told by the prophetess Moneta that he has hitherto been merely a dreamer; he 
must know that 

The poet and the dreamer are distinct, 
Diverse, sheer opposite, antipodes, 

and that the height of poetry can be reached only by 
those to whom the miseries of the world 

Are misery, and will not let them rest. 
He was seemingly planning to undertake a new direction and subject matter, when 
illness and death intervened. 

On the night of February 3, 1820, he coughed up blood. As a physician he refused 
to evade the truth: "I cannot be deceived in that colour; that drop of blood is my 
death warrant. I must die." That spring and summer a series of hemorrhages rapidly 
weakened him. In the au tumn he allowed himself to be persuaded to seek the milder 
climate of Italy in the company of Joseph Severn, a young painter, but these last 
months were only what he called "a posthumous existence." He died in Rome on 
February 23, 1821, and was buried in the Protestant Cemetery, where Mary and 
Percy Shelley had already interred their little son William, and where Percy's ashes, 
too, would be deposited in 1822. At times the agony of his disease, the seeming 
frustration of his hopes for great poetic achievement, and the despair of his passion 
for Fanny Brawne compelled even Keats's brave spirit to bitterness and jealousy, but 
he always recovered his gallantry. His last letter, written to Charles Brown, concludes: 
"I can scarcely bid you good bye even in a letter. I always made an awkward bow. God 
bless you! John Keats." 

No one can read Keats's poems and letters without an undersense of the tragic 
waste of an extraordinary intellect and genius cut off so early. What he might have 
done is beyond conjecture; what we do know is that his poetry, when he stopped 
writing at the age of twenty-four, exceeds the accomplishment at the same age of 
Chaucer , Shakespeare, and Milton. 

The texts here are taken from Jack Stillinger's edition, The Poems of John Keats 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1978). 

On First Looking into Chapman's Homer1 

M u c h h a v e I t ravel l 'd in t h e r e a l m s of gold, 
A n d m a n y goodly s t a t e s a n d k i n g d o m s s e e n ; 

1. Keats's mentor Charles Cowden Clarke intro-
duced him to Homer in the robust translation by 
the Elizabethan poet and dramatist George Chap-
man. They read through the night, and Keats 
walked home at dawn. This sonnet reached Clarke 
by the ten o'clock mail that same morning. It was 
the gold-hunter Balboa, not Cortez, the Spanish 

conqueror of Mexico, who caught his first sight of 
the Pacific from the heights of Darien, in Panama, 
but none of Keats's contemporaries noticed the 
supposed error, and modern scholarship (Keats-
Shelley Journal 2002) has strongly argued that 
Keats knew exactly what he was doing. 
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R o u n d m a n y w e s t e r n i s l ands h a v e I b e e n 
W h i c h b a r d s i n fea l ty t o Apol lo ho ld . 

5 O f t of o n e wide e x p a n s e h a d I b e e n told 
T h a t d e e p - b r o w ' d H o m e r r u l e d a s h is d e m e s n e ; 2 

Yet d id I neve r b r e a t h e its p u r e s e r e n e 3 

Till I h e a r d C h a p m a n s p e a k o u t loud a n d bold : 
T h e n fel t I l ike s o m e w a t c h e r of t h e skies 

io W h e n a n e w p l a n e t swims i n t o h i s ken ;° view 
Or like s t o u t C o r t e z w h e n wi th eagle eyes 

H e s ta r 'd a t t h e P a c i f i c — a n d all his m e n 
Look 'd a t e a c h o t h e r w i t h a wild s u r m i s e — 

Si l en t , u p o n a p e a k in D a r i e n . 

O c t . 1 8 1 6 1 8 1 6 

From Sleep and Poetry1 

[ O F O R T E N Y E A R S ] 

O for t e n years , t h a t I m a y o v e r w h e l m 
Mysel f in poesy; so I m a y do t h e d e e d 
T h a t my o w n soul ha s to itself d e c r e e d . 
T h e n will I pa s s t h e c o u n t r i e s t h a t I see 

IOO In l ong pe r spec t ive , a n d c o n t i n u a l l y 
T a s t e t he i r p u r e f o u n t a i n s . F i r s t t h e r e a l m I'll pass 
Of F lora , a n d old P a n : 2 s l eep in t h e grass , 
F e e d u p o n a p p l e s red , a n d s t r awber r i e s , 
A n d c h o o s e e a c h p l e a s u r e t h a t m y f a n c y sees; 

105 C a t c h t h e w h i t e - h a n d e d n y m p h s in s h a d y p laces , 
T o w o o s w e e t k isses f r o m ave r t ed f a c e s , — 
Play w i t h t he i r f ingers , t o u c h t he i r s h o u l d e r s w h i t e 
I n t o a p r e t t y s h r i n k i n g wi th a b i te 
As h a r d as l ips c a n m a k e it: till ag reed , 

110 A lovely ta le of h u m a n l i fe we'l l r e a d . 
A n d o n e will t e a c h a t a m e dove h o w i t bes t 
M a y f a n t h e cool air gen t ly o 'er my res t ; 
A n o t h e r , b e n d i n g o 'e r h e r n i m b l e t r ead , 
Wi l l se t a g r e e n robe f loa t ing r o u n d h e r h e a d , 

115 A n d still will d a n c e w i t h ever var ied ease , 
S m i l i n g u p o n t h e f lowers a n d t h e t rees : 
A n o t h e r will e n t i c e m e o n , a n d o n 
T h r o u g h a l m o n d b l o s s o m s a n d r ich c i n n a m o n ; 
Til l in t h e b o s o m of a l ea fy wor ld 

2. Realm, feudal possession. 
3. Clear expanse of air. 
1. At the age of twenty-one, Keats set himself a 
regimen of poetic training modeled on the course 
followed by the greatest poets. Virgil had estab-
lished the pattern of beginning with pastoral writ-
ing and proceeding gradually to the point at which 
he was ready to undertake the epic, and this pat-
tern had been deliberately followed by Spenser and 
Milton. Keats's version of this program, as he 
describes it here, is to begin with the realm "of 

Flora, and old Pan" (line 102) and, within ten 
years, to climb up to the level of poetry dealing with 
"the agonies, the strife / Of human hearts" (lines 
124—25). The program Keats set himself is illu-
minated by his analysis of Wordsworth's progress 
in his letter to J. H. Reynolds of May 3, 1818 
(p- 945) . 
2. I.e., the carefree pastoral world. Flora was the 
Roman goddess of flowers. Pan was the Greek god 
of pastures, woods, and animal life. 
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120 We rest in silence, like two gems upcurl'd 
In the recesses of a pearly shell. 

And can I ever bid these joys farewell? 
Yes, I must pass them for a nobler life, 
Where I may find the agonies, the strife 

125 Of human hearts: for lo! I see afar, 
O'er sailing the blue cragginess, a car3 

And steeds with streamy manes—the charioteer 
Looks out upon the winds with glorious fear: 
And now the numerous tramplings quiver lightly 

BO Along a huge cloud's ridge; and now with sprightly 
Wheel downward come they into fresher skies, 
Tipt round with silver from the sun's bright eyes. 
Still downward with capacious whirl they glide; 
And now I see them on a green-hill's side 

135 In breezy rest among the nodding stalks. 
The charioteer with wond'rous gesture talks 
To the trees and mountains; and there soon appear 
Shapes of delight, of mystery, and fear, 
Passing along before a dusky space 

uo Made by some mighty oaks: as they would chase 
Some ever-fleeting music on they sweep. 
Lo! how they murmur, laugh, and smile, and weep: 
Some with upholden hand and mouth severe; 
Some with their faces muffled to the ear 

145 Between their arms; some, clear in youthful bloom, 
Go glad and smilingly athwart" the gloom; against 
Some looking back, and some with upward gaze; 
Yes, thousands in a thousand different ways 
Flit onward—now a lovely wreath of girls 

150 Dancing their sleek hair into tangled curls; 
And now broad wings. Most awfully intent, 
The driver of those steeds is forward bent, 
And seems to listen: O that I might know 
All that he writes with such a hurrying glow. 

155 The visions all are fled—the car is fled 
Into the light of heaven, and in their stead 
A sense of real things comes doubly strong, 
And, like a muddy stream, would bear along 
My soul to nothingness: but I will strive 

160 Against all doubtings, and will keep alive 
The thought of that same chariot, and the strange 
Journey it went. 

$ * 

Oct.—Dec. 1816 

3. Chariot. The description that follows recalls the 
traditional portrayal of Apollo, god of the sun and 
poetry, and represents the higher poetic imagina-

1817 

tion, which bodies forth the matters "of delight, of 
mystery, and fear" (line 138) that characterize the 
grander poetic genres. 
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On Seeing the Elgin Marbles1 

My spirit is too weak—mortality 
Weighs heavily on me like unwilling sleep, 
And each imagined pinnacle and steep 

Of godlike hardship tells me I must die 
5 Like a sick eagle looking at the sky. 

Yet 'tis a gentle luxury to weep 
That I have not the cloudy winds to keep 

Fresh for the opening of the morning's eye. 
Such dim-conceived glories of the brain 

10 Bring round the heart an undescribable feud; 
So do these wonders a most dizzy pain, 

That mingles Grecian grandeur with the rude 
Wasting of old time—with a billowy main0— ocean 

A sun—a shadow of a magnitude. 

Mar. 1 or 2, 1817 1817 

From Endymion: A Poetic Romance1 

"The stretched metre of an antique song" 

I N S C R I B E D T O T H E M E M O R Y O F T H O M A S C H A T T E R T O N 

Preface 
Knowing within myself the manner in which this Poem has been produced, 

it is not without a feeling of regret that I make it public. 
What manner I mean, will be quite clear to the reader, who must soon 

perceive great inexperience, immaturity, and every error denoting a feverish 
attempt, rather than a deed accomplished. The two first books, and indeed the 
two last, I feel sensible are not of such completion as to warrant their passing 
the press; nor should they if I thought a years castigation would do them any 
good;—it will not: the foundations are too sandy. It is just that this youngster 

I. Lord Elgin had brought to England in 1806 
many of the marble statues and friezes that 
adorned the Parthenon at Athens. In 1817 Keats, 
along with his artist friend Haydon, viewed the 
marbles at the British Museum, which had just 
purchased them, an acqusition that was and re-
mains controversial. Keats's sonnet first appeared 
on the same day in both Leigh Hunt's Examiner 
and, through Keats's friend Reynolds, The Cham-
pion., and then was reprinted in Haydon's magazine 
Annals of the Fine Arts. 
1. This poem of more than four thousand lines 
(based on the classical myth of a mortal beloved by 
the goddess of the moon) tells of Endymion's long 
and agonized search for an immortal goddess 
whom he had seen in several visions. In the course 
of his wanderings, he comes upon an Indian maid 
who had been abandoned by the followers of Bac-
chus, god of wine and revelry. To his utter despair, 

he succumbs to a sensual passion for her, in appar-
ent betrayal of his love for his heavenly ideal. The 
conclusion to Keats's "romance" offers a way of 
resolving this opposition, which runs throughout 
the poem, between the inevitably mortal pleasures 
of this world and the possibility of delights that 
would be eternal: the Indian maid reveals that she 
is herself Cynthia (Diana), goddess of the moon, 
the celestial subject of his earlier visions. 

The verse epigraph is adapted from Shake-
speare's Sonnet 17, line 12: "And stretched metre 
of an antique song." Thomas Chatterton (1752— 
1770), to whom Endymion is dedicated, and who 
is the "marvellous Boy" of Wordsworth's "Resolu-
tion and Independence," wrote a number of bril-
liant pseudoarchaic poems that he attributed to an 
imaginary 15th-century poet, Thomas Rowley. 
Keats described him as "the most English of poets 
except Shakespeare." 
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should die away: a sad thought for me, if I had not some hope that while it is 
dwindling I may be plotting, and fitting myself for verses fit to live. 

This may be speaking too presumptuously, and may deserve a punish-
ment: but no feeling man will be forward to inflict it: he will leave me alone, 
with the conviction that there is not a fiercer hell than the failure in a great 
object. This is not written with the least atom of purpose to forestall criti-
cisms of course, but from the desire I have to conciliate men who are com-
petent to look, and who do look with a zealous eye, to the honour of English 
literature. 

The imagination of a boy is healthy, and the mature imagination of a man 
is healthy; but there is a space of life between, in which the soul is in a ferment, 
the character undecided, the way of life uncertain, the ambition thick-sighted: 
thence proceeds mawkishness, and all the thousand bitters which those men 
I speak of must necessarily taste in going over the following pages. 

I hope I have not in too late a day touched the beautiful mythology of 
Greece,2 and dulled its brightness: for I wish to try once more,3 before I bid 
it farewell. 

Teignmouth, April 10, 1818 

From Book 1 
[A THING OF BEAUTY] 

A thing of beauty is a joy for ever: 
Its loveliness increases; it will never 
Pass into nothingness; but still will keep 
A bower quiet for us, and a sleep 

5 Full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet breathing. 
Therefore, on every morrow, are we wreathing 
A flowery band to bind us to the earth, 
Spite0 of despondence, of the inhuman dearth despite 
Of noble natures, of the gloomy days, 

io Of all the unhealthy and o'er-darkened ways 
Made for our searching: yes, in spite of all, 
Some shape of beauty moves away the pall 
From our dark spirits. Such the sun, the moon, 
Trees old, and young sprouting a shady boon 

15 For simple sheep; and such are daffodils 
With the green world they live in; and clear rills0 small streams 
That for themselves a cooling covert make 
'Gainst the hot season; the mid forest brake,0 thicket 
Rich with a sprinkling of fair musk-rose blooms: 

20 And such too is the grandeur of the dooms0 judgments 
We have imagined for the mighty dead; 
All lovely tales that we have heard or read: 

2. In 1820 an anonymous reviewer of Keats's final 
volume of poems cited this phrase and, in a com-
plaint that suggests the political charge that the 
poetic use of classical mythology could carry at this 
time, wrote disparagingly of "the nonsense that 
Mr. Keats . . . and Mr. Percy Bysshe Shelley, and 

some of the poets about town, have been talking 
of 'the beautiful mythology of Greece' "; "To some 
persons . . . that mythology comes recommended 
chiefly by its grossness—its alliance to the sensitive 
pleasures which belong to the animal." 
3. In Hyperion, which Keats was already planning. 
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An e n d l e s s f o u n t a i n o f i m m o r t a l d r ink , 
P o u r i n g u n t o u s f r o m t h e h e a v e n ' s b r ink . 

25 N o r do we mere ly fee l t h e s e e s s e n c e s 
F o r o n e s h o r t h o u r ; no , even a s t h e t r ees 
T h a t w h i s p e r r o u n d a t e m p l e b e c o m e s o o n 
D e a r a s t h e t e m p l e ' s self , s o d o e s t h e m o o n , 
T h e p a s s i o n poesy , glor ies in f in i te , 

30 H a u n t us till t hey b e c o m e a c h e e r i n g l ight 
U n t o o u r souls , a n d b o u n d t o u s s o fas t , 
T h a t , w h e t h e r t h e r e b e sh ine , o r g loom o ' e rcas t , 
T h e y alway m u s t be wi th us , o r we die. 

T h e r e f o r e , 'tis w i t h fu l l h a p p i n e s s t h a t I 
35 Wil l t r a c e t h e s tory of E n d y m i o n . 

T h e very m u s i c o f t h e n a m e has g o n e 
I n t o m y be ing , a n d e a c h p l e a s a n t s c e n e 
I s g rowing f r e s h b e f o r e me a s t h e g r e e n 
Of o u r own vall ies. * * * 

[THE " P L E A S U R E T H E R M O M E T E R " ] 

" P e o n a ! 4 ever have I long 'd to s lake 
770 My th i r s t f o r t h e wor ld ' s p ra i ses : n o t h i n g b a s e , 

N o mere ly s l u m b e r o u s p h a n t a s m , c o u l d u n l a c e 
T h e s t u b b o r n c a n v a s f o r m y voyage p r e p a r ' d — 
T h o u g h n o w 'tis t a t t e r ' d ; leaving my b a r k ba r 'd 
A n d su l l en ly d r i f t ing : yet my h i g h e r h o p e 

775 Is of t oo wide , t oo r a inbow- l a rge a s cope , 
To f r e t a t myr i ads o f e a r t h ly wrecks . 
W h e r e i n lies h a p p i n e s s ? I n t h a t w h i c h b e c k s 0 beckons 
O u r r eady m i n d s t o f e l l owsh ip divine , 
A f e l lowsh ip w i t h e s s e n c e ; till we sh ine , 

780 Fu l l a l c h e m i z ' d , 5 a n d f r e e of space . B e h o l d 
T h e c l ea r re l ig ion o f h e a v e n ! Fold 
A rose leaf r o u n d thy f inger ' s t a p e r n e s s , 
A n d s o o t h e thy lips: h is t , ° w h e n t h e airy s t ress listen 
O f m u s i c ' s kiss i m p r e g n a t e s t h e f r e e w inds , 

785 And wi th a s y m p a t h e t i c t o u c h u n b i n d s 
E o l i a n 6 m a g i c f r o m t h e i r luc id w o m b s : 
T h e n old songs w a k e n f r o m e n c l o u d e d t o m b s ; 
Old d i t t i es s igh above t h e i r f a t h e r ' s grave; 

4. The sister to whom Endymion confides his 
troubles. Of lines 769—857 Keats said to his pub-
lisher, John Taylor: "When I wrote it, it was the 
regular stepping of the Imagination towards a 
Truth. My having written that Argument will per-
haps be of the greatest Service to me of anything 
I ever did—It set before me at once the gradations 
of Happiness even like a kind of Pleasure Ther-
mometer, and is my first step towards the chief 
attempt in the Drama—the playing of different 
Natures with Joy and Sorrow." The gradations on 
this "Pleasure Thermometer" mark the stages on 
the way to what Keats calls "happiness" (line 

777)—his secular version of the religious concept 
of "felicity" that, in the orthodox view, is to be 
achieved by a surrender of oneself to God. For 
Keats the way to happiness lies through a fusion 
of ourselves, first sensuously, with the lovely 
objects of nature and art (lines 781—97), then on 
a higher level, with other human beings through 
"love and friendship" (line 801) and, ultimately, 
sexual love. 
5. Transformed by alchemy from a base to a pre-
cious metal. 
6. From Aeolus, god of winds. 
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G h o s t s o f m e l o d i o u s p r o p h e c y i n g s rave 
R o u n d every spo t w h e r e t rod Apol lo 's foo t ; 
B r o n z e c l a r ions awake , a n d fa in t ly b r u i t , 7 

W h e r e long ago a g ian t ba t t l e was ; 
A n d , f r o m t h e t u r f , a lu l laby d o t h pa s s 
I n every p l a c e w h e r e i n f a n t O r p h e u s 8 s lept . 
Fee l w e t h e s e t h i n g s ? — t h a t m o m e n t h a v e w e s t ep t 
I n t o a sor t of o n e n e s s , a n d o u r s t a t e 
Is l ike a f l oa t i ng spir i t ' s . B u t t h e r e a re 
R i c h e r e n t a n g l e m e n t s , e n t h r a l m e n t s f a r 
M o r e se l f -des t roy ing , l ead ing , by degrees , 
T o t h e ch ie f in tens i ty : t h e c r o w n o f t h e s e 
I s m a d e of love a n d f r i e n d s h i p , a n d sits h igh 
U p o n t h e f o r e h e a d o f h u m a n i t y . 
All i ts m o r e p o n d e r o u s a n d bu lky w o r t h 
I s f r i e n d s h i p , w h e n c e t h e r e ever i s sues f o r t h 
A s teady s p l e n d o u r ; b u t a t t h e t ip - top 
T h e r e h a n g s b y u n s e e n f i l m , a n o r b e d d r o p 
Of l ight , a n d t h a t i s love: i ts i n f l u e n c e , 
T h r o w n in o u r eyes, g e n d e r s a novel s e n s e , 
At w h i c h we s t a r t a n d f r e t ; till i n t h e e n d , 
M e l t i n g i n t o its r a d i a n c e , we b l e n d , 
M i n g l e , a n d so b e c o m e a p a r t o f i t , — 
N o r w i t h a u g h t e lse c a n o u r sou l s i n t e r k n i t 
S o wingedly : w h e n w e c o m b i n e t h e r e w i t h , 
Life 's self i s n o u r i s h ' d by i ts p r o p e r p i t h , 9 

A n d we a re n u r t u r e d like a p e l i c a n b r o o d . 1 

Aye, so de l i c ious i s t h e u n s a t i n g f o o d , 2 

T h a t m e n , w h o m i g h t h a v e tower 'd in t h e van° forefront 
Of all t h e c o n g r e g a t e d wor ld , t o f a n 
A n d w i n n o w f r o m t h e c o m i n g s t ep o f t i m e 
All c h a f f of c u s t o m , w i p e away all s l ime 
L e f t b y m e n - s l u g s a n d h u m a n se rpen t ry , 
H a v e b e e n c o n t e n t t o le t o c c a s i o n d ie , 
W h i l s t t h e y did s leep in love's e lys ium.° heaven 
A n d , t ruly , I w o u l d r a t h e r be s t r u c k d u m b , 
T h a n s p e a k aga in s t th i s a r d e n t l i s t lessness : 
Fo r I h a v e ever t h o u g h t t h a t i t m i g h t b less 
T h e w o r l d w i t h b e n e f i t s u n k n o w i n g l y ; 
As does t h e n igh t inga le , u p p e r c h e d h igh , 
A n d c lo is te r 'd a m o n g cool a n d b u n c h e d l e a v e s — 
S h e s ings b u t t o h e r love, n o r e ' e r conce ives 
H o w t ip toe N i g h t ho lds b a c k h e r da rk-grey h o o d . 3 

J u s t so m a y love, a l t h o u g h 'tis u n d e r s t o o d 
T h e m e r e c o m m i n g l i n g o f p a s s i o n a t e b r e a t h , 
P r o d u c e m o r e t h a n o u r s e a r c h i n g w i t n e s s e t h : 
W h a t I k n o w no t : b u t w h o , o f m e n , c a n tell 

7. Make a sound. 
8. The musician of Greek legend, whose beautiful 
music could move even inanimate things. 
9. Its own elemental substance. 
1. Young pelicans were once thought to feed on 
their mother's flesh. In a parallel way our life is 

nourished by another's life, with which it fuses in 
love. 
2. Food that never satiates, that never ceases to 
satisfy. 
3. I.e., in order to hear better. 
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T h a t f l ower s w o u l d b l o o m , o r t ha t g r e e n f ru i t wou ld swell 
T o m e l t i n g p u l p , t h a t f i sh w o u l d have b r igh t mai l , 
T h e e a r t h its d o w e r o f river, w o o d , a n d vale, 
T h e m e a d o w s r u n n e l s , r u n n e l s p e b b l e - s t o n e s , 

840 T h e s e e d its ha rves t , or t h e l u t e its t ones , 
T o n e s r a v i s h m e n t , o r r a v i s h m e n t its swee t , 
I f h u m a n souls did n e v e r kiss a n d gree t? 

" N o w , i f th i s ea r th ly love h a s p o w e r to m a k e 
M e n ' s b e i n g m o r t a l , i m m o r t a l ; t o s h a k e 

845 A m b i t i o n f r o m the i r m e m o r i e s , a n d b r i m 
T h e i r m e a s u r e o f c o n t e n t ; w h a t m e r e s t w h i m , 
S e e m s all th i s p o o r e n d e a v o u r a f t e r f a m e , 
T o o n e , w h o k e e p s w i t h i n his s t e d f a s t a i m 
A love i m m o r t a l , an i m m o r t a l too . 

850 Look n o t so wi lder 'd ; f o r t h e s e t h ings a r e t r u e , 
A n d neve r c a n b e b o r n of a t o m i e s 0 mites 
T h a t buzz a b o u t o u r s l u m b e r s , like b ra in - f l i es , 
Leav ing us fancy-s ick . N o , n o , I 'm su re , 
M y res t l ess spir i t n e v e r c o u l d e n d u r e 

855 To b r o o d so l o n g u p o n o n e luxury, 
U n l e s s i t d id , t h o u g h fea r fu l ly , espy 
A h o p e b e y o n d t h e s h a d o w of a d r e a m . " 

Apr.—Nov. 1 8 1 7 1 8 1 8 

On Sitting Down to Read King Lear Once Again1 

O g o l d e n - t o n g u e d R o m a n c e , w i t h s e r e n e lu te! 
Fa i r p l u m e d s y r e n , 2 q u e e n o f far -away! 
Leave me lod i z ing on th is w in t ry day, 

S h u t u p t h i n e o l d e n pages , a n d b e m u t e . 
5 Adieu! for , o n c e aga in , t h e f ie rce d i s p u t e 

Betwixt d a m n a t i o n a n d i m p a s s i o n ' d c lay 
M u s t I b u r n t h r o u g h ; o n c e m o r e h u m b l y a s s a y 0 test 

T h e b i t t e r - swee t o f th i s S h a k e s p e a r e a n f ru i t . 
C h i e f Poe t ! a n d ye c l o u d s o f A l b i o n , 3 

io Bege t t e r s of o u r d e e p e t e r n a l t h e m e ! 
W h e n t h r o u g h t h e old oak fo re s t I am gone , 

Le t me n o t w a n d e r in a b a r r e n d r e a m : 
B u t , w h e n I am c o n s u m e d in t h e f i re , 
Give m e n e w p h o e n i x 4 w ings t o f l y a t m y des i re . 

J a n . 2 2 , 1 8 1 8 1 8 3 8 

1. Keats pauses, while revising Endymion: A 
Poetic Romance, to read again Shakespeare's great 
tragedy. The word "syren" (line 2) indicates Keats's 
feeling that "Romance" was enticing him from the 
poet's prime duty, to deal with "the agonies, the 
strife / Of human hearts" (Sleep and Poetry, lines 
124-25) . 

2. Syrens (sirens) were sea nymphs whose singing 
lured listeners to their deaths. 
3. Old name for England. King Lear is set in Celtic 
Britain. 
4. The fabulous bird that periodically burns itself 
to death to rise anew from the ashes. 
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When I have fears that I may cease to be1 

W h e n I have f e a r s t h a t I m a y c e a s e to be 
B e f o r e m y p e n h a s g lean 'd m y t e e m i n g b ra in , 

B e f o r e h i g h p i l ed books , i n c h a r a c t r y , 2 

H o l d like r i ch g a r n e r s t h e fu l l r i pen ' d gra in ; 
5 W h e n I b e h o l d , u p o n t h e n igh t ' s s t a r r ' d f a c e , 

H u g e c l o u d y symbols of a h i g h r o m a n c e , 
A n d t h i n k t h a t I m a y neve r live to t r a c e 

T h e i r s h a d o w s , w i t h t h e m a g i c h a n d o f c h a n c e ; 
A n d w h e n I fee l , f a i r c r e a t u r e o f an h o u r , 

10 T h a t I shal l n e v e r l ook u p o n t h e e m o r e , 
N e v e r h a v e re l i sh i n t h e fairy p o w e r 

O f u n r e f l e c t i n g l o v e ; — t h e n o n t h e s h o r e 
Of t h e w i d e wor ld I s t a n d a lone , a n d t h i n k 
Till love a n d f a m e to n o t h i n g n e s s do s ink. 

J a n . 1 8 1 8 1 8 4 8 

To Homer 

S t a n d i n g aloof in g ian t i g n o r a n c e , 
Of t h e e I h e a r a n d of t h e C y c l a d e s , 1 

A s o n e w h o sits a s h o r e a n d longs p e r c h a n c e 
To visit d o l p h i n - c o r a l i n d e e p seas . 

5 So was t t h o u b l i n d ; — b u t t h e n t h e veil w a s r e n t , 
F o r Jove u n c u r t a i n ' d h e a v e n to let t h e e live, 

A n d N e p t u n e m a d e f o r t h e e a s p u m y t e n t , 
A n d P a n m a d e s ing fo r t h e e his fo res t -h ive ; 

Aye on t h e s h o r e s o f d a r k n e s s t h e r e i s l ight , 
10 A n d p r e c i p i c e s s h o w u n t r o d d e n g reen , 

T h e r e i s a b u d d i n g m o r r o w in m i d n i g h t , 
T h e r e is a t r ip le s ight in b l i n d n e s s keen ; 

S u c h see ing h a d s t t h o u , a s i t o n c e b e f e l 
T o D i a n , Q u e e n o f E a r t h , a n d H e a v e n , a n d H e l l . 2 

1 8 1 8 1 8 4 8 

The Eve of St. Agnes1 

i 
St . Agnes ' E v e — A h , b i t t e r chi l l i t was! 
T h e owl, fo r all h i s f e a t h e r s , w a s a -co ld ; 

1. The first, and one of the most successful, of 
Keats's attempts at the sonnet in the Shakespear-
ean rhyme scheme. 
2. Characters; printed letters of the alphabet. 
1. A group of islands in the Aegean Sea, off 
Greece. Keats's allusion is to his ignorance of the 
Greek language. Schooling in Greek was a badge 
of gentlemanly identity in the period. 
2. In late pagan cults Diana was worshiped as a 

three-figured goddess, the deity of nature and of 
the moon as well as the queen of hell. The "triple 
sight" that blind Homer paradoxically commands 
is of these three regions and also of heaven, sea, 
and earth (the realms of Jove, Neptune, and Pan, 
lines 6 - 8 ) . 
1. St. Agnes, martyred ca. 303 at the age of thir-
teen, is the patron saint of virgins. Legend has it 
that if a chaste young woman performs the proper 
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The hare limp'd trembling through the frozen grass, 
And silent was the flock in woolly fold: 
Numb were the Beadsman's2 fingers, while he told 
His rosary, and while his frosted breath, 
Like pious incense from a censer old, 
Seem'd taking flight for heaven, without a death, 

Past the sweet Virgin's picture, while his prayer he saith. 

2 
His prayer he saith, this patient, holy man; 
Then takes his lamp, and riseth from his knees, 
And back returneth, meagre,0 barefoot, wan, lean 
Along the chapel aisle by slow degrees: 
The sculptur'd dead, on each side, seem to freeze, 
Emprison'd in black, purgatorial rails: 
Knights, ladies, praying in dumb0 orat'ries,0 silent /chapels 
He passeth by; and his weak spirit fails 

To think' how they may ache in icy hoods and mails. 

3 
Northward he turneth through a little door, 
And scarce three steps, ere Music's golden tongue 
Flatter'd0 to tears this aged man and poor; beguiled 
But no—already had his deathbell rung; 
The joys of all his life were said and sung: 
His was harsh penance on St. Agnes' Eve: 
Another way he went, and soon among 
Rough ashes sat he for his soul's reprieve,0 salvation 

And all night kept awake, for sinners' sake to grieve. 

4 
That ancient Beadsman heard the prelude soft; 
And so it chanc'd, for many a door was wide, 
From hurry to and fro. Soon, up aloft, 
The silver, snarling trumpets 'gan to chide: 
The level chambers, ready with their pride,0 ostentation 
Were glowing to receive a thousand guests: 
The carved angels, ever eager-eyed, 
Star'd, where upon their heads the cornice rests, 

With hair blown back, and wings put cross-wise on their breasts. 

5 
At length burst in the argent revelry,4 

With plume, tiara, and all rich array, 
Numerous as shadows haunting fairily 
The brain, new stuff'd, in youth, with triumphs gay 
Of old romance.0 These let us wish away, stories 
And turn, sole-thoughted, to one Lady there, 

ritual, she will dream of her future husband on the 
evening before St. Agnes's Day, January 21. Keats 
combines this superstition with the Romeo and 
Juliet theme of young love thwarted by feuding 
families and tells the story in a sequence of evolv-
ing Spenserian stanzas. The poem is Keats's first 
complete success in sustained narrative romance. 
For the author's revisions while composing stanzas 

26 and 30 of The Eve of St. Agnes, see "Poems in 
Process," in the appendices to this volume. 
2. One who is paid to pray for his benefactor. He 
"tells" (counts) the beads of his rosary to keep track 
of his prayers. 
3. I.e., when he thinks. 
4. Silver-adorned revelers. 
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Whose heart had brooded, all that wintry day, 
On love, and wing'd St. Agnes' saintly care, 

As she had heard old dames full many times declare. 

6 
They told her how, upon St. Agnes' Eve, 
Young virgins might have visions of delight, 
And soft adorings from their loves receive 
Upon the honey'd middle of the night, 
If ceremonies due they did aright; 
As, supperless to bed they must retire, 
And couch supine their beauties, lily white; 
Nor look behind, nor sideways, but require 

Of heaven with upward eyes for all that they desire. 

7 
Full of this whim was thoughtful Madeline: 
The music, yearning like a god in pain, 
She scarcely heard: her maiden eyes divine, 
Fix'd on the floor, saw many a sweeping train5 

Pass by—she heeded not at all: in vain 
Came many a tiptoe, amorous cavalier, 
And back retir'd, not cool'd by high disdain; 
But she saw not: her heart was otherwhere: 

She sigh'd for Agnes' dreams, the sweetest of the year. 

8 
She danc'd along with vague, regardless eyes, 
Anxious her lips, her breathing quick and short: 
The hallow'd hour was near at hand: she sighs 
Amid the timbrels,0 and the throng'd resort tambourines 
Of whisperers in anger, or in sport; 
'Mid looks of love, defiance, hate, and scorn, 
Hoodwink'd with faery fancy; all amort, 
Save to St. Agnes6 and her lambs unshorn,7 

And all the bliss to be before to-morrow morn. 

9 
So, purposing each moment to retire, 
She linger'd still. Meantime, across the moors, 
Had come young Porphyro, with heart on fire 
For Madeline. Beside the portal doors, 
Buttress'd from moonlight,8 stands he, and implores 
All saints to give him sight of Madeline, 
But for one moment in the tedious hours, 
That he might gaze and worship all unseen; 

Perchance speak, kneel, touch, kiss—in sooth such things have been. 

10 
He ventures in: let no buzz'd whisper tell: 
All eyes be muffled, or a hundred swords 

5. Skirts sweeping along the ground. 
6. Entirely oblivious or dead ("amort") to every-
thing except St. Agnes. "Hoodwinked": covered by 
a hood or blindfolded. 
7. On St. Agnes's Day it was the custom to offer 

lambs' wool at the altar, to be made into cloth by 
nuns. 
8. Sheltered from the moonlight by the buttresses 
(the supports projecting from the wall). 
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Will storm his heart, Love's fev'rous citadel: 
85 For him, those chambers held barbarian hordes, 

Hyena foemen, and hot-blooded lords, 
Whose very dogs would execrations howl 
Against his lineage: not one breast affords 
Him any mercy, in that mansion foul, 

90 Save one old beldame,9 weak in body and in soul. 

11 
Ah, happy chance! the aged creature came, 
Shuffling along with ivory-headed wand,° staff 
To where he stood, hid from the torch's flame, 
Behind a broad hall-pillar, far beyond 

95 The sound of merriment and chorus bland:0 soft 
He startled her; but soon she knew his face, 
And grasp'd his fingers in her palsied hand, 
Saying, "Mercy, Porphyro! hie thee from this place; 

They are all here to-night, the whole blood-thirsty race! 

12 

IOO "Get hence! get hence! there's dwarfish Hildebrand; 
He had a fever late, and in the fit 
He cursed thee and thine, both house and land: 
Then there's that old Lord Maurice, not a whit 
More tame for his gray hairs—Alas me! flit! 

105 Flit like a ghost away."—"Ah, Gossip1 dear, 
We're safe enough; here in this arm-chair sit, 
And tell me how"-—"Good Saints! not here, not here; 

Follow me, child, or else these stones will be thy bier."° tomb 

!3 
He follow'd through a lowly arched way, 

i IO Brushing the cobwebs with his lofty plume, 
And as she mutter'd "Well-a—well-a-day!" 
He found him in a little moonlight room, 
Pale, lattic'd, chill, and silent as a tomb. 
"Now tell me where is Madeline," said he, 

115 "O tell me, Angela, by the holy loom 
Which none but secret sisterhood may see, 

When they St. Agnes' wool are weaving piously." 

' 4 
"St. Agnes! Ah! it is St. Agnes' Eve— 
Yet men will murder upon holy days: 

120 Thou must hold water in a witch's sieve,2 

And be liege-lord of all the Elves and Fays, 
To venture so: it fills me with amaze 
To see thee, Porphyro!—St. Agnes' Eve! 
God's help! my lady fair the conjuror plays3 

125 This very night: good angels her deceive! 
But let me laugh awhile, I've mickle0 time to grieve." much 

9. Old (and, usually, homely) woman; an ironic 
development in English from the French meaning, 
"lovely lady." 
!. In the old sense: godmother or old friend. 

