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My introduction assesses the six indispensible figures making up the 
romantic tradition in England. Jerome Christensen opens the volume with 
a discussion of tragic delight primarily in Wordsworth, followed by Leslie 
Brisman’s analysis of Shelleyan intersections with Christianity.

Helen Vendler astutely explores Keats’s attempts to reconcile his phil-
osophical emphasis on the social versus aesthetic concerns of poetry, after 
which Paul de Man returns us to Wordsworthian concepts of time and history.

Jonathan Wordsworth then turns his attention to Shelley’s “Mont Blanc,” 
tracing the author’s ability to invest the material world with spiritual signifi -
cance. Jean Hall applies a broader focus to the development of Byron’s career. 

John L. Mahoney takes up elements of the tragic imagination in 
Coleridge’s late work, followed by David Bromwich’s consideration of the 
ramifi cations of the term romanticism. John Beer concludes the volume with 
an overview of romantic visions of apocalypse and millennial transition.

Editor’s Note
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H A R O L D  B L O O M

Introduction

William BlakeAfter Jerusalem, Blake wrote very little poetry and devoted himself to his 
work as painter and engraver. The most considerable poem left in manu-
script from his later years is The Everlasting Gospel, a series of notebook frag-
ments on the theme of the necessity for the forgiveness of sins. There are 
powerful passages among these fragments, but they do not add anything to 
Jerusalem as imaginative thought, and Blake did not bother to arrange them 
in any definite form. The rhetorical directness of some of the fragments has 
made them popular, but their very freedom from the inventiveness of Blake’s 
mythmaking has the effect of rendering them poetically uninteresting.

Th is is not true of Blake’s last engraved poem, “Th e Ghost of Abel,” a 
dramatic scene composed in 1822 as a reply to Byron’s drama Cain. Byron’s 
Cain fi ghts free of natural religion and its fears only to succumb to a murder-
ous dialectic by which every spiritual emancipation of a gifted individual is 
paid for through alienation from his brethren, the consequence being that a 
dissenter from the orthodoxy of negations in moral values is compelled to 
become an unwary Satanist. Blake’s very subtle point is that the covenant 
of Christ, as he interprets it, takes man beyond the “cloven fi ction” of moral 
good and moral evil, the “hateful siege of contraries” experienced by Milton’s 
Satan on Mount Niphates, and into the clarifi cation of seeing that only a part 
of what is called moral good is actually good to the imagination of the real 
life of man. Vengeance and every similar mode of hindering another can have 
no part in an imaginative morality, and for Blake there is no other morality 
worthy of the name. “Th e Ghost of Abel,” which makes surprisingly eff ective 
use of Blake’s long line, the fourteener, as a medium for dramatic dialogue, is 
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the true coda to Blake’s poetry, rather than Th e Everlasting Gospel, for it makes 
explicit the moral basis of the laconic Marriage of Heaven and Hell.

At about the time he wrote Th e Everlasting Gospel, Blake reengraved 
a little emblem book, Th e Gates of Paradise, which he had fi rst engraved as 
early as 1793, adding a number of rhymed couplets and an epilogue in two 
quatrains to the engravings and their inscriptions. Th e Gates of Paradise are 
“Mutual Forgiveness of each Vice,” and the story told in epilogue is some-
thing rarer, an address “To the Accuser who is the God of Th is World,” and 
one of Blake’s most perfect short poems:

Truly, My Satan, thou art but a Dunce,
And dost not know the Garment from the Man.
Every Harlot was a Virgin once,
Nor can’st thou ever change Kate into Nan.

Th o’ thou are Worship’d by the Names Divine
Of Jesus & Jehovah, thou art still
Th e Son of Morn in weary Night’s decline,
Th e lost Traveller’s Dream under the Hill.

The tone of this is unique in Blake, and I have not found the equivalent 
in any other poet. There is enormous irony here, mitigated by a gentle 
and mocking pity for the great antagonist, the Satan adored as Jesus and 
Jehovah by the religious of this world. Blake is past argument here; he has 
gone beyond prophetic anger and apocalyptic impatience. The Accuser is 
everywhere and at all times apparently triumphant, yet he is a delusion and 
so but a dunce. He cannot distinguish the phenomenal garment from the 
Real Man, the Imagination, and his spouse Rahab is only a delusion also.

States change; individuals endure. Th e god of the churches is still that 
light bearer, son of the morning, who fell, and he is now in his weary night’s 
decline as history moves to a judging climax. Th e vision of a restored man, 
Blake’s vision, is the clear sight of a mental traveller in the open world of 
poetry. Th e Accuser is the dream of a lost traveler in the phenomenal world, 
but Blake has found his way home and need not dream.

William Words worth

After Shakespeare, Chaucer, and Milton, Words worth is the strongest 
poet in the English language. Shakespeare and Chaucer created men and 
women, which is the highest poetic achievement. Words worth, like Mil-
ton, is a poet of the sublime, of the transcendental striving that is a vital 
part of the human endowment. Sir John Falstaff and Hamlet, the Wife 
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of Bath and the Pardoner—these are beyond Milton and Words worth. 
Milton’s Satan is an extraordinary creation, but he belongs to a differ-
ent order of persuasiveness than Shakespeare’s Iago represents. Words-
worth’s Margaret, in The Ruined Cottage, is a figure of heroic pathos, but 
again this is in a different realm from the terrifying pathos of King Lear 
and Cordelia. This of course is to catalog the modes of greatness and is 
intended to appreciate Words worth, since no other poet writing in Eng-
lish, after nearly two centuries, approaches Words worth’s power and origi-
nality. Originality is the key term in apprehending Words worth; he made a 
larger break with literary tradition than anyone after him, be it Whitman, 
Dickinson, or Eliot. After Words worth, poetry became Words worthian, 
which is still its condition. Modern and postmodernism alike are still in 
Words worth’s shadow.

Before Words worth, poems had subjects; after Words worth, poems are 
subjective, even when they struggle not to be. Th e change, so commonplace 
that we now have diffi  culty in observing it, is the largest I know of in litera-
ture since Shakespeare’s pragmatic invention of the human—that is to say, of 
the ever-growing inner self. No one before Words worth would have written 
a poem at all comparable to Th e Prelude, an epic whose principal concern 
is the growth of the poet’s own mind. “Mind,” for Words worth, was a very 
complex metaphor for consciousness, not just in the cognitive sense but also 
in the mode of aff ect. Words worth’s best critics always have emphasized his 
uncanny fusion of the sublime—“Something evermore about to be”—and 
of the educational mission of teaching us how to feel, more subtly and more 
acutely. Th e most profound function of Words worth’s poetry is consolation, 
not through otherworldly hopes and speculations but through the human 
heart and its universal struggle with the burden of mortality. No poet since 
Words worth can rival him in his power of evoking our deepest fears, long-
ings, and anxieties of expectations. Words worth’s cognitive originality, pro-
found as it is, nevertheless is dwarfed by his emotional range and intensity.

We are at a bad moment, at least in the English-speaking world, in the 
study and appreciation of the greatest literature, whether it be Shakespeare 
or Words worth. An extraordinary number of those who now teach Words-
worth, and write about him, manifest their political and cultural exuberance 
in denouncing the poet of Th e Prelude, “Tintern Abbey,” and Th e Ruined Cot-
tage because of his “betrayal” of the French Revolution. Th is peculiar fashion 
of academic abuse will pass away in a decade or so, while Words worth’s great-
est poetry will abide. To be one of the four most essential poets of the English 
language is to be inescapable. Words worth will bury his historicist, Marxist, 
and pseudofeminist undertakers. Even those who never have read Words-
worth are now overdetermined by him; you cannot write a poem in English 
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without treading on his ground. Doubtless all of us would prefer that Words-
worth had retained the generosity and social vision of his youth in his later 
years, but political objections are absurdly irrelevant to the perpetual great-
ness of Th e Prelude, “ Tintern Abbey,” and Th e Ruined Cottage. If we reach the 
twenty-second century, then Words worth will be there, undiminished and 
imaginatively powerful, a blessed consolation in our distress.

Samuel Taylor Coleridge

Coleridge had the dark fortune of being eclipsed by his best friend, William 
Words worth. What we think of as modern poetry is Words worthianism, 
the evanescence of any poetic subject except for the poet’s own subjectivity. 
Two years younger than Words worth, Coleridge actually invented what 
was to be the Words worthian mode in such early poems as “The Eolian 
Harp” (1795) and “Frost at Midnight” (1798), the immediate precursors of 
Words worth’s “Tintern Abbey” (written later in 1798). But Coleridge had 
an almost Kafkan sense of guilt and of self-abnegation. He became Words-
worth’s follower, enhancing their joint volume, Lyrical Ballads (1798) with 
his magnificent The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. Since the two parts of 
Christabel were composed in 1798 and 1800, “Kubla Khan” around 1798, 
and “Dejection: An Ode” in 1802, Coleridge’s crucial poetic achievement is 
pretty much the work of four years and essentially ended when he was 30. 
When one considers how unique and original Coleridge’s poetic endow-
ment was, it is a great sorrow that only a few fragments attest to his gift 
after 1802.

Perhaps Coleridge’s greatest achievement, like Emerson’s after him, was 
in his notebooks, which aff ord an extraordinary image of his complex and 
restless mind. Yet, for the common reader, Coleridge is no longer the Sage 
of Highgate but the author of a few absolute poems, “Kubla Khan,” and Th e 
Rime of the Ancient Mariner, in particular. Coleridge had projected an epic on 
the fall of Jerusalem to the Romans (c.e. 70), and rather wonderfully “Kubla 
Khan” somehow issued from that outrageous ambition. No reader could know 
this from chanting the gorgeous fragment, which should be memorized and 
indeed recited aloud. But this foreground helps explain the sense of “holy 
dread” in “Kubla Khan” and its general atmosphere of potential profanation.

Th e hidden theme of “Kubla Khan” appears to be Coleridge’s fear of his 
own genius, his own daemonic powers. Th e poem’s genre is what William 
Collins, following John Milton, established in his “Ode on the Incarnation of 
the Poetical Character.” Th ere a new Apollo, a “rich-haired youth of morn,” is 
manifested in the guise of the post-Miltonic, preromantic Bard of Sensibil-
ity, a direct ancestor of William Blake as well as of Coleridge. “Kubla Khan” 
concludes with a vision of a youth with fl ashing eyes and fl oating hair, who 
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has found his way back to an unfallen existence, where he has drunk “the milk 
of Paradise.” Th is youth is the poet that Coleridge both longed and feared to 
become, the celebrant of a new imaginative power, one who would repair the 
fall not only of Jerusalem but of Man.

Th e Rime of the Ancient Mariner, so frequently interpreted as a Christian 
parable of the Fall of Man, instead is a phantasmagoria of the unlived life, one 
so compulsive that the poem never will know (nor can we) why gratuitous 
crimes and gratuitous releases should take place. Whereas the Christian Fall 
results from an act of disobedience, the Ancient Mariner simply acts, with-
out willing and yet with terrible consequences. As I read this great ballad, it 
is a poem of the imagination’s revenge on those who live in a world with-
out imagination. Coleridge rightly said that it had no true moral and indeed 
should have had no moral at all. Instead, it off ers a visionary cosmos as com-
pelling as that in Kafka’s stories and parables. Coleridge, like Kafka, makes his 
work uninterpretable, but in turn the matter for interpretation becomes just 
that movement away from interpretability. Kafka gives us a New Kabbalah, 
and so does Coleridge. Th e cosmos of Th e Rime of the Ancient Mariner is not 
sacramental but Gnostic; the divinity is estranged or hidden, and we fi nd 
ourselves in the emptiness the ancient Gnostics called the Kenoma. Th ere we 
wander, there we weep, unless we suff er the ultimate, compulsive fate of the 
Ancient Mariner, who ends as a haunter of wedding feasts, always retelling 
his own story, in a kind of parody of ecological wisdom.

We can surmise that the two extreme fi gures of Coleridge’s bipolar 
vision are the youth of “Kubla Khan” and the Ancient Mariner. Perhaps they 
are caught in a perpetual cycle together, in which at last the newly incarnated 
poetic character must age into a fundamentalist of what Coleridge called the 
primary imagination. Th at is “primary” only in being initial; otherwise it is rep-
etition, unlike the secondary or higher imagination that has drunk the milk of 
Paradise, with consequences immediately ecstatic but fi nally catastrophic.

George Gordon, Lord Byron

George Gordon, Lord Byron, is literature’s most notorious instance of a 
writer’s life becoming his work, indeed taking the place of it. The illustrious 
Goethe is something of a rival instance, and later examples include Oscar 
Wilde, Ernest Hemingway, and Norman Mailer. To endeavor to speak of 
the work in the writer in regard to Byron is therefore a considerable chal-
lenge, which I will take up here, though on a modest scale.

Byron was a cinema idol two centuries before there was a cinema, and a 
rock star centuries before rhythm and blues metamorphosed into rock-and-roll. 
Valentino and Elvis lag in the Byronic wake, as any other popular luminary 
would have to run well behind the noble Lord Byron: great poet, gallant martyr 
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to Greek independence from the Turks, reformist British politician, and an 
authentic anthology of every sexual possibility: incestuous heterosexuality, sod-
omizing of male and female, Satanic sadomasochism, pederasty, and whatever 
else nature makes available (with perhaps a restraint or two).

Externally, Byron’s work strongly aff ected his life with the publication of 
Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, cantos 1 and 2, in 1812, when the twenty-four-year-
old poet “awoke one morning and found myself famous.” But that is hardly a 
matter of the work in a writer, except that Byron’s persona or mask as romantic 
adventurer never left him after that. It was not a question of following the big 
wars, like the Byronic Hemingway, nor even of achieving authentic disgust with 
the limits of sexual experience. Instead, there was the impossible quest some-
how to reconcile personal idealism and the demands of celebrity, probably the 
ultimate instance of celebrity ever, in the long cavalcade from Cleopatra in the 
ancient world down (very much down) to the present.

Everything crucial about Byron is an enigma, simultaneously ambiguous 
and ambivalent. Th e best of him emerged in his long, complex friendship with 
Shelley, a kind of a brother in poetic greatness, aristocratic ambivalence, and 
revolutionary temperament but hardly a double or twin. Byron, according to 
the fl amboyant Trelawny, wished to save Shelley’s skull from the funeral pyre, 
but Trelawny would not consent, saying he feared Byron was capable of using 
it as a drinking cup. And yet Byron said to his London friends that they were 
all wrong about Shelley, who made everyone else seem a beast in comparison.

Shelley, a superb critic, uniquely saw and said that Byron’s Don Juan 
was the great poem of the romantic age, surpassing even Goethe and Words-
worth. It depends on perspective, to some degree, but time seems to have 
agreed with Shelley. Certainly, the eff ect of Don Juan on Byron himself was 
extraordinary. At last, the work became the life.

William Hazlitt found throughout Byron’s poetry the story of “a mind 
preying upon itself.” Th at can be phrased, more generously, as the record of a 
mind infl uencing itself. Byron exuberantly said of Don Juan: “It may be prof-
ligate but is it not life, is it not the thing?”

Indeed it is the celebrated thing-in-itself, the reality for which all of us 
search. Its protagonist, the amiable but passive Juan, decidedly is not Byron. 
Rather, the great voice narrating the poem is more than Lord Byron’s, the 
voice is Byron himself, in all his diversity and self-contradictions, an identity 
larger than that of the noble lord. George Wilson Knight brilliantly remarks 
that, in Don Juan, Byron and the ocean became one, as if to resolve the poet’s 
simultaneous faith both in nature and in eternity. I think of Hart Carne 
invoking the Caribbean as “this great wink of Eternity” in Voyager II and 
refl ect at the closeness of sexual dynamics in Byron and in Hart Crane.
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Northrup Frye remarks that Byron, unlike his public, was not enthralled 
by the Byronic hero. Since that hero reappeared, in the next generation, in 
Charlotte Brontë’s Rochester and Emily Brontë’s Heathcliff  and lived on in 
Hemingway’s bullfi ghters, big-game hunters, and heroically literate soldiers, 
Byron had no way of stopping what he had begun. He might have blanched 
at many of our current female Byrons, who have a charming way of turning 
into vampires.

Byron’s chief debt to Don Juan was that it turned him inexorably to 
revolutionary action, perhaps because he needed to demonstrate that he was 
not Don Juan. Th e fi rst two cantos of Don Juan were published in July 1819. 
A year later, Byron joined the Carbonari in their revolution against Austrian 
rule. Th e Carbonari were defeated, but in 1823 Byron and Trelawny were 
exiled to Greece, where “the Trumpet Voice of Liberty” died a hero’s death at 
Missolonghi on April 19, 1824. After that, his life and work fused forever. It 
is good to remember however the essential Byron, who scribbled this frag-
ment on the back of his manuscript of Don Juan, canto 1:

I would to heaven that I were so much clay,
As I am blood, bone, marrow, passion, feeling—
Because at least the past were passed away—
And for the future—(but I write this reeling,
Having got drunk exceedingly today,
So that I seem to stand upon the ceiling)
I say—the future is a serious matter—

Percy Bysshe Shelley

Shelley was a lyric and Pindaric poet who desired to write revolutionary 
epic and lyrical drama. At heart a skeptic and not a Platonic visionary, he 
nevertheless broke through to a Gnostic vision very much his own, curiously 
parallel to the work of William Blake, whom he never read.

A.D. Nuttall, in his Alternative Trinities, studies Christopher Marlowe, 
John Milton, and Blake as three intricate instances of poetic heresies that 
approach Gnosticism. Th e Gnostic religion, to most scholars, is a second cen-
tury of the common era Christian heresy. I myself agree with Henry Corbin, 
who argued that Gnosticism (or esotericism) was an eclectic world religion 
and the truest form therefore of Islam, Christianity, and Judaism.

Perhaps Shelley’s gnosis, his poetic way of knowing, was not altogether 
a Gnosticism, but his visionary drama Prometheus Unbound opposes Jupiter 
as a kind of Gnostic archon or Demiurge to Prometheus as a Gnostic savior, 
almost indeed a stranger or alien god.
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Shelley’s magnifi cent “Ode to the West Wind,” composed between 
the third and fourth acts of Prometheus Unbound, demands to be read on 
several levels of interpretation: political, personal, heretical-religious, and 
agonistic in relation to Shelley’s poetic precursors, John Milton and Wil-
liam Words worth, in particular. Politically, Shelley was of the permanent 
left: almost the Leon Trotsky of his day. Yet Shelley’s personal stance 
strangely blended hope and despair. Like Job, the poet falls on the thorns 
of life, and he prays to the wind to lift him as a leaf, a wave, a cloud, as any-
thing but a human being. From this nadir, Shelley makes a great recovery 
when he urges the West Wind to make him its lyre and to be “through my 
lips . . . the trumpet of a prophecy.” A revolutionary spirit, the west wind is 
also the harbinger of a Gnostic revelation, correcting the Creation-Fall by 
going beyond nature.

I suspect that Shelley’s deepest struggle in the poem is with Words-
worth, the prophet of nature, whose “sober coloring” is answered by the “deep 
autumnal tone” of “Ode to the West Wind.” Shelley’s impatient and apoca-
lyptic temperament will not wait on nature’s revelation of herself.

Shelley set himself against Milton in Prometheus Unbound and against 
Words worth in the “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty,” “Mont Blanc,” and the 
“Ode to the West Wind.” In his fi nal poem, the great death march of the 
fragmentary Th e Triumph of Life, Shelley turned to Dante, whose Inferno and 
Purgatorio provided the context for a vision of judgment. Shelley hymns the 
triumph of life over individual human integrity, while showing how the natu-
ral sun blots out the light of the stars, or poetic imagination, while the sun 
itself vanishes in the glare of the cold Chariot of Life. Something like a new 
Gnostic heresy is darkly suggested by Shelley’s last vision, a sublime fragment 
but profoundly despairing of any hope in ordinary human life.

John Keats

John Keats is unique among all major poets after Shakespeare in that his 
consciousness is so profoundly normative; that is, it is so natural, sane, sym-
pathetic, balanced, and equable as to give us an example of what human life 
can be at its most wise and compassionate. A normative person is very rare, 
whether in life or in literature, and this rareness enhances Keats’s value for 
us as a poet and as a human being.

Keats died at twenty-fi ve and left us a truncated canon. His two major 
long poems—Hyperion and Th e Fall of Hyperion—are fragments, but they 
manifest a greatness that transcends his art in the great odes, the sonnets and 
major lyrics, and in Lamia and Th e Eve of St. Agnes.

Here I desire only to note a few of the particular excellences of the 
great odes, and of the astonishing ballad, “La Belle Dame Sans Merci.” Th e 
most famous of the odes is “On a Grecian Urn,” which has haunted poetic 
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tradition down to its reappearance in Wallace Stevens’s “Th e Poems of Our 
Climate,” where Keats’s powerful estrangement: “Th ou, silent form, doth 
tease us out of thought / as doth eternity: Cold pastoral” is echoed as: “cold, 
a cold porcelain.” It is strikingly bitter that Keats becomes more and more 
distant from what he contemplates on the urn as the poem proceeds. Th is is 
akin to the transition from the last line of stanza 7 to the opening of stanza 
8 in the “Ode to a Nightingale.” “Faery lands forlorn” leads to the tolling of 
the word forlorn, like a bell, as Keats is tolled back from the state of being 
one with the nightingale’s song to the isolation of “my sole self.”

I have a personal preference for the “Ode to Psyche” and the “Ode on 
Melancholy” but would have to grant that the superb “To Autumn” is prob-
ably the most eminent of the Great Odes of Keats. But, in these poems, we 
choose among sublimities:

Sometimes whoever seeks abroad may fi nd
Th ee sitting careless on a granary fl oor,
Th y hair soft-lifted by the winnowing wind;

Keats’s harvest girl, profoundly erotic, lingers halfway between Milton’s Eve 
and Tennyson’s Mariana. The influence of Keats has been enormous; he 
fostered not only Tennyson and the pre-Raphaelites but rather more subtly 
helped to form Emily Dickinson’s oxymoronic rhetoric. Keats has remained 
a presence in subsequent American poetry from Trumbull Stickney, Wal-
lace Stevens, and Hart Crane on to the remarkable Henri Cole, one of the 
most accomplished of our contemporary poets. In England, Keats fathered 
Wilfred Owen, the great poet of World War I, while in Ireland his effect 
lingered always on William Butler Yeats.

In his closing days, Keats began a crucial transition from his agon 
with Milton and with Words worth to a larger, loving contest with Shake-
speare. Th e sonnet “On the Sea” suggests King Lear’s: “When last the winds 
of Heaven were unbound,” while Keats’s fi nal fragment could be inserted 
in many Shakespearean contexts and be altogether at home, in its power of 
apprehension and its eloquence:

Th is 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
Th at thou wouldst 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.
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Near the end of his inf luential essay on the Immortality Ode, Lionel 
Trilling surmises that “thoughts that lie too deep for tears are ideally the 
thoughts which are brought to mind by tragedy” and summarily comments 
that “It would be an extravagant but not an absurd reading of the Ode 
that found it to be Words worth’s farewell to the characteristic mode of his 
poetry . . . and a dedication to the mode of tragedy. But the tragic mode 
could not be Words worth’s.”1 Trilling’s extravagance comes at the expense 
of his own argument, which had begun by rejecting the conventional read-
ing of the Ode as Words worth’s conscious farewell to his art;2 for even 
though Trilling describes the forecast of tragedy as a dedication to a new 
poetic subject, insofar as it is both a farewell to what is Words worthian in 
the poet’s art and a promise never to be fulfilled, the last line of the Ode 
is freighted with pathos.

In the words of the poem, however, not tragedy but “the meanest fl ower 
that blows” brings to mind “thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears.” 
Words worth surely knew that tragedy had not traditionally been assigned 
such a task. Exceedingly rich and various, eighteenth-century tragic theory 
proposed explanations of the kinds of pleasures tragedy ideally provides 
which ranged from versions of Aristotle’s principles of catharsis and mime-
sis to variations on the Lucretian return on the self.3 But whatever design 
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by which tragedy was said to achieve its ends, theorists agreed that tragedy 
deserved its rank as the noblest form of dramatic art, capable rival of epic nar-
rative, because it brought to the mind thoughts too high for tears, fi lled and 
elevated the mind with exalted conceptions. It is likely that tragedy, certainly 
as the eighteenth century conceived it, is meant to fall under the general pro-
scription of “supposed Height” that Words worth announces in the Preface 
to Lyrical Ballads; his programmatic removal to “safe ground” is explicable in 
part as a retreat from tragic means and aims.4

Tragic theory was not, however, the same as tragic practice. As it was 
staged in the later eighteenth century, tragedy was most esteemed for its sen-
sationally sentimental capacity to bring “thoughts” just right for tears. One 
account, from a review of the Edinburgh opening of John Home’s Douglas: 
A Tragedy (the great weepy hope of Scottish tragic theatre), may suffi  ce as 
example of the general standard of taste: “Th e applause was enthusiastic, but 
a better criterion of its merits was the tears of the audience, which the tender 
part of the drama drew forth unsparingly.”5 Th is criterion of merit, the capac-
ity to draw forth what Keats called “barren Tragedy-tears,”6 was distasteful 
to Words worth, who repudiated that standard in one of his few explicit com-
ments on tragedy: “We [Words worth and Klopstock] talked of tragedy,” he 
notes; “he seemed to rate too highly the power of exciting tears. I said that 
nothing was more easy than to deluge an audience. Th at it was done every 
day by the meanest writers.” Words worth’s objection to the tidal powers of 
contemporary tragedy is of a piece with his contemptuous dismissal of “sickly 
and stupid German Tragedies” and other forms of violent and disgusting sen-
sation in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads.7

Words worth does not work toward tragedy, he works through it—
especially in the Immortality Ode, where the diffi  culties attendant on the 
project of carrying “relationship and love” intimately involve the problem of 
genealogy.8 Th e epigraph, which divides between the proposition that “Th e 
Child is Father of the Man” and the conditional “wish” for days to be “Bound 
each to each by natural piety,” designs the Ode, as an oedipal drama that is 
never brought to catastrophe or resolution.9 Indeed, the fulfi llment of the 
wish for a binding natural piety depends on the overcoming of the potential 
for tragedy in the relations of child and father.

If the topic is genealogy and the tendency is deeper, the synthetic meta-
phor is descent—an uncongenial metaphor for the sublimity of tragedy but 
apt for the “complex and revolutionary” pathos that Words worth defi nes in 
the 1815 “Essay Supplementary to the Preface” and which in turn describes 
the mental passage in the Ode: “Th ere is also a meditative, as well as a human, 
pathos; and enthusiastic, as well as an ordinary, sorrow; a sadness that has 
its seat in the depths of reason, to which the mind cannot sink gently of 
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itself—but to which it must descend by treading the steps of thought” (Prose, 
III, 83). Th e Immortality Ode is the splendid example of this “profound pas-
sion,” which eludes both the awful reverence of an inhuman sublime and 
the ordinary tears of an all too human pathos. Natural piety is staged in the 
poem, and particularly in stanzas VII–IX, as an art of sinking in a step by step 
descent from father to son to man—a genealogy of thoughts.10

Unlike the Virgilian descent, the Words worthian begins with a fl ower 
that is not plucked but read, which tells a tale put in the form of two ques-
tions: “Whither is fl ed the visionary gleam? / Where is it now the glory and 
the dream?” (55–56). Th e three sections of stanzas V, VI–VII, and VII–IX 
propose answers to those questions; but I shall confi ne my analysis to the 
last, where the answer is, in eff ect, a correction of the nature of the questions.

Before the child can father, it must be a child with its own paternity. 
Th e paternity of the child who, in one guise or another, is the subject of stan-
zas V–IX is “God” (65) or “Immortality” (119), and the complex affi  liations 
between father and child are most intensely refl ected on in stanza VIII. Th e 
six-year-old child is initially lauded for yet keeping a “heritage” that makes 
him an “Eye among the blind” (112). Th at eye is not put to the service of the 
blind, however, but directed backward to the gracious source of light and 
sight. And although called “Seer blest” (115), the mighty eye is not merely a 
visionary camera; it reads: “thou Eye among the Blind, / Th at deaf and silent, 
read’st the eternal deep” (112–13). To be stationed at the edge of the eternal 
deep is, by sublime paradox, the “being’s height” (123). A correlative of the 
“Soul’s immensity,” which the child’s “exterior semblance doth belie” (110, 
109), the eternal deep is in the child but of the father—an extension in the 
child of the eternity of the godhead, which appears to the child like one of 
those ghostly scripts so common in Words worth: read not out of spontane-
ous reverence but because the child is “Haunted for ever by the eternal mind” 
(114). His heritage a haunting, the child’s only privilege at his being’s height 
is to read the will of an eternal father, a legacy that is the condition of and 
on his privilege. Th e diff erence between what is his and what is the father’s 
constitutes the text read by the child positioned on the margin between who 
he is and where he came from. Or at least one supposes. It is constitutive of 
the meditative distance between ourselves and the seer that we cannot look 
over his shoulder to see what he reads but must read him reading and infer the 
conditions of his privilege from an exterior semblance that belies.

Constrained by the despotism of the spiritual eye and shouldering the 
truths that rest on him, all that unfi xes the child is the unrest of his reading. 
Hence the answer to the poet’s rhetorical question (asked of a child not here 
and who could not hear), “Why with such earnest pains dost thou provoke 
/ Th e years to bring the inevitable yoke, / Th us blindly with thy blessedness 



Jerome Christensen14

at strife?” (124–26), seems clear: the child summons the years that he may 
exchange marginal uneasiness for earnest pains, forget a haunting blessedness 
beneath the hard fact of an earthly yoke. But the poet’s imposing rhetoric 
forestalls easy answers. If the child has provoked the future, the poet provokes 
the past as, with forgetfulness at strife, he depicts the child’s plight in language 
that limns the oedipal nexus of tragedy: the child’s “freedom” is entailed by the 
epithet “heaven-born” (123); he is blessed by an “Immortality” that “Broods” 
over him like a “Master over a Slave” (119–20). Th e poet tropes uneasiness as 
strong ambivalence and implies a choice: the child could surrender to the mas-
tery of Immortality, or he could, in the fashion of Oedipus, turn to confront 
the father, either to murder or transcend. But the child neither succumbs to 
the father nor succeeds to the sublime; instead he turns away from his pat-
rimony, summons the years, and fl ees from being’s height to begin his grave 
descent. Now there is nothing odd about the child’s fl ight and the repression 
of his ambivalence, but peculiar are the poet’s endorsement of slavery and his 
supercilious representation of the choice of the child, so-called eye among the 
blind, as a blind striving. What is especially odd is that the thought of this 
repressive turn, fl ight, and descent is followed by “O joy!” (130).

Th e poet’s joy is odd because it marks his nearest approach to a thought 
too great for tears, to that delight which Edmund Burke identifi ed as tragic 
aff ect, but which seems an indecorous response to an evasion of tragic con-
fl ict. Th e poet explains his joy (and in explaining again transgresses sublime 
decorum) as his reaction to the discovery that “nature yet remembers / What 
was so fugitive” (132–33). Now “fugitive” is usually referred to the transient 
glory of the soul, surprisingly persistent in the memory of mortal nature. But 
“fugitive” is equally descriptive of and more proximate to the buried child 
who has blindly fl ed his father. And if, as Th omas Weiskel has observed in 
Th e Romantic Sublime (1976) of Burke’s theory of the sublime, “Delight is 
what you feel on escaping from the bewildering emotions and consequences 
surrounding a [real or imagined] murder” (p. 89), it would seem that Words-
worth’s dramatic joy must be something diff erent, for it is provoked not by 
escape from a murder real or imagined but by evasion of a confl ict that might 
have led to the thought of a murder. Like tragic delight, the poet’s joy prepares 
a renewal of power, but the poet’s power appears only as the capacity to recol-
lect what has been repressed—not a cathartic release from consequences but 
an acceptance of the return of all consequences all over again—without tears.

We can address the signifi cance of this moment by comparing the recol-
lection of this fugitive with the tragic scene of wonder and awe in the Iliad 
cited by Burke and elaborated by Weiskel as an example of the oedipal com-
plexity of the sublime moment. Burke quotes four lines (590–93) from Pope’s 
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translation of the scene in Book 24 of the Iliad, when Priam suddenly appears 
before Achilles to plead for the body of Hector. Weiskel quotes the context:

Unseen by these, the King his entry made;
And prostrate now before Achilles laid,
Sudden, (a venerable Sight!) appears;
Embrac’d his Knees, and bath’d his Hands in Tears;
Th ose direful Hands his Kisses press’d, embru’d
Ev’n with the best, the dearest of his Blood!

As when a Wretch, (who conscious of his Crime
Pursu’d for Murder, fl ies his native Clime)
Just gains some Frontier, breathless, pale!
All gaze, all wonder: Th us Achilles gaz’d
Th us stood th’ Attendants stupid with Surprize;
All mute, yet seem’d to question with their Eyes:
Each look’d on other, none the Silence broke,
Till thus at last the Kingly Suppliant spoke,

Ah think, thou favour’d of the Pow’rs Divine!
Th ink of thy Father’s Age, and pity mine!
In me, that Father’s rev’rend Image trace,
Th ose silver Hairs, that venerable Face:
His trembling Limbs, his helpless Person, see!
In all my Equal, but in Misery! (584–603)

Weiskel notes that “for the moment anger is suspended—sublimated—into 
wonder. Priam has cleverly assumed the role of the father in Achilles’ mind, 
thereby engaging in his own interest powerful prohibitions against anger 
and parricide.” He goes on to generalize that, “Wonder, the ‘sense of awe’ 
Burke will find in the sublime moment, is the affective correlative of a posi-
tive ‘identification’ with the Father, an identification which both presup-
poses the renunciation of parricidal aggression and facilitates an escape from 
the imagined consequences of a murder (pp. 90–91). I would like to stress 
the momentary quality of this sublime awe, suspension, and identification, 
as does Pope, who in his commentary on the passage (24.634–39) remarks 
on (what Weiskel parenthetically acknowledges) Priam’s acute perception of 
the striking effect the paternal image has and who calls attention to the way 
the king “sets him [Achilles’ father] before his [Achilles’] Imagination by 
this Repetition, and softens him into Compassion. (Twickenham ed., VIII, 
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562 n.). This compassion, Words worth’s “human pathos,” issues in what 
Words worth has led us to suspect:

Th ese Words soft Pity in the Chief inspire,
Touch’d with the dear Remembrance of his Sire.
Th en with his Hand (as prostrate still he lay)
Th e Old Man’s Cheek he gently turn’d away.
Now each by turns indulg’d the Gush of Woe;
And now the mingled Tides together fl ow. . . . (634–39)

Like the meanest tragedian, Priam deluges his audience with tears; like the 
amateur he is, he gets caught up in the f lood that annihilates not only the 
awful integrity and positive identification of the sublime moment but all 
distinctions whatever: between Hector and Achilles’ father, between Priam 
and Achilles, between the two principals and the attendants, who join in 
“One universal, solemn Show’r . . .” (645).

Th e Homeric scene is a remarkable collection of familiar Words worthian 
topoi, assembled as if by negatives; and it is a suggestive illustration of the 
relationship between sublimity and beauty adumbrated by Words worth in 
his fragmentary essay on their respective provinces and powers. Like Burke, 
Words worth affi  rms that the sublime and the beautiful can “coexist” in the 
same object, even though they cannot act on the perceiver simultaneously: 
“the sublime always precedes the beautiful in making us conscious of its pres-
ence . . .” (Prose, III, 82). Th e sublime precedes the beautiful as the stunning 
eff ect of Priam’s sudden manifestation precedes his eloquent utterance, dur-
ing which he contrives a subtle weave of repetition that produces the soft 
languor which Burke in A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of 
the Sublime and Beautiful describes as an eff ect of the beautiful (ed. Boulton, 
[1968], pp. 50–51). Tears, which Burke does not mention, follow. What, it 
may be asked, could Words worth have found off ensive in such a turning of 
sublimity into human pathos? Observe the consequence of tears. Th e action 
resumes in Th e Iliad with the heroes “Satiate at length” (647), but Pope, who 
has already read to the end of the poem, cancels this new beginning in his 
note to line 634: “We are now come almost to the end of the Poem, and 
consequently to the end of the Anger of Achilles . . .” (Pope, Iliad, 563, n.). 
Once foreseen, the consequences cannot be aborted; human pathos has mor-
tal consequences for mimetic narrative: the tears occur near the end of the 
poem; they mark the end of the anger of Achilles; consequently, like a deluge 
they sweep away Achilles, who is his anger, and drown the remainder of the 
Homeric epic in what Coleridge would call Words worthian pathos. Words-
worth’s own evasion of the tragic prevents the tears that would dissolve those 
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distinctions—the reading of which is life. Taking joy in the recollection of a 
repressed fugitive is to bring nothing to an end; instead it is to accept the leg-
ible pathos of repression after repression: a continual deepening that yields its 
“complex and revolutionary” returns to the eye that steadily cons the mental 
deep, continually evading a recognition of what it reads.

Th e joyous recollection prepares another scene which evokes oedipal 
complications:

Not for these I raise
   Th e 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,
High instincts before which our mortal Nature
Did tremble like a guilty Th ing surprised. . . . (140–148)

This passage revised the earlier scene in stanza VIII: “high instincts” 
conform to the soul’s project at its “being’s height,” and mortal nature cor-
responds to the fugitive. By depicting a dualism this side of eternity, how-
ever, the revision advances the Ode one more step in its meditative descent. 
“Descent” not only because one scene follows another farther down the page 
and seems to come from deeper in the poetic memory, but because if in his 
provoking of the years the fugitive enacts a repressive turn away from his 
immortal legacy, the obstinate questioning is descendant from that repres-
sion: it too turns away from the eternal deep and from contest with the 
immortal father. If that turn is not, like its predecessor, with its blessedness 
at strife but, on the contrary, about its father’s blessed business, it is because 
the precedent of the mortal nature offers a target to turn toward and against, 
a surrogate for the immortal master who is privileged by repression in order 
that days might be bound each to each in a pathetic descent which will not 
produce awe or tears but will “call forth and bestow power of which knowl-
edge is the effect . . .” (Essay, Supplementary to the Preface [1815], Prose, 
III, 82). The descent of reading to strife, then, devolves into questioning 
that in turn represses its descent by interrogating the mortal nature, which 
starts back “as if a guilty Thing surprised.”

Why guilty? If anything the persistence of the memory of the obstinate 
soul reasserts the failure of the mortal nature to murder or even threaten the 
master light. I would suggest that the emergence of this guilty fi gure marks 
a crucial threshold in the downward passage of the stanza. As the repressed 
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power of the fl ight from the father is transferred to the pious soul, so, the 
source of these lines suggests, does the child cross over into father. Th e line 
of guilt has been persuasively glossed as an echo of Horatio’s remark on the 
reaction of the ghost of Hamlet’s father to the crowing of the cock: “And then 
it started like a guilty thing / Upon a fearful summons” (I, i, 148–49)—an 
echo which implies for the Ode the translation of haunted child into haunt-
ing father and identifi es the guilt not as a consequence of a crime committed 
by a son against the father but for a crime about to be committed against the 
son.11 Th e child is father of the man. Here that father halts on the threshold 
between the poet and his being’s height, haunting the future of the man who 
will have to assume the heritage of his mortal nature. Th e poet’s stern lack of 
sympathy for the fugitive in stanza VIII is explained by the intervention of 
this ghost which bars him from participation in what he recollects by father-
ing his distance from the source of light. Nonetheless, that repression is the 
condition of the poet’s capacity to recollect, to observe a vital distance, and to 
acquire the power that descends to him as his thoughts deepen.

With a choice of fathers the poet may reject the mortal for the immortal, 
choose “the master-light of all our seeing” (156). Yet the continuity to which 
the poet adheres qualifi es the identifi cation to which he aspires. Th e repudia-
tion of the mortal nature permits the poet to silence phenomenal noise and 
to repeat the scene at the margin of the eternal deep, now revised so that the 
particular child in whom was lodged all privilege and all possibility, becomes 
“Children” (167), who, with no eyes for the deep, do not suff er the act of read-
ing but sport innocently on the shore. But revision is not vision. Although the 
poet affi  rms a return, what he sees is not the gift of a sublime transcendence 
but the consequence of restless thought. Linked into the stages of the poem 
by the “Hence” (162), the seashore scene is an exterior semblance of vision, 
which the poet has the ability to see only because he has the mortal power 
to read.

Th e inconclusiveness of that wishful thought characterizes the ten-
sion of the Ode: the poet stages his past in tragic fi gures (as Freud tells us 
he must, if they are to be staged at all)12 within a meditation that evades a 
tragic dynamic which would transcend then deluge human suff ering. Despite 
its repression, the intimation of immortality does persist and can be read 
beneath the belying of exterior semblance. But, because of its repression, that 
intimation can only be read as part of a mortal descent into which the fugitive 
fi ts like a dark glass. Th e poet is the father’s child as he is the child’s father. 
Although immortality be the master light of all our seeing, all we see comes 
to us transcribed in the ineradicable characters of our mortality. In recollect-
ing the paternity from which no tragic act has severed him, the poet recalls 
a genealogy of repression, of which his recalcitrant reading is the legacy—a 
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bestowal of power, if not of an eff ective knowledge. Th e distance the poet 
travels from stanza VIII to the end is a descent from a recollected reading 
of an eternal deep by a privileged child of light down the steps of thought 
toward the deepening of all semblances, fugitives between the fi rst light and 
fi nal deluge. Repetition has been bound to an orderly descent that works 
through the same question without the compensation of easy or fi nal answers 
that could harmonize or reconcile. In natural piety the poet concludes; he 
acknowledges his legacy as the gift of a semblance that will always belie and 
often brings thoughts too deep for tears.

I should not suppress that it is the “human heart” (201) that Words worth 
gratefully identifi es as the bestower of his sober receptiveness. Yet it is in line 
with the spirit of the text, in which all identifi cations are specious, to suspect 
Words worth’s profession here. Certainly it would be impossible for the poet 
to thank meditative pathos, for it is the quality of that declension of mind 
not to be able to refer to itself—that is, to be incapable of positing an eleva-
tion from which consciousness, spectator ab extra, could congratulate the mind 
on the method of its acting. Self-consciousness, the stagey gesture that approves 
the hypostasis of head and heart so dear to Romantic psychology, belongs to 
the tragic theatricality of human pathos. Indeed, I would ally myself, albeit 
somewhat gingerly, with those who have, as a policy of taste or principle, 
withheld their applause from Romantic exploits of self-consciousness. Self-
consciousness, as it has been conventionalized by Romantic poets and critics, is 
not a wound of the soul but a weakness for the limelight. Th e knowing ecstasis 
of self-consciousness transports the mind out of itself in order to place it dead 
center on the stage of history so that “I” can tearily watch myself suff er. Th is 
weakness is not foreign to Words worth, of course: it has been the subject of 
brilliant commentary, received its full measure of praise and blame. But it is my 
argument that the Immortality Ode ought to be politely withdrawn from the 
visionary company. Words worth does not face human suff ering. He does not 
face it because it cannot be seen by the poet at large in the world any more than 
it can be seen by spectators gaping at stagelit actors. On the defective vision of 
a theater audience Charles Lamb is all but authoritative:

Some dim thing or other the spectators see; they see an actor 
presenting a passion, of grief, or anger for instance, and they recog-
nize it as a copy of the usual external eff ects of such passions; or at 
least as being true to that symbol of the emotion which passes current at 

the theater for it, for it is often no more than that: but of the grounds 
of the passion, its correspondence to a great or heroic nature, which 
is the only worthy object of tragedy,—that common auditors know 
anything of this, or can have any such notions dinned into them by 
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the mere strength of an actor’s lungs—that apprehensions foreign 
to them should be thus infused into them by storm, I can neither 
believe, nor understand how it can be possible.13

Lamb is all but authoritative because Words worth does not equate the the-
atrical with Drury Lane, nor exempt the worthiest objects of tragedy from 
the class of “dim things” that obstruct the descent to the grounds of human 
passion. Nothing “human” is alien to a tragic scenario that progresses from 
conflict to climactic transcendence and closes with a curtain of tears. The 
poet’s return to a f lower brings him back to exactly what is not the face 
of human suffering because in whatever mask that face might appear, the 
witness of the human would be suborned to tragic testimony for theatrical 
convenience. It is both pathetic and an occasion for further meditation that 
the poet must depersonify to deepen, if not fully unmask, the human; he 
must remark on semblances that belie in order to be true to life.

What is life? Life for the critic is a line to be read: “Th oughts that do 
often lie too deep for tears.” Th at critical reading lines up behind, descends 
from, the poet’s “own” reading of the line of descent which makes legible the 
“meanest fl ower that blows.” And, to string out the word one more sentence, 
that descent is a line of readings. What is reading? Surely a diffi  cult ques-
tion. But an answer can be suggested by noting that reading, or at least the 
Words worthian reading of the Ode, has an uncertain structure which can be 
tracked, if not fully determined, by marking its deviance from a more cat-
egorical norm.

Such a norm is proposed by Kenneth Burke in the “Dialectic of Trag-
edy” section of A Grammar of Motives (1945). Th ere Burke cites the Greek 
proverb “ta pathemata mathemata,” the suff erer is the learned, and argues that 
to complete the proverb “at the risk of redundancy” would requite reference 
to an initial action. Th e true tragic grammar is realized, Burke says, by the 
sequence “poiemata, pathemata, mathemata, suggesting that the act poiemata 
organizes the opposition (brings to the fore whatever factors resist or modify 
the act), that the agent thus ‘suff ers’ this opposition, and as he learns to take 
the oppositional motives into account, widening his terminology accordingly, 
he has arrived at a higher order of understanding” (rpt. 1969, pp. 39–40). Th e 
dialectic could hardly be more symmetrical: Burke opposes the tragic Greek 
proverb in order to make it proverbialize Greek tragedy; the realization of a 
tragic grammar requires the assembling of the proverbial act into a higher 
order of understanding. Th e providential calculus of dialectic brings the clas-
sical to a climax in our knowledge. Whether Burkean, Coleridgean, Frank-
fortian, or Bloomian, dialectic translates poetry into criticism and transfi gures 
us dialecticians into the higher, even the highest, critics—the last comers to a 
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cultural stageplay whose fi nale is cued to our long awaited arrival. From this 
perspective the exemplum of Priam’s scene in Homer’s epic can be generalized 
and dialectic conceived of as the intersection of drama and narrative. Th is is 
true whether we consider the Burkean schema of fi rst action, then suff ering, 
and, fi nally, knowledge, or whether we think of dialectic in terms of the oedi-
pus complex, which posits family drama as family romance, the structure of 
tragedy as the story of one’s life.

Th e story of Words worth cannot be so neatly rationalized, however. 
Indeed, if the power of understanding inheres in the topographical para-
dox that to stand under is to be higher, Words worth’s wholly unparadoxical 
strength as a poet is that, as Coleridge continually reminds us, he under-
stands nothing. Again and again Words worth rejects the dialectical lure, to 
which all Coleridgeans are susceptible, the bait which tempts the epigone to 
complete Greek proverbs, to assemble tragedy from classical ruins accord-
ing to the mathematics of a supposedly higher grammar. Th ere is nothing of 
the classical about Words worth. If the fugitive allusion to Pope’s “Homer” in 
the Immortality Ode is convincing, then it should follow that Words worth’s 
repudiation of the tragic scene casts out not only the Homeric ethos but its 
neo-classical redaction as well. But even should that argument want killing 
force, only lack of space prevents a cataloging of Words worth’s less oblique 
dismissals not only of classical precedents and neo-classical grammars but of 
the very notions of precedent and grammar which “classical” implies. And it 
is only the grammarians’ funereal impulse that tries to strap Words worth to 
ratios of revision. Rather than assemble proverbs into grammars, Words worth 
might be said to deproverbialize tragedy according to the rarely grammatical 
dissemblance of repression: he does not impose the formula “to act, suff er, 
and know”; he adheres to the repetitive process “to act, to suff er, to act, to 
suff er”—an interminable series in which each cause is the eff ect of its eff ect, 
under its own infl uence. Or, as Words worth intimates: like father, like son, 
like father. Each term, moment, or character is constituted by its repression 
of its affi  liations with the other; each is an exterior semblance latent with 
its supposed antithesis. Th e sequence plots no resolution; instead it confi g-
ures thought as an indefi nite dissembling in which each character is doubly 
distinguished: as its disguise of itself and as the obstinate questioner of its 
neighbor. Th e sequence “act, suff er, act, suff er” represents reading as a diff eren-
tial movement through a tissue of latencies. One always reads along the same 
lines, always, however, sinking deeper. Th e line of reading, to paraphrase D. H. 
Lawrence, is no free fall. It is a narrow, tight descent, where the mind medi-
tates hemmed in by compulsions. Th at’s nothing to cry about. Th e Romantic 
complicity of dissembling characters—the never quite understood diff eren-
tial of an action that is already suff ering and a suff ering already acting evades 
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the human pathos of tragic knowledge and adumbrates what I would describe 
as the generic equivalent of meditative pathos: lyrical drama.

