
The perception of matter is made the common sense, and for cause. This was the cradle, this the go-
cart, of the human child. We must learn the homely laws of fire and water; we must feed, wash, plant,
build, These are ends of necessity, and first in the order of Nature. Poverty, frost, famine, disease, debt,
are the beadles and guardsmen that hold us to common sense. The intellect, yielded up to itself, cannot
supersede this tyrannic necessity. The restraining grace of common sense is the mark of all the valid
minds, --of Æsop, Aristotle, Alfred, Luther, Shakspeare, Cervantes,Franklin, Napoleon. The common

I. Poetry and Imagination

But over all his crowning grace,
Wherefor thanks God his daily praise,
Is the purging of his eye
To see the people of the sky:
From blue mount and headland dim
Friendly hands stretch forth to him,
Him they beckon, him advise
Of heavenlier prosperities
And a more excelling grace
And a truer bosom-glow
Than the wine-fed feasters know.
They turn his heart from lovely maids,
And make the darlings of the earth
Swainish, coarse and nothing worth:
Teach him gladly to postpone
Pleasures to another stage
Beyond the scope of human age,
Freely as task at eve undone
Waits unblamed to-morrow’s sun.

FOR Fancy’s gift
Can mountains life;
The Muse can knit
What is past, what is done,
With the web that’s just begun;
Making free with time and size,
Dwindles here, there magnifies,
Swells a rain-drop to a tun;
So to repeat
No word or feat
Crowds in a day the sum of ages,
And blushing Love outwits the sages.



sense which does not meddle with the absolute, but takes things at their word,--things as they appear,--
believes in the existence of matter, not because we can touch it or conceive of it, but because it agrees
with ourselves, and the universe does not jest with us, but is in earnest, is the house of health and life.
In spite of all the joys of poets and the joys of saints, the most imaginative and abstracted person never
makes with impunity the least mistake in this particular,--never tries to kindle his oven with water, nor
carries a torch into a powder-mill. Nor seizes his wild charger by the tail. We should nor pardon the
blunder in another, nor endure it in ourselves.

But whilst we deal with this as finality, early hints are given that we are not to stay here, that we must
be making ready to go,--a warning that this magnificent hotel and conveniency we call Nature is not
final. First innuendoes, then broad hints, then smart taps are given, suggesting that nothing stands still
in Nature but death; that the creation is on wheels, in transit, always passing into something else,
streaming into something higher; that matter is not what it appears:--that chemistry can blow it all into
gas. Faraday, the most exact of natural philosophers taught that when we should arrive at the monads,
or primordial elements (the supposed little cubes or prisms of which all matter was built up), we
should not find cubes, or prisms, or atoms, at all but spherules of force. It was whispered that the
globes of the universe were precipitates of something more subtle; nay, somewhat was murmured in
our ear that dwindled astronomy into a toy:--that too was no finality; only provisional, a makeshift:
that under chemistry was power and purpose: power and purpose ride on matter to the last atom. It was
steeped in thought, did everywhere express thought; that, as great conquerors have burned their ships
when once they were landed on the wished-for shore, so the noble house of Nature we inhabit has
temporary uses, and we can afford to leave it one day. The ends of all are moral, and therefore the
beginnings are such. Thin or solid, everything is in flight. I believe this conviction makes the charm of
chemistry.--that we have the same avoirdupois matter in an alembic without a vestige of the old form;
and in animal transformation not less, as in grub and fly, in egg and bird, in embryo and man;
everything undressing and stealing away from its old into new form and nothing fast but those
invisible cords which we call laws, on which all is strung. Then we see that things wear different
names and faces but belong to one family: that the secret cords or laws show their well-known virtue
through every variety, be it animal, or plant, or planet, and the interest is gradually transferred from the
forms to the lurking method.

This hint, however conveyed, upsets our politics, trade, customs, marriages, nay, the common sense
side of religion and literature which are all founded on low nature,--on the clearest and most
economical mode of administering the material world, considered as final, The admission, never so
covertly that this is a makeshift, sets the dullest brain in ferment: our little sir, from his first tottering
steps, as soon as he can crow, does not like to be practised upon, suspects that some one is "doing"
him, and at this alarm everything is compromised; gunpowder is laid under every man's breakfast-
table,

But whilst the man is startled by this closer inspection of the laws of matter, his attention is called to
the independent action of the mind; its strange suggestions and laws; a certain tyranny which springs
up in his own thoughts, which have an order, method and beliefs of their own, very different from the
order which this common sense uses.

Suppose there were in the ocean certain strong currents which drove a ship, caught in them, with a
force that no skill of sailing with the best wind, and no strength of oars, or sail,. or steam, could make
any head against, any more than against the current of Niagara Such currents, so tyrannical, exist:in
thoughts, those finest and subtlest of all waters, that as soon once thought begins, it refuses to



remember whose brain it belongs to; what country, tradition or religion; and goes whirling off--swim
we merrily--in a: direction self·chosen, by law of thought and not by law of kitchen clock or county
committee. It has its own polarity. One of these vortices or self-directions of thought is the impulse to
search resemblance, affinity, identity, in all its objects, and hence our science, from its rudest to its
most refined theories.

The electric word pronounced by John Hunter a hundred years ago, arrested and progressive
development, indicating the way upward from the invisible protoplasm to the highest organisms, gave
the poetic key to Natural Science, of which the theories of Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, of Oken, of Goethe,
of Agassiz and Owen and Darwin in zoölogy and botany, are the fruits,a hint whose power is not yet
exhausted, showing unity and perfect order in physics.

The hardest chemist, the severest analyzer, scornful of all but dryest fact, is forced to keep the poetic
curve of Nature, and his result is like a myth of Theocritus. All multiplicity rushes to be resolved into
unity. Anatomy, osteology, exhibit arrested or progressive ascent in each kind; the lower pointing to
the higher forms, the higher to the highest, from the fluid in an elastic sack from radiate, mollusk,
articulate, vertebrate, up to man; as if the whole animal world were only a Hunterian museum to
exhibit the genesis of mankind.

Identity by law, perfect order in physics, perfect parallelism between the laws of Nature and the laws
of thought exist. In botany we have the like, the poetic perception of metamorphosis.-- that the: same
vegetable point or eye which is the unit of the plant can be transformed at pleasure into every part, as
bract, leaf, petal, stamen, pistil or seed.

In geology, what a useful hint was given to the early inquirers on seeing in the possession of Professor
Playfair a bough of a fossil tree which was perfect woo; at one end and perfect mineral coal at the
other. Natural objects, if individually described and out of connection, are not yet known, since they
are really parts of a symmetrical universe, like words of a sentence; and if their true order is found, the
poet can read their divine significance orderly as in a Bible. Each animal or vegetable form remembers
the next inferior and predicts the next higher.

There is one animal, one plant, one matter and one force. The laws of light and of heat translate each
other;--so do the laws of sound and of color; and so galvanism, electricity and magnetism are varied
forms of the selfsame energy. While the student ponders this immense unity, he observes that all things
in Nature, the animals, the mountain, the river, the seasons, wood, iron, stone, vapor, have a
mysterious relation to his thoughts and his life; their growths, decays, quality and use so curiously
resemble himself, in parts and in wholes, that he is compelled to speak by means of them. His words
and his thoughts are framed by their help. Every noun is an image. Nature gives him, sometimes in a
flattered likeness, sometimes in caricature, a copy of every humor and shade in his character and mind.
The world is an immense picture-book of every passage in human life. Every object he beholds is the
mask of a man.

"The privates of man's heart
They speken and sound in his ear
As the' they loud winds were;"



for the universe is full of their echoes.

Every correspondence we observe in mind and matter suggests a substance older and deeper than
either of these old nobilities. We see the law gleaming through, like the sense of a half-translated ode
of Hafiz. The poet who plays with it with most boldness best justifies himself; is most profound and
most devout. Passion adds eyes; is a magnifying-glass. Sonnets of lovers are mad enough, but are
valuable to the philosopher, as are prayers of saints, for their potent symbolism.

Science was false by being unpoetical. It assumed to explain a reptile or mollusk, and isolated it,--
which is hunting for life in graveyards. Reptile or mollusk or man or angel only exists in system, in
relation. The metaphysician, the poet, only sees each animal form as an inevitable step in the path of
the creating mind. The Indian, the hunter, the boy with his pets, have sweeter knowledge of these than
the savant. We use semblances of logic until experience puts us in possession of real logic. The poet
knows the missing link by the joy it gives. The poet gives us the eminent experiences only,--a god
stepping from peak to peak, nor planting his foot but on a mountain.

Science does not know its debt to imagination. Goethe did not believe that a great naturalist could exist
without this faculty. He was himself conscious of its help, which made him a prophet among the
doctors. From this vision he gave brave hints to the zoölogist, the botanist and the optician.

