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Footfalls echo in the memory 
Down the passage which we did not take 
Towards the door we never opened 
Into the rose-garden. 

T.S. Eliot. 

So the mistake, it may be argued, is theirs, and 
our conception 8 0 0 is right. This would be 
so if, to understand the spirit of an age, it 
sufficed to know its real and hidden forces and 
not its illusions, its fancies, and its errors. 
But for the history of civilisation every delusion 
or opinion of an epoch has the value of an 
important fact. 

J. Hui~inga. 
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PREFAOE 

This thesis began life as an attempt to relate the 

main critical theories of the eighteenth century to those 

of the first Romantic poets, and possibly to find reason in 

this for the ~ise of criticism as a significant part of lit

erature. This plan, through the shortness of time, has been 

artificially truncated. The period 1781-1798, from the pub

lication of Johnson's Lives of the Poets to the first edition 

of the Lyrical Ballads, which is probably most cruc'ial, has 

had to be ignored. Of course, the progress of critical ideas 

in toto is not regular, so that many relatively advanced 

works have been omitted too, though being early in a chrono

logical sense. Most significant of these are Kames' Elements 

of Oriticism(1762), Dugald Stewart's Elements of the Philo

sophy of the Human Mind (1792)p and Alexander Gerard's ~ 

Essay on Taste (1759)& It is by such people as these, par

ticularly the first two, that the process of defining sub

jectivity, and fixing its terminology was perfected. It would 

seem that from the precision of their findings, Words-

worth and Ooleridge w~re able to formulate theories speci

fically of poetry and its place in life. 

It remains, therefore, to justify the value of the 

thesis as it stands, as having, nevertheless, an internal 

coherence. This has been done by the 'choice of Johnson as a 
v 
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pivotal figure. From an understanding of his opinions it is 

easy to see all the signs of Romantioism, together with muoh 

that is neo-classical, and very much that is derived from 

striotly English eighteenth oentury souroes. 

Further to this, ooncurrent with the growing refine-
1 

ment of neo-classicism which undoubtedly marked the age, ran 

a reaction to the early neo-classicism of Pope. This reac

tion took, in the main, two forms: through the theoretical 

development of the 1magination,angfthe passions. The dis

tinction between the tlfancylV and the Uimagination U became ap

parent before it was rationalised as such by Ooleridge, and 

there were good reasons, first for the predominance of the 

"fancy'" and then for its evident insuffioiency, and its ul

timate defeat by its suppressed counterpart, the imagination. 

The passions, too, became a popular source of poetry, 

and the Romantic 'poets" insistence on this in their work be

sides the faculty of imagination, provides a link between the 

period I am dealing with in most detail, and the theories of 

Wordsworth and Ooleridge. 

This thesis is partly constructed on the simple pre

mise that because many critics mentioned several criteria in 

almost the - same sentence, it is importaI~l:t to' investigate the 

1 
See for example B.H. Bronson, "When was Neo-.classicism?iI 

in Studies in Oriticism and Aesthetics 1660-1800, ed. Anderson 
and Shea, (Minneapolis, 1967)p pp. 13-36. 
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nature of these criteria. On this head, the movement of 

the critical theories around the quality of the Sublime 

has been included, as it is,possibly,neo-classicism apart, 

the single most oharacteristic interest of the timeQ It 

passes out of currencyp however, with the Romantics, as a 

question central to critical theoryo Its importance to this 

study is that it reflects broadly the movements of the times, 

and depends ultimately on the theory of the passions, and is 

not itself depended upon. 

The logical connection of the occasionally disparate 

ideas dealt with in this work is partly a result of the fact 

that the ideas themselves were combined most succesfully by. 

the Romantics, and neither fully defined nor combined by the 

critics with whom I have dealt in most detail. It is part o"! 

my whole point to stress that pre-Romantic theorists were not 

often able to make a theory which logically cohered, but usual

ly resorted to a single-minded interest in one artifically 

separated 1ngredient. 

Though I did not set out to do so, I have found myself 

trespassing into philosophical grounds, and it has been ne~ 

cessary to simpl1fy these points. In connection with this, 

I have also f~und myselfdreferring to twentieth century pro

blems on the nature of reality, and in a sense, the investi-
\ 

gation of the terms of the origin of these problems is the 

most 1mportant theme "discover'd not 4evis'd" in the whole 

work. 

*. * 
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CHAPTER I 

I am going to begin with a passage. from Dr. Johnson; 

but before doing so, it would seem to be necessary to put 

him in his place ·in the present schemeQ Without doubt one 

of the major critics in the period under consideration, his 

work will be used pervasively, and he will not have such a 

large section as many lesser critics, devoted entirely to 

himself. One reason for this is perhaps best expressed by M. 

H. Abrams: 

Johnson's total point of view is often misinter
preted because he usually argues to the single 
point or document at issue, by an appeal to only 
so much of the general principle as the ca.se re
quires. I 

Because Johnson argues in a strictly witty manner and 

can formulate a generality to make only so much of it apply 

to the case in point, it is extremely difficult to isolate the 

generality from its context. I would go so far as to say that 

Johnson's generalities do not always exist fully outside their 

contexte For this. reason, then, it may be best to re-use 

them in a general context, and try to take out only what is 

needed. The Dictionary is by no means a definitive document; 

it 1s often representative but sometimes· id10sy.ncratic. 

I 
M.H. Abrams, The ~Urror and ,the Lamp (New York, 1958), 

p. 40. 
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Johnson's knowledge is wide, but is not available in 

any single manifest02 , which physical difficulty is another 

valid reason for not attempting to do composite justice to 

his opinions. 

A third reason for not having a sole section on Dr. 

Johnson is that ¥the contradictions we find in his thought 

are a good indication of the general dilemma of the century. 

His insights into the limitations of his times' theories, 

his stubborn retention of rigidly moralistic criteria are 

equally useful points of reference. 

There might have been due justification in making 

Johnson a pivotal figure, but as my interest is mainly in 

what ideas were current in the eighteenth century, and not 

ultimately in Dr. Johnson, the method chosen should be the 

best. 

and 

An excellent place to start is at a point when Johnson 

is wearing his neoclassicist's cap. In the "Life of Pope"3 

Johnson is able to apply his own strict neo-classicist terms 

to'a neo-classicist as strict as himself. 

Pope had, in proportions very nicely adjusted 
to each other, all the quantities th8t constitute 
genius. He had Invention, by which new trains 

2 
Notice, however, The Critioal o)inions of Samuel 

Johnson, ed. W.E. Brown, (New York, 1961 • 
\ 

3 
S. Johnson, "Life of Pope" in Lives of the Poets 

(London, 1925), Vol. II.' 
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of events are formed, and new scenes of imagery 
displayed, as in The Rape of the Lock; and by which 
extrinsic and adventitious embellishments and 
illustrations are connected with a known subject, 
as in the Essay on Criticism. He had Imagination, 
which strongly impresses on the writer's mind, and 
enables him to convey to the reader, the various 
forms of nature, 1noidents of l1fe, and energies of 
passion, as in his Eloisa, Windsor Forest, and the 
Ethic Epistles. He had Judgement, which selects 
from life or nature what the present purpose re
quires, and by separating the essence of things from 
its concomitants, often makes the representation 
more powerful than the reality: and he had the 
colours of language always before him, ready to de
corate his matter with every grace of elegant ex
pression, as' when he accomodates his diction to the 
wonderful multiplicity of Homer's sentiments and 4 
descriptions. 

This passage is one of the clearest accounts Johnson 

gives of the ingredients of poetic genius, and is interesting 

in addition because it would seem to imply an explanation of 

the creative process. It is noteworthy at once that "imagin

ation" occupies a third part of the total nature of the poet, 

and though apparently not the first sequentially it is con

venient to clari.fy JOhnson's views on this faculty before 

going any further. 

Johnso~ himself was conSistently praised, at least 

by Boswell, for the possession of this faculty of imagination: 

His-mind was so full of imagery, that he might 
have been perpetually a poet • •• In him were 
united a most logical head with a most fertile 
imagination, which gave him an extraordinary 5 
advantage in arguing. 

4 
~., II, 228-29. 

5 
J. Boswell, Life of Johnson (London, 1965), pp. 140l-~92. 
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However, Johnson is famous, probably unjustly, for 

his condemnation of the faculty of imagination, and the nature 

of his condemnation will become clearer, if only because it 

is not a blanket condemnation. 

"Disorders of intellect," answered Imlac, "ha.ppen 
much more often than superficial observers will 
easily believe. Perhaps, if we speak with rigorous 
exactness, no human mind is in its right state. 
There is no man whose imagination does not some
times predominate over his reason, who can regu
late his attention wholly by his will, and whose 
ideas will come and go at his command. No man 
will be found in whose mind airy notions do not 
sometimes tyrannise, and force him to hope or fear 
beyond the limits of sober probability. All power 
of fancy over reason is a degree of insanity, but 
while this power is such as we can controll and 
repress, it is not visible to others, nor con
sidered as any depravation of the mental faculties: 
it is not pronounced madness but when it becomes 
ungovernable, and apparently influences speech or 
action." 6 

The tone of this passage is one which regards imagin-

ation as a faculty to be watched'very carefully indeed, and 

to be constantly curbed, "controlled" and even "repressed". 

The power of reason is evidently the part of the mind which 

"regulates" the imagination, if aided by the conscious will. 

On the other hand, Johnson was ready to grant a fuller task 

to the imagination, as in the following passage which looks 

forward to Coleridge, however indistinctly: 

(London, 

Imagination, a licentious and vagrant faculty, 
unsusceptible of limitations, and 'impatient of 
restraint, has always endeavoured to baffle the 

6 
SW Johnson, Prose and Poetry; ed. Mona Wilson 
1963), pp. 595-96. 



logician, to perplex the confines of distinction, 
and burst the enclosures of regularity. There is, 
therefore, scarcely any species of writing, of 
which we can tell what is its essence, and what 

5 

are its constituents; every new genius produces some 
innovation, which ''Then invented and approved, sub-
verts the rules which the pract-1ce of foregoing 7 
authors had established. 

Here then, is the other aspect to the 'licentious 

faculty'. While this account of innovation still includes 

the necessity for general, presumably public "approval", and 

asserts a kind of radical, Burkeian Toryism, the imagery is 

nevertheless of "perplexing" confines, and of "bursting" en-

closures. Johnson, in a radical mood, is here attempting to 

allow for originality in thought and in composition - "there 

is ••• scarcely any species of writing, of which we can 

tell what is its essence, and what are its constituents". In 

doing so, he is compelled to use the term "imagination" in a 

sense which is close to the Coleridgean sense in which an 

image could reduce a previous multitude to an unity, and by 

exhibiting its own logic in opposition to strict logic. Com

pare S.T. Coleridge's claim that "nothing can permanently please 

which does not contain in itself the reason why it is so, 
8 and not otherwise". In turn, compare the phrasing of 

Coleridge's remark above, with another of JOhnson's, this 

time from the "Preface to Shakespeare". "Nothing can please 

7 
S Johnson, Rambler no. 125, ,in Eighteenth - Century 

Critical Essays, ed. S. Elledge,' (Ithaca, 1961), Vol. II, pp. 615-6. 8 . 
Coleridge, Biographia Llterla, (London, 1965), Chap. 

XIII, p. 172. 
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many, and please long, but just representations of human na

ture". 9 The comparison between Johnson and Coleridge can be 

taken just so far, in that they were both searching for the 

"seminal principle" 10 in literature, but Johnson was deter

mined to find it in "na ture ll
, in reality. Nevertheless each 

in his own way (Johnson being more contradictory) was able to 

refer to "imagination" as the essential, faculty in this task .. 

In this Johnson's thought was representative of a stage in 

the thought of the period as a whole, and it is now time to 

investigate more closely what he meant by the term, as well as 

the kind of importance he placed on it. 

In order to do this, it is best to return to the 

passage from the "Life of Pope" with which this section was 

begun. To return, in fact, specifically to the first of the 

faculties of a poet; invention. IIInvention" appears in John

son's Dictionary of 1755, defined as follows: there are three 

meanings: 

1. To discover; to find out; to excogitate; to pro
duce something not made before. 
2. To forge; to contrive falsely; to fabricate. 
3. To feign; to make by the imagination. 11 

It will be noted straightaway that the faculty of the 

imagination appears even in this term 'vhich in the "Life" 

9 
S. Johnson, "Preface to Shakespeare", in Rasselas 

Poems and Selected Prose, ed. B.R. Bronson, (New York, 1958), 
p 

10 
S.T. Coleridge, Ope cit., p. 52. 

11 
S. Johnson, Dictionary 8th ed., (London, 1799). 



(1781) is separated from it. The circular nature of John

sonls definitions has been cited as one of the main faults 

in the Dictionary, but it seems as though the business of 

definition was likewise the main purpose and problem of the 

Dictionary. W.J. Bate says that only one previous English 

Dictionary, that 

7 

by Benjamin Martin, consistently tried to make 
distinctions between the various senses in which 
a word is used; and this, which appeared in 1749, 
was influenced by Johnson 8 s own plan of two years 
before. 12 

In the Preface Johnson is clearly torn between a wish 

to fix the language, and an appreciation of the impossiblity 

of this. He ends that section.with this honest lament: 

I am not yet so lost in lexicography, as to 
forget that words are the daughters of earth and 
that things are the sons of heaven. Language 
is only the instrument of science, and words are 
but the signs of ideas: I wish, however, that 
the instrument might be less apt to decay, and 
that signs might be permanent, like 'the things which 
they denote. 13 

It is outside the scope of this study to estimate to what 

extent JOhnsonls views shifted or clarified between the writ-

ing of the Dictionary in 1747-1755 and the writing of the Lives 

in 1779-1781e From the two examples before us here (the three 

definitions of "invention li in the Dictionary and the passage 

from the "Life of Pope") it is olear that some kind of struggle 

12 
W.Jo Bate, The Achievement 'of S. Johnson (New York, 

1961), p. 24. 
13 

S. Johnson, Rasse1as, pp~ 215-16. 
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to separate and categorise is going on in both. Suffice it 

to say, then, that clarification was difficult, and that the 

reconciliation of one definition with others was even more so. 