Th e concept of a lyrical drama is not Robert Langbaum’s invention; nor 
is it my own; nor is its application to the Immortality Ode more than a slight 
anachronism; it is, of course, the subtitle that Shelley attached to Prometheus 
Unbound, a term, however, curiously isolated in Romantic literary history, 
uncommonly overlooked in critical commentary—a hybrid which, though it 
could not have come from nowhere and has not dropped out of sight, appears 
to have no natural father and no child.14 Unlike the ideal of the myth, which, 
as Earl Wasserman describes it in Shelley (1971), is composed of “eternal 
mental possessions” which ask “to be interwoven into a beautiful whole ‘con-
taining within itself the principle of its own integrity’ ” (p. 272), the lyrical 
drama is an unpropertied child of contradictions, a composite which is itself 
the act and suff ering of its potential disintegration. Lyrical insofar as it is the 
aspiration of ego, a song transcribed for one voice, and composed of imagery 
“drawn from the operations of the human mind”;15 dramatic in that what is 
the mind is a scene, not simply an agent—the lyrical drama is passionate and 
implicit, not theatrical. As a drama of thought which can neither be staged 
nor closeted, the lyrical drama does not so much take place in the depths of 
the mind as continually displace the mind in an indefi nite deepening, which 
is unmotivated and unlimited by the teleological and topographical prejudice 
of a destined profound. To risk a tentative defi nition: lyrical drama is the 
pathetic representation of the mind in the meditative passage of characters.

Among the consequences that follow from such a defi nition, several are 
especially salient. First, to begin the criticism of lyrical drama presupposes 
an abandonment of the familiar epistemological theme in Romantic criti-
cism. Instead of a problem of knowledge or understanding, the lyrical drama 
presupposes a problem of reference. One does not ask, that is, which is prior 
or ulterior, subject or object? Or, can the self ever know an other through a 
poetry of experience? One does not project a bookkeeping of the dialecti-
cal profi t taken by a knowing subjectivity. Instead one asks, to what do the 
characters in meditative passage refer? Is that reference constant? To what 
are we to refer for the production and reproduction of these characters? Are 
those operations rule governed, mechanical, or, perhaps, indeterminate? Is 
the pathos of meditation reducible to the coercion (or, perhaps, the license) of 
reference? To propose a genre as a problem of reference rather than a project 
of knowing is another way of opting for the tension of reading instead of the 
quiet pride of understanding.

A second point, closely associated with the fi rst, is that although the 
concept of a lyrical drama brackets the questions regarding the transactions 
of subject and object—indeed, all questions of knowledge—the consequence 
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is neither a simple idealism nor a horrifi c solipsism. For this is a drama of 
the mind, not in the mind. Not an hypothetical ideal or an hallucination of 
diseased self-regard, the drama of the mind is a formal contrivance; it follows 
a script and is represented in characters which are orthographical dramatis 
personae fully fl edged by an inky plume. Like the words of Prometheus’ curse 
these characters can be recalled, dissembled, and read, yet never fully known 
for what they are, never fi nally erased. If the characters of lyrical drama will 
not pose as beautiful idealisms, they cannot be antithetically consigned to the 
inert state of mere things either. Th ey are, to employ once again Words worth’s 
resonant term, exterior semblances—seemings whose materiality appears as 
the curious eff ect of a kind of rich redundancy (What, after all, would an 
interior semblance be? Is not semblance logically always the false front on 
authentic innerness?)—a redundancy that characterizes the materiality of the 
signifi er by attributing to it a depth, however insubstantial, and a potential 
for dramatic confl ict, however irresolvable. Once again, one cannot know 
what cannot reasonably be assigned to the ideal or the material; one can but 
read the diff erentials or, better, the intimations. One reads, I wish, with the 
same sort of meditative pathos with which Words worth intimately regards 
the meanest fl ower, thereby binding fl ower, poet, and reader each to each in 
hermeneutical piety.

Finally, however, I want to make it clear that I advance no claim for the 
lyrical drama as a positive genre. Although the name does appear in the sub-
title to Prometheus Unbound, lyrical drama does not identify a genre which we 
have always dimly known and that has been lying around somewhere wait-
ing to be recognized by an ingenious critic. And if it were, it would probably 
not be noticed by a Romanticist, who, though as ingenious as most, has not 
historically exercised that capacity in either the invention or study of genres. 
Th e word itself comes strange to the pen. Among the instances of what might 
be called Romantic genre study exemplary is that of M. H. Abrams, which 
began with the structure and style of the greater Romantic lyric, applicable 
to most Romantic poetry, and ended (thus far, at least) in a mythus of the 
spirit of the age. In essential rapport with such a plot are most studies of the 
sublime, which initially posit a generic locus, only to fi nd the critical wagon 
hitched to a fi erce dynamic of dislocation and aggrandizement. Th e sublime 
is a “genre” which devours the very notion of kinds. It would probably suit 
neither the Romanticists I have brusquely categorized nor specialists in genre 
theory to have either natural supernaturalism or the sublime be denominated 
a genre. In fact, the Romantic period has always been a predicament for genre 
theorists and historians. Most infl uential has been the organization of the 
Romantic lyric from a Victorian retrospect from which it can be assigned 
to the plastic class of dramatic lyric and accredited as a tendency toward 
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the dramatic monologue (see Langbaum, pp. 38–75). Th at organization has 
recently been contested, however, according to defi nite principles of form 
which sharply distinguish the Romantic lyric from both the eighteenth-
century dramatic lyric and the Victorian dramatic monologue, and which 
reinscribe for genre theory the brackets around the Romantic era.16 Hybrid 
norm, the genre is an invention—not of mine but of a rhetoric of crossings. 
Each the act of the other’s suff ering, the suff ering of the other’s act, lyric 
and drama will always mix, never merge. In what I take to be a particularly 
Romantic sense of genre, lyrical drama designates a crossing or a threshold—
a limen which marks out neither a progress nor a regress but a transgress: the 
transgression of child and man, action and suff ering, lyric and drama. I would 
like to designate a genre whose one actively redundant rule (including this 
one) is that its every rule will be broken, its formal design breached, its purest 
pleasures the dissemblance of pain.

I shall conclude by nudging this designation one more step toward the 
promised conceptualization. In his superb essay “Positive Negation,” Angus 
Fletcher describes personifi cation as “the fi gurative emergent of the liminal 
scene.”17 Although Fletcher elaborates that phrase with subtle attention to 
the liminality of Coleridge’s verse, there is little doubt that the uncanniness 
of personifi cation that Fletcher’s phrase captures would whet the appetite 
of Coleridge the critical censor. Th e critic quite properly regarded the dis-
sembling characters of personifi cation as vagrant, agnostic misfi ts which his 
theology could not tolerate and his dialectics neither capture nor kill. Th e 
uncanny emergence of personifi cation, its liminal passage, transgresses “the 
sacred distinction between things and persons” which in the Biographia Liter-
aria Coleridge affi  rms as the fi rst tenet to which a true philosophical criticism 
must subscribe (Shawcross ed., I, 137). What goes for philosophical criticism 
applies to philosophical poetry as well; and in his criticism of the potentially 
great philosophical poet, Words worth, Coleridge prepares us to suppose that 
the same transgression that characterizes a particular fi gure also applies to a 
particular kind of Words worthian poem—a kind delimited in the Biographia 
primarily by Coleridge’s ostensibly excessive objections to poems like “Th e 
Th orn” and the Immortality Ode, which otherwise have no conspicuous affi  n-
ities.18 Th at kind of poem, I would suggest, is lyrical drama: a mixed genre of 
transgression, which is the liminal scene where personifi cations, like fathers 
and sons, emerge—a scene aff ectively like Stonehenge, where the “circle of 
reddening stones” utter the groans of human sacrifi ce; like a graveyard alive 
with epitaphic inscriptions; like a plot of turf forming into characters of fatal 
legibility. But unlike all because the liminal scene of the lyrical drama dia-
grams no charmed circle, hides no daemonic spot. It represents a poetic genre 
which transgresses the orders of master and slave, priest and victim, nature 
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and supernature, the quick and the dead, by provoking all dualisms with the 
variable fl ight of fugitive form.
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Th e wilderness has a Mysterious tongue
Which teaches awful doubt, or faith so mild,
So solemn, so serene, that man may be
But for such faith with nature reconciled.

(“Mont Blanc”)

Professor Thomas Weiskel used to quote with approval the urbane apho-
rism that Christianity is our most successful metaphor.1 A metaphor, like 
the modern Greek word for truck to which it is related, is a vehicle of convey-
ance; a metaphor transports meaning—sometimes packaged or packageable 
as the tenor, the signified, sometimes a looser cargo. Whether loaded or 
empty and making a dry run, a metaphor is a vehicle for making or crossing 
a certain figurative distance, like the distance between biological life and 
imaginative life, or earthly life and eternal life. Sometime after the death of 
Thomas Weiskel, his father, a practicing Congregational minister, showed 
me a photograph of his son’s posthumous daughter, about whose head there 
appeared to hover, in a configuration of lights and shades, what the Rev-
erend Mr. Weiskel saw as the spiritual form of his dead son not yet “meta-
phorized” or carried hence. For the Reverend Mr. Weiskel, Christianity 
was the most successful metaphor, the faith by which one could understand 
how a man might “pass away” and still be a spiritual presence. For his son, 
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however, Christianity was the most successful metaphor, a figure or set of 
figures of speech by which passages of poetry (rather than the narrow passes 
in the valley of the shadow of life) were to be negotiated.

Translation to an afterlife or translation, through commentary, of what 
Words worth called the “after-images” of memory and literature: it may be 
that there is no crossing the distance between these two senses of translation, 
the distance between those who value Christian beliefs as beliefs and those 
who value Christian metaphors as metaphors. Yet in some way that distance 
is always being crossed not only between orthodox father fi gures and the 
heretical sons but between God the Father and His metaphor-making Son. 
Jesus undertook to teach that the water of life is not literal water, that the 
blindness that matters is not literal blindness. Circumcision, both in Deu-
teronomy and the New Testament, can mean circumcision of the heart, a 
troublesome fi gure of speech, or circumcision of the fl esh, a troublesome 
literalism; and to this day the interpretation of circumcision as metaphoric 
separates Christians from Jews. On the other hand, atonement is a metaphor 
for Jews—a symbolic action in the Levitical code—and something closer to 
literalism for Christians. More troublesome is the question whether “eter-
nal life” is a fi gure of speech for a state of mind on this earth, or in some 
sense a literalism in relation to which the earthly awareness of being saved is 
the vehicle or shadowy fi gure. Blake, who repeatedly punctuated one of his 
most beautiful passages with the refrain, “mark well my words; they are of 
your eternal salvation,” meant something else by “eternal salvation” than the 
more conventionally pious Coleridge might have meant. For Blake, one can 
be saved from this world or saved in this world by setting aright the relations 
between one’s passions, intellect, imagination, and integrative instincts. Th ere 
is no divinity but that which resides in the human breast, and a man may be 
translated to God in Blake’s sense by translating for himself, by making his 
own, the divine Word of William Blake. Radical as this may seem, there is 
also something very Protestant about it. As the eighteenth-century divine 
John Asgill put it, understanding Jesus’ metaphors is salvation: “God will not 
deliver out Eternal life to man faster than he makes him understand it; for the 
knowledge of Eternal Life is the essence of it. Th is is eternal life: to know God 
and Jesus Christ.”2 Th e tree of knowledge is the tree of life.

Th e position that eternal life begins in this life at the moment of accep-
tance of Christ remains in the end a diff erent thing from the position that 
eternal life is coextensive with (i.e., a fi gure for) a state of consciousness in 
this life. For a space, however, the Christian and the poetic visionary share the 
metaphor of eternal life, and this happy coexistence may be taken as a synec-
doche for the Romantic poets’ sharing of certain essential Christian metaphors 
or Christian doctrines understood as metaphors. Th e surprising thing is that 
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Blake and Shelley, hostile to traditional Christianity, should have been even 
more immersed in Christian metaphor than were the more overtly Christian 
poets Words worth and Coleridge. Like Yeats, who said in A Vision that his 
spirits brought him metaphors for poetry, the Romantic poets commandeered 
the Christian metaphors, those giant tractor-trailers of the mind, and found in 
them “grand store-house[s] of enthusiastic and meditative imagination.”

Th is last phrase, Words worth’s in the 1815 Preface, sums up two quali-
ties or habits of mind that the Romantics took over from Protestant religion: 
meditation and enthusiasm. Poetic meditation, with its privileged apostro-
phes, and daemonic enthusiasm, with its visitations of Imagination, are con-
traband goods “transported” from prayerful meditation and spiritual zeal. 
Where they thought they were going with these goods is a question we may 
be inclined to answer a little too readily with a phrase like “natural supernatu-
ralism.” It is true that in general the poets were going from heaven to earth, 
from a source of power to which the priests and practitioners of organized 
religion once had privileged access, to a secularized or humanized godlike 
power. But for Keats, the poetic journey is characteristically a round trip, away 
from and back to this earth, even if the bare earth or the mind that perceives 
it emerges more sublime for the redoubled distances of metaphor. And what 
shall we say of Words worth’s “direction” when he says “trailing clouds of glory 
do we come / From God who is our home.” Is the Intimations Ode headed 
from God to a dispirited earth and the meanest fl owers? Is “God” Words-
worth’s abbreviation for the comforts of an older faith, or Words worth’s ulti-
mate tenor, the signifi ed, toward which the laden language of poetry wishes 
to go? If the soul’s home is with infi nitude, as he says in Th e Prelude, if we are 
most at home when the language of the sublime has carried us furthest from 
our sole selves, then God may be the end—the fi nal signifi ed—rather than a 
rejected signifi er for the sublime spirit.

One generalization about the “direction” of Romantic religious meta-
phor will, I think, hold. It has been remarked of Byron that he was certainly 
a Calvinist even if he was not a Christian, and in general the Romantics were 
radical Protestants (of varying degrees and kinds of radicalism) even if they 
were not Christians. By this statement I mean not only that they all had their 
equivalents for “inner light,” not only that they all thought they could read 
God’s book for themselves (be that scripture or the book of nature), but that 
they saw themselves recovering the spirit of primitive, prechurchly Christian-
ity, the spirit of Jesus the maker of metaphors. For example, one of the most 
“High Church” fi gures of mystifi cation for Shelley is the Shape all Light who 
off ers Rousseau, in a mysterious communion ritual, a “new Vision never seen 
before.” Blake would have called her Mystery, the Whore of Babylon, and 
indeed her walking on water (like that of Christ the maker of miracle) and 
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her mystifi cations about origins (she purports to answer the question “shew 
whence I came, and where I am, and why”) can suggest that far from inner 
light her illumination has about it all the darkness of Th e Four Zoas’ nine 
nights. Th e scene of rebirth that follows, like Rousseau’s earlier account of 
his reorigination (Th e Triumph of Life, ll. 325–42), forms a radical critique of 
Christian rebirth as a fi gure for the ultimate “diff erence.” So impossible is it 
to tell rebirth from repetition or refi guration that we are led back from the 
mystifi cations of Pauline Christianity and of poetry in general to the making 
of metaphors of a more protestant, deconstructionist Jesus. St. Paul, whose 
writings are the earliest Christian documents in the Bible, specifi es to the 
Corinthians that rebirth means literal rebirth into a life elsewhere. Paul does 
use rebirth as a religious metaphor, calling those who believe men “risen with 
Christ” (Col. 3:1)—already raised with Christ, as it were. But he cautions 
against limiting the meaning of resurrection to this metaphoric sense, this “as 
it were.” “If in this life only we have hope in Christ,” he says in 1 Corinthians 
15:19, “we are of all men most miserable.” I suspect that he writes this to the 
Corinthians because some among the Christians there held just the view Paul 
rejects, and that Shelley in his own way sanctioned—the view that Christ and 
his power of resurrecting us is for this life only, that resurrection is a metaphor 
for the sense of renewal one feels in accepting the sovereignty of love. If what 
Paul rejects was already known in Corinth, then it is back to Corinth, back 
to “primitive” Christianity, back to Jesus himself (as he was understood in 
Corinth) that Blake, Shelley, and Words worth take us.

In this essay I turn to Shelley, the Romantic poet most vociferously 
hostile to Christian dogma, to illustrate some of the striking ways in which 
Christian metaphors were appropriated for poetry and the human spirit at 
large. I single out three types of natural supernaturalism—three Christian 
concepts reinterpreted by the Romantic poets: faith, hope, and love.3 With 
a crucial reinterpretation of faith as “self-esteem” rather than the esteem of 
a power outside the self, these three concepts make up Shelley’s own list 
in “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty.” Shelley agreed with Paul (1 Cor. 13:13) 
that the greatest of these is love, and he regarded the gospel of love as the 
true teaching of Jesus to which the protestant spirit of the poet (protesting 
against the abuses of interpretation and power on the part of church, state, 
and selfhood) must return.4 It is under the rubric of love that Shelley elu-
cidates his central religious and philosophic ideas, and I include here Shel-
ley’s revision of the traditional concept of atonement. More than themes 
or messages, Shelley’s ideas on love infl uence the plot and tone of all his 
poems. Here, and in Shelley’s handling of the other virtues, we can see how 
complexly thematics are related to poetics, despite the poet’s repeated dis-
claimer of didactic poetry.
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Love

In A Defence of Poetry, Shelley at once identifies the core of his radical prot-
estantism and his theory of imagination:

Th e great secret of morals is love, or a going out of our own nature 
and an identifi cation of ourselves with the beautiful which exists in 
thoughts, action, or person, not our own. A man, to be greatly good, 
must imagine intensely and comprehensively; he must put himself 
in the place of another and of many others; the pain and pleasure 
of his species must become his own. Th e great instrument of moral 
good is the imagination; and poetry administers to the eff ect by 
acting upon the cause.

In thus revealing highest truths, Shelley also reveals himself, his most 
deeply held convictions. One might say that the rhetoric of revelation is 
responsible for the beautiful opening phrase, “the great secret of morals,” 
but that is to pass on to an abstraction a responsibility that Shelley makes 
his own. Love is the secret of morals because “poetry lifts the veil from the 
hidden beauty of the world,” presenting commonplaces like love “as if they 
were not familiar.” The secret is that morality is not transmitted as moral 
science but as poetry, as principles and exempla encoded in myths that hold 
the imagination. In the next sentence, Shelley writes a little prose poem by 
substituting Everyman for Christ: “A man, to be greatly good, must imagine 
intensely and comprehensively; he must put himself in the place of another 
and of many others; the pain and pleasure of his species must become his 
own.” For Mark, the secret of Jesus was his divinity—something repeatedly 
made manifest yet repeatedly felt to be secret, wholly other, and the subject 
of an enjoined silence. For Shelley, the secret that God is love is repeatedly to 
be “leaked” in poetry. In one place Shelley does obscurely encode the secret 
of love in the more limited sense of a literary secret. Count Cenci joyfully 
announces that his two sons died on the twenty-seventh of December—the 
feast day of John, who proclaimed “God is love” (1 John 4:8). To suppose 
that Cenci himself shares this irony is not necessary; the greater irony of the 
play is that the church and the traditional concept of a loving, omnipotent 
God are stumbling blocks in the path of love. More generally, works like 
The Cenci contribute to the kingdom to come by strengthening the faculty of 
sympathy: “Poetry strengthens that faculty which is the organ of the moral 
nature of man in the same manner as exercise strengthens a limb.”

In the Defence, Shelley distinguishes cultivation of the general capac-
ity for sympathy from promulgation of specifi c notions of morality. “A poet 
therefore would do ill to embody his own conceptions of right and wrong, 
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which are usually those of his place and time, in his poetical creations which 
participate in neither.”5 Th ough poems like Queen Mab and Th e Revolt of 
Islam are general enough in their condemnation of the tyrannies of church 
and state, the greater success of Th e Cenci may be linked with Shelley’s will-
ingness to ground the general doctrine of love in the specifi c moral issues 
of the play. In the Preface, Shelley repeats his notion that poetry does not 
preach specifi cs:

Th e highest moral purpose aimed at in the highest species of the 
drama, is the teaching the human heart, through its sympathies and 
antipathies, the knowledge of itself; in proportion to the posses-
sion of which knowledge, every human being is wise, just, sincere, 
tolerant, and kind. If dogmas can do more, it is well: but a drama is 
no fi t place for the enforcement of them.

What Shelley goes on to write is couched so as not to present itself as a 
specific dogma, though it comments in no uncertain terms on the rape and 
parricide of the play:

Undoubtedly, no person can be truly dishonoured by the act of 
another; and the fi t return to make to the most enormous injuries 
is kindness and forbearance, and a resolution to convert the injurer 
from his dark passions by peace and love.

These are the Shelleyan principles of morality that Beatrice herself fails to 
share. What distinguishes Shelley’s viewpoint from the “restless and anato-
mizing casuistry with which men seek the justification of Beatrice” is the 
sympathy he wishes to arouse for her independent of our judgment of her 
judgment. One may be tempted to condemn Beatrice for not turning the 
other cheek, for not making “fit return” in kindness and forbearance; yet to 
condemn her violates the very principles of forgiveness that she herself failed 
to call into practice.6

Unlike Coleridge, who preferred the Gospel of John and objected to 
Matthew, Shelley seems to have preferred Matthew and more especially Luke. 
In these he found what he regarded as the essential gospel, “the forgiveness of 
injuries which true Christians profess.”7 Its most radical statement occurs in 
what we call, after Matthew, the Sermon on the Mount: “Resist not evil: but 
whosoever shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to him the other also.”8 
It is instructive to compare Shelley’s understanding of this verse with that of 
Coleridge, whom Shelley took as a poetic father but never a Christian one. 
Here is Coleridge:



Mysterious Tongue: Shelley and the Language of Christianity    33

It may well bear a question . . . whether some of the moral 
precepts do not acquire a false, nay a dangerous import, by this 
detachment from the occasion, circumstance, & their relation to 
the particular persons to whom they were addressed. Ex. gr. Matt. 
V. 39–42 would have a beauty, a propriety, a wisdom,—supposing 
them addressed to the 12 Apostles, or to the 70 Disciples . . . 
which it has required many apologetic limitations, nay, arbitrary 
pretences, to maintain for them considered as moral Commands 
of universal application.

ex. gr.—that the provocations instanced were mere trif ling 
wrongs—no serious injuries! that is—resist not evil! means do 
not resist what is only an imaginary evil = Do not put yourself in 
a passion for trif les!9

Coleridge’s temporizing with Jesus’ radical morality may strike individual 
Christians as untrue to the spirit of the original, even though Coleridge’s 
interpretation has necessarily become an institutional orthodoxy of sorts—a 
moderate way of coping with a radical demand. What Coleridge regards as 
“a false, nay a dangerous import,” Shelley takes as the basis of the reforma-
tion of the human heart—a reformation that must precede political reform. 
For Shelley, “revenge, retaliation, atonement are pernicious mistakes,” 
regardless how trif ling or overwhelming the provocation for or the mode 
of revenge. If one does not turn the other cheek, if one retaliates physically, 
legally, or through the endorsement of an imagined ultimate punishment 
for evildoers, one violates the gospel of love. Shelley’s most radical insight 
about traditional Christianity is that the theology of atonement is based on 
revenge and retaliation: man’s disobedience struck God as a slap in the face, 
and rather than turn the other cheek, God himself exacted retribution in 
approving of the Son’s suffering for mankind. In writing The Revolt of Islam, 
The Cenci, and Prometheus Unbound, Shelley restored what he understood as 
the import of primitive Christianity by exposing myths of revenge for what 
they are.

In the Preface to Prometheus Unbound, Shelley explicitly argues for the 
superiority of his Prometheus over Milton’s Satan; he believes also in the 
superiority of his Prometheus over Christianity’s Christ: Prometheus suff ers 
for his own sins of rhetoric against Jupiter and saves himself from his own 
earlier manner of construing the nature of things. In the Christian scheme, 
Jesus (himself free of the taint of original sin) dies to bear on his back the sins 
of mankind; in Prometheus Unbound, Jupiter’s child Demogorgon bears on his 
back the sins of his fathers—or rather, he comes to bear Jupiter (who per-
sonifi es the sins) to “dwell together / Henceforth in darkness” (III, i, 55–56). 
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Shelley can present the eternal condemnation of Jupiter as a myth morally 
superior to God’s eternal condemnation of Satan because Jupiter more clearly 
than Satan condemns himself: Shelley has no personifi ed eternal judge who 
sits enthroned and declares himself free from sin. (Demogorgon is not an 
enthroned power but a power for dethronement, while Milton’s myth of the 
transference of power labored under the necessity of retaining two enthroned 
powers, Father and Son.) More important, Shelley’s Jupiter becomes less a 
character than a state of the soul, and Shelley—like Blake—distinguishes 
individuals from states and redeems individuals while he condemns the 
states. Prometheus individualizes himself while Jupiter becomes a name for a 
rejected snakeskin, shed in the apocalyptic recognition of the poem.

Looking at these diff erences between the action of Shelley’s central 
myth and that of Christianity, one might be tempted to say simply that Shel-
ley rejects the concept of atonement and the system of retributive justice on 
which it is based. But it would be more accurate to say that Shelley meta-
phorizes the supernatural concept of atonement and substitutes an individual 
death of the old self for the literal or scapegoat death exacted by a legalistic 
God the Father. Like Blake, Shelley responds to the Christian concept of 
atonement with a question: “Would you love one who never died for you?” 
We die for each other daily in little nameless acts of kindness and love, in 
the little or not so little acts of self-curtailment necessary for conversation, 
for love, for civilization. For the sake of poetry, which must not curtail its 
own myth-making even if it curtails its theologizing instinct, we need to rep-
resent one man dying or suff ering for others; but in this new theology, this 
new theory of representation, the fi gures the poet singles out are synecdo-
ches for human suff ering and forgiveness of sins. Christians might argue that 
Jesus Christ is a synecdoche too, since he partakes through the incarnation of 
the human nature he redeems; but from the perspective of Shelleyan natural 
supernaturalism, the orthodox Son of Man remains an inadequate metonymy, 
a fi gure contiguous with, associated with human nature and original sin, but 
not part of it. Shelley’s Prometheus, on the other hand, stands aside from the 
curse he once uttered on Jupiter, but he redeems us in redeeming himself. Th e 
nuptials of Prometheus and Asia might suggest the marriage of Christ and 
his Church, but as the spirit of the earth with playfully wanton imagination 
suggests, Asia and Prometheus partake of the sensual as well as the intellec-
tual life they represent.

One aspect of the revisionary concept of atonement and its attendant 
theory of representation must be related less to Shelley’s particular turn 
on Christian myth than to the necessary business of poetry. Christianity 
has one story to privilege; poets, in this regard, are promiscuous. We often 
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speak of characters in literary works as “Christ fi gures” without working 
out the theological or mimetic theory—without deciding what it means 
to have someone who is not Christ take his place. But despite an orthodox 
tradition of imitating Christ, we necessarily naturalize supernatural dogma 
in considering any fi gure except Christ himself as the antitype or emblem-
atic surrogate for humanity. We need to acknowledge the multiplicity of 
Christ fi gures in Shelley’s poetry and the multiplicity of ways in which the 
divine nature of man is represented. I shall single out one example and let 
that serve, synecdochically, for the repeated opportunity Shelley’s characters 
and readers have for discovering that the kingdom of God is not among 
you—the way Christ was among the disciples—but within you, within each 
individual’s potentiality.

In Th e Revolt of Islam, Laon tries to prevent a bloody battle between the 
revolutionary and the tyrannic forces. He sees a soldier pointing on his foe 
the mortal spear, and he rushes before its point in an attempt to arrest the 
outbreak of violence in its fi rst motions:

   Th e spear transfi xed my arm that was uplifted
In swift expostulation, and the blood
Gushed round its point: I smiled, and—“Oh! thou gifted
With eloquence which shall not be withstood,
Flow thus!”—I cried in joy, “thou vital fl ood,
Until my heart be dry, ere thus the cause
For which thou wert aught worthy, be subdued—
Ah, ye are pale,—ye weep; your passions pause,—
’  Tis well! ye feel the truth of love’s benignant laws.”

(V, ix)

Reading thus far we may be a little uncertain just why our hero smiles. Is 
he relishing the opportunity to be, Christ-like, transfixed by that spear? Is 
it a smile of love or of power? The Revolt of Islam is not quite the poem Pro-
metheus Unbound is, and reading Laon’s speech, one may not feel the birth of 
love’s benignant laws. But whether or not we are to imagine the soldiery, as a 
metonymy for the poem’s readership, convinced by Laon’s rhetoric or agape 
at the emblem of the suffering Laon, the soldiers are halted sufficiently 
by the sight of blood to attend his speech for brotherhood. Laon does not 
discourse on the nature of his suffering; he uses their instinctive horror at 
bloodshed (Shelley would seem to have been an optimist about our instincts) 
to argue for the way in which any man wounded in battle can become a sign 
of human suffering, an emblem of the inhumanity of war:



Leslie Brisman36

   Soldiers, our brethren and our friends are slain.
   Ye murdered them, I think, as they did sleep!
   Alas, what have ye done? the slightest pain
   Which ye might suff er, there were eyes to weep,
   But ye have quenched them—there were smiles to steep
   Your hearts in balm, but they are lost in woe;
   And those whom love did set his watch to keep
   Around your tents, truth’s freedom to bestow,
Ye stabbed as they did sleep—but they forgive ye now.

He does not say, “Forgive them, Father, they know not what they do”; he 
moves from “me” to “them,” from the one they have just wounded to the 
many who have died. If the soldiers had not killed them, many civilians 
could have responded with compassion to the soldiers’ wounds. Then—with 
a remarkable leap from the subjunctive to the indicative, “They forgive ye 
now.” Since it is a plain truth that the dead harbor no grudge against the 
living, it is not a farfetched figure—or rather it is a farfetched figure, but the 
distance from negative goodness to positive moral principle is being negoti-
ated—to say that forgiveness is “now,” that forgiveness is, as it were—and 
why not make it as it is—an idea whose time has come. If the present, living 
Laon can smile at the man who smote him, the living do form a community 
with the dead; and it is a community of the loving, a community of those 
who can be said to share the high ideal of the forgiveness of sins. Laon does 
not argue, “I am suffering for your sins,” or even, “The dead died for your 
sins.” That is, he does argue “the dead died for your sins,” but in the sense 
that they died because of your sins, as a direct consequence of your failure 
of love, and their deaths are linked to your failure in a causal chain that is 
still operative and still available for imaginative, redemptive breaking: You 
stop killing and there will be no more killing. Neither I nor the dead exact 
vengeance, and so the power to arrest the f low of evil from evil lies open 
before you:

   Oh wherefore should ill ever fl ow from ill,
   And pain still keener pain for ever breed?
   We all are brethren—even the slaves who kill
   For hire, are men; and to avenge misdeed
   On the misdoer, doth but Misery feed
   With her own broken heart! O Earth, O Heaven!
   And thou, dread Nature, which to every deed
   And all that lives or is, to be hath given,
Even as to thee have these done ill, and are forgiven!
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There are two dispensations from the great god Nature—the power who 
joins (or perhaps replaces) the antithetical couple of earth and heaven, now 
no longer meaning nature and supernature but land and sky. The first dis-
pensation from nature is what nature metes out to all that lives or is. She 
gives us and our deeds being: “to be” hath given. The second dispensation 
from nature is the reprieve from a natural law of retribution: all are forgiven; 
one can take forgiveness for a given. The mystery, the mastery of Laon’s 
speech is that he makes forgiveness of sins look as much or more a part of 
the order of nature as vengeance once had been. “The cut worm forgives 
the plough,” Blake says. In Shelley’s lines the present tense belongs to being 
itself: nature hath given all that lives the power “to be.” But forgiveness of 
sins is an understood condition of being, a past participle: All “are forgiven,” 
and “made free by love.”

Hope

In his fine chapter on “The Christian Mythology” in Shelley, Timothy 
Webb turns to hope as second in importance only to the theme of love: 
“Apart from love, perhaps the most important virtue for Demogorgon, as 
for Shelley, is hope. It is mentioned twice in the final stanza, where it is 
closely connected with love (‘Charity . . . hopeth all things’).”10 Though 
Webb is primarily interested in the thematic importance of Christian con-
cepts to Shelley, his discussion of Prometheus Unbound helps us see how 
Shelley’s naturalization of Christian hope, even more than his emphasis on 
love, influences his poetics. Shelley’s insistence on reforming the Christian 
concept of atonement affects, preeminently, the plot of Prometheus. That 
Prometheus unsays his high language of defiance toward Jupiter and that 
Panthea is spared the harshest versions of the history Prometheus sees are 
matters of large-scale structure and theme, however intricately they are 
worked out in the verse.11 The composition of Act II as a responsive echo to 
Act I and of Act IV as a celebration of the action of Acts I–III may also be 
regarded as related, in broad outline, to the doctrine of love. The Shelleyan 
idea of hope, however, is more inextricably bound to local effects, though no 
less splendid and resonant ones.

Consider the lines cited by Webb from the last verse paragraph of 
Prometheus:

To suff er woes which Hope thinks infi nite;
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. . . .
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In the broadest sense, these timeless infinitives leave us in hope, in a sus-
pended state of expectation. Syntactically, they seem to give birth to the 
substantive Hope just as—or rather before—Hope itself creates the object of 
hope “from its own wreck.” In a phrase, or perhaps one can say in the force 
of a single caesura, Shelley overturns the eschatological otherworldliness 
of Christian hope founded on the wreck of this world. Vain is all hope but 
love, and most vain is the hope for a world elsewhere, a world in which the 
presence of God’s love atones for the insufficiency of human love on this 
earth. Hope creating from its own wreck the thing it contemplates is hope 
turning back on itself to create, on the basis of a shattered illusion, a “real” 
hope for a renewed world.

Th e turn in the verse at the end of Prometheus recapitulates a turn nego-
tiated in Act I. Th e furies have no greater torment than the picture of love-
lessness and ignorance climaxed by the quotation from Luke: “Th ey know 
not what they do” (Act I, l. 631, citing Luke 23:34). It is itself a mark of the 
Shelleyan doctrine of hope that a reference to the last act of the Christ story 
is transferred to the fi rst act of Prometheus. Th e words with which Jesus pro-
claims a fi nal forgiveness become, in Shelley’s hands, words preparatory to 
an initiatory forgiveness, an act of human sympathy and love that itself pro-
claims the kingdom to come. Th e crucifi ed Jesus in Luke may be in a tradi-
tional Christian reading more than a personifi cation of wrecked hope; but the 
story Luke tells does not permit the sudden turn, the sudden birth of things 
hoped for, that Shelley’s play permits. No sooner does the fury raise to apoca-
lyptic pitch the temptation to abandon all hope—they know not what they 
do—than Prometheus creates from hope’s wreck the thing it contemplates: 
“thy words are like a cloud of winged snakes / And yet, I pity those they tor-
ture not.” Prometheus is being tempted to abandon all hope, and thus more 
indelibly to inscribe on the portals of his mind the identifying mark of a hell 
of his own making. He responds by creating a heaven in hell’s despite: It is 
the indiff erent, the unfeeling, and the ironists among us—the souls too poor 
in spirit to be bothered by the fury’s vision—whom Prometheus elects to the 
heaven of his special regard. While demythologizing Christian heaven, Shel-
ley simultaneously mythologizes the quotidian: A commonplace, colloquial 
expression like “I feel sorry for them if they’re not moved by this” is ampli-
fi ed into sorrow and love more “divine” than any provoked by more extreme 
circumstances such as those of Jesus on the cross. Perhaps more important to 
Shelley’s theology of hope than the transference of the scene of forgiveness 
to an initiatory position in a story is the transference of the object of com-
passion from present to absent (only hoped for) recipients. Like the earlier 
recantation of the curse, this turn accentuates the internalization of divine 
mercy by reminding us how far off  in visionary space is the object of mercy. 
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Shelley called hope “a worship to the spirit of good within,”12 and we would 
do well not to emend his grammar to “a worship of the spirit of good within.” 
As a prophet of hope, but no theist, Shelley uses but naturalizes the Chris-
tian concept of worship; he retains the high valuation of apostrophe and the 
high valuation of conversion, both of them forms of the turn to the spirit of 
good; he rejects only the investment of awe in a spirit of good external to the 
self. Th e progress of Prometheus Unbound may be regarded as the successive 
realization of more and more sophisticated interpretations of hope as a turn 
to a spirit within.

In the Essay on the Devil and Devils, Shelley clarifi es how the invest-
ment in a mythology of hope can remain independent of the ontological error 
about personifi cation. Shelley scorns the conventional “faith”—the belief that 
the personifi cations of good and evil are more than rhetorical fi gures. While 
distinguishing the moral necessity of hope from the supererogatory (or at 
least risky) personifi cations of hope, Shelley advances the ground of the athe-
ist argument by considering God as a fi gure fi rst of good in itself but then, 
in a slight but telling revision, as a fi gure for a hoped-for improvement: Th e 
religious imagination gives “to that which [is] most pleasing to us a perpetual 
or ultimate superiority, with all epithets of honorable addition, and [brands] 
that which is displeasing with epithets ludicrous or horrible, predicting its 
ultimate defeat.”13 (“Perpetual” means God had, has, and always will have the 
upper hand; “ultimate” allows God to be a specially charged absence, rather 
than a fi ctional presence.) Th e argument about a certain view of the origin of 
religion becomes an argument of poetry when the personifi cation of hope is 
seen as the thing wrecked or deconstructed, out of which hope itself appears 
reborn: “Th e supposition that the good spirit is, or hereafter will be, superior, 
is a personifi cation of the principle of hope and that thirst for improvement 
without which present evil would be intolerable.” In this, as in the previ-
ous quotation from the same paragraph of the essay, an “or” turns us from 
existences to objects of hope and, in Shelley’s view, from error to truth. “A 
perpetual or ultimate superiority” and “the good spirit is, or hereafter will 
be, superior” are no indiff erent alternatives. In a sense the faculty with which 
the correction is made is part of Shelley’s own hope—a rhetorical equivalent 
for the impatience he values in place of faith. Th e same may be said for a 
famous alternative in Adonais, where the poet is seen with ensanguined brow, 
“Which was like Cain’s or Christ’s—Oh! that it should be so!” Neither indif-
ference nor casual irreverence, the “or” expresses the poet’s impatience with 
the progress of love: from Cain to Christ and from Christ to us little progress 
has been made in the great cause of substituting forgiveness for retribution; 
the “partial moan” that identifi es sympathy—the capacity to weep another’s 
fate as one’s own—is still “poetic” rather than universal, and the ensanguined 
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brow a unique rather than a ubiquitous mark. Th e “or” between “Cain’s or 
Christ’s” is partly mimetic but also partly performative, symbolically hasten-
ing the progress to forgiveness.

“Would God that all the Lord’s people were prophets!” (Num. 11:29). 
As they are not, and “as it is the province of the poet to attach himself to those 
ideas which exalt and ennoble humanity, let him be permitted to have con-
jectured the condition of that futurity towards which we are impelled by an 
unextinguishable thirst for immortality.”14 Without dogmatizing on the sub-
ject of the ontology of a future state in and of itself, Shelley appropriates for 
the poet the reifi cation of the thirst for immortality, the hope that is motive 
for metaphor. Perhaps the defi nitive expression of the thirst for immortality is 
Adonais, where Shelley tropes temporizing limitations as “life” and represents 
“death” as the condition of fulfi llment:

Why linger, why turn back, why shrink, my Heart?
Th y hopes are gone before; from all things here
Th ey have departed; thou shouldst now depart!

Like “the personification of the principle of hope” in the figure of a tran-
scendental deity, the representation of Shelley’s children, Clara and Wil-
liam, as hopes that have “gone before” is as risky as it is highly charged. The 
risk is that the stanza will appear suicidal and—perhaps worse—that Death 
will be taken as more than a figure for a state of union and fulfillment. 
The charge (and it is a moral injunction as well as a potentially explosive 
figure) is the charge that one linger on this brink and immortalize, in such 
stationing, the condition of impatient expectation. Perhaps the best commentary 
on the poetics of hope in such a passage is Shelley’s own in the Essay on 
Christianity:

We die, says Jesus Christ, and when we awaken from the languor of 
disease the glories and the happiness of Paradise are around us. All 
evil and pain have ceased forever. Our happiness also corresponds 
[with] and is adapted to, the nature of what is most excellent in 
our being. We see God, and we see that he is good. How delightful 
a picture even if it be not true! How magnifi cent and illustrious is 
the conception which this bold theory suggests to the contempla-
tion, even if it be no more than the imagination of some sublimest 
and most holy poet who, impressed with the loveliness and majesty 
of his own nature, is impatient and discontented with the narrow 
limits which this imperfect life and the dark grave have assigned 
forever as his melancholy portion.15
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If the poet prophesies anything, it is the survival of such impatience and 
discontent past the decay of the belief in a life hereafter. In miniature, this 
paragraph in the essay demonstrates such a survival by leading us on under 
the illusion that Shelley himself endorses the conception of a hereafter, 
only to turn such faith on its head with the exclamation “How delightful a 
picture even if it be not true.” Man may be but for such faith (i.e., especially 
in the faith that it is not true) reconciled with death, and at the “top of 
speculation” where the if is situated, the injunction “here pause” finds moral 
and poetic authority. In Adonais the survival of impatience and discontent 
with natural limits is imaged at the limit; impatience and discontent are 
immortalized as the brinkmanship of “why linger?” Jesus himself, impatient 
and discontent with the literalism of Jewish law and envisioning a realm of 
love beyond it, remains an archetype for the poet. At the end of Adonais, 
nothing at all is left of Christian faith, but the survival of impatience and 
discontent stands forever as a monument to that which is immortal in us, as 
eternal evidence of things hoped for.

Without a doctrine of resurrection, a poem like Adonais can depend, at 
the point where Shelley pauses to inquire “Why linger?” on a hope modeled 
on Christian hope that such a moment will come to stand, synecdochically, 
for a larger salvifi c power. Beyond lies the abyss of death, and into that abyss 
the orthodox hope for life after death may be cast. Yet the very representation 
of a synecdochical moment of hope—the representation of a hope surviving 
the decay of orthodox beliefs—becomes a seed cast in the ground with some-
thing like a promise of resurrection. Th e Shelleyan text for understanding how 
the Christian trope of resurrection is assimilated into the general poetics of 
hope is the “Ode to the West Wind,” but we may approach it by turning fi rst 
to one of Shelley’s models for the natural supernaturalism of this ode.

In a penultimate moment of “Tintern Abbey,” Words worth cultivates a 
personal nostalgia like that of the Romantic for the Christian past:

   in thy voice I catch
Th e language of my former heart, and read
My former pleasures in the shooting lights
Of thy wild eyes. Oh! yet a little while
May I behold in thee what I was once,
My dear, dear Sister! and this prayer I make,
Knowing that Nature never did betray
Th e heart that loved her.

In one sense Nature inevitably does betray the heart that loved her, for we 
each die our own death, passing thus the turning point between presence 
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(“We see God, and we see that he is good. How delightful a picture”) and 
absence (“even if it be not true”). Words worth’s equivalent for this linger-
ing over a moment of hope is the “little while” in which he is caught in the 
illusion of repetition or immortality. Actually, the prayer he makes is one 
magnificently answered in the poem itself, for the diminished request for 
immortal life—“yet a little while / May I behold”—is fulfilled in the very 
words that utter it. What gives these lines their pathetic urgency above and 
beyond all trick of the voice is the radical reduction on which they depend—
the reduction of a period of youth, a personal memory, and the whole theme 
of redemption from death to that single trope, that glimmer of hope, “Of 
thy wild eyes.”

Th at glimmer is the starting point of Shelley’s Ode, where the wildness 
of the wind (“O wild West Wind,” the poem opens) is the untrammeled spirit 
of freedom from death. Th is is neither the place for a history of the trope of 
wildness nor the place for an extended account of the wondrous relationship 
between Shelley and Words worth, but I want to suggest an analogy, if not a 
source for the turn to hope in Shelley’s Ode, because that hope is similarly 
dependent on a radically abbreviated representation of the past. In reading his 
former pleasures in the shooting lights of Dorothy’s wild eyes, Words worth 
cries “behold, behold” to what then he was, and this revelation of the synec-
dochic representation of the past becomes the basis of the extravagant claim 
that follows. Characteristically, Words worth’s “May I behold” appears more 
sober and demur than Shelley’s “Be thou, Spirit fi erce, / My Spirit! Be thou 
me,” but behold and be thou share a naturalization of apocalypse as the basis 
for a claim to present power and a hope for its survival. Something similar 
may be said for prayer: Words worth appears to be in the declarative mood 
(“this prayer I make”), describing the prayer he has made (“May I behold in 
thee . . .”), while Shelley half threatens the Power he more openly apostro-
phizes: “I would ne’er have striven / As thus with thee in prayer.” In fact, how-
ever, both statements transcend the ostensible humility of prayerful attitude 
to become extraordinary assertions of power. “Th is prayer I make”—read it 
with four accented syllables—assumes something of the language of divine 
fi at, while “I would ne’er have striven / As thus with thee”—read the last four 
words similarly accented—turns from contrafactual hypothesis to performa-
tive language: thus do I strive with thee! Jacob, when he wrestled with the 
angel, received the new name of Israel, one whose strife is with the Lord. Like 
Jacob, Shelley in gaining the upper hand gains the privilege of kneeling under 
the hand extended over him in blessing.

But there is something wrong with this archetype, something wholly 
untrue to the energy with which the Israel of this poem prevails over the 
spirit he asks to inspire him. How much power, how much self-confi dence 
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there is in the concluding stanza! “Make me thy lyre, even as the forest is: / 
What if my leaves are falling like its own.” If the fi rst of these lines subju-
gates to the poet’s will a spirit formerly outside him, the second triumphs in 
sublime obliviousness to the facts of nature and decay. In the words of the 
Essay on Christianity, here is the “imagination of some sublimest and most 
holy poet [apocalyptically] impatient and discontented with the narrow lim-
its which this imperfect life and the dark grave have assigned forever.” For the 
poet, unlike the Christian, there is no diff erence between glorying in one’s 
own power and glorying in an inspired impatience—one that has been “put 
on” or breathed into the speaker. Yet Shelley’s myth of inspiration is no simple 
turn against a Christian myth of humble reception of the spirit, and like St. 
Paul in 2 Corinthians 12, he can feel his vaunting as itself inspired, itself a 
mark of his striving not against but with the holy spirit. Paul says “Of such 
a one will I glory,” and he goes on to describe his own conversion in terms 
that suggest he has been lifted “as a wave, a leaf, a cloud” up to paradise or 
that ultimate heaven where all seals are broken. “And lest I should be exalted 
above measure through the abundance of the revelations,” Paul continues, 
“there was given to me a thorn in the fl esh, the messenger of Satan to buff et 
me, lest I should be exalted above measure.” Commentators on Corinthians 
have always puzzled over these verses, and it is altogether right that no one 
should know for certain whether to read the thorn in the fl esh as a particular 
physical ailment, the whole burden of sexuality, or a spiritual problem like the 
harassment of the Jews. For Shelley, however, the thorns are those of life itself, 
and the poet falls from his vaunting to an awareness of his carnal nature in 
space and time. Vaunting: “Oh! lift me as a wave, a leaf, a cloud!” To keep him 
from being too elated: “I fall upon the thorns of life! I bleed!”

If Shelley had this specifi c text from 2 Corinthians in mind, we might 
be justifi ed in going further and pointing to Paul’s expostulation on the 
subject of his fl eshly or worldly trouble: “And for this I besought the Lord 
thrice, that it might depart from me.” Th e fi rst three stanzas of Shelley’s 
Ode with their three appeals for transcendence could be understood as 
three such supplications:

If I were a dead leaf thou mightest bear;
If I were a swift cloud to fl y with thee;
A wave to pant beneath thy power.

We need not commit ourselves to the presence of the Pauline model of tri-
une supplication to understand the relevance of the answer God gives Paul: 
“But he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for thee, for my strength is made 
perfect in weakness.’ ” In poetic terms the perfection of power means the 
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fulfillment of poetic identity, and the identity of the poet with the inspiring 
wind of the concluding stanza is one of the most remarkable “revelations 
of spirit”—to borrow Keats’s phrase for Words worth’s egotistical sublime. 
So empowered, the poet is able to turn the whole of the natural world into 
metaphor, vehicle for crossing the distance between the sole self and the 
Spirit of the Whole: “Drive my dead thoughts over the universe / Like with-
ered leaves to quicken a new birth.” In the opening of the Ode, Shelley had 
invoked the west wind as a natural phenomenon, and he used mythological 
and experiential figures of speech to make more intense the picture of this 
destroyer and preserver in the world of nature:

   O Th ou,
Who chariotest to their dark wintry bed

Th e winged seeds, where they lie cold and low,
Each like a corpse within its grave. . . .

Here the power of the wind to drive seeds is the ostensible subject, while 
the Plutonian chariot, the dark wintry bed, and (most important) the 
simile “like a corpse within its grave” are all vehicles for conveying a 
tenor that is imagined to be the driving force of the natural world. By 
the conclusion of the poem, vehicle and tenor have switched places. In 
the end, that is, we are interested not in seeds that are like corpses in the 
grave, but in corpses that are like seeds, or rather in human resurrection 
and renewal that comes as surely and splendidly as that experienced in 
the natural world. What happens to the winged seeds (winged is a lit-
eral description of something like maple seedlings, but also a proleptic 
description, something the poet “planted” there in stanza 1 to get ready 
for the final transformation of his tenor to souls)—what happens to those 
winged seeds that lie cold and low in stanza 1? St. Paul says: “It is sown in 
corruption, it is raised in incorruption: it is sown in dishonor, it is raised 
in glory: it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power: it is sown a natural 
body, it is raised a spiritual body.”