Poetry.--The primary use of a fact Is low; the secondary use, as it is a figure or illustration of my
thought, is the real worth. First the fact; second its impression, or what I think of it. Hence Nature was
called "a kind of adulterated reason." Seas, forests, metals, diamonds and fossils interest the eye, but 't
is only with some preparatory or predicting charm. Their value to the intellect appears only when I
hear their meaning made plain in the spiritual truth they cover. The mind, penetrated with its sentiment
or its thought, projects it outward on whatever it beholds. The lover sees reminders of his mistress in
every beautiful object; the saint, an argument for devotion in every natural process; and the facility
with which Nature lends itself to the thoughts of man, the aptness with which a river, a flower, a bird,
fire, day or night, can express his fortunes, is as if the world were only a disguised man, and, with a
change of form, rendered to him all his experience. We cannot utter a sentence in sprightly
conversation without a similitude. Note our incessant use of the word like, like fire, like a rock, like
thunder, like a bee, "like a year without a spring." Conversation is not permitted without tropes;
nothing but great weight in things can afford a quite literal speech. It is ever enlivened by inversion
and trope. God himself does not speak prose, but communicates with us by hints, omens, inference and
dark resemblances in objects lying all around us.

Nothing so marks a man as imaginative expressions. A figurative statement arrests attention, and is
remembered and repeated. How often has a phrase of this kind made a reputation. Pythagoras's Golden
Sayings were such, and Socrates's, and Mirabeau's, and Burke's, and Bonaparte's. Genius thus makes
the transfer from one part of Nature to a remote part, and betrays the rhymes and echoes that pole
makes with pole. Imaginative minds cling to their images, and do not wish them rashly rendered into
prose reality, as children resent your showing them that their doll Cinderella is nothing but pine wood
and rags; and my young scholar does not wish to know what the leopard, the wolf, or Lucia, signify in
Dante's Inferno, but prefers to keep their veils on. Mark the delight of an audience in an image. When
some familiar truth or fact appears in a new dress, mounted as on a fine horse, equipped with a grand
pair of ballooning wings, we cannot enough testify our surprise and pleasure. It is like the new virtue



shown in some unprized old property, as when a boy finds that his pocket-knife will attract steel filings
and take up a needle; or when the old horse-block in the yard is found to be a Torso Hercules of the
Phidian age. Vivacity of expression may indicate this high gift, even when the thought is of no great
scope, as when Michael Angelo, praising the terra cottas, said, "If this earth were to become marble,
woe to the antiques!" A happy symbol is a sort of evidence that your thought is just. I had rather have a
good symbol of my thought, or a good analogy, than the suffrage of Kant or Plate. If you agree with
me, or if Locke or Montesquieu agree, I may yet be wrong; but if the elm-tree thinks the same thing, if
running water, if burning coal, if crystals, if alkalies, in their several fashions say what I say, it must be
true. Thus a good symbol is the best argument, and is a missionary to persuade thousands. The Vedas,
the Edda, the Koran, are each remembered by their happiest figure. There is no more welcome gift to
men than a new symbol. That satiates, transports, converts them. They assimilate themselves to it, deal
with it in all ways, and it will last a hundred years. Then comes a new genius, and brings another. Thus
the Greek mythology called the sea "the tear of Saturn." The return of the soul to God was described as
"a flask of water broken in the sea." Saint John gave us the Christian figure of "souls washed in the
blood of Christ." The aged Michael Angelo indicates his perpetual study as in boyhood,-- "I carry my
satchel still." Machiavel described the papacy as "a stone inserted in the body of Italy to keep the
wound open." To the Parliament debating how to tax America, Burke exclaimed, "Shear the wolf."
Our Kentuckian orator said of his dissent from his companion, "I showed him the back of my hand."
And our proverb of the courteous soldier reads: "An iron hand in a velvet glove."

This belief that the higher use of the material world is to furnish us types or pictures to express the
thoughts of the mind, is carried to its logical extreme by the Hindoos, who, following Buddha, have
made it the central doctrine of their religion that what we call Nature, the external world, has no real
existence,--is only phenomenal. Youth, age, property, condition, events, persons, --self, even,--are
successive maias (deceptions) through which Vishnu mocks and instructs the soul. I think Hindoo
books the best gymnastics for the mind, as showing treatment. All European libraries might almost be
read without the swing of this gigantic arm being suspected. But these Orientals deal with worlds and
pebbles freely.

For the value of a trope is that the hearer is one: and indeed Nature itself is a vast trope, and ail
particular natures are tropes. As the bird alights on the bough, then plunges into the air again, so the
thoughts of God pause but for a moment in any form. All thinking is analogizing, and it is the use of
life to learn metonymy. The endless passing of one element into new forms, the incessant
metamorphosis, explains the rank which the imagination holds in our catalogue of mental powers. The
imagination is the reader of these forms. The poet accounts all productions and changes of Nature as
the nouns of language, uses them representatively, too well pleased with their ulterior to value much
their primary meaning. Every new object so seen gives a shock of agreeable surprise. The impressions
on the imagination make the great days of life: the book, the landscape or the personality which did not
stay on the surface of the eye or ear but penetrated to the inward sense, agitates us, and is not forgotten.
Walking, working or talking, the sole question is how many strokes are drawn quite through from
matter to spirit; for whenever you enunciate a natural law you discover that you have enunciated a law
of the mind. Chemistry, geology, hydraulics, are secondary science. The atomic theory is only an
interior process produced, as geometers say, or the effect of a foregone metaphysical theory.
Swedenborg saw gravity to be only an external of the irresistible attractions of affection and faith.
Mountains and oceans we think we understand;--yes, so long as they are contented to be such, and are
safe with the geologist,--but when they are melted in Promethean alembics and come out men, and
then, melted again, come out words, without any abatement, but with an exaltation of power!



In poetry we say we require the miracle. The bee flies among the flowers, and gets mint and marjoram,
and generates a new product, which is not mint and marjoram, but honey; the chemist mixes hydrogen
and oxygen to yield a new product, which is not these, but water; and the poet listens to conversation
and beholds all objects in Nature, to give back, not them, but a new and transcendent whole.

Poetry is the perpetual endeavor to express the spirit of the thing, to pass the brute body and search the
life and reason which causes it to exist;--to see that the object is always flowing away, whilst the spirit
or necessity which causes it subsists. Its essential mark is that it betrays in every word instant activity
of mind, shown in new uses of every fact and image, in preternatural quickness or perception of
relations. All its words are poems. It is a presence of mind that gives a miraculous command of all
means of uttering the thought and feeling of the moment. The poet squanders on the hour an amount of
life that would more than furnish the seventy years of the man that stands next him.

The term "genius," when used with emphasis, implies imagination; use of symbols, figurative speech.
A deep insight will always, like Nature, ultimate its thought in a thing. As soon as a man masters a
principle and sees his facts in relation to it, fields, waters, skies, offer to clothe his thoughts in images.
Then all men understand him; Parthian, Mede, Chinese, Spaniard and Indian hear their own tongue.
For he can now find symbols of universal significance, which are readily rendered into any dialect; as
a painter, a sculptor, a musician, can in their several ways express the same sentiment of anger, or love,
or religion.

The thoughts are few, the forms many; the large vocabulary or many-colored coat of the indigent
unity. The savans are chatty and vain, but hold them hard to principle and definition, and they become
mute and near-sighted. What is motion? what is beauty! what is matter! what is life! what is force?
Push them hard and they will not be loquacious. They will come to Plato, Procleus and Swedenborg.
The invisible and imponderable is the sole fact. "Why changes not the violet earth into musk?" What is
the term of the ever-flowing metamorphosis? I do not know what are the stoppages, but I see that a
devouring unity changes all into that which changes not.

The act of imagination is ever attended by pure delight. It infuses a certain volatility and intoxication
into all Nature. It has a flute which sets the atoms of our frame in a dance. Our indeterminate size is a
delicious secret which it reveals to us. The mountains begin to dislimn, and float in the air. In the
presence and conversation of a true poet, teeming with images to express his enlarging thought, his
person, his form, grows larger to our fascinated eyes. And thus begins that deification which all
nations have made of their heroes in every kind,--saints, poets, lawgivers and warriors.

Imagination.--Whilst common sense looks at things or visible Nature as real and final facts, poetry, or
the imagination which dictates it, is a second sight, looking through these, and using them as types or
words for thoughts which they signify. Or is this belief a metaphysical whim of modern times, and
quite too refined? On the contrary, it is as old as the human mind. Our best definition of poetry is one
of the oldest sentences, and claims to come down to us from the Chaldean Zoroaster, who wrote it
thus: "Poets are standing transporters, whose employment consists in speaking to the Father and to
matter; in producing apparent imitations of unapparent natures, and inscribing things unapparent in the
apparent fabrication of the world;" in other words, the world exists for thought: it is to make appear
things which hide: mountains, crystals, plants, animals, are seen; that which makes them is not seen:
these, then, are "apparent copies of unapparent natures." Bacon expressed the same sense in his



definition, ''Poetry accommodates the shows of things to the desires of the mind;" and Swedenborg,
when he said, "There is nothing existing in human thought, even though relating to the most
mysterious tenet of faith, but has combined with it a natural and sensuous image." And again: "Names,
countries, nations, and the like are not at all known to those who are in heaven; they have no idea of
such things, but of the realities signified thereby." A symbol always stimulates the intellect; therefore
is poetry ever the best reading. The very design of imagination is to domesticate us in another, in a
celestial nature.

This power is in the image because this power is in Nature. It so affects, because it so is. All that is
wondrous in Swedenborg is not his invention, but his extraordinary perception;--that he was
necessitated so to see. The world realizes the mind. Better than images is seen through them. The
selection of the image is no more arbitrary than the power and significance of the image. The selection
must follow fate. Poetry, if perfected, is the only verity; is the speech of man after the real, and not
after the apparent.