It is possible to say that, in the more rigorously correct 

definitions of the "Life of Pope", Johnson was attaining this 

rigidity and correctness of thought at the expense of his in

tuitive response. In this again, Johnson is the archetype of 

the century's dilemma~ 

The definitions of "invention'V are interesting, in 

that the first meaning seems to be the correct, strict one. 

The list of synonyms after the number one is not, in fact)a 

list of synonyms at all. "To find out", and to "produce 

something not made before" are' not similar. The meaning of 

"discover" is close to Pope's maxim that the rules are "dis

cover'd, not devls'd"14. Once again, the difference between 

them is pretty well analogous to the differ~nce between the 

two aspects of imagination quoted on pp. four and flv~ The 

purpose of reiterating this identical confusion is to proceed 

farther and to point out that definitions two and three are 

extensions of the meanings "excogitate" and "produce" in the 

primary definitiono Not only are they extensions, but they 

express the application of a kind of moral judgement on the 

possible meanings of the word "invention". Even supposing 

14 
A. Pope, Poems, ed. John Butt, (London, 1963), 10 88. 
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that the third definition (lito feign; to make by the imagin

ation") is morally neutral, the difference between forging 

and feigning depends on either the ability to detect it from 

the result, or on the honesty of the inventor. Here we see, 

I suppose, the beginnings of a loss of contact between the 

creator and the reader/critic, and again a similar position to 

S.T. Coleridge's when faced with products of true imagination 

and false imagination. It is the counterfeit peach sixty 

years early. Some kind of check or test is required by John~ 

son and the eighteenth century as a whole G 

The place of the faculty of imagination as ~xpressed 
a 

in the "Life of Pope" is, however, not only creative one e It 

is in a sense,. an executive faculty. It "strongly impresses 

on the writer's mind" and is creative in this sense, but it 

also "enables (the writer) to convey to the reader ll certain 

things. Johnson hurries over the vaguely creative sense in 

which he has used it, and concentrates on what it conveys: 

"the various forms of nature, incidents of life, and energies 

of passion." The Dictionary definition of "imaginationtlclarifies 

the distinction a little lurtherQ The following quotation is 

incomplete, because many illustrative quotations are sufficiently 

repetitive as to be unnecessary here: 

1. Fancy; the power of forming ideal pictures: the 
power of representing things absent to one's self 
or others. 

"Imagina.t.1.on is of three kinds: joined with 
belief of that which is to come: joined "Yrith the 
memory of that which is past; and of things present, 
or as if they were present: for I comprehend in this 
imagination feigned and at ple~sure as if one should 
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imagine such a man to be in the vestments of a pope, 
or to have wings." - Bacon. 
2. Conception; image in the mind; idea. 
3. ,Contrivance; scheme. 
4. An unsolid or fanciful opinion: "We are apt to 
think that space, in itself, is actually boundless; 
to which imagination the idea of space, of itself, 15 
leads us. II ~ Locke. , ' 

I shall not consider the third meaning at all. 

Johnson's defin~tions do not entirely coincide with 

Bacon's, as Bacon is largely concerned to stress the way in 

which mental operations are all conducted in present time or 

rather in a kind of mental time. This recalls the distinction 

between calendar and mental time of Proust and early twentieth 

century novelists. 16 Johnson, however, concentrates on the 

nature of the imagination as the faculty which makes "images". 

Indeed, it seems as though lithe image" is a concept about which 

he is a good deal clearer than he is about the concept of imagin-

ation, and in part he bases his concept of the latter on the 

former as far as he possibly can. The definition of image is 

as follows: 

1. Any corporeal representation, generally used of 
statues; a statue; a picture. 
20 An idol; a false God. 
3. A copy; representation; a likeness. 
4. Semblance; show; appearence. 
5. An idea; a representation of anything to the mind; 
a picture drawn in the fancy; (then follow two il
lustrative quotationso The third is as follows:) 

15 
S. Johnson, OPe cit. 

16 
See S. Becket, Proust 

calendar of facts runs parallel 
realisation takes place." p. 4. 

\ 

(New York, 1931), "When the 
to the calendar of feelings, 
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"i'lhen we speak of a figure of a thousand angles, we 
may have a clear idea of the number one thousand 
angles; but the image, or sensible idea, we cannot 
distinguish by fancy from the image of a figure that 
has nine hundred angles." - liatts. 

It is clear from the first three and possibly even 

the fourth definition above, that Johnson associated the word 

"image" with very definitely three dimensional objects. The 

fifth definition, the most important for our purposes, shows 

Johnson's tendency to conceptualize, and to conceptualize at 

the same time as having a very material notion of the act of 

conceptualization. An idea and an image can be much the same 

thing. Hence, it is no surprise when the definition of an 

idea shows the same equation: 

Idea: Mental image: "·Whatever the mind perceives . 
in itself, or is the immediate object of perception, 
thought, or the understanding, that I ·call ~." - Locke. 

The purpose of an assemblage of so many lengthy de

finitions is to show that Johnson tended to equate an image, 

that is a "mental picture" or a "thing absent", with an idea, 

or a concept or abstract notion. Now as Johnson was very aware, 

the imagination could frequently conjure up "things absent" 

when they were absent for the very good reason that they did 

not exist and exceeded the bounds of probability. It was an 

easy step for an imagination to become "an unsolid or fanciful 

opinion" when the images comprising it became "sensible ideas" 

(Watts). Johnson's tendency to equate two concepts which even 
\ 

on his terms were not strictly equivalent was a source of con-

tinual confusion to him. In order to .clarify this further, it 

is necessary to lay the blame firmly where it b~longs, on the 
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shoulders of John Locke. 

The whole question of Locke's influence on Johnson 

and on the eighteenth century is a very wide topic, about 

which I confess I know very little. It must suffice to explain 

what seem to be the essentials, and to suggest certain books 

and articles which would form the basis for further inves

tigation on this topic. 17 

Lockels hypothesis that material objects existed, but 

that consistency of perception was nearly impossible, neverthe

less did not prevent him from establishing to his and his cen

tury's satisfaction, that a clear correspondence between the 

subjective and the objective existed in the mind of man. As 

W.K. Wright has expressed it: 

Locke's thought does not seem to be that the mind 
forms complex ideas arbitrarily or capriciously. 
I1hen the mind functions correctly, it produces ideas 
that correspond to the external world as it actuallY18 exists, apart from the mind itself. 

It is plain that, in contrast again to the experience 

of Proust, Beckett and others, it was easy for Locke to believe 

that the mind normally functioned well enough to provide an 

17 
Jean H. Hagstrum, "The Nature of Dr. Johnson's 

Rationalism", Journa.l of English Literary History, XVII (1950), 
191-205. 

R.R. Kaul, "'Dr. Johnson on l-iatter and Mind", 
Johnsonian Studies, ed. M. Wahba, (Cairo, 1962), pp. 101-108. 

Kenneth MacLean, John Locke and English Literature 
of the Ei§hteenth Century (New Haven, Connecticut, 1936). 

W.K. Wright, A History of Modern Philosophy (New York, 
1941), p. 149. 
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accurate correspondence between matter and mind. Wright 

clarifies for us the problem which Locke did not apparently 

grasp. 

Locke,as we see, uses the word "substance" in at 
least '1h.rll different senses; sometimes it, is any 
independently existing physical or spiritual object; 
at other times it is our complex idea of such an 
object; again it is the unknown substratum in which 
the observable qualities of the object inhere. Locke 
is often guilty of using the same term indifferently 
as an idea and the independent ~ntity to which the 
idea refers. 19 

If then in Locke, the idea is wrongly confused with the 

object, the consistent corresponcence between "idea" and "ob

je'ct ll has to be maintained, but with an evident epistemological 

danger of their not corresponding. When, therefore, that "licen

tious" part of the mind begins to become active, it absolutely 

~ be repressed and controlled. Hence the apparently unwarr.ant

able link in Johnson of an over-active imagination with madness. 

This then, is a fairly complete exposition of the con

cept of imagination in the eighteenth century as exemplified 

by the quotation 1nitially from the "Life of Pope". The identifi

cation of the concepts of "image" and "idea" led to the po-

sition where an image could. extend no further in meaning or 

reference than to an "idea"; in turn an idea had to be the exact 

correspondent of the material world, and this indirect reference 

of an "image" to "reality" could only be maintained by the con

stant, recurrent test of an external faoulty. This faculty 
\ 

19 
Ibid., pp. 151-152. 



is the third mentioned by Johnson in the passage from the 

"Life of Pope", which 'he calls "judgement". 

The faculty of "judgement" in the "Life of Pope~ it 

will be observed,seleots: 

from life or nature what the present purpose· 
requires, and by separating the essence of 
things from its concomitants, often makes the 
representation more powerful than the reality. 

14 

'The closeness of this definition to Locke's quoted 

by Johnson in the Dictionary would seem to sUbstantiate that 

Johnson was thinking in Locke's terms when writing the passage 

in the "Life of Pope ll
• The definition is taken from the second 

meaning of "wit", glossed as "Imagination; quickness of fancy" 

and is the fourth illustrative quotation: 

Wi t, lying most 'in the assemblage of ideas, and 
putting those together with quickness and variety, 
wherein can be found any resemblance or congruity, 
thereby to make up pleasant pictures in the 
fancy. Judgement, on the contrary, lies in se
parating carefully one from another, ideas where
in can be found the least difference, thereby 
to avoid being misled by similitude. 

It' is the judgement which keeps a check on the essence 

of things as perceived by the minde This essence by definition, 

is the reality, the important part of "life or na ture ~I and 

it is Locke's and Johnson's weakness to admit to a principle 

of "pleasures. of the imagination" not logically consistent 

with what they believed to be true and real. 
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CHAPTER II 

Pope, generally accepted to be the greatest poet of 

the Augustan period, is nevertheless in a curious position 

as a literary theorist6 In contrast with his unfortunate 

opponent Dennis, his .statements on criticism are smooth and 

persuasive but old-fashioned and even unsatisfactory. That 

Dennis' theories were to a degree unsatisfactory too~ I 

hope to show later, but at least his arguments are fairly 

tenable ontheir own terms, which Pope's are not. 

Pope, in his capacity of law-giver, resorts to certain 

statements which, while having a kind of local logic, do not 

hold good outside their home paragraph. The following line, 

for instance, shows a strange lack of perception: 

Be not the First by whom the New are tr1'ed, 
Nor yet the last to lay the Old aside. 

If this advice were followed, it would effectively 

1 

preclude change, yet it does not state that change is generally 

inadVisable, and in fact seems to be supporting the usual 

Tory concept of slow, organic change. 

Pope's technique is not a critical or argumentative 

one, but is basicEllly poetic. He argues by assertion, and 

1 
A. Pope, "Essay on Cr1t101sm'' in Poems, ad. John Butt, 

(London, 1963), 11. 335-36. 



16 

assertion which is expressed artistically; and it is with 

difficulty that any strict general application can be made. 

Pope is entirely seduced, and expects his reader to be seduced 

too, by the undoubted beauty and "Poeticality" of his work. 

Take a short passage from An Essay on Man in which the same 

assertive technique is employed in a work similar to the Essay 

on Criticism" in that Pope's powers are employed in proving 

a logical and semi-philosophical argument: Pope is arguing 

that it is just as well for mankind that he can only hear 

through his normal sense of hearing and not perceive at an 

intenser level: 

Why has not Man a microscopic eye? 
For this plain reason, Man is not a fly. 
Say what the use, were finer optics given, 
T' inspect a mite, not comprehend the heav'n? 
Or touch. if tremblingly alive all o'er, 
To smart and agonize at ev'ry pore? 
Or quick effluvia darting thro' the brain, 
Die of a rose in aromatic pain? 

Here, we are too busy ad~iring Pope's conception in 

the last couplet of an appreciation of the exquisite perfume 

of the rose through a heightened sense, to question his con

tention that it would be too much to bear. Pope uses the nice 

point that exquisite pleasure is sometimes painful, ~ut cheats 

in using this special case as a general example and cheats 

again by tempting us to imagine from within our present arrange-

2 
A. Pope, Essay on Man, ~., l~." 193-200. 
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1 
ment of perceptions what an. exc§pt'1.orikY_ beautiful perfume would 

be like if smellf;(j,. He ignores the fact that presumably this 

would be a quite normal state of affairs and that the emotive 

return would be no greater. Philosophically, therefore, his 

point has much less weight than his poetic asse~ion of it. 

Similarly in an Essay on Criticism we are invited 

time and time again to transfer our appreciation of the truth 

of his metaphor to its implied exact counterpart in argument. 

This division of "argument" and "expression" is normally a 
3 

false one, but its validity in this case is to Pope's detrimento 

The following passage from an Essay on Criticism 

with its two main metaphors, is a good example: 

For Wit and Judgement often are at strife, 
Tho' meant each other's Aid, like Man and Wife e 

'Tis more to guide than spur the Muse's Steed; 
Restrain his Fury, than provoke his Speed; 
The winged oourser, like, a gen'rous Horse, 
Shows most true Mettle when you check his course. 

3 
It is noticeable that Dr. Johnson criticised Pope 

for just this inaccurate transference, though he did not 
place a general emphasis on this fault with regard to Pope 
as much as with Addison and Gray. In the "Life of Addison" 
(Llves, Everyman Ope cite Vol. I, po 352, under the sec
tion 'his poetry' leading onto IThe "Campaign"') Johnson 
is here calling for a general exactitude in similes and 
finds fault with Pope for the lines: "The well-sung woes 
will soothe my pensive ghost;/ He best can paint them who 
shall feel them most." and adds severely, "Martial exploits 
may be D8.inted; perhaps ~ may be painted; but they are 
surely not painted by being well-sung: it is not easy to 
paint in song, or to sing in colours." ' 

4 
A. Pope, Essay on Criticism Ope cit~, 11. 82-87. 

,4 
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The purpose here is to face the reader with what 

appears to be a self-evident opinion, and this rises to a 

local climax in the last couplet where it is indeed self

evident that a horse shows more "mettle" by being reigned in. 

It is easy to overlook lbpes lack of distinction between 

"mettle" as a literary criterion and whatever horsy criterion 

of worth _he~ has in mind. 

Let us relate this essentially subjective, assertive 

technique, to what we understand to be Pope's critical position 

in the Essay. It is fair to say th~t Pope believes that 

genius in the poet and taste in the critic, stem from the 

same source, and certainly suggests that those who compose 

properly are best equipped to judge: 

Both must alike from HeavIn derive their Light, 
These .12.2l:n. to Judge, as well as those to y,Trite. 
Let such teach others who themselves excell, 
And censure freely who have written well. 