2. A sieve made to hold water by witchcraft. 
3. I.e., uses magic in her attempt to evoke the 
vision of her lover. 
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15 
Feebly she laugheth in the languid moon, 
While Porphyro upon her face doth look, 
Like puzzled urchin on an aged crone 

130 Who keepeth clos'd a wond'rous riddle-book, 
As spectacled she sits in chimney nook. 
But soon his eyes grew brilliant, when she told 
His lady's purpose; and he scarce could brook0 restrain 
Tears, at the thought of those enchantments cold, 

135 And Madeline asleep in lap of legends old. 

16 
Sudden a thought came like a full-blown rose, 
Flushing his brow, and in his pained heart 
Made purple riot: then doth he propose 
A stratagem, that makes the beldame start: 

140 "A cruel man and impious thou art: 
Sweet lady, let her pray, and sleep, and dream 
Alone with her good angels, far apart 
From wicked men like thee. Go, go!—I deem 

Thou canst not surely be the same that thou didst seem." 

17 
145 "I will not harm her, by all saints I swear," 

Quoth Porphyro: "O may I ne'er find grace 
When my weak voice shall whisper its last prayer, 
If one of her soft ringlets I displace, 
Or look with ruffian passion in her face: 

150 Good Angela, believe me by these tears; 
Or I will, even in a moment's space, 
Awake, with horrid shout, my foemen's ears, 

And beard0 them, though they be more fang'd than wolves and confront 
bears." 

18 
"Ah! why wilt thou affright a feeble soul? 

155 A poor, weak, palsy-stricken, churchyard thing, 
Whose passing-bell0 may ere the midnight toll; death knell 
Whose prayers for thee, each morn and evening, 
Were never miss'd."—Thus plaining,0 doth she bring complaining 
A gentler speech from burning Porphyro; 

160 So woful, and of such deep sorrowing, 
That Angela gives promise she will do 

Whatever he shall wish, betide her weal or woe.4 

19 
Which was, to lead him, in close secrecy, 
Even to Madeline's chamber, and there hide 

165 Him in a closet, of such privacy 
That he might see her beauty unespied, 
And win perhaps that night a peerless bride, 
While legion'd fairies pac'd the coverlet, 

4. I.e., whether good or ill befalls her. 
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And pale enchantment held her sleepy-eyed. 
i7o Never on such a night have lovers met, 

Since Merlin paid his Demon all the monstrous debt.5 

20 
"It shall be as thou wishest," said the Dame: 
"All cates° and dainties shall be stored there delicacies 
Quickly on this feast-night: by the tambour frame6 

175 Her own lute thou wilt see: no time to spare, 
For I am slow and feeble, and scarce dare 
On such a catering trust my dizzy head. 
Wait here, my child, with patience; kneel in prayer 
The while: Ah! thou must needs the lady wed, 

lso Or may I never leave my grave among the dead." 

21 
So saying, she hobbled off with busy fear. 
The lover's endless minutes slowly pass'd; 
The dame return'd, and whisper'd in his ear 
To follow her; with aged eyes aghast 

185 From fright of dim espial. Safe at last, 
Through many a dusky gallery, they gain 
The maiden's chamber, silken, hush'd, and chaste; 
Where Porphyro took covert, pleas'd amain.0 mightily 

His poor guide hurried back with agues0 in her brain. shivering 

22 
190 Her falt'ring hand upon the balustrade, 

Old Angela was feeling for the stair, 
When Madeline, St. Agnes' charmed maid, 
Rose, like a mission'd spirit,7 unaware: 
With silver taper's light, and pious care, 

195 She turn'd, and down the aged gossip led 
To a safe level matting. Now prepare, 
Young Porphyro, for gazing on that bed; 

She comes, she comes again, like ring-dove fray'd0 and fled. frightened 

Out went the taper as she hurried in; 
200 Its little smoke, in pallid moonshine, died: 

She clos'd the door, she panted, all akin 
To spirits of the air, and visions wide: 
No uttered syllable, or, woe betide! 
But to her heart, her heart was voluble, 

205 Paining with eloquence her balmy side; 
As though a tongueless nightingale8 should swell 

Her throat in vain, and die, heart-stifled, in her dell. 

5. Probably the episode in the Arthurian legends 
in which Merlin, the magician, lost his life when 
the wily Vivien turned one of his own spells against 
him. 
6. A drum-shaped embroidery frame. 
7. I.e., like an angel sent on a mission. 
8. An allusion to Ovid's story, in the Metamorpho-
ses, of Philomel, who was raped by Tereus, her sis-

ter's husband. He cut out Philomel's tongue to 
prevent her from speaking of his crime, but she 
managed to weave her story and make herself 
understood to her sister, Procne. Just as Tereus 
was about to kill both women, Philomel and 
Procne were metamorphosed into a nightingale 
and a swallow. 
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24 
A casement0 high and triple-arch'd there was, windmv 
All garlanded with carven imag'ries 

210 Of fruits, and flowers, and bunches of knot-grass, 
And diamonded with panes of quaint device, 
Innumerable of stains and splendid dyes, 
As are the tiger-moth's deep-damask'd wings; 
And in the midst, 'mong thousand heraldries, 

215 And twilight saints, and dim emblazonings, 
A shielded scutcheon blush'd with blood of queens and kings.9 

25 
Full on this casement shone the wintry moon, 
And threw warm gules' on Madeline's fair breast, 
As down she knelt for heaven's grace and boon;0 gift, blessing 

220 Rose-bloom fell on her hands, together prest, 
And on her silver cross soft amethyst, 
And on her hair a glory,0 like a saint: halo 
She seem'd a splendid angel, newly drest, 
Save wings, for heaven:—Porphyro grew faint: 

225 She knelt, so pure a thing, so free from mortal taint. 

26 
Anon his heart revives: her vespers done, 
Of all its wreathed pearls her hair she frees;2 

Unclasps her warmed jewels one by one; 
Loosens her fragrant boddice; by degrees 

230 Her rich attire creeps rustling to her knees: 
Half-hidden, like a mermaid in sea-weed, 
Pensive awhile she dreams awake, and sees, 
In fancy, fair St. Agnes in her bed, 

But dares not look behind, or all the charm is fled. 

2 7 
235 Soon, trembling in her soft and chilly nest, 

In sort of wakeful swoon, perplex'd3 she lay, 
Until the poppied warmth of sleep oppress'd 
Her soothed limbs, and soul fatigued away; 
Flown, like a thought, until the morrow-day; 

240 Blissfully haven'd both from joy and pain; 
Clasp'd like a missal where swart Paynims pray;4 

Blinded alike from sunshine and from rain, 
As though a rose should shut, and be a bud again. 

28 
Stol'n to this paradise, and so entranced, 

245 Porphyro gazed upon her empty dress, 

9. I.e., among the genealogical emblems ("herald-
ries") and other devices ("emblazonings"), a heral-
dic shield signified by its colors that the family was 
of royal blood. 
1. Red (heraldry). 
2. The Pre-Raphaelite-inspired painter Daniel 
Maclise represented this moment in Keats's 
romance in his painting of 1 868, Madeline after 
Prayer. For a reproduction of the painting, see the 

color insert. 
3. In a confused state between waking and sleep-
ing. 
4. Variously interpreted; perhaps: held tightly, 
cherished (or else kept shut, fastened with a clasp), 
like a Christian prayer book ("missal") in a land 
where the religion is that of dark-skinned pagans 
("swart Paynims"). 
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And listen'd to her breathing, if it chanced 
To wake into a slumberous tenderness; 
Which when he heard, that minute did he bless, 
And breath'd himself: then from the closet crept, 
Noiseless as fear in a wide wilderness, 
And over the hush'd carpet, silent, stept, 

And 'tween the curtains peep'd, where, lo!—how fast she slept. 
29 

Then by the bed-side, where the faded moon 
Made a dim, silver twilight, soft he set 
A table, and, half anguish'd, threw thereon 
A cloth of woven crimson, gold, and jet:— 
O for some drowsy Morphean amulet! 5 

The boisterous, midnight, festive clarion, 6 

The kettle-drum, and far-heard clarionet, 
Affray" his ears, though but in dying tone:— frighten 

The hall door shuts again, and all the noise is gone. 
3° 

And still she slept an azure-lidded sleep, 
In blanched linen, smooth, and lavender'd, 
While he from forth the closet brought a heap 
Of candied apple, quince, and plum, and gourd; 0 melon 
With jellies soother than the creamy curd, 
And lucent syrops, tinct with cinnamon; 
Manna and dates, in argosy transferr'd 
From Fez, 7 and spiced dainties, every one, 

From silken Samarcand to cedar'd Lebanon. 
31 

These delicates he heap'd with glowing hand 
On golden dishes and in baskets bright 
Of wreathed silver: sumptuous they stand 
In the retired quiet of the night, 
Filling the chilly room with perfume light.— 
"And now, my love, my seraph 8 fair, awake! 
Thou art my heaven, and I thine eremite: 9 

Open thine eyes, for meek St. Agnes' sake, 
Or I shall drowse beside thee, so my soul doth ache." 

32 

Thus whispering, his warm, unnerved 0 arm unmanned, weak 
Sank in her pillow. Shaded was her dream 
By the dusk curtains:—'twas a midnight charm 
Impossible to melt as iced stream: 
The lustrous salvers 0 in the moonlight gleam; trays 
Broad golden fringe upon the carpet lies: 
It seem'd he never, never could redeem 
From such a stedfast spell his lady's eyes; 

So mus'd awhile, entoil'd in woofed phantasies. ' 
5. Sleep-producing charm. ported in a great merchant ship ("argosy") from 
6. High-pitched trumpet. Fez, in Morocco. 
7. I.e., jellies softer ("soother") than the curds of 8. One of the highest orders of angels, 
cream, clear ("lucent") syrups tinged with cinna- 9. Hermit, religious solitary. 
mon, and sweet gums ("manna") and dates trans- I. Entangled in a weave of fantasies. 
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3 3 
Awakening up, he took her hollow lute,— 

290 Tumultuous,—and, in chords that tenderest be, 
He play'd an ancient ditty, long since mute, 
In Provence call'd, "La belle dame sans mercy":2 

Close to her ear touching the melody;— 
Wherewith disturb'd, she utter'd a soft moan: 

295 He ceased—she panted quick—and suddenly 
Her blue affrayed eyes wide open shone: 

Upon his knees he sank, pale as smooth-sculptured stone. 

34 
Her eyes were open, but she still beheld, 
Now wide awake, the vision of her sleep: 

300 There was a painful change, that nigh° expell'd nearly 
The blisses of her dream so pure and deep: 
At which fair Madeline began to weep, 
And moan forth witless words with many a sigh; 
While still her gaze on Porphyro would keep; 

305 Who knelt, with joined hands and piteous eye, 
Fearing to move or speak, she look'd so dreamingly. 

35 
"Ah, Porphyro!" said she, "but even now 
Thy voice was at sweet tremble in mine ear, 
Made tuneable with every sweetest vow; 

310 And those sad eyes were spiritual and clear: 
How chang'd thou art! how pallid, chill, and drear! 
Give me that voice again, my Porphyro, 
Those looks immortal, those complainings dear! 
Oh leave me not in this eternal woe, 

315 For if thou diest, my love, I know not where to go." 

, 36 
Beyond a mortal man impassion'd far 
At these voluptuous accents, he arose, 
Ethereal, flush'd, and like a throbbing star 
Seen mid the sapphire heaven's deep repose; 

320 Into her dream he melted, as the rose 
Blendeth its odour with the violet,— 
Solution0 sweet: meantime the frost-wind blows fusion 
Like Love's alarum pattering the sharp sleet 

Against the window-panes; St. Agnes' moon hath set. 
37 

325 'Tis dark: quick pattereth the flaw-blown0 sleet: gust-blown 
"This is no dream, my bride, my Madeline!" 
'Tis dark: the iced gusts still rave and beat: 
"No dream, alas! alas! and woe is mine! 
Porphyro will leave me here to fade and pine.— 

330 Cruel! what traitor could thee hither bring? 

2. "The Lovely Lady without Pity," title of a work by the medieval poet Alain Chartier. Keats later adopted 
the title for his own ballad. 
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I curse not, for my heart is lost in thine, 
Though thou forsakest a deceived thing;— 

A dove forlorn and lost with sick unpruned wing." 

38 
"My Madeline! sweet dreamer! lovely bride! 

335 Say, may I be for aye thy vassal blest? 
Thy beauty's shield, heart-shap'd and vermeil0 dyed? vermilion 
Ah, silver shrine, here will I take my rest 
After so many hours of toil and quest, 
A famish'd pilgrim,—saved by miracle. 

340 Though I have found, I will not rob thy nest 
Saving of thy sweet self; if thou think'st well 

To trust, fair Madeline, to no rude infidel. 

39 
"Hark! 'tis an elfin-storm from faery land, 
Of haggard3 seeming, but a boon indeed: 

345 Arise—arise! the morning is at hand;-— 
The bloated wassaillers4 will never heed:— 
Let us away, my love, with happy speed; 
There are no ears to hear, or eyes to see ,— 
Drown'd all in Rhenish and the sleepy mead:5 

350 Awake! arise! my love, and fearless be, 
For o'er the southern moors I have a home for thee." 

40 
She hurried at his words, beset with fears, 
For there were sleeping dragons all around, 
At glaring watch, perhaps, with ready spears— 

355 Down the wide stairs a darkling6 way they found,— 
In all the house was heard no human sound. 
A chain-droop'd lamp was flickering by each door; 
The arras,0 rich with horseman, hawk, and hound, tapestry 
Flutter'd in the besieging wind's uproar; 

360 And the long carpets rose along the gusty floor. 

41 
They glide, like phantoms, into the wide hall; 
Like phantoms, to the iron porch, they glide; 
Where lay the Porter, in uneasy sprawl, 
With a huge empty flaggon by his side: 

365 The wakeful bloodhound rose, and shook his hide, 
But his sagacious eye an inmate owns:7 

By one, and one, the bolts full easy slide:— 
The chains lie silent on the footworn stones;— 

The key turns, and the door upon its hinges groans. 

42 

370 And they are gone: ay, ages long ago 
These lovers fled away into the storm. 

3. Wild, untamed (originally, a wild hawk). 
4. Drunken carousers. 
5. Rhine wine and the sleep-producing mead (a 

heavy fermented drink made with honey). 
6. In the dark. 
7. Acknowledges a member of the household. 
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That night the Baron dreamt of many a woe, 
And all his warrior-guests, with shade and form 
Of witch, and demon, and large coffin-worm, 

375 Were long be-nightmar'd. Angela the old 
Died palsy-twitch'd, with meagre face deform; 
The Beadsman, after thousand aves 8 told, 

For aye° unsought for slept among his ashes cold. ever 

Jan.—Feb. 1819 1820 

Why did I laugh tonight? No voice will tell1 

Why did I laugh tonight? No voice will tell: 
No god, no demon of severe response, 

Deigns to reply from heaven or from hell. 
Then to my human heart I turn at once— 

5 Heart! thou and I are here sad and alone; 
Say, wherefore did I laugh? O mortal pain! 

O darkness! darkness! ever must I moan, 
To question heaven and hell and heart in vain! 

Why did I laugh? I know this being's lease— 
10 My fancy to its utmost blisses spreads: 

Yet could I on this very midnight cease, 
And the world's gaudy ensigns 0 see in shreds. banners 

Verse, fame, and beauty are intense indeed, 
But death intenser—death is life's high meed. 

Mar. 1819 1848 

Bright star, would I were stedfast as thou art1 

Bright star, would I were stedfast as thou art— 
Not in lone splendor hung aloft the night, 

And watching, with eternal lids apart, 
Like nature's patient, sleepless eremite, 2 

5 The moving waters at their priestlike task 
Of pure ablution 3 round earth's human shores, 

Or gazing on the new soft-fallen mask 
Of snow upon the mountains and the moors; 

No—yet still stedfast, still unchangeable, 
10 Pillow'd upon my fair love's ripening breast, 

To feel for ever its soft swell and fall, 
8. The prayers beginning Ave Maria ("Hail Mary"). 
1. In the letter to his brother and sister-in-law, 
George and Georgiana Keats, into which he copied 
this sonnet, March 19, 1819, Keats wrote: 
"Though the first steps to it were through my 
human passions, they went away, and I wrote with 
my Mind—and perhaps I must confess a little bit 
of my heart. . . . I went to bed, and enjoyed an 
uninterrupted sleep. Sane I went to bed and sane 
I arose." 
1. While on a tour of the Lake District in 1818, 

Keats had said that the austere scenes "refine one's 
sensual vision into a sort of north star which can 
never cease to be open lidded, and steadfast over 
the wonders of the great Power." The thought 
developed into this sonnet, which Keats drafted 
in 1819, then copied into his volume of Shake-
speare's poems at the end of September or the 
beginning of October 1820, while on his way to 
Italy, where he died. 
2. Hermit, religious solitary. 
3. Washing, as part of a religious rite. 
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Awake for ever in a sweet unrest, 
Still, still to hear her tender-taken breath, 
And so live ever—or else swoon to death. 4 

1819 1838 

La Belle Dame sans Merci: A Ballad1 

i 
0 what can ail thee, knight at arms, 

Alone and palely loitering? 
The sedge 0 has wither'd from the lake, rushes 

And no birds sing. 
2 

5 O what can ail thee, knight at arms, 
So haggard and so woe-begone? 

The squirrel's granary is full, 
And the harvest's done. 

3 
1 see a lily on thy brow 

io With anguish moist and fever dew, 
And on thy cheeks a fading rose 

Fast withereth too. 
4 

I met a lady in the meads, 
Full beautiful, a fairy's child; 

is Her hair was long, her foot was light, 
And her eyes were wild. 

5 
I made a garland for her head, 

And bracelets too, and fragrant zone; 2 

She look'd at me as she did love, 
20 And made sweet moan. 

6 
I set her on my pacing steed, 

And nothing else saw all day long, 
For sidelong would she bend, and sing 

A fairy's song. 
7 

25 She found me roots of relish 0 sweet, flavor 
And honey wild, and manna dew, 

4. In the earlier version: "Half passionless, and so 
swoon on to death." 
1. The title, though not the subject, was taken 
from a medieval poem by Alain Chartierand means 
"The Lovely Lady without Pity." The story of a 
mortal destroyed by his love for a supernatural 
femme fatale has been told repeatedly in myth, 
fairy tale, and ballad. The text printed here is 

Keats's earlier version of the poem, as transcribed 
by Charles Brown. The version published in 1820 
begins, "Ah, what can ail thee, wretched wight." 

Keats imitates a frequent procedure of folk bal-
lads by casting the poem into the dialogue form. 
The first three stanzas are addressed to the knight, 
and the rest of the poem is his replv. 
2. Belt (of flowers). 
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And sure in language strange she said— 
I love thee true. 

She took me to her elfin grot° cave 
And there she wept, and sigh'd full sore, 

And there I shut her wild wild eyes 
With kisses four. 3 

9 
And there she lulled me asleep, 

And there I dream'd—Ah! woe betide! 
The latest" dream I ever dream'd last 

On the cold hill's side. 

I saw pale kings, and princes too, 
Pale warriors, death pale were they all; 

They cried—"La belle dame sans merci 
Hath thee in thrall!" 

I saw their starv'd lips in the gloam° twilight 
With horrid warning gaped wide, 

And I awoke and found me here 
On the cold hill's side. 

45 And this is why 1 sojourn here, 
Alone and palely loitering, 

Though the sedge is wither'd from the lake, 
And no birds sing. 

Apr. 1819 1820 

Sonnet to Sleep 

O soft embalmer of the still midnight, 
Shutting with careful fingers and benign 

Our gloom-pleas'd eyes, embower'd from the light, 
Enshaded in forgetfulness divine: 

5 O soothest" Sleep! if so it please thee, close, softest 
In midst of this thine hymn, my willing eyes, 

Or wait the Amen ere thy poppy 1 throws 
Around my bed its lulling charities. 

Then save me or the passed day will shine 
10 Upon my pillow, breeding many woes: 

Save me from curious 0 conscience, that still hoards scrupulous 
Its strength for darkness, burrowing like the mole; 

3. Keats commented in a letter to his brother and 
sister-in-law, "Why four kisses—you will say—why 
four because I wish to restrain the headlong impet-
uosity of my Muse—she would have fain said 
'score' without hurting the rhyme—but we must 

temper the Imagination as the Critics say with 
Judgment. I was obliged to choose an even number 
that both eyes might have fair play." 
1. Opium is made from the dried juice of the 
opium poppy. 
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Turn the key deftly in the oiled wards, 2 

And seal the hushed casket of my soul. 
Apr. 1819 1838 

Ode to Psyche1 

0 Goddess! hear these tuneless numbers , 0 wrung verses 
By sweet enforcement and remembrance dear, 

And pardon that thy secrets should be sung 
Even into thine own soft-conched 2 ear: 

5 Surely I dreamt to-day, or did I see 
The winged Psyche with awaken'd eyes? 

1 wander'd in a forest thoughtlessly, 
And, on the sudden, fainting with surprise, 

Saw two fair creatures, couched side by side 
10 In deepest grass, beneath the whisp'ring roof 

Of leaves and trembled blossoms, where there ran 
A brooklet, scarce espied: 

'Mid hush'd, cool-rooted flowers, fragrant-eyed, 
Blue, silver-white, and budded Tyrian, 3 

is They lay calm-breathing on the bedded grass; 
Their arms embraced, and their pinions 0 too; wings 
Their lips touch'd not, but had not bade adieu, 

As if disjoined by soft-handed slumber, 
And ready still past kisses to outnumber 

20 At tender eye-dawn of aurorean love: 4 

The winged boy I knew; 
But who wast thou, O happy, happy dove? 

His Psyche true! 
O latest born and loveliest vision far 

25 Of all Olympus' faded hierarchy! 5 

2. The ridges in a lock that correspond to the 
notches of the key. 
1. This poem initiated the sequence of great odes 
that Keats wrote in the spring of 1819. It is copied 
into the same journal-letter that included the 
"Sonnet to Sleep" and several other sonnets as well 
as a comment about "endeavoring to discover a 
better sonnet stanza than we have." It is therefore 
likely that Keats's experiments with sonnet 
schemes led to the development of the intricate 
and varied stanzas of his odes and also that he 
abandoned the sonnet on discovering the richer 
possibilities of the more spacious form. 

Psyche, which gives us our modern term psy-
chology, means mind or soul (and also butterfly) in 
Greek. In the story told by the Roman author Apu-
leius in the 2nd century, Psyche was a lovely mor-
tal beloved by Cupid, the "winged boy" (line 21), 
son of Venus. To keep their love a secret from his 
mother, who envied Psyche's beauty, he visited his 
lover only in the dark of night, and had her promise 
never to try to discover his identity. After Psyche 
broke the promise, she endured various tribula-

tions as a penance and then was finally wedded to 
Cupid and translated to heaven as an immortal. To 
this goddess, added to the pantheon of pagan gods 
too late to have been the center of a cult, Keats in 
the last two stanzas promises to establish a place 
of worship within his own mind, with himself as 
poet-priest and prophet. 
2. Soft and shaped like a seashell. 
3. The purple dye once made in ancient Tyre. 
4. Aurora was the goddess of the dawn. 
5. The ranks of the gods who lived on Mount 
Olympus, according to the classical mythology now 
eclipsed (made "faded") by Christianity. "You must 
recollect that Psyche was not embodied as a god-
dess before the time of Apuleius the Platonist who 
lived after the Augustan age, and consequently the 
Goddess was never worshiped or sacrificed to with 
any of the ancient fervour—and perhaps never 
thought of in the old religion—I am more orthodox 
tha[n] to let a hethen Goddess be so neglected" 
(Keats, in a long letter written over several months 
to George and Georgiana Keats in America, April 
30, 1819). 
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Fairer than Phoebe's sapphire-region'd star, 6 

Or Vesper, 0 amorous glow-worm of the sky; evening star 

Fairer than these, though temple thou hast none, 
Nor altar heap'd with flowers; 

30 Nor virgin-choir to make delicious moan 
Upon the midnight hours; 

No voice, no lute, no pipe, no incense sweet 
From chain-swung censer teeming; 

No shrine, no grove, no oracle, no heat 
35 Of pale-mouth'd prophet dreaming. 

0 brightest! though too late for antique vows, 7 

Too, too late for the fond believing lyre, 
When holy were the haunted 0 forest boughs, 

Holy the air, the water, and the fire; 
40 Yet even in these days so far retir'd 

From happy pieties, thy lucent fans, 0 

Fluttering among the faint Olympians, 
1 see, and sing, by my own eyes inspired. 
So let me be thy choir, and make a moan 

45 Upon the midnight hours; 
Thy voice, thy lute, thy pipe, thy incense sweet 

From swinged censer teeming; 
Thy shrine, thy grove, thy oracle, thy heat 

Of pale-mouth'd prophet dreaming. 
50 Yes, I will be thy priest, and build a fane 0 temple 

In some untrodden region of my mind, 
Where branched thoughts, new grown with pleasant pain, 

Instead of pines shall murmur in the wind: 
Far, far around shall those dark-cluster'd trees 

55 Fledge the wild-ridged mountains steep by steep; 8 

And there by zephyrs, streams, 0 and birds, and bees, breezes 

The moss-lain Dryads 0 shall be lull'd to sleep; wood nymphs 

And in the midst of this wide quietness 
A rosy sanctuary will I dress 

60 With the wreath'd trellis of a working brain, 
With buds, and bells, and stars without a name, 

With all the gardener Fancy e'er could feign, 
Who breeding flowers, will never breed the same: 

And there shall be for thee all soft delight 
65 That shadowy thought can win, 

A bright torch, and a casement ope at night, 
To let the warm Love 9 in! 

Apr. 1819 1820 

spirit-filled 

shining wings 

6. The moon, supervised by the goddess Phoebe 8. I.e., the trees shall stand, rank against rank, like 
(Diana). layers of feathers. 
7. I.e., of worshipers. 9. I.e., Cupid, god of love. 
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Ode to a Nightingale1 

i 
My heart aches, and a drowsy numbness pains 

My sense, as though of hemlock 2 I had drunk, 
Or emptied some dull opiate to the drains 

One minute past, and Lethe 3-wards had sunk: 
5 Tis not through envy of thy happy lot, 

But being too happy in thine happiness,— 
That thou, light-winged Dryad of the trees, 

In some melodious plot 
Of beechen green, and shadows numberless, 

10 Singest of summer in full-throated ease. 
2 

O, for a draught of vintage! 0 that hath been wine 
Cool'd a long age in the deep-delved earth, 

Tasting of Flora 4 and the country green, 
Dance, and Proven£al song, 5 and sunburnt mirth! 

is O for a beaker full of the warm South, 
Full of the true, the blushful Hippocrene, 6 

With beaded bubbles winking at the brim, 
And purple-stained mouth; 

That I might drink, and leave the world unseen, 
20 And with thee fade away into the forest dim: 

3 
Fade far away, dissolve, and quite forget 

What thou among the leaves hast never known, 
The weariness, the fever, and the fret 

Here, where men sit and hear each other groan; 
25 Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs, 

Where youth grows pale, and spectre-thin, and dies; 7 

Where but to think is to be full of sorrow 
And leaden-eyed despairs, 

Where Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes, 
30 Or new Love pine at them beyond to-morrow. 

4 
Away! away! for I will fly to thee, 

Not charioted by Bacchus and his pards, 

1. Charles Brown, with whom Keats was then liv-
ing in Hampstead, wrote: "In the spring of 1819 a 
nightingale had built her nest near my house. 
Keats felt a tranquil and continual joy in her song; 
and one morning he took his chair from the break-
fast table to the grass plot under a plum tree, where 
he sat for two or three hours. When he came into 
the house, I perceived he had some scraps of paper 
in his hand, and these he was quietly thrusting 
behind the books. On inquiry, I found those 
scraps, four or five in number, contained his poetic 
feeling on the song of our nightingale." 
2. A poisonous herb, not the North American 

evergreen tree; a sedative if taken in small doses. 
3. River in Hades whose waters cause forgetful-
ness. 
4. The Roman goddess of flowers or the flowers 
themselves. 
5. Provence, in southern France, was in the late 
Middle Ages renowned for its troubadours—writ-
ers and singers of love songs. 
6. Fountain of the Muses on Mount Helicon, 
hence the waters of inspiration, here applied meta-
phorically to a beaker of wine. 
7. Keats's brother Tom, wasted by tuberculosis, 
had died the preceding winter. 
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But on the viewless wings of Poesy,8 

Though the dull brain perplexes and retards: 
35 Already with thee! tender is the night, 

And haply the Queen-Moon is on her throne, 
Cluster'd around by all her starry Fays;° fairies 

But here there is no light, 
Save what from heaven is with the breezes blown 

40 Through verdurous0 glooms and winding mossy ways, green-foliaged 

5 
I cannot see what flowers are at my feet, 

Nor what soft incense hangs upon the boughs, 
But, in embalmed0 darkness, guess each sweet perfumed 

Wherewith the seasonable month endows 
45 The grass, the thicket, and the fruit-tree wild; 

White hawthorn, and the pastoral eglantine;9 

Fast fading violets cover'd up in leaves; 
And mid-May's eldest child, 

The coming musk-rose, full of dewy wine, 
50 The murmurous haunt of flies on summer eves. 

6 
Darkling0 I listen; and, for many a time in darkness 

I have been half in love with easeful Death, 
Call'd him soft names in many a mused0 rhyme, meditated 

To take into the air my quiet breath; 
55 Now more than ever seems it rich to die, 

To cease upon the midnight with no pain, 
While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad 

In such an ecstasy! 
Still wouldst thou sing, and I have ears in vain— 

60 To thy high requiem0 become a sod. mass for the dead 

7 
Thou wast not born for death, immortal Bird! 

No hungry generations tread thee down; 
The voice I hear this passing night was heard 

In ancient days by emperor and clown:0 peasant 
65 Perhaps the self-same song that found a path 

Through the sad heart of Ruth,1 when, sick for home, 
She stood in tears amid the alien corn;0 wheat 

The same that oft-times hath 
Charm'd magic casements,0 opening on the foam windows 

70 Of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn. 

8 

Forlorn! the very word is like a bell 
To toll me back from thee to my sole self! 

Adieu! the fancy2 cannot cheat so well 

8. I.e., by getting drunk not on wine (the "vintage" 
of stanza 2) but on the invisible ("viewless") wings 
of the poetic imagination. (Bacchus, god of wine, 
was sometimes represented in a chariot drawn by 
"pards"—leopards.) 

9. Sweetbrier or honeysuckle. 
1. The young widow in the biblical Book of Ruth. 
2. I.e., imagination, "the viewless wings of Poesy" 
of line 33. 
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As she is fam'd to do, deceiving elf. 
75 Adieu! adieu! thy plaintive an them 0 fades hymn 

Past the near meadows, over the still stream, 
Up the hill-side; and now 'tis buried deep 

In the next valley-glades: 
Was it a vision, or a waking dream? 

so Fled is that music:—Do I wake or sleep? 
May 1819 1819 

Ode on a Grecian Urn1 

Thou still unravish'd bride of quietness, 
Thou foster-child of silence and slow time, 

Sylvan 2 historian, who canst thus express 
A flowery tale more sweetly than our rhyme: 

5 What leaf-fring'd legend haunts about thy shape 
Of deities or mortals, or of both, 

In Tempe or the dales of Arcady? 3 

What men or gods are these? What maidens loth? 
What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape? 

10 What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy? 
2 

Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard 
Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on; 

Not to the sensual ear, 4 but, more endear'd, 
Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone: 

15 Fair youth, beneath the trees, thou canst not leave 
Thy song, nor ever can those trees be bare; 

Bold lover, never, never canst thou kiss, 
Though winning near the goal—yet, do not grieve; 

She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss, 
20 For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair! 

3 
Ah, happy, happy boughs! that cannot shed 

Your leaves, nor ever bid the spring adieu; 
And, happy melodist, unwearied, 

1. Another poem that Keats published in Hay-
don's Annals of the Fine Arts. This urn, with its 
sculptured reliefs of revelry and panting young lov-
ers in chase and in flight, of a pastoral piper under 
spring foliage, and of the quiet procession of priest 
and townspeople, resembles parts of various vases, 
sculptures, and paintings, but it existed in all its 
particulars only in Keats's imagination. In the urn— 
which captures moments of intense experience in 
attitudes of grace and immobilizes them in mar-
ble—Keats found the perfect correlative for his 
concern with the longing for permanence in a 
world of change. The interpretation of the details 
with which he develops this concept, however, is 
hotly disputed. The disputes begin with the open-

ing phrase: is "still" an adverb ("as yet"), or is it an 
adjective ("motionless"), as the punctuation of the 
Annals version, which adds a comma after "still," 
suggests? And the two concluding lines have accu-
mulated as much critical discussion as the "two-
handed engine" in Milton's "Lycidas" or the most 
difficult cruxes in Shakespeare's plays. 
2. Rustic, representing a woodland scene. 
3. The valleys of Arcadia, a state in ancient Greece 
often used as a symbol of the pastoral ideal. 
"Tempe": a beautiful valley in Greece that has 
come to represent rural beauty. 
4. The ear of sense (as opposed to that of the 
"spirit," or imagination). 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



9 0 6 / J O H N K E A T S 

For ever piping songs for ever new; 
25 More happy love! more happy, happy love! 

For ever warm and still to be enjoy'd, 
For ever panting, and for ever young; 

All breathing human passion far above, 
That leaves a heart high-sorrowful and cloy'd, 

30 A burning forehead, and a parching tongue. 

4 
Who are these coming to the sacrifice? 

To what green altar, O mysterious priest, 
Lead'st thou that heifer lowing at the skies, 

And all her silken flanks with garlands drest? 
35 What little town by river or sea shore, 

Or mountain-built with peaceful citadel, 
Is emptied of this folk, this pious morn? 

And, little town, thy streets for evermore 
Will silent be; and not a soul to tell 

40 Why thou art desolate, can e'er return. 

5 
O Attic5 shape! Fair attitude!6 with brede 

Of marble men and maidens overwrought,7 

With forest branches and the trodden weed; 
Thou, silent form, dost tease us out of thought 

45 As doth eternity: Cold Pastoral! 
When old age shall this generation waste, 

Thou shalt remain, in midst of other woe 
Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say'st, 

"Beauty is truth, truth beauty,"8—that is all 
50 Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know. 

1819 1820 

o d e on Melancholy T h i s is K e a t s ' s b e s t - k n o w n s t a t e m e n t o f h i s r e c u r r e n t 
t h e m e o f t h e m i n g l e d c o n t r a r i e t i e s o f l i f e . T h e r e m a r k a b l e l a s t s t a n z a , i n w h i c h M e l -
a n c h o l y b e c o m e s a v e i l e d g o d d e s s w o r s h i p e d i n s e c r e t r e l i g i o u s r i t e s , i m p l i e s t h a t i t 
i s t h e t r a g i c h u m a n d e s t i n y t h a t b e a u t y , j o y , a n d l i f e i t s e l f o w e n o t o n l y t h e i r q u a l i t y 
b u t t h e i r v a l u e t o t h e f a c t t h a t t h e y a r e t r a n s i t o r y a n d t u r n i n t o t h e i r o p p o s i t e s . 
M e l a n c h o l y — a s y n o n y m f o r d e p r e s s i o n , i n v o l v i n g a p a r a l y z i n g s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s 
e n g e n d e r e d b y a n e x c e s s o f t h o u g h t — i s a h i g h l y l i t e r a r y a n d e v e n b o o k i s h a i l m e n t , 
a s K e a t s k n e w . S h a k e s p e a r e ' s H a m l e t a n d M i l t o n ' s s p e a k e r i n " I I P e n s e r o s o " a r e t h e 

5. Greek. Attica was the region of Greece in which 
Athens was located. 
6. Probably used in its early, technical sense: the 
pose struck by a figure in statuary or painting. 
7. Ornamented ail over ("overwrought") with an 
interwoven pattern ("brede"). The adjective "over-
wrought" might also modify "maidens" and even 
"men" and so hint at the emotional anguish of the 
figures portrayed on the urn. 
8. The quotation marks around this phrase are 
found in the volume of poems Keats published in 
1820, but there are no quotation marks in the ver-
sion printed in Annals of the Fine Arts that same 
year or in the transcripts of the poem made by 

Keats's friends. This discrepancy has multiplied 
the diversity of critical interpretations of the last 
two lines. Critics disagree whether the whole of 
these lines is said by the urn, or "Beauty is truth, 
truth beauty" by the urn and the rest by the lyric 
speaker; whether the "ye" in the last line is 
addressed to the lyric speaker, to the readers, to 
the urn, or to the figures on the urn; whether "all 
ye know" is that beauty is truth, or this plus the 
statement in lines 46^*8 ; and whether "beauty is 
truth" is a profound metaphysical proposition, an 
overstatement representing the limited point of 
view of the urn, or simply nonsensical. 
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disorder's most famous sufferers. Keats was also an admirer of Robert Burton's ency-
clopedic Anatomy of Melancholy (1621). 