Or shall we say that the imagination exists by sharing the ethereal currents? The poet contemplates the
central identity, sees it undulate and roll this way and that with divine flowings, through remotest
things; and, following it, can detect essential resemblances in natures never before compared. He can
class them so audaciously because he is sensible of the sweep of the celestial stream, from which
nothing is exempt. His own body is a fleeing apparition,--his personality as fugitive as the trope he
employs. In certain hours we can almost pass our hand through our own body. I think the use or value
of poetry to be the suggestion it affords of the flux or fugaciousness of the poet. The mind delights in
measuring itself thus with matter, with history, and flouting both. A thought, any thought, pressed,
followed, opened, dwarfs matter, custom, and all but itself. But this second sight does not necessarily
impair the primary or common sense. Pindar, and Dante, yes, and the gray and timeworn sentences of
Zoroaster, may all be parsed, though we do not parse them. The poet has a logic, though it be subtile.
He observes higher laws than he transgresses. "Poetry must first be good sense, though it is something
better."

This union of first and second sight reads Nature to the end of delight and of moral use. Men are
imaginative, but not overpowered by it to the extent of confounding its suggestions with external facts.
We live in both spheres, and must not mix them. Genius certifies its entire possession of its thought, by
translating it into a fact which perfectly represents it, and is hereby education, Charles James Fox
thought "Poetry the great refreshment of the human mind, the only thing, after all; that men first found
out they had minds, by making and tasting poetry."

Man runs about restless and in pain when his condition or the objects about him do not fully match his
thought. He wishes to be rich, to be old, to be young, that things may obey him. In the ocean, in fire, in
the sky, in the forest, he finds facts adequate and as large as he. As his thoughts are deeper than he can
fathom, so also are these. It is easier to read Sanscrit, to decipher the arrow-head character, than to
interpret these familiar sights. It is even much to name them, Thus Thomson's Seasons and the best
parts of many old and many new poets are simply enumerations by a person who felt the beauty of the
common sights and sounds, without any attempt to draw a moral or affix a meaning.

The poet discovers that what men value as substances have a higher value as symbols; that Nature is
the immense shadow of man. A man's action is only a picture-book of his creed. He does after what he
believes. Your condition, your employment, is the fable of you. The world is thoroughly



anthropomorphized, as if it had passed through the body and mind of man, and taken his mould and
form. Indeed, good poetry is always personification, and heightens every species of force in Nature by
giving it a human volition. We are advertised that there is nothing to which man is not related; that
every thing is convertible into every other. The staff in his hand is the radius vector of the sun. The
chemistry of this is the chemistry of that. Whatever one act we do, whatever one thing we learn, we are
doing and learning all things,--marching in the· direction of universal power. Every healthy mind is a
true Alexander or Sesostris, building a universal monarchy.

The senses imprison us, and we help them with metres as limitary,--with a pair of scales and a foot-
rule and a clock. How long it took to find out what a day was, or what this sun, that makes days! It cost
thousands of years only to make the motion of the earth suspected. Slowly, by comparing thousands of
observations, there dawned on some mind a theory of the sun,--and we found the astronomical fact.
But the astronomy is in the mind: the senses affirm that the earth stands still and the sun moves. The
senses collect the surface facts of matter. The intellect acts on these brute reports, and obtains from
them results which are the essence or intellectual form of the experiences. It compares, distributes,
generalizes and uplifts them into its own sphere. It knows that these transfigured results are not the
brute experiences, just as souls in heaven are not the red bodies they once animated. Many
transfigurations have befallen them. The atoms of the body were once nebulae, then rock, then loam,
then corn, then chyme, then chyle, then blood; and now the beholding and co-energizing mind sees the
same refining and ascent to the third, the seventh or the tenth power of the daily accidents which the
senses report, and which make the raw material of knowledge. It was sensation; when memory came, it
was experience; when mind acted, it was knowledge; when mind acted on it as knowledge, it was
thought.

This metonymy, or seeing the same sense in things so diverse, gives a pure pleasure. Every one of a
million times we find a charm in the metamorphosis. It makes us dance and sing. All men are so far
poets. When people tell me they do not relish poetry, and bring me Shelley, or Aikin's Poets, or I know
not what volumes of rhymed English, to show that it has no charm, I am quite of their mind. But this
dislike of the books only proves their liking of poetry. For they relish Æsop,--cannot forget him, or not
use him; bring them Homer's Iliad, and they like that; or the Cid, and that rings well; read to them from
Chaucer, and they reckon him an honest fellow. Lear and Macbeth and Richard III. they know pretty
well without guide. Give them Robin Hood's ballads or Griselda, or Sir Andrew Barton, or Sir Patrick
Spens, or Chevy Chase, or Tam O'Shanter, and they like these well enough. They like to see statues;
they like to name the stars; they like to talk and hear of Jove, Apollo, Minerva, Venus and the Nine.
See how tenacious we are of the old names. They like poetry without knowing it as such. They like to
go to the theatre and be made to weep; to Faneuil Hall, and be taught by Otis, Webster, or Kossuth, or
Phillips, what great hearts they have, what tears, what new possible enlargements to their narrow
horizons. They like to see sunsets on the hills or on a lake shore. Now a cow does not gaze at the
rainbow, or show or affect any interest in the landscape, or a peacock, or the song of thrushes.

Nature is the true idealist. When she serves us best, when, on rare days, she speaks to the imagination,
we feel that the huge heaven and earth are but a web drawn around us, that the light, skies and
mountains are but the painted vicissitudes of the soul. Who has heard our hymn in the churches
without accepting the truth,--



Of course, when we describe man as poet, and credit him with the triumphs of the art, we speak of the
potential or ideal man,--not found now in any one person. You must go through a city or a nation, and
find one faculty here, one there, to build the true poet withal. Yet all men know the portrait when it is
drawn, and it is part of religion to believe its possible incarnation,

He is the healthy, the wise, the fundamental, the manly man, seer of the secret; against all the
appearance he sees and reports the truth, namely that the soul generates matter. And poetry is the only
verity,--the expression of a sound mind speaking after the ideal, and not after the apparent. As a power
it is the perception of the symbolic character of things, and the treating them as representative: as a
talent it is a magnetic tenaciousness of an image, and by the treatment demonstrating that this pigment
of thought is as palpable and objective to the poet as is the ground on which he stands, or the walls of
houses about him. And this power appears in Dante and Shakspeare. In some individuals this insight or
second sight has an extraordinary reach which compels our wonder, as in Behmen, Swedenborg and
William Blake the painter.

William Blake, whose abnormal genius, Wordsworth said, interested him more than the conversation
of Scott or of Byron, writes thus: "He who does not imagine in stronger and better lineaments and in
stronger and better light than his perishing mortal eye can see, does not imagine at all. The painter of
this work asserts that all his imaginations appear to him infinitely more perfect and more minutely
organized than anything seen by his mortal eye. . . .I assert for myself that I do not behold the outward
creation, and that to me it would be a hindrance, and not action. I question not my corporeal eye any
more than I would question a window concerning a sight. I look through it, and not with it."

It is a problem of metaphysics to define the province of Fancy and Imagination. The words are often
used, and the things confounded. Imagination respects the cause. It is the vision of an inspired soul
reading arguments and affirmations in all Nature of that which it is driven to say. But as soon as this
soul is released a little from its passion, and at leisure plays with the resemblances and types, for
amusement, and not for its moral end, we call its action Fancy. Lear, mad with his affliction, thinks
every man who suffers must have the like cause with his own. "What, have his daughters brought him
to this pass!" But when, his attention being diverted, his mind rests from this thought, he becomes
fanciful with Tom, playing with the superficial resemblances of objects. Bunyan, in pain for his soul,
wrote Pilgrim's Progress; Quarles, after he was quite cool, wrote Emblems.

Imagination 'is central; fancy, superficial. Fancy relates to surface, in which a great part of life lies.
The lover is rightly said to fancy the hair, eyes, complexion of the maid. Fancy is a wilful, imagination
a spontaneous act; fancy, a play as with dolls and puppets which we choose to call men and women;
imagination, a perception and affirming of a real relation between a thought and some material fact.
Fancy amuses; imagination expands and exalts us. Imagination uses an organic classification. Fancy
joins by accidental resemblance, surprises and amuses the idle, but is silent in the presence of great
passion and action. Fancy aggregates; imagination animates. Fancy is related to color; imagination, to
form. Fancy paints; imagination sculptures.

"As o'er our heads the seasons roll, 
And soothe with change of bliss the soul?"



Veracity.--I do not wish, therefore, to find that my poet is not partaker of the feast he spreads, or that
he would kindle or amuse me with that which does not kindle or amuse him. He must believe in his
poetry. Homer, Milton, Hafiz, Herbert, Swedenborg, Wordsworth, are heartily enamoured of their
sweet thoughts. Moreover, they know that this correspondence of things to thoughts is far deeper than
they can penetrate,--defying adequate expression; that it is elemental, or in the core of things. Veracity
therefore is that which we require in poets,--that they shall say how it was with them, and not what
might be said. And the fault of our popular poetry is that it is not sincere.