Pope I s line of arg·ument rests heavily on ancient 

authority, and the list of critics discussed in Part III 

of the Essay on Criticism is a fairly standard one, relying 

on ancient, neo-classical, or humanist writers. Aristotle, 

Horace, Dionysius, Petronius, Quintilian, Longinus, Erasmus, 
, . 

Vida, Boilean, and Roscommon. 

5 
Ibid., 11. 13-16. 

5 



This deference to authority is naturally connected 

with a constant reference to "the Rules" of writing, vlhich 

are, in turn based on the famous criterion of nature "By 

her just Standard, which is still the same".6 So far, 

granted a full understanding of the criterion 'of "nature" 

19 

to which the Augustans felt they could refer unanimously, 

Pope's position is conSistent, and therefore acceptablee 

Where he begins to betray an incomplete understanding of his 

own theory, is when he approaches the problem of changing 

conventions - as in the couplet quoted before (p.lS of this 

study ) beginning "Be not the First by whom the New are 

tried". Pope's difficulty is either to establish a Rule by 

which the other Rules may be broken, or admit to a different 

principle of excellence altogether. Instead he tries to 

avoid doing either ~roperly. 

Pope places his faith in the authority of Longinus, 

who is, in a famous line "himself the great Sublime he draws". 

As is usual throughout the whole century, Longinus' attribute 

and contribution to criticism is that he is: 

An ardent Judge, who Zealous in his Trust, 7 
With- Warmth gives Sentence, yet is always ~. 

This too is not evidently inconsistent, but it is 

6 
1J2.1.!l., 1. 69. 

7 
lli.9,.., ,11. 677- 78. 



when, in an earlier passage, Pope has to account for the 

limits within which the "warmth" may be allowed to trans

gress the Rules in the interests of "Poetic fire" he finds 

some difficulty. As the note in the Twiokenham edition 

states, Pope refers to a belief (as yet unexamined until 

Burke) 

that there is a criticism by taste as well as by 
rules, that the success of a work of art may 

20 

depend upon a quality difficult to define, a 8 
je ne sais quoi. 

It must be allowable for a poet or critic to main

tain that the success of a work of art has an undefinable 

source, and Pope, for a while continues this argument which 

is acceptable: 

Musick resembles Poetry, in each 
Are nameless Graces which no Methods ,teach. 

Pope hovers between the attempt to formulate a new 

standard for the "nameless Graces", and a belief in the 

inclusiveness of the rules. This belief in the inclusive-

ness of the Rules results in Pope's making the "nameless 

Graces" contradictory to the rules.. They should transcend 

but are only allowed momentarily to do so. Pope is content 

with slick imprecision such as the following: 

Great wits sometimes may gloriously offend, 

8 
~., n. to 11. 141 - 180. \ 

9 
~., 11. 143-44. 

9 



And rise to Faults true Criticks dare not mend. 

He then makes a more precise and forward-looking 

statement, which is similar to remarks made much later in 

the c.entury: poets may 

snatch a grace beyond the Reach of Art; 
Which, without passing thro' the Judgement, gains 
The Heart, and all its End at once attains. 

Pope is, in faot, here prepared to by-pass the im

portant external criterion, but he can give no rule-of-

21 

10 

11 

thumb for doing so, only presumably an internal conviction 

of rectitude on the part of the poet. This, however, because 

of h~s reverence for authority and true poets, he cannot 

allow to stand for more than a few lines. 

But tho' the Ancients thus their rules invade, 
(As Kings dispense with ~. Themselves have made). 
Moderns, beware~ Or if ~ou must offend 
Against the Precept, ne er transgress its ~, 
Let it be seldom, and compell'd by ~, 12 
And have, at least. Their Precedent to plead. 

In.addition Pope goes on to. account for irregularities 

in Homer, which he does by means of an argument which can 

only be called circular. Pope argues that because we know 

Homer to be a great poet, if ever we suspect that his work 

10 
lill· , 11. 152- 53. 

11 

12 
lllQ.. , 11. 155-57. 

llli· , 11. 161-66. 
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is bad or irregular, this is because we cannot see what 

Homer is doing. Once again, Pope resorts to arguing by 

metaphor, and uses a very weak one of "A prudent Chief" (1. 

175 ff.). He conoludes: Those oft are Stratagems which !rrors seem, 
Nor 1s 1t Homer nods, but We that Dream. 13 

Though Pope is attempting to free poetry from rigid 

criticism by reference to set rules, we find that he is 

logically unable to substitute anything consistent for 

this except unconditional reverence for authority or a poetio 

instinct which is virtually impossible for the moderns to 

allow themselves. The Essay on Criticism illustrates a 

feeling growing throughout the eighteenth century, that the 

moderns were constrained to exercise their Judgements to a 

greater degree than the ancients, in order to do what the 

ancierits did naturally. Conversely, they found that this 

did not work as well as it ought to have done, and sought 

the guidance of the ancients in the field where disregard 

of the Rules of correctness seemed most rewarding. Longinus 

was, of course, this authority, and more will be said of him 

latero Now, however, it is better to deal with Pope's op

ponent Dennis, who is faced with a very similar task to 

Pope, but approaches it in an entirely different way. Dennis, 

of course, also has a good deal to say about Longinus. 

13 
l..Q.1g,., 11. 179-180. 
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OHAPTER III 

1 
Dennis, made an outlandish, staring, reddening carica-

ture for most of us by Pope, is in ~any ways an alien figure 
2 

in his chronological context of the early Augustan periodo 

One of Pope's continual grudges against Dennis is signifi-

cant to this study here. Dennis seems to have been one of 

the earliest English examples of a specialised literary critic, 

and though he wrote plays they were neith~r then nor now very 

well received. Pope apparently disapproved of this phenomenon: 

Some have at first for Wits, then Poets past, 
Turn'd Oriticks next, and prov'd plain Fools at last; 3 

Dennis, then is an early example of literary specialis

ation, a parasite from Grub Street p and, if you will, a fore

runner 'of the literary ant-heap described in Gissing's ~ 

Grub Street. (1891) 

DenniS, in contrast to Pope, shows a greater awareness 

of the problems before the poets of his day, and a greater 

honesty in solving those problems. In consequence, many of 

his ideas resemble those of Wordsworth and Ooleridge, though 

1 
Fbpe, Essay on Criticism, in Works, ed. J. Butt, (London, 

1963), 11. 585-87. 
2 
According to Scott Elledge, (Eighteenth Oentury 

Oritical Essays, ed. Scott Elledge, (Ithaca, 1961), Vol. I, 
p. 512.~ Dennis contributed little new to criticism after 1704. 

Essay on Oriticism, OPe cit., 11. 36-37 and note. 
See also Dick Min'1m, Idler, nos. 60-61, Soott Elledge, OPe 
cit., pp. 637-644, Vol. IIo 
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more primitively expressed. Paradoxically, Dennis' purpose 

as stated in his The Grounds of Criticism is much the same as 

Pope ' s. 4 Dennis is making lIan attempt to restore and re-establish 
5 

the noblest art" and in doing so to "discover the nature of 

poetry in general".6 His method for going about it, however, 

is entirely different from Pope's. Dennis is ready to re-codify 

the rules if necessary, and, is more effectively aware of the 

fact of a difference in intellectual climate between the ancients 

and the moderns. For instance, a Christian poet has, for Dennis, 

a head start over any heathen, however great. However, this 

is to anticipate. 

Dennis' definition, from which his argument procedes, 

is a typically rapid one: 

Poetry, then, is an art by which a poet exc~tes 
passion (and for that very cause entertains 
sense) in order to satisfy and prove, to delight 
and reform, the mind, and so to make mankind hap-
pier and better. 7 

From this point, he concentrates on the pleasure 

principle, saying that poetry has a subordinate end - to 

please, and a final end - to instruct, "but poetry, unleis 

it is transporting, is abominable".8 Dennis is the first 

4 
Dennis, The Grounds of Criticism in Poetry, (1704) 

in Critical Works, ed. E.N o Hooker, (Baltimore, 1939), pp. 325-74. 
5 
Ibid., p. 334. 
6-
ll19..., p. 334. 

7 
Ibid., p. 336. 
8-

1.Q.iQ.., p. 336. 
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theorist in Britain to base his theory of poetry almost solely 

on emotion. His is such an early example of this, and at the 

same time so free from rationalist habits of thought that it 

has seemed better to deal with him by himself. His theory of 

the passions· is far less limited than those of more common 

theorists.. He gOES so far as to say that "we are moved by 

pleasure, which is happiness, to do everything we do,,~9 There 

are two sorts of passion, vulgar passion and enthusiastic passion, 

and on this distinction turn Dennis' arguments and all his 

Romantic implications. In this distinction too, we find the 

reason that Dennis ~ so ahead of his time because of his 

analytic eagerness. 

A useful kind of comparison can be made here with an 

earlier essay entitled The Advancement and Reformation of Modern 

Poetry, published in l70~ which is a curious mixture of con

fusion and over-simplification. In these two essays, he gives 

definitions of both vulgar and enthusiastic passion, and they 

would seem to differ. The reason for this difference and 

Dennis' subsequent muddle may be made clearer by a reference 
h to the fact that Dennis as been seen as anticipating Words-

10 worth's theories of poetry. . Dennis prefers, like Wordsworth, 

9 
Dennis, Critical Works, ed. E.N. Hooker, (Baltimore, 

1939-1943), p. 337. 
10 

See W.J.B. Owe.n,"Wordsworth's "Preface" to . Lyrical 
Ballads", in Anglistica, Vol. IX, (Oopenhagen, 1957), pp. 64-65. 
Dr. Owen assumes a similarity and discusses the likelihood of 
Wordsworth having read Dennis before 1803. 
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vulgar passion, because: "all men are capable of being moved 

by the vulgar and a poet writes to all".ll Such a view is 

acceptable when one considers Dennis' definition of vulgar 

passion in the later essay: it 113 "that whioh is moved by the 

objects themselves or by the ideas in the ordinary course of 

life".12 

In the same essay, Dennis defines enthusiastic passion 

as follows: 

enthusiastic passion t/is a passion which is moved 
by the ideas in contemplation, or the meditation 
of things that belong not to common life". 13 

The conjunction "or" is a little dubious in the above 

quotation, because it is not entirely certain whether Dennis 

intends the second clause merely to explain the first more fully, 

or to state a second alternative. Perhaps he meant it to be 

a bipartite definition, but in the sense along which his essay 

took him, it is a reiteration because things in contemplation 

are not the same to the mind as they are in everyday circum

stances, as he admits (see page 29). This definition is im-

portant, because Dennis in this later essay seems to be opening 

up a greater distinction between the vulgar passions and the 

enthusiastic, than he did in the earlier by what appears at 

11 
Dennis, Works, Ope cit.i p. 339. 

12 
lJUj.,., p. 338. 

13 
lill., p. 338. 
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first to be a minor shift of emphasis.' This shift of emphasis 

leads him, in the later essay, to the suspicion of a detrimental 

reflection on the vulgar passions. 

The definitions in the earlier essay are as follows: 

I call that ordinary passion, whose cause is 
clearly comprehended by him who feels it, 
whether it be admiration, terror, or joy; 
and I call the very same passions enthusiasms, 
when their cause is'not clearly comprehended 
by him who feels them. 14 

That Dennis can call by the same name in an attempt, 

presumablYt to clarify further the earlier essay, such apparently 

different concepts as these, is strange. In the one case, the 

identical emotions are distinguished by the amount of knowledge 

the moved person has of the cause. In the earlier essay Dennis 

is content without any irritable reaching after fact and reason, 

to be in ignorance about the causes of enthusiastic passiorr. He 

is, indeed, trying to prove that "a sacred subject is as sus-

ceptible of ordinary passions as a profane one can be p and more 

susceptible of the enthusiastic!~5 

However, he is content that all passions are the same 

in the mind and therefore presumably equally available to all. 

That enthusiasm moves, is plain to sense; why, 
then, it moved the writer: but if it moved 
the writer, it moved him while he was thinkingo 
Now what can move a man while he is thinking 

14 
1Q1£., p. 216. 

15 
~., p. 216. 



but the thoughts that are in his mind. In 
short, enthusiasm as well as ordinary passions 
must proceed from the thoughts, as the passions 
of all reasonable creatures must certainly do; 
but the reason why we know not the causes of en
thusiastic as well as of ordinary passions, is 
beoause we are not so used to them, and beoause 
they proceed from thoughts, that latently and 
unobserved by us carry passion along with them • 
• • • What sort of Passions these are, that thus, 
unknown to us, flow from these Thoughts? to him 
I answer, That the same sort of Passions flow from 
the thoughts, that would from the Things of which 

28 

those thoughts are ideas. 16 

Notice that Dennis assumes a communication with things' 

distinct from and closer than Locke's "idea".. The unknown 

thing, if known, would be responded to in a like manner, and 

the enthusiasms would proceed: 

from the thoughts from which they naturally 
flow, as being the thoughts or images of things 
that carry those passions along with them. 11 

Therefore the passions may be taken as a test of t'heir 

truthfulness to whatever is considered most important in the 

human condition. This passage from Dennis has' often been com

pared with a passage from Wordsworth's "Preface" to the second 
. 18 

edition of the Lyrical Ballads, (11. 130-140). The close re-

lation in each passage between thought and feeling is their 

common ground, though in Dennis the exact relation between the 

16 
Ho 0 k e r , 0 p • c it. , .' Vol 9 I , p • 217. 

17 
~., ppe 217-188 

18 
Owen, op. cit. 
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thing which caused the emotion, is not apprehended. 

In the later essay, however, Dennis' emphasis has 

shifted, and the nature of the total effect on the mind made 

by vulgar passions on the one han~ and by enthusiastio passions 

on the other, is now entirely different. 