The poem once had the following initial stanza, which Keats canceled in 
manuscript: 

Though you should build a bark of dead men's bones, 
And rear a phantom gibbet for a mast, 

Stitch creeds together for a sail, with groans 
To fill it out, bloodstained and aghast; 

Although your rudder be a Dragon's tail, 
Long sever'd, yet still hard with agony, 

Your cordage large uprootings from the skull 
Of bald Medusa: certes you would fail 

To find the Melancholy, whether she 
Dreameth in any isle of Lethe dull. 

Ode on Melancholy 

No, no, go not to Lethe, 1 neither twist 
Wolf's-bane, tight-rooted, for its poisonous wine; 

Nor suffer thy pale forehead to be kiss'd 
By nightshade, ruby grape of Proserpine; 2 

5 Make not your rosary of yew-berries, 3 

Nor let the beetle, nor the death-moth be 
Your mournful Psyche, 4 nor the downy owl 

A partner in your sorrow's mysteries;' 
For shade to shade will come too drowsily, 

10 And drown the wakeful anguish of the soul. 6 

2 
But when the melancholy fit shall fall 

Sudden from heaven like a weeping cloud, 
That fosters the droop-headed flowers all, 

And hides the green hill in an April shroud; 
15 Then glut thy sorrow on a morning rose, 

Or on the rainbow of the salt sand-wave, 
Or on the wealth of globed peonies; 

Or if thy mistress some rich anger shows, 
Emprison her soft hand, and let her rave, 

20 And feed deep, deep upon her peerless eyes. 
3 

She 7 dwells with Beauty—Beauty that must die; 
And Joy, whose hand is ever at his lips 

Bidding adieu; and aching Pleasure nigh, 

1. The waters of forgetfulness in Hades. 
2. The wife of Pluto and queen of the underworld. 
"Nightshade" and "wolf's-bane" (line 2) are poison-
ous plants. 
3. A symbol of death. 
4. In ancient times Psyche (the soul) was some-
times represented as a butterfly or moth, fluttering 
out of the mouth of a dying man. The allusion may 
also be to the death's-head moth, which has skull-

like markings on its back. The "beetle" of line 6 
refers to replicas of the large black beetle, the 
scarab, which were often placed by Egyptians in 
their tombs as a symbol of resurrection. 
5. Secret rituals. 
6. I.e., sorrow needs contrast to sustain its inten-
sity. 
7. Usually taken to refer to Melancholy rather 
than to "thy mistress" in line 18. 
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Turning to poison while the bee-mouth sips: 
25 Ay, in the very temple of Delight 

VeiI'd Melancholy has her sovran shrine, 
Though seen of none save him whose strenuous tongue 

Can burst Joy's grape against his palate fine;8 

His soul shall taste the sadness of her might, 
And be among her cloudy trophies hung.9 

1820 

30 

1819 

Ode on Indolence1 

"They toil not, neither do they spin."2 

1 
One morn before me were three figures seen, 

With bowed necks, and joined hands, side-faced; 
And one behind the other stepp'd serene, 

In placid sandals, and in white robes graced: 
5 They pass'd, like figures on a marble urn, 

When shifted round to see the other side; 
They came again: as when the urn once more 

Is shifted round, the first seen shades return; 
And they were strange to me, as may betide 

10 With vases, to one deep in Phidian3 lore. 

2 
How is it, shadows, that I knew ye not? 

How came ye muffled in so hush a masque? 
Was it a silent deep-disguised plot 

To steal away, and leave without a task 
15 My idle days? Ripe was the drowsy hour; 

The blissful cloud of summer-indolence 
Benumb'd my eyes; my pulse grew less and less; 

Pain had no sting, and pleasure's wreath no flower. 
O, why did ye not melt, and leave my sense 

20 Unhaunted quite of all but—nothingness? 

3 
A third time pass'd they by, and, passing, turn'd 

Each one the face a moment whiles to me; 
Then faded, and to follow them I burn'd 

And ached for wings, because I knew the three: 
25 The first was a fair maid, and Love her name; 

8. Sensitive, refined. 
9. A reference to the Greek and Roman practice 
of hanging trophies in the temples of the gods. 
1. On March 19, 1 819, Keats wrote to George and 
Georgiana Keats: "This morning I am in a sort of 
temper indolent and supremely careless. . . . Nei-
ther Poetry, nor Ambition, nor Love have any alert-
ness of countenance as they pass by me: they seem 
rather like three figures on a greek vase—a Man 
and two women—whom no one but myself could 
distinguish in their disguisement. This is the only 

happiness; and is a rare instance of advantage in 
the body overpowering the Mind." The ode was 
probably written soon after this time, but was not 
published until 1848, long after the poet's death. 
2. Matthew 6.28. Christ's comment on the lilies 
of the field—a parable justifying those who trust 
to God rather than worry about how they will feed 
or clothe themselves. 
3. Phidias was the great Athenian sculptor of the 
5th century B.C.E. who designed the marble sculp-
tures for the Parthenon. 
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The second was Ambition, pale of cheek, 
And ever watchful with fatigued eye; 

The last, whom I love more, the more of blame 
Is heap'd upon her, maiden most unmeek,— 

30 I knew to be my demon4 Poesy. 

4 
They faded, and, forsooth! I wanted wings: 

O folly! What is Love? and where is it? 
And for that poor Ambition—it springs 

From a man's little heart's short fever-fit; 
35 For Poesy!—no,—she has not a joy,— 

At least for me,—so sweet as drowsy noons, 
And evenings steep'd in honied indolence; 

O, for an age so shelter'd from annoy, 
That I may never know how change the moons, 

40 Or hear the voice of busy common-sense! 

5 
A third time came they by;—alas! wherefore? 

My sleep had been embroider'd with dim dreams; 
My soul had been a lawn besprinkled o'er 

With flowers, and stirring shades, and baffled beams: 
45 The morn was clouded, but no shower fell, 

Though in her lids hung the sweet tears of May; 
The open casement press'd a new-leaved vine, 

Let in the budding warmth and throstle's lay;0 thrush's song 
O shadows! 'twas a time to bid farewell! 

50 Upon your skirts had fallen no tears of mine. 

6 
So, ye three ghosts, adieu! Ye cannot raise 

My head cool-bedded in the flowery grass; 
For I would not be dieted with praise, 

A pet-lamb in a sentimental farce!5 

55 Fade softly from my eyes, and be once more 
In masque-like figures on the dreamy urn; 

Farewell! I yet have visions for the night, 
And for the day faint visions there is store; 

Vanish, ye phantoms, from my idle spright,0 spirit 
60 Into the clouds, and never more return! 

Spring 1819 1848 

L a m i a In a note printed at the end of the poem, Keats cited as his source the 
following story in Robert Burton's Anatomy of Melancholy (1621): 

4. Meaning both devil and, as in Greek myth, the 
spirit that attends constantly on the human 
individual. 
5. In a letter of June 9, 1819, Keats wrote: "I have 
been very idle lately, very averse to writing; both 
from the overpowering idea of our dead poets and 

from abatement of my love of fame. I hope I am a 
little more of a Philosopher than I was, conse-
quently a little less of a versifying Pet-lamb. . . . 
You will judge of my 1819 temper when I tell you 
that the thing I have most enjoyed this year has 
been writing an ode to Indolence." 
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One Menippus Lycius, a young man twenty-five years of age, that going betwixt 
Cenchreas and Corinth, met such a phantasm in the habit of a fair gentlewoman, 
which, taking him by the hand, carried him home to her house, in the suburbs 
of Corinth. . . . The young man, a philosopher, otherwise staid and discreet, able 
to moderate his passions, though not this of love, tarried with her a while to his 
great content, and at last married her, to whose wedding, amongst other guests, 
came Apollonius; who, by some probable conjectures, found her out to be a 
serpent, a lamia; and that all her furniture was, like Tantalus's gold, described 
by Homer, no substance but mere illusions. When she saw herself descried, she 
wept, and desired Apollonius to be silent, but he would not be moved, and 
thereupon she, plate, house, and all that was in it, vanished in an instant: many 
thousands took notice of this fact, for it was done in the midst of Greece. 

In ancient demonology a "lamia" was a monster in woman's form who preyed on 
human beings. There are various clues that Keats invested the ancient legend with 
allegorical significance (see especially 2.229—38). Its interpretation, however, and 
even the inclination of Keats's sympathies in the contest between Lamia and Apol-
lonius, have been disputed. Perhaps Keats simply failed to make up his mind or 
wavered in the course of composition. In any case the poem presents an inevitably 
fatal situation, in which no one is entirely blameless or blameworthy and no character 
monopolizes either our sympathy or our antipathy. 

The poem, written between late June and early September 1819, is a return, after 
the Spenserian stanzas of The Eve of St. Agnes, to the pentameter couplets Keats had 
used in Endymion and other early poems. But Keats had in the meantime been study-
ing John Dryden's closed and strong-paced couplets. The initial lines of Dryden's 
version of Boccaccio's story Cymon and Iphigenia demonstrate the kind of narrative 
model that helped Keats make the technical transition from the fluent but sprawling 
gracefulness of the opening of Endymion to the vigor and economy of the opening of 
Lamia: 

In that sweet isle where Venus keeps her court, 
And every grace, and all the loves, resort; 
Where either sex is formed of softer earth, 
And takes the bent of pleasure from their birth; 
There lived a Cyprian lord, above the rest 
Wise, wealthy, with a numerous issue blessed. . . . 

Lamia 

Part 1 
Upon a time, before the faery broods 
Drove Nymph and Satyr 1 from the prosperous woods, 
Before King Oberon's bright diadem, 
Sceptre, and mantle, clasp'd with dewy gem, 

5 Frighted away the Dryads and the Fauns 
From rushes green, and brakes, 0 and cowslip'd lawns, thickets 
The ever-smitten Hermes 2 empty left 
His golden throne, bent warm on amorous theft: 
From high Olympus had he stolen light, 

1. Nymphs and satyrs—like the dryads and fauns 
in line 5—were minor classical deities of the woods 
and fields, said here to have been driven off by 
Oberon, king of the fairies, who were supernatural 

beings of the postclassical era. 
2. Or Mercury; wing-footed messenger at the 
summons of Jove (line I I ) , Hermes was notori-
ously amorous. 
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10 On this side of Jove's clouds, to escape the sight 
Of his great summoner, and made retreat 
Into a forest on the shores of Crete. 
For somewhere in that sacred island dwelt 
A nymph, to whom all hoofed Satyrs knelt; 

15 At whose white feet the languid Tritons' poured 
Pearls, while on land they wither'd and adored. 
Fast by the springs where she to bathe was wont, 
And in those meads where sometime she might haunt, 
Were strewn rich gifts, unknown to any Muse, 

20 Though Fancy's casket were unlock'd to choose. 
Ah, what a world of love was at her feet! 
So Hermes thought, and a celestial heat 
Burnt from his winged heels to either ear, 
That from a whiteness, as the lily clear, 

25 Blush'd into roses 'mid his golden hair, 
Fallen in jealous curls about his shoulders bare.4 

From vale to vale, from wood to wood, he flew, 
Breathing upon the flowers his passion new, 
And wound with many a river to its head, 

30 To find where this sweet nymph prepar'd her secret bed: 
In vain; the sweet nymph might nowhere be found, 
And so he rested, on the lonely ground, 
Pensive, and full of painful jealousies 
Of the Wood-Gods, and even the very trees. 

35 There as he stood, he heard a mournful voice, 
Such as once heard, in gentle heart, destroys 
All pain but pity: thus the lone voice spake: 
"When from this wreathed tomb shall I awake! 
When move in a sweet body fit for life, 

40 And love, and pleasure, and the ruddy strife 
Of hearts and lips! Ah, miserable me!" 
The God, dove-footed,5 glided silently 
Round bush and tree, soft-brushing, in his speed, 
The taller grasses and full-flowering weed, 

45 Until he found a palpitating snake, 
Bright, and cirque-couchant6 in a dusky brake. 

She was a gordian7 shape of dazzling hue, 
Vermilion-spotted, golden, green, and blue; 
Striped like a zebra, freckled like a pard,° leopard 

50 Eyed like a peacock,8 and all crimson barr'd; 
And full of silver moons, that, as she breathed, 
Dissolv'd, or brighter shone, or interwreathed 
Their lustres with the gloomier tapestries— 
So rainbow-sided, touch'd with miseries, 

3. Minor sea gods. 
4. I.e., the curls clung jealously to his bare shoul-
ders. This line is the first of a number of Alexan-
drines, a six-foot line, used to vary the metrical 
movement—a device that Keats learned from 
Dryden. Another such device is the triplet, occur-
ring first in lines 61—63. 

5. I.e., quietly as a dove. 
6. Lying in a circular coil. Keats borrows the lan-
guage of heraldry. 
7. Intricately twisted, like the knot tied by King 
Gordius, which no one could undo. 
8. Having multicolored spots, like the "eyes" in a 
peacock's tail. 
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55 She seem'd, at once, some penanced lady elf, 
Some demon's mistress, or the demon's self. 
Upon her crest she wore a wannish9 fire 
Sprinkled with stars, like Ariadne's tiar:1 

Her head was serpent, but ah, bitter-sweet! 
60 She had a woman's mouth with all its pearls2 complete: 

And for her eyes: what could such eyes do there 
But weep, and weep, that they were born so fair? 
As Proserpine still weeps for her Sicilian air.3 

Her throat was serpent, but the words she spake 
65 Came, as through bubbling honey, for Love's sake, 

And thus; while Hermes on his pinions0 lay, wings 
Like a stoop'd falcon4 ere he takes his prey. 

"Fair Hermes, crown'd with feathers, fluttering light, 
I had a splendid dream of thee last night: 

70 I saw thee sitting, on a throne of gold, 
Among the Gods, upon Olympus old, 
The only sad one; for thou didst not hear 
The soft, lute-finger'd Muses chaunting clear, 
Nor even Apollo when he sang alone, 

75 Deaf to his throbbing throat's long, long melodious moan. 
I dreamt I saw thee, robed in purple flakes, 
Break amorous through the clouds, as morning breaks, 
And, swiftly as a bright Phoebean dart,5 

Strike for the Cretan isle; and here thou art! 
so Too gentle Hermes, hast thou found the maid?" 

Whereat the star of Lethe6 not delay'd 
His rosy eloquence, and thus inquired: 
"Thou smooth-lipp'd serpent, surely high inspired! 
Thou beauteous wreath, with melancholy eyes, 

85 Possess whatever bliss thou canst devise, 
Telling me only where my nymph is fled,— 
Where she doth breathe!" "Bright planet, thou hast said," 
Return'd the snake, "but seal with oaths, fair God!" 
"I swear," said Hermes, "by my serpent rod, 

90 And by thine eyes, and by thy starry crown!" 
Light flew his earnest words, among the blossoms blown. 
Then thus again the brilliance feminine: 
"Too frail of heart! for this lost nymph of thine, 
Free as the air, invisibly, she strays 

95 About these thornless wilds; her pleasant days 
She tastes unseen; unseen her nimble feet 
Leave traces in the grass and flowers sweet; 

9. Rather dark. 
1. Ariadne's jeweled wedding crown, or tiara 
("tiar"), was given to her by the god Bacchus, who 
took her as his wife after she was abandoned by 
her faithless mortal lover Theseus. The crown, 
transformed into a constellation of stars in the sky, 
is represented in Titian's Bacchus and Ariadne, 
which Keats had seen when the painting was 
exhibited in London in 1816. Keats's memories of 
this painting may also inform his reference to Bac-
chus's chariot and leopards in "Ode to a Nightin-
gale," line 32. 

2. "Pearls" had become almost a synonym for 
teeth in Elizabethan love poems. 
3. Proserpine had been carried off to Hades by 
Pluto from the field of Enna, in Sicily. 
4. Stoop is the term for the plunge of a falcon on 
his prey. 
5. A ray of Phoebus Apollo, god of the sun. 
6. Hermes, when he appeared like a star on the 
banks of Lethe, in the darkness of Hades. (One of 
Hermes' offices was to guide the souls of the dead 
to the lower regions.) 
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From weary tendrils, and bow'd branches green, 
She plucks the fruit unseen, she bathes unseen: 

IOO And by my power is her beauty veil'd 
To keep it unaffronted, unassail'd 
By the love-glances of unlovely eyes, 
Of Satyrs, Fauns, and blear'd Silenus'7 sighs. 
Pale grew her immortality, for woe 

105 Of all these lovers, and she grieved so 
I took compassion on her, bade her steep 
Her hair in weird" syrops, that would keep magical 
Her loveliness invisible, yet free 
To wander as she loves, in liberty, 

no Thou shalt behold her, Hermes, thou alone, 
If thou wilt, as thou swearest, grant my boon!" 
Then, once again, the charmed God began 
An oath, and through the serpent's ears it ran 
Warm, tremulous, devout, psalterian." 

us Ravish'd, she lifted her Circean head, 
Blush'd a live damask,9 and swift-lisping said, 
"I was a woman, let me have once more 
A woman's shape, and charming as before. 
I love a youth of Corinth—O the bliss! 

120 Give me my woman's form, and place me where he is. 
Stoop, Hermes, let me breathe upon thy brow, 
And thou shalt see thy sweet nymph even now." 
The God on half-shut feathers sank serene, 
She breath'd upon his eyes, and swift was seen 

125 Of both the guarded nymph near-smiling on the green. 
It was no dream; or say a dream it was, 
Real are the dreams of Gods, and smoothly pass 
Their pleasures in a long immortal dream. 
One warm, flush'd moment, hovering, it might seem 

130 Dash'd by the wood-nymph's beauty, so he burn'd; 
Then, lighting on the printless verdure, turn'd 
To the swoon'd serpent, and with languid arm, 
Delicate, put to proof the lythe Caducean charm.1 

So done, upon the nymph his eyes he bent 
135 Full of adoring tears and blandishment, 

And towards her stept: she, like a moon in wane, 
Faded before him, cower'd, nor could restrain 
Her fearful sobs, self-folding like a flower 
That faints into itself at evening hour: 

140 But the God fostering her chilled hand, 
She felt the warmth, her eyelids open'd bland,0 softly 
And, like new flowers at morning song of bees, 
Bloom'd, and gave up her honey to the lees.° dregs 
Into the green-recessed woods they flew; 

145 Nor grew they pale, as mortal lovers do. 

7. Satyr, a tutor of Bacchus, usually represented 
as a fat, jolly drunkard. 
8. Either "like a psalm" or "like the sound of the 
psaltery" (an ancient stringed instrument). 
9. The color of a damask rose (large and fragrant 

pink rose). "Circean": like that of Circe, the 
enchantress in the Odyssey. 
I. I.e., put to the test the magic of the flexible 
Caduceus (the name given to Hermes' wand). 
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Left to herself, the serpent now began 
To change; her elfin blood in madness ran, 
Her mouth foam'd, and the grass, therewith besprent,0 sprinkled 
Wither'd at dew so sweet and virulent; 

150 Her eyes in torture fix'd, and anguish drear, 
Hot, glaz'd, and wide, with lid-lashes all sear, 
Flash'd phosphor and sharp sparks, without one cooling tear. 
The colours all inflam'd throughout her train, 
She writh'd about, convuls'd with scarlet pain: 

155 A deep volcanian yellow took the place 
Of all her milder-mooned body's grace;2 

And, as the lava ravishes the mead, 
Spoilt all her silver mail, and golden brede;3 

Made gloom of all her frecklings, streaks and bars, 
160 Eclips'd her crescents, and lick'd up her stars: 

So that, in moments few, she was undrest 
Of all her sapphires, greens, and amethyst, 
And rubious-argent:0 of all these bereft, silvery red 
Nothing but pain and ugliness were left. 

165 Still shone her crown; that vanish'd, also she 
Melted and disappear'd as suddenly; 
And in the air, her new voice luting soft, 
Cried, "Lycius! gentle Lycius!"—Borne aloft 
With the bright mists about the mountains hoar° white 

170 These words dissolv'd: Crete's forests heard no more. 

Whither fled Lamia, now a lady bright, 
A full-born beauty new and exquisite? 
She fled into that valley they pass o'er 
Who go to Corinth from Cenchreas' shore;4 

175 And rested at the foot of those wild hills, 
The rugged founts of the Peaeran rills, 
And of that other ridge whose barren back 
Stretches, with all its mist and cloudy rack, 
South-westward to Cleone. There she stood 

180 About a young bird's flutter from a wood, 
Fair, on a sloping green of mossy tread, 
By a clear pool, wherein she passioned5 

To see herself escap'd from so sore ills, 
While her robes flaunted with the daffodils. 

185 Ah, happy Lycius!—for she was a maid 
More beautiful than ever twisted braid, 
Or sigh'd, or blush'd, or on spring-flowered lea° meadow 
Spread a green kirtle0 to the minstrelsy: gown 
A virgin purest lipp'd, yet in the lore 

190 Of love deep learned to the red heart's core: 
Not one hour old, yet of sciential brain 
To unperplex bliss from its neighbour pain; 

2. I.e., the yellow of sulfur (thrown up by a vol-
cano) replaced her former silvery moon color. 
3. Embroidery, interwoven pattern. "Mail": inter-
linked rings, as in a coat of armor. 

4. Cenchrea (Keats's "Cenchreas") was a harbor 
of Corinth, in southern Greece. 
5. Felt intense excitement. 
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Define their pettish limits, and estrange 
Their points of contact , and swift counterchange; 6 

195 Intrigue with the specious chaos, 7 and dispart 
Its most ambiguous atoms with sure art; 
As though in Cupid's college she had spent 
Sweet days a lovely graduate, still unshent , 0 unspoiled 
And kept his rosy terms 8 in idle languishment. 

200 W h y this fair creature chose so fairily 
By the wayside to linger, we shall see; 
But first 'tis fit to tell how she could muse 
And dream, when in the serpent prison-house, 
Of all she list,0 strange or magnif icent : wished 

205 How, ever, where she will'd, her spirit went; 
W h e t h e r to faint Elysium,9 or where 
Down through tress-lifting waves the Nereids ' fair 
W i n d into Thet is ' bower by many a pearly stair; 
Or where God B a c c h u s drains his cups divine, 

210 Stretch'd out, at ease, beneath a glutinous pine; 
Or where in Pluto's gardens palatine0 palatial 
Mulciber 's co lumns gleam in far piazzian line.2 

And sometimes into cities she would send 
Her dream, with feast and rioting to blend; 

215 And once, while among mortals dreaming thus, 
She saw the young Corinthian Lycius 
Charioting foremost in the envious race, 
Like a young Jove with calm uneager face, 
And fell into a swooning love of him. 

220 Now on the moth-t ime of that evening dim 
He would return that way, as well she knew, 
To Corinth from the shore; for freshly blew 
T h e eastern soft wind, and his galley now 
Grated the quaystones with her brazen prow 

225 In port C e n c h r e a s , from Egina isle 
Fresh anchor 'd; whither he had been awhile 
To sacrif ice to Jove, whose temple there 
Waits with high marble doors for blood and incense rare. 
Jove heard his vows, and better'd his desire; 

230 For by some freakful c h a n c e he made retire 
From his companions , and set forth to walk, 
Perhaps grown wearied of their Corinth talk: 
Over the solitary hills he fared, 
Thoughtless at first, but ere eve's star appeared 

235 His phantasy was lost, where reason fades, 
In the calm'd twilight of Platonic shades.3 

6. I.e., of knowledgeable ("sciential") brain to dis-
entangle ("unperplex") bliss from its closely related 
pain, to define their quarreled-over ("pettish") lim-
its, and to separate out ("estrange") their points of 
contact and the swift changes of each condition 
into its opposite. Cf. Keats's "Ode on Melancholy," 
lines 2 1 - 2 6 (p. 907). 
7. I.e.. turn to her own artful purpose the seeming 
("specious") chaos. 

8. 'l'he terms spent studying in "Cupid's college." 
9. Region inhabited by the virtuous after death. 
1. Sea nymphs, of whom Thetis (line 208, the 
mother of Achilles) was one. 
2. I.e., columns made by Mulciber (Vulcan, god 
of fire and metalworking) gleam in long lines 
around open courts (piazzas). 
3. I.e., he was absorbed in musing about the 
obscurities of Plato's philosophy. 
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Lamia beheld him coming, near, more near— 
Close to her passing, in indifference drear, 
His silent sandals swept the mossy green; 

240 So neighbour'd to him, and yet so unseen 
She stood: he pass'd, shut up in mysteries, 
His mind wrapp'd like his mantle, while her eyes 
Follow'd his steps, and her neck regal white 
Turn'd—syllabling thus, "Ah, Lycius bright, 

245 And will you leave me on the hills alone? 
Lycius, look back! and be some pity shown." 
He did; not with cold wonder fearingly, 
But Orpheus-like at an Eurydice;4 

For so delicious were the words she sung, 
250 It seem'd he had lov'd them a whole summer long: 

And soon his eyes had drunk her beauty up, 
Leaving no drop in the bewildering cup, 
And still the cup was full,—while he, afraid 
Lest she should vanish ere his lip had paid 

255 Due adoration, thus began to adore; 
Her soft look growing coy, she saw his chain so sure: 
"Leave thee alone! Look back! Ah, Goddess, see 
Whether my eyes can ever turn from thee! 
For pity do not this sad heart belie5— 

260 Even as thou vanishest so I shall die. 
Stay! though a Naiad of the rivers, stay! 
To thy far wishes will thy streams obey: 
Stay! though the greenest woods be thy domain, 
Alone they can drink up the morning rain: 

265 Though a descended Pleiad,6 will not one 
Of thine harmonious sisters keep in tune 
Thy spheres, and as thy silver proxy shine? 
So sweetly to these ravish'd ears of mine 
Came thy sweet greeting, that if thou shouldst fade 

270 Thy memory will waste me to a shade:— 
For pity do not melt!"—"If I should stay," 
Said Lamia, "here, upon this floor of clay, 
And pain my steps upon these flowers too rough, 
What canst thou say or do of charm enough 

275 To dull the nice7 remembrance of my home? 
Thou canst not ask me with thee here to roam 
Over these hills and vales, where no joy is ,— 
Empty of immortality and bliss! 
Thou art a scholar, Lycius, and must know 

280 That finer spirits cannot breathe below 
In human climes, and live: Alas! poor youth, 
What taste of purer air hast thou to soothe 
My essence? What serener palaces, 
Where I may all my many senses please, 

4. As Orpheus looked at Eurydice in Hades. 
Orpheus was allowed by Pluto to lead Eurydice 
back to Earth on condition that he not look back 
at her, but he could not resist doing so and hence 
lost her once more. 
5. Be false to. 

6. One of the seven sisters composing the con-
stellation Pleiades. The lines that follow allude to 
the ancient belief that the planets traveled inside 
crystalline spheres whose movements produced 
heavenly music. 
7. Detailed, minutely accurate. 
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285 And by mysterious sleights a hundred thirsts appease? 
It cannot be—Adieu!" So said, she rose 
Tiptoe with white arms spread. He, sick to lose 
The amorous promise of her lone complain, 
Swoon'd, murmuring of love, and pale with pain. 

290 The cruel lady, without any show 
Of sorrow for her tender favourite's woe, 
But rather, if her eyes could brighter be, 
With brighter eyes and slow amenity,0 pleasure 
Put her new lips to his, and gave afresh 

295 The life she had so tangled in her mesh: 
And as he from one trance was wakening 
Into another, she began to sing, 
Happy in beauty, life, and love, and every thing, 
A song of love, too sweet for earthly lyres, 

3oo While, like held breath, the stars drew in their panting fires. 
And then she whisper'd in such trembling tone, 
As those who, safe together met alone 
For the first time through many anguish'd days, 
Use other speech than looks; bidding him raise 

305 His drooping head, and clear his soul of doubt, 
For that she was a woman, and without 
Any more subtle fluid in her veins 
Than throbbing blood, and that the self-same pains 
Inhabited her frail-strung heart as his. 

310 And next she wonder'd how his eyes could miss 
Her face so long in Corinth, where, she said, 
She dwelt but half retir'd, and there had led 
Days happy as the gold coin could invent 
Without the aid of love; yet in content 

315 Till she saw him, as once she pass'd him by, 
Where 'gainst a column he leant thoughtfully 
At Venus' temple porch, 'mid baskets heap'd 
Of amorous herbs and flowers, newly reap'd 
Late on that eve, as 'twas the night before 

320 The Adonian feast;8 whereof she saw no more, 
But wept alone those days, for why should she adore? 
Lycius from death awoke into amaze, 
To see her still, and singing so sweet lays; 
Then from amaze into delight he fell 

325 To hear her whisper woman's lore so well; 
And every word she spake entic'd him on 
To unperplex'd delight9 and pleasure known. 
Let the mad poets say whate'er they please 
Of the sweets of Fairies, Peris,1 Goddesses, 

330 There is not such a treat among them all, 
Haunters of cavern, lake, and waterfall, 
As a real woman, lineal indeed 
From Pyrrha's pebbles2 or old Adam's seed. 
Thus gentle Lamia judg'd, and judg'd aright, 

8. The feast of Adonis, beloved by Venus. 
9. I.e., delight not mixed with its neighbor, pain 
(see line 192). 
1. Fairylike creatures in Persian mythology. 

2. Descended from the pebbles with which, in 
Greek myth, Pyrrha and Deucalion repeopled the 
earth after the flood. 
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335 That Lycius could not love in half a fright, 
So threw the goddess off, and won his heart 
More pleasantly by playing woman's part, 
With no more awe than what her beauty gave, 
That, while it smote, still guaranteed to save. 

340 Lycius to all made eloquent reply, 
Marrying to every word a twinborn sigh; 
And last, pointing to Corinth, ask'd her sweet, 
If 'twas too far that night for her soft feet. 
The way was short, for Lamia's eagerness 

345 Made, by a spell, the triple league decrease 
To a few paces; not at all surmised 
By blinded Lycius, so in her comprized.' 
They pass'd the city gates, he knew not how, 
So noiseless, and he never thought to know. 

350 As men talk in a dream, so Corinth all, 
Throughout her palaces imperial, 
And all her populous streets and temples lewd, 4 

Mutter'd, like tempest in the distance brew'd, 
To the wide-spreaded night above her towers. 

355 Men, women, rich and poor, in the cool hours, 
Shuffled their sandals o'er the pavement white, 
Companion'd or alone; while many a light 
Flared, here and there, from wealthy festivals, 
And threw their moving shadows on the walls, 

360 Or found them cluster'd in the corniced shade 
Of some arch'd temple door, or dusky colonnade. 

Muffling his face, of greeting friends in fear, 
Her fingers he press'd hard, as one came near 
With curl'd gray beard, sharp eyes, and smooth bald crown, 

365 Slow-stepp'd, and robed in philosophic gown: 
Lycius shrank closer, as they met and past, 
Into his mantle, adding wings to haste, 
While hurried Lamia trembled: "Ah," said he, 
"Why do you shudder, love, so ruefully? 

370 Why does your tender palm dissolve in dew?"— 
"I'm wearied," said fair Lamia: "tell me who 
Is that old man? I cannot bring to mind 
His features:—Lycius! wherefore did you blind 
Yourself from his quick eyes?" Lycius replied, 

375 " 'Tis Apollonius sage, my trusty guide 
And good instructor; but to-night he seems 
The ghost of folly haunting my sweet dreams." 

While yet he spake they had arrived before 
A pillar'd porch, with lofty portal door, 

380 Where hung a silver lamp, whose phosphor glow 

3. Bound up, absorbed. 
4. Temples of Venus, whose worship sometimes 
involved ritual prostitution. The city of Corinth 

was notorious in antiquity as a site of commerce 
and prostitution. 
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Reflected in the slabbed steps below, 
Mild as a star in water; for so new, 
And so unsullied was the marble hue, 
So through the crystal polish, liquid fine, 

385 Ran the dark veins, that none but feet divine 
Could e'er have touch'd there. Sounds E o l i a n 5 

Breath'd from the hinges, as the ample span 
Of the wide doors disclos'd a place unknown 
Some time to any, but those two alone, 

390 And a few Persian mutes, who that same year 
Were seen about the markets: none knew where 
They could inhabit; the most curious 
Were foil'd, who watch'd to trace them to their house: 
And but the flitter-winged verse must tell, 

395 For truth's sake, what woe afterwards befel, 
'Twould humour many a heart to leave them thus, 
Shut from the busy world of more incredulous. 

Part 2 
Love in a hut, with water and a crust, 
Is—Love, forgive us!—cinders, ashes, dust; 
Love in a palace is perhaps at last 
More grievous torment than a hermit's f as t :— 

5 That is a doubtful tale from faery land, 
Hard for the non-elect to understand. 
Had Lycius liv'd to hand his story down, 
He might have given the moral a fresh frown, 
Or clench'd it quite: but too short was their bliss 

io To breed distrust and hate, that make the soft voice hiss. 
Besides, there, nightly, with terrific glare, 
Love, jealous grown of so complete a pair, 
Hover'd and buzz'd his wings, with fearful roar, 
Above the lintel of their chamber door, 

15 And down the passage cast a glow upon the floor. 

For all this came a ruin: side by side 
They were enthroned, in the even tide, 
Upon a couch, near to a curtaining 
Whose airy texture, from a golden string, 

20 Floated into the room, and let appear 
Unveil'd the summer heaven, blue and clear, 
Betwixt two marble shafts:—there they reposed, 
Where use had made it sweet, with eyelids closed, 
Saving a tythe which love still open kept, 

25 That they might see each other while they almost slept; 
When from the slope side of a suburb hill, 
Deafening the swallow's twitter, came a thrill 
Of trumpets—Lycius started—the sounds fled, 
But left a thought, a buzzing in his head. 

30 For the first time, since first he harbour'd in 

5. Like sounds from the wind harp (Aeolus is god of winds), which responds musically to a current of air. 
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That purple-lined palace of sweet sin, 
His spirit pass'd beyond its golden bourn0 boundary 
Into the noisy world almost forsworn. 
The lady, ever watchful, penetrant, 

35 Saw this with pain, so arguing a want 
Of something more, more than her empery0 empire 

Of joys; and she began to moan and sigh 
Because he mused beyond her, knowing well 
That but a moment's thought is passion's passing bell.° death knell 

40 "Why do you sigh, fair creature?" whisper'd he: 
"Why do you think?" return'd she tenderly: 
"You have deserted me;—where am I now? 
Not in your heart while care weighs on your brow: 
No, no, you have dismiss'd me; and I go 

45 From your breast houseless: ay, it must be so." 
He answer'd, bending to her open eyes, 
Where he was mirror'd small in paradise, 
"My silver planet, both of eve and morn!6 

Why will you plead yourself so sad forlorn, 
50 While I am striving how to fill my heart 

With deeper crimson, and a double smart? 
How to entangle, trammel up and snare 
Your soul in mine, and labyrinth you there 
Like the hid scent in an unbudded rose? 

55 Ay, a sweet kiss—you see your mighty woes.7 

My thoughts! shall I unveil them? Listen then! 
What mortal hath a prize, that other men 
May be confounded and abash'd withal, 
But lets it sometimes pace abroad majestical, 

60 And triumph, as in thee I should rejoice 
Amid the hoarse alarm of Corinth's voice. 
Let my foes choke, and my friends shout afar, 
While through the thronged streets your bridal car° chariot 
Wheels round its dazzling spokes."—The lady's cheek 

65 Trembled; she nothing said, but, pale and meek, 
Arose and knelt before him, wept a rain 
Of sorrows at his words; at last with pain 
Beseeching him, the while his hand she wrung, 
To change his purpose. He thereat was stung, 

70 Perverse, with stronger fancy to reclaim 
Her wild and timid nature to his aim: 
Besides, for all his love, in self despite, 
Against his better self, he took delight 
Luxurious in her sorrows, soft and new. 

75 His passion, cruel grown, took on a hue 
Fierce and sanguineous as 'twas possible 
In one whose brow had no dark veins to swell. 
Fine was the mitigated fury, like 
Apollo's presence when in act to strike 

so The serpent—Ha, the serpent! certes, she 

6. The planet Venus, which is both the morning 7. Playfully: "You see how great your troubles 
and the evening star. were!" 
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Was none. She burnt, she Iov'd the tyranny, 
And, all subdued, consented to the hour 
When to the bridal he should lead his paramour. 
Whispering in midnight silence, said the youth, 

85 "Sure some sweet name thou hast, though, by my truth, 
I have not ask'd it, ever thinking thee 
Not mortal, but of heavenly progeny, 
As still I do. Hast any mortal name, 
Fit appellation for this dazzling frame? 