Here, in brief, is the whole enterprise of the Romantic’s investment in 
nature. To be interested in nature as nature requires a mind of winter; it is a 
very sad thing. To conceive of the poet’s antithetical spirit burning through 
nature is a rather Blakean thing, and sometimes appropriate enough. But on 
the whole the Romantics—including Blake—do not cremate nature; they 
bury it, with the hope that what written as weakness will be rewritten as power, 
and what is sown a natural body will be raised a spiritual one.
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Faith

If Shelley the man held no clear faith in a spiritual world elsewhere, Shel-
ley the poet held the faith that the desire itself, the “unextinguishable thirst 
for immortality,” is immortal spirit. In part (the more Romantic part) this 
means that Shelley sided with Blake in identifying the desire for everlast-
ing life with Imagination, the one god worthy to be called immortal.16 In 
part (the more practical or political part), it means that Shelley naturalized 
the desire for a future state by channeling it into this-worldly hope for the 
future. In Timothy Webb’s words, Shelley substitutes “hope for the more 
orthodox value of faith.”17 Even in the “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty,” 
the poem that most explicitly substitutes for faith something other than 
hope, there is a movement (at least a recapitulated movement) to interpret 
“higher” sights as further sights, further aspirations for the natural future. 
The “faithful” poet can declare, “never joy illumed my brow / Unlinked with 
hope that thou wouldst free / This world from its dark slavery.” What links 
joy and hope with a faith that there is something more than nature is a reluc-
tance or inability of the poetic spirit wholly to rest in present joy. Whether 
struck by the beauties of landscape or entangled in the pleasures of sexual 
love, the “faithful” soul f lies upward from immediacy, impelled by the desire 
to regard Intellectual Beauty as something other, above and beyond physical 
beauty. “Above” and “beyond” may prove to be motions of the soul rather 
than places or things outside it, but there remains at a minimum a faith that 
it is still worth talking in such terms. If we understand “faith” to involve a 
relationship to a Being or a trope of Being beyond us rather than (as with 
hope) a future before us, then we can reserve prayer (the trope of apostro-
phizing an ultimate “other”) from Shelley’s own substitutions of self-esteem. 
Or better: We can come to regard the poetic fiction of apostrophe not as a 
qualification of the sufficiency of self but as the furthest extension of what 
Shelley means by self-esteem. We must begin, however, with a consideration 
of how self-esteem acts not as an arbitrary third term but as a renaming of 
something essentially, though radically, a matter of faith.

If, as Blake puts it, “all deities reside in the human breast,” then self-
esteem means the worship of the divine in man, and man’s capacity to fear 
himself is his capacity to internalize (at least the aspiration for) the divine. In 
a sense the poet’s faith in Shelley’s Hymn is precisely the faith that there is 
no other sublime. “No voice from some sublimer world” has ever supplied an 
answer to the problem of mutability, and no voice need supply an answer if we 
can negotiate the turn from the external affl  ictions of the self to those internal 
vicissitudes that undermine the self from within. Stanza 2 suggests this turn 
through a shift in the questions it raises:
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   Ask why the sunlight not forever
   Weaves rainbows o’er yon mountain river,
Why aught should fail and fade that once is shewn,
   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?

Though the poet goes on to discuss the hope for answers, hope he represents 
as having been his in childhood (which may or may not be wholly a figure for 
our cultural past), the questions have in part already been answered in the 
very turn from questions about mutability in nature to questions about the 
mutability of the human heart. If our capacity to love sufficed, if our loves 
did not themselves change into the woes of love–hate, despondency–hope, 
we could live with the vagaries of experience and the fact of death. The 
turn from external to internal problems of mutability may appear no turn at 
all, just an accidental rather than an essential property of the list of woes; 
but self-esteem in this poem implies that the possibility of such a turn must 
be taken seriously, it implies not only the value of such a turn but the suf-
ficiency of the self for its negotiation.

In one sense the turn inward at the end of stanza 2 is a prelude of things 
to come—of the grand turn inward when the poet recapitulates the rejection 
of an external sublime and moves from epiphanic ecstacy at the end of stanza 
5 to the more sober emotional coloring of stanza 7. In a more important 
sense, however, the turn, the “conversion” to a viable poetic faith, has already 
occurred before the poem began. Th e perspective from which the whole poem 
is written, the perspective from which the poet can regard as a curiosity and 
immaturity, “I shrieked and clasped my hands in extacy,” is that of the urbane, 
autumnal harmonics most fully articulated in the poem’s close. Th e deep irony 
is that an address to Intellectual Beauty rather than her shadow serves not 
as a movement toward unmediated, epiphanic vision but quite the reverse. 
And since the turn to Intellectual Beauty rather than her shadow has already 
been quietly but defi nitely negotiated, the prevenience of this “conversion” 
can come to be understood as the very ground of self-esteem.

Th ough the Hymn is one of Shelley’s most explicitly atheist texts, his 
strategy here is so protestant that we may clarify it if we think for a moment 
of an analogous argument on a more orthodox plane. A Catholic may pray to 
a saintly intermediary, while the Protestant disdains such shadows of Power 
and addresses Th e Power Himself. Similarly, in the Gospel of Luke, Jesus tells 
the parable of a publican and a Pharisee, where the Pharisee prays, “God, I 
thank thee that I am not as other men are,” while the publican cries, “God be 
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merciful to me a sinner!” (Luke 18:10–14). Shelley does nothing as Pharisee-
like as thanking God that he is not—as other poets are—a worshiper of the 
shadow of the Power in nature. Th ough Shelley is further from Christianity 
than Words worth is, he is not a worshiper of a shadow of a shadow but a poet 
inspired to address the Power itself. He is thus closer to the publican than to 
the Pharisee, and brought closer still by recapitulating in stanza 5 the Phari-
seeism of an outward show of ecstacy:

While yet a boy I sought for ghosts, and sped
   Th rough 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;
   I was not heard—I saw them not—
   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;
I shrieked, and clasped my hands in extacy!

In Prometheus Unbound, Prometheus, looking at the crucified Jesus, says that 
he will not pronounce the name that has become a curse. The “poisonous 
names” here are Christ and its equivalents, fictions of Presence on which 
Christian youth is fed. Though Shelley wrote “that false name with which 
our youth is fed” and later blunted the barb of his original line’s atheism, I 
think the plural “names” and the term “departed dead” spell a no less cogent 
attack. The plurals function less to remind us of the range of this youth’s 
search for knowledge (Shelley knew Persian myths, for example, as well 
as Christian and classical ones) than to demystify terms like God by refer-
ring to Jesus as one out of many, one more of mankind’s countless dead.18 
Against the background of the awareness that the supernatural is a fiction, 
the youth is represented experiencing an epiphany of sorts, a somewhat 
enthusiastic or at least adolescent awareness of a power in nature, a power 
that seemed to visit nature and impart to natural things a more than natural 
glow. Words worth called it a visionary gleam; Shelley, calling it a shadow, 
lets us know what he thinks of it even while he describes the youth caught 
by such a notion. Crucial for Shelley’s adult recoil from that experience 
(and the experience was “real” in the youth of Romanticism, if not in the 
life of Shelley himself) is the concept of the distinguishability of natural 
supernaturalism from natural religion. Within the stanza quoted, Shelley 
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rejects a supernatural faith (poisonous names) for a Words worthian, natural 
epiphany (the shadow); within the poem at large, Shelley rejects Romanti-
cism’s shadowy flirtation with natural religion and addresses himself to a 
wholly transcendent Imagination, a spirit wholly beyond and outside nature, 
though its effects are representable by analogy to some of the lovelier aspects 
of nature.

Looking back as a man addressing the Power itself, the poet can say 
with St. Paul, “When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a child, 
I thought as a child; but when I became a man I put away childish things.” 
Paul refers to the diff erence between childish and mature things in order to 
draw an analogy to the diff erence between earthly understanding here and 
what we will understand then, when we shall see face to face. In Shelley’s 
poem, faith in the addressability of an ultimate Power seems predicated on a 
Pauline analogy, on the idea that “when that which is perfect is come, then 
that which is in part will be done away”; just as the shadow of the Power 
has vanished, so the limitations on our unmediated confrontation with an 
ultimate, addressable Power can be lifted. But it is time my discourse ceased 
assuming or supporting the fi ction of an ultimate, addressable Power. Shelley 
turns to Paul’s “faith, hope, and love—these three abide”—and he replaces 
faith in an unseen power with self-esteem, a virtue that can not only survive 
but thrive on the deconstruction of the fi ction of an addressable divinity. In a 
stunning turn—and the faith of the poet is in the importance and effi  cacy of 
these turns—the poet shifts his concern from the question of the uncertainty 
of his addressee’s presence to the uncertainty of the presence in the human 
heart of the triad of virtues:

Love, Hope, and Self-esteem, like clouds depart
   And come, for some uncertain moments lent.
   Man were immortal, and omnipotent,
Didst thou, unknown and awful as thou art,
Keep with thy glorious train fi rm state within his heart.
   Th ou messenger of sympathies,
   Th at wax and wane in lovers’ eyes—
Th ou—that to human thought art nourishment,
   Like darkness to a dying fl ame!
   Depart not as thy shadow came,
   Depart not—lest the grave should be,
Like life and fear, a dark reality.

Since the first two lines constitute a statement about the human heart made 
without reference to an addressee, the next three lines which are addressed 
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to Intellectual Beauty, make of that power the abstract form of love, hope, 
and self-esteem. Stripped of its magnificent trope, the illusion of addressing 
the power comes to mean believing in love, hope, and self-esteem. Or rather: 
There is no going naked, and the reduction of the fiction of an ultimate 
addressee to the triad of virtues would leave us with another analogy, a 
shadow of meaning, a cloudlike “presence” rather than a final manifestation. 
We must love these fictive coverings, just as we love the redemptive spirit 
of mediation that is love between persons. Love, the greatest of Shelley’s as 
well as Paul’s triad of virtues, is the means we have of transcending our own 
will to meaning; but Intellectual Beauty, behind rather than identical with 
love, remains a messenger of sympathies, not an ultimate, reified “message.”

If a boy (at least a Words worthian boy) can experience an epiphany of 
the shadow of the power, an adult can know what it is to see less darkly, to 
see face to face—face to human face, even if the adult knows also that the 
sympathies between lovers are themselves no great constancy, that causing 
his or her face to shine upon you and be gracious unto you is nothing that 
can be defi nitively, fi nally caused. In addressing the Power as “thou—that to 
human love art nourishment, / Like darkness to a dying fl ame,” the poet both 
acknowledges the power of love, of nourishing caritas, at the same time that 
he acknowledges and represents, through simile, the insubstantiality of both 
love and the representations of its agency. Th at is, just as darkness does not 
really feed but only serves as a backdrop for a dying fl ame, so the address-
able Power of Intellectual Beauty is only fi ctionally representable as an active 
agent feeding human thought and listening to human prayers.

If one is thinking of the passage in 1 Corinthians, one might approach 
the poet’s prayer “Depart not as thy shadow came” with an expectation that 
the prayer will be one for direct revelation: then we saw through a glass darkly, 
but let us see face to face. Depart not unseen, the way your shadow came. Th e 
opening lines of the Hymn establish the visual context: “Th e awful shadow of 
some unseen power / Floats though unseen amongst us.” Th e Power itself is 
always unseen; the shadow of the power is physically seen or rather metaphys-
ically perceived at special privileged moments of visual contact with nature 
heightened into “Vision.” Shelley’s draft version, “Th e lovely shadow of some 
awful power” made clearer still the illusion of what Words worth called “the 
glory” and the awfulness (awesomeness) of something beyond the natural.19 
But the Power itself could no more be perceived by the natural poet than 
could the face of God by the traditional Christian or Hebrew. Moses saw not 
God’s face but God’s departure, the trail of His glory. Words worth thought 
the glory had passed away from the earth; Shelley, that the shadow of the 
glory has passed away—or rather, that the “lovely shadow” comes and goes, 
just like rainbows, roses, and other natural phenomena. Th ere is no defi nitive 
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loss of the “shadow of the power,” only a lamentable loss if one is concerned 
about that coming and going rather than about the transcendent power of 
Imagination itself.

It may have been Shelley’s turn against the Words worthian “glory” that 
fi rst prompted him to write, in the draft version of the Hymn, “thy shade 
alone . . . / Gives truth and grace to life’s tumultuous dream.” If, in revising 
this to “thy light alone,” Shelley renounced the force of accumulated habit 
of regarding light as a trope for illusion, he gained extraordinary clarity and 
strength in return. Th e poem as published is consistent in treating the Words-
worthian glory as a shadow—and reserving for Shelley’s addressee a higher 
status transcendent of nature. Most remarkable is the way Shelley is able 
to ignore Words worth’s own “sober coloring” in the conclusion of the Inti-
mations Ode, to ascribe apocalyptic desire to the Words worthian myth of 
memory, and to make all his own the sober, autumnal tone.

We surmise, from the existence of a draft lacking stanza 4, that the 
prayer to the Spirit to “Depart not as thy shadow came!” is an expression of 
a revised or clarifi ed will on the part of the poet. What Shelley was revising, 
summed up in the distinction between the way the shadow came and the way 
the Spirit herself is asked to depart—was Words worth. Actually, Words worth 
himself was preoccupied with the departure of what Shelley calls the shadow, 
though Words worth would have thought it identical with Shelley’s Intellec-
tual Beauty: “Wither is fl ed the visionary gleam? / Where is it now, the glory 
and the dream?” But in Shelley’s revisionary memory, it is Words worth who 
emphatically represents the coming of what Shelley calls the shadow. Th e 
quintessential line from the Intimations Ode is, for Shelley, not the state-
ment of absence but the statement of presence: “Trailing clouds of glory do 
we come / From God, who is our home.” What makes Shelley’s prayer so 
Romantic, so radically protestant, is that he rejects Words worth’s heaven of 
infancy as too High Church, too epiphanic. If the one god of “grace and 
truth” is the Human Imagination Divine, then its light, however suddenly it 
was once imagined to have arrived, must never pass away. “Depart not as thy 
shadow came” means depart not suddenly, in the smoke of a deconstructive 
explosion of illusion.

Geoff rey Hartman, who has written about this poetic ambition in 
Words worth and Keats, calls the sensibility behind it the “evening ear” or 
autumnal vision, for both evening in the diurnal cycle and autumn in the 
annual cycle represent the gradual departure of light and the naturalized 
binding of hour to hour, day to day, season to season, without apocalyptic 
breaks for sudden revelation or failure of revelation.20 Shelley believed that 
Jesus himself was a poet of the evening ear—not an incarnate God epiphani-
cally manifested in a supernatural incarnation but a human, all too human 



Mysterious Tongue: Shelley and the Language of Christianity    51

visionary who would, if he could, have turned Jewish supernaturalism into 
a solemn and serene brotherly love. Th e “protestant” poet returns to just this 
more sober coloring. At the conclusion of the Hymn, the poet lingers over the 
passing day and fi nds a harmony in nature that refl ects the harmonized pow-
ers of the soul no longer in search of supernatural epiphany. “Th e day becomes 
more solemn and serene / When noon is past,” the last stanza begins, and it 
ends with a prayer that, in purging itself of supplication (the last thing he 
actually asks for is calm) returns prayer to its purest form: not “give me” or 
“hear ye” but “praised be.” Praising and acknowledging, he defi nes himself as 
one whom “thy spells did bind / To fear himself, and love all human kind.” 
Th is is a wholly natural bondage, though a bondage to the “supernatural” or 
imaginative kingdom within rather than a bondage to nature as such. Bound 
to respect his own antiapocalyptic imagination, bound to love all humankind, 
Shelley becomes (quite like Words worth, despite Shelley’s need to misread 
Words worth as someone whose natural religion is to be overgone) a redeemed 
man whose days are bound each to each in natural piety.

Borrowing the term from the Abraham and Isaac story, Hartman in his 
book on Words worth calls this binding akedah. In Genesis, God establishes 
a covenant with Abraham, a covenant based on the fact that Isaac is bound 
but not sacrifi ced, unlike the only beloved Son of Christian tradition. Th ough 
prayer to a supernatural power remains a fi ction, covenanting oneself to the 
view of things represented by Isaac, rather than what Jesus came to be under-
stood to be, remains an authentic statement of hope and choice. In praying 
“Depart not as thy shadow came,” Shelley rejects the suddenness of both pri-
vate ecstatic vision and of Eastern, epiphanic religion. Measuring his distance 
from the mode of our collective spiritual youth when we were drawn to the 
possibility of supernatural revelation, Shelley utters a self-fulfi lling prayer: To 
say “Depart not as thy shadow came” is not simply to utter one’s hope for a 
matured, nonepiphanic imagination, but to bring into being, to forge yet once 
more for the conscience of the race, the very power of humanistic gradualism 
that denies or defi es supernatural interference in the goings-on of nature and 
the goings or voyagings of metaphoric vehicles. Because of the self-fulfi lling 
nature of his prayer, because of his assurance that there are no sudden depar-
tures of powers once incarnate in time, the poet can remove the qualifi er and 
move gracefully, “naturally” from “Depart not as thy shadow came” to “Depart 
not.” Insofar as the Spirit of Intellectual Beauty has come to be seen as the 
power of akedah—the power of a mind freed from apocalyptic impulse from 
above, yet full of faith, fully trusting itself to negotiate and value the turn 
inward—that power has been called into being and made present.

Th is is not what St. Paul meant by faith, but it is what the Romantic 
takes as the basis of self-esteem, his own worthiness to address himself (in 
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the metaphoric sense) to ultimate things, and to turn, to address himself 
(in what makes wonderful poetic sense) to the personifi ed spirit of his own 
divine humanity.
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Heidegger asked, “What is the poet for in a destitute time?” I want to 
depart today from Heidegger’s premises, though not from his question: 
What can we say is the use of poetry? Heidegger’s premises are those of 
nineteenth-century nostalgia, a nostalgia for the presence of God in the 
universe. He writes as one deprived of theological reassurance, seeing emp-
tiness about him, and longing for presence. He suggests that the poet exists 
to restore presence, to testify to its possibility—or at least, like Hölderlin, to 
testify to felt absence.

Th ere are premises of a particular moment—the moment of Götter-
dämmerung. But Heidegger’s plangent lamentation off ers only one response 
to that moment; readers will remember Nietzsche’s far more athletic and 
exulting response to the same moment, and some will recall Wallace Stevens’s 
remark, in “Two or Th ree Ideas,” that:

to see the gods dispelled in mid-air and dissolve like clouds is one 
of the great human experiences. It is not as if they had gone over 
the horizon to disappear for a time; nor as if they had been over-
come by other gods of greater power and profounder knowledge. 
It is simply that they came to nothing. . . . It was their annihila-
tion, not ours, and yet it left us feeling that in a measure, we too 
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had been annihilated. . . . At the same time, no man ever muttered 
a petition in his heart for the restoration of those unreal shapes. 
Th ere was in every man the increasingly human self, which instead 
of remaining the observer, the non-participant, the delinquent, 
became constantly more and more all there “was or so it seemed; 
and whether it was so or merely seemed so still left it for him to 
resolve life and the world in his own terms. (OP, 206–207)

Perhaps we can consider a response like Heidegger’s as one dictated not 
by the facts of the case but by a certain temperament in Heidegger himself. 
Another temperament, other premises. And in the confi dence that the use of 
the poet, in human terms, remains constant even through the vicissitudes of 
cultural change, I want to take up today the ideas on the social function of 
poetry expressed by John Keats.

Keats, a resolute nonbeliever and political radical, came into a post-
Enlightenment world, it is true, but it was still a world which felt some of 
those pangs of loss later expressed by Heidegger. Keats too felt a religious 
nostalgia, and it entered into many of his own meditations on the function 
of the poet; but he did not confi ne himself within that framework. I take the 
case of Keats to be an exemplary one of a modern poet seeking to defi ne his 
own worth; Keats seems to me to have thought more deeply about the use 
of poetry than any subsequent modern poet. And although Keats will be my 
example, I want to close by bringing the topic into the present day, by quot-
ing two contemporary poets who have refl ected profoundly and long on it, 
the Polish poet Czeslaw Milosz and the Irish poet Seamus Heaney—both 
of them compelled by their history to inquire into their own social function. 
But I will begin with Keats as a modern posttheological poet, a forerunner to 
others contemplating the question of the use of secular poetry.

Keats had hoped, originally, that literary creation could confer therapeu-
tic benefi ts on its audience. Admirable as the desire is that art could “beguile” 
Dido from her grief, or “rob from aged Lear his bitter teen” (“Imitation of 
Spenser” ), this concept of art bars it from participation in human grief. Keats 
later brought this idea of art to its apogee in the “Nightingale” ode, where 
the poet-speaker hopes that the purely musical art of bird notes will enable 
him to fl y away from the world of the dying young, the palsied old, fading 
Beauty, and faithless Love. We must distinguish Keats’s “escapism” (as it has 
sometimes been called) from an escapism that does not promise a therapeutic 
result, such as comforting Dido or Lear or Ruth in grief, “charming the mind 
from the trammels of pain” (“On Receiving a Curious Shell”).

Other ends of art early proposed by Keats include the civilizing psy-
chological one of “attuning . . . the soul to tenderness” (“To Lord Byron”) and 
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the educative one of expanding the soul, as, by vicarious experience, it strays 
in Spenser’s halls and fl ies “with daring Milton through the fi elds of air” 
(“Written on the Day Th at Mr. Leigh Hunt Left Prison”), a view of art given 
its classical Keatsian expression in the sonnet on Chapman’s Homer. Keats’s 
concept of the utile here is far from the usual didactic one, which empha-
sizes social responsibility and moral action. To become tender, to expand 
one’s sense of imaginative possibility are early recommendations consistent 
with Keats’s later program of turning the blank intelligence into a human 
“soul”; the diff erence we notice here is the absence of that “world of pains and 
troubles” that will become the chief schooling agent of the heart in the letter 
on soul-making.

Keats, in his early poetry, enumerates four social functions of poetry: 
a historical one, as epic poetry recorded history of an exalted sort, writ-
ten by “bards, that erst sublimely told heroic deeds”; a representational (if 
allegorical) one, as Shakespeare gave, in his dramatic poetry, an incarnation 
of the passions; a didactic one, as in Spenser’s “hymn in praise of spotless 
Chastity” (“Ode to Apollo”); and a linguistically preservative one, which 
can “revive” for our day “the dying tones of minstrelsy” (“Specimen of an 
Induction to a Poem”). And yet, Keats perhaps sensed that these func-
tions—historical, allegorically representational, didactic, and linguistically 
preservative—were not to be his own: these claims for the social functions 
of poetry are, in his early work, asserted merely, not enacted. A fair example 
of the feebleness of the early work comes in Keats’s epistle to his brother 
George, where, after describing the living joys of the bard, Keats passes 
to “posterity’s award,” the function of the poet’s work after he has died, as 
society makes use of his verse:

   . . . Th e patriot shall feel
My stern alarum, and unsheathe his steel . . .
Th e sage will mingle with each moral theme
My happy thoughts sententious; . . .
Lays have I left of such a clear delight
Th at maids will sing them on their bridal night.
   . . . To sweet rest
Shall the dear babe, upon its mother’s breast,
Be lulled with songs of mine.

These uses of poetry are strictly ancillary; presumably the hero would still 
be heroic, the sage wise, the maids bridally delighted, and the baby sleepy, 
even without the help of the poet. In this conception, poetry is chiefly an 
intensifying accompaniment in life.
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Keats’s earliest notions of the power of art were concerned chiefl y with 
the theme the poem may embody. Th e poet’s pastoral tale will distract the 
grieving; his patriotic and moral sentiments will inspire hero and sage; and 
his love poems will wake an answering echo in the breast of the young. Poems 
exist to charm the fair daughters of the earth with love tales, and to warm 
earth’s sons with patriotic sententious ideas.

It is to be expected that a poet of Keats’s honesty would soon perceive that 
the embodying of a thematic and didactic intent was not his own sole motive 
in composing verse. He eventually admitted that in venturing on “the stream of 
rhyme” he himself sailed “scarce knowing my intent,” but rather exploring “the 
sweets of song: / Th e grand, the sweet, the terse, the free, the fi ne; . . . / Spense-
rian vowels that elope with ease . . . / Miltonian storms, and more, Miltonian 
tenderness; . . . / Th e sonnet . . . / Th e ode . . . / Th e epigram . . . / Th e epic” (“To 
Charles Cowden Clarke”). Th is avowal of the aesthetic motives of creation, 
this picture of the artist investigating his medium—its vocal range, its prosodic 
inventions, its emotional tonalities, and its formal genres—sorts uneasily with 
Keats’s former emphasis on the social service of poetry.

While the emphasis on social service always brings in, for Keats, the 
relief of pain, the emphasis in descriptions of art itself, in early Keats, dwells 
always on the pleasure principle, so that even woe must be, in literature, 
“pleasing woe” (“To Lord Byron”), and poetry must make “pleasing music, 
and not wild uproar” (“How Many Bards”) full of glorious tones and delicious 
endings (“On Leaving Some Friends”). In these early poems, Keats expresses 
the characteristic view of the youthful poet, to whom the aesthetic can be 
found only in the beautiful.

Keats’s fi rst attempt to reconcile his philosophical emphasis on social 
service and his instinctive commitment to those aesthetic interests proper 
to composition appears in “I stood tiptoe,” where he proposes an ingenious 
reconciliation by suggesting that form allegorically represents content:

In the calm grandeur of a sober line,
We see the waving of the mountain pine;
And when a tale is beautifully staid,
We feel the safety of a hawthorn glade.

The myths of the gods are said, in “I stood tiptoe,” to be formally allegorical 
renditions of man’s life in nature: a poet seeing a f lower bending over a pool 
invents the myth of Narcissus. This is a promising solution for Keats—that 
form, being an allegory for content, bears not a mimetic but an algebraic 
relation to life. But in “I stood tiptoe,” this solution is conceptualized rather 
than formally enacted.
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In his next manifesto, “Sleep and Poetry,” Keats makes an advance on 
the thematic level, realizing that his former advocacy of a consoling thematic 
happiness to cure human sorrow cannot survive as a poetic program. Rather, 
he says, he must “pass the realm of Flora and old Pan” for a “nobler life” where 
he may encounter “the agonies, the strife / Of human hearts.” With the the-
matic admission of tragic material, formal notions of power and strength can 
at last enter into Keats’s aesthetic and fortify his former aesthetic values—
beauty and mildness—with a new sculptural majesty:

   A drainless shower
Of light is Poesy; ’tis the supreme power;
’ Tis might half-slumbering on its own right arm.

Nonetheless, Keats is still critical of a poetry that “feeds upon the burrs, / 
And thorns of life,” arguing rather for the therapeutic function of poetry, 
“that it should be a friend / To soothe the cares, and lift the thoughts of 
man”—an end still envisaged in the later “Ode on a Grecian Urn.” The poet 
is simply to “to tell the most heart-easing things”; and the poetry of earth 
ranges only from the grasshopper’s delight to the cricket’s song “in warmth 
increasing ever.”

A far sterner idea of poetry arises when Keats hopes that something will 
draw his “brain / Into a delphic labyrinth” (“On Receiving a Laurel Crown”). 
As soon as he admits thought, prophecy, and labyrinthine mystery into the 
realm of poetry, Keats becomes frightened at the interpretive responsibilities 
that lie before him, objectifi ed for him in the example of the Elgin marbles. 
He cries out that he is too weak for such godlike hardship, that these “glories 
of the brain / Bring round the heart an undescribable feud.”

But Keats obeys the Delphic imperative and writes his fi rst tragic poem, 
a sonnet on the death of Leander, forcing his art to describe his worst per-
sonal specter, the image of a dying youth whom nothing can save. Keats’s 
chief tragic adjective, “desolate,” appears for the fi rst time at this period (in his 
sonnet on the sea), to reappear in the “Hymn to Pan,” the passage in “Endy-
mion” on the Cave of Quietude, and the “Ode on a Grecian Urn.” Hence-
forth, Keats can conceive of poetry as a mediating, oracular, and priestlike art, 
one which, by representation of the desolate in formal terms, can interpret the 
mysteries of existence to others.

Th e long romance “Endymion” marks Keats’s fi rst success in fi nding 
poetic embodiments for the principles he had so far been able merely to 
assert. Th e tale of Endymion is not socially mimetic, but rather, allegorical of 
human experiences; however, it is still a “pleasing tale,” a pastoral, not a trag-
edy. Even so, Keats admits in “Endymion” two tragic principles that he will 
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later elaborate: that in contrast to warm and moving nature, art must seem 
cold and carved or inscribed (a marble altar garlanded with a tress of fl owers 
[90–91], the inscribed cloak of Glaucus); and that the action demanded of 
their devotees by Apollo and Pan is a sacrifi ce of the fruits of the earth. Art is 
admitted for the fi rst time to be eff ortful: Pan is implored to be “the unimagi-
nable lodge / For solitary thinkings; such as dodge / Conception to the very 
bourne of heaven, / Th en leave the naked brain.” Th ese daring and diffi  cult 
solitary thinkings and new concepts will become, says Keats, “the leaven, / 
Th at spreading in this dull and clodded earth / Gives it a touch ethereal—a 
new birth.”

In one sense, this passage represents the end of Keats’s theoretical think-
ing about the nature and social value of poetry. But he could not yet describe 
how solitary original thinkings become a leaven to resurrect society. Th e poem 
“Endymion,” as it journeys between the transcendent Cynthia and the Indian 
maid, may be seen as a journeying to and from between the two elements 
of solitude and society, as Keats looks for a place where he can stand. He 
would like to avert his gaze from the misery of solitude, where those solitary 
thinkings take place, but he summons up the courage to confront the neces-
sities of his own writing. Eventually, he arrives at two embodying symbols. 
Th e fi rst is the cloak of Glaucus, “o’erwrought with symbols by . . . ambitious 
magic” (III, 198), wherein everything in the world is symbolized, not directly 
or mimetically, but in emblems and in miniaturizations. Gazed at, however, 
these printed reductions swell into mimetic reality:

Th e gulfi ng whale was like a dot in the spell.
Yet look upon it, and ’twould size and swell
To its huge self, and the minutest fi sh
Would pass the very hardest gazer’s wish,
And show his little eye’s anatomy.

Keats faces up, here, to the symbolic nature of art. Art cannot, he sees, be 
directly mimetic; it must always bear an allegorical or emblematic relation 
to reality. Also, art is not a picture (he is speaking here of his own art of 
writing), but a hieroglyph much smaller than its original. However, by the 
cooperation of the gazer (and only by that cooperation), the hieroglyph 
“swells into reality.” Without “the very hardest gazer’s wish” the little fish 
could not manifest himself.

In this way, as later in the “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” Keats declares that 
art requires a social cooperation between the encoder-artist and the decoder-
beholder. Th e prescriptions written on the scroll carried by Glaucus announce 
Keats’s new program for poetic immortality; the poet must “explore all forms 
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and substances / Straight homeward to their symbol-essences”: he must “pur-
sue this task of joy and grief ”; and enshrine all dead lovers. In the allegory 
that follows, all dead lovers are resurrected by having pieces of Glaucus’s scroll 
sprinkled on them by Endymion. Endymion goes “onward . . . upon his high 
employ, / Showering those powerful fragments on the dead” (III, 784).

Th is allegory suggests that one of the social functions of poetry is to 
revive the erotic past of the race so that it lives again. But in the fourth book 
of “Endymion,” as Keats admits to the poem the human maiden Phoebe and 
her companion Sorrow, the poem begins to refuse its own erotic idealizations 
and resurrections. At the allegorical center of Book IV, the narrator of “Endy-
mion” fi nds at last his second major symbol of art, the solitary and desolate 
Cave of Quietude, a “dark Paradise” where “silence dreariest is most articulate; 
. . . / Where those eyes are the brightest far that keep / Th eir lids shut longest 
in a dreamless sleep.” Th is is the place of deepest content, even though “a 
grievous feud” is said to have led Endymion to the Cave of Quietude.

Keats thought that this discovery of the tragic, hieroglyphic, and soli-
tary center of art meant that he must bid farewell to creative imagination, 
to “cloudy phantasms . . . / And air of vision, and the monstrous swell / Of 
visionary seas”:

   No, never more
shall airy voices cheat me to the shore
Of tangled wonder, breathless and aghast.

(IV, 651–55)

This farewell to “airy” imagination displays the choice that Keats at first 
felt compelled to make in deciding on a tragic and human art. He could 
not yet see a relation between the airy voices of visionary shores and human 
truth; and he felt obliged to choose truth. “I deem,” says the narrator of 
“Endymion,” “Truth the best music.” “Endymion,” uneasily balancing the 
visionary, the symbolic, and the truthful, had nonetheless brought Keats to 
his view of art as necessarily related, though in symbolic terms, to human 
reality; as necessarily hieroglyphic; as the locus of social cooperation by 
which the symbol regained mimetic force; and as a social resurrective power.

Shortly afterward, in a sudden leap of insight, Keats came upon his fi nal 
symbol for the social function of art, a symbol not to fi nd its ultimate elabora-
tion, however, until Keats was able to write the ode “To Autumn.” In his sonnet 
“When I have fears that I may cease to be,” Keats summons up a rich gestalt:

When I have fears that I may cease to be,
Before my pen has glean’d my teeming brain,
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Before high-piled books, in charact’ry,
Hold like rich garners the full-ripen’d grain. . . .

The poet’s “teeming brain” is the field gleaned by his pen; the produce of his 
brain, “full-ripened grain,” is then stored in the hieroglyphic charactery of 
books, which are like rich garners. Organic nature, after its transmutation 
into charactery (like that of Glaucus’s magic symbols) becomes edible grain. 
By means of this gestalt, Keats asserts that the material sublime, the teem-
ing fields of earth, can enter the brain and be hieroglyphically processed 
into print. Keats’s aim is now to see the whole world with godlike range and 
power, with the seeing of Diana, “Queen of Earth, and Heaven, and Hell” 
(“To Homer”) or that of Minos, the judge of all things (“On Visiting the 
Tomb of Burns”).

Still, Keats has not yet enacted very far his convictions about the social 
function of art. Th e audience has been suggested as the consumer of the 
gleaned wheat that the poet had processed into grain; and the audience has 
been mentioned as the necessary cooperator in the reading of Glaucus’s sym-
bols, and as the resurrected benefi ciaries of Glaucus’s distributed scroll frag-
ments. Now, in his greatest performative invention, Keats decides to play, in 
his own poetry, the role of audience and interpreter of symbols, not (as he so 
far had tended to do) the role of artist. Th is seems to me Keats’s most suc-
cessful aesthetic decision, one that distances him from his own investments 
(therapeutic and pleasurable alike) in creating. By playing the audience, he 
approaches his own art as one of its auditors, who may well want to know of 
what use this art will be to him.

In the odes on “Indolence” and to “Psyche,” Keats had played the role of 
the creating artist; but in the “Ode to a Nightingale” and the “Ode on a Gre-
cian Urn” he is respectively the listener to music and the beholder of sculp-
ture. Each of these odes inquires what the recipient of art stands to receive 
from art. Keats here represents the audience for art as a single individual, 
rather than as a collective social group such as his Greek worshippers on the 
urn. In the absence of ideational content (“Nightingale”), no social collective 
audience can be postulated; and a modern beholder does not belong to the 
society that produced the urn. Keats seems to suggest that the social audience 
is, in the case of art, an aggregate of individual recipients, since the aesthetic 
experience is primarily a personal one; but what the individual receives, soci-
ety, as a multiplication of individuals, also receives, as we conclude from the 
enumeration of listeners to the nightingale through the ages.

In the two “aesthetic odes” proper to the senses of hearing and sight, Keats 
begins to enact the theories of the social function of art that he had previously 
only asserted. As the listener to the nightingale, Keats enters a realm of wordless 
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and nonconceptual, non-representational song. He leaves behind the human 
pageant of sorrow and the griefs of consciousness; he forsakes the conceptual 
faculty, the perplexing and retarding brain. He off ers himself up to beauty in 
the form of Sensation, as he becomes a blind ear, ravished by the consolations 
of sweet sounds articulated together by the composer-singer, the nightingale.

In the “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” by contrast, Keats as audience opens 
his eyes to representational (if allegorical) art and readmits his brain, with all 
its perplexities and interrogations, to aesthetic experience. In this fi ction, one 
function of art is still, as in the case of the “Nightingale” ode, to off er a delight 
of an aesthetic and sensuous sort—this time a delight to the eye rather than 
to the ear. But no longer does art, with consolatory intent, ravish its audience 
away from the human scene; instead, it draws its audience into its truthful 
representational and representative pictures carved in stone. Th e fi ction of 
artistic creation as a spontaneous outpouring to an invisible audience—the 
fi ction of the “Nightingale” ode—is jettisoned in favor of admitting the labo-
rious nature of art, as sculpted artifi ce. And Keats, in the “Urn,” establishes 
the fact that appreciation need not be coincident with creation; he is appre-
ciating the urn now, even though it was sculpted centuries ago. Th e freshness 
and perpetuity of art is insisted on, as is its social service to many generations, 
each of whom brings its woe to the urn, each of whom fi nds itself solaced 
by the urn, a friend to man. Th e social function of art, Keats discovers here, 
is to remind its audience, by means of recognizable representative fi gures, of 
emotions and events common to all human life—here, lust, love, and sacrifi ce.

Th e Elgin marbles, recently installed in England, were Keats’s exam-
ple of his aesthetic ideal—an art that exerts a powerful aesthetic eff ect even 
though created long ago, even though the audience cannot ascribe histori-
cal or legendary names to the fi gures represented. Th is ode declares that art 
need not be historically based in order to be humanly meaningful; that art, 
although representationally mimetic, is not directly or historically mimetic; 
that art works in a symbolic or allegorical order, like that of Glaucus’s cloak. 
It is wrong, therefore, to demand of an artist that he treat directly—autobio-
graphically, journalistically, or historically—of events; his means are radically 
other than reportage. In fact, unless he pursues things to their “symbol-
essences” he will not be able to communicate with ages later than his own.

Finally, in the ode “To Autumn,” Keats fi nds his most comprehensive 
and adequate symbol for the social value of art. He does this by playing, in 
this ode, two roles at once. Once again, as in “Indolence” and “Psyche,” he 
will play the role of the artist, the dreamer indolent in reverie on the bedded 
grass or the gardener Fancy engaged in touching the fruits of the earth into 
life. But he will also play the role of audience, of the one who seeks abroad to 
behold the creative goddess and sings hymns to her activity and her music.
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In “Autumn,” in his fi nal understanding of the social function of art, 
Keats chooses nature and culture as the two poles of his symbolic system. 
He sees the work of the artist as the transformation of nature into culture, 
the transmutation of the teeming fi elds into garnered grain (the gleaning of 
the natural into books, as his earlier sonnet had described it). Since civiliza-
tion itself arose from man’s dominion over nature, the processing of nature 
by agriculture became the symbol in Greece of the most sacred mysteries. 
Th e vegetation goddess Demeter, with her sheaf of corn and her poppies, 
was honored in the Eleusinian rituals. And the two symbolic harvests, bread 
and wine, food and drink, remain transmuted even to this day in the Chris-
tian Eucharist.

Keats’s “Autumn” ode takes as its allegory for art the making of nature 
into nurture. Th e artist, with reaping hook, gleaning basket, and cider press, 
denudes nature, we may say, but creates food. We cannot, so to speak, drink 
apples or eat wheat; we can only consume processed nature, apple juice and 
grain. Since the artist is his own teeming fi eld, art, in this allegory, is a pro-
cess of self-immolation. As life is processed into art by the gleaning pen or 
threshing fl ail, the artist’s own life substance disappears, and where wheat 
was, only a stubble plain can be seen; but over the plain there rises a song. 
Song is produced by the steady rhythm of nature transmuted by self-sacrifi ce 
into culture. Art does not mimetically resemble nature, any more than cider 
mimetically resembles apples. But without apples there would be no cider; 
without life there would be no hieroglyphs of life. In this way Keats insists 
again on the radically nonmimetic nature of art but yet argues for its intel-
ligible relation to life in its representative symbolic order.

Keats is the audience for the artist-goddess’s sacrifi ce of herself into 
food, as she passes from careless girl through ample maternity and into her 
own death vigil, when all the corn has been threshed, and all the apples 
pressed, she disappears; nature has become culture. As her benefi ciary, Keats 
is full of an overfl owing gratitude—for her generous omnipresence (“whoever 
seeks abroad / May fi nd thee”) and for her elegiac harmonies (“thou hast thy 
music too”). Her rhythms permeate the whole world until all visual, tactile, 
and kinetic presence is transubstantiated into Apollonian music for the ear.

We can now put Keats’s view over against Heidegger’s. Heidegger 
looks at the world and sees an absence; Keats looks at the world and sees, 
through the apparition of postharvest absence, a vision of past natural 
plenty—apples, nuts, grapevines, gourds, honey, and grain. For Keats, the 
task of the poet is to remember and re-create the immeasurable plenitude 
of the world and process it, by the pen, into something which draws from 
the sensual world but does not resemble it mimetically. Th e artist must fi nd 
a charactery, or symbolic order, by which to turn presence into intellectual 
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grain and cider, food and drink. Th e reaper’s hook, the threshing fl ail, and 
the cider press are images of the mind at work, processing nature. Th e work 
of the mind in aesthetic production is not interrogative or proposition-
making (as Keats had thought in the “Urn”), but rather “stationing”—com-
posing symbolic items in a symbolic arrangement until that order bears an 
algebraic or indicative relation to the order of reality. Only in this way is a 
vision of reality made intelligible to other minds.

It is not by being a sage or a physician (two roles that appealed to Keats) 
that the artist produces his result in other minds; it is by his creation of sym-
bolic equivalences arranged in a meaningful gestalt. Once the mind of the 
audience sees this vision of reality, this shadow of a magnitude, it shares its 
intelligibility, can “consume” it. Th e haphazard and unreadable texture of life 
becomes the interpreted and the stationed. We, as audience, may indeed fi nd 
ourselves enlightened, solaced, or cured by art; but it cannot be the artist’s 
chief aim to enlighten or solace or cure us; he must rather aim to transmute 
the natural into the hieroglyphic aesthetic, making his music part of a choral 
harmony contributed to by all his fellow artists. If his art is not music, it has 
not yet done its work of transubstantiation but is still inert direct mimesis.

By putting the “airy voices” of his choir of creatures, and the “barred 
clouds,” at the end of his ode, Keats places the imaginative (the quality he 
thought he might have to forfeit in his quest for reality and truth) in a har-
monious relation to the natural. He thus displays the aesthetic principle of 
music as paramount over even the algebraic or symbolic principle of allegori-
cal representation. Music resembles apples even less than cider does; and yet 
it is the music of autumn, which arises cotemporally with its transmutations 
and because of them, on which Keats insists as he closes his ode.

I believe that every poet of substance passes through a course of realiza-
tion very like those of Keats. Judging from their juvenilia, artists all begin with 
an exquisite, almost painful, response to the beautiful, and an equal revulsion 
toward the ugly. In their youth, they often equate the tragic and the deformed 
with the ugly and attempt therefore to create an idyllic counterspace. Th is 
space is usually not a social one; at most it is occupied only by a narcis-
sistically conceived other, the beloved. As soon as the social scene intrudes 
into the young artist’s poetry—either in the form of history (mythological 
or actual) or in the form of current political or domestic struggle—the poem 
is forced into the world of human tragedy. Th is exemplary process leads to a 
new aesthetic, in which the dissonant, the mutable, and the ugly must fi nd 
a place. Usually, a poet writes about such disagreeable subjects before he can 
write within them. Later, if the poet can do the requisite work of internaliza-
tion and symbolizing, there comes the discovery of a virtual order, powerfully 
organized, through which the complex vision of tragic reality can express 
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itself. Th e move into the symbolic order always angers those for whom the 
artist’s duty is a historically mimetic one, and for whom the clarity of pro-
paganda is preferable to the ambivalence of human response to the human 
world. “Art,” Yeats said, “is but a vision of reality.” In using the concessive 
“but” and the symbolic word “vision,” Yeats argues for the algebraic or alle-
gorical relation between art and reality. One who cannot recognize that alge-
braic relation, and bring it, by his own gaze, back into “swelling reality,” is 
incompetent to read art.

Th ose poets who encounter particularly acute political stress, like Cze-
slaw Milosz and Seamus Heaney, are always urged to be more socially spe-
cifi c in their poetry than poets can be. Poets resist this pressure by off ering 
their own meditations of the social function of the artist, faced with the huge 
and varied questions of the world. Imagination, as Stevens says, presses back 
against the pressure of reality. I want to quote two poems, one by Milosz, one 
by Heaney, which reaffi  rm the necessarily symbolic nature of the artist’s work 
and yet repeat its equally necessary connection with social reality.

Milosz’s poem, “Th e Poor Poet,” was written in Warsaw, in 1944, during 
the last horrors of the war. It recapitulates the passage that we have seen in 
the young poet from an aesthetic of joy to an aesthetic of tragedy; it is Mod-
ernist in its hatred of the mutually tormenting relation between the arranged 
symbolic order of art and the random tragic sense of life; and it sees the creat-
ing of the symbolic order as a form of revenge against the horrors of life. Th e 
poet as a man is deformed by the deformations he witnesses; and for all the 
beauty he creates he cannot himself be beautiful but must share the deformi-
ties of the world:

The Poor Poet

Th e fi rst movement is singing,
A free voice, fi lling mountains and valleys.
Th e fi rst movement is joy,
But it is taken away.

And now, that the years have transformed my blood
And thousands of planetary systems have been born
   and died in my fl esh,
I sit, a sly and angry poet
With malevolently squinted eves,
And, weighing a pen in my hand,
I plot revenge.
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I poise the pen and it puts forth twigs and leaves,
   it is covered with blossoms.
And the scent of that tree is impudent, for there,
   on the real earth,
Such trees do not grow, and like an insult
To suff ering humanity is the scent of that tree.

Some take refuge in despair, which is sweet
Like strong tobacco, like a glass of vodka drunk
   in the hour of annihilation.
Others have the hope of fools, rosy as erotic dreams.

Still others fi nd peace in the idolatry of country,
Which can last for a long time,
Although little longer than the nineteenth century lasts.

But to me a cynical hope is given,
For since I opened my eyes I have seen only the
   glow of fi res, massacres,
Only injustice, humiliation, and the laughable
   shame of braggarts.
To me is given the hope of revenge on others
   and on myself.
For I was he who knew
And took from it no profi t for myself.

Selected Poems (Ecco, 1980, 53–54)

Formally, this poem places its one moment of adult “beauty” in one line, 
recounting the blossoming of the pen and alluding to Aaron’s rod. Th is Keat-
sian moment (with its promise of fruit to come, following the blossoms), is 
encapsulated within Milosz’s two mentions of revenge: “I plot revenge. . . . To 
me is given the hope of revenge.” It is also encapsulated within tragedy (“Joy 
. . . is taken away”) and the common responses to tragedy, whether despair, 
hope, or idolatry. Th e poet’s “cynical hope” is his penalty for his creation of 
poetry, and his revenge is directed not only against others but against himself 
for daring to “insult” suff ering humanity with the perfection of form. Milosz’s 
Manichaean spirit poses the problem of content and form in its most violent 
aspect, as the serenity of form (even here, in the concentric form of this lyric) 
tortures the anguish of content (“fi res, massacres. . . . injustice, humiliation, 
. . . shame”). Th ere can be, according to Milosz, no political poetry that does 
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not aim at the aesthetic equilibrium of form. Art, in its social function, thus 
enacts for us the paradox of our orderly symbolic capacity as it meets the 
disorder it symbolizes.

A poem by Seamus Heaney about Chekhov traces again the young poet’s 
passage from sensuous pleasure to social obligation. Th e recognition of social 
obligation by the poet must pass, the poem suggests, not into social activ-
ism but rather into symbolic representation in the poem, as in fact, Chekhov 
decides to leave his attractive life in Moscow to go to see the penal colony on 
the faraway island Sakhalin, off  the east coast of Russia below Japan. Th ough 
Chekhov is a doctor, he does not go to Sakhalin to minister to the convicts, 
but rather to observe, and to write a book. He even forces himself to stay to 
watch a fl ogging in order to see the full reality of life in the colony. And then 
he has to fi nd the right tone to write about what he has seen—“not tract, not 
thesis.” Once he has admitted the colony to his consciousness, he will never 
be able to exorcise it; he will carry a second convict-self within him. Th e par-
allels with Northern Ireland need no describing; the poet has left Northern 
Ireland and lives in the Republic, but he writes about the reality he has left 
behind and must fi nd a symbolic way to enact its truth.

Chekhov’s biographer recounts that as he departed for Sakhalin, his 
friends came to see him off  at the railway station and gave him a bottle of 
cognac to drink when he should have arrived (by rail and boat and troika) 
at Sakhalin, thousands of miles away. Th e cognac is Chekhov’s last taste of 
uncomplicated sensual joy; henceforth he will be a symbolic convict:

Chekhov on Sakhalin

So, he would pay his “debt to medicine”.
But fi rst he drank cognac by the ocean
With his back to all he travelled north to face.
His head was swimming free as the troikas

Of Tyumin, he looked down from the rail
Of his thirty years and saw a mile
Into himself as if he were clear water:
Lake Baikhal from the deckrail of the steamer.