He admits, for example, that even those things in 

common life are altered by the very act of contemplation: 

I desire the reader to observe that ideas in 
meditation are often very different from what 
ideas of the same objects are in the course 
of common conversation. 19 

Vulgar passions may be preferable for democratic reasons, 

but "the enthusiastic are more subtle, and thousands bave no 

feeling and no notion of them at all.,,20 

In the category of enthusiastic passion, Dennis places 

the complex idea of religion. It is here that he disagrees with 

Longinus who has figured largely as the authority for Dennis' 

assertion that passion is at the basis of poetryo Dennis con

sciously makes his argument a Christian extension of Longinus D 

theories. Dennis shows by 

his (i.e. Longinus') authority that religious ideas 
are the most proper to give greatness and 
sublimity to a discourseG And this I shall show 
first by his examples, and secondly by his 
preceptso 21 

19 
Dennis, Works, Ope c1t., pG" 339$ 

20 
Ibid., po 339" 

21 
Ibid.~ p .. 357. 
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Dennis places a good deal of importance on the concept 

of infinity implicit in the concept of God. He applies Lon

ginus' idea of terror as a source of the Sublime, and applies 

it to God. 

nothing is so terrible as the wrath of Infinite 
Power, because nothing is so unavoidable as the 
vengeance designed by it. 22 

By introducing the concept of God as the highest sub-

ject for sublime poetry, Dennis is uniting his two desiderata 

of pleasure and instruction, and significantly for the future,' 

seems to bas~ this in enthusiastic passion2p , and to make his 

criterion of recollection even more crucial. He is forced, 

throughout the later essay, by a logical neces~it~ to make 

emoti~ns emanating from conception in the mind the source of 

poetry. His opinions on conceptual thought have altered so 

much, that, far from lack of clarity being a concomitant of 

enthusiastic passion, it is most present in a product of en-

thusiastic passion. The shift is most significant in that the 

thought, to the thinker, carries within itself a proof of its 

own truth 

Greatness of thought supposes elevation, they 
being synonymous terms; and, secondly, the en
thusiasm or the pathetic as Longinus calls it 
follows of course; for if a man is not strongly 
moved by great thoughts, he does not sufficiently 
and effectively conceive them. 24 

22 
~., p. 362. 

23 
~., pp. 361-62. 

24 
~., p. 359. 
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For Dennis, it would appear that
1
granted the initial 

state of contemplation, conception, i.e. complete intellectual 

understa.nding, is simultaneous with and even dependant upon, 

a passionate and imaginative apprehension of the particular 

idea. It is possible to see reasons here for Ooleridge's en-

thusiasm for Dennis, too. It is important to realise that 

Dennis supports his contention that ideas of religion are the 

best source of poetry, by reasons which are more psychological 

than religious. 

For Dennis, it would also seem, that the imagination 

is a faculty which is very closely connected with the vital 

pa~sionate and apprehensive process s Though he does not use 

the word "imagination" freQ.uently, he does so in the following 

passage, and it is possible to see that Dennis is using it in 

a fuller, but less strict, sense than the Johnsonian one of 

"the process of image - ing". 

the soul never takes the alarm from anything so 
soon as it does from the senses, especially those 
two noble ones of the eye and the ear, by reason 
of the strict affinity which they have with the 
imagination. 25 

Dennis specifically opposes the faculty of i~agination 

to the faculty of reflection, which mea,ns much the same as 

"judgement" in the sense that both Pope and Johnson used it .. 

The imagination is "fired,,26 by the agitation of the passions, 

25 
Ibid., p. 362. 

26-
Ibid •. u. ~6~. Another alternative may be. that for 

Dennis the -'-':i.m~gin~tion" is simply "pictures in the mind", but 
this does not effectively alter the use he makes of this faculty, 
when combined with passion. 
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and 

the warmer the imagination is, the less able 
we are to reflect. 27" 

As a part of the general trend of this later essay 

away from the ideas expressed in the Advancement and Reformation. 

the above quotation contradicts an opinion in the earlier essay: 

':Poetical enthusiasm is a passion guided by judgement ••• That 

it ought to be guided by judgement is indubitable. For other-
28 wise it would be madness, not poetical passion." Judgement 

is a "guide" however, not a check to imagination, as in John

son, and this reminds one of Ooleridge's use of the term: "a 

supervening act of the will and judgement, consciously and for the 

forseen purpose of pleasure.,,29 

It is clear then, that for Dennis the heated imagination 

was essential to a complete conception of an idea, which ex

cluded reflection because then "the soul has leisure to reflect 

upon the deceit."30 Dr. Johnson, apparentl~had a good deal 

of respect for Dennis' criticism, but surely would not have 

approved of the culminating idea: 

XVIII, 

When the imagination is so infl~med as to 
'"render the soul utterly incapable of re

flecting, there is no difference between 
the images and the things themselves, as we 
may see, for example, by men in raging fevers. 31 

27 
Ibid., po 363. 

28-
Il2.i!!., p .. 217. 

29 
Ooleridge, Biographia Literia (London, 1965), chap. 

p. 206. 
30 

Dennis, Works, Ope cit., p~ 362 .. 
31 

1!2.19..., p. 363. 
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Dennis believes in allowing the imagination its full 

scope, because only at the highest point of such a process, 

can we achieve true knowledge of the reality. Dennis does not 

seem to be aware of the implications of his example, but it is 

clear that for him, "there is no difference between the images 

and things themselves" both logically and actually. 

The final important 'point which Dennis makes clear, 

completes his exposition of the passionate cause and test of 

art which became to a large extent the accepted view of the 

century, and has also a strong connection with certain Romantic 

poetic theoriese This final sectionSDWSDennis' views on poetiC 

language, and in many ways illustrates the most unsatisfactory 

part of the whole theory which Dennis opens up. The rough 

and imprecise notion is that poetry is the natural product and 

the natural expression of intense emotion. Dennis' method,here, 

is just pure assertion, as was that of most eighteenth century 

critics on this matter. 

For as the thoughts produce the spirit or the 
passion, the spirit produces and makes the ex-
pression, which is known by experience to all 
who are poets; for never anyone while he was 
rapt with enthusiasm or ordinary passion wanted 
either words or harmony, as is self-evident to 
all who consider that the expression conveys and 
shows the spirit, and consequently must be pro-
duced by it. 32 

Oompare this with modern critical cynicism such as 

the following: "Personal sincerity has no place in literature, 

32 
~., p. 3598 
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because personal sincerity as such is inarticulate.,,33 It 

is easy to contradict Dennis, because he contradicts pimself, 

but certain it is that the contradictory idea that poetry was 

the natural language of passion became a commonplace during 

the following century:34 

ButU~assion which is the disorder of the soul, 
produces harmony, which is agreement, so harmony, 
which is concord, augments and propagates passion, 
which is discordG 35 

In his views on poetry as being the natural language, 

Dennis clearly distinguishes between poetry (that expression 

activated by passion) and verseo It is clear that Dennis be

lieves, like Wordsworth, that the versification of any natural 

expression must only control the passion expressed. Harmony 

both produces, and is produced by}passion and clearly Dennis' 

conception of harmony involves a more direct and simpler kind of 
':.v. t.h 0. s. 

versification from some theories in the century, .,Q.f, verse as 

decoration or as the sugar on the didactic pill. 36 

33 
N. Frye, Fables of Identity (New York, 1963), pp. 124-25. 

34 
See of course, Wordsworth's real language of men in a 

state of vivid sensation, and "spontaneous overflow of powerful 
feelings", in the "Preface" of 1800. See Owen, ~. cit., 110 
See also the Appendix on poetic diction, and Oweri:s comments on 
ito 

35 
Dennis, Works, Ope cit., p. 365. 

36 
Dr. Owen has cited a comparison between this extract 

from Dennis, and Wordsworth's "Preface" 11. 293-94. Wordsworth 
mentions the incongruousness resulting from the poet interweaving 
"any foreign splendour of his own with that which the passion 
naturally suggests". 
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Dennis, it is clear from the difference between these 

two essays considered here, moved towards a po.sition where thought 

and passion united to give the person concerned a clear insight 

into truth, even perhaps a kind of mystical union with its re-

ligious subject. His logic is much less conventionally structured 

than that of practically any other critic in his century, and 

in his prose, one feels the urgency of personal statement and 

the confidence (or rashness) of a man willing to be led by the 

processes in his own mind. Perhaps the reason for his theories 

being ignored by most of the major writers and theorists before 

Wordsworth and S.T. Ooleridge except for JohnSon37 , was that 

Dennis seems to be attempting a comprehension of Locke's "real 

essence". This,according to Locke,was impossible to knowQ 

Note that Dennis' epistemology is confused in the passage quoted 

in the n.16. The directness of Dennis' advocated poetic ex

perience was too much for a century which believed in the kind 

of self-consulting mind made clear in this quotation by Pope, 

and the comment by W.K. Wimsatt Jnr. : 

II 'Tis with our judgments as our watches, none 
Go just alike, yet each believes his owno ll 

••• The difference between our judgments 
and our watches, if noted at all, may be a 
pleasant epistemological joke for a person 
who questions the existence of a judgment which 
is taken out like a watch and consulted 

37 
Boswell, Life of Johnson (London, 1953), p. 745. 

Johnson thought Dennis' collected works would sell; Davies 
did not~ and his word as a bookseller (see p. 276) should 
carry some weight. 
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by another judgment. 38 

Dennis' directness was too glib and untrustworthy for 

Wordsworth, never mind the eighteenth century. Wordsworth gets 

over the epistemological question by positing a different view 

of the true response of the passions. Compare as on page 25 

"Preface", (11. 130-140) with Dennis (ed. Hooker, I, p. 217.) 

cited by Dr. Owen. All the passionate responses we experience, 

according to Wordswort~,are not equally true or at least, equal

ly important. During the process of recollection, the mind can 

decide on the relative importance of the experience. The dif

ficult process of honesty and the training of feelings to cor

respond at last "mechanically and blindly" results in a process 

where: 

we shall describe objects, and utter sentiments 
of such a nature, and in such a connection with 
each other, that the understanding of the Reader 
must necessarily be in some degree enlightened 
and his affections strengthened and purified. 39 

Wordsworth depends un a constant check of the subject 

on the object. "I have at all times endeavoured to.look steadily 

at my SUbject.,,40 

Nevertheless, Dennis contributed an enthusiasm for the 

Sublime, and for the pathetic theory of poetry, to eighteenth 

century culture. Perhaps because of his neglect of Locke he 

38 
W.K. 1Vimsatt Jnr., liThe Structure of Romantic Imageryll 

in English Romantic P~, ed. M.H. Abrams, (New York, 1960), p. 26. 
39 

Wordsworth, "Preface ll to Lyrical Ballads in Owen, 
-- _.I.... " '"2'7,J,t"\ up. ~~v., ~~. ~~I-~~Vo 

40 
Ibid., 11. 205-06. 
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expressed a theory of poetry and attained a union of subject 

and ob j ect, which was not fully attempted -. until the more general 

rejection of Locke by the Romantic poets. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Akansida's Pleasures of the Imagination was first 

published in 1744. Johnson in 1772, said he could not read 
1 

it through.. In 1776 he said, "Akenside was a superior poet 

both to Gray and Masonu2 , but his final opinion is probably 

that expressed in the Lives of the Poets that the Odes were 

dull and the Pleasures of the Imagination" raised expectations 

that were not very amply satisfied". 3 It seems undeniable 

that this production of Akenside's youth was his finest, and 

it is useful fOr my purposes in that it epitomises a view of 

poetry in which the imagination has ah'1mportant but qualified 

part to play.. As a fair example' of what was later to be de

scribed as mechanical poetry, the Pleasures of the Imagination 

is especially useful. 

The Pleasures of the Imagination is significant in 

that it proposes for its design 'an intention. besides of in

structing, of pleasing th.e reader mainly by stimulating the 

exercise of his "fancy". As Akenside explains this term, men; 

in exercising the fancy, seek means: 

(London, 

1 
J. Boswell D Life of Johnson (London; 1953), p. 437. 

2 
lli9.., po 740. 

3 
s. Johnson, "Life of Akenside", in Lives of the Poets 
1925), Vol. II, p. 374. 



to recall the delightful perceptions Cimages 
in the mind) afford, independent of the objects 4 
which originally produced them. 

39 

The use of the word "object" is particularly useful 

in a discussion dealing with the emergenoe of the subject/ob~ 

ject distinction which has absorbed the twentieth century 

particularly. Akenside, despite the subjective pleasures im

plied in his sentence quoted above, has no apprehensions of 

the difficulties involved. He has, in fact, evolved a flaw

less system in which the subject and object correspond exactly. 

At the same time, the qualities which by the end of the cen

tury were agreed to reside in the subject, for Akensifte re

sided still in the object. Akenside relies on Addison's 

olassifications of the qualities causing delight as greatness, 

novelty, and beauty5: 

into these we may analyse every object, how-
ever complex, which, properly speaking, is delight-
ful to the imagination e 6 

He speaks confidently of:. 

that various and complicated resemblance exist
ing between several parts of the material and 
immaterial worlds, which is the foundation of 
metaphor and wite 7 

4 
M. Akenside, "The Design", Pleasure.s ·of the .Imagin

ation, in Poetioal Works (London, 1857), p. 1. 
5 

J .. Addison, Spectator no. 412, Monday, June 23, 1712. 
(London, 1945), p. 279. 

6 
Akenside, Ope cit., p. 2. 

7 
l!U.Q.. p p .. 3 .. 
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~censide states that an appreciation of the objec

tive qualities result in subjective delight, and that the 

nature of this appreciation is a kind of imitation. This kind 

of imitation, Akanslde distinguishes quite olearly from the 

strict kind of imitation exemplified best by sculpture or 

painting. and which is itself a source of pleasure. The more 

sophisticated kind of imitation consists in bringing back to 

remembrance "the external appearances which were admired in 

nature .... by signs universally established and understood". 8 

As language is a different medium of imitation from, say, paint

ing, with fewer imitative capabilities, it became "an unlimited 

representative of every species and mode of being".9 It is 

at this point that the powers of language might be found to 

assert themselves, with results untruthful to the objects or 

modes themselves. Akenside, however, never oonsiders this 

difficulty, being apparently confident that the language, with 

the arts as a whole"had become "correct and deliberate". 10 

What appears to disturb him just a little, is apparently that 

the imagination might continue to extend itself "beyond the 

peculiar objects of the imaginative powers" .. l1 

the 

8 
~., p. 1 .. 

9 
112JJ1., p. 2. 

10 
lli9,.., p. 1. 

common, restrictive 
11 

Ibid., p .. 1 .. 

See chapter Von passionate poetry for 
view of language. 