"What news!" asks man of man everywhere. The only teller of news is the poet. When he sings, the
world listens with the assurance that now a secret of God is to be spoken. The right poetic mood is or
makes a more complete sensibility, piercing the outward fact to the meaning of the fact; shows a
sharper insight: and the perception creates the strong expression of it as the man who sees his way
walks in it.

lt is a rule in eloquence, that the moment the orator loses command of his audience, the audience
commands him. So in poetry, the master rushes to deliver his thought, and the words and images fly to
him to express it; whilst colder moods are forced to respect the ways of saying it, and insinuate, or, as
it were, muffle the fact to suit the poverty or caprice of their expression, so that they only hint the
matter, or allude to it, being unable to fuse and mould their words and images to fluid obedience. See
how Shakspeare grapples at once with the main problem of the tragedy, as in Lear and Macbeth, and
the opening of the Merchant of Venice.

All writings must be in a degree exoteric written to a human should or would, instead of to the fatal is:
this holds even of the bravest and sincerest writers. Every writer is a skater, and must go partly where
he would, and partly where the skates carry him; or a sailor, who can only land where sails can be
blown. And yet it is to be added that high poetry exceeds the fact, or Nature itself, just as skates allow
the good skater far more grace than his best walking would show, or sails more than riding. The poet
writes from a real experience, the amateur feigns one. Of course one draws the bow with his fingers
and the other with the strength of his body; one speaks with his lips and the other with a chest voice.
Talent amuses, but if your verse has not a necessary and autobiographic basis, though under whatever
gay poetic veils, it shall not waste my time.

For poetry is faith. To the poet the world is virgin soil; all is practicable; the men are ready for virtue;
it is always time to do right. He is a true re-commencer, or Adam in the garden again. He affirms the
applicability of the ideal law to this moment and the present knot of affairs. Parties, lawyers and men
of the world will invariably dispute such an application, as romantic and dangerous: they admit the
general truth, but they and their affair always constitute a case in bar of the statute. Free trade, they
concede, is vary well as a principle, but it is never quite the time for its adoption without prejudicing
actual interests. Chastity, they admit, is very well,--but then think of Mirabeau's passion and
temperament! Eternal laws are very well, which admit no violation,--but so extreme were the times
and manners of mankind, that you must admit miracles, for the times constituted a case. Of course, we
know what you say, that legends are found in all tribes,--but this legend is different. And so
throughout; the poet affirms the laws, prose busies itself with exceptions,-- with the local and
individual.



l require that the poem should impress me so that after I have shut the book it shall recall me to itself,
or that passages should. And inestimable is the criticism of memory as a corrective to first impressions.
We are dazzled at first by new words and brilliancy of color, which occupy the fancy and deceive the
judgment. But all this is easily forgotten. Later, the thought, the happy image which expressed it and
which was a true experience of the poet, recurs to mind, and sends me back in search of the book. And
I wish that the poet should foresee this habit of readers, and omit all but the important passages;
Shakspeare is made up of important passages, like Damascus steel made up of old nails. Homer has his
own,--"One omen is best, to fight for one's country;"

and again, -

Write, that I may know you. Style betrays you, as your eyes do. We detect at once by it whether the
writer has a firm grasp on his fact or thought,-- exists at the moment for that alone, or whether he has
one eye apologizing, deprecatory, turned on his reader. In proportion always to his possession of his
thought is his defiance of his readers. There is no choice of words for him who clearly sees the truth.
That provides him with the best word.

Great design belongs to a poem, and is better than any skill of execution,-- but how rare! I find it in the
poems of Wordsworth,--Laodamia, and the Ode to Dion, and the plan of The Recluse. We want
design, and do not forgive the bards if they have only the art of enamelling. We want an architect, and
they bring us an upholsterer.

If your subject do not appear to you the flower of the world at this moment, you have not rightly
chosen it. No matter what it is, grand or gay, national or private, if it has a natural prominence to you,
work away until you come to the heart of it: then it will, though it were a sparrow or a spider-web, as
fully represent the central law and draw all tragic or joyful illustration, as if it were the book of
Genesis or the book of Doom. The subject--we must so often say it--is indifferent. Any word, every
word in language, every circumstance, becomes poetic in the hands of a higher thought,

The test or measure of poetic genius Is the power to read the poetry of affairs,--to fuse the
circumstance of today: not to use Scott's antique superstitions, or Shakspeare's, but to convert those of
the nineteenth century and of the existing nations into universal symbols. 'T is easy to repaint the
mythology of the Creeks, or of the Catholic Church, the feudal castle, the crusade, the martyrdoms of
medieval Europe: but to point out where the same creative force is now working in our own houses
and public assemblies; to convert the vivid energies acting at this hour in New York and Chicago and
San Francisco into universal symbols, requires a subtile and commanding thought. 'T is boyish in
Swedenborg to cumber himself with the dead scurf of Hebrew antiquity, as if the Divine creative
energy had fainted in his own century. American life storms about us daily, and is slow to find a
tongue. This contemporary insight is transubstantiation, the conversion of daily bread into the holiest
symbols; and every man would be a poet if his intellectual digestion were perfect. The test of the poet
is the power to take the passing day, with its news, its cares, its fears, as he shares them, and hold it up
to a divine reason, till he sees it to have a purpose and beauty, and to be related to astronomy and
history and the eternal order of the world. Then the dry twig blossoms in his hand. He is calmed and

"They heal their griefs, for curable are the hearts of the noble."



elevated.

The use of "occasional poems" is to give leave to originality. Every one delights in the felicity
frequently shown in our drawing-rooms. In a game-party or picnic poem each writer is released from
the solemn rhythmic traditions which alarm and suffocate his fancy, and the result is that one of the
partners offers a poem in a new style that hints at a new literature. Yet the writer holds it cheap, and
could do the like all day. On the stage, the farce is commonly far better given than the tragedy, as the
stock actors understand the farce, and do not understand the tragedy. The writer in the parlor has more
presence of mind, more wit and fancy, more play of thought, on the incidents that occur at table or
about the house, than in the politics of Germany or Rome. Many of the fine poems of Herrick; Jonson
and their contemporanes had this casual origin.

l know there is entertainment and room for talent in the artist's selection of ancient or remote subjects;
as when the poet goes to India, or to Rome, or to Persia, for his fable. But I believe nobody knows
better than he that herein he consults his ease rather than his strength or his desire. He is very well
convinced that the great moments of life are those in which his own house, his own body, the tritest
and nearest ways and words and things have been illuminated into prophets and teachers. What else is
it to be a poet! What are his garland and singing-robes! What but a sensibility so keen that the scent of
an elder-blow or the timber-yard and corporation-works of a nest of pismires is event enough for
him,--all emblems and personal appeals to him. His wreath and robe is to do what he enjoys;
emancipation from other men's questions, and glad study of his own; escape from the gossip and
routine of society, and the allowed right and practice of making better. He does not give his hand, but
in sign of giving his heart; he is not affable with all, but silent, uncommitted or in love, as his heart
leads him. There is no subject that does not belong to him, politics, economy, manufactures and stock-
brokerage, as much as sunsets and souls; only, these things, placed in their true order, are poetry;
displaced, or put in kitchen order, they are unpoetic. Malthus is the right organ of the English
proprietors; but we shall never understand political economy until Burns or Béranger or some poet
shall teach it in songs, and he will not teach Malthusianism.

Poetry is the gai science. The trait and test of the poet is that he builds, adds and affirms. The critic
destroys: the poet says nothing but what helps somebody; let others be distracted with cares, he is
exempt. All their pleasures are tinged with pain. All his pains are edged with pleasure. The gladness he
imparts he shares. As one of the old Minnesinger sung,--

Poetry is the consolidation of mortal men. They live cabined, cribbed, confined in a narrow and trivial
lot,--in wants, pains, anxieties and superstitions, in profligate politics, in personal animosities, in mean
employments,--and victims of these; and the nobler powers untried, unknown. A poet comes who lifts
the veil; gives them glimpses of the laws of the universe; shows them the circumstance as illusion;
shows that Nature is only a language to express the laws, which are grand and beautiful;-and lets them,
by his songs, into some of the realities. Socrates, the Indian teachers of the Maia, the Bibles of the
nations, Shakspeare, Milton, Hafiz, Ossian, the Welsh Bards;--these all deal with Nature and history as
means and symbols, and not as ends. With such guides they begin to see that what they had called

"Oft have I heard, and now believe it true, 
Whom man delights in, God delights in too."



pictures are realities, and the mean life is pictures. And this is achieved by words; for it is a few oracles
spoken by perceiving men that are the texts on which religions and states are founded. And this
perception has at once its moral sequence. Ben Jonson said, "The principal end of poetry is to inform
men in the just reason of living."