90 Or friends or kinsfolk on the citied earth, 
To share our marriage feast and nuptial mirth?" 
"I have no friends," said Lamia, "no, not one; 
My presence in wide Corinth hardly known: 
My parents' bones are in their dusty urns 

95 Sepulchred, where no kindled incense burns, 
Seeing all their luckless race are dead, save me, 
And I neglect the holy rite for thee. 
Even as you list invite your many guests; 
But if, as now it seems, your vision rests 

ioo With any pleasure on me, do not bid 
Old Apollonius—from him keep me hid." 
Lycius, perplex'd at words so blind and blank, 
Made close inquiry; from whose touch she shrank, 
Feigning a sleep; and he to the dull shade 

105 Of deep sleep in a moment was betray'd. 

It was the custom then to bring away, 
The bride from home at blushing shut of day, 
Veil'd, in a chariot, heralded along 
By strewn flowers, torches, and a marriage song, 

no With other pageants: but this fair unknown 
Had not a friend. So being left alone, 
(Lycius was gone to summon all his kin) 
And knowing surely she could never win 
His foolish heart from its mad pompousness, 

ii5 She set herself, high-thoughted, how to dress 
The misery in fit magnificence. 
She did so, but 'tis doubtful how and whence 
Came, and who were her subtle servitors. 
About the halls, and to and from the doors, 

120 There was a noise of wings, till in short space 
The glowing banquet-room shone with wide-arched grace. 
A haunting music, sole perhaps and lone 
Supportress of the faery-roof, made moan 
Throughout, as fearful the whole charm might fade. 

125 Fresh carved cedar, mimicking a glade 
Of palm and plantain, met from either side, 
High in the midst, in honour of the bride: 
Two palms and then two plantains, and so on, 
From either side their stems branch'd one to one 

iso All down the aisled place; and beneath all 
There ran a stream of lamps straight on from wall to wall. 
So canopied, lay an untasted feast 
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Teeming with odours. Lamia, regal drest, 
Silently paced about, and as she went, 
In pale contented sort of discontent, 
Mission'd her viewless" servants to enrich invisible 
The fret ted 8 splendour of each nook and niche. 
Between the tree-stems, marbled plain at first, 
Came jasper pannels; then, anon, there burst 
Forth creeping imagery of slighter trees, 
And with the larger wove in small intricacies. 
Approving all, she faded at self-will, 
And shut the chamber up, close, hush'd and still, 
Complete and ready for the revels rude, 
When dreadful 0 guests would come to spoil her solitude. terrifying 

The day appear'd, and all the gossip rout. 
O senseless Lycius! Madman! wherefore flout 
The silent-blessing fate, warm cloister'd hours, 
And show to common eyes these secret bowers? 
The herd approach'd; each guest, with busy brain, 
Arriving at the portal, gaz'd amain, 0 intently 

And enter'd marveling: for they knew the street, 
Remember'd it from childhood all complete 
Without a gap, yet ne'er before had seen 
That royal porch, that high-built fair demesne; 0 estate 
So in they hurried all, maz'd, curious and keen: 
Save one, who look'd thereon with eye severe, 
And with calm-planted steps walk'd in austere; 
'Twas Apollonius: something too he laugh'd, 
As though some knotty problem, that had daft° baffled 
His patient thought, had now begun to thaw, 
And solve and melt:—'twas just as he foresaw. 

He met within the murmurous vestibule 
His young disciple. " 'Tis no common rule, 
Lycius," said he, "for uninvited guest 
To force himself upon you, and infest 
With an unbidden presence the bright throng 
Of younger friends; yet must I do this wrong, 
And you forgive me." Lycius blush'd, and led 
The old man through the inner doors broad-spread; 
With reconciling words and courteous mien 0 appearance 
Turning into sweet milk the sophist's 0 spleen. scholar's 

Of wealthy lustre was the banquet-room, 
Fill'd with pervading brilliance and perfume: 
Before each lucid pannel fuming stood 
A censer fed with myrrh and spiced wood, 
Each by a sacred tripod held aloft, 
Whose slender feet wide-swerv'd upon the soft 
Wool-woofed° carpets: fifty wreaths of smoke woven 
From fifty censers their light voyage took 
To the high roof, still mimick'd as they rose 

8. Adorned with fretwork (interlaced patterns). 
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Along the mirror'd walls by twin-clouds odorous. 
Twelve sphered tables, by silk seats insphered, 
High as the level of a man's breast rear'd 

is? On libbard's0 paws, upheld the heavy gold leopard's 
Of cups and goblets, and the store thrice told 
Of Ceres ' horn, s and, in huge vessels, wine 
C o m e from the gloomy tun with merry shine. 
Thus loaded with a feast the tables stood, 

iso Each shrining in the midst the image of a God. 

W h e n in an ant ichamber every guest 
Had felt the cold full sponge to pleasure press'd, 
By minist 'ring slaves, upon his hands and feet, 
And fragrant oils with ceremony meet° suitable 

195 Pour'd on his hair, they all mov'd to the feast 
In white robes, and themselves in order placed 
Around the silken couches , wondering 
W h e n c e all this mighty cost and blaze of wealth could spring. 

Soft went the music the soft air along, 
200 Whi le f luent Greek a vowel'd undersong 

Kept up among the guests, discoursing low 
At first, for scarcely was the wine at flow; 
But when the happy vintage touch'd their brains, 
Louder they talk, and louder c o m e the strains 

205 Of powerful ins t ruments :—the gorgeous dyes, 
T h e space, the splendour of the draperies, 
T h e roof of awful r ichness , nectarous cheer , 
Beautiful slaves, and Lamia's self, appear, 
Now, when the wine has done its rosy deed, 

210 And every soul from human trammels freed, 
No more so strange; for merry wine, sweet wine, 
Will make Elysian shades not too fair, too divine. 

Soon was God B a c c h u s at meridian height; 
Flush'd were their cheeks , and bright eyes double bright: 

215 Garlands of every green, and every scent 
From vales deflower'd, or forest-trees branch-rent , 
In baskets of bright osier'd1 gold were brought 
High as the handles heap'd, to suit the thought 
Of every guest; that each, as he did please, 

220 Might fancy-fit his brows, silk-pillow'd at his ease. 

W h a t wreath for Lamia? W h a t for Lycius? 
What for the sage, old Apollonius? 
Upon her aching forehead be there hung 
T h e leaves of willow and of adder's tongue;2 

225 And for the youth, quick, let us strip for him 
T h e thyrsus,3 that his watching eyes may swim 
Into forgetfulness; and, for the sage, 

9. The horn of plenty, overflowing with the prod-
ucts of Ceres, goddess of grain. 
1. Plaited. An "osier" is a strip of willow used in 
weaving baskets. 

2. A fern whose spikes resemble a serpent's 
tongue. 
3. The vine-covered staff of Bacchus, used to sig-
nify drunkenness. 
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Let spear-grass and the spiteful thistle wage 
W a r on his temples. Do not all charms fly 

230 At the mere touch of cold philosophy?4 

There was an awful° rainbow once in heaven: awe-inspiring 
We know her woof, her texture; she is given 
In the dull catalogue of common things. 
Philosophy will clip an Angel's wings, 

235 Conquer all mysteries by rule and line, 
Empty the haunted air, and gnomed m i n e 5 — 
Unweave a rainbow, as it erewhile made 
The tender-person'd Lamia melt into a shade. 

By her glad Lycius sitting, in chief place, 
240 Scarce saw in all the room another face, 

Till, checking his love trance, a cup he took 
Full brimm'd, and opposite sent forth a look 
'Cross the broad table, to beseech a glance 
From his old teacher's wrinkled countenance, 

245 And pledge6 him. T h e bald-head philosopher 
Had fix'd his eye, without a twinkle or stir 
Full on the alarmed beauty of the bride, 
Brow-beating her fair form, and troubling her sweet pride. 
Lycius then press'd her hand, with devout touch, 

250 As pale it lay upon the rosy couch: 
T w a s icy, and the cold ran through his veins; 
Then sudden it grew hot, and all the pains 
Of an unnatural heat shot to his heart. 
"Lamia, what means this? Wherefore dost thou start? 

255 Know'st thou that man?" Poor Lamia answer'd not. 
He gaz'd into her eyes, and not a jot 
Own'd° they the lovelorn piteous appeal: acknmvledged 
More, more he gaz'd: his human senses reel: 
Some hungry spell that loveliness absorbs; 

260 There was no recognition in those orbs. 
"Lamia!" he cr ied—and no soft-toned reply. 
The many heard, and the loud revelry 
Grew hush; the stately music no more breathes; 
The myrtle7 sicken'd in a thousand wreaths. 

265 By faint degrees, voice, lute, and pleasure ceased; 
A deadly silence step by step increased, 
Until it seem'd a horrid presence there, 
And not a man but felt the terror in his hair. 
"Lamia!" he shriek'd; and nothing but the shriek 

270 With its sad echo did the silence break. 
"Begone, foul dream!" he cried, gazing again 
In the bride's face, where now no azure vein 
Wander'd on fair-spaced temples; no soft bloom 
Misted the cheek; no passion to illume 

4. In the sense of "natural philosophy," or science. 
Benjamin Haydon tells in his Autobiography how, 
at a hard-drinking and high-spirited dinner party, 
Keats had agreed with Charles Lamb (to what 
extent jokingly, it is not clear) that Newton's Optics 

"had destroyed all the poetry of the rainbow by 
reducing it to the prismatic colors." 
5. Gnomes were guardians of mines. 
6. Drink a toast to. 
7. Sacred to Venus, hence an emblem of love. 
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275 The deep-recessed vision:—all was blight; 
Lamia, no longer fair, there sat a deadly white. 
"Shut, shut those juggling8 eyes, thou ruthless man! 
Turn them aside, wretch! or the righteous ban 
Of all the Gods, whose dreadful images 

280 Here represent their shadowy presences, 
May pierce them on the sudden with the thorn 
Of painful blindness; leaving thee forlorn, 
In trembling dotage to the feeblest fright 
Of conscience, for their long offended might, 

285 For all thine impious proud-heart sophistries, 
Unlawful magic, and enticing lies. 
Corinthians! look upon that gray-beard wretch! 
Mark how, possess'd, his lashless eyelids stretch 
Around his demon eyes! Corinthians, see! 

290 My sweet bride withers at their potency." 
"Fool!" said the sophist, in an under-tone 
Gruff with contempt; which a death-nighing moan 
From Lycius answer'd, as heart-struck and lost, 
He sank supine beside the aching ghost. 

295 "Fool! Fool!" repeated he, while his eyes still 
Relented not, nor mov'd; "from every ill 
Of life have I preserv'd thee to this day, 
And shall I see thee made a serpent's prey?" 
Then Lamia breath'd death breath; the sophist's eye, 

300 Like a sharp spear, went through her utterly, 
Keen, cruel, perceant,0 stinging: she, as well piercing 
As her weak hand could any meaning tell, 
Motion'd him to be silent; vainly so, 
He look'd and look'd again a level—No! 

305 "A Serpent!" echoed he; no sooner said, 
Than with a frightful scream she vanished: 
And Lycius' arms were empty of delight, 
As were his limbs of life, from that same night. 
On the high couch he lay!—his friends came round— 

310 Supported him—no pulse, or breath they found, 
And, in its marriage robe, the heavy body wound. 

July—Aug. 1819 1820 

To Autumn1 

Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness, 
Close bosom-friend of the maturing sun; 

Conspiring with him how to load and bless 

8. Deceiving, full of trickery. 
1. Two days after this ode was composed, Keats 
wrote to J. H. Reynolds: "I never liked stubble 
fields so much as now—Aye, better than the chilly 
green of the spring. Somehow a stubble plain looks 
warm—in the same way that some pictures look 

warm—this struck me so much in my Sunday's 
walk that I composed upon it." For the author's 
revisions while composing "To Autumn," see 
"Poems in Process," in the appendices to this vol-
ume. 
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With fruit the vines that round the thatch-eves run; 
To bend with apples the moss'd cottage-trees, 

And fill all fruit with ripeness to the core; 
To swell the gourd, and plump the hazel shells 

With a sweet kernel; to set budding more, 
And still more, later flowers for the bees, 
Until they think warm days will never cease, 

For summer has o'er-brimm'd their clammy cells. 

Who hath not seen thee oft amid thy store? 
Sometimes whoever seeks abroad may find 

Thee sitting careless on a granary floor, 
15 Thy hair soft-lifted by the winnowing 2 wind; 

Or on a half-reap'd furrow sound asleep, 
Drows'd with the fume of poppies, while thy hook° scythe 

Spares the next swath and all its twined flowers: 
And sometimes like a gleaner thou dost keep 

20 Steady thy laden head across a brook; 
Or by a cyder-press, with patient look, 

Thou watchest the last oozings hours by hours. 
3 

Where are the songs of spring? Ay, where are they? 
Think not of them, thou hast thy music too,— 

25 While barred clouds bloom the soft-dying day, 
And touch the stubble-plains with rosy hue; 

Then in a wailful choir the small gnats mourn 
Among the river sallows, 0 borne aloft willows 

Or sinking as the light wind lives or dies; 
30 And full-grown lambs loud bleat from hilly bourn; 0 region 

Hedge-crickets sing; and now with treble soft 
The red-breast whistles from a garden-croft; ' 

And gathering swallows twitter in the skies. 
Sept. 19, 1819 1820 

The Fall of Hyperion: A Dream Late in 1818, at about the end of his 
twenty-third year and while he was serving as nurse to his dying brother Tom, Keats 
planned to undertake an epic poem, modeled on Paradise Lost, that he called Hype-
rion. Greek mythology gave Keats its subject—the displacement of Saturn and his 
fellow Titans by a new generation of gods, Zeus and the other Olympians. But in 
engaging this topic Keats addressed the epic question at the center of Paradise Lost: 
how did evil come into the world and why? Keats in his story set out to represent an 
answer, not according to any one religious creed but in terms informed by his reading 
in comparative religion and mythology. The Titans had been fair and benign gods, 
and their rule had been a golden age of happiness. Yet at the beginning of the poem 
all the Titans except Hyperion, god of the sun, have been dethroned; and the uncom-
prehending Saturn again and again raises the question of how this injustice could 
have come to be. 

2. To "winnow" is to fan the chaff from the grain. 3. An enclosed plot of farmland. 
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In book 3 of the original Hyperion, the scenes among the Titans are supplemented 
by the experience of the Olympian Apollo, still a youth but destined to displace Hype-
rion as the sun god among the heavenly powers. He lives in ''aching ignorance" of the 
universe and its processes but is aware of his ignorance and thirsts for knowledge. 
Suddenly Apollo reads in the face of his tutor Mnemosyne—goddess of memory, who 
will be mother of the Muses and so of all the arts—the silent record of the defeat of 
the Titans and at once soars to the knowledge that he seeks: the understanding, both 
intoxicating and agonizing, that life involves process, that process entails change and 
suffering, and that there can be no creative progress except by the defeat and destruc-
tion of the preceding stage. Apollo cries out: 

Knowledge enormous makes a God of me. 
Names, deeds, gray legends, dire events, rebellions, 
Majesties, sovran voices, agonies, 
Creations and destroyings, all at once 
Pour into the wide hollows of my brain, 
And deify me. . . . 

This opening out of Apollo's awareness to the tragic nature of life is what the Titans 
lacked. As the fragment breaks off, Apollo is transfigured—like one who should "with 
fierce convulse / Die into life"—not only into one who has earned the right to displace 
Hyperion as god of the sun, but also into the god of the highest poetry. 

Keats abandoned this extraordinary fragment in April 1819. Late that summer, 
however, he took up the theme again, under the title The Fall of Hyperion: A Dream. 
This time his primary model is Dante, whom he had been studying in Henry Cary's 
verse translation of 1814. In The Divine Comedy all the narrated events are repre-
sented as a vision granted to the poet at the beginning of the poem. In the same way 
Keats begins The Fall of Hyperion with a frame story whose central event is that the 
poet-protagonist, in a dream, falls from a paradisal landscape into a wasteland and 
there earns the right to a vision. That vision reincorporates the events narrated in the 
first Hyperion: Moneta (her Latin name suggests "the Admonisher"), who stands in 
the same relationship to the poet as, in the earlier tale, Mnemosyne stood to Apollo, 
permits, or challenges, this protagonist to remember, with her, her own memories of 
the fall of the Titans. By devising this frame story, Keats shifted his center of poetic 
concern from the narration of epic action to an account of the evolving consciousness 
of the epic poet, as he seeks to know his identity, to justify the morality of poetry, 
and to understand its place in the social world. The ordeal through which Apollo had 
become god of poetry is replaced in this second version of Hyperion by the ordeal of 
this one poet, who must prove himself able to endure the witnessing that Moneta 
demands of him and worthy of the power "To see as a God sees" (line 304) . 

A number of things caused Keats to abandon this attempt at The Fall of Hyperion 
at the sixty-first line of the second canto. (A fragment was published, against his 
wishes, in his 1820 volume of poems.) He wrote to Reynolds on September 21, 1819: 

1 have given up Hyperion. . . . Miltonic verse cannot be written but in an artful 
or rather artist's humour. I wish to give myself up to other sensations. English 
ought to be kept up. It may be interesting to you to pick out some lines from 
Hyperion and put a mark X to the false beauty proceeding from art, and one || 
to the true voice of feeling. 

The two Hyperion fragments are impressive achievements, but as Keats with his acu-
men in self-criticism recognized, they have the air of artistic tours de force, written 
in an age in which the high artifice of the epic matter and style had ceased to be the 
natural voice of the poet. In the same letter Keats mentions having composed two 
days earlier the ode "To Autumn." In this, his last major poem, the poet had envisaged 
the circumstance of the cycle of life and death, and had articulated his experience in 
his own poetic voice. 
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The Fall of Hyperion: A Dream 

Canto 1 
Fanatics have their dreams, wherewith they weave 
A paradise for a sect; the savage too 
From forth the loftiest fashion of his sleep 
Guesses at heaven: pity these have not 

s Trac'd upon vellum0 or wild Indian leaf parchment 
The shadows of melodious utterance. 
But bare of laurel1 they live, dream, and die; 
For Poesy alone can tell her dreams, 
With the fine spell of words alone can save 

10 Imagination from the sable charm 
And dumb0 enchantment. Who alive can say mute 
"Thou art no poet; may'st not tell thy dreams"? 
Since every man whose soul is not a clod 
Hath visions, and would speak, if he had lov'd 

15 And been well nurtured in his mother tongue. 
Whether the dream now purposed to rehearse 
Be poet's or fanatic's will be known 
When this warm scribe my hand is in the grave. 

Methought I stood where trees of every clime, 
20 Palm, myrtle, oak, and sycamore, and beech, 

With plantane, and spice blossoms, made a screen; 
In neighbourhood of fountains, by the noise 
Soft showering in mine ears, and, by the touch 
Of scent, not far from roses. Turning round, 

25 I saw an arbour with a drooping roof 
Of trellis vines, and bells, and larger blooms, 
Like floral-censers swinging light in air; 
Before its wreathed doorway, on a mound 
Of moss, was spread a feast of summer fruits, 

30 Which, nearer seen, seem'd refuse of a meal 
By angel tasted, or our mother Eve;2 

For empty shells were scattered on the grass, 
And grape stalks but half bare, and remnants more, 
Sweet smelling, whose pure kinds I could not know. 

35 Still was more plenty than the fabled horn3 

Thrice emptied could pour forth, at banqueting 
For Proserpine return'd to her own fields,4 

Where the white heifers low. And appetite 
More yearning than on earth I ever felt 

40 Growing within, I ate deliciously; 
And, after not long, thirsted, for thereby 
Stood a cool vessel of transparent juice, 
Sipp'd by the wander'd bee, the which I took, 
And, pledging all the mortals of the world, 

1. The laurel, associated with Apollo, is the 
emblem of poetic fame. 
2. In Paradise Lost 5.321ff. Eve serves the visiting 
angel Raphael with a meal of fruits and fruit juices. 

3. The cornucopia, or horn of plenty. 
4. When Proserpine each year is released by her 
husband, Pluto, god of the underworld, for a 
sojourn on Earth, it is the beginning of spring. 
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45 And all the dead whose names are in our lips, 
Drank. That full draught is parent of my theme. 5 

No Asian poppy, 0 nor elixir fine 
Of the soon fading jealous caliphat; 6 

No poison gender'd in close monkish cell 
50 To thin the scarlet conclave of old men, 7 

Could so have rapt unwilling life away. 
Among the fragrant husks and berries crush'd, 
Upon the grass I struggled hard against 
The domineering potion; but in vain: 

55 The cloudy swoon came on, and down I sunk 
Like a Silenus 8 on an antique vase. 
How long I slumber'd 'tis a chance to guess. 
When sense of life return'd, I started up 
As if with wings; but the fair trees were gone, 

60 The mossy mound and arbour were no more; 
I look'd around upon the carved sides 
Of an old sanctuary with roof august, 
Builded so high, it seem'd that filmed clouds 
Might spread beneath, as o'er the stars of heaven; 

65 So old the place was, I remembered none 
The like upon the earth; what I had seen 
Of grey cathedrals, buttress'd walls, rent towers, 
The superannuations 0 of sunk realms, 
Or nature's rocks toil'd hard in waves and winds, 

70 Seem'd but the faul ture 0 of decrepit things 
To° that eternal domed monument . 
Upon the marble at my feet there lay 
Store of strange vessels, and large draperies, 
Which needs had been of dyed asbestus wove, 

75 Or in that place the moth could not corrupt, 9 

So white the linen; so, in some, distinct 
Ran imageries from a sombre loom. 
All in a mingled heap confus'd there lay 
Robes, golden tongs, censer, and chafing dish, 

so Girdles, and chains, and holy jewelries. 1 

Turning from these with awe, once more I rais'd 
My eyes to fathom the space every way; 
The embossed roof, the silent massy range 
Of columns north and south, ending in mist 

85 Of nothing, then to eastward, where black gates 
Were shut against the sunrise evermore. 
Then to the west I look'd, and saw far off 
An image, huge of feature as a cloud, 
At level of whose feet an altar slept, 

5. The drink puts the poet to sleep and effects the 
dream within a dream that constitutes the remain-
der of the fragment. 
6. A council of caliphs, Muslim rulers, who plot 
to kill each other with a poisonous drink ("elixir"). 
7. The College of Cardinals. This scenario of poi-
soning, like the preceding Orientalist reference to 
intrigue among the caliphs, recalls a stock setting 
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opium 

ruins 

defects 
compared to 

of the period's Gothic novels. 
8. An elderly satyr, usually represented as drunk. 
9. Matthew 6.20: "Lay up for yourselves treasures 
in heaven, where neither moth nor rust doth cor-
rupt." 
1. Offerings to the gods were spread on the floor 
of Greek temples. 
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90 To be approach'd on either side by steps, 
And marble balustrade,0 and patient travail banister 
To count with toil the innumerable degrees. 
Towards the altar sober-pac'd I went, 
Repressing haste, as too unholy there; 

95 And, coming nearer, saw beside the shrine 
O n e minist'ring;2 and there arose a flame. 
W h e n in mid-May the sickening east wind 
Shifts sudden to the south, the small warm rain 
Melts out the frozen incense from all flowers, 

i o o And fil ls the air with so much pleasant health 
That even the dying man forgets his shroud; 
Even so that lofty sacrificial fire, 
Sending forth Maian 3 incense , spread around 
Forgetfulness of every thing but bliss, 

105 And clouded all the altar with soft smoke, 
From whose white fragrant curtains thus I heard 
Language pronounc'd. " I f thou canst not ascend 
T h e s e steps,4 die on that marble where thou art. 
Thy flesh, near cousin to the c o m m o n dust, 

n o Wil l parch for lack o f nutr iment—thy bones 
Wil l wither in few years, and vanish so 
T h a t not the quickest eye could find a grain 
Of what thou now art on that pavement cold. 
T h e sands of thy short life are spent this hour, 

115 And no hand in the universe can turn 
T h y hour glass, if these gummed 0 leaves be burnt aromatic 
E r e thou canst mount up these immortal steps." 
I heard, I look'd: two senses both at o n c e 
So fine, so subtle, felt the tyranny 

120 Of that fierce threat, and the hard task proposed. 
Prodigious seem'd the toil; the leaves were yet 
Burn ing ,—when suddenly a palsied chill 
S t ruck from the paved level up my limbs, 
And was ascending quick to put cold grasp 

125 Upon those streams 0 that pulse beside the throat: arteries 
I shriek'd; and the sharp anguish of my shriek 
S tung my own e a r s — I strove hard to escape 
T h e numbness ; strove to gain the lowest step. 
Slow, heavy, deadly was my pace: the cold 

130 Grew stifling, suffocating, at the heart ; 
And when I clasp'd my hands I felt them not. 
O n e minute before death, my iced foot touch'd 
T h e lowest stair; and as it touch'd, life seem'd 
To pour in at the toes: I mounted up, 

135 As o n c e fair angels on a ladder flew 
From the green turf to heaven. 5 —"Holy Power," 
Cried I , approaching near the horned shrine,6 

2. Who identifies herself in line 226 as Moneta. 
3. Maia was one of the Pleiades, a daughter of 
Atlas and (by Zeus) the mother of Hermes. She was 
the goddess of the month of May. 
4. These steps that the poet must ascend were 
probably suggested by the stairs going up the steep 
side of the purgatorial Mount in Dante's Pnrga-

torio. 
5. The ladder by which, in a dream, Jacob saw 
angels passing between heaven and Earth (Genesis 
28.12 and Paradise Lost 3 .510-15) . 
6. As, e.g., in Exodus 27.2, "And thou shalt make 
the horns of [the altar] upon the four corners 
thereof." In his description of the temple and 
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" W h a t am I that should so be sav'd from death? 
W h a t am I that another death c o m e not 

140 To choak my utterance sacrilegious here?" 
T h e n said the veiled s h a d o w — " T h o u hast felt 
W h a t 'tis to die and live again before 
T h y fated hour. T h a t thou hadst power to do so 
Is thy own safety; thou hast dated on 

145 T h y doom." 7 —"High Prophetess , " said I, "purge off 
Benign , if so it please thee, my mind's film."8 

" N o n e c a n usurp this height ," return'd that shade, 
"But those to whom the miseries of the world 
Are misery, and will not let them rest. 

150 All else who find a haven in the world, 
W h e r e they may thoughtless sleep away their days, 
If by a c h a n c e into this fane° they come, temple 
Rot on the pavement where thou rotted'st h a l f . " 9 — 
"Are there not thousands in the world," said I, 

155 Encourag'd by the sooth1 voice of the shade, 
" W h o love their fellows even to the death; 
W h o feel the giant agony of the world; 
And more, like slaves to poor humanity, 
Labour for mortal good? I sure should see 

160 O t h e r men here: but I am here a lone . " 
"They whom thou spak'st of are no vision'ries," 
Rejoin'd that v o i c e — " T h e y are no dreamers weak, 
They seek no wonder but the human face ; 
No music but a happy-noted v o i c e — 

165 They c o m e not here, they have no thought to c o m e — 
And thou art here, for thou art less than they. 
W h a t benefit canst thou do, or all thy tribe, 
To the great world? T h o u art a dreaming thing; 
A fever of thyself—think of the earth; 

170 W h a t bliss even in hope is there 0 for thee? on Earth 
W h a t haven? Every creature hath its home; 
Every sole man hath days of joy and pain, 
W h e t h e r his labours be sublime or l o w — 
T h e pain alone; the joy alone; distinct: 

175 Only the dreamer venoms all his days, 
Bearing more woe than all his sins deserve. 
Therefore , that happiness be somewhat shar'd, 
S u c h things as thou art are admitted oft 
Into like gardens thou didst pass erewhile, 

iHo And suffer'd in° these temples; for that cause allowed to enter 
T h o u standest safe beneath this statue's knees . " 
"That I am favored for unworthiness, 
By such propitious parley medicin'd 
In sickness not ignoble, I rejoice, 

its accoutcrments, Keats deliberately mingles 
Hebrew, Christian, and pagan elements to repre-
sent the poet's passage through the stage repre-
sented by all religions, wrhich are "dreams" made 
into the creed for "a sect" (lines 1—1 8). 
7. I.e., you have postponed the time when you will 
be judged. 
8. Cf. Milton's plea, following his account of his 

blindness, for a celestial light that might "Shine 
inward": "Irradiate, there plant eyes, all mist from 
thence / Purge and disperse, that I may see and tell 
/ Of things invisible to mortal sight" (Paradise Lost 
3 .52 -54) . 
9. I.e., where you halfway rotted. 
1. Soothing, also truth-telling. 
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185 Aye, and could weep for love of such award." 
So answer'd I, continuing, "If it please, 
Majestic shadow, tell me: sure not all2 

Those melodies sung into the world's ear 
Are useless: sure a poet is a sage; 

190 A humanist, physician to all men. 
That I am none I feel, as vultures feel 
They are no birds when eagles are abroad. 
What am I then? Thou spakest of my tribe: 
What tribe?"—The tall shade veil'd in drooping white 

195 Then spake, so much more earnest, that the breath 
Mov'd the thin linen folds that drooping hung 
About a golden censer from the hand 
Pendent.—"Art thou not of the dreamer tribe? 
The poet and the dreamer are distinct, 

200 Diverse, sheer opposite, antipodes. 
The one pours out a balm upon the world, 
The other vexes it." Then shouted I 
Spite of myself, and with a Pythia's spleen,3 

"Apollo! faded, far flown Apollo! 
205 Where is thy misty pestilence4 to creep 

Into the dwellings, through the door crannies, 
Of all mock lyrists, large self worshipers, 
And careless hectorers in proud bad verse.5 

Though I breathe death with them it will be life 
210 To see them sprawl before me into graves.6 

Majestic shadow, tell me where I am: 
Whose altar this; for whom this incense curls: 
What image this, whose face I cannot see, 
For the broad marble knees; and who thou art, 

215 Of accent feminine, so courteous." 
Then the tall shade in drooping linens veil'd 
Spake out, so much more earnest, that her breath 
Stirr'd the thin folds of gauze that drooping hung 
About a golden censer from her hand 

220 Pendent; and by her voice I knew she shed 
Long treasured tears. "This temple sad and lone 
Is all spar'd from the thunder of a war 
Foughten long since by giant hierarchy 

2. Keats's friend Richard Woodhouse, whose 
manuscript copy of the poem is our principal 
source of the text, crossed out lines 187—210with 
the marginal comment next to lines 197—99: "K. 
seems to have intended to erase this & the next 21 
lines." Probably the basis for his opinion is the par-
tial repetition of lines 187 and 194-98 in lines 211 
and 2 1 6 - 2 0 . 
3. With the anger ("spleen") of the Pythia, the 
priestess who served at Delphi as the oracle of 
Apollo, the god of poetry. 
4. Apollo was a sender of plagues, as well as the 
inspirer of prophecy and poetry. He was also the 
god of medicine. Keats's medical studies gave him 
special reason to be interested in this figure and 
the roles he combined. 
5. This has been conjectured as referring to 
Byron, or else to several contemporaries, including 

Shelley and Wordsworth. But the poetic types, not 
individuals, are what matter to Keats's argument. 
6. In lines 147—210 we find a series of progressive 
distinctions: (1) between humanitarians who feel 
for "the miseries of the world" and people who are 
"thoughtless" sleepers (lines 147-53) ; (2) within 
the class of humanitarians, between those who 
actively "benefit . . . the great world" and the poets 
who are "vision'ries" and "dreamers" (lines 161— 
69); (3) and within the class of poets, between 
those who are merely dreamers and those who are 
sages and healers (lines 187—202). As in the col-
loquy between Asia and Demogorgon (see Shelley's 
Prometheus Unbound 2 .4 .1 -128 , p. 802), the 
interchange here may be taken to represent, in 
dramatized form, a process of inner analysis and 
self-discovery on the part of the questing poet. 
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Against rebellion: this old image here, 
225 Whose carved features wrinkled as he fell, 

Is Saturn's;7 I, Moneta, left supreme 
Sole priestess of his desolation."— 
I had no words to answer; for my tongue, 
Useless, could find about its roofed home 

230 No syllable of a fit majesty 
To make rejoinder to Moneta's mourn. 
There was a silence while the altar's blaze 
Was fainting for sweet food: I look'd thereon 
And on the paved floor, where nigh were pil'd 

235 Faggots of cinnamon, and many heaps 
Of other crisped spice-wood—then again 
I look'd upon the altar and its horns 
Whiten'd with ashes, and its lang'rous flame, 
And then upon the offerings again; 

240 And so by turns—till sad Moneta cried, 
"The sacrifice is done, but not the less 
Will I be kind to thee for thy good will. 
My power, which to me is still a curse, 
Shall be to thee a wonder; for the scenes 

245 Still swooning vivid through my globed brain 
With an electral changing misery 
Thou shalt with those dull mortal eyes behold, 
Free from all pain, if wonder pain thee not." 
As near as an immortal's sphered words 

250 Could to a mother's soften, were these last: 
But yet I had a terror of her robes, 
And chiefly of the veils, that from her brow 
Hung pale, and curtain'd her in mysteries 
That made my heart too small to hold its blood. 

255 This saw that Goddess, and with sacred hand 
Parted the veils. Then saw I a wan face, 
Not pin'd° by human sorrows, but bright blanch'd exhausted 
By an immortal sickness which kills not; 
It works a constant change, which happy death 

260 Can put no end to; deathwards progressing 
To no death was that visage; it had pass'd 
The lily and the snow; and beyond these 
I must not think now, though I saw that face— 
But for her eyes I should have fled away. 

265 They held me back, with a benignant light, 
Soft mitigated by divinest lids 
Half closed, and visionless° entire they seem d blind 
Of all external things—they saw me not, 
But in blank splendor beam'd like the mild moon, 

270 Who comforts those she sees not, who knows not 
What eyes are upward cast. As I had found 
A grain of gold upon a mountain's side, 
And twing'd with avarice strain'd out my eyes 
To search its sullen entrails rich with ore, 

7. Cf. the "shattered visage" of the fallen statue in Shelley's "Ozymandias" (p. 768). 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



9 3 4 / J O H N K E A T S 

275 So at the view of sad Moneta 's brow, 
I ached to see what things the hollow brain 
Behind enwombed: what high tragedy 
In the dark secret chambers of her skull 
W a s acting, that could give so dread a stress 

280 To her cold lips, and fill with such a light 
Her planetary eyes; and touch her voice 
Wi th such a sorrow. " S h a d e of Memory! " 
Cried I, with act adorant at her feet , 
"By all the gloom hung round thy fallen house, 

285 By this last temple, by the golden age, 
By great Apollo, thy dear foster child, 
And by thy self, forlorn divinity, 
T h e pale Omega" of a wilher'd race, 
Let me behold, according as thou said'st, 

290 W h a t in thy brain so ferments to and f r o . " — 
No sooner had this conjurat ion pass'd 
My devout lips, than side by side we stood, 
(Like a stunt bramble by a solemn pine) 
Deep in the shady sadness of a vale,9 

295 F a r sunken from the healthy breath of morn, 
Far from the fiery noon, and eve's one star. 
Onward I look'd beneath the gloomy boughs, 
And saw, what first I thought an image huge, 
Like to the image pedestal'd so high 

3oo In Saturn's temple. T h e n Moneta ' s voice 

C a m e brief upon mine e a r , — " S o Saturn sat 
W h e n he had lost his r e a l m s . " — W h e r e o n there grew 
A power within me of enormous ken,° range of vision 
To see as a God sees, and take the depth 

305 Of things as nimbly as the outward eye 
C a n size and shape pervade. T h e lofty theme 
At those few words hung vast before my mind, 
W i t h hall unravel'd web. I set mysell 
Upon an eagle's watch, that I might see, 

310 And seeing ne 'er forget. No stir of life 
W a s in this shrouded vale, not so m u c h air 
As in the zoning0 of a summer's day course 
Robs not one light seed from the feather'd grass, 
But where the deaf leaf fell there did it rest: 

3 1 5 A stream went voiceless by, still deaden'd more 
By reason of the fallen divinity 
Spreading more shade: the Naiad0 mid her reeds water nymph 
Press'd her cold finger c loser to her lips. 
Along the margin sand large footmarks went 

320 No farther than to where old Saturn's feet 
Had rested, and there slept, how long a sleep! 
Degraded, cold, upon the sodden ground 

8. Tilt- final letter of the Greek alphabet. 
9. This had been the opening line of the original 
Hyperion. The rest of the poem is a revised version 
of part of that first narrative, with the poet now 

represented as allowed to envision the course ol 
events that Moneta recalls in her memory (lines 
282, 2 8 9 - 9 0 ) . 
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His old right hand lay nerveless, listless, dead, 
Unsceptred; and his realmless1 eyes were clos'd, 

325 Whi le his bow'd head seem'd listening to the Earth, 
His antient mother, 2 for some comfort yet. 

It seem'd no force could wake him from his place; 
But there came one who with a kindred hand 
Touch 'd his wide shoulders, after bending low 

330 With reverence, though to one who knew it not. 
T h e n came the griev'd voice of Mnemosyne , 3 

And griev'd I hearken'd. "That divinity 
W h o m thou saw'st step from yon forlornest wood, 
And with slow pace approach our fallen King, 

335 Is T h e a , 4 softest-natur'd of our brood." 
I mark'd the goddess in fair statuary 
Surpassing wan M o n e t a by the head,5 

And in her sorrow nearer woman's tears. 
T h e r e was a listening fear in her regard, 

340 As if calamity had but begun; 
As if the vanward clouds6 of evil days 
Had spent their malice, and the sullen rear 
W a s with its stored thunder labouring up. 
O n e hand she press'd upon that aching spot 

345 W h e r e beats the human heart; as if jus t there, 
Though an immortal , she felt cruel pain; 
T h e other upon Saturn's bended n e c k 
S h e laid, and to the level of his hollow ear 
Leaning, with parted lips, some words she spake 

350 In solemn tenor and deep organ tune; 
S o m e mourning words, which in our feeble tongue 
W o u l d c o m e in this-like accent ing; how frail 
To that large utterance of the early G o d s ! — 
"Saturn! look up—and for what, poor lost King?7 

355 I have no comfort for thee, n o — n o t one: 
I cannot cry, Wherefore thus steepest thou? 
For heaven is parted from thee, and the earth 
Knows thee not, so afflicted, for a God; 
And ocean too, with all its solemn noise, 

360 Has from thy sceptre pass'd, and all the air 
Is emptied of thine hoary majesty. 
Thy thunder, captious 0 at the new command, quarrelsome 
Rumbles reluctant o'er our fallen house; 
And thy sharp lightning in unpracticed hands 

365 Scorches and burns our once serene domain. 

1. Saturn's eyes, when open, express the fact that 
he has lost his realm. 
2. Saturn and the other Titans were the children 
of heaven and Earth. 
3. As in 2.50, Keats substitutes for "Moneta" the 
"Mnemosyne" of the first Hyperion. This may be a 
slip but more likely indicates an alternative name 
for Moneta, in her role as participant in, as well as 
commentator on, the tragic action. 