I 
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The answer to this problem is that the poet must concern 

himself with the imitation of reality, of the objects them

selves: 

their primary intention was only to express 
the objects of imagination, and as they still 
abound chiefly in ideas of that class, they 
of course retain their original character. 12 

The pleasures of the imagination, therefor~ consist 

in ~he mind observing in itself the operation of images which 

serve to unite the material and immaterial worlds, insofar 

as this union operates towards strong moral conclusions: 

to unite the moral excellencies of life in 
the same point of view with the mere 
external objects of good taste; thus re
commending them in common to our natural 
propensity for admiring what is beautiful 
and lovely. 13 

In other words, we enjoy what is moral, not only be-

cause of its morality but because .a moral object depicted by 

poetry will automatically possess certain other aesthetic 

qualities to which we respond with delight, according to the 

standards of taste e 

The moral purpose which Akenside apparently believed 

to be inherent in his method, was unfortunately lacking, in 

Dr. Johnson's opinion. JOhnson's criticisms of the poem are 

12 
~., p. 2. 

13 
Ibid., pe 40 
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simply that Akenside concentrates too much on what he set 

out to do; for Johnson the pleasures of the imagination are 

irresponsible, and the very connections on which Akenside based 

his poem, insuffioient or even non-existent: 

The reader wanders through the gay diffusion, 
sometimes amazed, and sometimes delighted, 
but, after many turnings in the flowery laby
rinth, comes out as he went in. He remarked 
little, and laid hold on nothing. 14 

Johnson even castigates the accuracy of Akenside1s 

language as pedantry in the line: "Planets to absolve! The 

fated rounds of Time"$15 W.K. Wimsatt Jnr. makes the point 

that there were two concurrent views on the scientific exacti-

tude of language in the eighteenth century. The one followed 

Sprat's maxim of an equality of words to things. The other 

view maintained the need for a context, and allowance of shades 

of meaning. As Wimsatt says: 

They could scarcely use a language which, 
intending to embrace not merely mathematical 
ideas but the whole wealth of human experience, 
yet looked like algebra and was constructed 
on principles that attempted to be equally 
abstract. 16 

Johnson, according to Wimsatt's. thesis, uses almost 

entirely the latter method, although he often used scientific 

words with strict, technical accuracy_ My point is that 

14 
Johnson, Lives, op. cit., II, p. 374. 

15 
Pleasures of the Imagination, I, 11. 194-95, mis

quoted by Johnson. 
16 

W.K. Wimsatt Jur., Philosophic Words: A Stunv nf 
Style and Meaning in the Rambler and Dictionary of S: J~hnson, 
(New Haven, 1948), pp. 11-12. 
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hand 
Akenside, on the other eschews the metaphoric in a belief 

that the scientifically accurate word has poetic value, be-

cause of its non-associative nature. The difference between 

Akens1de and John,son t s view of language, as ep1 tomised in 

Johnson's criticisms in the "Life", shows a clear difference 

of verbal theory, while their epistemologies remain much the 

same. 

Necessarily, then, Johnson's moral connections are of 

a different, deeper kind than those Akenside was able to main-

tain at his superficial level earlier in the century. Most 

of the critics in the century were faced with the difficulties 

of conceptual thought, which Swift had foreseen as early as 

1697, when he wrote of the 

~llblime and refined Point of Felicity, called, 
the Possession of being well deceived; 17 

and of man as being not "animal 

rationale but animal capax rationis~18 As the century drew 

to a close, the formulation of a total view of the human con

dition became more difficult~partly because of the inaccuracy 

of Lockels assumptions of the mental processes s Als~ the 

introspective interests arising from (we must surmise) a sense 

of this inaccuracy,register attempts to confirm more exactly 

17 
J. Swift, Tale of a Tub in Works, ed. R. QUintana, 

(New York, 1958), p. 3430 
18 

See also: ttl do not hate Mankind, it is vous autres 
who hate them because you would have them reasonable Animals 
and are Angry for being disappointed." Letter to Pope in Cor
respondence, ed. H. Williams, (Oxford, 1963), III, pe 118.---
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Locke's theories. This soon became a fairly common shift of 

emphasis. Once the emphasis was placed on the individual's 

responsibility to perceive for himself, the brake was, so to 

speak, released. The logic of the process is such that it 

was inevitable that the position is reversed in mode~n times 

completely. It is possible to say that the twentieth century 

is not using nature as the test of artt but using art as the 

agent of nature 0 

That Akenside himself became partly aware of the be

ginning of subjective domination is possibly indicated by his 

preface to the four book version of the Pleasure of Imagination 

in the process of revision by Akenside at his death in 1770. 

This preface was included in Dyson's edition of 1772. 
19 

In the "General Argument", Akenside distinguishes be-

tween the delight obtained from natural objects, and that ob

tained from works of art. The nature of the attraction of 

works of art is the kind of abstraction of qualities such as 

"truth, of virtue and vice" which were then popular.. The word 

"imitation" no longer occurs, and it would seem that both.) 

"nature" and "art" are eQually effective objects of pleasure. 

The purpose is to "determine the character of a perfect taste" 0.
20 

The important reservation which appears in th~s 

19 
Akenside, 1vorks, Ope cit", p. 83. 

20 
~., p. 84. 



"General Argument" is that: 

there are certain particular men whose 
imagination is endowed with powers, 
and susceptible of pleasures, which the 
generality of mankind never participate. (sic) 21 

Akenside decides to ignore these particular men or 
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poets ("destined to excel in one or other of the arts already 

mentioned,,22), and in his poem to cater for the general audience 

who will never be poets. 

This admission that a warm imagination may perceive 

things not commonly perceived, is obvious to us. It illustrates 

the familiar trend of the possibility of a widening gulf be

tween common knowledge, and the higher ("truer"?) knowledge 

available only to a few men. The omission of such a reservation 

in the original preface, however, may be important, since when 

it is being suggested that the original IIArgument" is qver-sim

plified, in spite of its contemporary popularity. 

The original Pleasures of the Imagination is a useful 

example of what must have been considered "modern" in 1744 .. 

It bears evidence of the popular, complacent" philosophy of 

Shaftesbury, and i.s highly mechanistic in its whole outlook. 

The passage best illustrating the poetising of strict scientific 

language referred to above, is that in Bk. II, 11. 103-135, 

praising Newton's optical discoveries in the rainbow, in the 

21 
Ibid. , p. 84. 

22 
Ibid. , p. 84. 



joy that Someone had invented a natural prism. 

From a study of the Argument~ and from what we 

have said earlier, it is possible to establish two facts. 

That the agreement that aesthetio qualities were in the 

object, and that the motions of the mind corresponded to 

these to produce a pleasure? which was an analogUe of 

truth, was the basis. of the view of imagination as expres

sed in Akenside's poem. It is also plain that the full 

admission of the non-correspondence of the imaginative 

faculty would create havoc with this system. It would 

disrupt the social function of poetry and even disrupt 

the unity of that society. Above all, it would mean the 

failure of correspondence between the truth of morality, 

the truth of science, and the truth of the imagination, 

unless the criterion of judgement could be exerted as in 

Johnson, or the imagination become inclusive, as in 

Coleridge. 

Akenside mentions in his list of "properties quite 

foreign to the imagination, ••• circumstances proper 

46 

to awaken and engage the passions". 23 He admits the supre-

macy of the passions in a work of genius, though presumably 

23 
ll2.1Q.., po 2 .. 



they are subordinate to the imagination. The passions 

and the imagination are often complementary to one another 

in poetic theory, as we saw in the chapter on Dennis. As 

the oentury wore on t however, the separation stated by 

Akenside here became at times a commonplace; at least a 

great deal more emphasis on the passions as the test of 
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art came about, to the detriment of the position of imagin

ation. The imagination became simply that part of the 

mind which was delighted and warmed by the passions. Un

til the concept of the imagination was allowed freedom 

from its epistemological function, yet was seen to be in

timately connected with truth, it could not form the basis 

of any poetic theory, As the imagination was the intel

lectual faculty which most evidently kept us from single 

vision and Newton's sleep24 by perceiving a truth of its 

own, it was. an obv1ous, choice .for an essential position in 

a new definition of the creative act, and made external judge-

ment irrelevant. Its combination with passion was renewedo 

Meantime, however, the passions continued their isolated 

task in poetic theory, bringing, by their isolation, their 

own problems. 

24 
"May God us keep/From Single vision and Newton's 

sleep!" William Blake» comglete Poetry and Prose, ed. G. 
Keynes, (London, 1961), p. ffi2. Letter to Thomas Butts, 
22nd, November. 1802. 
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CHAPTER V 

Dennis· work seems to have been closer to Romantic 

theories than that of many critics alive at the same time, 

or later. Thomson's work for example, is often quoted as 

an interesting example of pre-Wordsworthian nature poetry, 

as indeed it is. Equally obviously, neither Thomson's purpose 

nor methods could be described as transcendental, symbolic, 

or realistic in the way that Wordsworth's couldo 

Thomson? however, in the Preface to the second 

edition of Winter
l 

airs many views which undoubtedly are 

symptomatic of the future development of poetry. His tone 

and ohoice of language, however, are very date~, and it is 

important to see exactly how forward-looking Thomson is not. 

It is noticeable that the tone of his preface is 

partially defensive in that he sees his task in writing 

Winter and in prefacing it,as important in restoring poetry 

to its former statee He is apparently rePlying2 to Peacock-

1 
. It was published in 1726, but was deleted when the 

collected edition of The Seasons came out in 1730. 
2 

Thomson's reasons for writing the "Preface", and 
even the poem itself,are probably to be found not in any direct 
attacks on poetry, but in the general, material tendencies of 
the age: he wrote of the "sordid turn"to IIGain instead of Glory". 
(Letter to Aaron Hill, May 11th., 1763 in Letters and Documents, 
ed. A.D. McKillop, (Lawrence, 1958), ppo 105-6.) 
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like attacks on the nature of poetry itself and maintains the 

distinction between the art itself, and the quality of the modern 

examples of it. This distinction was im~icit since Sir William 

Temple's controversy with Wootten and Boyle about the Ancients 

and Moderns. Thomson's attitude is evident in the "Preface" in 

that he initiates a kind of primitivism t at least a belief that 

the greatness of barbarous poetry is lacking in modern productions. 

Thomson's cure is to revive the greatness of the subjects 

for-poetry, and proposes one which is "great" and "serious" 

and can, all at once: 

amuse the fancy, enlighten the 
head, and warm the heart. 
This he contrasts with the: 

3 

unaffecting fancies, little glittering prettinesses, 
mixed turns of wit and expression, which are as 
widely different from native poetry a~ buffoonery 
is from the perfection of human thinking. 4 
The subject Thomson chooses is what he describes 

as "nature": 

I know no subject more elevating, more amusing; 
more ready to awake the poetical enthusiasm, 
the philosophical reflection, and the moral 
sentiment, than the works of nature. 5 

Thomson makes claims for this subject on the usual 

lines of pleasure and instruction. However, it is easy 

to see that Thomson was not prepared to take this theory 

3 
J. Thomson, The Poems of James Thomson, ed. J. Logie 

Robertson, (London, 1963), p. 240. 
4 
illQ.o, p. 240. 

5 
Ibid., pp. 240-41. 
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to its limits - his "rapture" is not of the kind that 

both "the writer and the reader feels unwarranted by reason 
6 

or followed by repentant disgust"e He refers also to the 

ilano1ant truth and purity"7 to whioh poetry will be restored, 

and at the end of his eulogy to nature, he observes that: 

there is no thinking of these things 
without breaking into poetry; which 
is, by-the-by, a plain and undeniable 
argument of their superior excellence. 

In his evident belief that poetry with a great 

"natural" subject will again support and teach his con

temporary society, Thomson is expressing a fairly strict 

neo-classicist view. In his belief that poetry is the 

"natural" result of an emotional response to a "natural" 

environment, Thomson initiates an offshoot of poetic theory 

which occupied some of the best minds of the century. To 

support his argument, Thomson links this response with the 

quality of "the Sublime" already well established, via 

Boilea~'s translation of "Longinus, via Pope. and via Dennis. 

Thomson 1s content to cite the Book of Job, and a passage 

from Vergil1s Georgics as examples of sublime products of 

a "natural" environment. 

Though Thomson's preface may seem to advocate 

6 
Ibid., p. 240. 
7-
lli9:.., p. 240. 
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natural values which will strengthen contemporary manners 

and morals, the emphasis is not as complete as one might 

expect. Indeed, the success of Thomsongs poem results mainly 

from the reconciliation of bucolic and urban values such 

as Defoe evidently held. The account of the development 

of society in "Autumn" clearly bears this out: the "sad 

barbarian" is gradually fed, clothed and made content by 

the blessing of Industry who 

pointed out 
Where lavish Nature the directing hand 8 
Of Art demanded. 

Men form a society and Thomson is prepared to con-

tradict the words of his preface to the following:extent 

in praising it: 

Hence every form of cultivated life 
In order set, protected, and inspired 
Into perfection wroughte Uniting all, 
Society grew numerous, high, polite, 
And happy. Nurse of art, the city reared 9 
In beauteous pride her tower-encircled head; 

* -* * 
Though Thomson may have found it possible to re

concile his urban and bucolic values in marking a beginn

ing to the trend towards primitivism in the eighteenth 

century, as that trend developed, others did not. 

It is difficult to account for this primitivist 

8 
Thomson, "Autumn", 11. 74-76. 

9 
~., 11. 109-114. cf4 obvious contrast with the 

opening lines of Eke I of The Prelude. 



school of thought during the century. It is clear that, 

despite many short accounts of the "bards" and primitive 

poets, and of the glory of primitive poems themselves, the 

souroes for this kind of information are rarely cited by 
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10 
the eighteenth century critics themselves. 

11 
Lois Whitney 

has attempted to trace what~ver basis may have existed, 

particularly with reference to James MacPherson, the com

poser of Ossian1s poems. All Whitney has managed to do is 

to give a convincing account of how such intelligent men 

could have dared so much on the basis of sheer hypothesis. 