Creation.--But there is a third step which poetry takes, and which seems higher than the others,
namely, creation, or ideas taking forms of their own,-- when the poet invents the fable, and invents the
language which his heroes speak. He reads in the word or action of the man its yet untold results. His
inspiration is power to carry out and complete the metamorphosis, which, in the imperfect kinds
arrested for ages, in the perfecter proceeds rapidly in the same individual. For poetry is science, and
the poet a truer logician. Men in the courts or in the street think themselves logical and the poet
whimsical. Do they think there is chance or wilfulness in what he sees and tells? To be sure, we
demand of him what he demands of himself,-- veracity, first of all. But with that, he is the lawgiver, as
being an exact reporter of the essential law. He knows that he did not make his thought,--no, his
thought made him, and made the sun and the stars. Is the solar system good art and architecture? the
same wise achievement is in the human brain also, can you only wile it from interference and marring.
We cannot look at works of art but they teach us how near man is to creating. Michael Angelo is
largely filed with the Creator that made and makes men. How much of the original craft remains in
him, and he a mortal man! In him and the like perfecter brains the instinct is resistless, knows the right
way, is melodious, and at all points divine, The reason we set so high a value on any poetry,--as often
on a line or a phrase as on a poem,--is that it is a new work of Nature, as a man is. It must be as new as
foam and as old as the rock. But a new verse comes once in a hundred years; therefore Pindar, Hafiz,
Dante, speak so proudly of what seems to the clown a jingle.

The writer, like the priest, must be exempted from secular labor. His work needs a frolic health; he
must be at the top of his condition. In that prosperity he is sometimes caught up into a perception of
means and materials, of feats and fine arts, of fairy machineries and funds of power hitherto utterly
unknown to him, whereby he can transfer his visions to mortal canvas, or reduce them into iambic or
trochaic, into lyric or heroic rhyme. These successes are not less admirable and astonishing to the poet
than they are to his audience. He has seen something which all the mathematics and the best industry
could never bring him unto. Now at this rare elevation above his usual sphere, he has come into new
circulations, the marrow of the world is in his bones, the opulence of forms begins to pour into his
intellect, and he is permitted to dip his brush into the old paint-pot with which birds, flowers, the
human cheek, the living rock, the broad landscape, the ocean and the eternal sky were painted.

These fine fruits of judgment, poesy and sentiment, when once their hour is struck, and the world is
ripe for them, know as well as coarser how to feed and replenish themselves, and maintain their stock
alive, and multiply; for roses and violets renew their race like oaks, and flights of painted moths are as
old as the Alleghanies. The balance of the world is kept, and dewdrop and haze and the pencil of light
are as long-lived as chaos and darkness.

Our science is always abreast of our self-knowledge. Poetry begins, or all becomes poetry, when we
look from the centre outward, and are using all as if the mind made it. That only can we see which we
are, and which we make. The weaver sees gingham; the broker sees the stock-list; the politician, the
ward and county votes; the poet sees the horizon, and the shores of matter lying on the sky, the
interaction of the elements,--- the large effect of laws which correspond to the inward laws which he
knows, and so are but a kind of extension of himself. "The attractions are proportional to the
destinies." Events or things are only the fulfilment of the prediction of the faculties. Better men saw



heavens and earths; saw noble instruments of noble souls. We see railroads, mills and banks, and we
pity the poverty of these dreaming Buddhists. There was as much creative force then as now, but it
made globes and astronomic heavens, instead of broadcloth and wine-glasses.

The poet is enamoured of thoughts and laws. These know their way, and, guided by them, he is
ascending from an interest in visible things to an interest in that which they signify, and from the part
of a: spectator to the part of a maker. And as everything streams and advances, as every faculty and
every desire is procreant, and every perception is a destiny, there is no limit to his hope. "Anything,
child, that the mind covers, from the milk of a cocoa to the throne of the three worlds, thou mayest
obtain, by keeping the law of thy members and the law of thy mind." It suggests that there is higher
poetry than we write or read.

Rightly, poetry is organic. We cannot know things by words and writing, but only by taking a central
position in the universe and living in its forms. We sink to rise:--

All the parts and forms of Nature are the expression or production of divine faculties, and the same are
in us. And the fascination of genius for us is this awful nearness to Nature's creations.

I have heard that the Germans think the creator of Trim and Uncle Toby, though he never wrote a
verse, a greater poet than Cowper, and that Goldsmith's title to the name is not from his Deserted
Village, but derived from the Vicar of Wakefield. Better examples are Shakspeare's Ariel, his Caliban
and his fairies in the Midsummer Night's Dream. Barthold Niebuhr said well, "There is little merit in
inventing a happy idea or attractive situation, so long as it is only the author's voice which we hear. As
a being whom we have called into life by magic arts, as soon as it has received existence acts
independently of the master's impulse, so the poet creates his persons, and then watches and relates
what they do and say. Such creation is poetry, in the literal sense of the term, and its possibiliity is an
unfathomable enigma. The gushing fulness of speech belongs to the poet, and it flows from the lips of
each of his magic beings in the thoughts and words peculiar to its nature."

This force of representation so plants his figures before him that he treats them as real; talks to them as
if they were bodily there; puts words in their mouth such as they should have spoken, and is affected
by them as by persons. Vast is the difference between writing clean verses for magazines, and creating
these new persons and situations,--new language with emphasis and reality. The humor of Falstaff, the
terror of Macbeth, have each their swarm of fit thoughts and images, as if Shakspeare had known and
reported the men, instead of inventing them at his desk. This power appears not only in the outline or
portrait of his actors, but also in the bearing and behavior and style of each individual. Ben Jonson told
Drummond that "Sidney did not keep a decorum in making every one speak as well as himself."

We all have one key to this miracle the poet, and the dunce has experiences that may explain
Shakspeare to him,---one key, namely, dreams. In dreams we are true poets; we create the persons of
the drama; we give them appropriate figures, faces, costume; they are perfect in their organs, attitude,
manners: moreover they speak after their own·characters, not ours;--they speak to us, and we listen

"None any work can frame, 
Unless himself become the same."



with surprise to what: they say. Indeed, I doubt if the best poet has yet written any five-act play that
can compare in thoroughness of invention with this unwritten play in fifty acts, composed by the
dullest snorer on the floor of the watch-house.

Melody, Rhyme, Form.--Music and rhyme are among the earliest pleasures of the child, and, in the
history of literature, poetry precedes prose. Every one may see, as he rides on the highway through an
uninteresting landscape, how a little water instantly relieves the monotony: no matter what objects are
near it,--a gray rock, a grass-patch, an alder-bush, or a stake,--they become beautiful by being
reflected. It is rhyme to the eye, and explains the charm of rhyme to the ear. Shadows please us as still
finer rhymes. Architecture gives the like pleasure by the repetition of equal parts in a colonnade, in a
row of windows, or in wings; gardens by the symmetric contrasts of the beds and walks. In society you
have this figure in a bridal company, where a choir of white-robed maidens give the charm of living
statues; in a funeral procession, where all wear black; in a regiment of soldiers in uniform.

The universality of this taste is proved by our habit of casting our facts into rhyme to remember when
better, as so many proverbs may show. Who would hold the order of the almanac so fast but for the
ding-dong,--

or of the Zodiac, but for

We are lovers of rhyme and return, period and musical reflection. The babe is lulled to sleep by the
nurse's song. Sailors can work better for their yo-heave-o. Soldiers can march better and fight better for
the drum and trumpet. Metre begins with pulse-beat, and the length of lines in songs and poems is
determined by the inhalation and exhalation of the lungs. If You hum or whistle the rhythm of the
common English metres, --of the decasyllabic quatrain, or the octosyllabic with alternate sexisyllabic,
or other rhythms,--you can easily believe these metres to be organic, derived from the human pulse,
and to be therefore not proper to one nation, but to mankind. I think you will also find a charm heroic,
plaintive, pathetic, in these cadences, and be at once set on searching for the words that can rightly fill
these vacant beats. Young people like rhyme, drum-beat, tune, things in pairs and alternatives; and, in
higher degrees, we know the instant power of music upon our temperaments to change our mood, and
gives us its own; and human passion, seizing these constitutional tunes, aims to fill them with
appropriate words, or marry music to thought, believing, as we believe of all marriage, that matches
are made in heaven, and that for every thought its proper melody or rhyme exists, though the odds are
immense against our finding it, and only genius can rightly say the banns.

Another form of rhyme is iterations of phrase,

"Thirty days hath September," etc.:--

"The Ram, the Bull, the heavenly Twins," etc.?



"At her feet he bowed, he fell, he lay down: at her feet he bowed, he fell: where he bowed, there he fell
down dead."

The fact is made conspicuous, nay, colossal, by this simple rhetoric:--

"They shall perish, but thou shalt endure: yea, all of them shall wax old like a garment; as a vesture
shalt thou change them, and they shall be changed: but thou art the same, and thy years shall have no
end.

Milton delights in these iterations:--

So in our songs and ballads the refrain skilfully used, and deriving some novelty or better sense in each
of many verses:--

Of course rhyme soars and refines with the growth of the mind. The boy liked the drum, the people
liked an overpowering jewsharp tune. Later they like to transfer that rhyme to life, and to detect a
melody as prompt and perfect in their daily affairs. Omen and coincidence show the rhythmical
structure of man; hence the taste for signs, sortilege, prophecy and fulfilment, anniversaries, etc. By
and by, when they apprehend real rhymes, namely, the correspondence of parts in Nature,--acid and
alkali, body and mind, man and maid, character and history, action and reaction,--they do not longer
value rattles and ding-dongs, or barbaric word-jingle. Astronomy, Botany, Chemistry, Hydraulics and
the elemental forces have their own periods and returns, their own grand strains of harmony not less
exact up to the primeval apothegm that "there is nothing on earth which is not in the heavens in a
heavenly form, and nothing in the heavens which is not on the earth in an earthly form." They furnish
the poet with grander pairs and alternations, and will require an equal expansion in his metres.