Th at far north, Siberia was south.
Should it have been an ulcer in the mouth,
Th e cognac that the Moscow literati
Packed off  with him to a penal colony—
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Him, born, you may say, under the counter?
At least that meant he knew its worth. No cantor
in full throat by the iconostasis
Got holier joy than he got from that glass

Th at shone and warmed like diamonds warming
On some pert young cleavage in a salon,
Inviolable and aff ronting.
He felt the glass go cold in the midnight sun.

When he staggered up and smashed it on the stones
It rang as clearly as the convicts chains
Th at haunted him. In the months to come
It rang on like the burden of his freedom

To try for the right tone—not tract, not thesis—
And walk away from fl oggings. He who thought to squeeze
His slave’s blood out and waken the free man
Shadowed a convict guide through Sakhalin.

Station Island (Farrar, Straus, 1984)

Heaney’s poem implies that the truest way to write about the condition 
of the poet in twentieth-century Ireland is to write about a nineteenth-cen-
tury Russian incident. Th e indirection proper to art is refl ected thematically 
here in the repudiation of religious tract and political thesis alike: Chekhov’s 
book is detached, descriptive, the book of a novelist, not an evangelist or social 
reformer. Heaney’s formal insistence here on the suppression of Chekhov’s 
audience enacts the one condition for socially eff ective art—that it be directed, 
not to the transformation of its putative audience, but to the transformation of 
the artist’s own self. By acknowledging his own past as the grandson of a serf 
and the son of a grocer, Chekhov can enter the chains of the convict and write 
powerfully about them. At the same time, he drinks with full relish and intoxi-
cation the brandy of his Moscow self, before he turns to “all he travelled north 
to face.” Th e self-transformation of Keats’s goddess of the corn acknowledged 
a similar death in the self as the condition of an art that could nourish others.

In separate ways, Milosz and Heaney have retraced the steps toward an 
analysis of art that we have seen in Keats. It is important to each of them to 
assert that poetry does perform a social function; it is equally important to 
them to remove it from a direct and journalistic mimesis. Th e poet witnesses, 
constructs, and records; but the creation of symbolic and musical form is the 
imperative, in the end, which he must serve if his witness is to be believed.
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Up till now, the double-barrelled topic of these lectures1 has rather pre-
vented us from reading our romantic authors with the kind of receptivity, 
the self-forgetting concentration, that we have been describing (in the case 
of Rousseau) as the proper state of mind for critical insights. The need to 
keep one eye on the text and another eye on the critical commentator has 
forced us into the rather tiresome grimace well known to anyone who has 
ever played in an orchestra—where one has to keep track simultaneously of 
the score and of the conductor. The grimace becomes even more painful 
when the directives of the score and those of the interpreter are pulling in 
different directions, . . . The result often is that because of the unavoidable 
simplifications involved in a polemical discussion, one fails to do justice 
to both the writer and the critic. I probably had to overstate the degree of 
my disagreement with Girard and Starobinski, critics for whom I have a 
great deal of sympathy and admiration—and I was clearly not being critical 
enough, to your taste, with Heidegger, when I suggested that there might be 
perhaps something of merit in an imaginary figure, one that never existed in 
the f lesh, who would have approached literature with some of the insights 
that appear in Sein und Zeit.2 More distressing are the one-sided readings 
given to some of the texts, in order to use them as a rebuttal of methodologi-
cal assertions. Such over-analytical approaches are certainly not attuned to 
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catch the subtle nuances of temporality and intent that a valid commentary 
should bring out.

Fortunately, my topic today will allow for a more relaxed kind of pre-
sentation, in which the voice of the poet might come through in a less 
garbled manner. Geoff rey Hartman’s study of Words worth awakens in me 
no trace of methodological disagreement.3 I read whole parts of it with the 
profound satisfaction of full agreement, only marred by the slight feeling 
of jealousy that I did not write them myself. Th e much hoped-for synthesis 
between the best qualities of American and Continental criticism certainly 
begins to come true in a book like this. It is based on a wide knowledge of 
the tradition in which the poet is writing, in this case true familiarity with 
Words worth’s antecedents in Milton and in eighteenth-century poetry, 
combined with an ear that is fi nely attuned to the slightest nuances of 
Words worth’s language. Moreover, by interpreting Words worth from the 
inside, from the phenomenological point of view of his own consciousness, 
Hartman can trace a coherent itinerary of Words worth’s poetic develop-
ment. His achievement will make it possible for us to limit ourselves to 
some indications derived from the reading of a few very short but char-
acteristic texts, thus tracing, in turn, an itinerary through Words worth by 
means of some of those larger themes that Hartman has pursued. Th ese 
themes, in the case of Words worth and Words worth scholarship, are quite 
obvious, and Hartman does not depart from a well-established custom 
when he makes the relationship between nature and the imagination into 
Words worth’s central problem. Th e Arnoldian tradition of reading Words-
worth as a moralist has, for quite a while now, been superseded by a con-
cern for the implicit poetics that are present in his writing, and that have 
to be understood prior to the interpretation of a moral statement that 
seems conventional. Th is leads inevitably to such abstractions as nature, 
the imagination, self-knowledge, and poetry as a means to self-knowledge, 
all of which fi gure prominently in recent Words worth studies, not only 
because Words worth himself talks at times openly about them, but because 
his poetry, even at its most trivial, always seems to be supported by and to 
relate back to them.

As will be clear to all of you, the path I’ll try to trace by this direct com-
mentary overlaps with that proposed by Hartman in more places than I will 
have time to mention. It diverges from it in at least one point of some impor-
tance, and I will comment on this disagreement later, as a way to summarize 
a tentative view of Words worth’s poetry.4

Let me start out with a very well-known poem to which Hartman 
devotes a chapter, the text that Words worth placed at the head of the sec-
tion of his Collected Poems entitled “Poems of the Imagination.” He later 
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incorporated it into Th e Prelude and seems to have, in general, attached a 
special importance to it. It was written in Goslar, during his stay in Germany, 
together with several other of the childhood memories that went into the two 
fi rst books of Th e Prelude. “Th e Winander Boy” is divided into two sections 
separated by a blank space, and all readers of the poem have been struck by 
the abruptness of the transition that leads from the fi rst to the second part. 
Problems of interpretation tend to focus on the relationship between the two 
parts. (I would add that these problems were solved in a defi nitive but some-
what peremptory fashion in a fi ne recent anthology of English literature, in 
which the second part has simply been suppressed.)

Th ere was a Boy, ye knew him well, ye Cliff s
And Islands of Winander! many a time
At evening, when the stars had just begun
To move along the edges of the hills,

5 Rising or setting, would he stand alone
Beneath the trees, or by the glimmering Lake,
And there, with fi ngers interwoven, both hands
Press’d closely, palm to palm, and to his mouth
Uplifted, he, as through an instrument,

10 Blew mimic hootings to the silent owls
Th at they might answer him.—And they would shout
Across the watery Vale, and shout again,
Responsive to his call, with quivering peals,
And long halloos, and screams, and echoes loud

15 Redoubled and redoubled; concourse wild
Of mirth and jocund din! And when it chanced
Th at pauses of deep silence mock’d his skill,
Th en, sometimes, in that silence, while he hung
Listening, a gentle shock of mild surprise

20 Has carried far into his heart 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, receiv’d

25 Into the bosom of the steady Lake.

   Th is Boy was taken from his Mates, and died
In childhood, ere he was full ten years old.
—Fair are the woods, and beauteous is the spot,
Th e Vale where he was born; the Churchyard hangs
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30 Upon a Slope above the Village School,
And, there, along the bank, when I have pass’d
At evening, I believe that oftentimes
A full half-hour together I have stood
Mute—looking at the Grave in which he lies.5

The first part of the poem introduces us into a world that is, in the words of 
the text, both “responsive” and, as in the gesture of the hands, “interwoven.” 
Voice and nature echo each other in an exchange of which the exuberance 
expresses a stability, a firm hold on a universe that has the vastness of rising 
and setting stars, but nevertheless allows for an intimate and sympathetic 
contact between human and natural elements. Not the “vaste et profonde 
unité” of Baudelaire’s Correspondances should come to mind, but a more 
innocent, more playful, pleasure at finding responses, satisfying possibili-
ties of relationship even for someone who, like the boy, “stands alone.” The 
“watery Vale” that might separate him from an alien natural presence is 
easily bridged by the cry of the owls; it is, by itself, an eerie noise enough 
on a dark night, but little of this eeriness is allowed to enter the poem. If 
we mimic it well enough to engage the response of its originators, the gulf 
between ourselves and nature need not be unbridgeable. “The poet . . . con-
siders 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”—this statement from the Preface to the Lyrical Ballads would be a 
good commentary on the opening scene of the poem.6 Much Words worth 
criticism, still today, considers this frequently as the fundamental statement, 
not just of Words worth, but of romantic naturalism as a whole, and refuses 
to go beyond it. Yet, even in this first section of the poem, one finds some 
strain at keeping up a belief in such an “interwoven” world. “Mimic hoot-
ings” is not the highest characterization imaginable for the human voice, 
and we have somehow to be told explicitly that this is “concourse wild / Of 
mirth and jocund din . . .” to convince us of the persistent cheer of the scene.

As soon as the silence of the owls allows for the noise to subside, what 
becomes audible is poetically much more suggestive than what went before. 
Th e deepening of the imaginative level is not announced with any fanfare or 
pointed dramatic gesture. Th e “surprises” that Words worth’s language gives 
are indeed such “gentle shocks of mild surprise” that the transition from sta-
bility to suspense can be accomplished almost without our being aware of 
it. Yet certainly, by the time we come to “uncertain Heaven,” we must realize 
that we have entered a precarious world in which the relationship between 
noun and epithet can be quite surprising. Coleridge singled out the line for 
comment, as being most unmistakably Words worth’s: “Had I met these lines 
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running wild in the deserts of Arabia, I should instantly have screamed out, 
‘Words worth.’ ”7 Th e line is indeed bound to engender wonder and medita-
tion. Th e movements of the stars, in the opening lines, had seemed “certain” 
enough, and their refl ection in the lake was hardly needed to steady the maj-
esty of their imperceptible motion. But the precariousness that is here being 
introduced had been announced before, as when, a little earlier, in lines 18 
and 19, it was said that when “pauses of deep silence mock’d his skill, / Th en, 
sometimes, in that silence, while he (the boy) hung / Listening, a gentle shock 
of mild surprise. . . .” We would have expected “stood Listening” instead of 
the unusual “hung / Listening.” Th is word, “hung,” plays an important part in 
the poem. It reappears in the second part, when it is said that the graveyard 
in which the boy is buried “hangs / Upon a Slope above the Village School.” 
It establishes the thematic link between the two parts and names a central 
Words worthian experience. At the moment when the analogical correspon-
dence with nature no longer asserts itself, we discover that the earth under our 
feet is not the stable base in which we can believe ourselves to be anchored. It 
is as if the solidity of earth were suddenly pulled away from under our feet and 
that we were left “hanging” from the sky instead of standing on the ground. 
Th e fundamental spatial perspective is reversed; instead of being centered on 
the earth, we are suddenly related to a sky that has its own movements, alien 
to those of earth and its creatures. Th e experience hits as a sudden feeling of 
dizziness, a falling or a threat of falling, a vertige of which there are many 
examples in Words worth. Th e nest-robbing scene from Book I of Th e Prelude 
comes to mind, where the experience is a literal moment of absolute dizziness 
which disjoins the familiar perspective of the spatial relationship between 
heaven and earth, in which the heavens are seen as a safe dome that confi rms 
at all times the earth’s and our own centrality, the steadfastness of our orienta-
tion towards the center which makes us creatures of earth. But here, suddenly, 
the sky no longer relates to the earth.

  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 seem’d not a sky
Of earth, and with what motion moved the clouds!

[1805 Prelude, I, 335–39; 291]

Later, when in the Preface to the 1815 edition of his Poems Words worth 
gives examples of the workings of the highest poetic faculty, the imagination, 
as it shapes poetic diction, he chooses three passages, from Virgil, Shake-
speare, and Milton, in which the italicized key-word is the same word, “hang,” 
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not used literally as in the last instance from Th e Prelude, but used imagina-
tively. Th e Milton passage begins

As when far off  at Sea a Fleet descried
Hangs in the clouds, by equinoxial winds
Close sailing from Bengala . . .
    . . . so seem’d
Far off  the fl ying Fiend.

[Preface to Poems (1815), 248]

Words worth comments: “Here is the full strength of the imagination 
involved in the word hangs, and exerted upon the whole image: First, the 
Fleet, an aggregate of many Ships, is represented as one mighty Person, 
whose track, we know and feel, is upon the waters; but, taking advantage 
of its appearance to the senses, the Poet dares to represent it as hanging in 
the clouds, both for the gratification of the mind in contemplating the image 
itself, and in reference to the motion and appearance of the sublime object to 
which it is compared” [248]. This daring movement of the language, an act 
of pure mind, corresponds to the danger, the anxiety of the moment when 
the sudden silence leaves the boy hanging/listening. In the second part of the 
poem, we are told, without any embellishment or preparation, that the boy 
died, and we now understand that the moment of silence, when the ana-
logical stability of a world in which mind and nature reflect each other was 
shattered, was in fact a prefiguration of his death. The turning away of his 
mind from a responsive nature towards a nature that is not quite “of earth” 
and that ultimately is called an “uncertain Heaven” is in fact an orientation 
of his consciousness towards a preknowledge of his mortality. The spatial 
heaven of the first five lines with its orderly moving stars has become the 
temporal heaven of line 24, “uncertain” and precarious since it appears in the 
form of a pre-consciousness of death.

Th e uncertainty or anxiety is not allowed, however, to go unrelieved. 
In the prefi gurative fi rst section the uncertain heaven is, with a suggestion 
of appeasement, “receiv’d / Into the bosom of the steady Lake,” and in the 
second part, at the moment when we would have expected an elegiac lament 
on the death of the boy, we hear instead a characteristically Words worthian 
song of praise to a particular place, the kind of ode to spirit of place of which 
Hartman has traced the antecedents in eighteenth-century nature poetry:

Fair are the woods, and beauteous is the spot,
Th e Vale where he was born; the Churchyard hangs
Upon a Slope above the Village School,
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And, there, along that bank, when I have pass’d
At evening, I believe that oftentimes
A full half-hour together I have stood
Mute—looking at the Grave in which he lies.

Th e dizziness revealed in the “hung / Listening . . .” has indeed resulted 
in a fall, has been the discovery of a state of falling which itself anticipated a 
fall into death. Now become part of earth in the graveyard, the boy is part of 
an earth that is itself falling into a sky that is not “of earth.” But the move-
ment is steadied, the fall cushioned, as it were, when the uncertain heaven is 
received into the lake, when sheer dizziness is changed into refl ection. Th e 
corresponding moment in the second part is the meditative half-hour which 
introduces a long, extended period of continuous duration that exists outside 
of the ordinary time of daily activity, at the moment of a privileged encounter 
with a scene that merges the youth of the village school with the death of the 
graveyard, as boyhood and death merged in the fi gure of the Winander boy.

We understand the particular temporal quality of this slow half-hour 
better when we remember that the earliest version of this poem was written 
throughout in the fi rst person and was referring to Words worth himself as a 
boy. Th e text went: “When it chanced / Th at pauses of deep silence mocked 
my skill. . . .” Th e poem is, in a curious sense, autobiographical, but it is the 
autobiography of someone who no longer lives written by someone who is 
speaking, in a sense, from beyond the grave. It would be banal and inade-
quate to say that Words worth is praising and mourning, in the poem, his own 
youth, the boy he used to be. Th e movement is more radical, more complex. 
Th e structure of the poem, although it seems retrospective, is in fact proleptic. 
In the second part, Words worth is refl ecting on his own death which lies, of 
course, in the future, and can only be anticipated. But to be able to imagine, to 
convey the experience, the consciousness of mortality, he can only represent 
death as something that happened to another person, in the past. Dead men,8 
as we all know, tell no tales, but they have an assertive way of reminding us of 
mortality, of bringing us eventually face to face with our own fi nitude. Words-
worth is thus anticipating a future event as if it existed in the past. Seeming 
to be remembering, to be moving to a past, he is in fact anticipating a future. 
Th e objectifi cation of the past self, as that of a consciousness that unwittingly 
experiences an anticipation of its own death, allows him to refl ect on an event 
that is, in fact, unimaginable. For this is the real terror of death, that it lies 
truly beyond the reach of refl ection. Yet the poem names the moment of 
death in a refl ective mood, and it is this refl ective mood that makes it possible 
to transform what would otherwise be an experience of terror into the relative 
appeasement of the lines
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   that uncertain Heaven, receiv’d
Into the bosom of the steady Lake.

Another way of putting it is that what Words worth strives to conquer, on 
the relentless fall into death, is the time, the surmise that would allow one 
to reflect upon the event that, of all events, is most worth reflecting upon 
but hardest to face. This time is conquered at the end of the poem, in the 
curiously exact full half-hour that becomes available to him, a purely medi-
tative time proportionate to the time it takes us to understand meditatively 
Words worth’s own poem. But the strategy that allows for this conquest is 
temporally complex: it demands the description of a future experience by 
means of the fiction of a past experience which is itself anticipatory or pre-
figurative. Since it is a fiction, it can only exist in the form of a language, 
since it is by means of language that the fiction can be objectified and made 
to act as a living person. The reflection is not separable from the language 
that describes it, and the half-hour of the end also clocks the time during 
which Words worth, or ourselves, are in real contact with the poem. Hart-
man is quite right in saying that the poem “becomes an . . . extended epi-
taph” [20], though one might want to add that it is the epitaph written by 
the poet for himself, from a perspective that stems, so to speak, from beyond 
the grave. This temporal perspective is characteristic for all Words worth’s 
poetry—even if it obliges us to imagine a tombstone large enough to hold 
the entire Prelude.9

Words worth himself gives us suffi  cient evidence to defend this kind 
of understanding. Th e fi rst of the Essays upon Epitaphs describes, in prose, 
insights that are very close to what we have found in “Th e Winander Boy.” 
What seems to start out as a simply pious statement about the consolatory 
power of a belief in the immortality of the soul turns very swiftly into a 
meditation on the temporality that characterizes the consciousness of beings 
capable of refl ecting on their own death. Th e fi rst characteristic of such a con-
sciousness is its power to anticipate: “Th e Dog or Horse perishes in the fi eld, 
or in the stall, by the side of his Companions, and is incapable of anticipating 
the sorrow with which his surrounding Associates shall bemoan his death, or 
pine for his loss; he cannot pre-conceive this regret, he can form no thought of 
it; and therefore cannot possibly have a desire to leave such regret or remem-
brance behind him” [605]. And Words worth characterizes a human being 
that, not unlike the Winander boy at the beginning of the poem, would have 
chosen to remain in a state of nature by an “inability arising from the imper-
fect state of his faculties to come, in any point of his being, into contact with 
a notion of death; or to an unrefl ecting acquiescence in what had been instilled 
in him” [606]. Very soon in the same essay, however, it becomes clear that the 
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power to anticipate is so closely connected with the power to remember that 
it is almost impossible to distinguish them from each other. Th ey seem like 
opposites, and are indeed at opposite poles if we think of time as a continual 
movement from birth to death. In this perspective, the source is at a maximal 
remove from the fi nal point of destination, and it would be impossible to 
reach the one by way of the other. In a more refl ective, more conscious con-
cept of temporality, however, the two poles will, in Words worth’s phrasing, 
“have another and fi ner connection than that of contrast” [608]. “Origin and 
tendency are notions inseparably co-relative” [606], he writes, and the essay 
develops this notion in an extended voyage image: “As, in sailing upon the 
orb of this Planet, a voyage, towards the regions where the sun sets, conducts 
gradually to the quarter where we have been accustomed to behold it come 
forth at its rising; and, in like manner, a voyage towards the east, the birth-
place in our imagination of the morning, leads fi nally to the quarter where the 
Sun is last seen when he departs from our eyes; so, the contemplative Soul, 
travelling in the direction of mortality, advances to the Country of everlasting 
Life; and, in like manner, may she continue to explore those cheerful tracts, 
till she is brought back, for her advantage and benefi t, to the land of transi-
tory things—of sorrow and of tears” [608]. Stripped of whatever remnants of 
piety still cling to this language,10 the passage summarizes the temporality of 
the “Winander Boy” poem. In this poem, the refl ection on death takes on the 
form, at fi rst sight contradictory, of a remembrance of childhood. Similarly, 
in Words worth, evocations of natural, childlike, or apocalyptic states of unity 
with nature often acquire11 the curiously barren, dead-obsessed emptiness of 
non-being.12 Th e poetic imagination, what is here called the contemplative 
soul, realizes this and thus encompasses source and death, origin and end 
within the space of its language, by means of complex temporal structuriza-
tions of which we found an example in “Th e Winander Boy.”13

Another brief poem of Words worth’s will allow us to take one further 
step in an understanding of his temporality; it may also make the concept less 
abstract by linking it to its more empirical mode of manifestation, namely 
history. Th e poem belongs to the later sonnet cycle entitled Th e River Duddon 
that appeared in 1820.

Not hurled precipitous from steep to steep;
Lingering no more mid fl ower-enamelled lands
And blooming thickets; nor by rocky bands
Held;—but in radiant progress tow’rd the Deep

5 Where mightiest rivers into powerless sleep
Sink, and forget their nature; now expands
Majestic Duddon, over smooth fl at sands,
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Gliding in silence with unfettered sweep!
Beneath an ampler sky a region wide

10 Is opened round him;—hamlets, towers, and towns,
And blue-topped hills, behold him from afar;
In stately mien to sovereign Th ames allied,
Spreading his bosom under Kentish downs,
With Commerce freighted or triumphant War.

  [699]

Th e Essay upon Epitaphs had already suggested the image of a river as 
the proper emblem for a consciousness that is able to contain origin and end 
into a single awareness. “Origin and tendency are notions inseparably co-
relative. Never did a Child stand by the side of a running Stream, pondering 
within himself what power was the feeder of the perpetual current, from what 
never-wearied sources the body of water was supplied, but he must have been 
inevitably propelled to follow this question by another: ‘Towards what abyss 
is it in progress? what receptacle can contain the mighty infl ux?’ . . .” [606]. In 
this poem, we have what seems at fi rst sight like a progression, a continuous 
movement that fl ows “in radiant progress” towards the triumphant ending:

In stately mien to sovereign Th ames allied,
Spreading his bosom under Kentish downs,
With Commerce freighted or triumphant War.

Equally convincing seems to be the movement that leads, in the 
poem, from the idyllic setting of “fl ower-enamelled lands / And blooming 
thickets . . .” to the political, historically oriented language at the end. Th e 
progression from nature to history, from a rural to an urban world seems 
to be without confl ict. We move from a relationship between the personi-
fi ed river Duddon and its pastoral banks, to a relationship that involves 
human creations such as “hamlets, towers, and towns,” or human historical 
enterprises such as “commerce and war.” And this gliding passage, similar 
to what is called in Th e Prelude “love of nature leading to love of man” 
[title of 1850 Book VIII, cf. 395], appears as a liberation, an expansion 
that involves a gain in freedom. Th e river is no longer restricted “by rocky 
bands” and now fl ows “with unfettered sweep.” Th e order of nature seems to 
open up naturally into the order of history, thus allowing the same natural 
symbol, the river, to evoke the connection between both. Th e poem seems 
to summarize the “growth of a mind” as espousing this movement, and to 
prove, by the success of its own satisfying completeness, that language can 
espouse poetically this very movement.
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Some aspects of the language, however, prevent the full identifi cation of 
the movement with natural process and put into question an interpretation 
of the River, which a subsequent poem in the same series addresses as “my 
partner and my guide” [“Conclusion,” 1, 699], as a truly natural entity. Th e 
beginning of the poem, for instance, casts a curious spell over the subsequent 
progression. It describes what the river no longer is in such forceful and sug-
gestive language that we are certainly not allowed to forget what the river has 
been by the time we encounter it in its expanded form. Th e opening line, for 
example, cannot cease to haunt us, and no matter how strongly the italicized 
now (in “now expands”) takes us to the present, so much has been told us so 
eff ectively about what came before that we can only seize upon this present 
in the perspective of its past and its future. Th e past is described as successive 
motions of falling and lingering. Th e dizziness of the Winander Boy poem 
and of the childhood scenes of Th e Prelude is certainly present in the image 
of the river “hurled precipitous from steep to steep,” which introduces, from 
the start, a powerful motion that dominates the entire poem, and that the 
various counterforces, including the initial not, are unable to stem. For the 
idyllic stage that follows, among fl owers and blooming thickets, is a mere 
lingering, a temporary respite in a process that is one of steady descent and 
dissolution. Th e implications of this movement become clearer still when the 
radiant progress is said to be “ . . . tow’rd the Deep / Where mightiest rivers 
into powerless sleep / Sink, and forget their nature.” Th is description of the 
sea is certainly far removed from the image of a pantheistic unity with nature 
that one might have expected. It is presented instead as a loss of self, the loss 
of the name that designates the river and allows it to take on the dignity of an 
autonomous subject. Th e diction of the passage, with the antithetical balance 
of “mightiest” and “powerless” is all the stronger since the apparent strategy 
of the poem does not seem to demand this kind of emphasis. It makes the 
forgetting of one’s nature that is here mentioned into a movement that runs 
counter to the original progression; this progression, which fi rst seemed to 
lead from nature to history while remaining under the dominant sway of 
nature, now becomes a movement away from nature towards pure nothing-
ness. One is reminded of a similar loss of name in the Lucy Gray poems 
where death makes her into an anonymous entity

Roll’d round in earth’s diurnal course
With rocks and stones and trees!

[“A slumber did my spirit seal,” 7–8, 165]

Similarly, the river Duddon is first lost into a larger entity, the Thames, 
which in turn will lose itself in still larger anonymity. There is no cycle here 
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by means of which we are brought back to the source and reunited with it by 
natural means. No prospect of natural rebirth is held out, and the historical 
achievement at the end seems caught in the same general movement of decay.

Nevertheless, the poem can overcome the feeling of dejection that this 
irrevocable fall might suggest; it ends on a statement of assertion that is not 
ironic. Not altogether unlike the uncertain heaven in “Th e Winander Boy” 
that was steadied in refl ection, the fall here is not prevented, but made toler-
able this time by the assertion of historical achievement. Th ere seems to be 
an assertion of permanence, of a duration in what seems to be an irrevocable 
waste, a falling away into sheer nothingness. It is based on a certain form of 
hope, on the affi  rmation of a possible future, all of which made it possible for 
man to pursue an enterprise that seems doomed from the start, to have a his-
tory in spite of a death which Words worth never allows us to forget.

In this poem, the possibility of restoration is linked to the manner in 
which the two temporalities are structurally interrelated within the text. If 
taken by itself, the progression towards history would be pure delusion, a mis-
leading myth based on the wrong kind of forgetting, an evasion of the knowl-
edge of mortality. Th e countertheme of loss of self into death that appears in 
the fi rst and second quatrain introduces a temporality that is more originary, 
more authentic than the other, in that it reaches further into the past and sees 
wider into the future. It envelops the other, but without reducing it to mere 
error. Rather, it creates a point of view which has gone beyond the historical 
world of which we catch a glimpse at the end of the poem, but which can look 
back upon this world and see it within its own, relative greatness, as a world 
that does not escape from mutability but asserts itself within the knowledge 
of its own transience. We have a temporal structure that is not too diff erent 
from what we found in “Th e Winander Boy.” Instead of looking back upon 
childhood, upon an earlier stage of consciousness that anticipates its future 
undoing, we here look back on a historical consciousness that existed prior to 
the truly temporal consciousness represented by the river. Th is historical stage 
is named at the end of the poem, but this end is superseded by the authentic 
endpoint named in line 5. We see it therefore, with the poet, as destined to 
this same end. Like the boy experiencing the foreknowledge of his death, 
history awakens in us a true sense of our temporality, by allowing for the 
interplay between achievement and dissolution, self-assertion and self-loss, 
on which the poem is built. History, like childhood, is what allows recollec-
tion to originate in a truly temporal perspective, not as a memory of a unity 
that never existed, but as the awareness, the remembrance of a precarious 
condition of falling that has never ceased to prevail.14

Hence, in the concluding sonnet of the same cycle, the emphasis on the 
italicized word backward in
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For, backward, Duddon! as I cast my eyes,
I see what was, and is, and will abide.

[“Conclusion,” 3–4, 699]

As a mere assertion of the permanence of nature, the poem would be simply 
pious and in bad faith, for we know that as soon as we think of the river as 
analogous to a self, as a consciousness worthy of engaging our own, that it 
only reveals a constant loss of self. Considered as a partner and a guide, it 
has indeed “past away” [line 2] and never ceases to do so. This is the Func-
tion it fulfills in the line

Th e Form remains, the Function never dies
[line 6]

in which the Form corresponding to this function is the trajectory of a 
persistent fall. The entire poignancy of the two sonnets is founded on the 
common bond between the I of the poem and its emblematic counterpart 
in the Duddon, which makes the river into something more than mere 
nature. Instead of merely letting ourselves be carried by it, we are able 
to move backwards, against the current of the movement.15 This back-
ward motion does not exist in nature but is the privilege of the faculty 
of mind that Words worth calls the imagination; asserting the possibility 
of ref lection in the face of the most radical dissolution, personal or his-
torical. The imagination engenders hope and future, not in the form of 
historical progress, nor in the form of an immortal life after death that 
would make human history unimportant, but as the persistent, future 
possibility of a retrospective ref lection on its own decay. The 1850 ver-
sion of The Prelude makes this clearest when it defines the imagination as 
being, at the same time, a sense of irreparable loss linked with the asser-
tion of a persistent consciousness:

   I was lost
Halted without an eff ort to break through;
But to my conscious soul I now can say
“I recognise thy glory.”

[1850 Prelude, VI, 596–99]

The restoring power, in Words worth, does not reside in nature, or in his-
tory, or in a continuous progression from one to the other, but in the persis-
tent power of mind and language after nature and history have failed. One 
wonders what category of being can sustain the mind in this knowledge and 
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give it the future that makes imagination dwell, in the later version of The 
Prelude, with “something evermore about to be” [VI, 608].

Th is may be the moment at which a return to Hartman’s book is help-
ful. Like all attentive readers of Words worth, he reaches a point at which the 
nature of this restorative power has to be defi ned as the main assertive power 
in Words worth’s poetry. And the understanding he has of Words worth’s own 
mind allows him to give a very full and penetrating description of the com-
plexities involved. He has noticed, more clearly than most other interpreters, 
that the imagination in Words worth is independent of nature and that it 
leads him to write a language, at his best moments, that is entirely unrelated 
to the exterior stimuli of the senses. He has also noticed that there is a kind of 
existential danger connected with this autonomy, and that when Words worth 
speaks about the daring of his imagery in the 1815 Preface, this risk involves 
more than mere experimentation with words. Hartman refers to this danger 
as an apocalyptic temptation, in his words, “a strong desire to cast out nature 
and to achieve an unmediated contact with the principle of things” [x]. Car-
ried by the imagination, Words worth would at certain privileged moments 
come close to such visionary power, although he reaches it without super-
natural intervention and always in a gradual and gentle way. Still, in the cli-
mactic passages of Th e Prelude, and in the main poems generally, the evidence 
of a moving beyond nature is unmistakable. What characterizes Words worth, 
according to Hartman, and sets him apart from Milton, for instance, and 
also from Blake, is that the apocalyptic moment is not sustained, that it is 
experienced as too damaging to the natural order of things to be tolerated. 
Out of reverence, not out of fear, Words worth feels the need to hide from 
sight the vision he has glimpsed for a moment; he has to do so, if his poetry 
is to continue its progression. And he fi nds the strength for this avoidance 
of apocalyptic abandon in nature itself—a nature that has been darkened 
and deepened by this very insight, and that has to some extent incorporated 
the power of imagination. But it has naturalized it, re-united it with a source 
that remains in the natural world. “Th e energy of imagination enters into 
a natural cycle though apart from it” [69], writes Hartman. Th e return to a 
natural image at the end of the famous passage on Imagination in Book VI of 
Th e Prelude “renews the connection between the waters above and the waters 
below, between heaven and earth. Towards this marriage of heaven and earth 
the poet proceeds despite apocalypse. He is the matchmaker, his song the 
spousal verse” [69]. Th e road apparently beyond and away from nature in fact 
never ceased to be a natural road, albeit nature in a negative form, the “via 
naturaliter negativa.”

We cannot follow him in speaking of an apocalyptic temptation in 
Words worth. Th e passages that Hartman singles out as apocalyptic never 
suggest a movement towards an unmediated contact with a divine principle. 
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Th e imagination [in Book VI, 371–72] is said to be “like an unfather’d vapour” 
[527] and is, as such, entirely cut off  from ultimate origins; it gives sight of 
“the invisible world” [536], but the invisibility refers to the mental, inward 
nature of this world as opposed to the world of the senses; it reveals to us that 
our home is “with infi nity” [538–39], but within the language of the passage 
this infi nity is clearly to be understood in a temporal sense as the futurity of 
“something evermore about to be” [542]. Th e heightening of pitch is not the 
result of “unmediated vision” but of another mediation, in which the con-
sciousness does not relate itself any longer to nature but to a temporal entity. 
Th is entity could, with proper qualifi cations, be called history, and it is indeed 
in connection with historical events (the French Revolution) that the apos-
trophe to Imagination comes to be written. But if we call this history, then 
we must be careful to understand that it is the kind of history that appeared 
at the end of the Duddon sonnet, the retrospective recording of man’s failure 
to overcome the power of time. Morally, it is indeed a sentiment directed 
towards other men rather than towards nature, and, as such, imagination is at 
the root of Words worth’s theme of human love. But the bond between men 
is not one of common enterprise, or of a common belonging to nature: it is 
much rather the recognition of a common temporal predicament that fi nds 
its expression in the individual and historical destinies that strike the poet as 
exemplary. Examples abound, from “Th e Ruined Cottage” to “Resolution and 
Independence,” and in the various time-eroded fi gures that appear through-
out Th e Prelude. Th e common denominator that they share is not nature but 
time, as it unfolds its power in these individual and collective histories.

Nor can we follow Hartman in his assertion of the ultimately regenera-
tive power of nature. His argument returns to passages like the passage on 
Imagination in Book VI of Th e Prelude in which, according to him, after hav-
ing shown the “conscious soul” as independent, Words worth has to return to 
a natural image. Th e soul is said to be

Strong in herself and in beatitude
Th at hides her, like the mighty fl ood of Nile
Poured from her fount of Abyssinian clouds
To fertilize the whole Egyptian plain . . .

[1850 Prelude, VI, 613–16; Hartman 69]

Perhaps enough has been said about the river Duddon to suggest that 
Words worth’s rivers are not to be equated with natural entities. We don’t 
even have to point to the further distancing from nature suggested by the 
exotic reference to an entity richer in mythological and literary than in natu-
ral associations; the abyss in “Abyssinian” maintains the source far beyond 
our reach, at a dizzying distance from ordinary perception and certainly not 
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in “any mountain-valley where poetry is made” [69], as Hartman would have 
it. The fertile plain at the end occupies the same position that the histori-
cal world occupies in the last lines of the Duddon sonnet, and is thus not a 
symbol of regeneration. Hartman reads the “hiding” as naturally beneficial, 
as the protective act of nature that makes possible a fertile continuation of 
the poem and of life, in contrast to the “unfathered vapour” that rejects the 
source in a supernatural realm. The hiding rather refers to the invisibility, 
the inwardness, the depth of a temporal consciousness that, when it reaches 
this level, can rejoice in the truth of its own insight and find thoughts “too 
deep for tears.” If rivers are, for Words worth, privileged emblems for the 
awareness of our mortal nature, in contrast to the natural unity of echoes 
and correspondences, then the use of an allegorical river at this point can 
hardly be the sign of a renewed bond with nature.

Hartman speaks of the need for Words worth “to respect the natural 
(which includes the temporal) order” if his poetry is to continue “as narrative” 
[46]. Th e equation of natural with temporal seems to us to go against Words-
worth’s most essential affi  rmation. He could well be characterized as the 
romantic poet in which the separation of time from nature is expressed with 
the greatest thematic clarity. Th e narrative order, in the short as well as in the 
longer poems, is no longer16 linear; the natural movement of his rivers has to 
be reversed as well as transcended if they are to remain usable as metaphors. 
A certain form of narrative nevertheless persists, but it will have to adopt a 
much more intricate temporal movement than that of the natural cycles. Th e 
power that maintains the imagination, which Hartman calls nature returning 
after it has been nearly annihilated by apocalyptic insight, is time. Th e key to 
an understanding of Words worth lies in the relationship between imagina-
tion and time, not in the relationship between imagination and nature.

A late poem of Words worth’s that appears among the otherwise truly 
sterile sequence of the Ecclesiastical Sonnets can well be used as a concluding 
illustration. Like all other romantic poets, Words worth claims a privileged 
status for poetic language—a formula which was most legitimately put into 
question during our last session17 as standing in need of closer explanation. 
In Words worth, the privileged status of language is linked with the power 
of imagination, a faculty that rates higher than the fancy, or than rhetorical 
modes such as imitation, which, unlike the imagination, are dependent on 
correspondence with the natural world and thus limited by it. Th e language 
of imagination is privileged in terms of truth; it serves no empirical purposes 
or desires other than the truth of its own assertion:

Th e mind beneath such banners militant
Th inks not of spoils or trophies, nor of aught
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Th at may assert its prowess, blest in thoughts
Th at are its own perfection and reward
Strong in itself . . .

[1805 Prelude, VI, 543–47; 372]

This truth is not a truth about objects in nature but a truth about the self; 
imagination arises “before the eye and progress of my Song” [526], in the 
process of self-discovery and as self-knowledge. A truth about a self is best 
described, not in terms of accuracy, but in terms of authenticity; true knowl-
edge of a self is knowledge that understands the self as it really is. And since 
the self never exists in isolation, but always in relation to entities, since it is 
not a thing but the common center of a system of relationships or intents, an 
authentic understanding of a self means first of all a description of the enti-
ties towards which it relates, and of the order of priority that exists among 
these entities. For Words worth, the relationships towards time have a pri-
ority over relationships towards nature; one finds, in his work, a persistent 
deepening of self-insight represented as a movement that begins in a contact 
with nature, then grows beyond nature to become a contact with time. The 
contact, the relationship with time, is, however, always a negative one for 
us, for the relationship between the self and time is necessarily mediated by 
death; it is the experience of mortality that awakens within us a conscious-
ness of time that is more than merely natural. This negativity is so powerful 
that no language could ever name time for what it is; time itself lies beyond 
language and beyond the reach of imagination. Words worth can only 
describe the outward movement of time’s manifestation, and this outward 
movement is necessarily one of dissolution, the “deathward progressing” of 
which Keats speaks in The Fall of Hyperion. To describe this movement of 
dissolution, as it is perceived in the privileged language of the imagination, 
is to describe it, not as an actual experience that would necessarily be as 
brusque and dizzying as a fall, but as the generalized statement of the truth 
of this experience in its universality. Dissolution thus becomes mutability, 
asserted as an unfailing law that governs the natural, personal, and historical 
existence of man. Thus to name mutability as a principle of order is to come 
as close as possible to naming the authentic temporal consciousness of the 
self. The late poem entitled “Mutability” comes as close as possible to being 
a language that imagines what is, in essence, unimaginable:

Mutability

From low to high doth dissolution climb,
And sinks from high to low, along a scale
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Of awful notes, whose concord shall not fail;
A musical but melancholy chime,
Which they can hear who meddle not with crime,
Nor avarice, nor over-anxious care.
Truth fails not; but her outward forms that bear
Th e longest date do melt like frosty rime,
Th at in the morning whitened hill and plain
And is no more; drop like the tower sublime
Of yesterday, which royally did wear
Its crown of weeds, but could not even sustain
Some casual shout that broke the silent air,
Or the unimaginable touch of Time.

[780]

Notes
 1. This essay is transcribed by Tom Keenan from a photocopy of the manu-

script. It is the fourth in a series of six lectures on Contemporary Criticism and the 
Problem of Romanticism that de Man delivered at the Christian Gauss Seminar 
in Criticism at Princeton University in April and May 1967. The manuscript has 
been transcribed with almost no editing other than the addition of bibliographical 
information and all footnotes, minor grammatical changes, and the correction of 
quoted texts and titles. A few of de Man’s more interesting deletions have been 
restored in the footnotes. All emphases and (parentheses) are de Man’s; [square 
brackets] mark added material. The passages from the “second layer” of de Man’s 
text quoted in footnotes 4, 9, 13, 14, and 16 were transcribed by Andrzej Warm-
inski. A critical edition of the essay will be published along with the other Gauss 
lectures and other unpublished texts in a volume forthcoming from the University 
of Minnesota Press.

 2. De Man refers here to the previous lectures in his Gauss series.
 3. References to Hartman’s text throughout this essay follow the pagination 

of Words worth’s Poetry 1787–1814 (New Haven and London: Yale UP, 1964).
 4. The opening paragraphs seem to have been left out when de Man gave 

this lecture again (around 1971 or 1972). The new lecture began with some more 
informal remarks about what it means to read based on a version of the following 
notes:

reading

not declaim it—pure dramatic, vocal presence
not analyze it structurally—as in Ruwet
   semantic, thematic element remains present in
   Jakobson/Riff aterre
but read, which means that the thematic element remains
   taken into consideration
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we look for the delicate area where the thematic, semantic field and 
the rhetorical structures begin to interfere with each other, begin to 
engage each other

they are not necessarily congruent, and it may be (it is, as a matter 
of fact, it is the case) that the thematic and the rhetorical structures 
are in conflict and that, in apparent complicity, they hide each other 
from sight

in truth, there are no poems that are not, at the limit, about this 
paradoxical and deceptive interplay between theme and figure; the 
thematization is always the thematization of an act of rhetorical deceit 
by which what seems to be a theme, a statement, a truth-referent, has 
substituted itself for a figure

I can’t begin to prove this, but want to hint at what I mean by reading 
two Words worth poems

Words worth, because he is the anti-rhetorical, natural poet (i.e. 
thematic) par excellence, not only because he explicitly attacked the 
use of figure as ornatus, but also because the thematic seduction is 
particularly powerful, in its transparency and clarity—one gets very 
far very quickly by meditative participation

no one has reached the point where this question of Words worth’s 
rhetoricity can begin to be asked, except Hartman.—

 5. Words worth: Poetry and Prose, selected by W. M. Merchant (Cambridge: 
Harvard UP [The Reynard Library], 1955) 352–53. 1805 Prelude, V, 389 ff. Mer-
chant prints only the 1805 edition of The Prelude. All quotations from Words worth 
and page references, unless otherwise noted, are from this edition (which de Man 
used) and will be included in the text.

 6. Preface [1800],” in Words worth and Coleridge, Lyrical Ballads 1798, ed. 
W. J. B. Owen (London: Oxford UP, 1967), 150–79 at 167. De Man quotes from a 
section Words worth added for the 1802 addition.

 7. Quoted in The Norton Anthology of English Literature, gen. ed. M. H. 
Abrams (New York: Norton, 1962), 2:152n5.

 8. De Man’s manuscript reads “Death men.” Restoring portions crossed out 
in the manuscript, the sentence fragment reads: “Death men, as we all know from 
Western movies, tell no tales, but the same is not true of Western romantic poetry, 
which knows that the only interesting tale is to be told by a man who.”

 9. In the second version of the lecture, the final sentences of this paragraph 
seem to have been replaced by the following passage:

It is always possible to anticipate one’s own epitaph, even to give it 
the size of the entire Prelude, but never possible to be both the one 
who wrote it and the one who reads it in the proper setting, that is, 
confronting one’s grave as an event of the past. The proleptic vision 
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is based, as we saw in the poem, on a metaphorical substitution of 
a first person subject by a third person subject, “the boy” for “I.” 
In fact, this substitution is, of all substitutions, the one that is, 
thematically speaking, a radical impossibility: between the living 
and the dead self, no analogical resemblance or memory allows for 
any substitution whatever. The movement is only made possible by 
a linguistic sleight-of-hand in which the order of time is reversed, 
rotated around a pole called self (the grammatical subject [first and 
third persons] of the poem). The posterior events that are to occur 
to the first person, I, (usually death) are made into anterior events 
that have occurred to a third person, the boy. A pseudo-metaphorical 
and thematically inconceivable substitution of persons leads to a 
temporal reversal in which anteriority and posterity are inverted. The 
structural mechanics of metaphor (for, I repeat, the substitution of 
the dead he for the living I is thematically, literally, “unimaginable” 
and the metaphor is not a metaphor since it has no proper meaning, 
no sens propre, but only a metaphorical structure within the sign and 
devoid of meaning)—the structural mechanics of metaphor lead 
to the metonymic reversal of past and present that rhetoricians call 
metalepsis. The prolepsis of the Winander boy, a thematic concept—
for we all know that we can proleptically anticipate empirical events, 
but not our death which is not for us an empirical event—is in fact 
metalepsis, a leap outside thematic reality into the rhetorical fiction of 
the sign. This leap cannot be represented, nor can it be ref lected upon 
from within the inwardness of a subject. The reassurance expressed in 
the poem when the “uncertain” heaven is received in the lake or when 
the meditative surmise seems to promise the ref lective time of the 
meditation is based on the rhetorical and not on thematic resources 
of language. It has no value as truth, only as figure. The poem does 
not ref lect on death but on the rhetorical power of language that can 
make it seem as if we could anticipate the unimaginable.

This would also be the point at which we are beginning to “read” 
the poem, or to “read” Words worth according to the definition I 
gave at the start, namely to reach the point where the thematic turns 
rhetorical and the rhetorical turns thematic, while revealing that their 
apparent complicity is in fact hiding rather than revealing meaning.

10. A crossed-out clause here reads: “and with the understanding that what is 
here called immortality stands in fact for the anticipated experience of death.”

11. Reading uncertain.
12. A sentence crossed out here reads: “Being the father of man, the child 

stands closer to death than we do.”
13. In the second version, the final sentences of this paragraph (from “Stripped 

of whatever remnants . . .”) seem to have been replaced by the following transitional 
passage:

The metaphor of the voyage, with its vast stellar and heliotropic 
movements of rising and setting suns and stars, here makes the link 
between life and death, origin and end and carries the burden of the 



Time and History in Wordsworth    91

promise. But this is precisely the metaphor that was “deconstructed” 
in the Winander boy, in which this kind of analogism is lost from the 
start and never recovered; as is often, but not always, the case, a poetic 
text like the Boy of Winander takes us closer to an actual “reading” 
of the poet than discursive statements of philosophical convictions 
and opinions, especially when these statements are themselves heavily 
dependent on metaphor.

Another brief poem by Words worth may make the movement we 
are trying to describe less abstract.

14. In the second version, the final sentences of this paragraph (beginning 
with “We see it therefore . . .”) seem to have been replaced by the following passage:

Middle and end have been reversed by means of another metonymic 
figure in which history, contained within a larger dimension of 
time, becomes, in the poem, the container of a temporal movement 
that it claims to envelop, since it is present at the end of the text. 
But, again, as in the Boy of Winander, this metonymy of a content 
becoming a container, of an “enveloppé” becoming an “enveloppant,” 
is a rhetorical device that does not correspond to a thematic, literal 
reality. When Words worth chooses to name mutability for what it 
is, in one of his most suggestive poems, the Mutability sonnet from 
the Ecclesiastical Sonnets, no historical triumphs are mentioned but 
only decay. It would take us a great deal more time and effort than we 
have available tonight to reveal the de-constructive rhetoricity of the 
Mutability poem; though it could be done. It would take us closer to 
an actual reading of Words worth, for which these remarks are only 
introductory exercises.

My entire exposition could be seen as a gloss on a sentence in 
Hartman’s admirable book on Words worth in which he speaks of 
the need, for Words worth, “to respect the natural (which includes 
the temporal) order” if his poetry is to continue “as narrative.” The 
narrative (which is itself metonymic) depends indeed on making the 
natural, thematic order appear as the container, the enveloppant, of 
time rather than as its content; the narrative is metonymic not because 
it is narrative but because it depends on metonymic substitution from 
the start. I can therefore totally subscribe to Hartman’s reading of 
Words worth’s strategy. The only thing I might 

[Note that in this interpolated passage de Man seems to be re-reading his own meta-
phor of “enveloping” above (the more authentic temporality “envelops the other” in 
the fourth sentence of the paragraph), that is, is reading his own text rhetorically. Ed.]

15. The remainder of the sentence, crossed out here, reads: “and thus to 
become aware of the persistence of the movement that can then be asserted as an 
eternal truth, almost regardless of its negative connotation.”

16. In the second version, the following passage was inserted (directly after the 
words “no longer”) to replace the rest of the sentence:

a natural metaphor but a veiled metonymy. Words worth’s most daring 
paradox, the claim to have named the most unnamable of experiences, 
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“the unimaginable touch of time,” is still based on a metonymic figure 
that, skillfully and effectively, appears in the disguise of a natural 
metaphor. In this least rhetorical of poets in which time itself comes 
so close to being a theme, the theme or meaning turns out to be more 
than ever dependent on rhetoric.