Whitney concentrates on the Scottish circles of thought, 

and on the French authorities to which they had access (par

ticularly Montesquie~.as LiEsprit des Lois. Hume, for 

example, assisted Montesquien in the Edinburgh edition of 

175012
) • It is difficult to know to what extent Scottish 

national pride contributed to this concentration of such a 

10 
This was pointed out to me by Dro Owen. It would 

also seem after conversations with Dr. Fritz of the History 
Department at McMaster, that little serious antiquarian 
work (let alone prQtessional historical research) was done 
at all during the century. Gibbon, the only historian 
in the strict sense of the word, in the centur~ celebrates 
in the Decline and Fall the civilised virtues of antiquity, 
not its primitive aspects. . 

11 
L.Whitney, "English Primitivistic Theories of 

Epic Origin", in Modern Philology, Vol.XXI, no. 4, (1923-
1924), PPe 337-378. 

12 
lill., p. 350. 
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subject in such an area. It is clear from Boswell's Journal 
13 

of a Tour to the Hebrides just why Scotland should have 

become so popular a country to visit from the middle of 

the century on: 

we might there contemplate a system of 
life almost totally di'fferent from what we had 
been accustomed to see; and, to find sim
plicity and wildness, and all the circum
stances of remote time or place, so near 
to our native great island j was an object 14 
within the reach of reasonable curiosity. 

The pride of educated Scots, it is possible to surmise, 

was to see the barbarity of their national past condoned 

by contemporary literary theory. Scottish sceptics of Blair's 

claims for Ossian, Hume being the most notable, seem to have 

kept quiet by and large, and MacPherson's Preface to Ossian 

emphasises the coincidence of the divi~lons of nationality 

in his adherents and critics. 

For those who were not Scottish, the enthusiasm 

for primitivism is linked with the enthusiasm for the sub

lime. The belief of most writers on the sublime until Kant, 

as Monk points out15 , tended towar~s the view that sublimity 

was a quality inherent in the object. The sublime was most 

13 
J. Boswell, Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides 

(London,1930)te 
14 

Ibid., p. 167. 
15 

Samuel H. Monk, The Sublime: A Study of Critical 
Theories in XVIII Century England (Ann Arbor,1960), p. 9. 
liThe growth of aesthetic toward a subjective point of view 
reaches its fulness in Kant." 



acceptably seen in what was real i.e., natural scenery; and 

examples of non-real or improbable sublime objects, such 

as MiltonVs presentation of Sin and Death, are rare~ The 
e 

sublime in literature allowed a transoend_noe of the rules 

(felt to be present but limiting) and was felt to be the 
as 

result of warm passions. Furthermore, sublime nature was 

seen in practice to evoke these passions, the connection 
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of the theory of the sublime, and of primitivist theories 

of literature came about quite naturally. The theories of 

the sublime and of primitive? passionate poetry are almost 

always co-present in criticism of this period. Also, it 

would seem that the "passionate" theory developed in impor

tance, and eventually seems to have supplanted the theory 

of the sublime in its position of primary importance to poetry. 

The sublime, for example\is a primary source of enthusiastic 

passion in Dennis' view, whereas for Wordsworth, the quality 

of the sublime is outside Wordswort~s distinction between 

simple and complex emotions, a quarry of symbolisme Accord

ing to the index to the Everyman edition of Biographia 

Literaria16 there is neither a reference to Longinus~or to 

the Sublime in the whole work. 

In the middle years of the century an interest in 

16 . 
S.T. Coleridge, Biographia Literaria (London, 1956)~ 
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primitivism came to a popular climax~ and indeed the 1760s 

seem to have been the most important decade. Among other 
eOo>'f'i ",-i e. 

publications, this decade saw the~publication of Ossian's 

poems (1765)_ of Blair's defence of it (1763)17, and of Percy's 

Religues18 , _ the three publications I intend to deal with 

mainly here. The nature of_~rimitivist theory in the eighteenth 

century is in itself field for a full study; suffice it to 

say, that for my purposes, primitivism in this period is 

based on a supposition that all primitive societies were 

more or less identical, and that poetry of warm passions 

and imagination was a product of it.19 Few critics were 

able to make the conscious distinction that Hurd made in 

1762 in proving that Gothic manners were as "distinct and 

equally valuable a part in poetry as Classic. He mentions 

17 
Hugh Blair, A Critical Dissertation on the Poems 

of Ossian. ~he son of F~alt quotations are from Scott
Elledge, Vol. II, pp. 8~ -gbO. 

18 
Percy, Religues of Ancient English Poetry (London, 1765). 

19 
See Blair, for instance: "It 1s probable too 

that an extensive search would discover" a co~tain degree 
of resemblance among all the most ancient poetical pro
ductions, from whatsoever country they have proceeded. 
In a similar state of manners, similar objects and passions 
operating upon the imaginations of men will stamp their 
productions with the same general character." Blair,! 
Critical Dissertation, Ope cit., p. 850. 



"the rude sketches II •• 1n the old romancers": 

And it 1s but looking into any of them to 
be convinced that the gallantry, which 
inspirited the feudal times, was of a na
ture to furnish the poet with finer soenes 
and subjects of description in avery view, 
than the s1mple and uncontrolled barbarity 20 
of the Grecian. 
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Percy's Religues,puplished in 1765, contains several 

little essays in the nine books. These, though chronologically 

later than Blairus defence of Ossian (1763), are in fact 

not so advanced in theorYe Percy makes it plain that he was 

not too keen to publish the ballads in the first placet and 

is hard pressed to account for his own interest in such 

light-weight things: 

To prepare it for the press has been the 
amusement of now and then a vacant hour 
amid the leisure and retirement of rural 
life, and hath only served as a relaxation 
from graver studies • 

..... : .. :":~~"'~. 

21 

In th~ Dedication to Elizabeth, Countess of North

umberland, however, Percy's most important claim for his col

lection can be seen. He apologises for the "barbarous pro

ductions of unpolished ages", but claims "that the impropriety 

of offering this to the Countess will disappear when presented: 

20 
Hurd, Letters on Chivalry, (1762), letter VI, in 

English Oritical--Essays, eda Edmund D. Jones, (London, 1947), 
p. 313. 

21 
" Percy, op. Cit., Vol. I, p. xiv. 



not as labours of art, but as effusions of 
nature, shewing the first efforts of ancient 
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genius, and exhibiting the customs and opinions 22 
of remote ages .. 

The purposes of such an exhibition, and the interest 

and instruction therefrom, is as follows: 

No active or comprehensive mind can forbear 
some attention to the reliques of antiquity: 
It is prompted by n~tural curiosity to survey 
the progress of life and manners, and to in
quire by what gradations barbarity was civi
lized, grossness refined, and ignorance in-
structed. 23 

In other words, these ballads are not published by 

Percy with a specifically literary purpose, but with one 

in which the literary interest is defined in moral and social 

terms. We cannot find in Percy any firm basis for what could 

be called a primitivistic creed. Percy, as it will appear, 

. seeks for a confirmation of Augustan values in his ballads. 

Percy's stand~rds of scholarship are fairly high 

without being meticulousG He acknowledges assistance scrupu

lously and gives a general list of manuscripts and collections 

as sources. Hls arrangement of his material is consonant 

with his didactic aim: 

Accordingly such specimens of ancient poetry 
have been selected as either shew the gradation 
of our language, exhibit the progress of popular 
opinions, display the peculiar manners and 
customs of former ages, or throw light on our 24 
earlier classical poets. 

22 
llli· , Vol. I, pp. vi-vii. 

23 
T'I...t .-'l 'fT~ , T pp • ·UI~ _"''P~ '" .l.UJ..U. , vv ... .I., v ..... -y ....... 

24-
.ill9.. , p. ix. 
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In accordance with this plan, each volume of the 

Religues is divided into three series, each independent, 

each arranged mostly in a chronological order so that "the 

gradual improvement" of poetry could be more easily traced. 

Granted then, that Percy's interests are mainly 

sociological, or at least that he only allows them to be 

mainly sociological, he nevertheless touches on the literary 

aspects of his collection. In Volume III, Book I~Percy 

has written an introductory essay entitled: "On the Ancient 

Metrical Romances." The emphasis of this is almost entirely 

historical, except towards the end of the essay, where he 

criticises the "antiquaries" for rejecting the Romances "be_ 

cause founded on fictitious or popular subjects"25, in favour 

of "dull and insipid rhimists l126 who deformed morality: 

Should the public encourage the revival of 
some of thos'e ancient Epic songs of chivalry, 
they would frequently see the rich ore of an 
Ariosto or a Tasso, tho' buried it may be 
among the rubbish and dross of barbarous times. 27 

Percy continues by summarising the argument of the 

romance epic Sir Lybius and makes the following interesting 

comment: 

25 
Ibid. , Vol. III, 

26-
Eke I, p. ix. 

Ibid .. , Vol. III, Bk. I, p. ix .. 
27 

Ibid. , Vol. III, Bk. I, p. ix. 
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(it is) as regular in its conduct as any 
of the finest poems of classical antiquity. 
If the execution~ particularly as diction and 
sentiments~ were but equal to the plan, it would 28 
be a capital performance; 

As the working definition of an epic he quotes 
./ r ~/ 

from "Discours sur la Poesie Epique" prefixed to Telemague, 

which is as thorough going ~ neo-classical authority as one 

could have (p. xiii). Plain it is, then, that Percy demanded 

even from his Romances strictly neo-classical values. 

Significantly also, he does find them in qualified form 

in his Romances. For his most gracious recognition of the 

artistic values of his collection, we have to return to 

the Preface: 

In a polished age, like the present~ l 
am sensible that many of these reliques 
of antiquity will require great allowances 
to be made for theme Yet have they, f6r 
the most part, a pleasing simplicity, 
and many artless graces, which in the 
opinion of no mean critics 9 have been 
thought to compensate for the want of 
higher beauties, and if they do not dazzle 
the imagination, are frequently found 29 
to interest the heart •. 

It is clear here that Percy is using imagination 

in the strict, limited sense discussed in an earlier chapter. 

Also, he seems to find the poetic faculty in this sense 

to be antipathetic to the passions. A clearer example of 

2"5 1.lli., p. xvi. 
29 

Percy, 1h11., Vol. I, Bk. I, p. x. 



60 

the use of the unemotional concept of the imagination 

could not be found. 

The last essay of Percy's to be dealt with here 

is his "Essay on the Anoient Minstrels" heading the first 

Book of VoID I. This is clearly primitivistic in its scope 

and implications, but again shows Percy's attempts to impose 

his own values on his materialo In fact9 for a sheer theory 

which seems to have been advanced to support certain eight-

eenth century assumptions on the social function of poetry, 

this theory shows an annoying disinclination to fit its de

signer's purpose. Both the theory itself, and the trouble

some implications to which it led Percy, are important to 

this study. Above all, Percy's essay attempts to deal with 

the important question raised by the theory of the primitive 

origins of poetry - the place of the poet in societyo In 

turn this relates to the theory of passion as the test of 

art, and the realisation of values seen in society itself. 

Percy's historical approach claims that the Minstrels 

who wrote the ballads in his collection "seem to have been 

the genuine successors of the ancient Bards, who united 

the Arts of Poetry and MUSic,,30 o Like most adherents to 

this kind of literary theory, Percy does not cite any Bards 

by name, nor their products. 

30 
Ibid., Vol. I,Ek. I, p. xv. 
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Inherent in Percy's thought is the notion of growing 

specialisation and separation of tasks, as the nature of 

the audience changed. Wlth~hristianity came a wider spread 

of literacy, with the result that, 

Poets and their art were held among 
(men) in that rude admiration, which 
is ever shown by ignorant people to such 
as excell them in intellectual accomplish
ments. When the Saxons were converted 
to Christianity, in proportion as letters 
prevailed among them, this rude admir-
ation began to abate, and poetry was no 31 
longer a peculiar profession. 

The poet as a cultivator or inculcator of morality 

becomes unnecessary as each man is capa,ble of writing his 

own poetry, owing to the availability of culture and know

ledge as subjects. Nevertheless, there was an inevitable 

gradation of culture, and therefore a need for a Minstrel~. 

Percy's distinction between Poet and Minstrel is quite ex-

plicit: 

"The Poet and the Minstrel became two personsl/32 

and the poet becomes the retired meditator, who neverthe-

less, 'is judged by Percy to have had popular acceptance: 

Many of the most popular rhimes were com
posed amidst the leisure and retirement 
of monasteries. 33 

31 
~ .. , pe xv. 

32 
112.1£.., p • xv .. 



The exact place of poet and minstrel is not de-

fined any further~ but it would seem fair to deduce that 

the productions of the Minstrel had immediate popular ac

claim, and while the popularity of the poet's productions 

was not assured~ though likely, it was only obtained in

directly. It is not a far step from Percy's idea of the 
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Poet to make him write in seclusion for his bwn satisfaction. 

In Percy's theories there are really two contradic-

tory notions of retirement - that of the poet mentioned a-

bove, but also that of the minstrel in an earlier state of 

society: 

the civilising of nations ~as begun from 
'the South: the North would therefore; 

be the last civilised, and the old manners would 
longest subsist there~ Wit~ the manners, 
the old poetry that painted these manners' 
would remain likewise. 34 

Poems: 

in the northern dialect, abound with 
antique words and phrases, are ex
tremely incorrect, and run into the 
utmost licence of metre; they have 
also a romantic wildne~s, and are in 
the true spirit of chivalry. 35 

This kind of retirement on t·he scale of a complete 

SOCial unit, contrasts with the later development (within 

any given soc~al unit) of the secluded, clois~ered poet. 
34 _~""'~~O'.·· • 

Ibid., ppo' xxi-xii. 
35 

Ibid., p. xxii. 
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Significantly, it is the productions of the earlier writers 

which Percy chooses to publish as worth the study of his 

contemporaries, and it is also these, and not the "insiPid,,36 , 

and "low or subordinate oorrectness"37 of the later ballad 

mongers which he praises for being effusions of nature and 

genius. Percy1s primitivism is heavily qualified by eight

eenth century assumptions, if it can be called primitivism 

at all. 

* * * 
Foremost in the question of primitivism in the 

eighteenth century, was the publication of the poems of 

Ossian, son of Fingal, in 1765. The question of the au

thenticity of these was soon raised, and satisfied for 

many people on the negative side by Johnson's exposure of 

both MacPhersonls threats and his refusal to produce manu

scripts he claimed to have. However, as MacPherson's Preface 

to the second edition shows, the two sides had broken down 

roughly on the basis of the nationality of the debatWrs. 