4. Sister and wife of Hyperion. 
5. I.e., Thea was a head taller than Moneta. 
6. The front line of clouds. 
7. Keats several times recalls King Lear in repre-
senting the condition of Saturn. Keats's contem-
poraries may have thought, too, of George III, mad, 
blind, and dethroned by his son, who had become 
prince regent. 
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With such remorseless speed still come new woes 
That unbelief has not a space to breathe.8 

Saturn, sleep on:—Me thoughtless,9 why should I 
Thus violate thy slumbrous solitude? 

370 Why should I ope thy melancholy eyes? 
Saturn, sleep on, while at thy feet I weep." 

As when, upon a tranced summer night, 
Forests, branch-charmed by the earnest stars,1 

Dream, and so dream all night, without a noise, 
375 Save from one gradual solitary gust, 

Swelling upon the silence; dying off; 
As if the ebbing air had but one wave; 
So came these words, and went; the while in tears 
She press'd her fair large forehead to the earth, 

380 Just where her fallen hair might spread in curls, 
A soft and silken mat for Saturn's feet. 
Long, long, those two were postured motionless, 
Like sculpture builded up upon the grave 
Of their own power. A long awful time 

385 I look'd upon them; still they were the same; 
The frozen God still bending to the earth, 
And the sad Goddess weeping at his feet; 
Moneta silent. Without stay or prop 
But my own weak mortality, I bore 

390 The load of this eternal quietude, 
The unchanging gloom, and the three fixed shapes 
Ponderous upon my senses a whole moon. 
For by my burning brain I measured sure 
Her silver seasons shedded on the night, 

395 And every day by day methought I grew 
More gaunt and ghostly. Oftentimes I pray'd 
Intense, that death would take me from the vale 
And all its burthens. Gasping with despair 
Of change, hour after hour I curs'd myself: 

400 Until old Saturn rais'd his faded eyes, 
And look'd around, and saw his kingdom gone, 
And all the gloom and sorrow of the place, 
And that fair kneeling Goddess at his feet. 
As the moist scent of flowers, and grass, and leaves 

405 Fills forest dells with a pervading air 
Known to the woodland nostril, so the words 
Of Saturn fill'd the mossy glooms around, 
Even to the hollows of time-eaten oaks, 
And to the windings in the foxes' hole, 

410 With sad low tones, while thus he spake, and sent 
Strange musings to the solitary Pan. 

8. That disbelief has not an instant to catch its 
breath. 
9. I.e., how thoughtless I am! 
1. The grander version in the first Hyperion, 

1.72ff., reads: "As when, upon a tranced summer-
night / Those green-rob'd senators of mighty 
woods, / Tall oaks, branch-charmed by the earnest 
stars, / Dream." 
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"Moan, brethren, moan; for we are swallow'd up 
And buried from all godlike exercise 
Of influence benign on planets pale, 

415 And peaceful sway above man's harvesting, 
And all those acts which deity supreme 
Doth ease its heart of love in. Moan and wail. 
Moan, brethren, moan; for lo! the rebel spheres 
Spin round, the stars their antient courses keep, 

420 Clouds still with shadowy moisture haunt the earth, 
Still suck their fill of light from sun and moon, 
Still buds the tree, and still the sea-shores murmur. 
There is no death in all the universe, 
No smell of death—there shall be death2—Moan, moan, 

425 Moan, Cybele,3 moan, for thy pernicious babes 
Have chang'd a God into a shaking palsy. 
Moan, brethren, moan; for I have no strength left, 
Weak as the reed—weak—feeble as my voice— 
O, O, the pain, the pain of feebleness. 

430 Moan, moan; for still I thaw—or give me help: 
Throw down those imps4 and give me victory. 
Let me hear other groans, and trumpets blown 
Of triumph calm, and hymns of festival 
From the gold peaks of heaven's high piled clouds; 

435 Voices of soft proclaim,0 and silver stir proclamation 
Of strings in hollow shells; and let there be 
Beautiful things made new for the surprize 
Of the sky children."—So he feebly ceas'd, 
With such a poor and sickly sounding pause, 

440 Methought I heard some old man of the earth 
Bewailing earthly loss; nor could my eyes 
And ears act with that pleasant unison of sense 
Which marries sweet sound with the grace of form, 
And dolorous accent from a tragic harp 

445 With large limb'd visions.5 More I scrutinized: 
Still fix'd he sat beneath the sable trees, 
Whose arms spread straggling in wild serpent forms, 
With leaves all hush'd: his awful presence there 
(Now all was silent) gave a deadly lie 

450 To what I erewhile heard: only his lips 
Trembled amid the white curls of his beard. 
They told the truth, though, round, the snowy locks 
Hung nobly, as upon the face of heaven 
A midday fleece of clouds. Thea arose 

455 And stretch'd her white arm through the hollow dark, 
Pointing some whither: whereat he too rose 
Like a vast giant seen by men at sea 
To grow pale from the waves at dull midnight.6 

2. The passing of the Saturnian golden age (par-
alleled by Keats with the fable of the loss of Eden) 
has introduced suffering, and will also introduce 
death. 
3. The wife of Saturn and mother of the Olympian 
gods, who have overthrown their parents. 

4. I.e., his rebellious children, the Titans. 
5. I.e., the narrator could not attach this speech, 
like that of a feebly complaining old mortal, to the 
visible form of the large-limbed god who uttered it. 
6. I.e., like a giant who is seen at sea to emerge, 
pale, from the waves. 
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They melted from my sight into the woods: 
460 Ere I could turn, Moneta cried—"These twain 

Are speeding to the families of grief, 
Where roof'd in by black rocks they waste in pain 
And darkness for no hope."—And she spake on, 
As ye may read who can unwearied pass 

465 Onward from the ant ichamber 0 of this dream, entry room 
Where even at the open doors awhile 
I must delay, and glean my memory 
Of her high phrase: perhaps no further dare. 

Canto 2 
"Mortal, that thou may'st understand aright, 
I humanize my sayings to thine ear, 
Making comparisons of earthly things; 7 

Or thou might'st better listen to the wind, 
5 Whose language is to thee a barren noise, 

Though it blows legend-laden through the trees. 
In melancholy realms big tears are shed, 
More sorrow like to this, and such-like woe, 
Too huge for mortal tongue, or pen of scribe, 

io The Titans fierce, self-hid, or prison-bound, 
Groan for the old allegiance once more, 
Listening in their doom for Saturn's voice. 
But one of our whole eagle-brood still keeps 
His sov'reignty, and rule, and majesty; 

is Blazing Hyperion on his orbed fire 
Still sits, still snuffs the incense teeming up 
From man to the Sun's God: yet unsecure; 
For as upon the earth dire prodigies 8 

Fright and perplex, so also shudders he: 
20 Nor at dog's howl, or gloom-bird's even screech, 

Or the familiar visitings of one 
Upon the first toll of his passing bell: 9 

But horrors portion'd 0 to a giant nerve proportioned. 
Make great Hyperion ache. His palace bright, 

25 Bastion'd with pyramids of glowing gold, 
And touch'd with shade of bronzed obelisks, 
Glares a blood red through all the thousand courts, 
Arches, and domes, and fiery galeries: 
And all its curtains of Aurorian clouds 

so Flush angerly: when he would taste the wreaths 
Of incense breath'd aloft from sacred hills, 
Instead of sweets, his ample palate takes 
Savour of poisonous brass, and metals sick. 

7. Cf. ihe angel Raphael's words as he begins to 
recount to Adam the history of the rebellion in 
heaven: "what surmounts the reach / Of human 
sense, I shall delineate so, / By lik'ning spiritual to 
corporal forms" (Paradise Lost 5.571—73). 
8. Terrifying omens. 
9. Lines 20—22 might be paraphrased: "Not, how-

ever, at such portents as a dog's howl or the eve-
ning screech of the owl or with the well-known 
feelings ['visitings'] of someone when he hears the 
first stroke of his own death knell." It had been the 
English custom to ring the church bell when a per-
son was close to death, to invite hearers to pray for 
his departing soul. 
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Wherefore when harbour'd in the sleepy west, 
35 After the full completion of fair day, 

For rest divine upon exalted couch 
And slumber in the arms of melody, 
He paces through the pleasant hours of ease, 
With strides colossal, on from hall to hall; 

40 While, far within each aisle and deep recess, 
His winged minions" in close clusters stand follmvers 
Amaz'd, and full of fear; like anxious men 
Who on a wide plain gather in sad troops, 
When earthquakes jar their battlements and towers. 

45 Even now, while Saturn, rous'd from icy trance, 
Goes, step for step, with Thea from yon woods, 
Hyperion, leaving twilight in the rear, 
Is sloping to the threshold of the west. 
Thither we tend."—Now in clear light I stood, 

50 Reliev'd from the dusk vale. Mnemosyne 
Was sitting on a square edg'd polish'd stone, 
That in its lucid depth reflected pure 
Her priestess-garments. My quick eyes ran on 
From stately nave to nave, from vault to vault, 

55 Through bowers of fragrant and enwreathed light, 
And diamond paved lustrous long arcades. 
Anon rush'd by the bright Hyperion; 
His flaming robes stream'd out beyond his heels, 
And gave a roar, as if of earthly fire, 

60 That scar'd away the meek ethereal hours 
And made their dove-wings tremble: on he flared 1 

July-Sept . 1819 1857 

This living hand, now warm and capable1 

This living hand, now warm and capable 
Of earnest grasping, would, if it were cold 
And in the icy silence of the tomb, 
So haunt thy days and chill thy dreaming nights 

5 That thou would wish thine own heart dry of blood, 
So in my veins red life might stream again, 
And thou be conscience-calm'd. See, here it is— 
I hold it towards you. 

1819 1898 

1. The manuscript breaks off at this point. 
1. These lines, first published in H. B. Forman's 
edition of Keats's poems in 1898, were written on 
a sheet that later formed part of the draft of Keats's 
unfinished satire The Jealoiisies. They have been a 
key text in late-20th-century critical and theoreti-
cal discussions of interpretation. Readings range 
from the personal and autobiographical—Keats 
addressing a loved one (Fanny Brawne) or his post-

humous readers (e.g., users of this Norton anthol-
ogy)—to the fictionalized and dramatic (e.g., a 
fragment of a speech intended for the deranged 
Ludolph toward the end of Keats's and Charles 
Brown's never-produced tragedy Otho the Great). 
In their lyric character the lines are included in 
anthologies of love poetry. In their dramatic char-
acter they are described by critics as, for example, 
"ghoulishly aggressive." 
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Letters Keats's letters serve as a running commentary on his life, reading, think-
ing, and writing. They are, in his career, the equivalent of the essays, prefaces, and 
defenses of poetry produced by his contemporaries. His early reputation as a poet of 
pure luxury, sensation, and art for art's sake has undergone a radical change since, 
in the twentieth century, critics began to pay close attention to the letters. For Keats 
thought hard and persistently about life and art, and any seed of an ethical or critical 
idea that he picked up from his contemporaries (in particular, Hazlitt, Coleridge, 
Wordsworth) instantly germinated and flourished in the rich soil of his imagination. 
What T. S. Eliot said about the Metaphysical poets applies to Keats in his letters: his 
"mode of feeling was directly and freshly altered by [his] reading and thought." And 
like Donne, he looked not only into the heart but, literally, "into the cerebral cortex, 
the nervous system, and the digestive tract." A number of Keats's casual comments 
on the poet and on poetry included here—especially those dealing with "negative 
capability" and the kind of imaginative identification with someone or something 
outside ourselves that we now call empathy—have become standard points of refer-
ence in aesthetic theory. But Keats regarded nothing that he said as final; each state-
ment constituted only a stage in his continuing exploration into what he called "the 
mystery." 

The text printed here is that of the edition of the Letters by Hyder E. Rollins (1958), 
which reproduces the original manuscripts precisely. 

L E T T E R S 

To Benjamin Bailey1 

[THE AUTHENTICITY OF THE IMAGINATION] 

[November 22, 1817] 
My dear Bailey, 

* * * O I wish I was as certain of the end of all your troubles as that of your 
momentary start about the authenticity of the Imagination. I am certain of 
nothing but of the holiness of the Heart's affections and the truth of Imagi-
nation—What the imagination seizes as Beauty must be truth 2 —whether it 
existed before or not—for I have the same Idea of all our Passions as of Love 
they are all in their sublime, creative of essential Beauty—In a Word, you may 
know my favorite Speculation by my first Book and the little song 3 I sent in 
my last—which is a representation from the fancy of the probable mode of 
operating in these Matters—The Imagination may be compared to Adam's 
dream 4 —he awoke and found it truth. I am the more zealous in this affair, 
because I have never yet been able to perceive how any thing can be known 
for truth by consequitive reasoning 5—and yet it must be—Can it be that even 

1. One of Keats's closest friends. Keats had stayed 
with him the month before at Oxford, where Bailey 
was an undergraduate. 
2. At the close of "Ode on a Grecian Urn," Keats 
also grapples with these categories. Where Keats 
uses "truth" we might substitute the words real or 
reality. 
3. The song was "O Sorrow," from book 4 of 

Endymion. 
4. In Milton's Paradise Lost 8 .452-90 Adam 
dreams that Eve has been created and awakes to 
find her real. Adam also describes an earlier pre-
figurative dream in the same work, 8.283—311. 
5. Consecutive reasoning—reasoning that moves 
by logical steps. 
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the greatest Philosopher ever when arrived at his goal without putting aside 
numerous objections—However it may be, O for a Life of Sensations 6 rather 
than of Thoughts! It is "a Vision in the form of Youth" a Shadow of reality to 
come—and this consideration has further c o n v i n c e d me for it has come as 
auxiliary to another favorite Speculation of mine, that we shall enjoy ourselves 
here after by having what we called happiness on Earth repeated in a finer 
tone and so repeated 7—And yet such a fate can only befall those who delight 
in sensation rather than hunger as you do after Truth—Adam's dream will do 
here and seems to be a conviction that Imagination and its empyreal 8 reflection 
is the same as human Life and its spiritual repetition. But as I was saying— 
the simple imaginative Mind may have its rewards in the repeti[ti]on of its 
own silent Working coming continually on the spirit with a fine suddenness— 
to compare great things with small—have you never by being surprised with 
an old Melody—in a delicious place—by a delicious voice, fe[l]t over again 
your very speculations and surmises at the time it first operated on your soul— 
do you not remember forming to yourself the singer's face more beautiful 
[than] it was possible and yet with the elevation of the Moment you did not 
think so—even then you were mounted on the Wings of Imagination so high— 
that the Prototype must be here after—that delicious face you will see—What 
a time! I am continually running away from the subject—sure this cannot be 
exactly the case with a complex Mind—one that is imaginative and at the same 
time careful of its fruits—who would exist partly on sensation partly on 
thought—to whom it is necessary that years should bring the philosophic 
Mind 9 —such an one I consider your's and therefore it is necessary to your 
eternal Happiness that you not only drink this old Wine of Heaven which I 
shall call the redigestion of our most ethereal Musings on Earth; but also 
increase in knowledge and know all things. I am glad to hear you are in a fair 
Way for Easter—you will soon get through your unpleasant reading and 
then!—but the world is full of troubles and I have not much reason to think 
myself pesterd with many—I think Jane or Marianne has a better opinion of 
me than I deserve—for really and truly I do not think my Brothers illness 
connected with mine—you know more of the real Cause than they do—nor 
have I any chance of being rack'd as you have been'—you perhaps at one time 
thought there was such a thing as Worldly Happiness to be arrived at, at 
certain periods of time marked out—you have of necessity from your dispo-
sition been thus led away—I scarcely remember counting upon any Happi-
ness—I look not for it if it be not in the present hour—nothing startles me 
beyond the Moment. The setting sun will always set me to rights—or if a 
Sparrow come before my Window I take part in its existince and pick about 
the Gravel. The first thing that strikes me on hea[r]ing a Misfortune having 
befalled another is this. "Well it cannot be helped.—he will have the pleasure 
of trying the resourses of his spirit, and I beg now my dear Bailey that here-
after should you observe any thing cold in me not to [put] it to the account 
of heartlessness but abstraction—for I assure you I sometimes feel not the 
influence of a Passion or Affection during a whole week—and so long this 

6. Probably not only sense experiences but also 
the intuitive perceptions of truths, as opposed to 
truth achieved by consecutive reasoning. 
7. Cf. the "Pleasure Thermometer" in Endymion 
1.777ff. (p. 885) . 
8. Heavenly. 
9. An echo of Wordsworth, "Ode: Intimations of 

Immortality," line 187. 
1. Keats's friends Jane and Mariane Reynolds 
feared that his ill health at this time threatened 
tuberculosis, from which his brother Tom was suf-
fering. Bailey had recently experienced pain (been 
"racked") because of an unsuccessful love affair. 
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sometimes continues I begin to suspect myself and the genuiness of my 
feelings at other times—thinking them a few barren Tragedv-tears. * * * 

Your affectionate friend 
John Keats— 

To George and Thomas Keats 

[NEGATIVE CAPABILITY] 

[December 21, 27 (?), 1817] 
My dear Brothers 

I must crave your pardon for not having written ere this. * * * I spent Friday 
evening with Wells' & went the next morning to see Death on the Pale horse. 
It is a wonderful picture, when West 's 2 age is considered; But there is nothing 
to be intense upon; no women one feels mad to kiss; no face swelling into 
reality, the excellence of every Art is its intensity, capable of making all disa-
greeables evaporate, from their being in close relationship with Beauty & 
Truth'—Examine King Lear & you will find this examplified throughout; but 
in this picture we have unpleasantness without any momentous depth of spec-
ulation excited, in which to bury its repulsiveness—The picture is larger than 
Christ re jected— I dined with Haydon4 the Sunday after you left, & had a very 
pleasant day, I dined too (for I have been out too much lately) with Horace 
Smith & met his two Brothers with Hill & Kingston & one Du Bois, 5 they only 
served to convince me, how superior humour is to wit in respect to enjoy-
ment—These men say things which make one start, without making one feel, 
they are all alike; their manners are alike; they all know fashionables; they 
have a mannerism in their very eating & drinking, in their mere handling a 
Decanter—They talked of Kean 6 & his low company—Would I were with that 
company instead of yours said I to myself! I know such like acquaintance will 
never do for me & yet I am going to Reynolds, on Wednesday—Brown & Dilke 7 

walked with me & back from the Christmas pantomime. 8 I had not a dispute 
but a disquisition with Dilke, on various subjects; several things dovetailed in 
my mind, & at once it struck me, what quality went to form a Man of Achieve-
ment especially in Literature & which Shakespeare possessed so enormously— 
I mean Negative Capability,9 that is when man is capable of being in uncer-
1. Charles Wells, a former schoolmate of Tom 
Keats. 
2. Benjamin West (1738-1820), painter of histor-
ical pictures, was an American who moved to 
England and became president of the Royal Acad-
emy. The Christ Rejected mentioned a few sen-
tences farther on is also by West. 
3. Keats's solution to a problem at least as old as 
Aristotle's Poetics: why do we take pleasure in the 
aesthetic representation of a subject that in life 
would be ugly or painful? 
4. Keats's close friend Benjamin Haydon, painter 
of large-scale historical and religious pictures. 
5. Smith was one of the best-known literary wits 
of the day; the others mentioned were men of let-
ters or of literary interests. 
6. Edmund Kean, noted Shakespearean actor. His 
popularity in the early 19th century was conten-
tious because he made no secret of his humble 
class origins. Keats had written an article on Kean 

for the Champion. 
7. Charles Armitage Brown, John Hamilton Reyn-
olds, and Charles Wentworth Dilke were all writers 
and friends of Keats. Keats interrupted the writing 
of this letter after the dash; beginning with "Brown 
& Dilke" he is writing several days after the pre-
ceding sentences. 
8. Christmas pantomimes were performed each 
year at Drury Lane and Covent Garden theaters. 
9. This famous and elusive phrase has been much 
discussed. Keats coins it so as to distinguish 
between, on the one hand, a poetry that is evi-
dently shaped by the writer's personal interests and 
beliefs and, on the other hand, a poetry of imper-
sonality that records the writer's receptivity to the 
"uncertainties" of experience. This second kind of 
poetry, in which a sense of beauty overcomes con-
siderations of truth versus falsehood, is that pro-
duced by the poet of "negative capability." Cf. 
Keats's dislike, in his letter to John Hamilton Reyn-
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tainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason— 
Coleridge, for instance, would let go by a fine isolated verisimilitude caught 
from the Penetralium 1 of mystery, from being incapable of remaining content 
with half knowledge. This pursued through Volumes would perhaps take us 
no further than this, that with a great poet the sense of Beauty overcomes 
every other consideration, or rather obliterates all consideration. 

Shelley's poem 2 is out & there are words about its being objected too, as 
much as Queen Mab was. Poor Shelley I think he has his Quota of good 
qualities, in sooth la!! Write soon to your most sincere friend & affectionate 
Brother 

John 

To John Hamilton Reynolds' 

[WORDSWORTH'S POETRY] 

[February 3, 1818] 
My dear Reynolds, 

* * * It may be said that we ought to read our Contemporaries, that Words-
worth &c should have their due from us. but for the sake of a few fine imag-
inative or domestic passages, are we to be bullied into a certain Philosophy 
engendered in the whims of an Egotist—Every man has his speculations, but 
every man does not brood and peacock over them till he makes a false coinage 
and deceives himself—Many a man can travel to the very bourne 2 of Heaven, 
and yet want confidence to put down his halfseeing. Sancho 3 will invent a 
Journey heavenward as well as any body. We hate poetry that has a palpable 
design upon us—and if we do not agree, seems to put its hand in its breeches 
pocket. 4 Poetry should be great & unobtrusive, a thing which enters into one's 
soul, and does not startle it or amaze it with itself but with its subject.—How 
beautiful are the retired flowers! how would they lose their beauty were they to 
throng into the highway crying out, "admire me I am a violet! dote upon me I 
am a primrose! Modern poets differ from the Elizabethans in this. Each of the 
moderns like an Elector of Hanover governs his petty state, & knows how many 
straws are swept daily from the Causeways in all his dominions & has a contin-
ual itching that all the Housewives should have their coppers well scoured: the 
antients were Emperors of large Emperors of vast Provinces, they had only 
heard of the remote ones and scarcely cared to visit them.—I will cut all this— 
I will have no more of Wordsworth or Hunt 5 in particular—Why should we be 
of the tribe of Manasseh, when we can wander with Esau? 6 why should we kick 
olds, February 3, 1818, of "poetry that has a pal-
pable design upon us" (p. 943). 
1. The Latin penetralia signified the innermost 
and most secret parts of a temple. 
2. Laon and Cythna (1817), whose treatment of 
incest created scandal and which had to be with-
drawn by the author. Shelley revised and repub-
lished it as The Revolt of Islam (1818). In Queen 
Mab (1813) Shelley had presented a radical pro-
gram for the achievement of a millennial earthly 
state through the elimination of "kings, priests, and 
statesmen." 
1. A close friend who was at this time an insurance 

clerk and also an able poet and man of letters. 
2. Boundary. 
3. Sancho Panza, the earthy squire in Cervantes's 
Don Quixote. 
4. I.e., sulks and refuses to interact with. 
5. Leigh Hunt, a poet who earlier had strongly 
influenced Keats's style. 
6. I.e., why should we carry on a conventional way 
of life (as did the tribe of Manasseh in Old Testa-
ment history) when we can become adventurers 
(like Esau, who sold his birthright in Genesis 
25.29—34 and became an outlaw). 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



9 4 4 / J O H N K E A T S 

against the Pricks, when we can walk on Roses? Why should we be owls, when 
we can be Eagles? Why be teased with "nice Eyed wagtails," when we have in 
sight "the Cherub Contemplation"? 7—Why with Wordsworths "Matthew with 
a bough of wilding in his hand" when we can have Jacques "under an oak 
&c" 8—The secret of the Bough of Wilding will run through your head faster 
than I can write it—Old Matthew spoke to him some years ago on some noth-
ing, & because he happens in an Evening Walk to imagine the figure of the old 
man—he must stamp it down in black & white, and it is henceforth sacred—I 
don't mean to deny Wordsworth's grandeur & Hunt's merit, but I mean to say 
we need not be teazed with grandeur & merit—when we can have them uncon-
taminated & unobtrusive. Let us have the old Poets, & robin Hood 9 Your letter 
and its sonnets gave me more pleasure than will the 4th Book of Childe Har-
old 1 & the whole of any body's life & opinions. * * * 

Y r sincere friend and Coscribbler 
John Keats. 

To John Taylor1 

[KEATS'S AXIOMS IN POETRY] 

[February 27, 1818] 
My dear Taylor, 

Your alteration strikes me as being a great improvement—the page looks 
much better. * * * It is a sorry thing for me that any one should have to 
overcome Prejudices in reading my Verses—that affects me more than any 
hypercriticism on any particular Passage. In Endymion I have most likely but 
moved into the Go-cart from the leading strings. 2 In Poetry I have a few Axi-
oms, and you will see how far I am from their Centre. 1st I think Poetry should 
surprise by a fine excess and not by Singularity—it should strike the Reader 
as a wording of his own highest thoughts, and appear almost a Remem-
brance—2nd Its touches of Beauty should never be half way therby making 
the reader breathless instead of content: the rise, the progress, the setting of 
imagery should like the Sun come natural natural too him—shine over him 
and set soberly although in magnificence leaving him in the Luxury of twi-
light—but it is easier to think what Poetry should be than to write it—and 
this leads me on to another axiom. That if Poetry comes not as naturally as 
the Leaves to a tree it had better not come at all. However it may be with me 
I cannot help looking into new countries with "O for a Muse of fire to 
ascend!" 3—If Endymion serves me as a Pioneer perhaps I ought to be content. 
I have great reason to be content, for thank God I can read and perhaps 

7. Milton, "II Penseroso," line 54. "Nice Eyed 
wagtails": from Hunt's Nymphs. 
8. Shakespeare's As You Like It 2.1.31. The 
Wordsworth phrase is from his poem "The Two 
April Mornings." A "wilding" is a wild apple tree. 
9. A reference to two sonnets on Robin Hood, 
written by Reynolds, which he had sent to Keats. 
1. Canto 4 of Byron's Childe Harold's Pilgrimage 
was being eagerly awaited by English readers. 
1. Partner in the publishing firm of Taylor and 
Hessey, to whom Keats wrote this letter while 

Endymion was being put through the press. 
2. Go-carts were the wheeled walkers in which 
19th-century toddlers learned to walk. Leading-
strings were the harnesses with which they were 
guided and supported while they learned. Keats's 
point appears to be that as a poet he has not 
advanced and may even have regressed in Endym-
ion. 
3. Altered from Shakespeare's Henry V, Prologue, 
line 1. 
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understand Shakspeare to his depths, and I have I am sure many friends, who, 
if I fail, will attribute any change in my Life and Temper to Humbleness rather 
than to Pride—to a cowering under the Wings of great Poets rather than to a 
Bitterness that I am not appreciated. I am anxious to get Endymion printed 
that I may forget it and proceed. * * * 

Your sincere and oblig d friend 
John Keats— 

P.S. You shall have a sho[r]t Preface in good time— 

To John Hamilton Reynolds 

[MILTON, WORDSWORTH, AND THE CHAMBERS OF HUMAN L I F E ] 

[May 3, 1818] 
My dear Reynolds. 

4 * 4 Were I to study physic or rather Medicine again,—I feel it would not 
make the least difference in my Poetry; when the Mind is in its infancy a Bias 
is in reality a Bias, but when we have acquired more strength, a Rias becomes 
no Bias. Every department of knowledge we see excellent and calculated 
towards a great whole. I am so convinced of this, that I am glad at not having 
given away my medical Books, which I shall again look over to keep alive the 
little I know thitherwards; and moreover intend through you and Rice to 
become a sort of Pip-civilian. 1 An extensive knowledge is needful to thinking 
people—it takes away the heat and fever; and helps, by widening speculation, 
to ease the Burden of the Mystery: 2 a thing I begin to understand a little, and 
which weighed upon you in the most gloomy and true sentence in your Letter. 
The difference of high Sensations with and without knowledge appears to me 
this—in the latter case we are falling continually ten thousand fathoms deep 
and being blown up again without wings 3 and with all [the] horror of a Case 
bare shoulderd Creature—in the former case, our shoulders are fledged 4 and 
we go thro' the same Ftr air and space without fear. * * * 

You say "I fear there is little chance of any thing else in this life." You seem 
by that to have been going through with a more painful and acute test zest the 
same labyrinth that I have—I have come to the same conclusion thus far. My 
Branchings out therefrom have been numerous: one of them is the consider-
ation of Wordsworth's genius and as a help, in the manner of gold being the 
meridian Line of worldly wealth,—how he differs from Milton. 5—And here I 
have nothing but surmises, from an uncertainty whether Miltons apparently 
less anxiety for Humanity proceeds from his seeing further or no than Words-
worth: And whether Wordsworth has in truth epic passions, and martyrs him-
self to the human heart, the main region of his song 6 —In regard to his genius 
alone—we find what he says true as far as we have experienced and we can 

1. Apparently "a small-scale layman." James Rice, 
a lawyer, was one of Keats's favorite friends. 
2. Wordsworth, "Tintern Abbey," line 38. 
3. Recalls the description of Satan's flight through 
Chaos (Milton, Paradise Lost 2 .933-34) . 
4. Grow wings. 
5. I.e., as gold is the standard of material wealth 
(in the way that the meridian line of Greenwich 

Observatory, England, is the reference for measur-
ing degrees of longitude), so Milton is the standard 
of poetic value, by which we may measure Words-
worth. 
6. In the Prospectus to The Recluse, Wordsworth, 
laying out his poetic program, had identified "the 
Mind of Man" as "My haunt, and the main region 
of my song" (lines 40—41). 
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judge no further but by larger experience—for axioms in philosophy are not 
axioms until they are proved upon our pulses: We read fine things but 
never feel them to [the] full until we have gone the same steps as the Author.— 
I know this is not plain; you will know exactly my meaning when I say, that 
now I shall relish Hamlet more than I ever have done—Or, better—You are 
sensible no man can set down Venery 7 as a bestial or joyless thing until he is 
sick of it and therefore all philosophizing on it would be mere wording. Until 
we are sick, we understand not;—in fine, as Byron says, "Knowledge is Sor-
row"; 8 and I go on to say that "Sorrow is Wisdom"—and further for aught we 
can know for certainty! "Wisdom is folly." * * * 

1 will return to Wordsworth—whether or no he has an extended vision or a 
circumscribed grandeur—whether he is an eagle in his nest, or on the wing— 
And to be more explicit and to show you how tall I stand by the giant, I will 
put down a simile of human life as far as I now perceive it; that is, to the point 
to which I say we both have arrived at—Well—I compare human life to a large 
Mansion of Many Apartments, two of which I can only describe, the doors of 
the rest being as yet shut upon me—The first we step into we call the infant 
or thoughtless Chamber, in which we remain as long as we do not think—We 
remain there a long while, and notwithstanding the doors of the second Cham-
ber remain wide open, showing a bright appearance, we care not to hasten to 
it; but are at length imperceptibly impelled by the awakening of the thinking 
principle—within us—we no sooner get into the second Chamber, which 1 
shall call the Chamber of Maiden-Thought, 9 than we become intoxicated with 
the light and the atmosphere, we see nothing but pleasant wonders, and think 
of delaying there for ever in delight: However among the effects this breathing 
is father of is that tremendous one of sharpening one's vision into the head 
heart and nature of Man—of convincing ones nerves that the World is full of 
Misery and Heartbreak, Pain, Sickness and oppression—whereby This Cham-
ber of Maiden Thought becomes gradually darken'd and at the same time on 
all sides of it many doors are set open—but all dark—all leading to dark pas-
sages—We see not the ballance of good and evil. We are in a Mist—We are 
now in that state—We feel the "burden of the Mystery," To this point was 
Wordsworth come, as far as I can conceive when he wrote "Tintern Abbey" 
and it seems to me that his Genius is explorative of those dark Passages. Now 
if we live, and go on thinking, we too shall explore them, he is a Genius and 
superior [to] us, in so far as he can, more than we, make discoveries, and shed 
a light in them—Here I must think Wordsworth is deeper than Milton— 
though I think it has depended more upon the general and gregarious advance 
of intellect, than individual greatness of Mind—From the Paradise Lost and 
the other Works of Milton, I hope it is not too presuming, even between 
ourselves to say, his Philosophy, human and divine, may be tolerably under-
stood by one not much advanced in years, In his time englishmen were just 
emancipated from a great superstition—and Men had got hold of certain 
points and resting places in reasoning which were too newly born to be 
doubted, and too much oppressed opposed by the Mass of Europe not to be 
thought etherial and authentically divine—who could gainsay his ideas on 
virtue, vice, and Chastity in Comus, just at the time of the dismissal of Cod-
pieces' and a hundred other disgraces? who would not rest satisfied with his 
7. Sexual indulgence. 
8. Manfred 1. 1.10: "Sorrow is knowledge." 
9. I.e., innocent thought, with the implication (as 

in "maiden voyage") of a first undertaking. 
1. In the 15th and 16th centuries, the codpiece 
was a flap, often ornamental, that covered an open-
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hintings at good and evil in the Paradise Lost, when just free from the inqui-
sition and burrning in Smithfield? 2 The Reformation produced such immedi-
ate and great benefits, that Protestantism was considered under the immediate 
eye of heaven, and its own remaining Dogmas and superstitions, then, as it 
were, regenerated, constituted those resting places and seeming sure points 
of Reasoning—from that I have mentioned, Milton, whatever he may have 
thought in the sequel, 3 appears to have been content with these by his writ-
ings—He did not think into the human heart, as Wordsworth has done—Yet 
Milton as a Philosop[h]er, had sure as great powers as Wordsworth—What is 
then to be inferr'd? O many things—It proves there is really a grand march of 
intellect—, It proves that a mighty providence subdues the mightiest Minds 
to the service of the time being, whether it be in human Knowledge or Reli-
gion— 4 1 * * Tom 4 has spit a leetle blood this afternoon, and that is rather a 
damper—but I know—the truth is there is something real in the World Your 
third Chamber of Life shall be a lucky and a gentle one—stored with the wine 
of love—and the Bread of Friendship— * * * 

Your affectionate friend 
John Keats. 