17. A lecture on Hölderlin as read by Heidegger.
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And what were thou, and earth, and stars, and sea,
If to the human mind’s imaginings
Silence and solitude were vacancy? (ll. 142–44)

Shelley concludes Mont Blanc not with a rhetorical gesture like the end of 
the West Wind—“If winter comes, can spring be far behind?”—but with a 
leading question that one tends to think of as requiring the answer, “nothing.” 
The single best-known fact about him, of course, is his atheism. Not only was 
he sent down from Oxford for proclaiming it in a pamphlet, but in the sum-
mer of 1816—the period of Mont Blanc—he amused himself by writing “a eos” 
after his name three times in different Alpine visitors’-books. Shocking as it 
was to Byron and others, the word (or its English equivalent) didn’t have quite 
the modern implication of total disbelief. In Shelley’s case atheism consisted of 
a Blakean abhorrence of institutionalized Christianity, plus a scepticism that 
refused steadfastly to worship a Divinity whose existence cannot be proved. 
As he put it in a note to Queen Mab (1813): “God is an hypothesis, and, as 
such, stands in need of proof. . . . From the phenomena, which are the objects 
of our senses, we attempt to infer a cause, which we call God. . . . we invent 
this general name, to conceal our ignorance of causes and essences . . .” (p. 51: 
all citations refer to the Norton Critical Edition, ed. Donald H. Reiman and 
Sharon Powers). The note concludes in a four-page quotation from Holbach’s 

Th e Secret Strength of Th ings
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Système de la Nature (1781), and Holbach had earlier made his way into both 
text and notes of Queen Mab under the heading of “necessity”—the hypothesis 
which alone can be proven from experience. Of the many different forms of 
necessitarianism that were current, Shelley’s (and Holbach’s) was the most 
drab. The various Calvinist sects of the period worshipped a God who had 
from eternity divided the human race into the elect and the damned, Priest-
leyan Unitarians looked forward (in Coleridge’s words) to “the passing away 
of this earth and . . . our entering the state of pure intellect, when all Creation 
shall rest from its labours”; Godwin, on whom Shelley as a social reformer 
often depended, had been at different stages a minister in both Calvinist 
and Priestleyan congregations, and emerged in Political Justice (1793) with an 
allegedly secular millennium based on a most unreasonable faith in human 
reason. Shelley, by contrast, for all his social ideals, could allow himself noth-
ing more exciting than the necessity of cause and effect: “He who asserts the 
doctrine of Necessity means that, contemplating the events which compose 
the moral and material universe, he beholds only an immense and uninter-
rupted chain of causes and effects, no one of which could occupy any other 
place than it does occupy . . .” (Norton, p. 50).

If one returns with these notes in mind to the conclusion of Mont 
Blanc, everything seems to fall into place: the fi nal question, it would seem, 
undercuts any transcendental interpretations of the landscape, relegating not 
just God, but all perception of the numinous, to “the human mind’s imagin-
ings.” Shelley, the atheist, is aghast at the guidebook eulogies, and the more 
sophisticated tradition of the religious sublime (on which Angela Leigh-
ton in Shelley and the Sublime [1984], pp. 1–24, has written so well). He has 
designed a poem that will fl out the standard responses, just as he had written 
his pamphlet fl outing Christianity while still an undergraduate. Th ere was 
much provocation to do so. As early as 1739, Gray had written of the Alpine 
landscape, “Not a precipice, not a torrent, not a cliff , but is pregnant with 
religion and poetry. Th ere are certain scenes that would awe an atheist into 
belief . . .” (Gray to West, Nov. 16, 1739), and it is fairly certain that Shelley 
had with him in Switzerland a copy of Coleridge’s Friend, containing the 
ecstatic Hymn Before Sunrise in the Vale of Chamouni:

Motionless torrents! silent cataracts!
Who made you glorious, as the Gates of Heaven . . . ?
GOD! let the torrents, like a shout of nations,
Answer! and let the ice-plains echo, GOD!

In the face of such euphoria Shelley might be forgiven for wishing to 
assert the opposite view, and it may well have been his original intention to do 



The Secret Strength of Things    95

so. But the poem itself (necessarily, no doubt) becomes rather more complex. 
Even the fi nal signing-off  is worth looking at in greater detail:

   Th e secret strength of things
Which governs thought, and to the infi nite dome
Of heaven is as a law, inhabits thee!
And what were thou, and earth, and stars, and sea,
If to the human mind’s imaginings
Silence and solitude were vacancy?

Donald Reiman comments in his notes to the Norton Shelley: “The clause, 
[The secret strength of things / That governs thought, and to the infinite 
dome / Of heaven is as a law] states that the Power that generates things 
and is the law of nature, also governs thought—that mind is ultimately sub-
ordinate to the remote, serene and inaccessible force that originates the amoral 
cycles of Necessity.”

Notes have a way of denuding poetry of its mystery—and as an editor 
I must often have been guilty of doing so—but it seems to me that this note 
destroys both the larger meanings and the balance of Shelley’s lines. “Th e 
Power that generates things” seems a reductive translation, and has the eff ect 
of identifying “the secret strength” too completely with references to “Power” 
earlier in the poem—Shelley could have repeated himself, but he didn’t, he 
invented a phrase that was strange and new. His philosophical statements 
make no concessions; the purpose of the poem seems to have been the fl out-
ing of Christian assumptions; and the last lines imply that qualities and val-
ues perceived in the natural world are the result merely of projection. And 
yet the language is full of numinous possibility, and the sources from which it 
derives imply a concern in the poet that he would surely have denied.

“If one no longer believes in God (as truth),” Wallace Stevens wrote in 
August, 1940, “it is not possible merely to disbelieve; it becomes necessary 
to believe in something else. . . . A good deal of my poetry recently has con-
cerned an identity for that thing. . . . In [Asides on the Oboe] I say that one’s 
fi nal belief must be in a fi ction. I think that the history of belief will show 
that it has always been in a fi ction.” To which he adds, two months later, “Th e 
major poetic idea in the world is and always has been the idea of God. . . . 
Th e poetry that created the idea of God will either adapt it to our diff er-
ent intelligence, or create a substitute for it, or make it unnecessary” (Letters, 
ed. Holly Stevens [1981], pp. 370 and 378). Shelley is clearly incapable of 
making the idea of God unnecessary: like Stevens he no longer believes in 
the Divinity “as truth,” and fi nds it “necessary to believe in something else.” 
Presumably, however, he would have agreed that “the major poetic idea in the 
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world . . . [has always] been the idea of God,” and much of his writing shows 
him concerned to identify the “something else” adapted to his own diff erent 
intelligence. Yet, despite the fi nal lines of Mont Blanc, he would hardly have 
accepted that “one’s fi nal belief must be a fi ction.” Stevens, as an atheist in the 
more modern sense of the word, and writing 124 years later, can value as fact 
what to Shelley—for all the bravado—is still an appalling thought. Like Th e 
Prelude (which he knew only in small fragments, printed in Th e Friend), Shel-
ley’s poetry tests and extends the possibilities of belief, pushing it sometimes 
very close to wish-fulfi llment, but never consciously fi ctionalizing it in the 
sense that Stevens intends. If he cannot accept the personal God of his con-
temporaries, it is as truth that the “something else” will have to be believed in.

Shelley’s defi nition of “the secret strength of things” takes us back to 
“Th e everlasting universe of things” in the opening line, and beyond that to 
the Words worth whom he did know—the poet who had written not merely 
of a human power to “see into the life of things,” but of a world permeated by 
the presence of the One Life:

A motion and a spirit that impels
All thinking things, all objects of all thought,
And rolls through all things. (Tintern Abbey, 101–03)

Standing on his bridge over the River Arve on 22 July—or, more probably, 
writing in Geneva a few days later—Shelley fastens on the Words worthian use 
of “things.” At the same time he takes the river-image that is implied in “rolls 
through all things” back to its source in the opening lines of Tintern Abbey:

Five years have passed, fi ve summers with the length
Of fi ve long winters, and again I hear
Th ese waters rolling from their mountain springs
With a sweet inland murmur . . . (ll. 1–4)

Shelley’s purpose, one assumes, is to deny (or replace) the Words worthian 
God in Nature, and nothing could be further from the “sweet inland mur-
mur” than a vast Alpine torrent that “Over its rocks ceaselessly bursts and 
raves.” We do not, however, confront the Arve directly at the beginning of 
Mont Blanc; the river in its actuality emerges through a ramifying series of 
metaphors which have as their subject not landscape, but the human mind:

Th e everlasting universe of things
Flows through the mind, and rolls its rapid waves
(Now dark, now glittering; now refl ecting gloom,
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Now lending splendour) where from secret springs
Th e source of human thought its tribute brings
Of waters—with a sound but half its own . . . (ll. 1–6)

Political condemnation in Shelley’s sonnet To Words worth and Upon 
Receiving a Celandine has obscured the fact that his admiration for the earlier 
poetry of Words worth was at its height in this period. He had not merely 
been reading the 1815 Collected Poems, but (as Medwin reports) “dosing” 
Byron with them—and it is of course Tintern Abbey that interfuses Canto 
III of Childe Harold. Given what Neville Rogers has described as Shelley’s 
“natural Platonism,” it is likely that he saw in Words worth’s early pantheism 
an enviable certainty—the expression of a faith to which he was instinctively 
drawn, but which intellectual scepticism made it impossible fully to accept.

Th e immanent God who is both “motion” and “spirit,” and who for the 
Words worth of July, 1798, had “roll[ed] through all things” (“thinking” and 
otherwise), is replaced in the opening lines of Mont Blanc by a river of sense-
experience fl owing through the individual mind. Such experience may be 
either dark or glittering, but is as capable of refl ecting gloom as it is of lending 
splendour. Logically, gloom refl ected by the surface of the river of experience 
seems likely to be the “sober colouring” of the eye, or mind, through which it 
passes, and Shelley’s third major borrowing from Tintern Abbey—the “sound 
but half its own”—shows him, as one would expect, to be pondering Words-
worth’s reference to

   the mighty world of eye and ear,
Both what they half-create, and what perceive . . . (ll. 106–07)

In the opening of Mont Blanc he has achieved, more successfully even than 
Words worth himself, the interchange of natural and symbolic that is the 
appropriate image (or poetic reflection) of the half-way state between cre-
ation and perception. As Coleridge had defined it in the Shakespeare Lectures 
of 1811–12, there is “a middle state of mind more strictly appropriate to the 
imagination than any other, when it is, as it were, hovering between images” 
(ed. Raysor [1930], pp. ii and 138). As “the source of human thought” brings 
its “tribute” of waters to merge into the great river of experience (which 
must itself f low through the mind), the reader is at first delighted by the 
power of analogy. Almost at once, however, the analogy becomes engulfed 
in the immediacy of the visual image. Only for it to emerge in the opening 
of Section Two that Shelley has been using his metaphor to establish the 
actuality of the scene in which he stands—to all intents and purposes, the 
vast metaphorical river is the Ravine of Arve:
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   where from secret springs
Th e source of human thought its tribute brings
Of waters—with a sound but half its own,
Such as a feeble brook will oft assume
In the wild woods, among the mountains lone,
Where waterfalls around it leap for ever,
Where woods and winds contend, and a vast river
Over its rocks ceaselessly bursts and raves.
   Th us thou, Ravine of Arve, dark deep ravine . .

Th ough fi gurative from the outset, Shelley’s language has established 
the landscape of his poem. It has established too the role of the mind as 
meeting-place of experience and thought—at once percipient of “Th e ever-
lasting universe of things,” and capable of bringing its own independent trib-
ute. Representing individuality, the brook is inevitably “feeble,” but though the 
implied observer standing on its banks will hear a noise that belongs partly 
to the nearby torrent and its surroundings, the waters of human thought do 
have a voice of their own: they well up from “secret springs” within the self, 
and astonishingly they contribute half of the total sound.

F. R. Leavis, who had a way of noticing the qualities of a piece of writ-
ing, then drawing unwarranted moral conclusions, commented in Revalua-
tion (1936) on the opening lines of Mont Blanc: “Th e metaphorical and the 
actual, the real and the imagined, the inner and the outer, could hardly be 
more unsortably and indistinguishably confused. Th e setting, of course, pro-
vides special excuse for bewildered confusion; but Shelley takes eager advan-
tage of the excuse, and the confusion is characteristic” (pp. 212–13). To which 
he added grudgingly, “what might be found unusual in Mont Blanc is a certain 
compelling vividness.” Leaving aside the talk of excuses, the word that stands 
out in these comments as especially misguided is “unsortably”—“unsortably 
and indistinguishably confused.” Shelley has suff ered more than most from 
those who think that poetry should be sorted. In its boldest, most imaginative 
eff ects, Mont Blanc cannot be categorized:

Th us, thou, Ravine of Arve—dark deep ravine—
Th ou many-coloured, many-voiced vale
Over whose pines, and crags, and caverns sail
Fast cloud-shadows and sunbeams: awful scene
Where Power in likeness of the Arve comes down
From the ice gulphs that gird his secret throne,
Bursting through these dark mountains like the fl ame
Of lightning through the tempest . . .
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If we were offered the Arve coming down in the likeness of an abstract 
Power, it would be a conventional simile; as it is Power (capitalized as a 
personification, and crowned in the following line by the possession of a 
“secret throne”) comes down in likeness of the river, which nonetheless 
maintains its actuality, ceaselessly raving at the foot of the mountain. There 
is no confusion. Shelley’s reversal of expectation allows the reader to create 
the simile if he chooses (and hang onto the expected meaning), but at the 
same time it asserts a larger and stranger possibility which the poetry does 
not seek, or need, to define.

Th ough there have been important counter-attacks—notably Spencer 
Hall’s in Studies in Philology (1970), pp. 199–221—an orthodoxy has been 
created by Earl Wasserman’s Subtler Language (1959) that reads Mont Blanc 
in terms of the Essay on Life. According to the variant of Berkeley described 
in the Essay as “the Intellectual Philosophy,” there can be no inherent diff er-
ence between thoughts and things. To put it in Shelley’s own words: “Noth-
ing exists but as it is perceived. Th e diff erence is merely nominal between 
those two classes of thought which are vulgarly distinguished by the names 
of ideas and of external objects.” “Pursuing the same thread of reasoning,” he 
continues (moving across to what may seem to the rest of us a decidedly dif-
ferent train of thought),

the existence of distinct individual minds similar to that which is 
employed in now questioning its own nature, is likewise found to 
be a delusion. Th e words ‘I’, ‘you’, ‘they’, are not signs of any actual 
diff erence subsisting between the assemblage of thoughts thus 
indicated, but are merely marks employed to denote the diff erent 
modifi cations of the one mind. (Norton, pp. 477–78)

Individual human minds are, to use the Christian terms of Coleridge’s Reli-
gious Musings, “parts and proportions of one wond’rous whole.” Shelley in 
the final sentences of his Essay, however, makes it clear that his “one mind” 
is not the Unitarian God (Coleridge’s “one omnipresent Mind / Omnific, 
[whose] most holy name is Love”), not the creator of life—in fact, not to be 
seen as an active force within the universe at all: “Mind, as far as we have 
any experience of its properties—and beyond that experience, how vain is 
argument—cannot create, it can only perceive” (Norton, p. 478).

Wasserman’s view of Mont Blanc is beautifully argued, and in its own 
terms extremely persuasive:

By means of a river, a stream of thought, the valley of the mind, and 
the attendant scenic images, the poet calls into symbolic form the 
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Intellectual Philosophy, the essence of which is that mind and world, 
thought and thing, are meaningless distinctions, since they are only 
biased and partial versions of a unity, but that in order to give this 
unity linguistic form it is necessary to express it from both biases 
simultaneously. . . . Th e poem is the product of the poet’s urge so to 
reconstitute his available language that it will, not express, but inher-
ently contain that philosophy, and thereby open the otherwise closed 
doors to the dark corridors of thought that lie beyond ordinary 
conception. By creating the language of the Intellectual Philosophy, 
the poet can think with it. (Th e Subtler Language [rpt. 1979], p. 208)

Once Wasserman’s basic premises are granted, his argument is irrefutable: 
the message of Mont Blanc is the message of the Essay on Life; the poetry 
is an attempt to reconstitute language and think beyond the barriers of 
prose; and if at times the poem seems to imply a dualism that is denied by 
the Essay, that is because unity is to be given its symbolic form through the 
simultaneous expression of opposing ways of thought.

But perhaps the premises need not be granted. Th e Norton editor (who, 
it should be said, accepts Wasserman’s reading) off ers late 1819 as the date 
of the Essay on Life, it would surely be odd that the Intellectual Philoso-
phy should fi nd its expression three years earlier in Mont Blanc, and scarcely 
at all in the interim? Could Wasserman, one wonders, ever have arrived at 
his subtle language without a knowledge of the Essay? Th e fi rst line-and-a-
half of the poem must be the test case: “Th e everlasting universe of things 
/ Flows through the mind.” If Shelley had intended us to see the mind in 
question as the One Mind, wouldn’t he have made it a little more obvious? 
In eff ect Wasserman wishes us to rearrange the line, and read, “Th e universe 
of things fl ows through / Th e everlasting mind,” but that is not what Shelley 
wrote. Spencer Hall points out that Wasserman had his precursors, but I can’t 
believe that many readers have leapt to his conclusions. It is so much easier 
to see the mind as human, and regard it as the meeting-place of the external 
world experienced through the senses, and the thought (in Coleridge’s or 
Words worth’s terms, the imagination) that wells up within the individual to 
modify his perception. Because his local criticism is so good, and his prob-
ing of language so meticulous, Wasserman’s chapter stands as by far the most 
impressive discussion of Mont Blanc, and his conclusions, though couched in 
terms of a preoccupation with the Essay on Life are frequently just. But there 
is a level of complexity—of super-subtlety—in his argument that is made 
necessary by his will to see the poem as denying the reality of the landscape 
with which the poet’s mind is shown to be interacting. “Even though the 
independent existence of an objective world,” he writes at one point,
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has been only pretended, that world insists upon acting out 
symbolically the ontology of the Intellectual System, and thereby 
denies its own exclusive reality. (p. 218)

Well, maybe.
Th ere is a sameness about philosophical interpretation that responds very 

little to mood, tones, pleasure, within the poetry, and after a while becomes 
decidedly humourless. Dr. Johnson, for one, would have found amusement in 
a poet pretending that the world in which he lives has a separate existence—
and worlds that deny their own exclusive reality by insisting on acting out 
symbolic ontologies seem a fairly extreme form of the pathetic fallacy. Shel-
ley could be humourless too, of course, but Mont Blanc is a poem of delight-
fully changing mood; often it is quite as relevant to speak of fantasy being 
acted out, as ontology. Shelley’s fi rst attempt to create a god for the moun-
tain had been at once powerful and openly whimsical, tailored to the “sci.fi c.” 
determinism of Peacock, to whom he was writing: “Do you who assert the 
supremacy of Ahriman [the spirit of evil] imagine him throned among these 
desolating snows, among these palaces of death and frost, sculptured in this 
their terrible magnifi cence by the unsparing hand of necessity, and that he 
casts around him as his fi rst essays of his fi nal usurpation avalanches, torrents, 
rocks and thunders—and above all, these deadly glaciers, at once the proofs 
and the symbols of his reign?” (Letters, ed. Jones [1964], p. 499).

Two days later—while still at Chamouni, and still writing the letter to 
Peacock that would become part of the Six Weeks Tour and lead up to the fi rst 
publication of his poem—Shelley produced a far more terrible, and more 
imaginative fantasy. Th is time, the mountain itself became animate: “One 
would think that Mont Blanc was a living being, and that frozen blood for-
ever circulated slowly through his stony veins.” It is the writer of this letter, 
not the author of the Essay on Life (or, for that matter, of the footnotes to 
Queen Mab), who describes the

   awful scene,
Where Power in likeness of the Arve comes down
From the ice-gulphs that gird his secret throne,
Bursting through these dark mountains like the fl ame
Of lightning through the tempest . . . (ll. 15–19)

Shelley, it seems, is not so appalled by the Arve’s more obvious display of 
force, as by the power of the glaciers, beautifully symbolised in the blood 
that is frozen yet circulating still (and forever) through the veins of the 
mountain. His image of kingship in the lines quoted is closer to the fantasy 
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of Ahriman, “throned among these desolating snows”; but where Ahriman 
casts around him torrents, rocks and thunders like Jove of old, the Power 
that comes down “in likeness of the Arve” is at once less personal and more 
numinous. He has his throne (and his gender), but at the same time he is 
present as an abstraction of the power which the Ravine embodies—dif-
fused, one might say, as an immanent yet undivided God, Words worth’s 
“motion and . . . spirit” which both “impels,” and “rolls through,” two dif-
ferent orders of Creation. One cannot know whether it is intended to do 
so, but Shelley’s idiom guards him against the solemn critical assumptions. 
He cannot be held to believe in a Power seated on a secret throne girded by 
ice-gulphs, and it is anyone’s guess how great is the wish that his fantasy 
hides, or reveals.

Mont Blanc is not about the Universal Mind and the Intellectual Phi-
losophy—for all his subtlety and acumen, Wasserman has misled his readers; 
and the Norton editor, by adopting his position so singlemindedly in the 
notes, has misled many thousands more—it is about imagination, the human 
power that in response to human need invests the material world with spiri-
tual signifi cance. Shelley does not make Coleridge’s fi rm distinction between 
imagination and fancy: for him, as for Words worth, fancy shades into the 
higher power. In his account of the Ravine of Arve, we have at fi rst a view-
point that is openly fanciful—thrones girded by ice-gulphs, pines that (like 
Tolkien’s tree-people, the ents) are “children of elder time,” winds that come 
in religious devotion to savour the incense of the pines and respond to their 
“old and solemn harmony.” Already in this last phrase, however, the poetry is 
felt to be merging into fantasy that is, in a fuller sense of the word, imagina-
tive: the “unsculptured image” behind the veil of the waterfall, that speaks of 
undefi ned potential, and the “strange sleep” which, replacing the mysterious 
“voices of the desert,” has power to “wrap all in its own deep eternity.” Shelley 
is to be seen externalising—fi rst whimsically, then with increasing serious-
ness—the moods and powers of his own mind. Th e “strange sleep” of line 27 
will reappear as the “trance sublime and strange,” the reverie in which the 
poet turns the Ravine of Arve into an image of his “own separate phantasy.”

Reiman’s note at this point instructs us to see “the poet explor[ing] 
the relationship of his own seeming individual identity . . . to the Univer-
sal or One Mind, of which all minds are parts” (Norton, p. 89). I suspect, 
however, that Shelley uses the phrase “My own separate fantasy” to make 
a quite ordinary distinction, not between his own mind and a higher one, 
but between his own in two diff erent aspects: as creator/perceiver on the 
one hand, and observer on the other. In his reverie he turns the Arve, 
which had fi rst been presented as an image of superhuman power, into an 
image of his own mental process, as seen from a position of detachment. 
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One could say that for a moment he takes on the kingly, or godlike, role, 
sending forth his imagination to dominate the landscape of the mind, as 
the Arve dominates the physical scene that surrounds him. But this impli-
cation is subdued by the musing tones of the verse, and by the stress that is 
laid on passivity in the lines that follow:

   when I gaze on thee,
I seem as in a trance sublime and strange,
To muse on my own separate phantasy,
My own, my human mind, which passively
Now renders and receives fast infl uencings,
Holding an unremitting interchange
With the clear universe of things around . . . (ll. 35–40)

Standing back from his mind—not willing it to do, or be, anything, but 
watching it in complete detachment—Shelley sees it as passive not just in its 
reception, but in its rendering, of influence. To use the terms of the opening 
lines of the poem, he is watching a river whose waters are composed both of 
“the everlasting universe of things” (sense experience), and of the tributary 
of human thought. Now, however, it seems that the “feeble brook” of human 
individuality lays claim to rather more than half the total volume of sound. 
Except to the eye of the observer, the mind is in no sense passive. “Renders” 
noticeably, and rightly, takes prominence over “receives.” The poetry enacts 
the dominance of imagination which it also portrays.

Th e question preoccupying Shelley, the observer of his own creative pro-
cess, is the relation, not of the individual to the Universal Mind, but of art and 
truth—as Keats would have it, of truth and beauty. In apposition to “My own 
separate phantasy” and “my own, my human mind” is a third, less fl attering 
phrase, “one legion of wild thoughts.” Shelley’s lines are a good deal simpler 
than one might assume from reading his commentators, but do need to be 
read with attention:

One legion of wild thoughts, whose wandering wings
Now fl oat above thy darkness, and now rest
Where that, or thou, art no unbidden guest
In the still cave of the witch Poesy . . . (ll. 41–44)

“The witch Poesy,” we are told in the Norton footnote, “personifies the 
imagination; only in the stillness of her cave—within the mind—can the 
individual communicate with ‘that’ [i.e.] ‘the clear universe of things’, or 
‘thou’ [i.e.] the Universal Mind.” “Note,” the editor continues, heaping 
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confusion upon confusion, “that the syntax is ambiguous, leaving the pos-
sibility that these [the ‘clear universe’ and the Universal Mind] may be either 
two separate entities, or only one” (Norton, p. 90).

Th e idea that Shelley in his use of the pronoun “thou” is addressing 
the Universal Mind has no basis in the poem: it is perfectly clear, indeed, 
from lines 12, 15, 19, 25, 30, 32, 33, and 35, that in this section he is consis-
tently addressing the Ravine. So much for “thou” in line 43—“Where that, 
or thou, art no unbidden guest”—what of the “that”? Reiman’s answer takes 
us back three lines to “the clear universe of things,” because this can be made 
to square with the Wasserman reconstruction. It also strains the syntax, and 
ignores “thy darkness” in the previous line, which is Shelley’s obvious referent:

Now fl oat above thy darkness, and now rest
Where that . . .

Why then the darkness, and why should it, or the Ravine, be “no unbidden 
guest”?

Th e Ravine has by this time been a guest in the poet’s cave for 45 lines; 
but “darkness” is a new element. Th e “wild thoughts” fl oat above it, seemingly 
unable to penetrate, and the word surely has both its normal associations—
of mystery, or the unknown—and a more specifi c reference to the darkness 
which for Plato characterises human vision. In his version of the Cave from 
Th e Republic, Shelley seeks among poetic visions that are ghosts of a higher 
reality for “some phantom” or “faint image” that will tell him about the Power 
of which the Ravine is symbolic:

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 fl ed recalls them, thou art there! (ll. 45–48)

Intent on reading the final “thou art there” as an allusion to the Universal 
Mind, Reiman and others take “they” and “them” to refer to the “shadows” 
that are “Ghosts of all things that are.” They therefore have to think in 
terms of a supernatural source, from which they f led, and which is anthro-
pomorphised by the poet as a breast. As usual, there is a simpler explanation: 
the breast is Shelley’s; “they” refers to the “legion of wild thoughts” that f loat 
above the darkness of the Arve. Till he recalls the wild thoughts (by coming 
out of his reverie), the Ravine that he has throughout been addressing, and 
the mystery that surround it, are to be found within the Cave of Poesy; that 
is, they are subject to the imagination—half, perhaps, created by it.
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In simple terms, such as could never be true to the poem itself, Shel-
ley is claiming that his art bears the same relation to truth as the shadows 
in Plato’s Cave. Th rough it the incomprehensible may to some extent be 
comprehended, the ideal glimpsed. In this Words worthian/Coleridgean 
poem, reverie (later disparaged in the Essay on Life) is associated with 
poetry as a means to the perception of truth. It is analogous too to the 
“gleams of a remoter world” which have been thought by some to visit the 
soul in sleep. As Shelley begins his third section it is clear that he has in 
mind not just Plato, but Words worth’s most Platonic poem. He is writing 
about intimations of immortality—not so much intimations of an afterlife, 
as those visionary glimpses that help to show the present one in its relation 
to the eternal:

Some say that gleams of a remoter world
Visit the soul in sleep—that death is slumber,
And that its shapes the busy thoughts outnumber
Of those who wake and live. I look on high;
Has some unknown omnipotence unfurled
Th e veil of life and death? Or do I lie
In dream, and does the mightier world of sleep
Spread far around and inaccessibly
Its circles? (ll. 49–57)

The central myth of Intimations had shown sleep as oblivion—“Our birth is 
but a sleep and a forgetting”—but the numinous alternative view had already 
been beautifully evoked in stanza three: “The winds come to me from the 
fields of sleep.” Shelley’s development of this central metaphor has been 
ignored by commentators anxious to have their say about the veil of life and 
death. Early in the poem there is the “strange sleep” of l. 27, that “Wraps all 
in its own deep eternity,” together with its personal equivalent, the “trance 
sublime and strange” of 35; now the association of sleep with higher truth is 
taken a step further as it comes to be equated with death.

It may be useful to spell out in detail the stages of Shelley’s analogy. 
Basically, they are fi ve: (1.) In his reverie at the end of Section Two, the poet 
seeks amid the shadows, ghosts, phantoms that inhabit the creative mind, 
for an image of the higher reality which the voice and power of the Ravine 
have seemed to embody. (2.) Adopting a speculative tone reminiscent of 
Coleridge’s Eolian Harp—

And what if all of animated Nature
Be but organic harps diversely framed . . . (ll. 44–45)



Jonathan Words worth106

—Shelley introduces the analogy of the soul visited in sleep by gleams of 
otherworldly truth. (3.) Death is offered as the extreme example of this 
active sleep, a state that is inherently more creative (more capable, that is, 
of imaginative “shaping”) than the living and waking mind. (4.) Looking 
up for the first time in the poem to Mont Blanc, Shelley asks whether the 
veil of mortality, seemingly lifted during his earlier reverie, has now again 
descended to obscure his vision. (5.) Alternatively, is he surrounded by the 
world of sleep and truth, yet himself in a dream (like Albion’s dream in Vala) 
that renders truth inaccessible, separates him from the eternal?

If Section Two belongs to the Ravine, and to the mind of which it 
becomes the image, Section Th ree presents a takeover by the mountain, and 
a corresponding abasement of the mind, “Driven like a homeless cloud from 
steep to steep.” Power and kingship, earlier associated with the Ravine (though 
carefully never said to belong to it), are now seen to be vested in the mountain:

Far, far above, piercing the infi nite sky,
Mont Blanc appears, still, snowy and serene.
Its subject mountains their unearthly forms
Pile around it, ice and rock; broad vales between
Of frozen fl oods, unfathomable deeps
Blue as the overhanging heaven . . . (ll. 60–65)

Ice-gulphs once said to gird the throne of Power, now reappear as part of 
a landscape subject to the mountain. Mont Blanc, meanwhile, “piercing 
the infinite sky,” is in touch with the eternal from which the poet has been 
excluded, and even its subject mountains take on unearthly forms. The 
whimsical voice, heard in parts of Section Two, returns as Shelley evokes the 
force (and perhaps the caprice) needed in the past to shape the scene that is 
now serene and still:

   Is this the scene
Where the old Earthquake Demon taught her young
Ruin? Were these her toys? Or did a sea
Of fi re envelope once this silent snow?
None can reply. All seems eternal now. (ll. 71–75)

The “seems” in this last phrase is important: Shelley is tentative. And yet 
it is at this point that he feels able to make his largest, and oddest, claim. 
The mysterious voice of the wilderness can teach either doubt or faith—faith 
which (whatever the difficulties of the text) is clearly Words worthian in 
reconciling man and Nature, or doubt, which is no less “awful,” and which 
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we assume to represent Shelley’s own position. To what extent a distinction 
is being made between the mountain and its surrounding wilderness it is 
impossible to know, but it is to Mont Blanc itself that Shelley returns with 
the climactic words:

Th ou hast a voice, great mountain, to repeal
Large codes of fraud and woe—not understood
By all, but which the wise, and great, and good
Interpret, or make felt, or deeply feel. (ll. 80–83)

Among the codes that Shelley is certain to have in mind are the twin 
“testaments” of Christianity, both associated with the special sanctity of the 
mountain: the Ten Commandments, brought down by Moses from his meet-
ing with the Voice of God on Mount Sinai, and their replacement in Christ’s 
Sermon on the Mount. Repealing these established codes, responsible in his 
view (as in Blake’s) for many centuries of fraud and woe, Shelley off ers a 
voice that belongs not to God, or to the Son of God—or even to man—but 
to the mountain itself. It may not be understood by all, but it is nonetheless 
accessible to those who have ears to hear, and its message can be passed on to 
others. Scholars who interpret this poem as a philosophical tract should take 
note of its central statement: “which the wise, and great, and good / Interpret, 
or make felt, or deeply feel.” Th e assumptions are purely Words worthian:

Love now an universal birth,
From heart to heart is stealing,
From earth to man, from man to earth
It is the hour of feeling.

(Lyrical Ballads, 1798)

   in all things
He saw one life, and felt that it was joy.

(Excursion Book I, 1814)

Th e reader cannot be too often reminded that poetry is passion: it is the 
history or science of feelings (Preface to Lyrical Ballads, 1800).

In his emphasis on feeling as the mode of perception, and the means 
of sharing truth, Shelley may or may not have been taking up a consciously 
Words worthian position; but there can be no doubt that as he moves on into 
Section Four, Words worth is in his thoughts. Twelve lines at the opening of 
the section are used to evoke diff erent aspects of the changeful world, natural 
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and human, and come to a climax in a version of Tintern Abbey’s “All thinking 
things, all objects of all thought”:

All things that move and breathe, with toil and sound,
Are born and die, revolve, subside and swell. (ll. 94–95)

Though there is a full stop at this point in both the printed text of 1817 and 
the manuscript, no main verb has been included. The whole passage carries 
forward to depend on “dwells” in the line that follows: “Power dwells apart 
in its tranquility.” “And I have felt / A presence,” Words worth had written 
in Tintern Abbey,

   that disturbs me with the joy
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 . . . (ll. 94–100)

In place of the Words worthian “presence,” we have precisely absence—
“Power dwells apart”—but there is the same anthropomorphism, and the 
reappearance of “dwelling” is important as Shelley moves on to assert his 
contrary message:

Power dwells apart in its tranquility,
Remote, serene, and inaccessible;
And this, the naked countenance of earth,
On which I gaze—even these primaeval mountains—
Teach the adverting mind. Th e glaciers creep
Like snakes that watch their prey, from their far fountains,
Slow rolling on . . . (ll. 96–102)

“Slow rolling on”: the verb seems an odd one for masses of ice that crunch 
and inch their way along. The snaky glaciers, however, provide a godless 
necessitarian alternative to the “motion and spirit” which in Tintern Abbey 
“impels / All thinking things . . . And rolls through all things.” Shelley’s 
use of italics to emphasize the wisdom he has learned—“And this the naked 
countenance of earth . . .”—quietly draws attention to the message that 
Words worth’s gazing might have extracted from primeval mountains. For 
once, Shelley has been willing to “Let Nature be [his] teacher,” but he has 
deduced a very different moral. With Words worth still in mind, he takes us 
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next into “A city of death,” that first solidifies the cloudscape New Jerusalem 
of Excursion, Book II, turning the airy promise of eternal life into “dome, 
pyramid and pinnacle . . . distinct with many a tower / And wall impreg-
nable of beaming ice,” and then astonishingly liquefies the “wall[s] impreg-
nable” so that he may return to his image of the mighty, and rolling, river:

Yet not a city, but a fl ood of ruin
Is there, that from the boundaries of the sky
Rolls its perpetual stream . . . (ll. 102–04)

Like almost every part of this extraordinary poem, the apocalyptic lines that 
follow are worth looking at in detail—not least for their Blakean reworking 
of The Ruined Cottage (Excursion, Book I)—but I have time only to draw 
attention briefly to the curious re-entry of Coleridge, who alongside Words-
worth is the support of Shelley’s unspoken redemptive implications:

   Below, vast caves
Shine in the rushing torrents’ restless gleam,
Which from those secret chasms in tumult welling

[Kubla Khan had presumably been introduced to Shelley by Byron.]

Meet in the vale, and one majestic river,
Th e breath and blood of distant lands, for ever
Rolls its loud waters to the ocean waves,
Breathes its swift vapours to the circling air. (ll. 120–26)

Words worth had been transformed to a city of death, Coleridge is positively 
revived, as the Alph, no longer sinking in tumult to a lifeless ocean, turns 
into the Rhone, source of fertility in distant France. It too “rolls,” of course, 
linking us back not just to Tintern Abbey, but to the opening lines, as for the 
last time in the poem “The everlasting universe of things” flows through the 
poet’s mind.

Stanzas Th ree and Four both evoke the destructive powers at work shap-
ing the Alpine landscape. Th ree deals with the past, replacing a Christian 
teleology of mountains formed by the departing waters of the Flood, with an 
old Earthquake Demon and a fantasy of Pagan caprice. Four deals with the 
present, evoking a Necessity that is at fi rst dispassionate, then malignant (in 
the strangely disproportionate image of the snakes), then unexpectedly benefi -
cent. But however comforting it may be that death-dealing glaciers are doers 
of distant good, this great poem of the imagination cannot end with social 
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refl ections. If it is to have a conclusion, it has to be about a way of seeing. We 
return therefore to the mountain, left “piercing the infi nite sky” at line 60:

Mont Blanc yet gleams on high: the power is there,
Th e still and solemn power of many sights,
And many sounds, and much of life and death. (ll. 127–29)

The “visionary gleam” persists, but what claims is Shelley finally able to 
make? The words “and much of life and death” seem a little desperate, and 
it is by no means clear how the “still and solemn power” of Mont Blanc will 
link through to the concluding lines from which this lecture started:

And what were thou, and earth, and stars, and sea,
If to the human mind’s imaginings
Silence and solitude were vacancy? (ll. 142–44)

We are brought, it seems, to the edge of the void—to what Blake would 
have called “the margin of non-entity.” But in fact, despite his use of the belit-
tling plural, “Imaginings,” Shelley has made it impossible that at this stage in 
the poem silence and solitude should be taken for vacancy. All three words are 
defi ned by their opposites, by what they are not, but whereas vacancy—the 
absence of matter itself—is the ultimate horror of solipsism, the absence of 
sound, and the absence of human life, have been invested by the poetry with 
power and mystery:

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 fl akes burn in the sinking sun,
Or the star-beams dart through them. Winds contend
Silently there, and heap the snow with breath
Rapid and strong, but silently! (ll. 130–36)

“Coleridge is in my thoughts,” Shelley had written to Peacock a week 
before (on 17 July), and it is nowhere more evident than in this concluding 
section of Mont Blanc. Th ere can be no doubt that he is specifi cally recalling 
the use of repetition in Hymn Before Sunrise:

   but thou, most awful form!
Risest from forth thy silent sea of pines
How silently . . . (ll. 5–7)
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But the movement of the verse, and the f lakes that burn in the sinking 
sun, also take us appropriately to the central lines of This Lime-Tree Bower 
My Prison:

   Ah, slowly sink
Behind the western ridge, thou glorious sun!
Shine in the slant beams of the sinking orb

Ye purple heath-fl owers! richlier burn ye clouds!

Live in the yellow light, ye distant groves,
And kindle thou blue ocean! (ll. 32–37)

Shelley recollects the passage in lines that value—or attempt to value—the 
total self-sufficiency of Nature. His language, however, is rich with the 
associations that he is apparently hoping to suppress. The winds are a 
case in point. They may contend, but unlike the “Winds thwarting winds, 
bewildered and forlorn” of Words worth’s Simplon Pass, they do so amid a 
Coleridgean sense of purpose, heaping the snow in silence, and at the same 
time performing a “secret ministry” akin to that in Frost at Midnight. Brood-
ing over the snow, the “voiceless lightning” is another symbol of power 
tamed to a purpose:

   Its home
Th e voiceless lightning in these solitudes
Keeps innocently, and like vapour broods
Over the snow. Th e secret strength of things
Th at governs thought, and to the infi nite dome
Of heaven is as a law, inhabits thee! (ll. 136–41)

Shorn of its thunder, and taking on the purity that is associated with the 
snow, the lightning is a version of the lion lying down with the lamb. Chris-
tian reference is coming close to the surface of the poetry. The “breath / 
Rapid and strong” that enabled the winds to perform their silent priestlike 
function had been linked through the Eolian Harp and Kubla Khan to the 
breath of God; and now the lightning (traditionally connected with the 
destructive power of Jove) broods innocently over the mountain-slopes, as 
Milton’s Holy Spirit broods over Chaos in the moment of Creation.

What then is being created? On one level—the level of Wallace Ste-
vens’s remarkable comments—the answer has to be God. It is wonderment 
that is chiefl y apparent as Shelley’s rhythms, and his claims, mount towards 
their fi nal stress, “inhabits thee!” A sort of Incarnation is taking place as the 
ruler of “the infi nite dome / Of heaven” becomes an inhabitant of earth. As 
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in the Hymn to Intellectual Beauty—companion-piece to Mont Blanc—Shel-
ley has created an abstraction which will satisfy his imaginative need for a 
personal, or near-personal, God. No dogma has been put forward, and the 
existence of the Secret Strength of Th ings does not have to be proved; yet 
Shelley’s position at this stage in the poem is not really so very far from that 
of Coleridge in the Hymn Before Sunrise. As perhaps one should expect, the 
God whom he creates has many of the attributes—power, mystery; even, in 
some sense, benefi cence—of the God whom he rejects.

How much then is undercut by the concluding lines? It is a small point 
with which to end, but may I just remark how diff erent it would be if Shelley 
had written “But” instead of “And”: “But what were thou . . . ?” “And” per-
mits the previous implications to be carried forward—permits us to feel that 
silence and solitude are conditions of imaginative truth. Like the Coleridge 
of Dejection, An Ode—

O Lady! we receive but what we give,
And in our Life alone does Nature live . . .

(ll. 47–48)

—Shelley fears that his perceptions and intuitions may be merely projection 
(the human mind’s “imaginings,” with an “s”), and as in Dejection the poetry 
wins through to a confidence which the poet does not initially possess. It 
is this resilient hopefulness that places Mont Blanc among the very greatest 
Romantic poems.
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In 1814 Byron wrote in his journal, “When I am tired—as I generally 
am—out comes this, and down goes every thing. But I can’t read it over;—
and God knows what contradictions it may contain. If I am sincere with 
myself (but I fear one lies more to one’s self than to any one else), every page 
should confute, refute, and utterly abjure its predecessor.”1 The personal 
inconsistency he confesses to here was frequently commented on by others. 
Lady Blessington, who knew Byron well during his later years in Italy, gives 
a particularly vivid account of it:

Byron seems to take a peculiar pleasure in ridiculing sentiment and 
romantic feelings; and yet the day after will betray both, to an extent 
that appears impossible to be sincere, to those who had heard his 
previous sarcasms: that he is sincere, is evident, as his eyes fi ll with 
tears, his voice becomes tremulous, and his whole manner evinces 
that he feels what he says. All this appears so inconsistent, that it 
destroys sympathy, or if it does not quite do that, it makes one angry 
with oneself for giving way to it for one who is never two days of 
the same way of thinking, or at least expressing himself. He talks 
for eff ect, likes to excite astonishment, and certainly destroys in the 
minds of his auditors all confi dence in his stability of character.2

Th e Evolution of the Surface Self: 
Byron’s Poetic Career

J E A N  H A L L

From Keats–Shelley Journal 36 (1987): 134–57. © 1987 by the Keats–Shelley Association of 
America.
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Lady Blessington can feel no assurance of Byron’s “stability of character.” 
She suggests that his inconsistency includes not only a puzzling changeabil-
ity of mood but also an unpredictable alteration of attitude from sincerity to 
performance, and from true belief to sarcasm or irony. Byron’s personality 
appears to be a dazzling succession of parts that do not cohere.

Th is conspicuous lack of personal wholeness is refl ected in his poetry, 
which throughout his career displays a huge variety of postures and tones. 
Byron’s incessant mobility seems to place him apart from the other Romantic 
poets, who value personal consistency and identity and work to achieve a sense 
of wholeness in their poetry. Indeed, the diff erence is so marked that Byron 
sometimes has been considered not a Romantic poet at all.3 I shall argue for 
Byron as a Romantic, albeit a perverse one, on the grounds that he shares cat-
egorical assumptions about wholeness with his contemporaries. Briefl y put, 
Byron as well as the others assumes that personal identity results from the 
turn toward innerness, the creation of an interior poetic world that builds 
the core of selfhood. In this view personality becomes an aff air of depth, not 
surface; of integrity, not display. Where the other Romantics believe that this 
turn toward innerness is both possible and desirable, Byron tends to doubt 
both the feasibility and attractiveness of the interior self. He tends to avoid 
self-exploration because it appears to him a futile process, an exercise in self-
delusion. If the true interior self is an impossibility, then he prefers to turn 
his eff orts outward and at least enjoy the pleasures of activity in the world. By 
tracing Byron’s attempts to establish selfhood in some of the major poems of 
his career, this essay will sketch the main outlines of the Byronic surface self.4

Byron frequently sees adult innerness as impossible because he assumes 
that as children we were originally whole but we experience growth as an inevi-
table loss of this integrity. Words worth too sees the child’s growth into adult-
hood as a kind of loss, but he regards the making of poetry as a satisfactory 
adult compensation. Poetry reconstitutes the child’s active, exterior wholeness 
in a profound and powerful inner form. Here Byron demurs: for him poetry is 
usually not an integrative activity but a diversion, a form of escape from self. 
Unlike the other Romantics Byron often does not want to turn within himself, 
for he fears he will not like what he fi nds there. As he said of his versifying, “To 
withdraw myself from myself . . . has ever been my sole, my entire, my sincere 
motive in scribbling at all; and publishing is also the continuance of the same 
object, by the action it aff ords the mind, which else recoils upon itself.”5 But if 
poetry can off er the pleasures of self-escape, it does so at the price of increased 
personal fragmentation. For the more Byron evades himself, the more com-
pletely he is lost. And this becomes the penalty of any kind of activity: when 
the fragmented self is roused to action, the outcome must be accelerated frag-
mentation, in the form of increased superfi ciality. In Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage 
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Byron images this degenerative process in the form of a shattered mirror that 
multiplies the refl ection of an originally single image, splintering the whole into 
a proliferating series of parts. Th e mirror

   makes
A thousand images of one that was,
Th e same, and still the more, the more it breaks;
And thus the heart will do which not forsakes,
Living in shattered guise.6

Th us, as the self becomes more various it also becomes more superfi cial. 
Th e image of one surface is exchanged for the refl ection of untold thousands. 
At times Byron can live with this condition cheerfully, taking delight in the 
virtuosity of his poetic performances and scoffi  ng at writers who aspire to 
meaningfulness and profundity. But in Canto III of Childe Harold’s Pilgrim-
age he tries to achieve depth by writing Words worthian nature poetry. Of 
course, this attempt at profundity may be superfi cially motivated, for he is 
both mimicking another poet’s style and responding to pressures from the 
outside—at the time Shelley was urging him to write this sort of poetry.7 
Nevertheless, for a person of Byron’s temperament the poetry of depth may 
have held a great attraction: meditative innerness and its literary form, the 
self-contained organic poem, could have provided boundaries that organized 
the self and stilled its incessant, confusing mobility. If he could not bear 
to look into himself, possibly he could achieve coherence by looking into 
Words worthian nature. Perhaps “true Wisdom’s world will be / Within its 
own creation, or in thine, / Maternal Nature!” (III, 46).

Th e embodiment of these hopes becomes Lake Leman, a perfectly still, 
mirrorlike body of water which, like Th oreau’s Walden Pond, is centered in 
the heart of nature. By its shores,

All heaven and earth are still—though not in sleep,
But breathless, as we grow when feeling most;
And silent, as we stand in thoughts too deep:—
All heaven and earth are still.

In this place of quiet fullness, motion is suppressed to create the soul of poet 
and of nature.

All is concentered in a life intense,
Where not a beam, nor air, nor leaf is lost,
But hath a part of being. (III, 89)
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The parts unite in the whole, brought together by a meditative centering of 
everything in the world which works toward the realization of spirit. “Then 
stirs the feeling infinite” (III, 90).

Byron is deeply attracted to this version of infi nity, for it transcends not 
only the individuality of leaf, beam, and air, but also that of the poet’s mind. 
Th e moment of being “purifi es from self ” (III, 90), breaks the bonds of ego-
tism to create a transpersonal, all-uniting reality. For Byron the achievement 
of depth off ers an escape from self, an annihilation that converts Words-
worthian innerness into yet another form of Byronic surface. And even if 
he had found it possible to center self in nature, the Lake Leman passage 
suggests that Byron would have experienced this still profundity not as ful-
fi lling, but as boring. Transcendental stillness permeates Lake Leman but a 
moment; almost immediately Byron fi nds it necessary to shatter this quiet by 
imagining a splendid storm approaching over the Alps. Words worthian calm 
has constrained his native mobility, and he must fi nd relief through a vision 
of unsuppressed energy. Th e tempest is “wondrous strong, / Yet lovely in your 
strength . . . let me be / A sharer in thy fi erce and far delight” (III, 92–93). But 
he cannot help realizing the fl aw in the storm’s magnifi cence: “But where of 
ye, oh tempests! is the goal?” (III, 96). Th e storm’s drive, like the poet’s own 
energies, is superfi cial motion, a splendid display without an interior purpose. 
And Byron refl ects on his own ceaseless fl ow of words—“Could I embody 
and unbosom now / Th at which is most within me . . . into one word, / And 
that one word were Lightning, I would speak” (III, 97). Th e self-containment 
of the organic poem might center the self and allow it to utter its identity in 
one word—but this is an achievement impossible for Byron.