"Though fallen on evil days, 
On evil days though fallen, and evil tongues.

"Was I deceived, or did a sable cloud 
Turn forth its silver lining on the night? 
I did not err, there does a sable cloud
Turn forth its silver lining on the night."
                                           Comus.

"A little onward lend thy guiding hand, 
To these dark steps a little farther on· 
                                             Samson.

"Busk thee, husk thee, my bonny bonny bride, 
Busk thee, husk thee, my winsome marrow. 
                                                HAMIILTON.



There is under the seeming poverty of metres an infinite variety, as every artist knows. A right ode
(however nearly it may adopt conventional metre, as the Spenserian, or the heroic blank verse, or one
of the fixed lyric metres) will by any sprightliness be at once lifted out of conventionality, and will
modify the metre. Every good poem that I know I recall by its rhythm also. Rhyme is a pretty good
measure of the latitude and opulence of a writer. If unskilful, he is at once detected by the poverty of
his chimes. A small, well- worn, sprucely brushed vocabulary serves him. Now try Spenser, Marlowe,
Chapman, and see how wide they fly for weapons, and how rich and lavish their profusion. In their
rhythm is no manufacture, but a vortex, or musical tornado, which, falling on words and the experience
of a learned mind, whirls these materials into the same grand order as planets and moons obey, and
seasons, and monsoons.

There are also prose poets. Thomas Taylor, the Platonist, for instance, is really a better man of
imagination, a better poet, or perhaps I should say a better feeder to a poet, than any man between
Milton and Wordsworth. Thomas Moore had the magnanimity to say, "If Burke and Bacon were not
poets (measured lines not being necessary to constitute one) , he did not know what poetry meant."
And every good reader will easily recall expressions or passages in works of pure science which have
given him the same pleasure which he seeks in professed poets. Richard Owen, the eminent
paleontologist said:--

St. Augustine complains to God of his friends offering him the books of the philosophers:--

It would not be easy to refuse to Sir Thomas Browne's Fragment on Mummies the claim of poetry:--

Of their living habitations they made little account, conceiving of them but as hospitia, or inns, while
they adorned the sepulchres of the dead, and, planting thereon lasting bases, defied the crumbling
touches of time, and the misty vaporousness of oblivion. Yet all were but Babel vanities. Time sadly
overcometh all things, and is now dominant and sitteth upon a Sphinx, and looketh unto Memphis and
old Thebes, while his sister Oblivion reclineth semi-somnous on a pyramid, gloriously triumphing,
making puzzles of Titanian erections, and turning old glories into dreams. History sinketh beneath her
cloud. The traveller as he paceth through those deserts asketh of her, Who builded them? and she
mumbleth something, but what it is he heareth not."

Rhyme, being a kind of music, shares this advantage with music, that it has a privilege of speaking
truth which all Philistia is unable to challenge. Music is the poor man's Parnassus. With the first note
of the flute or horn, or the first strain of a song, we quit the world of common sense and launch on the

"All hitherto observed causes of extirpatlon point either to continuous slowly
operating geologic changes, or to no greater sudden cause than the, so to speak,
spectral appearance of mankind on a limited tract of land not before inhabited."

"And these were the dishes in which they brought to me, being hungry, the Sun and
the Moon instead of Thee."



sea of ideas and emotions: we pour contempt on the prose you so magnify; yet the sturdiest Philistine
is silent. The like allowance is the prescriptive right of poetry. You shall not speak ideal truth in prose
uncontradicted: you may in verse. The best thoughts run into the best words: imaginative and
affectionate thoughts into music and metre. We ask for food and fire, we talk of our work, our tools
and material necessities, in prose; that is, without any elevation or aim at beauty; but when we rise into
the world of thought, and think of these things only for what they signify, speech refines into order and
harmony. I know what you say of mediæval barbarism and sleighbell rhyme, but we have not done
with music, no, nor with rhyme, nor must console ourselves with prose poets so long as boys whistle
and girls sing.

Let Poetry then pass, if it will, into music and rhyme. That is the form which itself puts on. We do not
enclose watches in wooden, but in crystal cases, and rhyme is the transparent frame that allows almost
the pure architecture of thought to become visible to the mental eye. Substance is much, but so are
mode and form much. The poet, like a delighted boy, brings you heaps of rainbow-bubbles, opaline,
air-borne, spherical as the world, instead of a few drops of soap and water, Victor Hugo says well, "An
idea steeped in verse becomes suddenly more incisive and more brilliant: the iron becomes steel." Lord
Bacon, we are told, "loved not to see poesy go on other feet than poetical dactyls and spondees;" and
Ben Jonson said that "Donne, for not keeping of accent, deserved hanging."

Poetry being an attempt to express, not the common sense,--as the avoirdupois of the hero, or his
structure in feet and inches, --but the beauty and soul in his aspect as it shines to fancy and feeling; and
so of all other objects in Nature; runs into fable, personifies every fact: -- "the clouds clapped their
hands,"--"the hills skipped,"--"the sky spoke." This is the substance, and this treatment always attempts
a metrical grace. Outside of the nursery the beginning of literature is the prayers of a people, and they
are always hymns, poetic,---the mind allowing itself range, and therewith is ever a corresponding
freedom in the style, which becomes lyrical. The prayers of nations are rhythmic, have iterations and
alliterations like the marriage-service and burial-service in our liturgies,

Poetry will never be a simple means, as when history or philosophy is rhymed, or laureate odes on
state occasions are written. Itself must be its own end, or it is nothing. The difference between poetry
and stock poetry is this, that in the latter the rhythm is given and the sense adapted to it; while in the
former the sense dictates the rhythm. I might even say that the rhyme is there in the theme, thought and
image themselves. Ask the fact for the form. For a verse is not a vehicle to carry a sentence as a jewel
is carried in a case: the verse must be alive, and inseparable from its contents, as the soul of man
inspires and directs the body, and we measure the inspiration by the music. In reading prose, I am
sensitive as soon as a sentence drags; but in poetry, as soon as one word drags. Ever as the thought
mounts, the expression mounts.'T is cumulative also: the poem is made up of lines each of which fills
the ear of the poet in its turn, so that mere synthesis produces a work quite superhuman.

Indeed, the masters sometimes rise above themselves to strains which charm their readers, and which
neither any competitor could outdo, nor the bard himself again equal. Try this strain of Beaumont and
Fletcher:--

"Hence, all ye vain delights, 
As short as are the nights 



Keats disclosed by certain lines in his Hyperion this inward skill: and Coleridge showed at least his
love and appetency for it. It appears in Ben Jonson's songs, including certainly The Faery beam upon
you, etc., Waller's Go, Lovely Rose! Herbert's Virtue and Easter, and Lovelace's lines To Althea and
To Lucasta, and Collins's Ode to Evening, all but the last verse, which is academical. Perhaps this
dainty style of poetry is not producible to-day, any more than a right Gothic cathedral. It belonged to a
time and taste which is not in the world.

As the imagination is not a talent of some men but is the health of every man, so also is this joy of
musical expression. I know the pride of mathematicians and materialists, but they cannot conceal from
me their capital want. The critic, the philosopher, is a failed poet. Gray avows that "he thinks even a
bad verse as good a thing or better than the best observation that was ever made on it." I honor the
naturalist; I honor the geometer, but he has before him higher power and happiness than he knows. Yet
we will leave to the masters their own forms. Newton may be permitted to call Terence a playbook,
and to wonder at the frivolous taste for rhymers: he only predicts, one would say, a grander poetry: he
only shows that he is not yet reached; that the poetry which satisfies more youthful souls is not such to
a mind like his, accustomed to grander harmonies:--this being a child's whistle to his ear; that the
music must rise to a loftier strain, up to Händel, up to Beethoven, up to the thorough-base of the
seashore, up to the largeness of astronomy: at last that great heart will hear in the music beats like its
own; the waves of melody will wash and float him also, and set him into concert and harmony.

Bards and Trouveurs.--The metallic force of primitive words makes the superiority of the remains of
the rude ages. It costs the early bard little talent to chant more impressively than the later, more
cultivated poets. His advantage is that his words are things, each the lucky sound which described the
fact, and we listen to him as we do to the Indian, or the hunter, or miner, each of whom represents his
facts as accurately as the cry of the wolf or the eagle tells of the forest or the air they inhabit. The
original force, the direct smell of the earth or the sea, is in these ancient poems, the Sagas of the North,
the Nibelungen Lied, the songs and ballads of the English and Scotch.

In which you spend your folly! 
There's naught in this life sweet, 
If men were wise to see 't, 
But only melancholy. 
Oh! sweetest melancholy! 
Welcome, folded arms and fixed eyes, 
A sigh that piercing mortifies, 
A look that's fastened to the ground, 
A tongue chained up without a sound; 
Fountain-heads and pathless groves, 
Places which pale Passion loves, 
Midnight walks, when all the fowls 
Are warmly housed, save bats and owls: 
A midnight bell, a passing groan, 
These are the sounds we feed upon, 
Then stretch our bones in a still, gloomy valley.
Nothing's so dainty sweet as lovely melancholy."