To Richard Woodhouse1 

[A POET HAS NO IDENTITY] 

[October 27, 1818] 
My dear Woodhouse, 

Your Letter gave me a great satisfaction; more on account of its friendliness, 
than any relish of that matter in it which is accounted so acceptable in the 
"genus irritabile" 2 The best answer 1 can give you is in a clerklike manner to 
make some observations on two principle points, which seem to point like 
indices into the midst of the whole pro and con, about genius, and views and 
atchievements and ambition and coetera. 1st As to the poetical Character 
itself, (I mean that sort of which, if I am any thing, I am a Member; that sort 
distinguished from the wordsworthian or egotistical sublime; which is a thing 
per se and stands alone) it is not itself—it has no self—it is every thing and 
nothing—It has no character—it enjoys light and shade; it lives in gusto, 3 be 
it foul or fair, high or low, rich or poor, mean or elevated—It has as much 
delight in conceiving an Iago as an Imogen. 4 What shocks the virtuous phi-
l o s o p h e r , delights the camelion 5 Poet. It does no harm from its relish of the 
dark side ol things any more than from its taste for the bright one; because 
they both end in speculation. 6 A Poet is the most unpoetical of any thing in 
ing in the front of men's breeches. In Milton's 
masque the chastity of a young lady is put to the 
proof by the evil enchanter Comus. 
2. An open place northwest of the walls of the City 
of London where, in the 16th century, heretics 
were burned. 
3. Later on. 
4. Keats's younger brother, then eighteen, who 
was dying of tuberculosis. 
1. A young lawyer wilh literary interests who early 
recognized Keats's talents and prepared, or pre-
served, manuscript copies of many of his poems 

and letters. 
2. "The irritable race," a phrase Horace had 
applied to poets (Epistles 2.2.102). 
3. Hazlitt had defined gusto in his 1816 essay as 
"power or passion" (p. 538). 
4. Iago is the villain in Shakespeare's Othello and 
Imogen the virtuous heroine in his Cymheline. 
5. The chameleon is a lizard that camouflages 
itself by changing its color to match its surround-
ings. 
6. I.e., without affecting our practical judgment or 
actions. Cf. Keats's discussion of the poet of 
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existence; because he has no Identity—he is continually in for 7 —and filling 
some other Body—The Sun, the Moon, the Sea and Men and Women who 
are creatures of impulse are poetical and have about them an unchangeable 
attribute—the poet has none; no identity—he is certainly the most unpoetical 
of all God's Creatures. If then he has no self, and if I am a Poet, where is the 
Wonder that I should say I would write no more? Might I not at that very 
instant [have] been cogitating on the Characters of saturn and Ops? 8 It is a 
wretched thing to confess; but is a very fact that not one word I ever utter can 
be taken for granted as an opinion growing out of my identical nature—how 
can it, when I have no nature? When I am in a room with People if I ever am 
free from speculating on creations of my own brain, then not myself goes home 
to myself: but the identity of every one in the room begins to to press upon 
me 9 that, I am in a very little time an[ni]hilated—not only among Men; it 
would be the same in a Nursery of children: I know not whether I make myself 
wholly understood: I hope enough so to let you see that no dependence is to 
be placed on what I said that day. 

In the second place I will speak of my views, and of the life I purpose to 
myself—I am ambitious of doing the world some good: if I should be spared 
that may be the work of maturer years—-in the interval I will assay to reach to 
as high a summit in Poetry as the nerve bestowed upon me will suffer. The 
faint conceptions I have of Poems to come brings the blood frequently into 
my forehead—All I hope is that I may not lose all interest in human affairs— 
that the solitary indifference I feel for applause even from the finest Spirits, 
will not blunt any acuteness of vision I may have. I do not think it will—I feel 
assured I should write from the mere yearning and fondness I have for the 
Beautiful even if my night's labours should be burnt every morning and no 
eye ever shine upon them. But even now I am perhaps not speaking from 
myself; but from some character in whose soul I now live. I am sure however 
that this next sentence is from myself. I feel your anxiety, good opinion and 
friendliness in the highest degree, and am 

Your's most sincerely 
John Keats 

To George and Georgiana Keats1 

[THE VALE OF SOUL-MAKING] 

[February 14-May 3, 1819] 
My dear Brother & Sister— 

® " I have this moment received a note from Haslam 2 in which he expects 
the death of his Father who has been for some time in a state of insensibility— 
"negative capability" in his letter to George and 
Thomas Keats begun on December 21, 1817 
(p. 942). 
7. Instead of "in for," Keats may have intended to 
write "informing." 
8. Characters in Keats's Hyperion. Woodhouse 
had recently written Keats to express concern at a 
remark by the poet that, because former writers 
had preempted the best poetic materials and styles, 
there was nothing new left for the modern poet. 

9. Perhaps "so to press upon me." 
1. Keats's brother and his wife, who had emigrated 
to Louisville, Kentucky, in 1818. This is part of a 
long letter that Keats wrote over a period of several 
months, and into which he transcribed several of 
his poems, including "Ode to Psyche." The date of 
this first extract is March 19. 
2. William Haslam, a young businessman and 
close friend. 
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his mother bears up he says very well—I shall go to [town] tommorrow to see 
him. This is the world—thus we cannot expect to give way many hours to 
pleasure—Circumstances are like Clouds continually gathering and bursting— 
While we are laughing the seed of some trouble is put into he the wide arable 
land of events—while we are laughing it sprouts [it] grows and suddenly bears 
a poison fruit which we must pluck—Even so we have leisure to reason on 
the misfortunes of our friends; our own touch us too nearly for words. Very 
few men have ever arrived at a complete disinterestedness 3 of Mind: very few 
have been influenced by a pure desire of the benefit of others—in the greater 
part of the Benefactors of & to Humanity some meretricious motive has sullied 
their greatness—some melodramatic scenery has facinated them—From the 
manner in which I feel Haslam's misfortune I perceive how far I am from any 
humble standard of disinterestedness.—Yet this feeling ought to be carried to 
its highest pitch, as there is no fear of its ever injuring society—which it would 
do I fear pushed to an extremity—For in wild nature the Hawk would loose 
his Breakfast of Robins and the Robin his of Worms The Lion must starve as 
well as the swallow—The greater part of Men make their way with the same 
instinctiveness, the same unwandering eye from their purposes, the same ani-
mal eagerness as the Hawk—The Hawk wants a Mate, so does the Man—look 
at them both they set about it and procure on[e] in the same manner—They 
want both a nest and they both set about one in the same manner—they get 
their food in the same manner—The noble animal Man for his amusement 
smokes his pipe—the Hawk balances about the Clouds—that is the only dif-
ference of their leisures. This it is that makes the Amusement of Life—to a 
speculative Mind. I go among the Feilds and catch a glimpse of a stoat 4 or a 
fieldmouse peeping out of the withered grass—the creature hath a purpose 
and its eyes are bright with it—I go amongst the buildings of a city and I see 
a Man hurrying along—to what? The Creature has a purpose and his eyes are 
bright with it. But then as Wordsworth says, "we have all one human heart" 5— 
there is an ellectric fire in human nature tending to purify—so that among 
these human creature[s] there is continually some birth of new heroism—The 
pity is that we must wonder at it: as we should at finding a pearl in rubbish—I 
have no doubt that thousands of people never heard of have had hearts 
c o m p l e t e l y disinterested: I can remember but two—Socrates and Jesus— 
their Histories evince it—What I heard a little time ago, Taylor observe with 
respect to Socrates, may be said of Jesus—That he was so great as man that 
though he transmitted no writing of his own to posterity, we have his Mind 
and his sayings and his greatness handed to us by others. It is to be lamented 
that the history of the latter was written and revised by Men interested in the 
pious frauds of Religion. Yet through all this I see his splendour. Even here 
though I myself am pursueing the same instinctive course as the veriest human 
animal you can think of—I am however young writing at random—straining 
at particles of light in the midst of a great darkness—without knowing the 
bearing of any one assertion of any one opinion. Yet may I not in this be free 
from sin? May there not be superior beings amused with any graceful, though 
instinctive attitude my mind [may] fall into, as I am entertained with the alert-
ness of a Stoat or the anxiety of a Deer? Though a quarrel in the streets is a 
thing to be hated, the energies displayed in it are fine; the commonest Man 

3. Transcendence of self-interest, of one's selfish 
instincts. 

4. A weasel. 
5. "The Old Cumberland Beggar," line 153. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



9 5 0 / J O H N K E A T S 

shows a grace in his quarrel—By a superior being our reasoning[s] may take 
the same tone—though erroneous they may be fine—This is the very thing in 
which consists poetry; and if so it is not so fine a thing as philosophy—For 
the same reason that an eagle is not so fine a thing as a truth—Give me this 
credit—Do you not think I strive—to know myself? Give me this credit—and 
you will not think that on my own accou[n]t I repeat Milton's lines 

"How charming is divine Philosophy 
Not harsh and crabbed as dull fools suppose 
But musical as is Apollo's lute"— 6 

No—no for myself—feeling grateful as I do to have got into a state of mind 
to relish them properly—Nothing ever becomes real till it is experienced— 
Even a Proverb is no proverb to you till your Life has illustrated it— * * * 

* * * I have been reading lately two very different books Robertson's America 
and Voltaire's Siecle De Louis xiv7 It is like walking arm and arm between 
Pizarro and the great-little Monarch. 8 In How lementabl[e] a case do we see 
the great body of the people in both instances: in the first, where Men might 
seem to inherit quiet of Mind from unsophisticated senses; from uncontami-
nation of civilisation; and especially from their being as it were estranged from 
the mutual helps of Society and its mutual injuries—and thereby more imme-
diately under the Protection of Providence—even there they had mortal pains 
to bear as bad; or even worse than Baliffs, 9 Debts and Poverties of civilised 
Life—The whole appears to resolve into this—that Man is originally "a poor 
forked creature" 1 subject to the same mischances as the beasts of the forest, 
destined to hardships and disquietude of some kind or other. If he improves 
by degrees his bodily accommodations and comforts—at each stage, at each 
accent there are waiting for him a fresh set of annoyances—he is mortal and 
there is still a heaven with its Stars abov[e] his head. The most interesting 
question that can come before us is, How far by the persevering endeavours 
of a seldom appearing Socrates Mankind may be made happy—I can imagine 
such happiness carried to an extreme—but what must it end in?—Death— 
and who could in such a case bear with death—the whole troubles of life 
which are now frittered away in a series of years, would the[n] be accumulated 
for the last days of a being who instead of hailing its approach, would leave 
this world as Eve left Paradise—But in truth I do not at all believe in this sort 
of perfectibility—the nature of the world will not admit of it—the inhabitants 
of the world will correspond to itself—Let the fish philosophise the ice away 
from the Rivers in winter time and they shall be at continual play in the tepid 
delight of summer. Look at the Poles and at the sands of Africa, Whirlpools 
and volcanoes—Let men exterminate them and I will say that they may arrive 
at earthly Happiness—The point at which Man may arrive is as far as the 
paralel state in inanimate nature and no further—For instance suppose a rose 
to have sensation, it blooms on a beautiful morning it enjoys itself—but there 
comes a cold wind, a hot sun—it can not escape it, it cannot destroy its annoy-
ances—they are as native to the world as itself : no more can man be happy in 

6. Comns, lines 475—77. 
7. Two books of history, Voltaire's Le Siecle de 
Louis XIV (1751) and William Robertson's The 
History of America (1777). In this second extract 
from the journal-letter, Keats is writing toward the 
end of April (on the 21st or 28th). 
8. Francisco Pizarro, the Spanish explorer whose 

exploits are described in Robertson's America. The 
"Monarch" is Louis XIV of France. 
9. Bailiffs: officers of the law whose duties 
included making arrests for had debts. 
1. Shakespeare's King Lear 3.4.95—97. Lear savs 
of "Poor Tom," "Unaccommodated man is no more 
but such a poor, bare, forked animal as thou art." 
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spite, the world[l]y elements will prey upon his nature—The common cog-
nomen of this world among the misguided and superstitious is "a vale of tears" 
from which we are to be redeemed by a certain arbitrary interposition of God 
and taken to Heaven—What a little circumscribe[d] straightened notion! Call 
the world if you Please "The vale of Soul-making" Then you will find out the 
use of the world (I am speaking now in the highest terms tor human nature 
admitting it to be immortal which I will here take for granted for the purpose 
of showing a thought which has struck me concerning it) I say "Soul making" 
Soul as distinguished from an Intelligence—There may be intelligences or 
sparks of the divinity in millions—but they are not Souls the till they acquire 
identities, till each one is personally itself. I n t e l l i g e n c e s are atoms of per-
ception—they know and they see and they are pure, in short they are G o d — 
how then are Souls to be made? How then are these sparks which are God to 
have identity given them—so as ever to possess a bliss peculiar to each ones 
individual existence? How, but by the medium of a world like this? This point 
I sincerely wish to consider because I think it a grander system of salvation 
than the chrysteain religion—or rather it is a system of Spirit-creation2—This 
is effected by three grand materials acting the one upon the other for a series 
of years—These three Materials are the Intelligence—the human heart (as 
distinguished from intelligence or Mind) and the World or Elemental space 
suited for the proper action of Mind and Heart on each other for the purpose 
of forming the Son/ or Intelligence destined to possess the sense of Identity. I 
can scarcely express what I but dimly perceive—and yet 1 think I perceive i t — 
that you may judge the more clearly I will put it in the most homely form 
possible—I will call the world a School instituted for the purpose of teaching 
little children to read—I will call the human heart the horn Bookused in that 
School—and I will call the Child ahle to read, the Soul made from that school 
and its hornbook. Do you not see how necessary a World of Pains and troubles 
is to school an Intelligence and make it a soul? A Place where the heart must 
feel and suffer in a thousand diverse ways! Not merely is the Heart a Horn-
book, It is the Minds Bible, it is the Minds experience, it is the teat from which 
the Mind or intelligence sucks its identity—As various as the Lives of Men 
are—so various become their souls, and thus does God make individual beings, 
Souls, Identical Souls of the sparks of his own essence—This appears to me 
a faint sketch of a system of Salvation which does not affront our reason and 
humanity—I am convinced that many difficulties which christians labour 
under would vanish before i t—There is one wh[i]ch even now Strikes m e — 
the Salvation of Children—In them the Spark or intelligence returns to God 
without any identity—it having had no time to learn of, and be altered by, the 
heart—or seat of the human Passions—It is pretty generally suspected that 
the c h r i s t i a n scheme has been coppied from the ancient persian and greek 
Philosophers. Why may they not have made this simple thing even more simple 
for common apprehension by introducing Mediators and Personages in the 
same manner as in the hethen mythology abstractions are personified—Seri-

2. Keats is struggling for an analog)' that will 
embody his solution to the ancient riddle of evil, 
as an alternative to what he understands to be the 
Christian view: that evil exists as a test of the indi-
vidual's worthiness of salvation in heaven, and this 
world is only a proving ground for a later and better 
life. Keats proposes that the function of the human 
experience of sorrow and pain is to feed and dis-
cipline the formless and unstocked "intelligence" 

that we possess at birth and thus to shape it into a 
rich and coherent "identity," or "soul." This result 
provides a justification ("salvation") for our suffer-
ing in terms of our earthly life: i.e., experience is 
its own reward. 
3. A child's primer, which used to consist of a 
sheet of paper mounted on thin wood, protected 
by a sheet of transparent horn. 
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ously I think it probable that this System of Soul-making—may have been the 
Parent of all the more palpable and personal Schemes of Redemption, among 
the Zoroastrians the Christians and the Hindoos. For as one part of the human 
species must have their carved Jupiter; so another part must have the palpable 
and named Mediatior and saviour, their Christ their Oromanes and their 
Vishnu 4—If what I have said should not be plain enough, as I fear it may not 
be, I will [put] you in the place where I began in this series of thoughts—I 
mean, I began by seeing how man was formed by circumstances—and what 
are circumstances?—but touchstones of his heart—? and what are touch 
stones?—but proovings of his hearrt?5—and what are proovings of his heart 
but fortifiers or alterers of his nature? and what is his altered nature but his 
soul?—and what was his soul before it came into the world and had These 
provings and alterations and perfectionings?—An intelligences—without 
Identity—and how is this Identity to be made? Through the medium of the 
Heart? And how is the heart to become this Medium but in a world of Cir-
cumstances?—There now I think what with Poetry and Theology you may 
thank your Stars that my pen is not very long winded— * * * 

This is the 3d of May & every thing is in delightful forwardness; the violets 
are not withered, before the peeping of the first rose; You must let me know 
every thing, how parcels go & come, what papers you have, & what Newspa-
pers you want, & other things—God bless you my dear Brother & Sister 

Your ever Affectionate Brother 
John K e a t s — 

To Fanny Brawne 

[FANNY B R A W N E A S K E A T S ' S " F A I R S T A R " ] 

[July 25, 1819] 

My sweet Girl, 

I hope you did not blame me much for not obeying your request of a Letter 
on Saturday: we have had four in our small room playing at cards night and 
morning leaving me no undisturb'd opportunity to write. Now Bice and Martin 
are gone I am at liberty. Brown to my sorrow confirms the account you give 
of your ill health. You cannot conceive how I ache to be with you: how I would 
die for one hour for what is in the world? I say you cannot conceive; it is 
impossible you should look with such eyes upon me as I have upon you: it 
cannot be. Forgive me if I wander a little this evening, for I have been all day 
employ'd in a very abstr[a]ct Poem1 and I am in deep love with you—two things 
which must excuse me. I have, believe me, not been an age in letting you take 
possession of me; the very first week I knew you I wrote myself your vassal; 
but burnt the Letter as the very next time I saw you I thought you manifested 
some dislike to me. If you should ever feel for Man at the first sight what I 
did for you, I am lost. Yet I should not quarrel with you, but hate myself if 
such a thing were to happen—only I should burst if the thing were not as fine 

4. The deity who creates and preserves the world, 
in Hindu belief. Oromanes (Ahriman) was the 
principle of evil, locked in a persisting struggle with 
Ormazd, the principle of good, in the Zoroastrian 

religion of ancient Persia. 
5. I.e., experiences by which the human heart is 
put to the test. 
1. Probably The Fall of Hyperion. 
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as a Man as you are as a Woman. Perhaps I am too vehement, then fancy me 
on my knees, especially when I mention a part of you Letter which hurt me; 
you say speaking of Mr. Severn2 "but you must be satisfied in knowing that I 
admired you much more than your friend." My dear love, I cannot believe 
there ever was or ever could be any thing to admire in me especially as far as 
sight goes—I cannot be admired, I am not a thing to be admired. You are, I 
love you; all I can bring you is a swooning admiration of your Beauty. I hold 
that place among Men which snub-nos'd brunettes with meeting eyebrows do 
among women—they are trash to me—unless I should find one among them 
with a fire in her heart like the one that burns in mine, You absorb me in spite 
of myself—you alone: for I look not forward with any pleasure to what is call'd 
being settled in the world; I tremble at domestic cares—yet for you 1 would 
meet them, though if it would leave you the happier I would rather die than 
do so. I have two luxuries to brood over in my walks, your Loveliness and the 
hour of my death. O that I could have possession of them both in the same 
minute. I hate the world: it batters too much the wings of my self-will, and 
would I could take a sweet poison from your lips to send me out of it. From 
no others would I take it. I am indeed astonish'd to find myself so careless of 
all cha[r]ms but yours—remembring as I do the time when even a bit of rib-
band was a matter of interest with me. What softer words can I find for you 
after this—what it is I will not read. Nor will I say more here, but in a Postscript 
answer any thing else you may have mentioned in your Letter in so many 
words—for I am distracted with a thousand thoughts. I will imagine you Venus 
tonight and pray, pray, pray to your star like a Hethen.3 

Your's ever, fair Star, 
John Keats. 

To Percy Bysshe Shelley1 

[LOAD EVERY R I F T W I T H O R E ] 

[August 16, 1820] 

My dear Shelley, 

I am very much gratified that you, in a foreign country, and with a mind 
almost over occupied, should write to me in the strain of the Letter beside 
me. If I do not take advantage of your invitation it will be prevented by a 
circumstance I have very much at heart to prophesy2—There is no doubt that 
an english winter would put an end to me, and do so in a lingering hateful 
manner, therefore I must either voyage or journey to Italy as a soldier marches 
up to a battery. My nerves at present are the worst part of me, yet they feel 
soothed when I think that come what extreme may, I shall not be destined to 
remain in one spot long enough to take a hatred of any four particular bed-
posts. I am glad you take any pleasure in my poor Poem;3—which I would 

2. Joseph Severn, who later looked after Keats in 
Rome during his final illness. 
3. See Keats's sonnet "Bright star" (p. 898) for 
parallels to this and other remarks in the present 
letter. 
1. Written in reply to a letter urging Keats (who 
was ill) to spend the winter with the Shelleys 

in Pisa. 
2. His own death. 
3. Keats's Endymion, Shelley had written, con-
tains treasures, "though treasures poured forth 
with indistinct profusion." Keats here responds 
with advice in kind. 
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willingly take the trouble to unwrite, if possible, did I care so much as I have 
done about Reputation. 1 received a copy of the Cenci , 4 as from yourself from 
Hunt. There is only one part of it 1 am judge of; the Poetry, and dramatic 
effect, which by many spirits now a days is considered the mammon. A modern 
work it is said must have a purpose,5 which may be the G o d — a n artist must 
serve M a m m o n — h e must have "self concentration" selfishness perhaps. You 
1 am sure will forgive me for sincerely remarking that you might curb your 
magnanimity and be more of an artist, and "load every rift"'' of your subject 
with ore. The thought of such discipline must fall like cold chains upon you, 
who perhaps never sat with your wings furl'd for six Months together. And is 
not this e x t r a o r d i n a r y talk for the writer of Endymion? whose mind was like 
a pack of scattered cards—I am pick'd up and sorted to a pip.7 My Imagination 
is a Monastry and I am its Monk—you must explain my metap" 8 to yourself. 
I am in expectation of Prometheus1 ' every day. Could I have my own wish for 
its interest effected you would have it still in manuscript—or be but now 
putting an end to the second act. I remember you advising me not to publish 
my first-blights, on Hampstead heath—1 am returning advice upon your 
hands. Most of the Poems in the volume I send you' have been written above 
two years, and would never have been publish'd but from a hope of gain; so 
you see I am inclined enough to take your advice now. I must exp[r]ess once 
more my deep sense of your kindness, adding my sincere thanks and respects 
for M" Shelley. In the hope of soon seeing you I remain 

most sincerely yours, 
John Keats— 

To Charles Brown1 

[KEATS 'S LAST L E T T E R ] 

Rome. 30 November 1820. 

My dear Brown, 

'Tis the most difficult thing in the world to me to write a letter. My stomach 
continues so bad, that I feel it worse on opening any book,—yet 1 am much 
better than I was in Quarantine.2 Then I am afraid to encounter the proing 
and conning of any thing interesting to me in England. I have an habitual 
feeling of my real life having past, and that I am leading a posthumous exis-
tence. God knows how it would have been—but it appears to me—however, 
I will not speak of that subject. I must have been at Bedhampton nearly at the 
time you were writing to me from Chichester*—how unfortunate—and to pass 

4. Shelley's b l a n k - v e r s e tragedy, The Cenci, had 
been published in the spring of 1820. 
5. Wordsworth had said this in his Preface to Lyr-
ical Ballads. For "Mammon" see Matthew 6.24 and 
Luke 16.13: "Ye cannot serve God and mammon." 
6. From Spenser's description of the Cave of 
Mammon in The Faerie Queene 2 .7.28: "With rich 
metall loaded every rifte." 
7. Perfectly ordered; all tile suits in the deck 
matched up ("pips" are the conventional spots on 
playing cards). 
8. Metaphysics. 
9. Prometheus Unbound, of which Shelley had 
promised Keats a copy. 

1. Keats's volume of 1820. including Lamia, The 
Eve of St. Agnes, and the odes. When Shelley 
drowned he had this small book open in his pocket. 
1. Written to Keats's friend Charles Armitage 
Brown from the house on the Spanish Steps, in 
the Pi a//a di Spagna, where Keats was being 
tended in his mortal illness by the devoted Joseph 
Severn. 
2. When it landed at Maples, Keats's ship had 
been quarantined for ten miserably hot days. 
3. Bedhampton and Chichester are both near the 
harbor town of Portsmouth, where Keats had 
embarked for Naples two months before. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



M A R Y W O L L S T O N E C R A F T S H E L L E Y / 9 5 5 

on the river too! There was my star predominant!4 I cannot answer any thing 
in your letter, which followed me from Naples to Rome, because I am afraid 
to look it over again. I am so weak (in mind) that I cannot bear the sight of 
any hand writing of a friend 1 love so much as I do you. Yet I ride the little 
horse,—and, at my worst, even in Quarantine, summoned up more puns, in 
a sort of desperation, in one week than in any year of my life. There is one 
thought enough to kill me—I have been well, healthy, alert &c, walking with 
her s—and now—the knowledge of contrast, feeling for light and shade, all 
that information (primitive sense) necessary for a poem are great enemies to 
the recover)' of the stomach. There, you rogue, 1 put you to the torture,—but 
you must bring your philosophy to bear—as I do mine, really—or how should 
I be able to live? Dr Clarke is very attentive to me; he says, there is very little 
the matter with my lungs, but my stomach, he says, is very bad. I am well 
disappointed in hearing good news from George,—for it runs in my head we 
shall all die young. 1 have not written to x x x x x yet,6 which he must think 
very neglectful; being anxious to send him a good account of my health, I have 
delayed it from week to week. If 1 recover, 1 will do all in my power to correct 
the mistakes made during sickness; and if I should not, all my faults will be 
forgiven. I shall write to x x x to-morrow, or next day. I will write to x x x x x 
in the middle of next week. Severn is very well, though he leads so dull a life 
with me. Remember me to all friends, and tell x x x x I should not have left 
London without taking leave of him, but from being so low in body and mind. 
Write to George as soon as you receive this, and tell him how I am, as far as 
you can guess;—and also a note to my sister—who walks about my imagination 
like a ghost—she is so like Tom.7 I can scarcely bid you good bye even in a 
letter. I always made an awkward bow. 

God bless you! 
John Keats. 

4. I.e., that was mv usual luck. Cf. Shakespeare's 
The Winters Tale 1 .2 .202-03 : "It is a bawdy 
planet, that will strike / Where 'tis predominant." 
5. Fanny Brawne. 
6. Charles Brown, whose manuscript transcrip-
tion is the only text for this letter, substituted 

crosses for the names til Keats's friends to conceal 
their identities. 
7. Keats's youngest brother, whom Fanny, his only 
sister, closely resembled, had died of tuberculosis 
on December 1, 1818. George was John Keats's 
younger brother. 

MARY W O L L S T O N E C R A F T SHELLEY 
1 7 9 7 - 1 8 5 1 

Percy Shelley wrote of his young wife, in the Dedication to Laon and Cythnu: 

They say that thou wert lovely from thy birth, 
Of glorious parents, thou aspiring Child. 

The "glorious parents" were William Godwin, the leading reformer and radical phi-
losopher of the time, and Man ' Wollstonecraft , famed as the author of A Vindication 
of the Rights of Woman. Wollstonecraft had died as the result of childbed fever 
incurred when she gave birth to Mary. Four years later Godwin married a widow, 
Mary Jane Clairmont, who soon had more than she could cope with trying to manage 
a family of five children of diverse parentage, amid increasing financial difficulties. 
Mary bitterly resented her s tepmother but adored her father, who, she later said, "was 
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my God—and I remember many childish instances of the excess of attachment I bore 
for him." 

To ease the situation Mary was sent at the age of fourteen to live in Dundee, 
Scotland, with the family of William Baxter, an admirer of Godwin. After two pleasant 
years roaming the countryside, daydreaming, and writing stories (which have been 
lost), she returned in 1814 to her father's house in London. There, at the age of 
sixteen, she encountered the twenty-one-year-old poet Percy Bysshe Shelley, a dev-
otee of Godwin's and an almost daily visitor, who had become estranged from his 
wife, Harriet. The young people fell in love; within a few months Mary was pregnant. 
On July 28 they ran off to Europe, taking with them her stepsister Jane Clairmont, 
who later changed her name to Claire. Mary described their happy though heedless 
wanderings through France, Switzerland, and Germany in her first book, History1 of a 
Six Weeks' Tour, published anonymously in 1817. 

Back in England she gave premature birth to a daughter who lived only twelve days; 
a year later, in 1816, she bore a son, William. Shelley was usually in financial diffi-
culties and often had to hide from his creditors to avoid arrest. Nonetheless, he 
contributed substantial sums (borrowed against his expectations as heir to his father, 
Sir Timothy) to Godwin's support, even though Godwin, despite his earlier advocacy 
of free love, refused to countenance Shelley's liaison with his daughter. Claire Clair-
mont meanwhile sought out and had a brief affair with Byron, who left her pregnant. 
In the spring of 1816, the Shelleys went abroad again with Claire, and at the latter's 
behest settled in Geneva, where Byron, accompanied by his physician and friend John 
William Polidori, set up residence in the nearby Villa Diodati. Mary Shelley tells us, 
in the introduction to Frankenstein, how her imagination was fired by their animated 
conversations during many social evenings. Encouraged and assisted by Shelley, she 
wrote Frankenstein, or The Modern Prometheus, her story of the man of science who, 
with catastrophic consequences, seeks to conquer nature, rival the divinity, and make 
new life, and who then withholds love from the life he has made. Since its anonymous 
publication in 1818, the novel has never been out of print. As the basis for innumer-
able plays (beginning in 1823) and movies (beginning in 1910), the story has become 
a central myth of modern Western culture. 

The last six years of Mary's life with her husband, spent first in England and then 
in Italy, were filled with disasters. In October 1816 her sensitive and moody half-
sister, Fanny Imlay, feeling herself an unloved burden on the Godwin household, 
committed suicide by an overdose of laudanum. Two months later Shelley's aban-
doned wife, Harriet, pregnant by an unknown lover, drowned herself in the Serpen-
tine lake at Hyde Park in London. Shelley at once married Mary, but the courts denied 
him custody of Harriet's two children on the grounds that he was morally unfit to 
rear them. In September 1818 came the death of Mary's third baby, Clara, followed 
less than nine months later by the death from malaria, rampant in Rome at the time, 
of her adored son, William: "We came to Italy thinking to do Shelley's health good," 
Mary wrote bitterly, "but the Climate is not [by] any means warm enough to be of 
benefit to him & yet it is that that has destroyed my two children." These tragedies 
and her own ill health threw her into a depression that was only partly relieved by 
the birth of a second son, Percy Florence, in November 1819, and was deepened 
again the next spring by a miscarriage, as well as by the death of Claire's daughter, 
Allegra, whom Byron had placed in an Italian convent. Mary Shelley's habitual 
reserve, which masked the depth of her feelings, now became an apathy that caused 
her to withdraw, emotionally, from her husband. He became distant in turn, giving 
their friend Jane Williams the affection he denied his wife. When he was drowned in 
the Gulf of Spezia in July 1822, Mary was left with a persisting sense that she had 
failed her husband when he most needed her. 

An impoverished widow of twenty-four, she returned to England with two ambi-
tions. One was to disseminate the poetry and to rescue the character of Shelley, whom 
she idolized in memory; the other was to support by her writings her surviving son. 
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Her only financial assistance was a small allowance given her by Sir Timothy Shelley, 
which he threatened to cut off if she wrote a biography of his radical and scandal-
haunted son. In the remaining quarter century of her life, Mary Shelley became a 
notable success as a professional woman of letters, publishing as "The Author of 
'Frankenstein' " to comply with Sir Timothy's demand that she never use the Shelley 
name. After Frankenstein she wrote first a novella and then five more novels, of which 
the first two are the best. The novella, Matilda, written in 1819 but left in manuscript 
and not published until 1959, deals with the disastrous results of a father's incestuous 
passion for a daughter who resembles his dead wife. Valperga (1823), set in the Italian 
Middle Ages, is a historical romance about a quasi-Napoleonic figure who sacrifices 
his love and humanity to his lust for political power and about the two women whom 
he betrays. The Last Man (1826), set in the twenty-first century, tracing the progress 
of a plague that destroys all of humankind except for one survivor, the novel's narrator, 
almost equals Frankenstein in its analysis of human isolation. This novel also served 
Shelley as a forum in which to write autobiographically, for as she reflected in a diary 
entry, her own companions, like her ever-mourning narrator's, were gone, become 
"the people of the grave." She in fact arranged to endow two characters in the novel, 
her narrator's associates, with traits recognizably those of Percy Shelley and Byron, 
whose death in Greece occurred as she began writing. 

Shelley all this while also contributed short stories to the gift books and literary 
annuals that were a publishing phenomenon during the 1820s and 1830s: deluxe 
volumes, gorgeously bound and lavishly illustrated, whose literary selections mingled 
pieces by esteemed authors—Scott, Hemans, Wordsworth, Coleridge—with contri-
butions by the most fashionable members of the aristocracy. (All writers, however, 
were by the makers of gift books deemed less important thari the visual artists: the 
stories or poems were often commissioned to accompany preexisting illustrations.) In 
1835—39 she contributed to the Cabinet Cyclopedia five volumes of admirable bio-
graphical and critical studies of Continental authors. She also published several sep-
arate editions of her husband's writings in verse and prose. In accordance with what 
was then standard editorial procedure, she altered and emended Shelley's texts; she 
also added prefaces and notes, relating Shelley's writings to the circumstances of his 
life and thought, that have been an important resource for scholars of Romantic 
literature. 

Not until old Sir Timothy died in 1844, leaving his title and estate to her son, did 
she find herself in comfortable circumstances. Her last years were cheered by the 
devotion of her son—who was an amiable man but entirely lacked the genius of his 
parents—and by her close friendship with Jane St. John, an admirer of Shelley's 
poetry, whom Sir Percy Florence married in 1848. Mary Shelley died three years 
later, at the age of fifty-three. 

During her widowhood she craved social acceptance and status and, although she 
maintained liberal principles, tried hard, by adapting herself to conventional stan-
dards in her writings and her life, to work free from the onus of what her contem-
poraries regarded as the scandalous careers of her mother, father, and husband. In 
later life she wrote an apologia in her journal, dated October 21, 1838, that reveals 
the stresses of a life spent trying to measure up to the example, yet escape the bad 
reputations, of her parents and husband. 

In the first place, with regard to "the good cause"—the cause of the advance-
ment of freedom and knowledge, of the rights of women, etc.—I am not a person 
of opinions. . . . Some have a passion for reforming the world; others do not cling 
to particular opinions. That my parents and Shelley were of the former class, 
makes me respect it. . . . For myself, I earnestly desire the good and enlighten-
ment of my fellow creatures, and see all, in the present course, tending to the 
same, and rejoice; but I am not for violent extremes, which only brings on an 
injurious reaction. . . . 
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To hang back, as I do, brings a penalty. 1 was nursed and fed with a love of 
glory. To be something great and good was the precept given me by my father; 
Shelley reiterated it. . . . But Shelley died, and I was alone. . . . My total friend-
lessness, my horror of pushing, and inability to put myself forward unless led, 
cherished and supported—all this has sunk me in a state of loneliness no other 
human being ever before, I believe, endured—except Robinson Crusoe. . . . 

But I have never crouched to society—never sought it unworthily. If I have 
never written to vindicate the rights of women, I have ever defended women 
when oppressed. At every risk I have befriended and supported victims to the 
social system; but I make no boast, for in truth it is simple justice I perform; and 
so am I still reviled for being worldly. . . . 

Such as I have written appears to me the exact truth. 

From The Last Man 
Introduction1 

I visited Naples in the year 1818. On the 8th of December of that year, my 
companion and I crossed the Bay, to visit the antiquities which are scattered 
on the shores of Baiae.2 The translucent and shining waters of the calm sea 
covered fragments of old Roman villas, which were interlaced by sea-weed, 
and received diamond tints from the chequering of the sun-beams; the blue 
and pellucid element was such as Galatea might have skimmed in her car of 
mother of pearl;3 or Cleopatra, more fitly than the Nile, have chosen as the 
path of her magic ship.4 Though it was winter, the atmosphere seemed more 
appropriate to early spring; and its genial warmth contributed to inspire those 
sensations of placid delight, which are the portion of every traveller, as he 
lingers, loath to quit the tranquil bays and radiant promontories of Baiae. 