On the Scottish side, was a fairly distinguished 

critic, who. Johnson thought had been deceived~8named Hugh 

Blair. Blair was Profe'ssor- of Rhetoric at Edinburgh for 

36 
1.2.19.., p .. xxiii .. 

37 

38 
.IQ.1Q.., po xxiii .. 

Boswell, Life of Johnson (London, 1965), p. 578G 



some years, and published A Critical Dissertation on the 

Poems of Ossian. the Son of Finga139 in l763e 40 Whitney 
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makes it fairly likely that MacPherson and Blair were both 

part of the important Scottish circle out of which most of 

the major literary and philosophical publications from that 

country and in that century were to come e Whitney also 

shows that the question of primitive origins to poetry 

enjoyed a thorough treatment in this circles 

Blair's defence of MacPherson's poems is in effect 

a defence of their validity as poetry, and shows some rather 
'. ';. 

interesting statements on the theory of primitivism. The 

problems Blair finds himself beset with, centre round the 

theory of social perfectability which is implicit in his 

work~ This idea of the gradual improvement of the human 

lot, due to man's own efforts, also includes quite naturally 

the gradual improvement of the poet's art, as it reflects 

the manners and state of the times. This contradicts, 

fairly obviously, the quasi-Christian idea of a Golden Age 

from which man has degenerated, and continues to degenerate 

unless he can recapture primitive innocence with the help 

of the poet. 
6 

Blair refuses to reject either idea and in 

39 
Blair, Ope cite 

40 
L. 1fui tney, "English 

Epic Origin", Ope cit. 
Primitivistio Theories of 



fact embraces each quite enthusiasticallyo Unlike Percy» 

he embraces each ·equally, and tries to make poetry some-

thing which it is not? in his attempts to maintain its 

importanc6p This. it is tentatively suggested, is the 

opposite of what the Romantics were doing, in that they 

were more willing to repudiate, or distort their view of~ 

society or reality than poetryo 

Import~nt among Blair's preconceptions is his notion 

of language. The exact correspondence of words to things 

called fpr in Sprat's History of the Royal Society, was 

referred to in the third book of Gulliver's Travelso In 

the third book is mentioned a .project for carrying objects 

about and IIleaving out Verbs and Par,ticiples; because in 
41 

Reali ty all things, imaginable are but Nouns".. This notion 

is basically Lockels, for he apparently regarded the 

naming of "mixed modes" or a certain kind of combination 

of ideas not logically connected, as completely arbitrary. 

To define the mixture of the complex ideas (ideas not 

similar, but logically connected) in a "mixed mode fl such 

as a murder is nearly impossible; instead, we are satisfied 

with giving it an arbitrary name to the idea of the thing 

in our mind, and language~ not alter the clarity of our 

41 
J. SWift, Gulliver's Travels, ad. John Hayward, 

(London, 1963), p. 181. 



conceptions. Association was at the basis of our know-

ledge of the world, and the accuracy of this process had 

to be preserved, even to the extent of suppressing the 

associative nature of language as well as that associative 
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nature of the imagination ''ifhich led away from real experience. 

Blair, as a Professor of Rhetoric, and apparently lacking 

the ability to think for hi~self»42 is heir to this theory 

of language. His account of the progress of language in 

a society is as follows: 

In the progress of society the genius 
and manners of men undergo a change more 
favourable to accuracy than to spright
liness and sublimity. As the world ad
vances, the understanding gains ground 
upon the imagination; the understanding 43 
is more exercised; the imagination, less. 

Blair, is therefore forced to state more explicitly 

than Percy, his way out of the dilemma created by the 

antipathy of the imagination and the reason. The follow

ing extracts make his position clearer. He states that in 

primitive societies: 

besides the power of a warm imagination to 
suggest lively images, the want of proper 

42 
See Whitney's quotation from John Hill'st An 

Account of the Life and Writings of Hugh Blair, in "English 
Primitivistic Theories of Epic Origin", opo cit., p. 347. 

43 
Blair, A Dissertation, opo cit., p. 849. 



and precise terms for the ideas they 
would express obliged them to have 
recourse to circumlocution, metaphor~ 
comparison~ and all those substituted 
forms of expression which give a poetical 
air to language," 44 

Note that the phrase "a poetical air" seems to 
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be nearly synonymous with the phrase II a false appearence 

of poetry" or some such. Exactly what Blair terms truly 

poetical is difficult to decide, if as he would imply that 

passion is the effective part of poetry, but that passion 

produces imprecision of thoughtp which is not true poetry 

at all. The most concise statement of his position is con-

tained in the following two sentences, in which copiousness 

is equated with correctness, and so on: 

Human nature is pruned according to 
method and rulee Language advances 
from sterility to copiousness, and at 
the same time, from fervor and en- 45 
thusiasm to correctness and precision. 

ex be>.." d on.e<{ 
Having betrayed the faculty of imagination, Blair 

has to try to make poetry out of correct copiousness, and 

chooses the method to which Johnson was perhaps referring 

in the "Life of Milton" when he was discussing the part 

of versification in poetry in the fullest sense of the word. 

44 
Ibid. , 

45-
p. 849. 

1hiQ.. J p. 849. 



Johnson accounts for the value of versification under the 

rather lame heading of music, which embellishes what he 

calls "poetry as a mental operation".46 Blair, in fact, 

mentions in some detail, the way in which he helleves 

this can be doneo 

In continuing his point about correctness, Blair 

remarks that: 

very few general terms or abstract 
ideas are to be met with in the 
whole collection of Ossian's works. 
The ideas of men at first were all 
particular o They had not words 
to express general conceptions. These 
were the consequence of more pro
found reflection and longer ac
quaintance with the arts of thought 
and of speeche Ossian, accordingly 
almost never expresses himself in 
the abstract. 47 

Blair continues g and mentions at least ~ of the 

abstracts he expects to be included in properly copious 

poetry: 

Vol.I, 

A public, a community, the universe, 
were conceptions beyond his sphere. 
Even a mountain, a sea, or a lake 
which he had occasion to mention, 
though only in·a Simile, are for the 
most part particularized • • • 

46 
Samuel Johnson, Lives of the Poets, Ope Cit., 

p. 68 .. 
47 

Blair, op. cit., p. 857. 
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For the same reasons personification is 
a poetical figure not very common with 
Ossian. Inanimate objects~ such as winds, 
trees, flowers, he sometimes personifies 
with great beaut yo But the personifications 
which are so familiar to later poets Of 
fame, Time, Terror, Virtue and the rest 
of that class, were unknown to our Celtic 48 
bard .. 

It seems clear here'that Blair makes an important 

distinction between the poetry which expresses its o~n 

emotive/poetic fact, and the poetry which "stands forI! 

certain abstract ideas. In his remarks on personification 

as a "figure" of poetry, Blair demands a kind of standard 

"image" which can be referred to and greeted familiarly, 

despite its new context.. The kind of abstraction he re

ferred to, is also notable in that it is strongly linked 

to precise philosophical or theological concepts of the 

time. Blair was able to refer here to a kind of habit his 

century had of intellectually capitalising almost any ab

stract noun. As Bernard Bronson has put it: 

To generalize was, in fact, to be civilised, 
and in poetry, no matter how intensely one 
might feel, it was not decent to autobiographize. 
Hence the crucial importance and intense 
satisfaction found in personified abstraction. 
The device enabled one to particularize in 
socially, intellectually and aesthetically 
acceptable forms. The mores of the time de
manded that they keep their private concerns 

48 
llllil .. , po 857. 



in the background; their intellectual pre
occupations demanded that they should raise 
these interests to the level of generalization; 
and personification allowed them to reoapture 
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the most valuable part of the immediacy of personal 
statement. 49 

This quotation illustrates the point I am trying 

to make: that the passionate view of poetry had to accomo

date itself to certain poetic formulae which are ultimately 

extensions of social and epistemological criteria. Fulfill

ing a basic epistemological need for clarity and straight

forwardness, the adherents of the pathetic criterion of 

poetry attempted not only to "keep their private concerns in 

the background".. but even to channel their private concerns 

according to a public or unified criterion. To find and to 

sympathise with any contemporary example is no easy task, 

but it appears that Geoffrey Tillotson has isolated a good 
50 

case. He quotes Johnson from the "Life of Congreve"» who 

says that: "If I were required t'O select from the whole mass 

of English poetry the most poetical paragraph, I know not 

what I could prefer to an exclamation in The Mourning Bride." 

The passage quoted by Johnson is full of exclamations of 

III Tis dreadful!·/I and "Hark! ", and the main block consists 

49 
B.R. Bronson, "Personification ReconSidered!!, in 

New Light on Dr. Johnson, ed. F.W. Rilles, (New Raven, 1959), 
pp. 224-25. 

50 
G .. Tillotson, "Imlac and the Business of a Poet", 

in Studies in Criticism and Aesthetics' 1660-1800, ed. 
Anderson and Shea, (Minneapolis, 19b7-Y, pp. 304-5 and note. 



of unremarkable verse such as the following: 

It strikes an awe 
And terror on my aching sight; the tombs 
And monumental caves of death look cold, 
And shoot a chilness to my trembling heart. 
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As Tillotson says i~ his note "We now dislike poetry 

that says 'I feel'", but it is fairly plain that for the 

passionate, theory of poetry'at the time, it was essential 

for an uncomplicated statement of direct emotion to be made. 

It seems fairly probable that the Romantic Poets 

were very muc'h heir to this kind of view of passionate poetry, 

though they modified it for their own purposes. Wordsworth, 

it would seem, depended in his poetry on a response in'his 

readers that was highly sophisticated in its Simplicity. Dr. 

Owen has pointed out a comparison in methods between passages 

in Troilus and Cressida IV, iv, 42-48 and The Prelude IX, 

726-727".51 In each case the purpose of the poet is to evoke 

pain. Wordswor't.h in contra.st to Shakespeare, merely uses 

the abstract noun (i.e .. "pain") and. expects the reader to 

respond accurately. The confident psychology of Wordsworth's 

method is perhaps the result of the findings of the passionate 

trend in poetrye 

However, here it i~ sufficient to assess the nature 

of What we have discovered to be the significant trends of 

51 
, Quoted bY"W.J.B. Owen, "Wordsworth l s"preface" to 

Lyrical Ballads in Anglistica (Copenhagen, 1957), p. 29. 
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the interest in primitive and passionate poetry in the 

earlier part of the eighteenth century~ The fairly common 

insistence at the time on the overriding importance of passion 

in poetry, is sufficient answer to the 'Age ot Reason' theory· 

so long current~ though the kind of passion enjoyed is 

Qualified p and Qualified in a sense by reason. The eight-

eenth century reader wanted evidence of emotional involve

ment on his poet's part. Johnsonus view of the metaphysical 

poets is explicit here: 

they were not succes~ul in representing or moving 
the affections 0 0 • they had no regard to 
that uniformity of sentiment which enables us 
to conceive and to excite the pains and plea
sures of other minds: they never inquired 
what, on any occaSion, they should have said 
or done 9 but wrote rather as beholders than par
takers of human nature; as beings looking 
upon good and evil, impassive and at leisure; as 
Epicurean deities, ma~ing remarks on the actions 
of men, and the vicissitudes of life, without 
interest and without emotion. 

Furthermore, he wanted it to be an involvement to 

which he could respond .. 

52 

The interest in primitive and passionate poetry was 

a strong, concurrent reaction to the insipidity and over-

correctness of the poetry of the times. Bound throughout 

the century~ to cast one eye on the generally agreed stan

dard of nature and its rules 'discover'd not devised' the 

critics and theorists investigated the nature of • primitive I 

52 
s. Johnson, "Life of Cowley!! in L~, Ope c1 t., I, p .. 12. 
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poems, modern poets such as Gray translated much primitive 

work, and a lot of educated men advanced hypothetical ac

counts of the environmental influences on the primitive poets. 

The place accorded to the modern poet in sooiety also seemed 

sadly differentfromthat of the ancient bard. The modern 

poet was required democratically to speak to everyman~ yet was 

also required to have a superior genius for his didactic and 

pleasurable worko As the prominence of subjective values be

came inevitable during the century, and the relativity of truth 

was partially acknowledged, the genius of the poet became in

compatible with common acceptance. In this way~ the passion

ate theorists are important, beoause of their adherence to 

old values in the face of modern theories which were not fully 

understood to be leading to relativismo 

A result of this problem is that most of these men 

approaohed the question with a desire to prove their precon

ceptions, and were more prepared, to our way of thinking~ 

to allow their proofs to be a distortion of fact. The train

ing of their responses was, in other words, doomed to ul

timate and fairly rapid failure. 

The complete absorption in the emotion raised by art, 

which the eighteenth century reader seemed to demand, was dif

ficult to achieve from the outset because of their mistrust 

of language as a distorter of truth. In an attempt to reduce 

the influence of languag~which they evidently felt, to a mini-
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mum, an uncomplicated kind of passion, the abstraction of 

passion,resulted, and the poetic device of personification came 

about as an objective correlative. The training of responses on 

a personal and social level in the direction of abstraction of 

thought and correctness of language? when applied to primiti-

vist theory, gradually resulted in one inescapable conclusion. 

That the difference between "primitive" and "modern" societies 

which was at first believed to be a difference in degree only, 

was at last seen to be, disastrously, a difference in kind. The 

antipathy betwe'en the passionate imagination, and abstract 

understanding becomes' clarified, with the resulting discomfiture 

of "modern ll poetry. Furthermore, as Dennis had shown, com-

plete union of subject and object could only properly be at-

tained through passionate imagination. 

As it vias, "modern II poetry evolved together Hi th a 

trained response, to produce a kind of art which does not move 

us today. The uncomplicated, though strong, response Has 

required mostly to satisfy a desire for the new psychologi-
\ 

cal realism- for the outward signs that Locke's theories of 

the proper functioning of the mind corresponded with fact. 