Transcendental stillness having proven unsatisfactory, Byron considers 
the opposite posture—heroic mobility. Canto III of Childe Harold’s Pilgrim-
age mediates on the fate of great men, men of action who make an impact 
upon the world. Like the superb storm over Lake Leman, such men seem to 
him splendid forces of nature. Napoleon becomes Byron’s prime example. A 
man of mobility, an inconsistent “spirit antithetically mixt” and “Extreme in 
all things” (III, 36), Napoleon bestrides the world but fi nds that he cannot 
rule his self:

An empire thou couldst crush, command, rebuild,
But govern not thy pettiest passion, nor,
However deeply in men’s spirits skill’d,
Look through thine own, nor curb the lust of war. (III, 38)

Napoleon’s energy recoils against itself because his heroic mobility makes 
self-knowledge impossible. The same energy that fuels his victories becomes 
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a “fever at the core, / Fatal to him who bears,” a “fire / And motion of the 
soul . . . once kindled, quenchless evermore” (III, 42). Unable to look into 
himself, Napoleon becomes a driven soul, a compulsive activist who moves 
on helplessly from conquest to conquest, finally turning his heroism to vil-
lainy, his creative social effort to destruction. In his hands revolution degen-
erates into reaction; and now the vast European populations he has stirred 
up turn on him, reciprocating his aggressions with a popular outpouring of 
wrath. “He who surpasses or subdues mankind, / Must look down on the 
hate of those below” (III, 45). The collisions that fragment the great soul 
disease the social fabric and produce the mob, the “hot throng” that jostles 
and collides in endlessly irritating motion, causing the mind to “overboil” so 
that we “become the spoil / Of our infection . . . / In wretched interchange 
of wrong for wrong / ’Midst a contentious world” (III, 69). To be a man of 
action is to be an infected soul, and to be in collision with others. They all 
“ join the crushing crowd, doom’d to inflict or bear” (III, 71).

Th e turn toward the outside represented by Napoleon’s heroic activism 
produces chaos. Personal mobility gives rise to social collision, demonstrating 
that great spirits “antithetically mixt” can destroy not only themselves, but 
also the world. To contain these dangers and yet preserve the option of heroic 
mobility, Byron contemplates the notion of poetic heroism. His example is 
Rousseau, a hero of the imagination who glorifi ed “ideal beauty” (III, 78). 
But in confi ning his activism to the realm of the imaginary, Rousseau does 
not succeed in protecting either himself or his audience. Quite the contrary: 
instead of satisfying human passions, Rousseau’s fl ights of imagination arti-
fi cially infl ate desire, build up a terrifi c longing that makes any human sat-
isfaction impossible. Instead of liberating man from life and preserving his 
peace, Rousseau’s poetry of eternal pursuit and eternal unfulfi llment drives 
him mad. It exaggerates the disruptive process of ordinary living, producing a 
disease larger than life. Like Napoleon, Rousseau becomes a carrier of infec-
tion, a poet whose words precipitate dreadful actions—they “set the world in 
fl ame, / Nor ceased to burn till kingdoms were no more: / Did he not this for 
France?” (III, 81). Rousseau inspires his audience with revolutionary desires 
so tremendous as to be unfulfi llable, and the result is a bloodbath. In spite of 
himself he becomes a man of action working in concert with Napoleon, and 
the readers of his poetry become the mob. Far from preventing violence, the 
case of Rousseau suggests that poetry may fuel it.

In drawing a parallel between Napoleon and Rousseau, Byron recog-
nizes that poetry is not always the harmless, escapist activity he often wishes 
it to be. Nevertheless the conclusion of Canto III reverts to the escapist pos-
ture, suggesting that “these words” may be “a harmless wile,—/ . . . Which I 
would seize, in passing, to beguile / My breast, or that of others, for a while” 
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(III, 112). Perhaps, then, the perfect solution for Byron’s contradictory needs 
is a poetry of maximum mobility and forcefulness and yet minimum eff ect—a 
poetry that appears to be powerful but actually has no impact on the world. 
Th ese requirements could be met by a poetry of superfi cial power, a dazzling 
poetry that implies the existence of innerness and depth without actually cre-
ating it. And thus the Byronic hero is born. Th is fi gure is repeated over and 
over again in the Turkish Tales, which are escapist works because they pres-
ent a hero who feigns profound innerness without actually possessing it. Like 
Napoleon and Rousseau, and like Byron himself, the Byronic hero is always 
a fi gure “antithetically mixt,” a man of extraordinary but self-confounding 
energy whose personal wholeness has been shattered by some dark action in 
the past. He responds to fragmentation by displaying a cold, fi rm, silent pos-
ture toward the world. “Prometheus” conveniently summarizes this attitude: 
Byron sees in the Titan “A silent suff ering, and intense,” a “patient energy,” 
the “endurance, and repulse / Of thine impenetrable Spirit” (lines 6, 40–42).8

Byron creates a poetry of glittering surface, a heroic rigidity that 
exists for the purpose of being seen. He feigns interior resonance through a 
clenched posture, an attitude that identifi es heroism with the resolve to never 
change. Militant implacability, not growth of the mind, becomes the value 
promoted by Byron’s heroism. By his spectacular suff ering the Byronic hero 
elevates himself above the throng, so that he can be properly wondered at. His 
armored public posture isolates him, suggests his superiority, creates an outlet 
for the energy of his hostilities—but it does not produce innerness, soul.

But if the Byronic hero is a superfi cial fi gure, at any rate he does share 
one characteristic with the Romantic poetry of depth: both Byronic heroism 
and the organic poem establish boundaries in order to produce identity. Th e 
self-containment of the organic poem permits the creation of Romantic whole-
ness, and it is this wholeness that the rigidly isolated Byronic hero mimics. Th e 
Byronic hero exaggerates normal Romantic practices by an absolute separa-
tion of innerness from outerness. Where the Words worthian poem is bounded 
but nevertheless permeable, allowing interchange between the poet’s mind and 
nature, Byronic innerness is impermeable—and, therefore, conveniently inac-
cessible. Th e Byronic hero can only be observed from the outside, and so his 
inner life can only be inferred. In this fi gure Byron has discovered a superfi cial 
method of feigning depth, a kind of inversion of the organic poem.

“Th e Prisoner of Chillon” becomes an important commentary on the 
Turkish Tales, for it seriously explores the eff ects of absolute self-containment. 
Th is poem departs from the glorifi cation of Byronic heroism by turning 
Byron’s isolated hero into a wretched prisoner confi ned in a dungeon. Like 
the Byronic hero or the organic poem, Bonnivard, the prisoner of Chillon, is 
isolated from the world. He is imprisoned along with his brothers, but they 
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die one by one, at last leaving him entirely alone. Th e result is not the creation 
of his depth and character, as might be expected from the normal constitu-
tion of the Byronic hero, but the very opposite: the prisoner’s personality is 
annihilated, rendering his innerness a void.

Bonnivard and his two brothers are lively men—for them, imprison-
ment is a torture, for it blocks their expression of energies. Th ese men of 
natural mobility are forced to be still, and Byron is outraged by the constraint. 
Emphatically, their stillness does not build Words worthian resonance of soul. 
Because they are deprived of the opportunity to react to the world’s stimuli 
they grow weak in body, they become “rusted with a vile repose” (line 6); and 
eventually, this lack of exercise, this decline in physical feelings, leads to the 
loss of feeling in the heart. Bonnivard’s energy is replaced by a coldness, a 
stillness of spirit, an inability to respond. He ends in a quiet that is tanta-
mount to the death of the soul.

Th e prisoner’s ordeal climaxes with the death of his second and last 
brother, the only remaining companion in his dungeon world. Th is “last—the 
sole—the dearest link / . . . Which bound me to my failing race” (lines 215–
217) now becomes a part of the prison’s stillness; and as Bonnivard clasps 
“that hand which lay so still” he realizes that “my own was full as chill; / I had 
not strength to stir, or strive” (lines 221–223). Th e loss of all life, all motion, in 
Bonnivard’s world leads to a corresponding stillness in his soul—not a peace-
ful quiet, but a horrifying blankness.

First came the loss of light, and air,
And then of darkness too:
I had no thought, no feeling—none—
Among the stones I stood a stone. (lines 233–236)

In this moment of negative vision, everything disappears:

Th ere were no stars—no earth—no time—
No check—no change—no good—no crime—
But silence, and a stirless breath
Which neither was of life nor death;
A sea of stagnant idleness,
Blind, boundless, mute and motionless! (lines 245–250)

This annihilation becomes a negative version of the organic poem—it solves 
the problems of mobility and variousness by expunging everything so that 
the world, insofar as it still can be said to exist, lies in a homogenous state of 
profound calm. Here is a whole and consistent universe, but one without life.
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In this crisis Byron explores the possibilities for an organic innerness 
that could fi ll the void of Bonnivard’s soul. But the forms of organic focus 
contemplated by the prisoner turn out to be fallacious. Th e fi rst is a bird that 
perches in the dungeon window and begins its song. Similar circumstances 
stimulate Keats’s narrator into poetry in “Ode to a Nightingale,” and for a 
moment it appears that this also will happen to Bonnivard. As he listens to 
the melody, “by dull degrees came back / My senses to their wonted track, / 
I saw the dungeon walls and fl oor” (lines 259–261). As he begins to perceive 
the world again he also begins to regain his capacity for feeling. And it seems 
to him that the bird links him to life, sings a “song that said a thousand things, 
/ And seemed to say them all for me!” (lines 269–270). Perhaps this bird even 
“might be / My brother’s soul come down to me” (lines 287–288). But this 
illusion of purpose, the impression that human feelings and natural events are 
signifi cantly related, evaporates for Bonnivard when the bird suddenly fl ies 
away. After all, the song was not meant for him. Th e bird’s appearance and 
disappearance do not manifest meaning, they merely embody the incessant 
mobility of nature. Th e bird turns out to be a creature of surface, not depth.

Next Bonnivard climbs up to his dungeon window, and for the fi rst 
time since his imprisonment sees the world outside—a beautiful vista of Lake 
Leman and the Alps. Here is the world of nature, the landscape of Words-
worthian poetry, which perhaps may revitalize his feeling. But the view does 
not elicit a Words worthian poem. Quite the contrary: it acts ironically and 
disassociatively, for the life of nature brings home to Bonnivard the death of 
his own soul. Th e eternal organic forms of the mountains “were the same, / 
Th ey were not changed like me in frame” (lines 332–333). Th e unchanging 
aspect of nature, which links Words worth to life and leads him to intuitions 
of eternity, only serves to alienate Bonnivard. So nature’s stillness empha-
sizes man’s mobility and degeneration, and Bonnivard’s meditative sequence 
reverses the normal progression of Words worthian nature poetry from sur-
face event to the creation of spiritual innerness.

Having failed to revitalize his soul through organic forms of focus, Bon-
nivard at last comes to fi nd blankness a comfort. He avoids the view from 
his window, he avoids activity, he protects himself from any kind of stimula-
tion—for to bring his feelings alive is to live in a world of pain. Th e dungeon 
becomes his chosen home; protective isolation and voided feeling become his 
chosen mode of selfhood. When the prisoner eventually is freed he makes 
peace with his life by turning the entire world into a replication of his prison. 
He has “learn’d to love despair” (line 374), and so he avoids action as much as 
possible. Bonnivard ends as an extremely inner being, but Byron shows this 
to be a pathological state. Th e dazzling trappings of Byronic heroism recede 
here, to reveal absolute isolation as a pathetic rather than a heroic condition. 
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Th e possibility raised by “Th e Prisoner of Chillon” is that eff ective selfhood 
may actually be an aff air of surface, not of depth. Perhaps the poets of inner-
ness are incorrect in suggesting that it is the meditative activation of organic 
poetry that builds the self—for what Bonnivard needs is not increased inner-
ness, but rather the courage to reach outside himself and become involved in 
the activities of life.

“Th e Prisoner of Chillon” suggests that a case can be made for the sur-
face personality. Perhaps the profound innerness, consistency, and integrity 
promoted by the poets of organic unity are not the only possible human val-
ues. In Canto IV of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage the poem’s narrator sings a 
hymn to the ocean, which suggests the values made possible by a surface 
approach to life. Th e depths of this Byronic ocean certainly do exist, but they 
are made evident only as surface eff ects—the pitch and roll of the waves. 
Where the prisoner of Chillon imagined his voided world as “a sea of stag-
nant idleness, / Blind, boundless, mute and motionless!” (lines 249–250), this 
lively ocean is “boundless, endless, and sublime—/ Th e image of Eternity” 
(IV, 183). Th e petty ravages of man “mark the earth with ruin” (IV, 179) but 
ocean lifts him up and dashes him to pieces, “Spurning him from thy bosom 
to the skies, / [Th ou] send’st him, shivering in thy playful spray / And howl-
ing, to his Gods” (IV, 180). But where other men die in the depths, the narra-
tor of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage loves the ocean’s rolling surface and learns to 
skim over it; he was “a child of thee, / And trusted to thy billows far and near, 
/ And laid my hand upon thy mane” (IV, 184). Th e risk of riding the break-
ers creates a “pleasing fear” (IV, 180), transforms ocean’s destruction into the 
singer’s exhilaration. He knows life’s wholeness, but he knows it as a surface; 
what he experiences is not profound innerness, but the stimulus of the waves’ 
challenge and the pleasure of his own mastery.9

And so the Byronic vision of infi nity converts innerness to surface, 
which in turn implies the conversion of action to reaction. Byron fi nds it 
more congenial to adapt to events than to initiate them, for the kind of focus 
needed to control activity requires a purposeful inner self, a core of identity 
that he lacks. Th e Byronic hero cannot really organize action; his fi rmness 
is limited to the capacity for heroic resistance. But the kind of reactive fl ex-
ibility demonstrated by the rider of the sea in Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage is 
exploited by the Byron of Don Juan. Th is poem abandons the heroic posture 
of resistance for the comic posture of adaptation. Just as the rider learns to 
stay mounted on the ocean’s billows, appropriating the power of the waves by 
adjusting himself to it, the narrator of Don Juan adapts to his poem’s fl ow of 
events and thereby masters them. He does not originate the power of infi nity, 
but by becoming a creature of surface and learning to stay afl oat, he appropri-
ates powers that far exceed the capacity of Byronic heroism.10
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Where the Byronic hero remains in one rigid posture, adopts a hyper-
bolic consistency meant to authenticate his innerness, the mobile narrator of 
Don Juan blithely announces his poem has no plan or purpose. And indeed, 
Don Juan abounds in contradictions, chance collisions, abortive episodes, 
incongruous juxtapositions, sudden reversals. Th ese fragmentations, these tes-
taments to man’s inability to maintain purpose, become the motive power of 
the poem—the force that propels it randomly onward. Byron’s Juan is tossed 
ahead by the surging ocean of life, and this becomes comic because he cannot 
sink; he is a superfi cial creature and he continually bobs up like a cork. Juan 
learns very little from his experience, which is why he can happily continue 
his experiencing.11

And so Don Juan becomes the great Romantic poem of surface, as 
Th e Prelude is the great Romantic poem of depth. Th e Prelude is the auto-
biography of a man who examines his past in search of an inner self that is 
latent there and needs to be brought into present awareness. Th ought and 
speech are vital to Words worth’s procedure, for he is refl ecting upon him-
self, examining the apparently incomplete events of his past to bring out 
the fullness of their meaning, the manner in which these parts have con-
tributed to the development of his whole self. In making his poem he both 
recounts and extends his own self-development; the inwardness initiated by 
his childhood experiences is continued and expanded by his ongoing poetic 
interpretations. But while Words worth’s procedure creates an immense fi eld 
of inner activity, it also does pose problems. He must see all the events of 
his life through the focus of his self-development, a focus that validates 
not only the signifi cance of his own life but the way in which all parts lead 
to the whole, all episodes partake of infi nity, all things of the world rest in 
God. Th erefore, to affi  rm the harmony of the world he also needs to assert 
the success of his own self-development.

In contrast, Byron’s poem of surface denies all claims to unity and focus. 
Th e author of Don Juan gives up the attempt to make complete sense of his 
experience. His is a poem of middle age, a stream of words that begins to fl ow 
when “I / Have spent my life, both interest and principal, / And deem not, 
what I deem’d, my soul invincible” (I, 213). He writes because he is losing the 
physical capacity to act, and he believes that the next best thing to sensuous 
experience is the imagination of it. So Byron splits his self between the mind-
less but cheerful physicality of the young Juan, who learns nothing from his 
experiences and never grows up, and the incessant verbal fl ow of the poem’s 
middle-aged narrator, who exists to escape Words worthian interpretation—
to avoid looking into himself by constantly searching for new external stimuli, 
new diversions. Words worth and Byron become contraries: where Words-
worth’s poem is halted by his middle age, Byron’s begins there. Words worth’s 
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poetry of spontaneous overfl ow is inhibited and fi nally cut off  by his immense 
need to have the spontaneous reveal design, to have utterance in the pres-
ent embody the signifi cance of the entire past life. But it is Byron who truly 
practices poetry as spontaneous overfl ow: “I write what’s uppermost, without 
delay,” and the words become “a straw, borne on by human breath,” a self-
created but meaningless plaything that evokes the enthusiasm to produce an 
additional rush of words (XIV, 7–8). Th e openness, the inconsistency of Don 
Juan allow it to become endless. As long as Byron’s life continues, his poem 
also is free to proceed. As an alternative to the focus of the organic poem, he 
off ers the delights of extension—the indefi nitely prolonged unfurling of new 
surfaces, new stimuli.12

So Byron manages to write an autobiographical poem that is the polar 
opposite of Th e Prelude: instead of going into himself, he turns himself inside 
out and becomes the world. For him youth is the time of innerness, the time 
when one believed in one’s dreams and subscribed to the proposition that the 
self is its own universe. But at thirty, the poet cries, “No more—no more—
Oh! never more, my heart, / Canst thou be my sole world, my universe!” 
Now “Th e illusion’s gone forever” (I, 215) and the poet is left “To laugh at all 
things—for I wish to know / What after all, are all things—but a Show?” (VII, 
2). Byron himself becomes this show of life by unleashing an incessant fl ow 
of words that cause a world to appear.

It is his most eff ective way of fulfi lling the desire expressed in 1813, “To 
withdraw myself from myself . . . has ever been my sole, my entire, my sincere 
motive.” Th e poetic shows of Don Juan become a form of self-escape. Th ey 
lead not to the growth of the poet’s mind, but to displacement from self-
hood, to entertainment. In Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage Byron had criticized 
Rousseau for making his audience believe in the illusion of a poetic idealism 
that created havoc in the actual world. His own poetry does not promote the 
willing suspension of disbelief that can lead to this unfortunate result; he 
constantly defl ates his performances by his own narrative intrusions, which 
become yet another kind of amusing show. We are never allowed to forget 
for long that everything in this poem is surface. Given these procedures, the 
compulsive force of a Rousseau simply cannot build up. Like the poem’s nar-
rator, who fails to develop a consistent center of self, Don Juan may lack a 
central purpose—but reading it certainly is a pleasure.13

But if the poem attempts to escape innerness, its superfi ciality cannot 
be branded as wholly escapist. It is the Turkish Tales that off er true escape, 
for their heroes are designed to create the illusion of power without its actual 
impact. In his completely escapist moods Byron wants poetry to be “a harm-
less wile,” but Don Juan, as well as seeking pleasure, has one item of real busi-
ness—to attack the notion of the inner personality and to debunk the poetry 
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of innerness, on the grounds that the imagination of inner selfhood is the 
only dangerous illusion. Where the poet of Don Juan brings illusion to the 
surface, constantly unmasking his own performances, those who believe in 
innerness create an illusion that they mistake for truth.

As the narrator of Don Juan claims, “For me, I know nought; nothing 
I deny, / Admit, reject, contemn” (XIV, 3). Apparently it is not this speaker 
but the people who aspire to innerness who are constantly denying, admit-
ting, rejecting, contemning—using words to proclaim a truth they then pro-
ceed to impose on themselves and on others. But if interpretations are merely 
another form of appearance, then they have no special claim to authority. 
Th ey should be worth neither more nor less than any other show. Words-
worth particularly draws Byron’s fi re because of all contemporary poets he is 
the strongest advocate of interpretation, of the word as a guide to meaning, 
innerness, and reality. Byron did not have the opportunity to read Th e Pre-
lude, but an acquaintance with “Tintern Abbey” and the other Lyrical Ballads 
would have been enough to give him a feeling for Words worth’s methods of 
building innerness. In “Tintern Abbey” childhood action is exchanged for the 
adult’s poetic interpretations—the body’s activity is succeeded by the author-
ity of the word. Words worth’s exchange of the body for the word, of action for 
interpretation, builds an innerness that Byron is moved to discredit. What he 
notices is not the Words worthian soul, but the willing surrender of body that 
has produced it. Why should soul be valued over body, innerness over surface?

Juan’s fi rst experience of love dramatizes these issues. When he begins 
to have feeling for Julia, it registers as thoughts “unutterable” (I, 90), an unfo-
cused, restless aff ect that creates the need for defi nition, outlet, activity, the 
drive toward some kind of goal. But Juan cannot fi nd relief in action because 
he does not know what troubles him. In his perplexity he becomes a naive 
Words worth, wandering in nature and hearing “a voice in all the winds” (I, 
94), thinking great thoughts and pursuing “His self-communion with his 
own high soul.” He turns “without perceiving his condition, / Like Coleridge, 
into a metaphysician” (I, 91). Juan interprets his restlessness through the use 
of words, but this is not a case of unveiling reality. On the contrary, it is the 
transposition of energy from one form to another—not a higher form, merely 
a diff erent one. Th e body’s urges and the mind’s metaphysics both are forms 
of appearance; the only sure thing is that interpretation fails to soothe Juan’s 
restlessness. His naive poetry formulates his energies, but does not termi-
nate them. Th is inner focus cannot bring stillness, for it neglects to notice 
the original source of restlessness in the human body itself. “If you think it 
was philosophy that this did, / I can’t help thinking puberty assisted” (I, 93). 
Finally Juan fi nds relief in sexual activity with Julia, but this is not a last-
ing answer either—it leads to an imbroglio with her husband that forces his 
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exile from home and begins the wanderings recounted in Don Juan. Mobil-
ity may be channeled through various forms of appearance, but it never can 
be fi nally centered or stilled. Words worthian sacrifi ce of the body therefore 
strikes Byron as a form of repression, of authoritarianism. As the contrary of 
Words worth, Byron stands for the liberation of all appearances, the free play 
of energies through whatever forms they may take. In unbinding the life force 
Byron releases delight and vitality, which he feels is surely preferable to the 
deadliness of Words worth’s interminable explanations. If life is purposeless, 
at least it might as well be enjoyed.

Although Byron rejects the claim of the word to meaning and author-
ity, he by no means condemns verbal behavior. To do so would be to repeat 
Words worth’s error in inverted form, by authorizing body over word. Words 
and bodies both are forms of appearance that incarnate energy, and Byron 
recognizes that in some situations words may do the better job. Middle age is 
one example; the body’s decreased capacity gives way to the lightning of the 
mind, which produces Don Juan. Another example is the intrigue hatched by 
the Duchess of Fitz-fulke. Her story of the ghostly Black Friar, who walks 
the halls outside Juan’s bedroom every night, employs the conventions of the 
Gothic novel to stir up Juan’s interest and apprehension. She maneuvers him 
into a state of mind where his supernatural frisson can be converted into an 
expression of sexual energies, as he fi nally reaches out to touch the ghostly 
Black Friar but instead fi nds his hand upon the Duchess. In using fi ction to 
create the conditions that give her sexual possession of Juan, Fitz-fulke is 
engaging in a manipulative process that compares to the audience manipu-
lations incessantly attempted by the narrator of Don Juan. For this speaker, 
manipulation is an amusing, enlivening process.

Th e poets of innerness cannot adopt Byron’s cheerful attitude toward 
manipulation because their business is to create the illusion of innerness, 
not only for their audiences but for themselves. Th e creation of innerness 
involves a necessary element of self-deception, a problem that is salient in 
Julia’s developing responses to her lover Juan. Juan himself fi rst felt the physi-
cal restlessness of love and then transposed it into Words worthian verbaliz-
ing, and similarly, Julia sublimates her physical feeling into the terminology 
of Platonic love. By adopting the language of Platonism she seeks to create 
love on the spiritual plane, the realm of innerness and soul. But in focussing 
on Platonic visions she neglects the sexual energy they sublimate and allows 
herself to be overpowered by the force hidden within her own expressions. 
In becoming Juan’s lover she at last does what she has really wanted to do 
all along, but her satisfaction must be prepared for by what Byron sees as a 
complicated and ridiculous process of self-deception. Th ose who believe in 
innerness must elaborately manipulate themselves before they are able to do 
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anything at all. Th e narrator of Don Juan himself proposes to be more direct, 
and more active. He wants to be the master rather than the pawn of his own 
words; they will do things for him, rather than the other way around. By 
denying innerness, by bringing everything to the surface, he liberates words 
as an eff ective form of energy. Th e rider of the sea who writes Don Juan also 
must become the rider of the word—the poet who has the skill to use words 
to his own advantage.

Since life is an aff air of power not purpose, the narrator really can see 
no way out of manipulation. He himself undoubtedly manipulates by using 
words as a form of power, but then so do the interpretationists. Interpretation 
is simply another form of appearance, and since it is constantly rearranging 
its own appearances, interpretation itself must be a manipulation. Th erefore, 
the only diff erence between the poet of Don Juan and the Lake poets must 
be in the gravity of their operations. Th e Dedication to Don Juan condemns 
these Laker interpretationists because not only are they manipulators, they 
are also long-winded and distinctly boring. Where Byron off ers vitality and 
entertainment, Words worth writes “a rather long ‘Excursion’ ” . . . “the vasty 
version / Of his new system to perplex the sages” (Dedication, 4). Coleridge, 
the “hawk encumber’d with his hood” is forever “Explaining metaphysics 
to the nation—/ I wish he would explain his Explanation” (Dedication, 2). 
Like Julia, these poets conceal their motives behind a massive smokescreen of 
sanctimonious words, which stuns the audience. But putting people to sleep is 
exactly what the British government wants its poets to do—for a slumbering 
populace cannot revolt. By diverting people into a dull semblance of action 
through writing and reading the poetry of innerness, of a self-contained 
world, Words worth and his colleagues help preserve the status quo. A grateful 
government, relieved of the necessity to directly suppress its citizens, rewards 
its poets with sinecures and respectability.

Byron charges that the poetry of innerness deadens feeling, the sense 
of individuality, and the capacity for response. Far from contributing to the 
growth of the mind, it suppresses and atrophies human powers. His audience 
relationships will aim at the opposite eff ect—to wake people up. Th e narrator 
of Don Juan does this by releasing his aggressive feelings, which can assume 
a positive role in the poem. His tendency to irritate, to jolt, to collide with 
people, functions to startle his audience into awareness. Th is adversary rela-
tionship with the audience minimizes the morally suspect aspects of manipu-
lation and maximizes its possibilities for liberation, for by jarring people the 
poet forces them to become alert and think for themselves. As he says, “I wish 
men to be free / As much from mobs as kings—from you as me” (IX, 25).

Before Don Juan Byron had maintained a collaborative rather than 
an adversary audience relationship. He wrote of the Byronic hero again 
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and again not only to feign his hero’s innerness, but also his audience’s. For 
through reading the Turkish Tales every man could imagine himself a hero 
and every woman could experience romance. Th e spiritual collusion in this 
arrangement had as its physical analogue the exchange of cash. Byron’s poetry 
sold well; fl attery turned out to be a viable commodity. In Don Juan Byron 
casts the Lakers in this pandering role, remarking that “You have your salary; 
was’t for that you wrought?” (Dedication, 6). Manipulation, it turns out, is not 
practiced only by poets—audiences too can manipulate, by paying for what 
they like to hear and encouraging the poet to produce more of it. But this 
mutually manipulative relationship falsely enriches both parties at the same 
time it really demeans everyone. In Don Juan Byron rejects such an exchange 
by rudely calling attention to its suppressed basis: he hails us as his “gentle 
reader! and / Still gentler purchaser!” (I, 221).14

We are forced to see that the relationship between poet and reader 
always threatens to become mutually manipulative, an exchange of cash for 
an infl ated sense of self-importance. Th e author of the Turkish Tales certainly 
knows what he is talking about here; but as his youth gives way to middle age 
Byron ceases to see any point in taking cash in exchange for poetic fl attery. 
He imagines his past life as an analogue of money, and realizes that “I / Have 
squander’d my whole summer . . . I / Have spent my life, both interest and 
principal” (I, 213). His past is spent, and no amount of money can recover it 
or off er adequate compensation for the loss of his youth. Still:

          I have succeeded
   And that’s enough; succeeded in my youth,
Th e only time when much success is needed:
   And my success produced what I in sooth
Cared most about; it need not now be pleaded—
   Whate’er it was, ’twas mine. (XII, 17)

Recovery of the past is impossible, and so the only wisdom must be to live 
as fully as one can in the present. Byron cheerfully squandered his energies 
in his youth, and he continues to do so in middle age by openly speaking 
his mind, squandering his credit with his audience. He is the spendthrift, 
but the spendthrift is the only truly wise man—he realizes he cannot save 
anything, and so he throws everything away, tries to use all his energies 
before he loses them. Generosity becomes the best adaptive posture toward 
the inevitable decline of life.15

By spending his energies Byron becomes the antithesis of Words-
worth, who tries to conserve his. Th e Prelude is written in the faith that 
one’s past is not lost, that it can be recovered and compounded in value 
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through the process of interpretation. Like Byron, Words worth practices an 
economy of the word. Because he believes in focus, in the possibility of the 
organic poem, he fi nds it possible to gather his life’s energies and compress 
them into the intensity of poetic speech. Th e analogy between poetry and 
money, suppressed in Words worth, is brought to the surface in Don Juan. 
But where Words worth would have thought of himself as a prudent inves-
tor, Byron sees conservative poets as misers. Or rather, he sees the miser 
as “your only poet;—passion, pure / And sparkling on from heap to heap, 
displays / Possess’d, the ore” (XII, 8). Like the recollective poet, the miser 
turns to hoarding money when his youth is spent, and he is no longer able 
to physically exert power in the world. He becomes a parody of the inter-
pretive poet, a man who despises “every sensual call, / Commands—the 
intellectual lord of all” (XII, 9). In possessing the world the miser cannot 
truly enjoy it, but he certainly can exert intellectual domination by owning 
everyone and everything possible. In Don Juan money and worldly power 
fi nally buy the heroes and the lovers; the Empress Catherine purchases the 
victors of war for her bed, and English society turns love into a marriage 
market. Th e miser carries these tendencies to the extreme by sacrifi cing all 
sensuous enjoyment to his intellectual lust for absolute domination. He is 
the ultimate, the pure manipulator, and his heaps of pure gold are the ana-
logue to the pure compression of the self-contained poem.

Th e analogy between money and poetry remains only an analogy for 
Byron; as with the other analogies in Don Juan it never is granted sym-
bolic status. For symbolism is an assertion of identity, a claim that the part 
indeed is the whole. Byron cannot move from part to whole symbolically, 
for although he does identify one great whole in life—the eternal ocean of 
surging energy—he also believes that the whole manifests itself only vari-
ously, appearing now as money, now as love, now as physical power, now as 
verbal dexterity, and so on. Th ere is never a great moment of meaningful unity, 
of reality focussing all the appearances, such as is expressed by the symbol. 
Instead, “Th e eternal surge / Of time and tide rolls on, and bears afar / Our 
bubbles; as the old burst, new emerge, / Lash’d from the foam of ages” (XV, 
99). Given this state of aff airs, the fi scal conservatism of symbolic poets is 
misplaced. For life becomes a moving surface requiring the economics of risk 
and liquidity. Th e poet must become a speculator; he must learn to play fast 
and loose with the appearances.16

In the fi nal cantos of Don Juan Byron shows English society behaving 
in just this way. Th e marriage mart in which Juan fi nds himself enmeshed 
is a “sweepstakes for substantial wives,” a “lottery” in which the speculator 
may “draw a high prize” (XII, 37); and the women who are the prizes care-
fully tend their “fl oating balance of accomplishment” (XII, 52). In this society 



The Evolution of the Surface Self: Byron’s Poetic Career    129

every relationship is in a speculative key, “For good society is but a game . . . 
/ Where every body has some separate aim, / An end to answer, or a plan to 
lay” (XII, 58). Th e poet of analogy sees manipulation surfacing everywhere, 
in the fi nancial ventures and in the games of relationship that people forever 
play to get the better of each other.

Once again the narrator’s adaptation to life threatens to dissolve, for 
he knows that this English shell game of appearances is cold—it lacks 
heart, interior. He can cheerfully disregard his own lack of inner identity, 
but when he looks at English society he can see only meaningless motion 
and vacant quiet. In this superfi cial and sensation-mad society, life speeds 
on at a terrifying rate until “Change grows too changeable, without being 
new” (XI, 82), motion accelerates until it becomes a vapid stillness. At that 
point “Society is now one polish’d horde, / Form’d of two mighty tribes, the 
Bores and Bored ” (XIII, 95).

But the solution cannot be to develop interior being, for the narrator 
feels no sense of inner existence. His only option is to take bigger risks, to 
play the inevitable game with even greater verve. And this, fi nally, is why 
poetry is important for him—not because it means anything, but because it 
is the best game of all. Th e insular and self-contented English think their 
world is everything, just as the poets of innerness believe their poems are 
worlds—but Lord Byron in exile looks back on “that microcosm on stilts, / 
Yclept the Great World” (XII, 56) and knows its insignifi cance. He resists it 
not by setting up poetry as a rival, a source of the signifi cance society lacks; 
instead, poetry becomes valuable because it is the best device for keeping the 
poet afl oat in a treacherous but boring world. To counterpoint the fi nancial 
speculations of the English, the narrator fl oats his own kind of paper; “I’m 
serious—so are all men upon paper; / And why should I not form my specu-
lation, / And hold up to the sun my little taper?” (XII, 21). Th e notion that 
poetry is a cultural resource, that poems link the generations and provide a 
kind of immortality, is ridiculous to him. Poetry simply cannot harbor and 
conserve meaning in this way. Asked why he publishes, the narrator replies, 
“why do you play at cards? / Why drink? Why read?—To make some hour 
less dreary.” Th e fallible and perishing results of his labor “I cast upon the 
stream, / To swim or sink” (XIV, 11).

But if he fi nds no solutions, at least he is brought alive by his poetic 
game—for it involves risk. Where Words worth values spontaneous overfl ow 
because it reveals the latent meaning of his life, Byron enjoys it because it 
results in happy accidents, marvellous recoveries, spectacular fabrications. 
Th ese bringings together of appearance are comic, not symbolic; the organic 
fusive power that truly reconciles opposites is no part of Byron’s experi-
ence. Instead, he delights in taking great risks and winning tremendous, but 
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temporary, resolutions. He constantly threatens to drown in the sea of life, but 
yet once more he resurfaces. In poetry, “I think that were I certain of success / 
I hardly could compose another line: / . . . In play, there are two pleasures for 
your choosing—/ Th e one is winning, and the other losing” (XIV, 12).

Poetry gives him the power to adapt, the power to remain ebullient, not 
only when he considers English society, but when he refl ects on life itself. For if 
the English are incessant manipulators, their devices are nothing compared to 
the world’s. It is life’s energy and not the poet which is the original manipula-
tor of us all—for it fuels a restlessness, an unremitting mobility, that suddenly 
can turn love to hate, honesty to deception, good to evil. A prime example of 
this occurs in the war cantos of Don Juan, which climax in a vision of Juan 
as “Love turned a Lieutenant of Artillery!” (IX, 44). We see that if it is Juan’s 
extraordinary energy that makes him an ardent lover, it is this same energy 
that fuels his lust to kill. Energy surfaces in contradictory forms that can be 
suddenly reversed. Byron responds to this confusing situation by attempting 
to out-manipulate life. His poetry becomes a creative adaptation that plays fast 
and loose with the facts in order to avert destruction. As he says, his muse is 
“the most sincere that ever dealt in fi ction” (XVI, 2), for by the sudden reversals 
of poetry the false can become true and the contradictory consistent—or the 
other way around. He makes this remark as prologue to the story of Fitz-fulke 
and Juan, which indeed does demonstrate how the manipulations of fi ction can 
creatively rearrange the facts of life. We marvel at the Byronic mobility that 
can change faster than life itself, beat life at its own game. Th e poet of surface 
becomes the great trickster, the saver of appearances who preserves our capacity 
for laughter and keeps us afl oat on the ocean of eternity. Byron’s achievement 
is essentially manipulative. In Don Juan the rider of the sea converts the lack 
of inner identity and of consistency of purpose that had vexed his early career 
from tragedy into comedy, from his loss into his triumph over life.17

But by inverting the normal Romantic assumptions, perhaps Byron 
does manage in some sense to confi rm their desirability. He repudiates the 
inner self, consistency of character and purpose, the organic poem—the great 
Romantic postulates of wholeness. To replace them Don Juan exfoliates an 
endless world of incessantly mobile surfaces that is at once an escape and an 
exile from the central self. Byron struggles for equilibrium in the absence of 
any fundamental organizing principle in self or in society. He can conceive of 
wholeness only as a form of anarchy—anarchy manipulated and temporarily 
bested by the poet’s improvisational art.
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And thus he sang: “Adieu! Adieu!
Love’s dreams prove seldom true.
Th e blossoms, they make no delay:
Th e sparkling dew-drops will not stay
Sweet month of May,
We must away;
Far, far away!
Today, to-day!”

Song from Zapolya (2.1.74–81)

It has been almost a commonplace of Coleridge criticism to think of his 
greatest poetry as largely the work of the years before 1800, the years of 
the Conversation poems and of the great imaginative trio—Christabel, The 
Rime of the Ancient Mariner, Kubla Khan—poems of the wondrous worlds of 
preternatural and supernatural. These are poems not always unqualifiedly 
joyous—witness the disturbing presence of “pensive Sara” in The Eolian Harp, 
the eerie and distressing violation of the lovely and innocent Christabel by the 
tormented serpent-woman Geraldine—yet ultimately and with few excep-
tions they celebrate the power of mind, of imagination to shape diversity into 
harmony, to achieve a sympathetic oneness with the beauty of nature. So 
also do they capture the nuances and shadings as well as the divinity-bearing 

“We Must Away”: Tragedy and the 
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power of “the one Life within us and abroad”; of “the whole World . . . imag’d 
in” the “vast circumference” of “the stony Mount”; of “This little lime-tree 
bower,” its “broad and sunny leaf,” “that walnut-tree,” “the ancient ivy . . . 
fronting elms” that an accident has prevented him from sharing with his 
friends, but that imagination has enabled him to see and to “lift the soul, 
and contemplate / With lively joy the joys we cannot share.”1 These poems 
generally move toward triumphal conclusions of blessing and redemption, of 
acclaim for the poet who “on honey-dew hath fed, / And drunk the milk of 
Paradise,” even conclusions that hint at the possibility of rescue for the magical 
Christabel from the savage spell of the serpentine Geraldine.

In discussing Dejection: An Ode with its terrifying descriptions of “A grief 
without a pang” and “the smothering weight” on “my breast,” there has been a 
notable tendency in critical writing about Coleridge to see the early stages of a 
tragic valedictory to the great creative period. Th e poem To William Words worth 
is seen as a further example as the mournful and respectful speaker, having 
heard Words worth recite Th e Prelude, views his predicament “as Life returns 
upon the drowned, / Life’s joy rekindling roused a throng of pains” (63–64), 
and views genius and knowledge as “but fl owers / Strewed on my corse, and 
borne upon my bier / In the same coffi  n, for the self-same grave!” (73–75). 
Such a tendency, while providing certain superfi cial advantages of chronology 
and ordering, seems to undermine the artistic achievement of these early nine-
teenth-century poems, and the extension of the view that decline characterizes 
the large body of poetry after 1810 simply worsens the problem.

What is intriguing about this valedictory approach to the later or even 
latest Coleridge poems is that it fails to make key connections between these 
and the pre-1800 poems and—a crucial point—to see them in the larger 
context of Coleridge’s ideas about literature as the work of imagination. Th is 
is not to say that these late poems have not received full and perceptive treat-
ment. Anyone familiar with the work of Patricia Adair, W. J. Bate, James 
Boulger, Kathleen Coburn, Angela Dorenkamp, Beverly Fields, Edward Kes-
sler, Paul Magnuson, Marshall Suther, George Watson, and others knows 
from what a number of fruitful angles they have been examined.2 Especially 
interesting is J. Robert Barth’s observation in his recent study concerning 
Coleridge’s ideal of love. Speaking of Constancy to an Ideal Object and other 
late poems, he sees no affi  rmation, no positive resolution, yet there are for him 
“times of hope and even moments of joy, for even in the darkest times there 
was always love in Coleridge’s life.” Eschewing the easy dismissal of the late 
poems as a dramatic falling-off  after the turn-of-the-century triumphs, he 
argues, “Both in substance and style they have a life of their own.”3

Many of these considerations of this body of poetry have been neces-
sarily brief, treating the works quite understandably as a relatively minor part 
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of the larger Coleridge repertoire. Others—and Barth’s new book is a good 
example—have been more concerned with relating the poetry to matters bio-
graphical, philosophical, or theological. Molly Lefebure, in her fi ne study of 
the fullness of Coleridge’s opium addiction, sees the poet practically admit-
ting in 1811–1812 that he could only transcribe, not create.4 George Watson 
sees a great deal that is right in the later poetry, arguing that it would be 
redundant to debate all the things that went wrong. Praising Coleridge, the 
post-1802 “occasional poet,” especially for poems like Th e Delinquent Travel-
lers, Work without Hope, and Th e Garden of Boccaccio, he nevertheless chooses 
the single-theme approach, the theme for him being “unrequited love.”5

Patricia Adair, fi nding that Coleridge’s “unusual proneness to reverie 
and daydream, in which the conscious and unconscious powers of the mind 
are merged, is the secret of his greatest poetry,” argues that as the dream 
faded, the poetry declined, and she concludes quite remarkably with a the-
sis very diff erent from our own: “No one understood better than Coleridge 
himself that the loss of joy meant also the death of his imagination.”6 Specifi -
cally, she contends that “Dejection . . . lacks the power of Coleridge’s greatest 
poetry” and that at Highgate, cared for but hopeless, wandering from place 
to place, a slave to increasing doses of opium, “It is no wonder that the little 
poetry he wrote is an expression of despair.”7 Her analysis of individual later 
poems is perceptive if, I think, somewhat beside the mark, as in her conten-
tion that the images are “all too obviously fi xed,” their meaning “so confi ned 
and defi nite as almost to approach the method of allegory,” “another sign of 
the death of the imagination.”8

James Boulger, in his Coleridge as Religious Th inker, sees the poet of the 
later years as “the poet in prose of the post-Christian Kantian ontology.” 
Regarding the early poetry as the work of the imagination, he notes that “the 
later may with some justice appear as that of the higher or religious reason.” 
And because of the emotional failure of the late poetry, Coleridge is “not 
remembered as a great Christian poet.”9

W. J. Bate, using 1817 as a beginning point for the late poems, sees 
poems like Limbo, Ne Plus Ultra, and Fancy in Nubibus as “intensely personal,” 
as “what a poet may write when he no longer conceives of himself as a poet at 
all.” Yet Bate fi nds in the best post-1817 poems “a denseness of thought often 
embodied in an odd original imagery, frequently homely, occasionally even 
grotesque,” abstractions “thick with emotion and meaning.” Coleridge, he 
says, “creates a mode of poetry entirely his own.”10 Norman Fruman, who sees 
the poems generally as “almost all short, personal statements, often revealing 
a fi tful energy quickly exhausted,” regards the decade following Dejection: An 
Ode as “the blackest of his unhappy life, ten years of almost complete failure 
and personal demoralization” and the period following as off ering the image 
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“of a great artist adrift on a wide, wide sea, without sextant or compass or rud-
der, but still capable of moments of brilliant seamanship.”11

All of the above is not to say that the late poems have not had their 
admirers and advocates, although at times the admiration and advocacy 
seem to stem from considerations of subject matter—philosophy and theol-
ogy especially—rather than from those of poetic achievement. I. A. Rich-
ards fi nds poems like Youth and Age, Phantom and Fact, Self-Knowledge, and 
Epitaph “more taut and self-sustaining” than the later prose and fi nds the 
poetry of Phantom and Fact and Constancy to an Ideal Object “highly distinc-
tive.”12 Kathleen Coburn sees some of the later works as “too much neglected 
now” and argues that “Coleridge continued to the end to think and feel like a 
poet.”13 She is especially interesting in her remarks on Coleridge’s use of the 
mirror as “the image of the inward self ” as well as something that “distances 
the self from itself,” inspiring “with whatever of fear or awe it is capable, the 
need to bridge the gap, whether by philosophy or by poetry, between the per-
cipient and the perceived.” Th e bridge is built occasionally, she argues, “not by 
any consistent system of thought, but by brilliant aperçus touching both the 
knower and the world to be known.”14

George Whalley, who has done so much with the ordering of the com-
position of Coleridge’s poems, bemoans the lack of a “full-scale discussion of 
these [late] poems and of their place in the development of Coleridge’s poetic 
art.” He takes to task those who hold a view of Coleridge “as a poet who 
squandered and neglected his poetic faculties and took to philosophy and 
theology faute de mieux.”15 While not denying Coleridge’s intense and life-
long interest in philosophy and theology, he sees these disciplines as “correlate 
to, and not hostile to, poetry.”16 Interestingly, in what he calls the late “meta-
physical” poems of Coleridge—Human Life, Limbo, Ne Plus Ultra, Constancy 
to an Ideal Object, and others—he takes as criteria “ingenuity of metaphor, 
violence of conceit, and the tendency to conduct argument through a train of 
images rather than by logical sequence.”17

In Coleridge’s Nightmare Poetry, Paul Magnuson argues that while Dejec-
tion: An Ode has the tone of a “last poetic utterance,” there is rich evidence 
that Coleridge “is not totally devoid of feeling and imagination,” that his “still 
active imagination may project an image of its own destruction,” that “his 
imagination is not totally unresponsive.”18 And in his perceptive Coleridge’s 
Metaphors of Being, Edward Kessler has a special concern with the late poems. 
He is particularly illuminating in his discussion of the philosophical rever-
berations of the poems, although he underplays the workings of the poetic 
imagination and the success of the late poetry as poetry. For him the late 
poetry is not so much the record of Coleridge’s poetic quest as the fulfi llment 
of a long struggle through the metaphors of poetry to realize the potential of 
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Being; “physical imagery must be cast aside before Being can emerge as itself, 
substantial and not illusory. His own poetic evolution moves away from the 
‘concrete’, the particular, the individual—elements that most modern readers 
expect to fi nd in poems.”19

Summarizing a body of scholarship on any group of poems is dangerous, 
of course, but what seems clear from the above perhaps general survey is a 
pronounced tendency to treat the late poems of Coleridge as inferior poems 
after the great years, as minor works of a major poet, as good examples of the 
poet as philosopher, or—more sharply negative—as signs of poetic or imagi-
native decline or even demise after the poet, plagued by physical and psycho-
logical suff ering, found less inspiration for his art and turned increasingly to 
the fi rm foundations of philosophy and theology. Yet for some readers—and 
I am one of them—many of these poems dramatize imaginatively a yearning 
for the world of people and the power of nature, and simultaneously a feel-
ing of alienation and isolation. While an essay of this length cannot explore 
fully the range of possibilities in these poems, it can perhaps suggest some 
new directions in reading them, some fresh ways of seeing the Coleridgean 
imagination at work within them.

Th e major argument of this essay is that Coleridge remained a poet 
almost to the end of his life, even though he produced an enormous amount 
of literary theory and philosophical and theological speculation during his 
last twenty-fi ve years. Th e all-important corollary of this argument is that the 
poet’s central ideas on imagination and its workings did not radically change 
even though the materials of his experience and the rhythms and patterns of 
his inner life did, and even though—ironically—he protested that he had lost 
his capacity to feel and to imagine. Th e frequent and, it seems, easy argument 
that he turned from art to the higher disciplines needs to be examined in the 
light of several factors. First, from his earliest days, as his letters and note-
books reveal, Coleridge had been interested in all kinds of philosophy. Th e 
most confi dent and successful eff orts of the great years reveal the creative art-
ist articulating a vision nourished by his reading in Hartley, Kant, Schelling, 
the Schlegels, and many others. In this connection George Whalley’s conten-
tion is telling. Coleridge, he contends, “had been fascinated by philosophy 
and theology almost from childhood. As his precocity settled into mature 
interest and concern, the philosophy and theology were still important to him 
though changed. His poetic imagination, specialized at times in the produc-
tion of verse, commanded and unifi ed the whole ambience of his mind.”20

A word about chronological strategies. Beginning points for the 
so-called late poems are at best arbitrary and in the eye and ear of the 
beholder. Some would fi nd convenient the period beginning with Dejection: 
An Ode; others would start with the so-called Highgate period. I have found 
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Whalley’s delineation of Coleridge’s poetic career sensible and convenient 
for my purposes. “Th e poems,” Whalley suggests, “fall into three clearly 
defi ned periods: from Lyrical Ballads to ‘Dejection’ (1797–1802); from 
‘Dejection’ to ‘To William Words worth’ (April, 1802, to January, 1807), and 
from January, 1807 to 1834.”21 In the rest of this essay, I will use the poems 
of the second period, so fully and, richly treated by a number of critics, as 
springboards for a fuller discussion of the post-1807 poems. Th e major con-
cern will be close attention to certain key poems (and less close attention 
to others), with a view to providing new insight into the dominant themes 
and techniques of the poetry of the third period and off ering a foundation 
for a later and more extensive study.