We visited the so called Elysian Fields and Avernus:5 and wandered through 
various ruined temples, baths, and classic spots; at length we entered the 
gloomy cavern of the Cumaean Sibyl.6 Our Lazzeroni7 bore flaring torches, 
which shone red, and almost dusky, in the murky subterranean passages, 
whose darkness thirstily surrounding them, seemed eager to imbibe more and 
more of the element of light. We passed by a natural archway, leading to a 
second gallery, and enquired, if we could not enter there also. The guides 
pointed to the reflection of their torches on the water that paved it, leaving us 

1. A contribution to Romantic-period investiga-
tions of the nature of creativity, Shelley's Intro-
duction to The Last Man (composed 1824 and 
published at the start of 1826) enigmatically iden-
tifies the novel that follows as a strange blend of 
creative work, transcription, and translation, in 
which biography (Shelley's personal history of suf-
fering) is subsumed by history and myth. Playing 
with the convention of Gothic romances that 
involves the protagonist's discovery of a decaying, 
all but illegible, manuscript from the past, Shelley 
leaves it an open question whether she is the editor 
or author of her "sibylline leaves." 
2. Shelley begins with an actual event—the visit 
she and Percy paid in December 1818 to the 
ancient Roman resort of Baiae near Naples. See 
"Ode to the West Wind," lines 3 2 - 3 4 (p. 774). 
3. Name given to a sea nymph in Greek mythol-
ogy. 
4. See Enobarbus's description of Cleopatra's ship 

in Shakespeare's Antony and Cleopatra 2 . 2 . 1 9 7 -
203. 
5. Sites near Naples named for places in mythol-
ogy: the fields thought to be inhabited after death 
by those favored by the gods, and the entrance to 
the underworld, by tradition located at Lake Aver-
nus. 
6. The prophetess, inspired by the god Apollo, 
whose mad frenzies and cryptic accounts of future 
history are most famously described in the Aeneid, 
book 6. Other accounts describe how the sibyl 
wrote her prophecies on leaves, which she placed 
at the entrance to her cave; when the wind dis-
persed them, they became unintelligible. Coleridge 
had titled his 1817 collection of poems Sibylline 
Leaves so as to allude, he said, "to the fragmentary 
and widely scattered state in which [the poems] 
have been long suffered to remain." 
7. Generic term for the poor of Naples, here 
employed as guides. 
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to f o r m our own c o n c l u s i o n ; bu t a d d i n g i t was a pity, fo r i t led to t h e Sibyl's 
Cave . O u r cur ios i ty a n d e n t h u s i a s m w e r e exci ted by th is c i r c u m s t a n c e , and 
we ins i s ted u p o n a t t e m p t i n g t h e passage . As i s usua l ly t h e ca se in t h e p rose -
c u t i o n o f s u c h en te rp r izes , t h e d i f f icu l t ies d e c r e a s e d on examina t ion . We 
f o u n d , on e a c h s ide o f t h e h u m i d pa thway , "dry land fo r t h e sole o f t h e foo t . " 8 

At leng th we arr ived at a large, dese r t , da rk cavern , w h i c h t h e Lazzeroni 
a s s u r e d u s was t h e Sibyl's Cave . We w e r e suf f ic ien t ly d i s appo in t ed—Yet we 
examined i t wi th care , as if its b lank, rocky walls cou ld still b e a r t r ace of 
celest ia l v is i tant . On o n e side was a smal l open ing . W h i t h e r does this lead? 
we asked: c a n we e n t e r h e r e ? —"Questo poi, no,"9—said t h e wild looking sav-
age, w h o he ld t h e t o rch ; "you c a n a d v a n c e b u t a sho r t d i s t ance , a n d n o b o d y 
visits i t ." 

"Never the les s , I will try it ," said my c o m p a n i o n ; "it m a y lead to t h e real 
cavern . Shall 1 go a lone , or will you a c c o m p a n y me?" 

1 signified my r ead ines s to p r o c e e d , b u t o u r gu ides p r o t e s t e d aga ins t s u c h 
a m e a s u r e . W i t h g rea t volubil i ty, in the i r na t ive N e a p o l i t a n dia lect , wi th w h i c h 
we w e r e n o t very fami l ia r , t hey told us t ha t t h e r e were spec t res , t ha t t h e roof 
wou ld fall in , t h a t i t was too n a r r o w to a d m i t us, t ha t t h e r e was a d e e p hole 
w i th in , filled w i t h wa te r , a n d we m i g h t be d r o w n e d . My f r i e n d s h o r t e n e d t h e 
h a r a n g u e , b y t ak ing t h e m a n ' s t o r c h f r o m h i m ; a n d w e p r o c e e d e d a lone . 

T h e passage , w h i c h a t f i r s t scarce ly a d m i t t e d us , quickly g rew n a r r o w e r and 
lower; we w e r e a lmos t b e n t doub le ; yet still we pe r s i s t ed in m a k i n g our way 
t h r o u g h it. At l eng th we e n t e r e d a wide r space , and t h e low roof h e i g h t e n e d ; 
bu t , a s we c o n g r a t u l a t e d ourse lves on this c h a n g e , o u r t o r ch was ex t ingu ished 
by a c u r r e n t of air, a n d we w e r e lef t in u t t e r da rknes s . T h e gu ides b r ing wi th 
t h e m mate r i a l s fo r r e n e w i n g t h e light, b u t w e h a d n o n e — o u r only r e s o u r c e 
was t o r e t u r n a s w e c a m e . W e g roped r o u n d t h e w i d e n e d space t o f i n d t h e 
e n t r a n c e , a n d a f t e r a t i m e f a n c i e d t ha t we h a d s u c c e e d e d . Th i s proved howeve r 
to be a s e c o n d passage , w h i c h evident ly a s c e n d e d . I t t e r m i n a t e d like t h e for-
m e r ; t h o u g h s o m e t h i n g a p p r o a c h i n g to a ray, we cou ld n o t tell w h e n c e , shed 
a very d o u b t f u l twil ight in t h e space . By degrees , o u r eyes grew s o m e w h a t 
a c c u s t o m e d to th is d i m n e s s , and we pe rce ived t ha t t h e r e was no d i rec t passage 
l ead ing us f u r t h e r ; b u t t h a t i t w a s poss ib le to c l imb o n e side of t h e cavern to 
a low a rch a t top , w h i c h p r o m i s e d a m o r e easy pa th , f r o m w h e n c e we n o w 
discovered t ha t th is l ight p r o c e e d e d . W i t h cons ide r ab l e diff icul ty we s c r am-
bled u p , a n d c a m e to a n o t h e r passage wi th still m o r e o f i l l umina t ion , a n d th is 
led to a n o t h e r a s c e n t like t h e f o r m e r . 

Af t e r a s u c c e s s i o n of t he se , w h i c h o u r r e so lu t ion a lone p e r m i t t e d us to 
s u r m o u n t , we arr ived a t a w i d e cavern wi th an a r c h e d dome- l ike roof . An 
a p e r t u r e in t h e m i d s t le t in t h e l ight of heaven ; b u t th i s was overgrown wi th 
b r a m b l e s and u n d e r w o o d , w h i c h ac t ed as a veil, o b s c u r i n g t h e day, a n d giving 
a so l emn re l ig ious h u e to t h e a p a r t m e n t . I t was spac ious , a n d near ly c i rcu lar , 
wi th a ra ised sea t of s tone , a b o u t t h e size of a G r e c i a n c o u c h , a t o n e end . T h e 
only sign t ha t life h a d b e e n he r e , was t h e p e r f e c t snow-wh i t e ske le ton of a 
goat , wh ich h a d p robab ly n o t perce ived t h e o p e n i n g as i t grazed on the hill 
above, and had fa l l en h e a d l o n g . Ages p e r h a p s had e lapsed s ince this ca tas t ro -
p h e ; and t h e ru in i t h a d m a d e above, had b e e n repa i red by t h e g rowth o f 
vegeta t ion d u r i n g m a n y h u n d r e d s u m m e r s . 

8. Allusion to Genesis 8.9: the dove sent by Noah 9. Definitely not! (Italian), 
from the ark finds "no rest for the sole of her foot." 
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T h e rest of t h e f u r n i t u r e of t h e cavern cons i s t ed of piles of leaves, f r a g m e n t s 
of bark , a n d a w h i t e f i lmy s u b s t a n c e , r e s e m b l i n g t h e i n n e r pa r t of t h e g reen 
h o o d w h i c h she l t e r s t h e gra in o f t h e u n r i p e I n d i a n co rn . We w e r e f a t igued by 
o u r s t ruggles to a t t a in th i s po in t , a n d sea ted ourse lves on t h e rocky c o u c h , 
whi le t h e s o u n d s o f t ink l ing sheep-be l l s , a n d s h o u t o f shephe rd -boy , r e a c h e d 
us f r o m above . 

A t l eng th my f r i e n d , w h o h a d t a k e n up s o m e o f t h e leaves s t rewed abou t , 
exc la imed, "This is t h e Sibyl 's cave; t h e s e are Sibyll ine leaves." On examina -
t ion, we f o u n d t h a t all t h e leaves, bark , a n d o t h e r s u b s t a n c e s w e r e t r aced wi th 
wr i t t en c h a r a c t e r s . W h a t a p p e a r e d t o u s m o r e a s ton i sh ing , was tha t t h e s e 
wri t ings w e r e expressed in var ious l anguages : s o m e u n k n o w n to my c o m p a n -
ion, a n c i e n t C h a l d e e , 1 a n d Egypt ian h ie roglyphics , old as t h e Pyramids . 
S t r ange r still, s o m e w e r e i n m o d e r n d ia lec ts , Engl i sh a n d I ta l ian . We cou ld 
m a k e ou t l i t t le by t h e d im light, b u t they s e e m e d to c o n t a i n p rophec ie s , 
de ta i led re la t ions of even t s b u t lately passed ; n a m e s , n o w well k n o w n , b u t of 
m o d e r n da te ; a n d o f t e n exc l ama t ions of exul ta t ion or woe , of victory or de fea t , 
w e r e t r aced on the i r t h in s can t pages . T h i s was cer ta in ly t h e Sibyl's Cave; n o t 
i n d e e d exactly as Virgil desc r ibes it; b u t t h e who le of th i s l and had b e e n so 
convu l sed by e a r t h q u a k e a n d vo lcano , t h a t t h e c h a n g e was n o t w o n d e r f u l , 
t h o u g h t h e t r aces o f r u i n w e r e e f f a c e d by t ime ; a n d we p robab ly owed t h e 
p rese rva t ion o f t h e s e leaves, to t h e a c c i d e n t w h i c h had c losed t h e m o u t h o f 
t h e cavern , a n d t h e swi f t -g rowing vege ta t ion w h i c h had r e n d e r e d its sole open -
ing imperv ious to t h e s t o r m . We m a d e a has ty se lec t ion of s u c h of t h e leaves, 
w h o s e wr i t ing o n e a t least o f us cou ld u n d e r s t a n d ; a n d t h e n , l aden with o u r 
t r easu re , w e b a d e ad i eu t o t h e d im h y p a e t h r i c 2 cavern , a n d a f t e r m u c h diffi-
cu l ty s u c c e e d e d in r e jo in ing o u r gu ides . 

D u r i n g o u r stay a t Nap l e s , we o f t e n r e t u r n e d to th i s cave, s o m e t i m e s a lone , 
s k i m m i n g t h e sun- l i t sea , a n d e a c h t ime a d d e d to o u r s tore . S ince t ha t per iod, 
w h e n e v e r t h e wor ld ' s c i r c u m s t a n c e has no t imper ious ly cal led me away, o r t h e 
t e m p e r of my m i n d i m p e d e d s u c h s tudy, I have b e e n employed in d e c i p h e r i n g 
t h e s e sacred r e m a i n s . T h e i r m e a n i n g , w o n d r o u s and e l o q u e n t , ha s o f t e n 
repa id my toil, s o o t h i n g me in sorrow, a n d exci t ing my imag ina t ion to da r ing 
f l ights , t h r o u g h t h e i m m e n s i t y o f n a t u r e a n d t h e m i n d o f m a n . Fo r awhi le my 
l abour s w e r e n o t soli tary; b u t t h a t t i m e i s gone ; a n d , wi th t h e se lec ted a n d 
m a t c h l e s s c o m p a n i o n of my toils, t he i r dea re s t r e w a r d i s also lost to m e — 

Di mie t e n e r e f r o n d i a l t ro lavoro 
C r e d e a m o s t r a r t e ; e qua l f e ro p i a n e t a 
N e ' nvidio in s i eme , o m i o nobi l t e s o r o ? 3 

I p r e s e n t t h e pub l i c wi th my la tes t d iscover ies in t h e sl ight Sibyll ine pages . 
S c a t t e r e d a n d u n c o n n e c t e d as they were , I have b e e n obl iged to add links, a n d 
m o d e l t h e w o r k in to a c o n s i s t e n t f o r m . B u t t h e m a i n s u b s t a n c e res ts on t h e 
t r u t h s c o n t a i n e d in t h e s e poe t i c rhapsod ies , a n d t h e divine in tu i t ion wh ich 
t h e C u m a e a n d a m s e l o b t a i n e d f r o m heaven . 

I have o f t e n w o n d e r e d a t t h e s u b j e c t of h e r verses , a n d a t t h e Engl i sh dress 
o f t h e Lat in poe t . S o m e t i m e s I have t h o u g h t t ha t , o b s c u r e a n d chao t i c as they 
are , they owe the i r p r e s e n t f o r m to me , the i r d e c i p h e r e r . As i f we shou ld give 

1. Language of ancient Babylon, famed for its 
astronomical and astrological knowledge. 
2. Open to the sky. 
3. Quoted from the Italian of a sonnet by Petrarch 

(1304—1374): "From my tender leaves, I thought 
to show you a different work, and what fierce 
planet ended our being together, oh, my noble 
treasure?" 
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to another artist, the painted fragments which form the mosaic copy of Raph-
ael's Transfiguration in St. Peter's; he would put them together in a form, 
whose mode would be fashioned by his own peculiar mind and talent.4 Doubt-
less the leaves of the Cumaean Sibyl have suffered distortion and diminution 
of interest and excellence in my hands. My only excuse for thus transforming 
them, is that they were unintelligible in their pristine condition. 

My labours have cheered long hours of solitude, and taken me out of a 
world, which has averted its once benignant face from me, to one glowing with 
imagination and power. Will my readers ask how I could find solace from the 
narration of misery and woeful change? This is one of the mysteries of our 
nature, which holds full sway over me, and from whose influence I cannot 
escape. I confess, that I have not been unmoved by the development of the 
tale; and that I have been depressed, nay, agonized, at some parts of the recital, 
which I have faithfully transcribed from my materials. Yet such is human 
nature, that the excitement of mind was dear to me, and that the imagination, 
painter of tempest and earthquake, or, worse, the stormy and ruin-fraught 
passions of man, softened my real sorrows and endless regrets, by clothing 
these fictitious ones in that ideality, which takes the mortal sting from pain. 

I hardly know whether this apology is necessary. For the merits of my adap-
tation and translation must decide how far I have well bestowed my time and 
imperfect powers, in giving form and substance to the frail and attenuated 
Leaves of the Sibyl. 

1 8 2 4 1 8 2 6 

The Mortal Immortal1 

A Tale 

J U L Y 16, 1833 .—This is a memorable anniversary for me; on it I complete 
my three hundred and twenty-third year! 

The Wandering Jew?2—certainly not. More than eighteen centuries have 
passed over his head. In comparison with him, I am a very young Immortal. 

Am I, then, immortal? This is a question which I have asked myself, by day 
and night, for now three hundred and three years, and yet cannot answer it. 
1 detected a gray hair amidst my brown locks this very day—that surely signifies 
decay. Yet it may have remained concealed there for three hundred years— 
for some persons have become entirely white-headed before twenty years of 
age. 

I will tell my story, and my reader shall judge for me. I will tell my story, 
and so contrive to pass some few hours of a long eternity, become so wearisome 
to me. For ever! Can it be? to live for ever! I have heard of enchantments, in 

4. The Italian Renaissance artist Raphael's paint-
ing of the transfiguration of Christ is copied in 
mosaic on the altarpiece of the Cappella Clemen-
tina of St. Peter's in Rome. 
I. Cf. Keats's Endymion 1.843^14: "if this earthly 
love has power to make / Men's being mortal, 
immortal." "The Mortal Immortal" is one of the 
sixteen stories Shelley during her career contrib-
uted to The Keepsake, a gift book published 
annually between 1828 and 1857. This tale shares 
its first-person narrative form and interest in the 

consequences of scientific ambition with Shelley's 
best-known novel. With a certain irony, given its 
original setting in a volume that its publisher mar-
keted as a lasting memento of affection that might 
be purchased for a loved one, "The Mortal Immor-
tal" also examines the question of whether love can 
survive time's ravages if beauty does not. 
2. The man who, according to legend, taunted 
Christ on the road to the crucifixion and was 
therefore condemned to wander the earth until 
Judgment Day. 
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w h i c h t h e v ic t ims w e r e p l u n g e d in to a d e e p s leep, to wake, a f t e r a h u n d r e d 
years , as f r e s h as ever: I have hea rd of t h e Seven S l e e p e r s 3 — t h u s to be immor -
tal wou ld no t be so b u r t h e n s o m e : bu t , oh! t h e we igh t o f neve r - end ing t i m e — 
t h e t ed ious pas sage o f t h e s t i l l - succeed ing hours ! H o w happy was t h e fab led 
N o u r j a h a d ! 4 - -Bu t to my task. 

All the wor ld h a s h e a r d of C o r n e l i u s Agr ippa . 5 His m e m o r y is as immor t a l 
as h is ar ts have m a d e m e . All t h e wor ld has also h e a r d of his scho la r , who , 
u n a w a r e s , ra ised t h e fou l f i end d u r i n g his mas te r ' s a b s e n c e , a n d was des t royed 
by h i m . 6 T h e r epor t , t r u e o r fa lse , o f th is a c c i d e n t , was a t t e n d e d wi th m a n y 
i n c o n v e n i e n c e s to t h e r e n o w n e d ph i l o sophe r . All his scho la rs a t o n c e de se r t ed 
h i m — h i s se rvan t s d i s a p p e a r e d . H e had n o o n e n e a r h i m t o p u t coals o n his 
eve r -bu rn ing f i res whi le he s lept , o r to a t t e n d to t h e c h a n g e f u l co lours of his 
m e d i c i n e s wh i l e h e s t ud i ed . E x p e r i m e n t a f t e r e x p e r i m e n t fai led, b e c a u s e o n e 
pair o f h a n d s was in su f f i c i en t to c o m p l e t e t h e m : t h e da rk spiri ts l a u g h e d a t 
h im fo r no t be ing ab le to r e t a in a s ingle mor ta l in his service. 

I was t h e n very y o u n g — v e r y p o o r — a n d very m u c h in love. 1 had b e e n fo r 
a b o u t a yea r t h e pup i l of C o r n e l i u s , t h o u g h I was a b s e n t w h e n th is a c c i d e n t 
took p lace . On my r e t u r n , my f r i e n d s imp lo red me no t t o r e t u r n t o t h e alchy-
mis t ' s abode . I t r e m b l e d as I l i s t ened to t h e di re ta le they told; I r equ i r ed no 
s e c o n d warn ing ; and w h e n C o r n e l i u s c a m e a n d o f f e r ed me a p u r s e of gold i f 
I wou ld r e m a i n u n d e r his roof , I fel t as i f S a t a n h imse l f t e m p t e d m e . My tee th 
c h a t t e r e d — m y hair s tood on e n d : — I ran off as f a s t as my t r e m b l i n g knees 
would p e r m i t . 

My fa i l ing s teps w e r e d i r ec t ed w h i t h e r for two years they h a d every even ing 
b e e n a t t r a c t e d , — a gent ly b u b b l i n g sp r ing of p u r e living waters , bes ide w h i c h 
l ingered a da rk -ha i r ed girl, w h o s e b e a m i n g eyes w e r e f ixed on the pa th I was 
a c c u s t o m e d e a c h n igh t to t r ead . I c a n n o t r e m e m b e r t h e h o u r w h e n I did no t 
love Ber tha ; we had b e e n n e i g h b o u r s a n d p l ayma te s f r o m i n f a n c y — h e r par-
en t s , like m i n e , w e r e o f h u m b l e l ife, yet r e s p e c t a b l e — o u r a t t a c h m e n t h a d been 
a sou rce of p l ea su re to t h e m . In an evil h o u r , a m a l i g n a n t fever carr ied off 
b o t h her f a t h e r a n d m o t h e r , and Ber tha b e c a m e a n o r p h a n . S h e wou ld have 
f o u n d a h o m e b e n e a t h my p a t e r n a l roof , b u t , u n f o r t u n a t e l y , t h e old lady of 
t h e n e a r cas t le , r ich , chi ld less , and solitary, dec la red h e r in t en t ion to adop t 
her . H e n c e f o r t h Be r tha was clad in s i l k — i n h a b i t e d a marb l e p a l a c e — a n d was 
looked on as be ing highly f avou red by f o r t u n e . But in h e r n e w s i tua t ion a m o n g 
he r new assoc ia tes , B e r t h a r e m a i n e d t r u e to t h e f r i e n d o f h e r h u m b l e r days; 
she o f t e n visi ted t h e co t t age of my f a t h e r , a n d w h e n f o r b i d d e n to go th i the r , 
she would s t ray towards t h e n e i g h b o u r i n g wood , a n d m e e t me bes ide its shady 
f o u n t a i n . 

S h e o f t e n dec la red t h a t she owed no du ty to h e r n e w p ro tec t r e s s equa l in 
sanc t i ty to t h a t w h i c h b o u n d us . Yet still I was too poo r to marry , and she grew 
weary of b e i n g t o r m e n t e d on my a c c o u n t . S h e h a d a h a u g h t y b u t an i m p a t i e n t 

3. Legendary Christian youths who took refuge in 
a cave in Ephesus to escape their pagan persecu-
tors and slept for 187 years. 
4. Title character of Frances Sheridan's Oriental 
tale of I 767, who is tricked into believing that he 
has become immortal and that, when he sleeps, he 
does so for several years at a time. For an excerpt 
from Nourjahad, see "Romantic Orientalism" at 
Norton Literature Online. 
5. The 16th-century German researcher of the 
occult and the alchemical sciences. Agrippa's 

works are among the books that Victor Franken-
stein reads when young and that prompt him to 
begin "the search of the philosopher's stone" 
(which had the power to transmute base metal into 
gold) and of "the elixir of life"; his "favourite 
authors" also promise to teach the "raising of 
ghosts or devils." 
6. The story was told by Robert Southey in a 1798 
poem entitled "Cornelius Agrippa: A Ballad of a 
Young Man That Would Read Unlawful Books." 
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spirit, and grew angry at the obstacles that prevented our union. We met now 
after an absence, and she had been sorely beset while I was away; she com-
plained bitterly, and almost reproached me for being poor. I replied hastily,— 

"I am honest, if I am poor!—were I not, 1 might soon become rich!" This 
exclamation produced a thousand questions. I feared to shock her by owning 
the truth, but she drew it from me; and then, casting a look of disdain on me, 
she said— 

"You pretend to love, and you fear to face the Devil lor my sake!" 
I protested that 1 had only dreaded to offend her;—while she dwelt on the 

magnitude of the reward that I should receive. Thus encouraged—shamed by 
her—led on by love and hope, laughing at my late fears, with quick steps and 
a light heart, I returned to accept the offers of the alchymist, and was instantly 
installed in my office. 

A year passed away. I became possessed of no insignificant sum of money. 
Custom had banished my fears. In spite of the most painful vigilance, I had 
never detected the trace of a cloven foot; nor was the studious silence of our 
abode ever disturbed by demoniac howls. I still continued my stolen interviews 
with Bertha, and Hope dawned on me—Hope—but not perfect joy; for Bertha 
fancied that love and security were enemies, and her pleasure was to divide 
them in my bosom. Though true of heart, she was somewhat of a coquette in 
manner; and I was jealous as a Turk. She slighted me in a thousand ways, yet 
would never acknowledge herself to be in the wrong. She would drive me mad 
with anger, and then force me to beg her pardon. Sometimes she fancied that 
I was not sufficiently submissive, and then she had some story of a rival, 
favoured by her protectress. She was surrounded by silk-clad youths—the rich 
and gay—What chance had the sad-robed scholar of Cornelius compared with 
these? 

On one occasion, the philosopher made such large demands upon my time, 
that I was unable to meet her as I was wont. He was engaged in some mighty 
work, and I was forced to remain, day and night, feeding his furnaces and 
watching his chemical preparations. Bertha waited for me in vain at the foun-
tain. I ler haughty spirit fired at this neglect; and when at last 1 stole out during 
the few short minutes allotted to me for slumber, and hoped to be consoled 
by her, she received me with disdain, dismissed me in scorn, and vowed that 
any man should possess her hand rather than he who could not be in two 
places at once for her sake. She would be revenged!—And truly she was. In 
my dingy retreat I heard that she had been hunting, attended by Albert Hoffer. 
Albert Hoffer was favoured by her protectress, and the three passed in caval-
cade before my smoky window. Methought that they mentioned my n a m e — 
it was followed by a laugh of derision, as her dark eyes glanced contemptuously 
towards my abode. 

Jealousy, with all its venom, and all its misery, entered my breast. Now I 
shed a torrent of tears, to think that I should never call her mine; and, anon, 
I imprecated a thousand curses on her inconstancy. Yet, still I must stir 
the fires of the alchymist, still attend on the changes of his unintelligible 
medicines. 

Cornelius had watched for three days and nights, nor closed his eyes. The 
progress of his alembics7 was slower than he expected: in spite of his anxiety, 
sleep weighed upon his eyelids. Again and again he threw off drowsiness with 

7. Distilling apparatuses that Agrippa uses in his alchemical investigations. 
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m o r e t h a n h u m a n energy; aga in a n d aga in i t s tole away his senses . He eyed 
his c ruc ib le s wis t fu l ly . "No t r eady yet ," he m u r m u r e d ; "will a n o t h e r n igh t pass 
b e f o r e the work i s a c c o m p l i s h e d ? W i n z y , 8 you are v ig i lan t—you are f a i t h f u l — 
you have s lept , my boy—you s lept last n igh t . Look a t t ha t glass vessel . T h e 
l iquid i t c o n t a i n s is of a so f t rose -co lour : t h e m o m e n t i t beg ins to c h a n g e its 
h u e , a w a k e n me—t i l l t h e n I m a y c lose my eyes. Firs t , i t will t u r n whi te , a n d 
t h e n emi t go lden f lashes ; b u t wai t no t till t h e n ; w h e n t h e rose -co lour fades , 
r ouse me . " I scarce ly h e a r d t h e last words , m u t t e r e d , as they were , in s leep. 
Even t h e n he did n o t q u i t e yield to n a t u r e . "Winzy, my boy," he again said, 
"do n o t t o u c h t h e v e s s e l — d o n o t p u t i t to your lips; i t i s a p h i l t e r 9 — a phi l t e r 
to c u r e love; you w o u l d n o t c e a s e to love your B e r t h a — b e w a r e to drink!" 

And he s lept . His v e n e r a b l e h e a d s u n k on his b reas t , a n d I s ca rce h e a r d his 
r egu la r b r e a t h i n g . Fo r a f e w m i n u t e s I w a t c h e d t h e v e s s e l — t h e rosy h u e of 
t h e l iquid r e m a i n e d u n c h a n g e d . T h e n m y t h o u g h t s w a n d e r e d — t h e y visited 
t h e f o u n t a i n , a n d dwel t on a t h o u s a n d c h a r m i n g s c e n e s never to be r e n e w e d — 
never! S e r p e n t s a n d a d d e r s w e r e in my h e a r t a s t h e word "Never!" half f o r m e d 
itself on my lips. Fa lse g i r l !—false a n d c rue l ! Neve r m o r e wou ld she smi le on 
me as tha t even ing s h e smi led on Alber t . W o r t h l e s s , d e t e s t e d w o m a n ! I would 
no t r e m a i n u n r e v e n g e d — s h e s h o u l d see Alber t expire a t h e r f e e t — s h e shou ld 
die b e n e a t h m y v e n g e a n c e . S h e h a d smi led i n d i sda in a n d t r i u m p h — s h e k n e w 
my w r e t c h e d n e s s a n d h e r power . Yet w h a t p o w e r h a d s h e ? — t h e power o f 
exci t ing my h a t e — m y u t t e r s c o r n — m y — o h , all b u t i nd i f f e r ence ! C o u l d I 
a t t a in t h a t — c o u l d I r egard h e r wi th ca re less eyes, t r a n s f e r r i n g my r e j ec t ed 
love to o n e fa i re r and m o r e t rue , t ha t were i n d e e d a victory! 

A br ight f lash d a r t e d b e f o r e my eyes. I had f o r g o t t e n t h e m e d i c i n e of t h e 
adep t ; I gazed on i t w i th w o n d e r : f l a shes of a d m i r a b l e beau ty , m o r e br igh t t h a n 
t h o s e wh ich t h e d i a m o n d e m i t s w h e n t h e sun ' s rays are on it, g l anced f r o m 
t h e su r f ace o f t h e l iquid; an o d o u r t h e m o s t f r a g r a n t a n d g ra t e fu l s tole over 
my sense ; t h e vessel s e e m e d o n e g lobe of living r ad i ance , lovely to t h e eye, 
a n d m o s t invi t ing to t h e tas te . T h e f i r s t t h o u g h t , ins t inct ively inspi red by t h e 
grosser sense , was , I wi l l—I m u s t d r ink . I ra ised t h e vessel to my lips. "It will 
c u r e me of love—of tor ture!" Already I h a d q u a f f e d half of t h e m o s t de l ic ious 
l iquor ever t a s ted by t h e pa l a t e of m a n , w h e n t h e p h i l o s o p h e r s t i r red. I 
s t a r t e d — I d r o p p e d t h e g l a s s — t h e f lu id f l a m e d and g l anced a long the floor, 
wh i l e I fe l t C o r n e l i u s ' s gr ipe a t my th roa t , as he sh r i eked a loud , "Wre tch! you 
have des t royed t h e l abou r of my life!" 

T h e p h i l o s o p h e r was total ly u n a w a r e t ha t I h a d d r u n k any por t ion of his 
d rug . His idea was , a n d I gave a tac i t a s sen t to it , t h a t I h a d ra ised t h e vessel 
f r o m cur ios i ty , a n d t h a t , f r i gh t ed a t its b r igh tnes s , a n d t h e f lashes o f i n t e n s e 
light i t gave fo r th , I had let i t fall . I never u n d e c e i v e d h im. T h e f ire of t h e 
m e d i c i n e was q u e n c h e d — t h e f r a g r a n c e d ied a w a y — h e grew ca lm , as a phi -
lo sophe r s h o u l d u n d e r t h e heavies t tr ials, a n d d i smissed me to res t . 

I will n o t a t t e m p t to de sc r i be t h e s leep of glory a n d bliss w h i c h b a t h e d my 
soul i n pa rad i se d u r i n g t h e r e m a i n i n g h o u r s o f t h a t m e m o r a b l e n igh t . W o r d s 
wou ld be f a i n t a n d sha l low types of my e n j o y m e n t , o r o f t h e g l adness tha t 
possessed my b o s o m w h e n I woke . I t rod a i r — m y t h o u g h t s were in heaven . 
E a r t h a p p e a r e d h e a v e n , a n d my i n h e r i t a n c e u p o n i t was to be o n e t r a n c e o f 
del ight . "This i t is to be c u r e d of love," I t h o u g h t ; "I will see Ber tha this day, 

8. The narrator's name suggests the Scots winze, 9. Magic potion, 
meaning "curse." 
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a n d she will f ind h e r lover cold a n d regard less ; t oo h a p p y to be d i sda in fu l , yet 
h o w ut te r ly i n d i f f e r e n t t o her!" 

T h e h o u r s d a n c e d away. T h e p h i l o s o p h e r , s e c u r e t ha t h e h a d o n c e suc-
c e e d e d , a n d bel ieving t ha t h e m i g h t again , b e g a n t o c o n c o c t t h e s a m e m e d i c i n e 
o n c e m o r e . He was s h u t up wi th his books a n d d rugs , a n d I h a d a hol iday. I 
d ressed myself w i t h care ; I looked in an old b u t po l i shed shie ld , w h i c h served 
me fo r a mi r ro r ; m e t h o u g h t my good looks h a d w o n d e r f u l l y improved . I h u r r i e d 
beyond t h e p r e c i n c t s of t h e t own , joy in my soul , t h e b e a u t y of h e a v e n a n d 
e a r t h a r o u n d m e . I t u r n e d my s teps towards t h e c a s t l e — I cou ld look on its 
lof ty tu r r e t s wi th l i gh tnes s of h e a r t , fo r I was c u r e d of love. My B e r t h a saw 
me a f a r off , a s I c a m e up t h e a v e n u e . I k n o w n o t w h a t s u d d e n i m p u l s e ani -
m a t e d h e r b o s o m , b u t a t t h e s ight , s h e s p r u n g w i t h a l ight fawn- l ike b o u n d 
d o w n t h e m a r b l e s teps , a n d was h a s t e n i n g t owards m e . Bu t I h a d b e e n per-
ceived by a n o t h e r p e r s o n . T h e old h i g h - b o r n hag , w h o cal led herse l f h e r p ro -
tec t ress , a n d was h e r ty ran t , h a d s e e n m e , also; she h o b b l e d , p a n t i n g , u p t h e 
t e r race ; a page , as ugly as he rse l f , he ld up h e r t ra in , a n d f a n n e d h e r as she 
h u r r i e d a long , a n d s t o p p e d my fa i r girl wi th a "How, now, my bold mis t ress? 
w h i t h e r so fas t? Back to you r c a g e — h a w k s a re abroad!" 1 

B e r t h a c lasped h e r h a n d s — h e r eyes w e r e still b e n t on my a p p r o a c h i n g f i g -
u re . I s aw t h e c o n t e s t . H o w I a b h o r r e d t h e old c r o n e w h o c h e c k e d t h e k ind 
impu l se s o f my Ber tha ' s s o f t e n i n g hea r t . H i t h e r t o , r e spec t fo r h e r r a n k h a d 
c a u s e d me to avoid t h e lady of t h e cas t le ; n o w I d i sda ined s u c h trivial cons id-
e ra t ions . I was c u r e d of love, a n d l i f ted above all h u m a n fears ; I h a s t e n e d 
fo rwards , a n d s o o n r e a c h e d t h e t e r r ace . H o w lovely B e r t h a looked! h e r eyes 
f lash ing f i re , h e r c h e e k s g lowing w i t h i m p a t i e n c e a n d anger , she was a t h o u -
sand t imes m o r e g r ace fu l a n d c h a r m i n g t h a n eve r—I n o longer l o v e d — O h ! 
no , I a d o r e d — w o r s h i p p e d — i d o l i z e d her! 

S h e h a d t h a t m o r n i n g b e e n p e r s e c u t e d , wi th m o r e t h a n usua l v e h e m e n c e , 
t o c o n s e n t t o an i m m e d i a t e mar r i age wi th my rival. S h e was r e p r o a c h e d w i t h 
t h e e n c o u r a g e m e n t t h a t s h e h a d s h o w n h i m — s h e was t h r e a t e n e d with b e i n g 
t u r n e d ou t o f door s wi th d i sgrace a n d s h a m e . H e r p r o u d spirit rose in a r m s a t 
t h e th rea t ; b u t w h e n s h e r e m e m b e r e d t h e scorn t h a t she h a d h e a p e d u p o n 
m e , and h o w , p e r h a p s , s h e h a d t h u s lost o n e w h o m she n o w rega rded a s h e r 
only f r i end , she w e p t w i t h r e m o r s e a n d rage . At t h a t m o m e n t I a p p e a r e d . "O, 
Winzy!" s h e exc la imed , " take me to your m o t h e r ' s cot ; swiftly let me leave t h e 
d e t e s t e d luxur ies a n d w r e t c h e d n e s s o f th i s n o b l e dwe l l i ng—take me to pover ty 
a n d h a p p i n e s s . " 

I c lasped h e r in my a r m s wi th t r anspo r t . T h e old lady was speech le s s w i t h 
fu ry , and b r o k e f o r t h in to invect ive only w h e n we w e r e f a r on o u r road to my 
na ta l co t tage . My m o t h e r rece ived t h e fair fugi t ive , e s c a p e d f r o m a gilt cage 
to n a t u r e a n d liberty, wi th t e n d e r n e s s a n d joy; my f a t h e r , w h o loved her , wel-
c o m e d h e r hear t i ly ; i t was a day of re jo ic ing , w h i c h did n o t n e e d t h e add i t ion 
of t h e celes t ia l po t ion of t h e a l chymis t to s t eep me in del ight . 

Soon a f t e r th i s even t fu l day, I b e c a m e t h e h u s b a n d of B e r t h a . I c e a s e d to 
be t h e s cho l a r of C o r n e l i u s , b u t I c o n t i n u e d h is f r i end . I always fe l t g ra t e fu l 
to h im fo r having, u n a w a r e s , p r o c u r e d me t ha t de l ic ious d r a u g h t of a divine 
elixir, w h i c h , i n s t e a d of c u r i n g me of love (sad cure ! sol i tary a n d joyless r e m e d y 
f o r evils w h i c h s e e m bless ings to t h e m e m o r y ) , h a d insp i red me wi th c o u r a g e 
a n d reso lu t ion , t h u s w i n n i n g fo r m e a n i n e s t i m a b l e t r e a s u r e i n m y Ber tha . 