I find or fancy more true poetry, the love of the vast and the ideal, in the Welsh and bardic fragments
of Taliessin and his successors, than in many volumes of British Classics. An intrepid magniloquence
appears in all the bards, as:--

A favorable specimen is Taliessin's vocation of the Wind at the door of Castle Teganwy:--

In one of his poems he asks:--

He says of his hero, Cunedda,--

"The whole ocean flamed as one wound." 
                                 King Regnar Lodbrok.

"God himself cannot procure good for the wicked."
                                 Welsh Triad

"Discover thou what it is,- -
he strong creature from before the flood,
Without flesh, without bone, without head, without feet, 
It will neither be younger nor older than at the beginning; 
It has no fear, nor the rude wants of created things. 
Great God! how the sea whitens when it comes!
It is in ·the field, it is in the wood, 
Without hand, without foot, 
Without age, without season, 
It is always of the same age with the ages of ages, 
And of equal breadth with the surface of the earth. 
It was not born, it sees not, 
And is not seen; it does not come when desired: 
It has no form, it bears no burden.
For it is void of sin. 
It makes no perturbation in the place where God wills it, 
On the sea, on the land."

"Is there but one course to the wind? 
But one to the water of the sea? 
Is there but one spark in the fire of boundless energy!"



To another,--

Of an enemy,--

To an exile on an island he says,--

Another bard in like tone says,--

The Norsemen have no less faith in poetry and its power, when they describe it thus:--

The Crusades brought out the genius of France, in the twelfth century, when Pierre d'Auvergne said,--

"He will assimilate, he will agree with the deep and the shallow."

"When I lapse to a sinful word, 
May neither you, nor others hear."

"The cauldron of the sea was bordered round by his land, but it would not boil the
food of a coward."

"The heavy blue chain of the sea didst thou, O just man, endure."

"I am possessed of songs such as no son of man can repeat; one of them is called the
'Helper'; it will help thee at thy need in sickness, grief, and all adversities. I know a
song which I need only to sing when men have loaded me with bonds: when I sing
it, my chains fall in pieces and I walk forth at liberty,"

"Odin spoke everything in rhyme. He and his temple-gods were called song-smiths.
He could make his enemies in battle blind or deaf, and their weapons so blunt that
they could not more cut than a willow-twig. Odin taught these arts in runes or
songs, which are called incantations."



And Pens de Capdeuil declares,--

There is in every poem a height which attracts more than other parts, and is best remembered. Thus, in
Morte d'Arthur, I remember nothing so well as Sir Gawain's parley with Merlin in his wonderful
prison:

"I will sing a new song which resounds in my breast: never was a song good or
beautiful which resembled any other."

"Since the air renews itself and softens, so must my heart renew itself, and what
buds in it buds and grows outside of it."

"After the disappearance of Merlin from King Arthur's court he was seriously
missed, and many knights set out in search of him. Among others was Sir Gawain,
who pursued his search till it was time to return to the court. He came into the forest
of Broceliande, lamenting as he went along. Presently he heard the voice of one
groaning on his right hand; looking that way, he could see nothing save a kind of
smoke which seemed like air, and through which he could not pass; and this
impediment made him so wrathful that it deprived him of speech. Presently he
heard a voice which said,'Gawain, Gawain, be not out of heart for everything which
must happen will come to pass.' And when he heard the voice thus called him by his
right name, he replied, 'Who can this be who hath spoken to me?' ''How,' said the
voice,'Sir Gawain, know you me not?' You were wont to know me well, but thus
things are interwoven and thus the proverb says true, 'Leave the court and the court
will leave you.' So is it with me. Whilst I served King Arthur, I was well known by
you and by other barons, but because I have left the court, I am known no longer,
and put in forgetfulness, which I ought not to be if faith reigned in the world.' When
Sir Gawain heard the voice which spoke to him thus, he thought it was Merlin, and
he answered, 'Sir, certes I ought to know you well, for many times I have heard your
words. I pray you appear before me so that I may be able to recognize you.' 'Ah, sir,'
said Merlin,'you will never see me more, and that grieves me, but I cannot remedy
it, and when you shall have departed from this place, I shall nevermore speak to you
nor to any other person, save only my mistress; for never other person will be able
to discover this place for anything which may befall; neither shall I ever go out from
hence, for in the world there is no such strong tower as this wherein I am confined;
and it is neither of wood, nor of iron, nor of stone, but of air, without anything else;
and made by enchantment so strong that it can never be demolished while the world
lasts; neither can I go out, nor can any one come in, save she who hath enclosed me
here and who keeps me company when it pleaseth her: she cometh when she listeth,
for her will is here.'' 'How, Merlin, my good friend,' said Sir Gawain, 'are you
restrained so strongly that you cannot deliver yourself nor make yourself visible



Morals.---We are sometimes apprised that there is a mental power and creation more excellent than
anything which is commonly called philosophy and literature; that the high poets, that Homer, Milton,
Shakspeare, do not fully content us. How rarely they offer us the heavenly bread! The most they have
done is to intoxicate us once and again with its taste. They have touched this heaven and retain
afterwards some sparkle of it: they betray their belief that such discourse is possible. There is
something--our brothers on this or that side of the sea do not know it or own it; the eminent scholars of
England, historians and reviewers, romancers and poet included, might deny and blaspheme it,--which
is setting us and them aside and the whole world also, and planting itself. To true poetry we shall sit
down as the result and justification of the age in which it appears, and think lightly of histories and
statutes. None of your parlor or piano verse, none of your carpet poets, who are content to amuse, will
satisfy us. Power, new power, is the good which the soul Seeks. The poetic gift we want, as the health
and supremacy of man, --not rhymes and sonneteering, not book-making and book-selling; surely not
cold spying and authorship.

Is not poetry the little chamber in the brain where is generated the explosive force which, by gentle
shocks, sets in action the intellectual world? Bring us the bards who shall sing all our old ideas out of
our heads, and new ones in; men-making poets; poetry which, like the verses inscribed on Balder's
columns in Breidablik, is capable of restoring the dead to life --poetry like that verse of Saadi, which
the angels testified "met the approbation of Allah in Heaven;" poetry which finds its rhymes and
cadences in the rhymes and iterations of Nature, and is the gift to men of new images and symbols,
each the ensign and oracle of an age; that shall assimilate men to it, mould itself into religions and
mythologies, and impart its quality to centuries;--poetry which tastes the world and reports of it,
upbuilding the world again in the thought;--

unto me; how can this happen, seeing that you are the wisest man in the world?'
'Rather,' said Merlin, 'the greatest fool: for I well knew that all this would befall me,
and I have been fool enough to love another more than myself, for I taught my
mistress that whereby she hath imprisoned me in such a manner that none can set
me free.' 'Certes, Merlin,' replied Sir Gawain, 'of that I am right sorrowful, and so
will King Arthur, my uncle, be, when he shall know it, as one who is making search
after you throughout all countries.' 'Well,' said Merlin, 'it must be borne, for never
will he see me, nor I him; neither will any one speak with me again after you, it
would be vain to attempt it; for you yourself, when you have turned away, will
never be able to find the place: but salute for me the king and the queen and all the
barons, and tell them of my condition. You will find the king at Carduel in Wales;
and when you arrive there you will find there all the companions who departed with
you, and who at this day will return. Now then go in the name of God, who will
protect and save the King Arthur, and the realm of Logres, and you also, as the best
knights who are in the world.' With that Sir Gawain departed joyful and sorrowful;
joyful because of what Merlin had assured him should happen to him, and sorrowful
that Merlin had thus been lost."

"Not with tickling rhymes, 
But high and noble matter such as flies 



Poetry must be affirmative. It is the piety of the intellect. "Thus saith the Lord," should begin the song.
The poet who shall use Nature as his hieroglyphic must have an adequate message to convey thereby.·
Therefore when we speak of the Poet in any high sense, we are driven to such examples as Zoroaster
and Plato, St. John and Menu, with their moral burdens. The Muse shall be the counterpart of Nature,
and equally rich. I find her not often in books. We know Nature and figure her exuberant, tranquil,
magnificent in her fertility, coherent; so that every creation is omen of every other. She is not proud of
the sea, of the stars, of space or time, or man or woman. All her kinds share the attributes of the
selectest extremes. But in current literature I do not find her. Literature warps away from life, though
at first it seems to bind it. In the world of letters how few commanding oracles! Homer did what he
could; Pindar, Æschylus, and the Greek Gnomic poets and the tragedians. Dante was faithful when not
carried away by his fierce hatreds. But in so many alcoves of English poetry I can count only nine or
ten authors who are still inspirers and lawgivers to their race.