Returning to our central argument, there was rapid development in the 
poetry during the 1790s, development in poetic technique and in the unfold-
ing of certain dominant concerns that would continue throughout Coleridge’s 
life and work—the need for unity, for the full and active expression of that 
vital power of synthesizing, sympathizing, and creating called imagination. 
Th e Conversation poems evince that blend of description and rumination 
emerging from a solitary speaker. A silent listener—present or absent—serves 
as a vital force. Th e landscape plays a prominent part in the drama. Th e meter 
is a free-fl owing blank verse; the manner relaxed and idiomatic; the language 
concise, rich, sensuous; the subject matter the probing of complex psychologi-
cal states.22 In “Th e Eolian Harp,” the speaker, in the presence of a seemingly 
orthodox and cautious listener, moves from a description of a quiet, warm, 
comforting cottage setting—“How exquisite the scents / Snatch’d from yon 
bean-fi eld! and the world so hush’d!” (9–10)—to a daring speculation on the 
lute in the casement—“its strings / Boldlier swept, the long sequacious notes 
/ Over delicious surges sink and rise” (17–19)—to a powerful question rooted 
in an imaginative vision of the lute—“And what if all of animated nature / Be 
but organic Harps diversely fram’d, / Th at tremble into thought, as o’er them 
sweeps / Plastic and vast, one intellectual breeze, / At once the Soul of each 
and God of all?” (44–48)—to an awareness of the listener’s dissatisfaction 
with such pantheistic talk, to a fi nal statement about his “unregenerate mind” 
(55) and a prayer for God’s gift of faith to “A sinful and most miserable man, 
/ Wilder’d and dark” (62–63).

Th ere is, on the one hand, the matter-of-factness of the opening of 
Th is Lime-Tree Bower My Prison as the speaker records the bad fortune that 
has kept him at home as his friends, especially Charles Lamb, to whom he 
addresses the poem, walk through dazzling natural settings. Th ere is, on the 
other hand, that moving statement of confi dence that, even though absent, he 
can share imaginatively, sympathetically with his sauntering friends the joys 
of “walnut tree,” “ancient ivy,” “late twilight.” Th e underpinnings are clearly 
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Coleridge’s developing ideas of the power of mind, the linking of man and 
nature, yet philosophy seems always to be in the service of poetry:

   Henceforth I shall know
Th at 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
’ Tis well to be bereft of promis’d good,
Th at we may lift the soul, and contemplate
With lively joy the joys we cannot share. (59–67)

Th e poems of the so-called great trio also reveal their share of poetic 
preoccupation with philosophical and religious motifs. Th ere is the great 
moment of imaginative vision when the Mariner, having shot the albatross 
and brought death and sterility to his world, sees and blesses intuitively, imag-
inatively the water snakes:

Within the shadow of the ship
I watched their rich attire:
Blue, glossy green, and velvet black,
Th ey coiled and swam; and every track
Was a fl ash of golden fi re.

O happy living things! no tongue
Th eir 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. (277–87)

And there are, of course, the almost Dionysiac lines of Kubla Khan, lines 
that celebrate the visionary poet whose imaginative creations can outrival 
the greatest human creations:

   Could I revive within me
   Her symphony and song,
   To such a deep delight ’twould win me,
Th at with music loud and long,
I would build that dome in air,
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Th at sunny dome! those caves of ice!
And all who heard should see them there,
And all should cry, Beware! Beware!
His fl ashing eyes, his fl oating hair!
Weave a circle round him thrice,
And close your eyes with holy dread,
For he on honey-dew hath fed,
And drunk the milk of Paradise. (42–54)

Undoubtedly the growing physical and psychological pain—especially 
unhappy marriage, unrequited love, the prison of opium—that characterized 
Coleridge’s life after 1800, the search for meaning as joy seemed to vanish, 
triggered a more intense quest for the method and consolation of philosophy 
and theology in an eff ort to understand and to articulate, as Richard Haven 
has argued, the patterns of his consciousness. Haven observes, “When philos-
ophy replaced poetry as Coleridge’s primary activity, the language and sym-
bols of philosophy came to serve some of the same functions that had earlier 
been served by the language and symbols of poetry.”23 One can, of course, 
question Haven’s distinction between “symbols” of philosophy and poetry—
and I do—but that seems like another matter here. Coleridge, it is true, wrote 
less poetry after 1800; indeed he wrote a good deal less poetry throughout his 
career than Words worth or Byron or Shelley, for example. In no sense did he 
abandon poetry. He continued to write a variety of poems in a variety of man-
ners, not only those of tragic disillusionment that are relatively well known 
and occasionally anthologized, but also those less well known expressions 
of joy, however transitory, and those more overtly religious poems of prayer 
and resignation. As in his earlier work, some of these poems are little more 
than pious, abstract moralizing. In others, however, and these are the chief 
interest in this essay, the creative impulse seems alive and free in the midst 
of sadness and loss, and the imagination brings the whole soul into unifi ed 
action, capturing the moods of the spirit—bright and dark—with vividness 
and intensity.

Expressions of joy, of communion with nature, are never completely 
absent, indeed are cherished deeply and expressed lovingly in later poems 
like To Nature that must be kept in mind when examining the later Coleridge 
repertoire. Th ere is, of course, in To Nature the note of self-deprecation, the 
turning to nature for evidences of love and unity:

It may indeed be phantasy, when I
   Essay to draw from all created things
   Deep, heartfelt, inward joy that closely clings;
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And trace in leaves and fl owers that round me lie
Lessons of love and earnest piety. (1–5)

Yet one senses here a hesitancy (Words worth’s “If this / Be but a vain belief ” 
comes to mind) to attribute complete authenticity to the imagination, to 
the emotion that transcends abstract dogma. However, the poet continues 
(again with echoes of Words worth), let the world mock. He will conquer 
“fear,” “grief,” “vain perplexity”; he will offer not the formulaic prayer, but a 
different kind of present to God, one alive with the fresh and vibrant natu-
ral phenomena that pervade an early poem like Frost at Midnight, one that 
links natural and supernatural—“fields,” “blue sky,” “wild f lower,” “God,” 
“even me”:

So will I build my altar in the fi elds,
   And the blue sky my fretted dome shall be,
And the sweet fragrance that the wild fl ower yields
   Shall be the incense I will yield to Th ee,
   Th ee only God! And thou shalt not despise
   Even me, the priest of this poor sacrifi ce. (9–14)

What interesting if muted echoes of a deeply religious commitment are 
expressed in a letter to Thomas Meuthen from 2 August 1815. Desirous of 
the esteem of good men, Coleridge fears that many may say that he seems 
interested in the Gospel, that he has talents revealed in political essays, in 
plays, “ ‘but what has he sacrificed on the altar?’ To this, before God, I dare 
not answer; for I ought to have chosen the better part, and have trusted.” If 
he were more gifted, he claims, he “most gladly and willingly would, with 
divine grace, have devoted all my faculties to one object, both in verse and 
prose.” And he does plan such art. “Till the whole mind is given to God, no 
man can be happy; and who gives a part, and only a part, cannot even have 
quiet—that sad boon of lethargy—which the utterly unawakened enjoy.”24

Th ere is some of the same hopeful quality in the sonnet Fancy in Nubi-
bus, signifi cantly subtitled “Th e Poet in the Clouds.” Written, according to 
Charles Lamb, on the seacoast, it isolates moments of joy close to nature, 
but, more interesting, these are moments of creativity when the imagination 
can shape natural beauties according to one’s hopes and desires. Th e speaker 
echoes Keats’s urbanite’s exclamation, “ ’ Tis very sweet to look into the fair 
/ And open face of heaven,” and revels in the joys of the mind when it can 
make images from beauty and happiness as they quickly pass. “O! it is pleas-
ant, with a heart at ease, / Just after sunset, or by moonlight skies, / To make 
the shifting clouds be what you please” (1–3), he begins, skillfully painting an 
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evening sky in which ever-moving clouds can be shaped to suit the energy 
and inventiveness of his imagination. Or in the same mood, he can be stirred 
by the creations of a fellow poet; he can “let the easily persuaded eyes / Own 
each quaint likeness issuing from the mould / Of a friend’s fancy” (4–6). Or, 
even more venturesome, he can exercise that sympathetic aspect of the imagi-
nation, can become part of the scene he creates. In pictures of rich color and 
swift movement, he imagines himself “with head bent low / And cheek aslant 
see rivers fl ow of gold / ’Twixt crimson banks; and then, a traveller, go / From 
mount to mount through Cloudland, gorgeous land!” (6–9).

Th e joyous moment or condition can also be one of love for a person or 
a state of the spirit that renders it open and receptive to all creation. In the 
dramatic piece called Th e Improvisatore, Coleridge assumes the title role and 
deals with the question of what is true love posed by two young ladies, Kath-
erine and Eliza. Th e core of his response moves beyond personal anecdote 
to the more philosophical dimension of sympathy in love, of the outward 
manifestations betokening a deeper power within the soul. Love, he tells 
the young ladies in his discursive response, is “a constitutional communica-
tiveness and utterancy of heart and soul; a delight in the detail of sympathy, 
in the outward and visible signs of the sacrament within—to count, as it 
were, the pulses of the life of love” (1.464). Fascinated by the Improvisatore’s 
response, the girls teasingly wonder whether one who speaks so beautifully 
of love in the abstract can have truly experienced it. His answer is a song of 
affi  rmation qualifi ed: he loved in his imagination, which for a time created an 
ideal embodiment, but “She missed her wonted food” (15). “Fancy must be 
fed” (12); hope, the cardinal Coleridgean virtue, must be kept alive, but was 
not. Images of stormy sea, castaway, and bewilderment, images that recur in 
the later poetry, dominate Coleridge’s self-portrait. In a mood reminiscent 
of Words worthian remembrance, he traces the decline of love’s intensity, of 
hope, but speaks of new gifts that surpass all others. In richly fi gurative lan-
guage that ironically anticipates the tragic later poem Work without Hope, he 
pictures a new calm, “Late Autumn’s Amaranth, that more fragrant blows / 
When Passion’s fl owers all fall or fade” (56–57).

Th ere are few more powerful evocations of joy revived in the midst of 
dejection, imagination reactivated in the midst of the dull ache of spiritual 
and physical pain, than Th e Garden of Boccaccio. A dream vision, the situation, 
rhythm, diction, and imagery of the opening lines recall Dejection. Th e mood is 
“dreary”; life seems “emptied of all genial powers”; the poet sits “alone” (1–4). 
All prayers for help seem to fail; the past cannot be revived. Th e “dull con-
tinuous ache” (8) seems the only vital sign as he hovers at the brink. Th en the 
“Friend” of the poem, Anne Gilman, leaves at his side a striking illustration of 
Boccaccio’s “First Day” from an edition of the Decamerone by Th omas Stothard, 
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a contemporary painter and engraver. Again, as elsewhere in the poems being 
discussed, the theme is not rebirth or return to youthful sensuous awareness. 
Th e joy is vivid but not lasting; it is remembrance in its highest form, the prod-
uct of the artist’s ability to evoke and stir imaginative response. Words worth’s 
“Th e picture of the mind revives again” is echoed. Th e idle eye becomes busy; 
the inward power is recharged; language and image are freshly recovered:

Like fl ocks adown a newly-bathed steep
   Emerging from a mist: or like a stream
Of music soft that not dispels the sleep,
   But casts in happier moulds the slumberer’s dream. (19–22)

Th e process is progressive. “Th e picture stole upon my inward sight” 
(24), and “one by one (I know not whence) were brought / All spirits of power 
that most had stirr’d my thought / In selfl ess boyhood” or “charm’d my youth” 
or “lent a lustre to the earnest scan / Of manhood” (24–34). Th e delights of 
Boccaccio move him to sing again, to hope until that “sober” matron reap-
pears “Whom as a faery child my childhood woo’d / Even in my dawn of 
thought—Philosophy; / Th ough then unconscious of herself, pardie, / She 
bore no other name than Poesy” (46–51). Th ere is here the intriguing impli-
cation that poetry and philosophy have, in spite of their obvious diff erences, 
a special kinship, that poetry, active in the creation of a youthful, realizable 
ideal, later becomes philosophy for some artists, but that philosophy can 
never completely divorce itself from the need to concretize, to vivify abstrac-
tions and make them real to the heart. Th e poem’s conclusion is dramatic and 
stirring. Th anks to Boccaccio the poet is, at least for a time, “all awake!” Th ere 
is a new immediacy to his life: “I see no longer! I myself am there, / Sit on the 
groundsward, and the banquet share” (59–65).

Such poems are, of course, not fully representative of the work of the 
last twenty-fi ve years. Th e basic argument of the essay to this point has been 
that Coleridge’s career cannot be neatly divided into a phase during which 
he produced his most memorable poetry and another in which, imagination 
and poetry failing, he turned to the solace of philosophy and theology. Th e 
key corollary of the argument is that Coleridge remained a poet to the end, 
that the controlling image of the later poetry, a poetry of uneven quality, is 
the ideal unity, a state in which the imagination discovers in nature analogues 
of an interior joy. If the analogues become fewer and fewer, if some seem 
abstract and lifeless, if disillusionment dominates at times, the triumphs still 
remain. Th e ideal for Coleridge may seem evanescent, but it still remains a 
goal to be pursued and cherished, and the imagination provides an extraor-
dinary access route.
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Yet the pain and sadness of so much of the later poetry are inescapable. 
Th e poems of this period and after catch a strongly tragic spirit. At times—
and invariably the poetry suff ers—he openly doubts the creative power and 
seeks the more solid foundations of philosophy or theology, or, like the fi deist, 
throws himself totally on God’s mercy. Th e result, as in earlier poems when 
intensity of religious zeal and strength of philosophical argument dominate, 
is an abundance of heavy-handed moralizing, a strong reliance on conven-
tional poetic diction, and a rigidly regular, almost singsong, rhythm. Lines 
like the following from A Hymn, with their commonplace plea of the guilty 
man to an all-powerful God, illustrate the fi deistic posture and the poetic 
eff ects described above:

Great God! thy works how wondrous fair!
Yet sinful man dids’t thou declare
   Th e whole Earth’s voice and mind!
Lord, ev’n as Th ou all-present art,
O may we still with heedful heart
   Th y presence know and fi nd! (11–16)

Similar characteristics are seen in his translation Faith, Hope, and Charity: 
From the Italian of Guarini. They can be seen all too strikingly in the lack-
luster didacticism of Love, Hope, and Patience in Education with its distrust of 
the joys of spontaneity and its presentation of a new and stiff ly personified 
heroine of comfort:

   When overtask’d at length
Both Love and Hope beneath the load give way.
Th en with a statue’s smile, a statue’s strength,
Stands the mute sister, Patience, nothing loth,
And both supporting does the work of both. (22–26)

But the failure of such poems should not be allowed to hide a consider-
able number of triumphs, poetry still responsive to the predicament of the 
artist who creates from the exploration of human alienation and loss com-
plex, abruptly expressed, and vividly realized images in free-fl owing rhythms 
that seem modern. Coleridge’s imagination is still at work, albeit its range is 
widened to include the tragic as well as the joyous, to catch the multifaceted 
nuances of human emotion. Coleridge was, of course, theorizing more about 
the imagination during these years—in Biographia Literaria, the notebooks, 
Th e Statesman’s Manual, and other prose works touching on aesthetic ques-
tions. He was describing his vision of nature in greater detail, not as the “one, 
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clear, unchanged, and universal light” of Pope, but as a process, a living force 
in which universal forms and concrete particulars are constantly interacting. 
He was off ering his idea of imagination as the root of genius in the arts, 
the great completing power mediating between and reconciling opposites to 
create unity and, in words from his celebrated defi nition in Th e Statesman’s 
Manual, giving “birth to a system of symbols, harmonious in themselves, and 
consubstantial with the truths, of which they are the conductors.”25 Symbol, 
far from a simple image, is a translation of a complex reality, capturing what 
is essential within the creative activity of nature.

Imagination, then, is not simply the faculty of triumph, of joyous unity 
with nature. It is also at home capturing the tragic notes of human experience, 
the sense of human suff ering, loss, alienation. Nothing that is human can be 
foreign to imagination. Just as the great tragedians capture the predicaments 
of men and women who suff er and yet endure, who cry out against injustice, 
who achieve a kind of grandeur in spite of battles lost but fought nevertheless, 
so to a lesser extent Coleridge captures imaginatively sadness and struggle. 
Yet, as in great tragedy, he catches it in such a way that we feel, sympathize 
with, pity, but do not despair; “all disagreeables evaporate,” as Keats says of the 
stark intensity of King Lear’s loss of everything and his discovery of himself. 
Th ere is, in Aristotle’s words, a catharsis, not an avoidance of pain or an easy 
solution, but a genuine purging of the tragic emotions, a putting into perspec-
tive of the individual predicament so that those who read or watch feel their 
experience widened, their sense of the range of human possibility enlarged.

Michael Friedman off ers an illuminating way of thinking about the 
tragic imagination. Writing about Words worth’s pamphlet Th e Convention 
of Cintra, he argues, “Words worth suggests that the true sorrow of life is 
that reality off ers so few experiences that are correlative ‘to the dignity and 
intensity of human desires.’ ” Words worth, according to Friedman, saw the 
Convention as evoking only shame and sorrow and yet as off ering “an oppor-
tunity for the release of emotions that would not be beneath the dignity and 
intensity of human desires. Th e sorrow of human life would be overcome 
in the experience of true shame and sorrow. A catharsis would have been 
achieved.” Friedman concludes his analysis with the contention that the “dis-
charge of emotion may well lessen the emotional tension in the sorrowing 
individual’s psychic economy. Th e diminution of psychic tension is felt as a 
form of pleasure.”26

Coleridge himself had been interested in the tragic and the purga-
tion of tragic emotion. “Th e communicativeness of our nature leads us,” he 
wrote, “to describe our own sorrows; in the endeavour to describe them, 
intellectual activity is exerted; and from intellectual activity, there results a 
pleasure, which is gradually associated, and mingles as a corrective, with the 
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painful subject of the description.”27 He alerts his readers to the dark side 
of his spirit: “If any man expect from my poems the same easiness of style 
which he admires in a drinking song, for him I have not written.” And car-
rying aesthetic theory into the realm of theology, he explains, “Poetry has 
been to me its own ‘exceeding great reward’: it has soothed my affl  ictions; it 
has multiplied and refi ned my enjoyments; it has endeared solitude; and it 
has given me the habit of wishing to discover the Good and the Beautiful 
in all that meets and surrounds me.”28

Coleridge’s later works include many poems of the tragic imagination, 
poems basically of the inner life where truth seems most real, poems that 
struggle in gnarled, nightmarish, seemingly disconnected images to evoke a 
twilight state just short of absolute negation. Th e King Lear of act 4, scene 
6, half-mad in his imaginings, comes to mind (“Th ere’s hell, there’s dark-
ness, there’s the sulphurous pit, burning, scalding, stench, corruption”), but 
the “ounce of civet” is rarely found to “sweeten” his imagination, and we are 
left with the frightening picture of a man terrifi ed, seemingly cut off  from his 
inner sources of strength.

As suggested earlier, the poems of Whalley’s second period, nota-
bly Dejection: An Ode and to a lesser extent To William Words worth, when 
matched with the imaginative power of the post-1807 poetry, provide a basis 
for the argument concerning the irony of Coleridge’s cry for a lost imagi-
nation. With the seeming affi  rmation of Words worth’s Ode: Intimations of 
Immortality still ringing in his ears, Coleridge wrote his Dejection: An Ode on 
4 April 1802.29 How diff erent its tone, its language, its imagery, but especially 
its facing of similar questions from both the Words worth poem and his own 
earlier work. Using the familiar lines of the Ballad of Sir Patrick Spence as his 
point of departure and the omen of “the new Moon / With the old Moon in 
her arms” as an anticipation of stormy weather, the speaker pleads for “Th e 
coming-on of rain and squally blast” not simply for its physical power, but 
that it might minister to his deadened spirit, “Might startle this dull pain, 
and make it move and live” (14–20). Coleridge would have the reader see 
and feel his physical condition as complete. Indeed stanzas 2–3 dramatize a 
psychological predicament, a sense of deadness within, a sadness that tran-
scends physical pain and that cannot be adequately conveyed in the language 
of common speech. It is

A grief without a pang, void, dark, and drear,
A stifl ed, drowsy, unimpassioned grief,
Which fi nds no outlet, no relief,
In word, or sigh, or tear—(21–24)
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Yet—and how ironic—we see vivid images of “the western sky, / And its 
peculiar tint of yellow green,” of “thin clouds above, in fl akes and bars, / Th at 
give away their motion to the stars”; of “Yon crescent Moon, as fi xed as if it 
grew / In its own cloudless, starless lake of blue.” Th ese are quickly followed, 
however, by the fi nality of “I see, not feel, how beautiful they are!” We fi nd no 
Words worthian sense of the possibility of growth, of compensation, only the 
speaker’s defi nitive assurance that “I may not hope from outward forms to 
win / Th e passion and the life, whose fountains are within” (25–46).

It is this deep conviction of the absolute need for an active, creative, 
psychological power—the imagination—that the speaker develops in the 
touching lines of stanzas 4–5. Only the mind’s dynamic encounter with 
experience creates meaning. Sight and memory are inadequate; “we receive 
but what we give, / And in our life alone does Nature live.” Meaning, felt 
truth, comes only from the self. Th e familiar Romantic image of effl  uence—
the lamp, the fountain—comes to mind: “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!” Th e speaker calls the power “Joy,” an inner force possessed 
by and given only to the “pure,” a force “Which wedding Nature to us gives 
in dower / A new Earth and new Heaven.” It creates a new reality “that 
charms or ear or sight” (59–75).

So much for the speaker’s description of the woebegone state of his 
spirit, the depth of his loss, the impossibility of rebirth. Stanza 6 sharply 
echoes Words worth’s opening stanza as the speaker plays on the words of the 
Immortality ode to dramatize the very diff erent state of his own soul. He can, 
he says, recall a time when his mind could cope with misfortune, when he 
could hope in the midst of sadness:

Th ere was a time when, though my path was rough,
Th is joy within me dallied with distress,
And all misfortunes were but as the stuff 
Whence Fancy made me dreams of happiness. (76–79)

He had the gift of “hope” and could appreciate the Words worthian sense of 
the possibility of some gain in spite of eroding youthful blessings. Yet there 
is a finality, a firmness of tone, in his convictions about the present. “But 
now afflictions bow me down to earth,” he says. “But oh! each visitation / 
Suspends what nature gave me at my birth, / My shaping spirit of Imagina-
tion.” Such finality and firmness make him turn to “Abstruse research,” only 
to have that turning result in the loss of the “natural man” and in a psycho-
logical infection that becomes “the habit of my soul” (80–93).
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In the long, irregular stanza that follows, there is a fl ow of grotesque, 
terrifying imagery that graphically reveals the depth of diff erence in the 
answers of the speakers to the problems of both odes. Th e speaker of Dejec-
tion fi nds no “joy” in the “embers,” no gathering with the children, no union 
with nature. His are cries of anguish as he personifi es the fantasies that tor-
ment him: “Hence, viper thoughts, that coil around my mind, / Reality’s dark 
dream!” Th e “joyous song” of the “young lambs,” the “gladness of the May” in 
the Words worth ode give way to “the wind, / Which long has raved unno-
ticed.” Th e lute, so unlike the melodious Eolian harp of Coleridge’s earlier 
poems, sends forth “a scream / Of agony by torture lengthened out.” Here is 
no benevolent nature; instead appropriately frightening images dominate, the 
product of a tormented mind no longer possessed of that great prize “Joy.” 
Th e setting is “Bare crag, or mountain-tairn, or blasted tree, / Or pine-grove 
whither woodman never clomb, / Or lonely house, long held the witches’ 
home.” Th e wind is not a Words worthian breeze but “Mad lutanist! who in 
this month of showers, / Of dark-brown gardens, and of peeping fl owers, / 
Mak’st Devils’ yule, with worse than wintry song” (94–120). Th e story is not 
one of triumph over loss, but, again ironically, an imaginative adaptation of 
the drama of Words worth’s Lucy Gray:

   ’ 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,
And now screams loud, and hopes to make her mother hear. 
(121–25)

Th e concluding stanza has a special beauty in itself and a special signifi -
cance in the way it illuminates the contrast between the two odes. Words-
worth’s poem ends with a seeming confi dence, fi rmly focused on the speaker 
and on his faith that age brought gifts greater than the losses, that mem-
ory had made it possible to feel thoughts “too deep for tears.” Coleridge’s 
concluding stanza begins on a similar self-centered note; he dwells on his 
sadness. Yet very quickly the self-centeredness gives way to an imaginative 
concern for the other, to a gentle good wish, a blessing for the “Lady.” Th e 
lines are a prayer for an experience the speaker can no longer know—except 
imaginatively—but would nonetheless bestow. Fresh, vividly realized images 
convey his wish and prayer: “Visit her, gentle Sleep! with wings of healing”; 
“May all the stars hang bright above her dwelling” (126–33). His strongest 
prayer, however, is for inner strength, for the capacity to feel, to imagine, to 
know joy, to internalize the vitality of the process of nature:
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Joy lift her spirit, joy attune her voice;
To her may all things live, from pole to pole,
Th eir life the eddying of her living soul! (134–36)

Dejection: An Ode provides a fi rm foundation for exploring the post-1807 
poems with their pattern of physical and psychological pain, their rendering 
of this pain not through mere self-indulgent spurts of tormented rhetoric or 
maudlin religious sentiment, but through powerful images of the dark side 
of experience and the catharsis of hope, even when the hope is for another 
human being. So does the poem To William Words worth, a poem Coleridge 
composed, as the subtitle tells us, on the night after he had heard Words-
worth recite Th e Prelude. Again irony is striking as he addresses his “Friend” 
and “Teacher” and praises his poem with its recounting “Of the foundations 
and the building up / Of a Human Spirit” (5–6), of how:

Scarce conscious, and yet conscious of its close
I sate, my being blended in one thought
(Th ought was it? or aspiration? or resolve?)
Absorbed, yet hanging still upon the sound—
And when I rose, I found myself in prayer. (108–12)

In the post-1807 poems, moments of relief are fewer; the pain is obviously 
deeper; the loss more decisive. Yet the poet, it seems, remains the dominant 
figure, ranging through the domain of his imagination for word and image 
to catch the state of the spirit. One notes, on the most obvious level, the 
simple cry of physical pain. “Sad lot, to have no Hope!” (1), he moans in a 
prayer for relief in The Visionary Hope, moving from routine abstractions to 
concrete feelings, sights, and sounds that dramatize his plight: “He strove 
in vain! the dull sighs from his chest / Against his will the stif ling road 
revealing, / Though Nature forced” (5–7), “Sickness within and miserable 
feeling” (11). After a time the physical and psychological merge to create a 
phantasmagorical state: “Though obscure pangs made curses of his dreams, 
/ And dreaded sleep, each night repelled in vain, / Each night was scattered 
by his own loud screams” (12–14). Yet pain is at least a sign of life, a basis 
for hope, so much so that he is tempted to “let it stay! / yet this one Hope 
should give / Such strength that he would bless his pains and live” (26–28). 
Youth and Age, a once-upon-a-time poem, contrasts his youthful exuberance 
with “This breathing house not built with hands, / This body that does me 
grievous wrong” (8–9), with “locks in silvery slips,” with “This drooping 
gait, this altered size” (33–34). The Garden of Boccaccio records the “numb-
ing spell” (5), “the dull continuous ache” (9). The poet in “To a Lady: With 



John L. Mahoney152

Falconer’s Shipwreck” identifies with the hero, William Falconer, of the 
poem he sends to his lady. Like Falconer, and Cowper’s castaway, he is a 
“shipwrecked man!” (16) whose verse is inspired by “The elevating thought 
of suffered pains, / Which gentle hearts shall mourn” (19–20).

As pathetic and debilitating as physical pain is, it is but prelude to the state 
of his spirit, to isolation from the nourishment of nature, from the ever-elusive 
ideal that one would grasp but cannot. Th e best poems of these years, like all 
successful poems, dramatize the condition rather than narrate it, fashioning a 
language and an imagery that match the deeply rooted malaise of the writer, cre-
ating metaphor and symbol that participate in the reality of which they are a part.

Th e state of the spirit, so much a part of the great Dejection ode just 
considered, stands out most sharply in the later poems as a kind of microcosm 
of Coleridge’s larger vision of human nature. Conventional images of dark-
ness, shipwreck, and physical pain have already been noted. What, however, 
distinguishes the best of these poems is what has already been briefl y sug-
gested—the workings of the imagination on the tragic side of life, the darker 
nuances of the psyche, with a resulting knotted, highly complex, and fre-
quently disconnected language and imagery. Th ese have been associated, not 
quite appropriately, by some critics with the Metaphysical poetry of the sev-
enteenth century, but perhaps more rightly they should be seen as anticipat-
ing what we might call the modern tradition, perhaps the “terrible” sonnets 
of Hopkins, the bleak and jarring world of Eliot’s Prufrock or Th e Wasteland, 
the troubled fantasies of Robert Lowell. Th e often fragmentary quality of 
the poems, the lack of logical connectives between clusters of images, the 
condensed and often free-fl owing quality of the writing—all these suggest 
something new and diff erent. If symbols are, in Coleridge’s aesthetic, “con-
substantial with the truths of which they are conductors,” they seem a fair way 
of describing what we are dealing with here.

What is man? What is the nature of his condition? Does he have a 
basis for hope given his condition? Th ese are the recurring questions. Man is 
consistently imaged as inexplicable in his essence, as uncertain of his destiny 
at best, indeed all too often unable to decipher the code of nature provided 
by a once-loving God as a way of achieving the “blessed mood” of happiness. 
Human Life sketches him in richly paradoxical and frightening images; at 
times—interesting phenomenon—even Coleridge’s abstractions and person-
ifi cations seem to possess a remarkable vitality and suggestiveness. Man is a 
“vessel purposeless, unmeant, / Yet drone-hive strange of phantom purposes” 
(8–9), the drone image suggesting the male of the honeybee, stingless and 
making no honey, living on the labor of others, lethargic, idle. He is a “Blank 
accident! nothing’s anomaly!” (14) whose very essence is “contradiction” (9). 
Self-Knowledge, written just two years before Coleridge’s death, describes him 
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not proudly as “What a piece of work” but grimly as “Dark fl uxion, all unfi x-
able by thought” (7), as “Vain sister of the worm” (9), images of dehuman-
ization. Limbo sees men caught in a strange arena between life and nonlife, 
shrinking from the light like “Moles / (Nature’s mute monks, live mandrakes 
of the ground)” (6–7), frightened animals scurrying for some kind of safety.

Most terrifying is the dramatization of his spiritual life, a more com-
pressed and powerful development of the nostalgic lines of Dejection like “I 
may not hope from outward forms to win / Th e passion and the life whose 
fountains are within” or “O Lady! we receive but what we give, / And in 
our life alone does Nature live.” Th e power, so often seen in the fi gure of 
the fountain—“Joy’s bosom-spring” (18) in A Hymn, the Fount of Cheer in 
Th e Two Founts—still remains, but it is choked, and the nature with which 
it must be reconciled and reunited to create life has become an Eliot-like 
wasteland, “A heap of broken images, where the sun beats, / And the dead 
tree gives no shelter, the cricket no relief, / And the dry stone no sound 
of water.” Man is caught, indeed trapped, not in the bliss of heaven or the 
damnation of hell, but in “Limbo’s Den,” a macabre state of mental terror, 
“not a Place” but a realm “where Time and weary Space / Fettered from 
fl ight, with night-mare sense of fl eeing, / Strive for their last crepuscular 
half-being” (11–14). Time and space have become meaningless scholastic 
categories, no longer susceptible to neat defi nition; poetry, however, with its 
image-making power, must do what philosophy cannot, must translate the 
untranslatable. Now one confronts

Lank Space, and scytheless Time with branny hands
Barren and soundless as the measuring sands,
Not mark’d by fl it of Shades,—unmeaning they
As moonlight on the dial of the day! (Limbo, 15–18)

Th e den of Limbo is a hopeless one, a Kafkaesque existence lacking even 
the mild comfort of the old Christian description of Limbo. It is a condition 
not a place, “Wall’d round, and made a spirit-jail secure, / By the mere horror 
of blank Naught-at-all” (32–33). Angus Fletcher in his essay “Positive Nega-
tion” sees Coleridge as like Hamlet, fearful “lest events simply may not follow. 
His work can be conceived as an intensely interested struggle against this 
fear.”30 Rejecting the abstractions of philosophy and theology, he imagines 
Limbo as at the very boundary line of existence where Space and Time—one 
“lank,” the other “scytheless”—seem to have lost all their power and pre-
rogatives, indeed “unmeaning they / As moonlight on the dial of the day!” 
(17–18). How diff erent from human time, human life, although it too off ers 
little consolation. Human time is a blind old man—Gloucester-like—with 
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a face all eye, with a new silent sight gratefully accepting a special kind of 
illumination. Coleridge’s image is powerful, sharply drawn:

With scant white hairs, with foretop bald and high,
He gazes still,—his eyeless face all eye;—
As ’twere an organ full of silent sight,
His whole face seemeth to rejoice in light!
Lip touching lip, all moveless, bust and limb—
He seems to gaze at that which seems to gaze on him! (25–30)

As W. J. Bate says, “But even this blind hope is denied the soul in limbo. 
For there, if the redemption of man is not believed, hope turns to fear.”31

After seventeen relentlessly rhyming couplets, the poem is climaxed by 
a quatrain whose sense of fi nality and strategically positioned rhymes speak 
for themselves:

A lurid thought is growthless, dull Privation,
Yet that is but a Purgatory curse;
Hell knows a tear far worse,
A fear—a future state;—’tis Positive Negation! (35–38)

Fletcher’s observation is again helpful as he surveys the poet’s whole inner 
state. Coleridge, he argues, “whose heart is so full, if sometimes only of its 
own emptiness, its desire to be filled, seems fully aware that the between-
ness of time-as-moment, pure thresholdness, barren liminality, at least in 
what Einstein would call a ‘space-like’ way, must be a nothingness.”32

Few poems capture so well and so imaginatively the mood of Coleridge 
in the later years as Time Real and Imaginary: An Allegory. Th e quick rhythms 
and idiomatic manner of the opening lines suggest the joy and liveliness of 
youth when time seems an “endless race” run by “Two lovely children,” “A 
sister and a brother!” (4–5). Th e sister gleefully runs onward, unaware of real 
time and age; in looking back, however, she spies the brother, no longer young 
and swift, but a blind, haggard, Bergman-like wraith who has felt the ravages 
of real time. Th e mood of the opening is abruptly reversed with the regular, 
almost stolid rhythm of the fi nal couplet intensifying the pathos: “O’er rough 
and smooth with even step he passed, / And knows not whether he be fi rst 
or last” (10–11). Coleridge in a January–March 1811 notebook entry tried to 
capture the sense of time that pervades the poem:

Contrast of troubled manhood, and joyously-active youth, in the 
sense of Time. To the former it Time, like the Sun in a cloudl 
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empty Sky is never seen to move, but only to have moved—there, 
there it was—& now ’tis here—now distant—now distant—yet all 
a blank between / To the latter it is as the full moon in a fi ne breezy 
October night—driving in amid Clouds of all shapes & hues & 
kindling shifting colors, like an Ostrich in its speed—& yet seems 
not to have moved at all—Th is I feel to be a just image of time real 
& time as felt, in two diff erent states of Being—Th e Title of the 
Poem therefore (for Poem it ought to be) should be Time real, and 
Time felt (in the sense of Time) in Active Youth / or Activity and 
Hope & fullness of aim in any period / and in despondent object-
less Manhood—Time objective & subjective—33

Ne Plus Ultra captures more powerfully in sharp, staccato lines the 
haunted imagination. As suggested earlier, Coleridge’s allegorical fi gures can 
at times take on an unusual strength and range of suggestion, and the picture 
of the Demon in these lines, with its play of opposites—especially the famil-
iar “Night” and “Light”—and of striking adjectives—“primal,” “Condens’d,” 
“abysmal”—takes the poem beyond the conventional into an entirely new 
realm of poetic eff ect. Note the barrage of what might be called powerfully 
vague images of a demonic creature aimed at creating the eff ect of terror:

   Sole Positive of Night!
   Antipathist of Light!
Fate’s only essence! primal scorpion rod—
Th e one permitted opposite of God!—
Condens’d blackness and abysmal storm
   Compacted to one sceptre
   Arms the grasp enorm—(1–7)

What is being dramatized, then, is a condition of imaginative and emo-
tional paralysis, an entrapment by the Demon that, isolating man from the 
vital beauties of nature, triggers the creation of the nightmare world, a place 
of silent, fetid, lethargy-inducing darkness that envelops its victims and leaves 
them without that central Coleridgean virtue of hope. Work without Hope, one 
of the most interesting and crucial of the later poems, graphically captures the 
gap between the torpor of the poet and the active processes of nature:

All nature seems at work. Slugs leave their lair—
Th e bees are stirring—birds are on the wing—
And Winter slumbering in the open air,
Wears on his smiling face a dream of Spring!
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And I the while, the sole unbusy thing,
Nor honey make, nor pair, nor build, nor sing. (1–6)

Every phase of nature is “at work,” every creature directed toward its final 
cause, its proper activity; there is a wonderfully imaginative sense of an 
orchestrated process with self-fulfillment the goal and result. “Slugs leave 
their lair” to begin their annual activity; “bees are stirring,” weary of their 
long sleep and plotting the long-range activities of later spring and sum-
mer; once again, after their annual vacation, “Birds are on the wing.” These 
vivid, concrete images culminate in the lovely personification of Winter, 
still asleep, but with a magic sense of anticipation, wearing “on his smiling 
face a dream of Spring!” The poet seems almost categorical in describing 
himself as “the sole unbusy thing.” He is useless. He can no longer create, 
find an outlet for his capacities, cannot “honey make, nor pair, nor build, 
nor sing.” Like the antihero of Dejection, he can “see, not feel, how beautiful 
they are!” The full extent of his condition is captured in the last four lines. 
The first couplet juxtaposes a pathetic self-portrait, “With lips unbright-
ened, wreathless brow, I stroll,” with a rhetorical question, “And would you 
learn the spells that drowse my soul?” The second, constructed around a 
brilliant and favorite Coleridge metaphor, answers that question: “Work 
without Hope draws nectar in a sieve / And Hope without an Object cannot 
live” (11–14). The precious nectar garnered from Work is lost in the sieve 
of Despair. Hope, without the vehicle of fulfillment, the power of making 
dreams concrete and realizable, the imagination, is a cruel hoax. The cre-
ative, life-giving fount has given way to the wasting sieve. Surely this sonnet 
anticipates the anguish of Hopkins’s Thou Art Indeed Just, Lord:

   See, banks and brakes
Now, leaved how thick! laced they are again
With fretty chervil, look, and fresh wind shakes
Th em; birds build—but not I build; no, but strain,
Time’s eunuch, and not one work that wakes
Mine, O thou lord of life, send my roots rain. (9–14)

A number of later poems, with varying degrees of success, focus specifi -
cally on loss of love or on the parody of love as pity or kindness. Since love is 
a central concern for Coleridge, the inability to love or to fi nd reciprocation 
for love distresses him greatly. In a seldom-discussed Song, he cleverly jux-
taposes two stanzas, using the second to undercut the power of the fi rst and 
concluding with one of his most grotesque and painful metaphors. Th e open-
ing of the Song celebrates love as a fl ashing and sharp sword, “veiled in spires 
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of myrtle-wreath,” so sharp that it “cuts its sheath” (1–2). Once the unfolding 
takes place, once we see “through the clefts itself has made,” the sword of love 
is “By rust consumed, or snapt in twain; / And only hilt and stump remain” 
(5–8). Th e Pang More Sharp Th an All: An Allegory, after describing in rather 
uninspired fashion the departure of the boy Love (“Hope’s last and dearest 
child without a name!—/ Has fl itted from me, like the warmthless fl ame,” 
2–3), turns inward to record how love has not so much departed from him 
as he has become “exiled” from love. Th en in one of those extraordinary psy-
chological images of creative interaction, one that draws on Spenser’s Faerie 
Queene, Coleridge develops the motif of exile:

For still there lives within my secret heart
Th e magic image of the magic Child
Which there he made up-grow by his strong art,
As in that crystal orb-wise Merlin’s feat,—
Th e wondrous ‘World of Glass,’ wherein inisled
All long’d for things their beings did repeat;—
And there he left it, like a Sylph beguiled,
To live and yearn and languish incomplete! (36–43)

In still another allegorical poem, Love’s Apparition and Evanishment: An 
Allegoric Romance, a poem fi lled with echoes of Dejection, the tragic death of 
love is strangely portrayed. Using another favorite image, the “eyeless face,” 
the poet compares himself to “a long Arab, old and blind” (1), who “listens 
for a human sound—in vain” (6). He describes his own “vacant mood” (8), 
“the sickly calm with aimless scope, / in my own heart” (15–16). Th e poem 
turns abruptly as he spies “thee, O genial Hope, / Love’s elder sister” (17–18). 
What he sees now, however, is not the bright girl of his youth, but a Gothic 
horror, “Drest as a bridesmaid, but all pale and cold, / With roseless cheek, all 
pale and cold and dim, / Lie lifeless at my feet!” (19–21). Now Love, “a sylph 
in bridal trim” (22), stands beside him, but, unlike the memorable fi gure in 
George Herbert’s Love III who fi nally brings warmth and hope, she has no 
power here. Indeed she brings despair as she “fades away / In the chill’d heart 
by gradual self-decay” (31–32).

In spite of pain, psychological trauma, and the onset of despair, hope 
fl ickers from time to time, hope in natural process, in human love, in poetry, 
in the ideal created by the power of mind/imagination. Th ese poems, how-
ever, ultimately remove the fl ickers of that ideal, tracing its possibilities, its 
decline and fall and death, and preparing the way for a fi nal resignation to 
God. Clearly one of the most beautifully realized poems in this vein is Con-
stancy to an Ideal Object. It opens on a Renaissance note with a vision of the 
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mutability of earthly things: “Since all that beat about in Nature’s range, / Or 
veer or vanish” (1–2). Th e poet, inclined to hope in his ideal, quickly ques-
tions it, asking “why should’st thou remain / Th e only constant in a world of 
change, / O yearning Th ought! that liv’st but in the brain?” (2–4). It is folly 
to “Call to the Hours, that in the distance play” (5); they will bring no “life-
enkindling breath” (8). Outcasts, battered by the storms of existence, “Hope 
and Despair meet in the porch of Death!” (10). Th ere can be no meeting 
of the “I am” and the “It is.” As Boulger writes, “Th e ideal, fi xed mode of 
thought, the spiritual image, must remain detached from the vibrant, muta-
ble reality of Nature, through a paradox which is emotionally enervating for 
the poet.”34 Still the poet is haunted by the possibility of dreams realized, 
images rendered concrete, the ideal in the real. He envisions in his mind’s eye 
“some dear embodied Good, / Some living Love” (13–14), “a home, an Eng-
lish home, and thee!” (18). Yet all seems vain; the ideal—of love, of hope, of 
peace—will vanish as two of Coleridge’s recurring metaphors illustrate. Th e 
fi rst is the familiar shipwreck image freshly conceived. Th e early plight of the 
Mariner comes to mind. Without the ideal, even the perfect home is “but a 
becalmèd bark, / Whose Helmsman on an ocean waste and wide / Sits mute 
and pale his mouldering helm beside” (22–24). Th e second, rooted in a much-
discussed contemporary phenomenon that Coleridge had himself observed 
and mentioned, is that of a person following his own projected shadow and 
attributing mysterious powers to the eff ect created. Th e image fashioned is 
a ghostly embodiment of his growing despair of fi nding the ideal. “And art 
thou nothing?” he questions, confronting the image, and the answer follows 
quickly and disturbingly:

   Such thou art, as when
Th e woodman winding westward up the glen
At wintry dawn, where o’er the sheep-track’s maze
Th e viewless snow-mist weaves a glist’ning haze,
Sees full before him, gliding without tread,
An image with a glory round its head;
Th e enamoured rustic worships its fair hues,
Nor knows he makes the shadow, he pursues! (25–32)

As I. A. Richards says, “There is something more terrible than loneliness 
here. It is the Ideal itself—not the actual or the fancied embodiment—he is 
questioning.”35

Some of the later poems, especially those written at the very end, develop 
a kind of tranquillity, a sense of a new hope, or perhaps resignation, that 
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comes not from human resources or poetic power but from a turning to God. 
In Self-Knowledge Coleridge is angered by the familiar adage “Know thyself ” 
and proceeds to challenge it: “Say, cans’t thou make thyself ?—Learn fi rst 
that trade” (3). With increasing rhetorical intensity he continues, “What is 
there in thee, Man, that can be known?” (6). Th e new answer is fi deistic, more 
a counsel of religious perfection than a line of poetry: “Ignore thyself, and 
strive to know thy God!” (10). Th e poem Reason seems to challenge poetic 
vision and the mysteriousness of life as it elevates a new power to probe and 
to achieve the higher knowledge:

Whene’er the mist, that stands ’twixt God and thee
Defecates to a pure transparency
Th at intercepts no light and adds no stain—
Th ere Reason is, and then begins her reign! (1–4)

Coleridge’s Highgate years, as Angela Dorenkamp has demonstrated, 
were years of great unhappiness, but years in which he came increasingly to 
recognize the vanity of human endeavor and the absolute need for super-
natural strength, for a power beyond mind, beyond imagination. Th is essay 
has followed the poetic rendering of unhappiness in a series of remarkably 
powerful poems. Th ey are poems of hope and despair but ultimately of resig-
nation, and several of the fi nal works are more versifi ed prayer than inspired 
poetry. Most readers know the famous epitaph. Fewer know the touching My 
Baptismal Birth-Day of the same year. No longer the quester, no longer the 
Unitarian preacher, no longer the poet of the holiness of the “One Life,” he is 
fi nally “God’s child in Christ adopted,—Christ my all” (1). He now preaches 
confi dently a new orthodoxy: “Father! in Christ we live, and Christ in thee” 
(5). With Donne-like militancy, with a ringing challenge to the lure of the 
world, he rests his case:

   Let then earth, sea, and sky
Make war against me! On my heart I show
Th eir mighty master’s seal. In vain they try
To end my life, that can but end its woe.—
Is that a death-bed where a Christian lies!—
Yes! but not his—’tis Death itself there dies. (9–14)

It is as if the orthodox religious thinker and man of faith and the artist 
meet, and poetry finally gives way. The restless Coleridge finds his rest in 
resignation to God.
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To characterize the period from 1789 to 1832 as Romantic is merely to 
accept a convention. It is a useful convention, I think, for scholarship as 
well as teaching, but in accepting it one must recall that no author we now 
read under this heading would have recognized the description. To the 
extent that the authors associated themselves with a movement—Byron, 
at moments, did, and Coleridge and Shelley knew what he meant—they 
would have been surprised to see the other names and the works with 
which we link them. Romanticism is a term convenient for us, not them; 
but it can still help us to think about some motives of ref lection and action 
that had their start two centuries ago; and given a degree of irony one need 
not be embarrassed by the word: the trouble with the alternative—with a 
detached systematic vocabulary about anything—is that its equipment for 
thinking is apt to come from even simpler anachronisms like class, dis-
course, conjuncture, or status quo. Romanticism, from Burke and Words-
worth on, had to do with thoughts of a new liberality and frankness about 
oneself, about the larger communities in which one was a participant, and 
about everything that persists beyond the reach of those communities. We 
may call the last thing “nature,” but nature in a sense that includes man-
kind, since it incorporates an idea of human nature. When in Romantic 
writing one encounters the word nature, it almost never means to draw a 
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circle around rivers, mountains, forests, and the other constituents of the 
living world. These belong to the idea but are far from the whole of it. To 
acknowledge such elemental forms as outside the human frame of things 
could only mean to adopt them as symbols of the integrity of things-as-
they-are. Yet a leading premise of Romanticism is that one can hardly 
think even of natural objects without insensibly connecting them with an 
idea of things as they ought to be.

Th e writers of the period off er fresh thoughts “about oneself.” What 
can that mean? Th e beliefs we share today about the distinctness of personal 
identity seem so plain a given that we are apt to assume they were always 
so: that this kind of self-consciousness was known, quite generally, in ear-
lier times and that it was known to carry a peculiar importance. But neither 
supposition is true. Nietzsche said the idea of the serf was so improbable a 
fruit of progress that it had remained unplucked on the tree of thought for 
millennia. Th is need not mean that in classical Greece and Rome and under 
the feudal system there were no individuals, not one person who once har-
bored the thought, “I am a unique and inseparable being; there are truths I 
know respecting myself and the world that nobody else knows in the same 
way.” Doubtless there were such people. It is an important fact about them 
and their cultures that in every earlier time of the world they were people 
who had nowhere to go. Th ere was no broader life—no life of experience and 
refl ection—in which their intuitions of a self could be confi rmed. Intellectual 
historians like J. H. van den Berg and Charles Taylor have variously located 
the beginnings of the modern idea of the self. Th e germ of it, we are some-
times told, was already in Luther and Montaigne; it does seem traceable to 
the general spirit of reformation in religion, and of secularization in letters. 
However, the kind of individual consciousness that we fi nd in the Romantic 
poets and prose writers has a more immediate source a generation before, in 
the writings of Rousseau.