1. In the Keepsake volume this is the scene that the artist and engraver picture. 
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I often called to mind that period of trance-like inebriation with wonder. 
The drink of Cornelius had not fulfilled the task for which he affirmed that it 
had been prepared, but its effects were more potent and blissful than words 
can express. They had faded by degrees, yet they lingered long—and painted 
life in hues of splendour. Bertha often wondered at my lightness of heart and 
unaccustomed gaiety; for, before, I had been rather serious, or even sad, in 
my disposition. She loved me the better for my cheerful temper, and our days 
were winged by joy. 

Five years afterwards I was suddenly summoned to the bedside of the dying 
Cornelius. He had sent for me in haste, conjuring my instant presence. I found 
him stretched on his pallet, enfeebled even to death; all of life that yet 
remained animated his piercing eyes, and they were fixed on a glass vessel, 
full of a roseate liquid. 

"Behold," he said, in a broken and inward voice, "the vanity of human 
wishes! a second time my hopes are about to be crowned, a second time they 
are destroyed. Look at that liquor—you remember five years ago I had prepared 
the same, with the same success;—then, as now, my thirsting lips expected to 
taste the immortal elixir—you dashed it from me! and at present it is too late." 

He spoke with difficulty, and fell back on his pillow. I could not help 
saying,— 

"How, revered master, can a cure for love restore you to life?" 
A faint smile gleamed across his face as I listened earnestly to his scarcely 

intelligible answer. 
"A cure for love and for all things—the Elixir of Immortality. Ah! if now I 

might drink, I should live for ever!" 
As he spoke, a golden flash gleamed from the fluid; a well-remembered 

fragrance stole over the air; he raised himself, all weak as he was—strength 
seemed miraculously to re-enter his frame—he stretched forth his hand—a 
loud explosion startled me—a ray of fire shot up from the elixir, and the glass 
vessel which contained it was shivered to atoms! I ttirned my eyes towards the 
philosopher; he had fallen back—his eyes were glassy—his features rigid—he 
was dead! 

But I lived, and was to live for ever! So said the unfortunate alchymist, and 
for a few days I believed his words. I remembered the glorious drunkenness 
that had followed mv stolen draught. I reflected on the change I had felt in 
my frame—in my soul. The bounding elasticity of the one—the buoyant light-
ness of the other. I surveyed myself in a mirror, and could perceive no change 
in my features during the space of the five years which had elapsed. I remem-
bered the radiant hues and grateful scent of that delicious beverage—worthy 
the gift it was capable of bestowing 1 was, then, liVlMOBTAL! 

A few days after I laughed at my credulity. The old proverb, that "a prophet 
is least regarded in his own country," was true with respect to me and my 
defunct master. I loved him as a man—I respected him as a sage—but I 
derided the notion that he could command the powers of darkness, and 
laughed at the superstitious fears with which he was regarded by the vulgar. 
He was a wise philosopher, but had no acquaintance with any spirits but those 
clad in flesh and blood. His science was simply human; and human science, 
I soon persuaded myself, could never conquer nature's laws so far as to 
imprison the soul for ever within its carnal habitation. Cornelius had brewed 
a soul-refreshing drink—more inebriating than wine—sweeter and more fra-
grant than any fruit: it possessed probably strong medicinal powers, imparting 
gladness to the heart and vigor to the limbs; but its effccts would wear out; 
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already were they diminished in my frame. I was a lucky fellow to have quaffed 
health and joyous spirits, and perhaps long life, at my master's hands; but my 
good fortune ended there: longevity was far different from immortality. 

I continued to entertain this belief for many years. Sometimes a thought 
stole across me—Was the alchymist indeed deceived? But my habitual cre-
dence was, that I should meet the fate of all the children of Adam at my 
appointed time—a little late, but still at a natural age. Yet it was certain that 
I retained a wonderfully youthful look. I was laughed at for my vanity in con-
sulting the mirror so often, but I consulted it in vain—my brow was untren-
ched—my cheeks—my eyes—my whole person continued as untarnished as 
in my twentieth year. 

I was troubled. I looked at the faded beauty of Bertha—I seemed more like 
her son. By degrees our neighbours began to make similar observations, and 
I found at last that I went by the name of the Scholar bewitched. Bertha herself 
grew uneasy. She became jealous and peevish, and at length she began to 
question me. We had no children; we were all in all to each other; and though, 
as she grew older, her vivacious spirit became a little allied to ill-temper, and 
her beauty sadly diminished, I cherished her in my heart as the mistress I had 
idolized, the wife I had sought and won with such perfect love. 

At last our situation became intolerable: Bertha was fifty—I twenty years of 
age. I had, in very shame, in some measure adopted the habits of a more 
advanced age; I no longer mingled in the dance among the young and gay, but 
my heart bounded along with them while I restrained my feet; and a sorry 
figure I cut among the Nestors2 of our village. But before the time I mention, 
things were altered—we were universally shunned; we were—at least, 1 w a s — 
reported to have kept up an iniquitous acquaintance with some of my former 
master's supposed friends. Poor Bertha was pitied, but deserted. I was 
regarded with horror and detestation. 

What was to be done? we sat by our winter fire—poverty had made itself 
felt, for none would buy the produce of my farm; and often I had been forced 
to journey twenty miles, to some place where I was not known, to dispose of 
our property. It is true we had saved something for an evil day—that day was 
come. 

We sat by our lone fireside—the old-hearted youth and his antiquated wife. 
Again Bertha insisted on knowing the truth; she recapitulated all she had ever 
heard said about me, and added her own observations. She conjured me to 
cast off the spell; she described how much more comely gray hairs were than 
my chestnut locks; she descanted on the reverence and respect due to a g e — 
how preferable to the slight regard paid to mere children: could 1 imagine that 
the despicable gifts of youth and good looks outweighed disgrace, hatred, and 
scorn? Nay, in the end I should be burnt as a dealer in the black art, while 
she, to whom I had not deigned to communicate any portion of my good 
fortune, might be stoned as my accomplice. At length she insinuated that I 
must share my secret with her, and bestow on her like benefits to those I 
myself enjoyed, or she would denounce me—and then she burst into tears. 

Thus beset, methought it was the best way to tell the truth. I revealed it as 
tenderly as I could, and spoke only of a very long life, not of immortality— 
which representation, indeed, coincided best with my own ideas. When I 
ended, I rose and said, 

"And now, my Bertha, will you denounce the lover of your youth?—You will 

2. Village elders. In the Iliad Nestor is the old and battle-scarred advisor to the Greek army. 
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no t , I know. B u t i t i s too h a r d , my poo r wi fe , t ha t you s h o u l d s u f f e r f r o m my 
i l l- luck a n d t h e a c c u r s e d ar t s of C o r n e l i u s . I will leave y o u — y o u have wea l th 
e n o u g h , a n d f r i e n d s will r e t u r n in my a b s e n c e . I will go; y o u n g as I s eem, a n d 
s t rong as I a m , I c a n work a n d gain my b r e a d a m o n g s t rangers , u n s u s p e c t e d 
a n d u n k n o w n . I loved you in you th ; G o d is my wi tnes s t h a t I wou ld no t dese r t 
you in age, b u t t ha t you r sa fe ty a n d h a p p i n e s s r equ i r e it ." 

I took my c a p and moved t owards t h e door ; in a m o m e n t Ber tha ' s a r m s were 
r o u n d my neck , a n d h e r lips w e r e p r e s s e d to m i n e . "No, my h u s b a n d , my 
Winzy ," she said, "you shal l n o t go a l o n e — t a k e me wi th you; we will r e m o v e 
f r o m this p lace , a n d , a s you say, a m o n g s t r ange r s we shal l be u n s u s p e c t e d a n d 
safe . I am no t so very old as q u i t e to s h a m e you, my Winzy; a n d I da re say t h e 
c h a r m will s o o n w e a r off , a n d , wi th t h e b less ing o f G o d , you will b e c o m e m o r e 
elderly- looking, as is f i t t ing; you shal l n o t leave me . " 

I r e t u r n e d t h e good soul ' s e m b r a c e hear t i ly . " I will no t , my Ber tha ; b u t fo r 
your sake I had n o t t h o u g h t of s u c h a th ing . I will be your t rue , f a i t h f u l h u s -
b a n d whi le you are spa r ed to m e , a n d do my d u t y by you to t h e las t ." 

T h e next day we p r e p a r e d secre t ly fo r o u r emig ra t ion . We were obl iged t o 
m a k e great p e c u n i a r y sac r i f i ces—i t cou ld no t be he lped . We real ised a s u m 
suf f i c i en t , a t least , to m a i n t a i n us whi le B e r t h a lived; a n d , w i t h o u t saying ad ieu 
to anyone , q u i t t e d o u r na t ive c o u n t r y to t ake r e f u g e in a r e m o t e pa r t of w e s t e r n 
F r a n c e . 

I t was a c r u e l t h i n g to t r a n s p o r t poo r B e r t h a f r o m h e r nat ive village, a n d 
t h e f r i ends o f h e r y o u t h , to a n e w coun t ry , n e w language , n e w c u s t o m s . T h e 
s t r ange secre t of my des t iny r e n d e r e d this r emova l i m m a t e r i a l to m e ; b u t I 
c o m p a s s i o n a t e d h e r deeply , a n d was glad t o perce ive t ha t s h e f o u n d c o m p e n -
sa t ion for h e r m i s f o r t u n e s in a variety of little r id icu lous c i r c u m s t a n c e s . Away 
f r o m all te l l - ta le ch ron i c l e r s , she s o u g h t to d e c r e a s e t h e a p p a r e n t d ispar i ty o f 
o u r ages by a t h o u s a n d f e m i n i n e a r t s — r o u g e , y o u t h f u l dress , and a s s u m e d 
juveni l i ty of m a n n e r . I cou ld n o t be a n g r y — D i d n o t I myself w e a r a mask? 
W h y quar re l wi th he r s , b e c a u s e i t was less succe s s fu l ? I grieved deeply w h e n 
I r e m e m b e r e d t h a t th is was my Be r tha , w h o m I h a d loved so fondly , a n d w o n 
wi th s u c h t r a n s p o r t — t h e dark-eyed , da rk -ha i r ed girl, w i th smiles o f e n c h a n t -
ing a r c h n e s s a n d a s tep like a f a w n — t h i s m i n c i n g , s imper ing , j e a lous old 
w o m a n . I s h o u l d have revered h e r gray locks a n d wi the red c h e e k s ; b u t t h u s ! — 
— I t was my work , I knew; b u t I did no t t h e less dep lo re th i s type of h u m a n 
w e a k n e s s . 

H e r j ea lousy never s lept . H e r chief o c c u p a t i o n was to d iscover t ha t , in spi te 
of o u t w a r d a p p e a r a n c e s , I was myself g rowing old. I verily bel ieve t ha t t h e 
poo r soul loved me t ruly in h e r h e a r t , b u t neve r h a d w o m a n so t o r m e n t i n g a 
m o d e o f d isplaying f o n d n e s s . S h e would d i sce rn wr ink les in my f ace a n d 
d e c r e p i t u d e in my walk , whi le I b o u n d e d a long in y o u t h f u l vigour, t h e younges t 
looking of t w e n t y y o u t h s . I neve r da red add res s a n o t h e r w o m a n : on o n e occa-
s ion, f ancy ing t ha t t h e bel le o f t h e village r ega rded me wi th f avour ing eyes, 
she b o u g h t me a gray wig. H e r c o n s t a n t d i s cou r se a m o n g h e r a c q u a i n t a n c e s 
was , t h a t t h o u g h I looked so young , t h e r e was ru in a t work wi th in my f r a m e ; 
a n d she a f f i r m e d t h a t t h e wors t s y m p t o m a b o u t m e was m y a p p a r e n t hea l t h . 
My y o u t h was a d i sease , s h e said, a n d I o u g h t at all t i m e s to p r epa re , i f no t 
fo r a s u d d e n a n d a w f u l d e a t h , a t least to a w a k e s o m e m o r n i n g w h i t e - h e a d e d , 
a n d bowed d o w n wi th all t h e m a r k s of a d v a n c e d years . I let h e r t a lk—I o f t e n 
j o ined in h e r c o n j e c t u r e s . H e r w a r n i n g s c h i m e d in wi th my never -ceas ing 
s p e c u l a t i o n s c o n c e r n i n g my s ta te , a n d I took an ea rne s t , t h o u g h p a i n f u l , in ter -
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est in l i s t en ing to all t h a t h e r qu i ck wit a n d exci ted i m a g i n a t i o n cou ld say on 
t h e sub jec t . 

W h y dwell o n t h e s e m i n u t e c i r c u m s t a n c e s ? W e lived o n f o r m a n y long years . 
B e r t h a b e c a m e bed- r id a n d paralyt ic : I n u r s e d h e r as a m o t h e r m i g h t a chi ld . 
S h e grew peev i sh , a n d still h a r p e d u p o n o n e s t r i ng—of h o w long I s h o u l d 
survive h e r . I t h a s ever b e e n a s o u r c e of c o n s o l a t i o n to m e , t ha t I p e r f o r m e d 
m y du ty s c r u p u l o u s l y t owards h e r . S h e h a d b e e n m i n e i n you th , she was m i n e 
in age, a n d a t last , w h e n I h e a p e d t h e sod over h e r co rpse , I w e p t to feel t h a t 
I h a d lost all t h a t real ly b o u n d me to h u m a n i t y . 

S ince t h e n h o w m a n y h a v e b e e n m y ca re s a n d woes , h o w f e w a n d e m p t y 
my e n j o y m e n t s ! I p a u s e h e r e in my h i s to ry—I will p u r s u e i t no f u r t h e r . A sailor 
w i t h o u t r u d d e r or c o m p a s s , t o s sed on a s t o rmy s e a — a travel ler lost on a wide-
s p r e a d h e a t h , w i t h o u t l a n d m a r k o r s t a r t o gu ide h i m — s u c h have I b e e n : m o r e 
lost , m o r e hope l e s s t h a n e i the r . A n e a r i n g ship , a g l eam f r o m s o m e f a r cot , 
m a y save t h e m ; b u t I have no b e a c o n except t h e h o p e of d e a t h . 

D e a t h ! mys te r ious , ill-visaged f r i e n d of w e a k h u m a n i t y ! W h y a lone of all 
m o r t a l s have you cas t me f r o m your she l t e r ing fold? O , fo r t h e p e a c e o f t h e 
grave! the d e e p s i l ence o f t h e i r o n - b o u n d t o m b ! t ha t t h o u g h t wou ld cea se to 
work in my b ra in , a n d my h e a r t b e a t no m o r e wi th e m o t i o n s varied only by 
n e w f o r m s o f sadness ! 

Am I i m m o r t a l ? I r e t u r n to my f i rs t q u e s t i o n . In t h e f irst p lace , i s i t n o t m o r e 
p r o b a b l e t h a t t h e beverage o f t h e a l chymis t was f r a u g h t r a t h e r w i t h longevity 
t h a n e t e rna l life? S u c h i s my h o p e . And t h e n be i t r e m e m b e r e d , t ha t I only 
d r a n k half of t h e po t ion p r e p a r e d by h i m . W a s n o t t h e who le neces sa ry to 
c o m p l e t e t h e c h a r m ? To have d r a i n e d half t h e Elixir o f Immor t a l i t y i s b u t to 
be half i m m o r t a l — m y For-ever i s t h u s t r u n c a t e d a n d nul l . 

Bu t again , w h o shal l n u m b e r t h e years of t h e half of e tern i ty? I o f t e n try to 
imag ine by w h a t ru l e t h e inf in i te m a y be divided. S o m e t i m e s I f a n c y age 
a d v a n c i n g u p o n m e . O n e gray ha i r I have f o u n d . Fool! do I l a m e n t ? Yes, t h e 
f e a r o f age a n d d e a t h o f t e n c reeps coldly i n t o my h e a r t ; a n d t h e m o r e I live, 
t h e m o r e I d r e a d d e a t h , even whi le I a b h o r life. S u c h an e n i g m a i s m a n — b o r n 
to p e r i s h — w h e n he wars , as I do , aga ins t t h e e s t ab l i shed laws of his n a t u r e . 

B u t for th i s a n o m a l y of f ee l ing sure ly I m i g h t die: t h e m e d i c i n e of t h e a lchy-
mis t wou ld n o t be p roof aga ins t f i r e — s w o r d — a n d t h e s t rang l ing wa te r s . I have 
gazed u p o n t h e b l u e d e p t h s o f m a n y a p lac id lake, a n d t h e t u m u l t u o u s r u s h i n g 
of m a n y a m i g h t y river, a n d have said, p e a c e i nhab i t s t h o s e wa te r s ; yet I have 
t u r n e d my s teps away, to live yet a n o t h e r day. I have asked myself , w h e t h e r 
su ic ide w o u l d be a c r i m e in o n e to w h o m t h u s only t h e por ta l s o f t h e o t h e r 
wor ld cou ld be o p e n e d . I have d o n e all, except p r e s e n t i n g myself as a soldier 
or duel l is t , an ob jec t of d e s t r u c t i o n to m y — n o , not my fe l low-mor ta l s , a n d 
t h e r e f o r e I have s h r u n k away. T h e y a re n o t my fel lows. T h e inex t ingu i shab le 
p o w e r o f life in my f r a m e , a n d the i r e p h e m e r a l ex is tence , p l ace us wide as t h e 
po les a s u n d e r . I cou ld n o t ra ise a h a n d aga ins t t h e m e a n e s t or t h e m o s t pow-
e r f u l a m o n g t h e m . 

T h u s I h a v e lived on fo r m a n y a y e a r — a l o n e , a n d wea ry of m y s e l f — d e s i r o u s 
o f d e a t h , ye t neve r d y i n g — a m o r t a l i m m o r t a l . N e i t h e r a m b i t i o n n o r avar ice 
c a n e n t e r my m i n d , a n d t h e a r d e n t love t h a t gnaws a t my hea r t , neve r t o be 
r e t u r n e d — n e v e r t o f i nd an e q u a l on w h i c h t o expend i t se l f—lives t h e r e only 
t o t o r m e n t me . 

T h i s very day I c o n c e i v e d a des ign by w h i c h I m a y e n d a l l — w i t h o u t self-
s l augh te r , w i t h o u t m a k i n g a n o t h e r m a n a C a i n — a n expedi t ion , w h i c h mor t a l 
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f r a m e c a n neve r survive, even e n d u e d wi th t h e y o u t h a n d s t r eng th t ha t i nhab i t s 
m i n e . T h u s I shall p u t my immor t a l i t y to t h e tes t , a n d res t fo r e v e r — o r r e tu rn , 
t h e w o n d e r a n d b e n e f a c t o r o f t h e h u m a n spec i e s . 3 

Before I go, a m i s e r a b l e vani ty h a s c a u s e d me to p e n t h e s e pages . I wou ld 
no t die , a n d leave no n a m e b e h i n d . T h r e e c e n t u r i e s have pas sed s ince I 
q u a f f e d t h e fa ta l beverage: a n o t h e r year shall no t e lapse be fo re , e n c o u n t e r i n g 
g igant ic d a n g e r s — w a r r i n g with t h e p o w e r s of f ros t in the i r h o m e — b e s e t by 
f a m i n e , toil, a n d t e m p e s t — I yield this body, too t e n a c i o u s a cage for a soul 
w h i c h th i r s t s fo r f r e e d o m , to t h e des t ruc t ive e l e m e n t s o f air and w a t e r — o r , i f 
1 survive, my n a m e shal l be r e c o r d e d as o n e o f t h e m o s t f a m o u s a m o n g t h e 
sons of m e n ; a n d , my task ach ieved , I shall a d o p t m o r e reso lu te m e a n s , a n d , 
by sca t t e r ing a n d a n n i h i l a t i n g t h e a t o m s t h a t c o m p o s e my f r a m e , set a t l iberty 
t h e l ife i m p r i s o n e d wi th in , a n d so cruel ly p r e v e n t e d f r o m soar ing f r o m this 
d im ea r th to a s p h e r e m o r e congen ia l to its i m m o r t a l e s s e n c e . 

1 8 3 3 
3. Cf. Walton in Frankenstein, who describes his 
expedition to the North Pole as conferring "ines-
timable b e n e f i t . . . on all mankind to the last gen-

1 8 3 4 
eration," or Frankenstein, who likewise anticipates 
the gratitude of posterity: "A new species would 
bless me as its creator and source." 

LETITIA ELIZABETH LANDON 
1 8 0 2 - 1 8 3 8 

Letitia Elizabeth Landon, whose initials became one of the most famous literary pseu-
donyms of nineteenth-century Britain, was born and educated in Chelsea, London. 
She published her first poem in the weekly Literary Gazette in March 1820, when 
she was seventeen, and soon thereafter became a principal writer and reviewer for 
the magazine. Her first important collection of poems, published in 1824, was The 
hnprovisatrice—a work that suggests Landon's fascination with Germaine de Stael's 
Corinne and with the Italy that she never visited but encountered in the pages of 
Stael, the Shelleys, and Byron. It went through six editions in its first year and was 
followed by The Troubadour, Catalogue of Pictures, and Historical Sketches (1825), 
which went through four. She quickly followed these with The Golden Violet (1827), 
the first of many editions of her Poetical Works (1827), and The Venetian Bracelet 
(1829). She also wrote essays, short fiction, children's stories, several novels, and a 
play; and she edited—and contributed hundreds of poems to—the albums, gift books, 
and annual anthologies that became a staple of British literary production of the 
1820s and 1830s. All this highly remunerative work appeared from the pen of 
"L.E.L.," the pseudonym that she first used in the Literary Gazette and that attracted 
increasing numbers of readers and also poetic responses, as it was disclosed by stages 
that the author behind the initials was female, young, and a great beauty. To this day 
many of Landon's books continue to be catalogued under the pseudonym, and one 
"feminist companion" to literature in English has an entry for "L.E.L." but none for 
"Landon." 

Landon and Felicia Hemans, as "L.E.L." and "Mrs. Hemans," were the two bestsell-
ing poets of their time—the decade and a half following the deaths of Keats, Percy 
Shelley, and Byron in the early 1820s—and were major inspirations to subsequent 
writers such as Elizabeth Barrett and Christina Bossetti. Unlike Hemans, Landon 
attracted scandal, partly because of her casual social relations with men and partly 
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because of her principal subject matter, the joys and especially the sorrows of female 
passion. (In her preface to The Venetian Bracelet, she attempted wittily, but without 
success, to forestall this biographical reading of her poems: "With regard to the fre-
quent application of my works to myself, considering that I sometimes pourtrayed 
love unrequited, then betrayed, and again destroyed by death—may I hint the con-
clusions are not quite logically drawn, as assuredly the same mind cannot have suf-
fered such varied modes of misery. However, if I must have an unhappy passion, I 
can only console myself with my own perfect unconsciousness of so great a misfor-
tune.") There were rumors of affairs with, among others, William Jerdan, who was 
editor of the Literary Gazette, the journalist William Maginn, and the artist Daniel 
Maclise. She was engaged to the editor John Forster, future biographer of Dickens, 
but had to break the engagement because of these rumors. In 1838 she married 
someone she had known for only a short time, George Maclean, governor of the 
British settlement at Cape Coast Castle, west Africa (in what is now Ghana). She 
arrived with Maclean at Cape Coast in August 1838 and two months later was dead, 
reportedly from an overdose of prussic acid—though whether the cause was accident, 
suicide, or murder has never been determined. 

Landon perfected, and reviewers helped maintain, several personas in her work: 
the pseudonymous, therefore anonymous, writer of passionate love lyrics; the Roman-
tic "improvisatrice" jotting down verses in the interstices of an intense social life; the 
renowned beauty who constantly fails in love and, in lamenting her crushed feelings, 
becomes the female equivalent of the Byronic hero; and an early version of the Vic-
torian "poetess" composing songs to appeal to a burgeoning cult of domesticity. As 
in Hemans's poetry, some of these personas are not wholly compatible with some of 
the others. But their variety and vitality captivated readers and, during Landon's short 
life, provided her a fortune in sales and royalties. 

The Proud Ladye1 

O h , w h a t cou ld t h e ladye 's b e a u t y m a t c h , 
An° i t w e r e n o t t h e ladye 's p r ide? if 

A n h u n d r e d k n i g h t s f r o m fa r a n d n e a r 
W o o d a t t h a t ladye 's s ide . 

5 T h e rose o f t h e s u m m e r s lept on h e r c h e e k , 
I ts lily u p o n h e r b reas t , 

A n d h e r eye s h o n e f o r t h like t h e g lor ious s tar 
T h a t r ises t h e f i rs t i n t h e wes t . 

1. This ballad is . . . taken, with some slight 
change, from a legend in Russell's Germany [Lan-
don's note]. The story, in John Russell's A TOUT in 
Germany (1824), chap. 11, relates how "the fair 
Cunigunda, equally celebrated for her charms and 
her cruelty . . . would listen to no tale of love, and 
dreaded marriage as she did a prison. At length, to 
free herself from all importunities, she made a sol-
emn vow never to give her hand but to the knight 
who should ride round the castle on the outer wall 
. . . [which) runs along the very brink of hideous 
precipices. . . . History has not recorded ihe pre-
cise number of those who actually made the 
attempt; it is only certain that every one of them 
broke his neck. . . . At length, a young and hand-
some knight appeared at the castle gate . . . [to] try 
his fortune. . . . In a short time, a shout from the 

menials announced that the adventure had been 
achieved; and Cunigunda, exulting that she was 
conquered, hastened into the court. . . . But the 
knight stood aloof, gloomy and severe. 'I can claim 
you,' said he; 'but I am come, and I have risked my 
life, not to win your hand, but to humble your pride 
and punish your barbarity'—and thereupon he 
read her a harsh lecture on the cruelty and arro-
gance of her conduct towards her suitors. The 
spirit of chivalry weeps at recording, that he fin-
ished his oration by giving the astonished beauty a 
box on the ear." Landon's ballad (in the same 
stanza as Keats's story of another belle dame sans 
merci) was included as a separate piece within a 
long poem, The Troubadour, that she published in 
1825. 
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There were some that woo'd for her land and gold, 
10 And some for her noble name, 

And more that woo'd for her loveliness; 
But her answer was still the same. 

"There is a steep and lofty wall, 
Where my warders0 trembling stand; guards 

15 He who at speed shall ride round its height, 
For him shall be my hand." 

Many turn'd away from the deed, 
The hope of their wooing o'er; 

But many a young knight mounted the steed 
20 He never mounted more. 

At last there came a youthful knight, 
From a strange and far countrie, 

The steed that he rode was white as the foam 
Upon a stormy sea. 

25 And she who had scorn'd the name of love, 
Now bow'd before its might, 

And the ladye grew meek as if disdain 
Were not made for that stranger knight. 

She sought at first to steal his soul 
30 By dance, song, and festival; 

At length on bended knee she pray'd 
He would not ride the wall. 

But gaily the young knight laugh'd at her fears, 
And flung him on his s t e e d , — 

35 There was not a saint in the calendar 
That she pray'd not to in her need. 

She dar'd not raise her eyes to see 
If heaven had granted her prayer, 

Till she heard a light step bound to her s ide ,— 
40 The gallant knight stood there! 

And took the ladye Adeline 
From her hair a jewell'd band, 

But the knight repell'd the offer'd gift, 
And turn'd from the offer'd hand. 

45 "And deemest thou that I dared this deed, 
Ladye, for love of thee? 

The honour that guides the soldier's lance 
Is mistress enough for me. 

"Enough for me to ride the ring, 
50 The victor's crown to wear; 

But not in honour of the eyes 
Of any ladye there. 
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"I had a brother whom I lost 
Through thy proud crueltie, 

55 And far more was to me his love, 
Than woman's love can be. 

"I came to triumph o'er the pride 
Through which that brother fell, 

I laugh to scorn thy love and thee, 
60 And now, proud dame, farewell!" 

And from that hour the ladye pined, 
For love was in her heart, 

And on her slumber there came dreams 
She could not bid depart. 

65 Her eye lost all its starry light, 
Her cheek grew wan and pale, 

Till she hid her faded loveliness 
Beneath the sacred veil. 

And she cut off her long dark hair, 
70 And bade the world farewell, 

And she now dwells a veiled nun 
In Saint Marie's cell. 

1 8 2 5 

Love's Last Lesson 

"Teach it me, if you can,—forgetfulness!1 

I surely shall forget, if you can bid me; 
I who have worshipp'd thee, my god on earth, 
I who have bow'd me at thy lightest word. 

5 Your last command, 'Forget me,' will it not 
Sink deeply down within my inmost soul? 
Forget thee!—ay, forgetfulness will be 
A mercy to me. By the many nights 
W h e n I have wept for that I dared not s leep ,— 

IO A dream had made me live my woes again, 
Acting my wretchedness, without the hope 
My foolish heart still clings to, though that hope 
Is like the opiate which may lull a while, 
Then wake to double torture; by the days 

15 Pass'd in lone watching and in anxious fears, 
When a breath sent the crimson to my cheek, 
Like the red gushing of a sudden wound; 
By all the careless looks and careless words 
Which have to me been like the scorpion's stinging; 

1. An allusion to Byron's Manfred 1 .1 .135-36 : 
"What wouldst thou with us, son of mortals— 
say?"—to which Manfred replies, "Forgetfulness." 

Other Byronic echoes in lines 14—15, 18—23, 85— 
86, and 9 5 - 9 8 further link Landon's speaker to the 
protagonists of Childe Harold and Manfred. 
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20 By happiness blighted, and by thee, for ever; 
By thy eternal work of wretchedness; 
By all my wither'd feelings, ruin'd health, 
Crush'd hopes, and rifled heart, I will forget thee! 
Alas! my words are vanity. Forget thee! 

25 Thy work of wasting is too surely done. 
The April shower may pass and be forgotten, 
The rose fall and one fresh spring in its place, 
And thus it may be with light summer love. 
It was not thus with mine: it did not spring, 

30 Like the bright colour on an evening cloud, 
Into a moment's life, brief, beautiful; 
Not amid lighted halls, when flatteries 
Steal on the ear like dew upon the rose, 
As soft, as soon dispersed, as quickly pass'd; 

35 But you first call'd my woman's feelings forth, 
And taught me love ere I had dream'd love's name. 
I loved unconsciously: your name was all 
That seem'd in language, and to me the world 
Was only made for you; in solitude, 

40 W h e n passions hold their interchange together, 
Your image was the shadow of my thought; 
Never did slave, before his Eastern lord, 
Tremble as I did when I met your eye, 
And yet each look was counted as a prize; 

45 I laid your words up in my heart like pearls 
Hid in the ocean's treasure-cave. At last 
I learn'd my heart's deep secret: for I hoped, 
I dream'd you loved me; wonder, fear, delight, 
Swept my heart like a storm; my soul, my life, 

50 Seem'd all too little for your happiness; 
Had I been mistress of the starry worlds 
That light the midnight, they had all been yours, 
And I had deem'd such boon but poverty. 
As it was, I gave all I could—my love, 

55 My deep, my true, my fervent, faithful love; 
And now you bid me learn forgetfulness: 
It is a lesson that I soon shall learn. 
There is a home of quiet for the wretched, 
A somewhat dark, and cold, and silent rest, 

60 But still it is rest ,—for it is the grave." 

She flung aside the scroll, as it had part 
In her great misery. Why should she write? 
What could she write? Her woman's pride forbade 
To let him look upon her heart, and see 

65 It was an utter ruin;—and cold words, 
And scorn and slight, that may repay his own, 
Were as a foreign language, to whose sound 
She might not frame her utterance. Down she bent 
Her head upon an arm so white that tears 

70 Seem'd but the natural melting of its snow, 
Touch'd by the flush'd cheek's crimson; yet life-blood 
Less wrings in shedding than such tears as those. 
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And this then is love's ending! It is like 
The history of some fair southern clime. 

75 Hot fires are in the bosom of the earth, 
And the warm'd soil puts forth its thousand flowers, 
Its fruits of gold, summer's regality, 
And sleep and odours float upon the air: 
At length the subterranean element 

so Breaks from its secret dwelling-place, and lays 
All waste before it; the red lava stream 
Sweeps like the pestilence; and that which was 
A garden in its colours and its breath, 
Fit for the princess of a fairy tale, 

85 Is as a desert, in whose burning sands, 
And ashy waters, who is there can trace 
A sign, a memory of its former beauty? 
It is thus with the heart; love lights it up 
With hopes like young companions, and with joys 

90 Dreaming deliciously of their sweet selves. 

This is at first; but what is the result? 
Hopes that lie mute in their own sullenness, 
For they have quarrel] d even with themselves; 
And joys indeed like birds of Paradise:2 

95 And in their stead despair coils scorpion-like 
Stinging itself;3 and the heart, burnt and crush'd 
With passion's earthquake, scorch'd and wither'd up, 
Lies in its desolation,—this is love. 

What is the tale that I would tell? Not one 
IOO Of strange adventure, but a common tale 

Of woman's wretchedness; one to be read 
Daily in many a young and blighted heart. 
The lady whom I spake of rose again 
From the red fever's couch, to careless eyes 

105 Perchance the same as she had ever been. 
But oh, how alter'd to herself! She felt 
That bird-like pining for some gentle home 
To which affection might attach itself, 
That weariness which hath but outward part 

i IO In what the world calls pleasure, and that chill 
Which makes life taste the bitterness of death. 

And he she loved so well,—what opiate 
Lull'd consciousness into its selfish s leep?— 
He said he loved her not; that never vow 

ii5 Or passionate pleading won her soul for him; 
And that he guess'd not her deep tenderness. 

Are words, then, only false? are there no looks, 
Mute but most eloquent; no gentle cares 

2. In Eastern tales, the bird of Paradise never rests 
on the earth [Landon's notel. 
3. In The Giaour: A Fragment of a Turkish Tale 

(1813), Byron had written of how "The Mind, that 
broods o'er guilty woes, / Is like the Scorpion girt 
by fire" (lines 4 2 3 - 2 4 ) . 
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That win so much upon the fair weak things 
120 They seem to guard? And had he not long read 

Her heart's hush'd secret in the soft dark eye 
Lighted at his approach, and on the cheek 
Colouring all crimson at his lightest look? 
This is the truth; his spirit wholly turn'd 

125 To stern ambition's dream, to that fierce strife 
Which leads to life's high places, and reck'd0 not cared 
What lovely flowers might perish in his path. 

And here at length is somewhat of revenge: 
For man's most golden dreams of pride and power 

130 Are vain as any woman-dreams of love; 
Both end in weary brow and wither'd heart, 
And the grave closes over those whose hopes 
Have lain there long before. 

1 8 2 7 

Revenge 

Ay, gaze upon her rose-wreathed hair, 
And gaze upon her smile; 

Seem as you drank the very air 
Her breath perfumed the while: 

5 And wake for her the gifted line, 
That wild and witching lay, 

And swear your heart is as a shrine, 
That only owns her sway. 

'Tis well: I am revenged at last,— 
10 Mark you that scornful cheek,— 

The eye averted as you pass'd, 
Spoke more than words could speak. 

Ay, now by all the bitter tears 
That I have shed for thee ,— 

15 The racking doubts, the burning fears,— 
Avenged they well may b e — 

By the nights pass'd in sleepless care, 
The days of endless woe; 

All that you taught my heart to bear, 
20 All that yourself will know. 

I would not wish to see you laid 
Within an early tomb; 

I should forget how you betray'd, 
And only weep your doom: 
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25 But this is fitting punishment, 
To live and love in vain,-—-

Oh my wrung heart, be thou content, 
And feed upon his pain. 

Go thou and watch her lightest sigh,— 
30 Thine own it will not be; 

And bask beneath her sunny eye,— 
It will not turn on thee. 

'Tis well: the rack, the chain, the wheel, 
Far better had'st thou proved; 

35 Ev'n I could almost pity feel, 
For thou art not beloved. 

1 8 2 9 

The Little Shroud 

She put him on a snow-white shroud, 
A chaplet0 on his head; wreath 

And gather'd early primroses 
To scatter o'er the dead. 

5 She laid him in his little grave— 
'Twas hard to lay him there, 

When spring was putting forth its flowers, 
And every thing was fair. 

She had lost many children—now 
io The last of them was gone; 

And day and night she sat and wept 
Beside the funeral stone. 

One midnight, while her constant tears 
Were falling with the dew, 

15 She heard a voice, and lo! her child 
Stood by her weeping too! 

His shroud was damp, his face was white: 
He said,—"I cannot sleep, 

Your tears have made my shroud so wet; 
20 Oh, mother, do not weep!" 

Oh, love is strong!—the mother's heart 
Was filled with tender fears; 

Oh, love is strong!—and for her child 
Her grief restrained its tears. 

25 One eve a light shone round her bed, 
And there she saw him stand— 
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Her infant, in his little shroud, 
A taper in his hand. 

"Lo! mother, see my shroud is dry, 
30 And I can sleep once more!" 

And beautiful the parting smile 
The little infant wore. 

And down within the silent 
He laid his weary head; 

35 And soon the early violets 
Grew o'er his grassy bed. 

grave 

1 8 3 2 
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