The supreme value of poetry is to educate us to a height beyond itself, or which it rarely reaches;--the
subduing mankind to order and virtue. He is the true Orpheus who writes his ode, not with syllables,
but men. "In poetry," said Goethe, "only the really great and pure advance us, and this exists as a
second nature, either elevating us to itself, or rejecting us." The poet must let Humanity sit with the
Muse in his head, as the charioteer sits with the hero in the Iliad. "Show me," said Sarona in the
novel,~"one wicked man who has written poetry, and I will show you where his poetry is not poetry:
or rather, I will show you in his poetry no poetry at all."

l have heard that there is a hope which precedes and must precede all science of the visible or the
invisible world; and that science is the realization of that hope in either region. I count the genius of
Swedenborg and Wordsworth as the agents of a reform in philosophy, the bringing poetry back to
Nature,-- to the marrying of Nature and mind, undoing the old divorce in which poetry had been
famished and false, and Nature had been suspected and pagan. The philosophy which a nation
receives, rules its religion, poetry, politics, arts, trades and whole history. A good poem --say
Shakspeare's Macbeth, or Hamlet, or the Tempest--goes about the world offering itself to reasonable
men, who read it with joy and carry it to their reasonable neighbors. Thus it draws to it the wise and
generous souls, confirming their secret thoughts, and, through their sympathy, really publishing itself.
It affects the characters of its readers by formulating their opinions and feelings, and inevitably
prompting their daily action. If they build ships, they write "Ariel" or "Prospero" or "Ophelia" on the
ship's stern, and impart a tenderness and mystery to matters of fact. The ballad and romance work on
the hearts of boys, who recite the rhymes to their hoops or their skates if alone, and these heroic songs
or lines are remembered and determine many practical choices which they make later. Do you think
Burns has had no influence on the life of men and women in Scotland,--has opened no eyes and ears to
the face of Nature and the dignity of man and the charm and excellence of woman!

We are a little civil, it must be owned, to Homer and Æschylus, to Dante and Shakspeare, and give
them the benefit of the largest interpretation. We must be a little strict also, and ask whether, if we sit
down at home, and do not go to Hamlet, Hamlet will come to us? whether we shall find our tragedy
written in his,--our hopes, wants, pains, disgraces, described to the life,-- and the way opened to the
paradise which ever in the best hour beckons us? But our overpraise and idealization of famous
masters is not in its origin a poor Boswellism, but an impatience of mediocrity. The praise we now

From brains entranced, and filled with ecstasies."



give to our heroes we shall unsay when we make larger demands. How fast we outgrow the books of
the nursery,-- then those that satisfied our youth. What we once admired as poetry has long since come
to be a sound of tin pans; and many of our later books we have outgrown. Perhaps Homer and Milton
will be tin pans yet. Better not to be easily pleased. The poet should rejoice if he has taught us to
despise his song; if he has so moved us as to lift us,--to open the eye of the intellect to see farther and
better.

In proportion as a man's life comes into union with truth, his thoughts approach to a parallelism with
the currents of natural laws, so that he easily expresses his meaning by natural symbols, or uses the
ecstatic or poetic speech. By successive states of mind all the facts of Nature are for the first time
interpreted. In proportion as his life departs from this simplicity, he uses circumlocution,--by many
words hoping to suggest what he cannot say. Vexatious to find poets, who are by excellence the
thinking and feeling of the world, deficient in truth of intellect and of affection. Then is conscience
unfaithful, and thought unwise. To know the merit of Shakspeare, read Faust. I find Faust a little too
modern and intelligible. We can find such a fabric at several mills, though a little inferior. Faust
abounds in the disagreeable. The vice is prurient, learned, Parisian. In the presence of Jove, Priapus
may be allowed as an offset, but here he is an equal hero. The egotism, the wit, is calculated. The book
is undeniably written by a master, and stands unhappily related to the whole modern world: but it is a
very disagreeable chapter of literature, and accuses the author as well as the times. Shakspeare could
no doubt have been disagreeable, had he less genius, and if ugliness had attracted him. In short,our
English nature and genius has made the worst critics of Goethe,--

It is not style or rhymes, or a new image more or less that imports, but sanity; that life should not be
mean; that life should be an image in every part beautiful; that the old forgotten splendors of the
universe should glow again for us; -- that we should lose our wit, but gain our reason. And when life
is· true to the poles of Nature, the streams of truth will roll through us in song.

Transcendency --In a cotillion some persons dance and others await their turn when the music and the
figure come to them. In the dance of God there is not one of the chorus but can and will begin to spin,
monumental as he now looks, whenever the music and figure reach his place and duty. O celestial
Bacchus! drive them mad,--this multitude of vagabonds, hungry for eloquence, hungry for poetry,
starving for symbols, perishing for want of electricity to vitalize this too much pasture, and in the long
delay indemnifying themselves with the false wine of alcohol, of politics or of money.

Every man may be, and at some time a man is, lifted to a platform whence he looks beyond sense to
moral and spiritual truth, and in that mood deals sovereignly with matter, and strings words like beads
upon his thought. The success with which this is done can alone determine how genuine is the
inspiration. The poet is rare because he must be exquisitely vital and sympathetic, and, at the same
time, immovably centred. In good society, nay, among the angels in heaven, is not everything spoken
in fine parable, and not so servilely as it befell to the sense? All is symbolized. Facts are not foreign, as
they seem, but related. Wait a little and we see the return of the remote hyperbolic curve. The solid

"We, who speak the tongue 
That Shakspeare spake, the faith and manners hold 
Which Milton held."



men complain that the idealist leaves out the fundamental facts; the poet complains that the solid men
leave out the sky. To every plant there are two powers; one shoots down as rootlet, and one upward as
tree. You must have eyes of science to see in the seed its nodes; you must have the vivacity of the poet
to perceive in the thought its futurities. The poet is representative,--whole man, diamond-merchant,
symbolizer, emancipator; in him the world projects a scribe's hand and writes the adequate genesis.
The nature of things is flowing, a metamorphosis. The free spirit sympathizes not only with the actual
form, but with the power or possible forms; but for obvious municipal or parietal uses God has given
us a bias or a rest on to-day's forms. Hence the shudder of Joy with which in each clear moment we
recognize the metamorphosis, because it is always a conquest, a surprise from the heart of things. One
would say of the force in the works of Nature, all depends on the battery. If it give one shock, we shall
get to the fish form, and stop; if two shocks, to the bird; if three, to the quadruped; if four, to the man.
Power of generalizing differences men. The number of successive saltatians the nimble thought can
make, measures the difference between the highest and lowest of mankind. The habit of saliency, of
not pausing but going on, is a sort of importation or domestication of the Divine effort in a man. After
the largest circle has been drawn, a larger can be drawn around it. The problem of the poet is to unite
freedom with precision; to give the pleasure of color, and be not less the most powerful of sculptors.
Music seems to you sufficient, or the subtle and delicate scent of lavender; but Dante was free
imagination,--all wings,--yet he wrote like Euclid. And mark the equality of Shakspeare to the comic,
the tender and sweet, and to the grand and terrible. A little more or less skill in whistling is of no
account. See those weary pentameter tales of Dryden and others. Turnpike is one thing and blue sky
another. Let the poet, of all men, stop with his inspiration. The inexorable rule in the muses' court,
either inspiration or silence, compels the bard to report only his supreme moments. It teaches the
enormous force of a few words, and in proportion to the inspiration checks loquacity. Much that we
call poetry is but polite verse. The high poetry which shall thrill and agitate mankind, restore youth and
health, dissipate the dreams under which men reel and stagger, and bring in the new thoughts, the
sanity and heroic aims of nations, is deeper hid and longer postponed than was America or Australia,
or the finding of steam or of the galvanic battery. We must not conclude against poetry from the
defects of poets. They are, in our experience, men of every degree of skill,--some of them only once or
twice receivers of an inspiration, and presently falling back on a low life. The drop of ichor that tingles
in their veins has not yet refined their blood and cannot lift the whole man to the digestion and
function of ichor,--that is, to god- like nature. Time will be when ichor shall be their blood, when what
are now glimpses and aspirations shall be the routine of the day. Yet even partial ascents to poetry and
ideas are forerunners, and announce the dawn. In the mire of the sensual life, their religion, their poets,
their admiration of heroes and benefactors, even their novel and newspaper, nay, their superstitions
also, are hosts of ideals,--a cordage of ropes that hold them up out of the slough. Poetry is inestimable
as a lonely faith, a lonely protest in the uproar of atheism.

But so many men are ill-born or ill- bred,--the brains are so marred, so imperfectly formed,
unheroically, brains of the sons of fallen men, that the doctrine is imperfectly received. One man sees a
spark or shimmer of the truth and reports it, and his saying becomes a legend or golden proverb for
ages, and other men report as much, but none wholly and well. Poems!--we have no poem. Whenever
that angel shall be organized and appear on earth, the Iliad will be reckoned a poor ballad-grinding. I
doubt never the riches of Nature, the gifts of the future, the immense wealth of the mind. O yes, poets
we shall have, mythology, symbols, religion, of our own. We too shall know how to take up all this
industry and empire, this Western civilization, into thought, as easily as men did when arts were few;
but not by holding it high, but by holding it low. The intellect uses and is not used,--uses London and
Paris and Berlin, East and West, to its end. The only heart that can help us is one that draws, not from
our society, but from itself, a counterpoise to society. What if we find partiality and meanness in us.?
The grandeur of our life exists in spite of us,--all over and under and within us, in what of us is



inevitable and above our control. Men are facts as well as persons, and the involuntary part of their life
is so much as to fill the mind and leave them no countenance to say aught of what is so trivial as their
selfish thinking and doing. Sooner or later that which is now life shall be poetry, and every fair and
manly trait shall add a richer strain to the song.
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