For French politics and social theory Rousseau’s most infl uential works 
are Th e Social Contract and the Discourse on Inequality. For the English writ-
ers we are now considering, the great book is his Confessions, which opens 
with a remarkable sentence: “I have resolved on an enterprise which has no 
precedent, and which, once complete, will have no imitator. My purpose is 
to display to my kind a portrait in every way true to nature, and the man I 
shall portray will be myself.” I do not think Rousseau can have meant that 
no one after him would write an autobiography—though his egotism cer-
tainly made him capable of such a conceit. What, then, when he spoke of 
an enterprise without precedent and without an imitator, did he imagine his 
readers would take him to be saying? Rousseau implies that he has seen and 
felt certain things, that there are experiences that are uniquely his; he believes 
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that the record of those experiences will have value as an exemplary human 
testimony. Could the same be true of the story of any of us? Th e implication 
of Th e Confessions is: yes, potentially yes, for any of us. We cannot be sure in 
advance how somebody else’s story may aff ect our imagining of our own: that 
is the only excuse for reading such a book and the only excuse for writing 
it. Th is may seem a simple truth about literature generally; but, even with 
the innovative fi ctions of the eighteenth century, with Diderot and Laclos 
as much as Richardson, we read in some measure prepared by an existing 
impression of character—whether the character represents a particular social 
role or the predicament of a whole society. On the other hand, to come to 
terms with Rousseau means for a self to regard another self. Th e eff ects of 
the discovery will not be the same in any two such encounters. Th is sugges-
tion, from the opening page of the Confessions, will have broad consequences 
for criticism and interpretation in the nineteenth century. Emphatically, for 
Rousseau there is a truth of reading; there are wrong readings and empty 
readings; but it is not possible to suppose that criticism is a progress toward 
one right reading.

Th e Rousseauian thought about the individuality of any life and its 
unique testimony points to a psychological change in the understanding of 
books and writers. Th e fact was observed at the time—suspicion of the eff ects 
was part of the burden of the anti-Rousseau invective of Burke’s Letter to 
a Member of the National Assembly—and the change was supposed to have 
direct political implications of a leveling sort. Any writer of whatever class, 
rank, or status, could now be judged individually by any reader. Th is is another 
way of saying that the interest of autobiography comes with a shift from a 
culture based on patronage to a culture based on public opinion. I am giving 
a strong version of an analysis which was itself common in the years between 
the French Revolution and the fi rst Reform Bill—an analysis which took 
for granted that an interest in reading about the self might foreshadow the 
enfranchisement of many as-yet-unacknowledged persons. But the radical 
perception for those who fi rst ventured it was stronger than any conceivable 
summary. Here is William Hazlitt in 1829, remembering what it felt like to 
read Rousseau in the 1790s:

Before we can take an author entirely to our bosoms, he must 
be another self; and he cannot be this, if he is “not one, but all 
mankind’s epitome.” It was this which gave such an eff ect to Rous-
seau’s writings, that he stamped his own character and the image 
of his self-love on the public mind—there it is, and there it will 
remain in spite of everything. Had he possessed more comprehen-
sion of thought or feeling, it would only have diverted him from his 
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object. But it was the excess of his egotism and his utter blindness 
to everything else, that found a corresponding sympathy in the 
conscious feelings of every human breast, and shattered to pieces 
the pride of rank and circumstance by the pride of internal worth or 
upstart pretension. . . . Till then, birth and wealth and power were 
all in all, though but the framework or crust that envelopes the man; 
and what there was in the man himself was never asked, or was 
scorned and forgot. And while all was dark and grovelling within, 
while knowledge either did not exist or was confi ned to a few, while 
material power and advantages were everything, this was naturally 
to be expected. But with the increase and diff usion of knowledge, 
this state of things must sooner or later cease; and Rousseau was the 
fi rst who held the torch (lighted at the never-dying fi re in his own 
bosom) to the hidden chambers of the mind of man—like another 
Prometheus, breathed into his nostrils the breath of a new and intel-
lectual life, enraging the Gods of the earth, and made him feel what 
is due to himself and his fellows. . . . Shall we think only rank and 
pedigree divine, when we have music, poetry, and painting within 
us? Tut! we have read Old Mortality; and shall it be asked whether 
we have done so in a garret or a palace, in a carriage or on foot? Or 
knowing them, shall we not revere the mighty heirs of fame, and 
respect ourselves for knowing them?

It is a striking commentary and itself a sort of confession.
When Hazlitt speaks of Rousseau as another Prometheus, the allusion 

may seem a personal extravagance. But the same comparison of Rousseau 
with Prometheus occurs with surprising insistence elsewhere—for example, 
in an early notice of his writings by Mary Wollstonecraft. And in one way or 
another this becomes a powerful element in the Romantic idea of any original 
imagination. Why Prometheus? He stole the gift of fi re from the gods, con-
veyed it to man, and by doing so made man able to rival the gods themselves. 
Th e fi re, in the story Hazlitt is telling, corresponds to the new and radical 
standard of internal worth, the belief that a thought has some value by virtue 
simply of being mine. Once the gift is given, the hierarchies of the earth, the 
whole established order in politics and morality and religion, will be shaken 
to the foundations. So it appears that self-knowledge, of this unprecedented 
kind, is a knowledge from which there can be no turning back, any more 
than for paganism there could be a turning back from the humanized god 
of Christianity. Th e discovery of one self, inseparable from the discovery of 
“another self,” is part of a long history of progress, or as Hazlitt gladly con-
sents to call it, the March of Intellect. It is the latest step and its eff ects he says 
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ought now to command our attention. His Life of Napoleon, written about the 
same time, gives a literal and historical translation of the same fable: “Th e 
French Revolution might be described as a remote but inevitable result of 
the invention of the art of printing.” In the act of reading and judging alone 
are contained the seeds of a self-respect which will be broadcast as a belief in 
democratic equality and representation.

In this Romantic view, the discovery of the self is not a selfi sh discov-
ery. By reading, by abstraction, it connects me with a community beyond the 
parochial demands I associate with my parents or the beliefs and prejudices I 
inherit from my placement in a given culture at a given time. Th at larger and 
impalpable community, which I was not given but chose, relates me conceiv-
ably to anyone, and therefore it seems to everyone. Th e belief in the self is 
thus the only faith still available that makes the sort of universalist claims we 
usually identify with religious commitments or with moral duties. And the 
makers of the French Revolution were the fi rst to capture that intuition when 
they made liberty, the liberty of the individual in questions of conscience and 
property, the concomitant of fraternity and equality: the fraternity of people 
who owe something to each other as fellow citizens even before they know 
each other’s identity; and the equality of people who do not rule out any kind 
of person as a possible sharer in the project of liberty. Th at the belief in the 
self had a potency to take the place of religion has been conceded by those 
least apt to sympathize with the belief itself. I have in mind a passage of 
Matthew Arnold’s “Function of Criticism at the Present Time” which admits 
the “force, truth, and universality” of the ideas of the French Revolution and 
commends the same ideas for their “unique and still living power.” Th e ques-
tion that remained, for writers after Burke and Words worth, was how far 
such ideas could govern the moral conduct of a community apart from the 
thrall of religious authority. Today the self and its liberties are touched by the 
same question, though the institutions against the self now commonly shun 
the name of religion, and call themselves by names drawn from the quasi-
religious authority of politics or culture.

Th e idea that the freedom of an experimenting self might belong to 
everyone gives the literature that followed the revolution its character of 
novelty and universality. Th is is so because, to repeat, only the self connects 
me with humanity at large. Th e point appears in the past decade or two to 
have become counterintuitive, and will bear some elaboration. It feels more 
natural, more logical, to many people now, to suppose that the self links up 
with local interests, and that only an actual community of persons sharing 
certain practices could lead us by association to the universal community of 
mankind. Lurking somewhere in this mental picture is a scheme of imper-
meable boundaries:
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self tautomer local interests—tautomer universal interests

On the modern communitarian hypothesis, the self is composed of 
stray particulars, captivating perhaps, but with no meaning on their own; 
these constitutive interests pick up reality as they are shared, and the sharing 
happens of course in a community. Th e community, then, of which one is a 
conscious member—this entity connects one with the fate of an otherwise 
unfathomable humanity, itself dimly distinguishable from its contributing 
lesser communities.

Part of the appeal of Romantic idealism is that it reverses these now 
intuitive and conventional expectations. It does so by means of the imagi-
native identifi cation of a self with the community of humankind. Th ere are 
Enlightenment echoes in my phrasing, from Hume above all, for this power 
of general sympathy from an abstraction of personal experience is the single 
greatest inheritance Romanticism owes to the Enlightenment. In the early 
Words worth, in Shelley, and even in Keats for all his hatred of didacticism, a 
very diff erent scheme is presumed:

self tautomer universal interests—tautomer local interests

When the Dissenting preacher and metaphysican Dr. Richard Price 
affi  rmed, in his sermon of 4 November 1789, that he rejoiced in the triumph 
of the French people over tyranny and oppression, and that he rejoiced as a 
“citizen of the world,” he signaled the hold of this latter idea of moral associa-
tion upon the minds of a generation. To celebrate “the love of our country,” 
as Price did in the title of his sermon, implied no “conviction of the superior 
value of it to other countries, or any particular preference of its laws and con-
stitution of government.” One’s country is the contingent home for oneself 
among a world of others. For me alone, in refl ecting on my duties toward 
them alone, will the bonds of principle be absolute. Price, more than any 
other writer of the time, shows the long reach of Protestant liberty of con-
science to a Romantic freedom of thought and action.

He was a thinking man and a genuine moralist and deserves better than 
to be known chiefl y for Burke’s attack in the Refl ections. But Burke at any rate 
was consistent. He distrusted the claims of all Protestant exceptionalism, and 
his irony hardened into scorn when he thought he could see an argument 
favoring “the dust and powder of individuality.” It was a central and not an 
incidental purpose of the Refl ections to meet head-on the pretension of gen-
erosity in Price’s cosmopolitanism. You believe, says Burke, that your liberty 
relates you immediately to all mankind, but a sympathy like yours is morally 
impossible. Before you can be a citizen of the world, you must be a member 
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of a family, then a neighbor of others in a small community, then and only 
then a citizen of a nation. “To be attached to the subdivision, to love the little 
platoon we belong to in society, is the fi rst principle (the germ as it were) of 
public aff ections. It is the fi rst link in the series by which we proceed towards 
a love to our country and to mankind.” After the abstraction of a nation, long 
after, comes mankind. Th e self in this theory can have no authority for assert-
ing an intimate relation to humanity at large, except through the mediating 
layers of attachment that give a reliable texture to its experience.

We come to a puzzle here. It would seem that Romanticism in literature, 
so plainly associated with the dignity of the individual mind, altogether war-
rants the rebuke from the antirevolutionist Burke, who writes to deplore the 
dust and powder of individuality. And yet Burke is viewed by many historians 
as a predecessor of Romanticism precisely for his naturalism, the “organi-
cism” or “localism” of his thinking about the necessary bonds of a commu-
nity. Words worth, for one, credited him as a formative infl uence for just such 
thoughts as those. Th e fairest conclusion may be that Romanticism cannot 
mean the taking of a single side in the debate about the self. It may imply 
rather an engagement in the debate at a certain intensity, and a dramatic 
feeling for what is at stake in the choice of any side at all. Not every writer 
of the period recognized that something new had come into the world with 
the French Revolution, something on which the fate of individuals and com-
munities might depend for a long time after. Th ose who wrote without some 
such awareness, on amusing subjects and with amusing results, we now think 
of as talented writers who happened to work in the years 1789–1832. But for 
the ones we read with the interest I have been sketching, the debate about 
the political and moral world could evoke so strong a personal response as to 
force their language into code, or elicit a response at two removes in the form 
of an allegory. In the Preface to Lyrical Ballads Words worth calls the poet 
“the rock of defense for human nature; an upholder and preserver, carrying 
everywhere with him relationship and love.” Why is human nature in need of 
defense? Why now? And why this character, the poet, in this particular cause? 
Words worth’s argument is really circular, as Rousseau’s idea of sympathy also 
was, but its power is none the less sustaining for that. We look to the poet 
for a defense of human nature because it is from the poet that we learn the 
adequacies of the imagination and the inadequacies of things as they are. Th e 
person who can make us start to see this, so that we continue to see it for 
ourselves, is the person whom we call the poet.
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It was particularly appropriate that the coming of the millennium in the 
year 2000 should be marked by the appearance of Morton Paley’s study 
Apocalypse and Millennium in English Romantic Poetry,1 since he there con-
cerns himself not only with the part played by those concepts in the thinking 
of the early English Romantic poets but with its place in Western thinking 
generally. Although the biblical account of the Last Things, “eschatology,” 
as it came to be called, was always there, waiting to provide a framework 
for events that seemed to have a corresponding quality, Paley also notes that 
it did not have a finally authoritative organization among its elements. A 
point that he stresses in consequence, and that gives much of the shape to 
his study, is the degree to which the idea of the apocalypse and that of the 
millennium tended to go together, while still remaining separable, so that at 
certain times people would concentrate particularly on the one or the other. 
It was not very clear, for instance, whether the thousand years were to be a 
period preceding the Last Judgment or whether they would be a paradisal 
state to follow it for those who had been judged among the righteous. An 
interpreter could simply choose which elements to emphasize, therefore, and 
if in doubt place them in the order that seemed most appropriate.

Although traditionally the two ideas, those of the apocalypse and of the 
millennium, have gone together, the fi rst, with its sense of doom, has recently 
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been more prominent. We saw something of this when preparations for the 
year 2000 coincided with premonitions of disaster, which usefully crystallized 
into the idea that many of the most crucial computers in the world would 
fail when they tried to bring up the fi rst date of the year 2000. Th is, it was 
thought, by halting many important electronic functions, would lead to a col-
lapse of civilization and so bring about the disasters of the apocalypse. Th is 
already illustrates the way in which the meaning of the word itself has shifted 
in recent times. Originally it meant simply “revelation,” the name given to the 
English version in the New Testament, and it has always retained some of 
that sense. Th e last chapters, with their visionary picture of the heavenly city, 
the New Jerusalem, were particularly popular. But by way of the other events 
described it also came to emphasize the violence of the fi nal events—and 
particularly, of course, the destructive confl ict that was envisaged as marking 
the future end of human history.

Historically, there have been several occasions when the biblical Book of 
Revelation seemed particularly relevant to its readers. In the seventeenth cen-
tury, when individual lay interpretations became prominent, those who came 
to it freshly were eager to fi nd in its prophetic books—and especially this 
one—texts that could be applied to their current world. Th e mention of Bab-
ylon, the great Whore, suited those who were looking for ammunition against 
the Roman Catholic church, while the various uncomplimentary things said 
about the “kings of the earth,” including the prophecy that they would hide in 
the dust, encouraged all who were of a republican frame of mind.

In one sense, then, it was predictable that the French Revolution should 
re-arouse such thinking. Th is was not the fi rst response, however. In 1788, as 
a matter of fact, England had been celebrating the centenary of the English 
Revolution of 1688, when William of Orange was thought to have brought 
proper democracy to the British people and so warded off  dangerous devel-
opments such as those that had provoked what was happening in France. 
When the Revolution fi rst broke out it was thought at fi rst, therefore, that 
France was simply following in England’s footsteps into the adoption of a 
more democratic form of monarchy. But as the events in France unfolded, 
with the deposition of the king and the realization that the state being set 
up was atheist in nature, together with the exaltation of Reason, and when 
the lurking destructive potentialities became evident with the Reign of Ter-
ror, minds began to turn to the prophecies concerning the Last Days when 
the Devil would have power for a time. And when in the festival of Reason, 
a whore was crowned as its representative, the parallel with the Great Whore 
of Revelation seemed all too close. Surely this was a sign that civilization was 
passing into its apocalyptic phase.
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In the 1790s events moved so quickly that the interpretative framework 
might have to be shifted equally quickly to adapt to them. Th is was particu-
larly true in the fi rst part of the decade. In 1793, Words worth’s mind had 
been moved primarily by the fact that France and England had gone to war, 
thus enlisting Englishmen against fi gures such as the Girondins with whom 
he had thrown in his lot. But the matter was further complicated later that 
year when Robespierre, who felt that the Girondins were dragging their feet 
in their support of the Revolution, initiated the events leading to the Terror, 
in which many of Words worth’s friends were executed. When, in the sum-
mer of 1794, news reached him that events had taken yet another turn, with 
Robespierre himself now dead, he found himself breaking into the rhapsodic 
mood described in Th e Prelude, striding along the sands by the Leven estuary 
where he had ridden as a boy and exulting in his belief that the ideals of the 
Revolution were after all going to be realized:

“ . . . Th us far our trust is verifi ed; behold!
Th ey who with clumsy desperation brought
Rivers of blood, and preached that nothing else
Could cleanse the Augean Stable, by the might
Of their own helper have been swept away.
Th eir madness is declared and visible,
Elsewhere will safety now be sought, and earth
March fi rmly towards righteousness and peace.”
Th en schemes I framed more calmly, when and how
Th e madding Factions might be tranquillised,
And—though through hardships manifold and long—
Th e mighty renovation would proceed. . . .

(Prelude [1805], X, 546–57)

In the previous months, with the grim, never-ending spectacle of massacre, 
he had found himself gazing into the heart of darkness. The revolutionary 
operation had seemed, indeed, like a terrible engine, consuming human 
beings only to demand more even as it did so (Prelude [1805], X, 33–46).

Whereas Words worth found the fall of Robespierre a straightforwardly 
hopeful event (even if he would then be sunk into despondency during the 
subsequent period), the young men whom he was shortly to meet were 
responding in a slightly diff erent way. Coleridge and Southey heard the news 
during the summer when they were planning Pantisocracy and were equally 
delighted—and indeed set out to write a drama on the subject, Th e Fall of 
Robespierre, but had a more complex response, since in many respects they 
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admired the Jacobin leader. Th ey found him a resourceful, highly talented 
and purposeful man who had been driven to an utterly erroneous course of 
action—largely, Coleridge thought, through his one great failing of impa-
tience. So there was not much of the apocalyptic in their account, more an 
attempt to discover how such a gifted individual might have ended up so 
mistaken. As a result the drama that the two poets quickly turned out was 
described by Coleridge, privately at least, as a “tragedy.” Yet of the political 
signifi cance there could be no doubt, as witnessed by their further decision 
in 1794 to produce a drama on the subject of Joan of Arc. Harmless enough, 
one might think, just another historical epic; but not in the mid-1790s, when 
England had just gone to war with France.

Meanwhile, as the developments on a larger stage proceeded, it was not 
the events of the Revolution that were now seen as apocalyptic so much as 
the declaration of war against France. And whereas people in England had 
not minded very much so long as revolutionary events were thought of in 
the context of the English Revolution, the new situation changed things still 
further. Th e various monarchies lining up with England to attempt defeat of 
the new republic could look very much like the “kings of the earth” in Revela-
tion—who if that scenario was to be played out would end up vanquished. 
And in these circumstances, when there were not lacking people ready to 
rise up and declare themselves prophets, the most notable one being Richard 
Brothers, whose 1794 book, A Revealed Knowledge of the Prophecies and Times, 
affi  rmed, for example, that “the English government, both what is called civil 
and ecclesiastical, in its present form, will, by the fi erce anger and determined 
judgment of the Lord God, be removed, annihilated, utterly destroyed,”2 
there was room for alarm.

Th e authorities, always fearful for the spread of sedition, and never more 
so than on occasions like this when the country was at war, took alarm at 
Brothers’ sayings, which were spread by some of his associates, and had him 
imprisoned. Th ere was both excitement and fear in the air, aff ecting the writ-
ings both of Blake and of Coleridge—which were in fact strangely similar at 
the time. As Jon Mee has also noted,3 two of their writings used the birth of 
Christ as a point of reference. Coleridge’s “Religious Musings” are written as 
if composed on the days before Christmas in 1794; Blake’s Europe as a parody 
or pastiche of Milton’s “On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity”:

   Th e deep of winter came
   What time the secret child,
Descended thro’ the orient gates of the eternal day:
War ceas’d, & all the troops like shadows fl ed to their abodes.

(Plate 3, 1–4; Erdman, p. 61)
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Coleridge at the opening of “Religious Musings” figured himself as trans-
ported by his imagination to become one of the lowly shepherds who witness 
the heavens explode with the vision of angels proclaiming the good news 
of universal peace. He too introduces a note of cosmic vision, writing in the 
first version:

Ah not more radiant, nor loud harmonies
Hymning more unimaginably sweet
With choral songs around th’Eeternal mind,
Th e constellated company of Worlds
Danc’d jubilant: what time the startling East
Saw from her dark womb leap her fl amy Child!4

When the poem was re-published in the following year he omitted these 
lines, thinking perhaps that they looked too pantheistic; but in 1794 they 
were firmly there, envisioning the birth of the sun as a cosmic event. Blake, 
meanwhile, in Europe, was picturing a similar birth of energy—but in more 
terrible form. In his “Preludium,” the Nameless Shadowy Female finds 
herself about to give birth, but the son she produces is Orc, a being of unre-
stricted energy, to be experienced by her with unrelieved terror:

I bring forth from my teeming bosom myriads of fl ames.
And thou dost stamp them with a signet, then they roam abroad
And leave me void as death:
Ah! I am drown’d in shady woe, and visionary joy.

(Plate 2, 9–12; Erdman, p. 61)

Blake presents her vision ironically, since in addition to seeing energy as 
terrible, she also glimpses the possibility that it might be humanized, which 
so far from being terrible would be a mixture of the human and the divine. 
She glimpses it as a divine child, in fact, not an infi nite energy at all but 
wrapped in swaddling clothes like the infant Jesus; not a consuming fi re but 
a baby needing to be fed, like the infant Zeus or the Messiah prophesied by 
the prophet Isaiah, with milk and honey. And at this point she is totally non-
plussed, unable to understand at all the world in which she is living:

And who shall bind the infi nite with an eternal band?
To compass it with swaddling bands? And who shall cherish it
With milk and honey?
I see it smile & I roll inward & my voice is past.

(Plate 2, 13–16; Erdman, p. 61)
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These parallel visions of Coleridge’s and Blake’s give the tone of their 
responses to the events in France. When Blake reaches the end of Europe, 
his vision is again one of terror:

But terrible Orc, when he beheld the morning in the east,
Shot from the heights of Enitharmon;
And in the vineyards of red France appear’d the light of his fury.

(Plate 14, 37–15, 2; Erdman, p. 65)

The book ends on the same note:

Th en Los arose his head he reard in snaky thunders clad:
And with a cry that shook all nature to the utmost pole,
Call’d all his sons to the strife of blood.

(Plate 15, 9–11; Erdman, p. 65)

The final tone is somber, relieved only by the illumination, which shows 
what seems to be the honest man trying to save his family in the midst of 
destruction.

In the cases of both Blake and Coleridge detailed chronology is particu-
larly important, since the shift of events from year to year or even from month 
to month, could mean that the appropriate interpretation also changed. In 
the middle of the decade, for instance, the fact that Blake could follow his 
America and Europe with much shorter books bearing the titles of “Africa” 
and “Asia” suggests strongly that he had still been anticipating a worldwide 
movement that would take in all four continents, yet that his conviction was 
beginning to fade. Th roughout his career, as Paley demonstrates, the theme 
was to recur, with the millennial suggesting, most often, less a period of time 
than a state of renewal. He came to believe that the Last Judgment would be 
realized in terms of good and bad art:

Th e Last Judgment 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 Imagination, Art 
& Science & all Intellectual Gifts all the Gifts of the Holy Ghost, 
are [despisd] look’d 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.

The Last Judgment is not Fable or Allegory, but Vision. Fable 
or Allegory are a totally distinct & inferior kind of Poetry. Vision 
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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 daugh-
ters of Inspiration who in the aggregate are call’d Jerusalem. 
Fable is Allegory but what Critics call The Fable, is Vision itself. 
(“A Vision of the Last Judgment”; Erdman, p. 554)

Coleridge, by contrast, was developing his “Religious Musings” in a 
much more optimistic manner. Whereas Blake leaves Europe on the point 
of apocalypse, with no suggestion as to what might come after, Coleridge 
conjures up a large and hopeful future:

For in his own and in his Father’s might
Th e Saviour comes! While as to solemn strains
Th e Thousand Years lead up their mystic dance,
Old Ocean claps his hands! the Desert shouts!
And soft gales wafted from the haunts of Spring
Melt the primaeval North! Th e mighty Dead
Rise to new life, whoe’er from earliest time
With conscious zeal had urged Love’s wondrous plan,
Coadjutors of God. To Milton’s trump
Th e odorous groves of earth reparadis’d
Unbosom their glad echoes: inly hushed,
Adoring Newton his serener eye
Raises to heaven: and he of mortal kind
Wisest, he fi rst who mark’d the ideal tribes
Down the fi ne fi bres from the sentient brain
Roll subtly-surging. Pressing on his steps
Lo! Priestley there, Patriot, and Saint, and Sage,
Whom that my fl eshly eye hath never seen
A childish pang of impotent regret
Hath thrill’d my heart. Him from his loved native land
Statesmen blood-stained and priests idolatrous
By dark lies mad’ning the blind multitude
Drove with vain hate. Calm, pitying he retir’d,
And mus’d expectant on these promis’d years.5

As we all know, there was to be no such overwhelming event in the 
late 1790s, or after, although there were numbers of sane people, including 
Priestley himself, who made such connections—which involved a course of 
thinking still dominated at this time by the last book of the Bible. Even at 
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the time of its original writing that text may itself have had a political dimen-
sion, since it was possible to interpret some of the prophecies in it as covert 
underminings of the Roman Empire. It was a book that was being circulated 
among various provinces of the Empire, and so those who were responsible 
for its appearance there may well have been anxious for its meaning not to be 
too plain, a fact that may account for some of the obfuscations in it.

At all events, there were in every age elements that caught the eye of 
those who were looking for its fulfi llment. Overarching all was the prophecy 
of the Last Th ings, including universal ruin, and of a new kingdom lasting a 
thousand years. But how these things were interpreted was partly a matter of 
individual temperament. At this time, in the 1790s, as has been suggested, 
such considerations were dominated by horror at the violent outcome of the 
French Revolution, and then by a feeling of being let down when the seem-
ingly imminent apocalypse failed to happen.

It is this latter element that may now be focused on. Paley’s study has 
much that is important to say about the other major Romantic poets, since 
apocalyptic thinking did not cease with the turn of the century. Byron, in 
particular, enjoyed using images drawn from the biblical apocalypse, though 
he was deeply skeptical about any advent of the millennium in his time; 
Shelley, on the other hand, constantly projected visions of a millennial 
age about to dawn. Th ere had also, as Paley points out, been an interesting 
development at the turn of the century owing to the failure of the apoca-
lypse to happen. It was as if all the poetic energy that had been pent up in 
preparation for the event needed to be used somehow, and now emerged in 
political commentary. So we fi nd three poems by Coleridge in particular, 
“Fire, Famine and Slaughter,” “Th e Devil’s Th oughts” and “Th e Two Round 
Spaces on the Tombstone,” poems that Paley groups under the term the 
“apocalyptic grotesque,”6 in each of which, familiar “apocalyptic” elements 
appear, at the service of a sardonic imagination.

Th ese poems are of a very diff erent nature from the meditative poems 
of the period, which were to contribute particularly strongly to Coleridge’s 
lasting reputation, but their contemporary success should not be overlooked. 
Th ere was some risk involved in writing verses that were not only politically 
off ensive but had touches of blasphemy—which was no doubt one reason 
why Coleridge was anxious to conceal his identity as writer. On publication 
“Th e Devil’s Th oughts” sold several hundred extra sheets of the Morning Post, 
according to its editor, and copies were in demand for weeks afterwards.

Th e events at the turn of the century had already provided the true 
seedbed of a more radical response to the failed apocalypse, however, with 
precedents extending to the beginning of Christianity itself. We might 
remember at this point the career of a fi gure about whom much was heard 
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earlier in the twentieth century, Albert Schweitzer. Schweitzer, as came 
to be well known, began his career as a theological student, working on 
the New Testament. As he studied the events and records of that time, it 
became clear to him that certain German scholars who claimed that in 
the early years members of the Christian church believed that the apoca-
lypse was about to happen in their own lifetimes must be correct. Not only 
that, however, but he also came to believe that Jesus of Nazareth had him-
self shared this belief. In other words, while he continued to believe in the 
divine inspiration of Christianity, Schweitzer came to believe that Jesus 
himself had shared human frailty to the extent of being mistaken about the 
exact course of future events. In the face of this realization he produced a 
book, Th e Quest of the Historical Jesus (1910), setting out his views, and asked 
himself meanwhile what he could be sure about. He came to the conclusion 
that there were at least two things on which he could build his views: one 
was the fact of human suff ering, bringing with it the need to remedy it in 
any way one could, and the other was the permanent value of the music 
of Johann Sebastian Bach. Accordingly he made himself one of the great 
experts on Bach’s organ music for his time and also went to take over a 
medical mission in the Congo, where he worked for the rest of his life.

Schweitzer’s views were infl uential in England, where the theory that 
the early Christians had lived in a time of imminent eschatology, expecting 
the Last Th ings to happen in their own lifetime, had hardly penetrated from 
Germany, so that the initial impact of his views was powerful. Gradually, 
however, an explanation was produced by some scholars who spoke of what 
they called a “realized eschatology,” arguing that as the early Christians came 
to understand things better they came to grasp that in one sense what were 
regarded as the Last Th ings had already elapsed, leaving only the real end still 
to happen. Now it can be suggested that something not altogether dissimilar 
happened to the fi rst Romantic writers: that in their state of confusion when 
the expected apocalyptic events did not after all materialize they turned back 
to their own experience and came to believe that the apocalypse had in one 
sense already happened—in their own consciousness. Th is process of “inter-
nalized apocalypse,” as it may be termed, can I believe be traced in each of the 
three major poets.

After the years 1793 to 1795, the pivotal years for English apocalyp-
tic thinking, Blake, Words worth and Coleridge had found themselves in 
a confused position. All three had been thinking apocalyptically, although 
only Coleridge, perhaps, had been ready to think millennially as well. But 
whereas earlier it had seemed quite logical to think in terms of an imminent 
apocalypse the balance of probabilities had now shifted so dramatically that 
it seemed more prudent to expect that nothing on that scale would after 
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all happen. And of course such a shift was very diffi  cult to record in poetry. 
One could not easily write an ode to a non-apocalypse; Coleridge allowed 
“Religious Musings” to be reprinted in 1797, and again in 1803, but then for 
twenty-fi ve years omitted it from collections of his poems.

Meanwhile, however, all three poets had been passing through a cri-
sis on the lines I suggested, which caused them to internalize their sense 
of apocalypse. Blake allowed the prophetic books to run out into works 
such as the Book of Los (1795), Th e Song of Los (1795), and Th e Book of Uri-
zen (1794) where he was no longer concerned with apocalyptic events but 
rather with setting up his own creation myth, in order to account for the 
state in which humanity eventually found itself. And these in turn became 
part of the framework for his much longer poem, conceived on an epic 
scale, which was fi rst called “Vala” and then “Th e Four Zoas” (1797). Th is 
did in fact enclose an apocalyptic section—indeed in one sense most of it 
could be regarded as an apocalypse—concluding with a last book in which, 
without mentioning a thousand years, Blake pictured humanity restored to 
a paradisal state of harmony.

“Th e Four Zoas” was never completed, however, and one must suspect 
that this had something to do with the diffi  culty of producing an epic poem 
that was viewed as happening within a single human being. Th e result was 
that when Blake set out to write a long poem that he would think good 
enough to produce in printed form it still had a strong apocalyptic fl avor but 
was constructed diff erently. Th is was the long poem Milton (1804). Instead 
of building it round a central character to be called the Eternal Man, Blake 
wrote it around the idea of Poetic Genius, that same Genius that had been 
identifi ed in an earlier poem as “the Bard.” In the Songs of Experience only a 
few years before the Bard had been seen as possessing immense powers of 
knowledge, as the fi gure “Who Present, Past, & Future sees” (“Introduction,” 
line 2; Erdman, p. 18); for the purposes of this poem he appeared fi rst as 
Milton and then as himself.

Th is was not quite so arrogant as it may sound, since the picture of 
genius that emerges in the poem as it proceeds is that it is a kind of humility 
and self-emptying. Th e heroic action of the poet comes when he realizes that 
it is his task not to overcome Satan and try to replace him, but simply

   to teach Men to despise death & to go on
In fearless majesty annihilating Self, laughing to scorn
Th y laws & terrors, shaking down thy Synagogues as webs
I come to discover before Heavn & Hell the Self righteousness
In all its Hypocritic turpitude. . . .
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   & put off 
In self annihilation all that is not of God alone:
To put off  Self & all I have ever & ever Amen.

(Plate 38, 40–44, 47–49; Erdman, p. 139)

This act of the Poetic Genius corresponds also to the moment of inspiration, 
which in Blake’s view has nothing to do with ordinary time. In these terms 
each period less than a pulsation of an artery is equal to six thousand years:

For in this Period the Poets Work is Done: and all the Great
Events of Time start forth & are concievd in such a Period
Within a Moment: a Pulsation of the Artery.

(Plate 29, 1–3; Erdman, p. 127)

Just such a moment of “the Poet’s Work” occurs at the end of this “Prophetic 
Book,” when Blake brings it to a climax in a kind of Last Judgment:

And I beheld the Twenty-four Cities of Albion
Arise upon their Th rones to Judge the Nations of the Earth;
And the Immortal Four in whom the Twenty-four appear Four-

fold
Arose around Albions body: Jesus wept & walked forth
From Felphams Vale clothed in Clouds of blood, to enter into
Albions Bosom, the bosom of death, & the Four surrounded him
In the Column of Fire in Felpham’s Vale; then to their mouths 

the Four
Applied their Four Trumpets & them sounded to the Four winds.

Terror struck in the Vale I stood at that immortal sound.
My bones trembled, I fell outstretchd upon the path
A moment, & my Soul returnd into its mortal state
To Resurrection & Judgment in the Vegetable Body,
And my sweet Shadow of Delight stood trembling by my side.

Immediately the Lark mounted with a loud trill from Felpham’s 
Vale,

And the Wild Th yme from Wimbletons green & impurpled 
Hills,

And Los & Enitharmon rose over the Hills of Surrey . . .
(Plate 42, 16–31; Erdman, pp. 143–44)
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Words worth’s experience of renewal was very much less dramatic. 
During the same years he had been passing through a time of severe dis-
illusionment; in a well-known passage in Th e Prelude, he describes how in 
contemplating the apparently insoluble problems of the time he, “sick, wea-
ried out with contrarieties, / Yielded up moral questions in despair” (Prelude 
[1805], X, 899–900).

Interestingly, Blake’s perception concerning Milton’s self-emptying 
seems to have struck Words worth independently, since at about the same 
time he was writing the sonnet, which describes Milton as “Pure as the native 
heavens, majestic, free,” and then continues:

So didst thou travel on life’s common way,
In cheerful godliness; and yet thy heart
Th e lowliest duties on herself did lay.

(WPW, III, 16)

For Words worth, as he came to value Milton more, it was precisely Mil-
ton’s ability to reconcile the opposites of the human condition, to walk hum-
bly as well as to write sublimely, that impressed him most. And the ability 
to reconcile opposites, to seize contradictions and somehow turn them into 
an artistic unity, came to him to seem the supreme poetic gift. Th is struck 
him with particular force when he recalled walking through the Alps as a 
young man and how the moment of highest revelation had come not when he 
reached the highest part and began to descend again, because as it turned out 
he had not even noticed when that happened, but in the aftermath, when he 
and his companion walked on down the Pass, where he found himself as “sick 
and wearied out with contrarieties” as he would be when he tried to think 
morally. Yet in spite of this, in spite of the woods that seemed to be decay-
ing, yet never to complete the process, or the winds that were thwarting one 
another, or waterfalls that were frozen by distance so as to seem stationary, 
or clouds that seemed moving without any restraint against the background 
of a clear blue sky, he had a strong sense of unity and harmony. Th is was the 
moment when apocalypse became truly revelation:

   Th e immeasurable height
Of woods decaying, never to be decayed,
Th e stationary blasts of water-falls,
And everywhere along the hollow rent
Winds thwarting winds, bewildered and forlorn,
Th e torrents shooting from the clear blue sky,
Th e rocks that muttered close upon our ears—
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Black drizzling crags that spake by the wayside
As if a voice were in them—the sick sight
And giddy prospect of the raving stream,
Th e 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,
Th e types and symbols of eternity,
Of fi rst, and last, and midst, and without end.

(Prelude [1805], VI, 556–72)

Where Blake dramatizes his own internal sense of apocalypse, Words-
worth projects his, into the very forms of nature. Something of the same expe-
rience of apocalypse internalized came also to Coleridge, who showed few 
signs of doubts and failing confi dence at the time, yet was nevertheless to 
recall a generation later in Biographia Literaria how, in his small Somerset 
cottage, he had found himself at sea in his faith.

I retired to a cottage in Somersetshire at the foot of Quantock, 
and devoted my thoughts and studies to the foundations of reli-
gion and morals. Here I found myself all afl oat. Doubts rushed in; 
broke upon me “from the fountains of the great deep,” and fell “from 

the windows of heaven.” Th e fontal truths of natural religion and 
the books of Revelation alike contributed to the fl ood. . . . I began 
then to ask myself, what proof I had of the outward existence of 
anything? (BL, I, 220–21)

This state of his mind needs to be taken into account when we consider 
the background to his major poems of the time. It helps to account for the 
diversion of his energies into what Paley has termed the “apocalyptic gro-
tesque,” but also helps to explain much more, including the contradictions to 
be found in the unfinished Christabel, “Kubla Khan” and “The Rime of the 
Ancient Mariner.” Like other works I have examined, the last-mentioned 
can be regarded as a poem of failed apocalypse, as an aspect of the condi-
tion of mind in which people—and particularly young people—were left 
after the French Revolution turned sour. I do not want to face this matter 
directly, since it is in any case very complex, but instead to look at how 
Coleridge dealt with it through an associated brief composition that was 
also poetic, yet not so much a straightforward poem as a riddle. It takes the 
form of an epigram of four lines that was published in the Morning Post for 
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24 January 1800. We would hardly know anything about it, in fact, were it 
not that he mentioned it himself in a footnote to Biographia Literaria, where, 
in describing how he had contributed the three Higginbottom sonnets in 
1797, he went on to give another such anecdote, recalling how he had heard 
that an amateur performer wanted to meet him, but had been hesitant on 
the ground that he had written a severe epigram on “The Ancient Mariner” 
which had given Coleridge great pain. Coleridge says that he replied by 
saying that if the epigram was a good one he would be delighted to hear it, 
whereupon he recited to him the epigram that he himself had written for 
the Morning Post—which he records as follows:

To the author of the Ancient Mariner

Your poem must eternal be,
Dear sir! It cannot fail,
For ’tis incomprehensible
And without head or tail.

(BL, I, 28n.)

It appears an innocent enough little story, introduced no doubt in order 
to show that Coleridge can not only take a joke against himself but even 
produce one if necessary. There are some strange features, however. The 
first is that the record is not true.7 If one turns up the Morning Post for 
24 January 1800, the poem is there all right, but it is not addressed to the 
author of “The Ancient Mariner” at all. It is entitled “To Mr Pye,” who 
was the current Poet Laureate. Henry James Pye is, in fact, the subject 
of one of the most scathing entries in the Dictionary of National Biogra-
phy, where he is described as “poetaster and poet laureate” and where his 
poems are described as of uniform dullness. As was the custom at the end 
of a century, Pye had produced a “carmen seculare”—literally, a “century 
poem”—and Coleridge’s full title runs “To Mr Pye on his carmen seculare 
(a title which has by various persons who have heard it been thus trans-
lated, ‘A poem an age long’).”

Th e second point worth noting is that it is based on a poem by Lessing, 
the title of which translates as “On the eternity of certain poems.”8 But this 
is something of a red herring, since the idea of the poem (“must be eternal 
because . . .”) is all that Coleridge took: Lessing’s poem is quite diff erent, 
completing the assertion by saying that it must be eternal because there will 
always be poets ready to write such boring stuff .

Th irdly, however, one must ask what the point of the epigram is 
anyway. Why does Coleridge lay such stress on the words “eternal” and 
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“incomprehensible,” words that he actually italicizes in his original Morning 
Post version, and the phrase “without head or tail?”

I have suggested that it is not so much an epigram as a riddle, and for 
an answer to the riddle we need to look elsewhere in his writing. In his fi rst 
major poem, “Th e Eolian Harp,” he embarks on several brilliant intellectual 
speculations and then recoils from them:

For never guiltless may I speak of him,
Th e Incomprehensible! save when with awe
I praise him, and with Faith that inly feels . . . 9

And the word was not idly chosen: within a few months he was writ-
ing to John Edwards: “has not Dr Priestly forgotten that incomprehensibility 
is as necessary an attribute of the First Cause, as Love, or Power, or Intelli-
gence?”10 He was still making a case for the incomprehensibility of the divine 
thirty years later.11 And as for his second point we may turn to one of the 
most interesting letters he ever wrote, to Joseph Cottle on 7 March 1815, 
where he tried to intimate tactfully that he could not think that what Cottle 
was aiming at could very easily be conveyed, continuing,

Th e common end of all narrative, nay of all Poems, is to convert a 
series into a Whole: to make those events, which in real or imagined 
History move on in a strait Line, assume to our Understandings a 
circular motion—the snake with it’s Tail in it’s Mouth. (CL, IV, 545)

He goes on to relate this to the knowledge possessed by the Divine Being, 
who sees Present, Past and Future and whose knowledge will be wholly 
englobed, in a way that human knowledge cannot be. And since the serpent 
with its tail in its mouth is a well-known image for eternity, a narrative 
which achieved that status would be the nearest an artist could get to not 
only to the divine but also to the eternal.

What I am suggesting, in other words, is that when Coleridge wrote 
his poem about Mr. Pye the terms he was using did not make very good 
sense concerning Pye except in a very general way, but they did defi ne the 
qualities that a truly eternal poem would have: it would be, like the divine, 
incomprehensible, yet like the highest form of narrative it would resemble 
the snake with its tail in its mouth, and so would quite literally have neither 
head nor tail. Recently Coleridge himself had published just such a poem. 
It was hard to understand because full of contradictions. One never knows 
just who is in control of the universe in which the Ancient Mariner moves: 
is it the fi gures of Death and the woman “far liker Death than he” who play 
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dice for the Mariner’s fate, or is it the Spirit that bideth by himself in the 
land of mist of snow and who loved the bird who loved the man who shot 
him with his bow? And if one is looking for poetic justice why is it that, as 
Leslie Stephen pointed out long ago, the Mariner, who, after all, committed 
the crime, is the only one who survives, while his shipmates, who did noth-
ing more than approve his action at one point, die in agonies of thirst?12 Is 
the Mariner’s unquestioning faith in “Mary Queen” and his own kind saint 
enough to account for all that happens? If one looked at the poem with such 
questionings in mind, it was incomprehensible. And yet it was also a narrative 
with its tail in its mouth. Following the Mariner’s act in extremity, an act of 
blessing that came from outside himself, he had, in the strange logic of the 
poem itself, been restored to the country from which he set out and seen it as 
if for the fi rst time:

   is this indeed
Th e light-house top I see?
Is this the Hill? Is this the Kirk?
Is this mine own countrée?

(469–72; CPW, II, 1043)

So if I am right in seeing Coleridge’s poem as a riddle, and if it is here 
read aright, the reason that after twenty years he remembered his poem 
addressed to Mr. Pye as a poem addressed to the author of “The Ancient 
Mariner,” was because he knew at another depth of his mind that it was. As 
an attempt to probe the meaning of things it was incomprehensible, thwart-
ing readers who looked for a satisfactory beginning, a middle and an end, 
yet also giving them a curious sense of provisional satisfaction. The best 
comparison, I suggest, is with one of those designs by M. C. Escher which 
incorporate an impossible geometry. The staircase around the building goes 
on and on for ever, since when one looks at it more carefully the apparent 
rising of each separate f light of steps is thwarted by the overall design. It 
is worrying when one first notices, yet the permanent effect is aesthetically 
pleasing, and one ceases to be concerned at its impossibility.

His considered opinion, many years later, was that it was “a poem of 
pure imagination”; he also said that it “might be excelled but could not be 
imitated” (TT, II, 359). Th is is another riddle. John Sterling argued (TT, II, 
359n.) that it was hard to make sense of the remark, since it would be only too 
easy for poets to try their hands at Gothic tales of the kind; he wondered if 
Coleridge meant simply that it corresponded to his ideal. But I think he may 
have meant something else—that other poets could and perhaps would write 
fi ner imaginative poems, but that no one would ever be in quite the same 
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position to create the kind of poem that he now saw his to be. His apocalypse, 
his revelation, like Words worth’s in the Alps, was that a poem could be at one 
and the same time fraught with contradictions, crossing as it did all the major 
lines of one’s discourse, and yet still be possessed of a remarkable unity—the 
unity, one might say, of its “chant”—so that however incomprehensible it 
might seem once one began asking questions of it it would remain secure in 
the wholeness of its appeal to the three qualities he valued most: light and 
energy and love. In that respect its tail would always be fi rmly disappearing 
into its mouth, giving it unity.

Coleridge had to accept—ruefully, perhaps—that his early readers 
showed no signs of making such connections; yet he could not escape the 
fact that for him its success was the result of his own internal apocalypse, the 
revelation of the very power of the imagination itself. And for any reader who 
was suffi  ciently seized by the attractions of the poem, the same would in some 
sense remain true: its positive qualities and its music would be such as to 
ensure that, contradictions or no, its appeal remained, in some sense, eternal.
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1755 Work begun on the building of the Pantheon in Paris.
1757 Blake born in London on November 28.
1770 Words worth born at Cockermouth in Cumberland on April 7. 

Construction begins on Th omas Jeff erson’s Monticello.
1772 Coleridge born in the vicarage at Ottery, St. Mary, Devonshire, 

on October 21.
1775 American Revolution against England.
1776 American Declaration of Independence written. Th omas Paine 

publishes Common Sense; Adam Smith publishes Wealth of 

Nations. David Hume dies.
1782 Britain negotiates peace with America.
1783 Blake’s Poetical Sketches published.
1787 United States Constitution written.
1788 Byron born in London on January 22.
1789 Blake publishes Book of Th el and Songs of Innocence. French 

Revolution.
1792 Shelley born in Horsham, Sussex on August 4. Mary Woll-

stonecraft publishes A Vindication of the Rights of Women. Louis 
XVI imprisoned with his family; September Massacres in Paris; 

Chronology
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monarchy abolished in France. War of the First Coalition 
begins. (France declares war on Austria and Prussia.)

1793 Reign of Terror; Louis XVI guillotined; France and England 
declare war; Marie Antoinette executed.

1794 Blake publishes Songs of Experience, Europe, and Th e Book of Uri-

zen. Th omas Paine publishes Age of Reason.
1795 Keats born in London on October 31.
1796  Coleridge publishes Poems on Various Subjects.
1798 Words worth and Coleridge publish Lyrical Ballads. War of the 

Second Coalition begins and continues through 1801.
1802 Hostilities between France and England stop.
1803 France and England declare war. Louisiana Purchase is made in 

the United States.
1804 Napolean made emperor. Britain at war with Spain.
1805 War of the Th ird Coalition against France, lasting until 1807.
1807 Words worth publishes Poems in Two Volumes.
1811 Luddite riots.
1812 Byron publishes fi rst two cantos of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage. 

United States and England at war.
1814 Byron publishes Th e Corsair and Lara. France invaded by allies 

of the Fourth Coalition; Paris falls; Napoleon abdicates and is 
exiled. Peace between United States and England.

1815 Words worth publishes Poems. Napoleon returns to France, is 
defeated at Waterloo by allied armies, surrenders, and is exiled.

1816 Coleridge publishes Christabel and Other Poems. Byron pub-
lishes third canto of Childe Harold. Shelley publishes Alastor.

1817 Keats publishes Poems.
1818 Byron publishes Beppo and the fourth canto of Childe Harold. 

Keats publishes Endymion. Karl Marx born.
1819 Words worth publishes Th e Waggoner. Byron publishes cantos 1 

and 2 of Don Juan.
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1820 Shelley publishes Prometheus Unbound. Keats gravely ill with 
tuberculosis; publishes Lamia, Isabella, Th e Eve of St. Agnes, and 

Other Poems. George III dies. Friedrich Engels born.
1821 Keats dies on February 23. Byron publishes Cain and cantos 3, 

4, and 5 of Don Juan. Shelley publishes Adonais. Napolean dies.
1822 Shelley drowns on July 8.
1823 Byron publishes cantos 6 to 14 of Don Juan. Monroe Doctrine 

proclaimed.
1824 Byron publishes cantos 15 to 16 of Don Juan; dies on April 19. 

Shelley’s Posthumous Poems published.
1827 Blake dies on August 12.
1828 Coleridge’s Poetical Works published.
1832 Édouard Manet born.
1834 Coleridge dies on July 25.
1840 Claude Monet born.
1841 Auguste Renoir born.
1843 Words worth becomes poet laureate of England.
1850 Words worth dies on April 23. Posthumously Th e Prelude is pub-

lished in fourteen books.
1853 Vincent van Gogh born.
1861 Work begun on Th e Opéra in Paris, epitomizing the fi nal phase 

of romantic architecture.
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