Johnson therefore calls for "sentiments to which every bosom 

returns and echo,,53 and Partridge in Tom Jones is laughed at 

53 
S. Johnson, "Life of Gray" in Lives, opo cit., II, 

p. 392. 
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when he does not appreciate the art of Garrick's reaction to 

Hamletis Ghost54 , despite the emotional effect it has on him~ 

The part played by the study of primitive and passion

ate theories of poetry in the early eight~enth century in this 

thesis is to illustrate the rise and fall of certain momen-

tarily satisfying theories of art, in the attempt to adjust 

to the subject/object split opened unobtrusively by Lockeo 

It would take many more theses to decide the precise link be

tween this false start and the much more influential con-

clusions provided by the Romantic poets, insofar as they were 

doing the same thingso The trained responses of the eight

eenth century could only be trained for so long» with the 

resultant Romantic "Revolution". It is possible, however, 

that the Romantics were thinking on almost the same terms as 

their immediate predecessors, and that, as has been stated 

earlier, Johnson and Coleridge were in an important sense, at-

tempting the same things. The growing distrust of reason in 

the later eighteenth century is a critical commonplace; the 

establishment of passion per se as an expression of truth 9 the 

investigation of it in "primitive" writings, and the nature of 

its partial failure should throw a great deal of light on one 

of the materials of Romantic poetry. 

54 
H. Fielding, Tom Jones (New York, 1961), Bko XVI, 

chap. V, p. 759. liThe same passions which succeeded each 
other in Hamlet succeeding likewise in him." 
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CHAPTER VI 
1 

The standard work on this subject is by Samuel H~ Monk, 

from w'hich I do not intend to depart much, except in matters 

of emphasis. Most of the remarks in this chapter will centre 
2 

finally on Burke's Enquiry; as this seems to have been 

perhaps "the most single influential work on the subject 

published during the centurYD In itself. the Jnquiry contains 

many aspects of a changing aesthetic, and its implications 

rather than its main thesis p show the work to be pivotal 

in the development of ideas towards full Romantic theories. 

A study of the Sublime in the eighteenth century is 

important because of what it lent to Romantic theory, and not 

so much because of very much direct contributione Monk's 

study has been invaluable because it has shown that the 

Sublime reflects the general trend of critical theory to 

transfer qualities from the object to the subject. Monk 

mainlins that Kam 's Critique of Judgment establishes the 

subjectivity of all aesthetic experience. 

phrases thus: 

Monk para-

It can only be said that objects of nature 

1 
S.H. Monk,The Sublime: A Study of Critical Theories 

in XVIII-Century England, tAnn Arbor,I9bOJ 0 

2 
E. Burkep .. A Phi];o.soph:1£al EnguiriL ~nto the Origin 

of our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful,ed. J.T. 
Boulton, [London, 1958). 



awaken the feeling of sublimity by the'reaction 
of the mind to the object. 3 

vie know of 0 ')leridge a S debt to Kant in general ~ 

yet we also know that he criticises the use of the sublime 

for its own sake~ as in, for example, MrsoRadcliffe's The 

Mysteries of UdOl~ho.4 

Wordsworth, however p referred constantly to the 

quality of the Sublime, but it is clear that his interest 
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in it is not for the Stimulation of certain emotions for their 

own sake .. The famous passage in Bk. VI of The Prelude 

contains most of the familiar features of the Sublime 

landscape: 

The immeasurable height 
Of "lOods decaying, never to be decay'ed, 
The stationary blasts of waterfalls, 
And in the narrow rent at every turn 
Winds thwarting winds, bev-lildered and forlorn, 
The torrents shooting from the clear blue skyp 
The rocks that muttered close upon our ears, 
Black drizzling crags that spake by the wayside 
As if a voice were in them, a sick sight 
And giddy prospect of the raving stream, 
The unfettered clouds and region of the Heavens, 
Tumult and peace, the darkness and the light-
Were all like workings of one mind, the features 
Of the same face, blossoms upon one tree; 
Characters of the great Apocalypse, 
The types and symbols of Eternity, 
Of first, and last, and midst,and without end. 5 

Wordsworth's purpose here is, in effect, an 

illustration of the power of the imagination to reveal 

3 
4Monk, The Sublime, ~Qo ci~. p. 7. 

, See Critical,_Review,XI, Seco,nd series (1794), pp. 
361-3720 Quoted by lVlonk, opo cit. p. 220. 

5 
Wordsworth, The Pr~lude, Bk. VI,624-640, in 

Poetical Works, ed. Ee deSellncourt, (London, 1950). 
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the invisible world and to realise symbolically his assertion 

that: "Our destiny, our being's heart and home/ Is with 

infinitude. 116 His method of evoking this depends on the 

Quality of perpetual power in the objects contained in his 

descriptions, as is evident from certain lines omitted which 

do not consist with this imagery of perpetual motion and 

kinetic energy. The landscape is, as has been said, typical 

of the Sublime landscape. Wordsworth's interest is clear-

lyon the transcendent reality which the subject perceives 

in the object, on the accuracy of the subject's imaginative 

interpretation of the creation, and also on the cosmic and 

moral implications which this has for the individual. It 

would seem, then, that Wordsworth is able to depend upon an 

acceptable version of the Sublime in order to express his 

more fundamental, introspective pOints than those Burke was 

seen to make. 

Monk gives a definitive account of the rise of the 

Sublime in England. He makes it clear that Peri Hupsous 

by Dionysius Longinus is mainly a work on rhetoric, and dealt 

with the Sublime style. However, the Qualities of Sublimity 

which this stjle expressed soon took the interest of the 

eighteenth century theorists. Boileau translated Longinus 

in 1674~ and most critics seem to agree that his influence 

and importance is negligible before this date. 

6 
Ibid9, 11. 604-05. 

7 

It is 

See Burke, Enauiry, oP. cit., Part II, Sect. v, pp. 
64-71: III know nothing sublime which is not some modification 
of power." 
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interesting that as Monk says: 

Longinus did ride into fame on the crest of the 
controversy between the Ancients and the Moderns.. 8 

It seems likely that, to judge from Pope's Es~ay 

on criticism? Longinus was that ideal thing, the golden 

mean. By virtue of the fact that he was an Ancient~ 

Longinus reconciled many critics of both parties, and in his 

stress on the strength of the individual to defy convention, 
10 

provided, as Monk says, the locus classicus for individualism .. 

In addition, another of Longinus ' attributes, vThich 

~ibbon apparently noticed p was the value of his criticism 

in an interpretive and imp'ressionistic response to liter-

atureo Longinus himself, as distinct from the interest 

in aesthetics Which his study had generated, had his hey

day in about 1738 0 

The nature of the Sublime was found by no means 

easy to define, but there seems to have been fairly general 

concurrence about the kind of place where it resided, though 

even in this its characteristi~ changed superficially. 

The Greek word "hupsous il originally meant "lofty", but 

gained a Wider, metaphorical meaning with use. Finally? to 

express the new, fuller meaning which a new context had 

given the original word, the Gallicism "sublime" was coinede 

8 
Monk, 0)20 cit. p. 26 0 

9 
See chap. 110 

10 
Monk, 032· cit. p. 27. 



rlHupsous" was first translated as "sublime" in 16980 

Traces of the earlier meaning of "lofty" can be seen in 
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11 the comparatively early attribution of sublimity to Raphael .. 

By the end of the century Michaelangelo had displaced him as 

the sublimest artist, and we may take it that the preference 

for certain antithetical qualities of either artist may 

indicate superficially the progress of the Sublime~ 

of each artist shows what may fairly be described as 

"loftinessU~ but Raphael's figures are pre-eminently 

The work 

smooth, balanced, and the paintings constructed by what 

Pater called: "the transformation of meek scholarship 

into genius .. "l2 Michaelangelo's works are generally 

rugged, tensepmuscular p and, to use a misused word, "elemental". 

The gloom and vagueness of the later Sublime scene, in the 

case of verse, contrasts noticeably with the comparative 

brightness of earlier, consciously sublime productions. 

The movement away from idealised moral loftiness of a 

scholastic sort, towards the realisation in rugged terms 

of, perhaps, new ideals, may be representative of the 

overall shift of emphasis. 

The quality of vagueness,mentioned above, is 

one of the most useful points of departure for a closer 

ed. Je 

11 
See Pope, ~y on Oriticism, 10 .704, in Works, 

Butt (London, 19 3)e 
12 

''falter Pater, Ra;ehael, an address delivered ~d 
Oxford, on August 2ndo, 18921 in ~odern Eloquence, ed., 
T.B. Reed, (Philadelphia, 1901) V9l. IX, p. 940. 
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investigation of the Sublime. It is this quality of 

vagueness which provides the source for the impressionistic 

kind of approach to art for which the Sublime was a vehicle. 

liThe Book of Job", for example, is often cited as a superb 

instance of the Sublime. As a piece of consciously artis

tic prose, "The Book of Job" depends for effect mainly on 

the assumption of the infinite power of God, and man's lack 

of knowledge of His individual purposes. Satan, for example, 

by putting God on his mettle, seems to cast dramatic doubts 

on the consistency of God's moral purpose. Furthermore, 

Godvs insistence on the free-will of man to either pre-

serve or abandon his integrity, places a good deal of im

portance on the correct interpretation of God's purposes. 

The continued assault of Job's faith by well-meaning but 

mis-led friends exacerbates this point. 

The imagery which acts conSistently throughout the 

book, expresses the vagueness of God's power, which in turn 

accentuates the helplessness of man before the Oreation: 

Where wast thou when I laid the foundations of the 
earth? declare if thou hast understanding • • • 
When the morning stars sang together, and all 
the sons of God shouted for joy. 13 

Recall also the famous line: "Then the Lord answered 

Job out of the whirlwind and said" 0 ." 

Through an insistence on these qualities of vagueness 

13 
"Book of Job ll

, the Authorised Version of The Bible, 
Chap. 38, vss. 4 & 7. 
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and power, the aestheticians of the Sublime were able io 

make availab~e an ambiguity in art which acted as a corrective 

to too much clarity. As Burke boldly states: ~a clear 

idea is 000 another name for a little idea"lIl4 This 

ambiguity or vagueness allowed a personal respo..qse to the 

fundamental quality of power felt to be behind the Sublime" 

There is here, perhaps, a faint premonition of transcendent-
" 

alism. It is easy to see in Burke's Enquiry how this 

vagueness or powerfulness was a direct reaction against 

the over-simplification of that mechanical philosophy 

which was still worrying Wordsworth and Coleridge in 1798 

and 18170 Yet this ambiguity is not a true ambiguity in 

the sense of having two clear meanings. Burke expected' 

a uniform response to it, and it is seen to be one thing, 

capable of only one interpretation" 

Before going any farther along this track, it 

must be shown that an involuntary confusion has arisen in 

Burke's usually clear mind" In the section on'fitness', 

Burke is attempting to contradict both the neo-classical 

rules of proportion, and also the rational defences of their 

general and eternal fitness" Owing to this ver'y defence 

of neo-classical values by rationalist logic, the two 

became inseparably linked" It is clear that by advocating 

a disregard of proportion, and a sensitive response to 

art, Burke says that we should: "make the imagination 

revolt against reason."15 

14 
Burke, EnqUiry, Ope cit., II, iv, 63. 
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By the end of the century, therefore~ neither reason nor 

neo-classicism could be rejected without the othero 

Burke, like Johnson in a way, felt compelled to 

rationalise his intuiU.ve responses which seemed to contra-

diet whatever epistemology he Gvidently accepted oonsciously. 

Though Monk makes it plain that Burkeis main acbievement 

was to ignore previous critical opinions on his subject~ 

and largely to ignore Hartley's associationist philosophy~ 

he also states that Burke's theory of the workings 'of the 

mind are largely based on Locke's findings. lb Blake 

seems, in his brusque way, to have agreed~ 

Burke's Treatise on the Sublime and Beautiful 
is founded on the opinions of Newton and Locke~ •• 
I read Burke's treatise when I was very young o •• 

I felt the same contempt and abhorrence then 
that I do nowo They (Bacon, Locke, Burke, and 
Reynolds) mock inspiration and Vision. 17 

It would seem from the important word "mockll,that, 

in Blake's opinion, Burke and most followers of Locke could 

not provide a satisfactory explanation for inspiration 

and vision. They only provided poor substitutes which 

burlesqued the genuine article. 

15 
Burke, Enquiry, opo cito III,vii, 109. 

16 
MOl1k, The Sublime, 0;;:. clio p. 96n. See also 

Burke, Enguir.x, 0]2" cit. Tithe senses are the great originals 
of all our ideasW; and cf. Locke, ]§sayon Human Understanding, 
ed., J.vl. Yolton, (London, 1961), II, i, 30 Burke does 
depart from Locke, however, in his distincion between 
IIposltive pleasure" and "dellght ll (i.e. the removal of pain) 
I, iv, 36-7. . 

17 w. Blake, Complete Poetry and Prose, ed. G. Keynes, 
(London, 1961), p. 809. 



Burke's explanation of what he means by the term 

"ima~J.nation" is a very useful and clear example of his 

restriction by Locke. In mentioning that: II the mind of 

1·18 man posseses a sort of creative power of its owno . Burke 

opens the way towards a Romantio conception of the term. 

He distinguishes the term tfimagination and its synonyms of 

wit, fancy, and invention, from IIjudgement"on the basis of 

84 

Locke's distinction'. (This, presumably~ quoted by Johnson 

in the Dictionary, dealt with above in chap. I? po 14 ). 

Furthermore? Burke assumes that man's mind will search 

naturally for resemblances not distinctions, from the 

pleasure it gives him: 
, 

-when two distinct objects have a resemblance, we are 
struck, we attend to them, we are pleased because 
by making re semblances "Te produce new" images, we 
unite, we create, we enlarge our stock. 19 

This,in the form of words in which it is expressed, 

and in the insistence on resemblances, might look f~rward 

a great deal more than it does to Wordsworth's ideas on 

imagination as expressed,for example, in the "Preface" 

of 1815. The process for Wordsworth, is: 

Oarried on either by conferring additional 
properties upon an object, or abstracting 
from itsome of those which it actually possesses, 
and thus enabling it to re-act upon the mind 
which hath performed the process, like a new 
existence. 

18 
BurIee, op. cit., If Introduction on Taste", po 16. 

19 
1.£g. p. 18 .. 

20 
Wordsworth, OPe cit. p. 754. 

20 



Wordsworth apparently dares to alter by this 

power of imagination, the essence of the object as it 

appears in the mind, and Burke does not. From the following 

quotation, it will appear that Wordsworth was,d.istinguishing 

between his truer sense of the imagination, and Burke's: 

Imagination, in the sense of the word as giving 
title to a class of. the following poems (ieeo those 
of the edition to which this was a Preface), has no 
reference to images that are merely a faithful 
copy, existing in the mind, of absent external 
objects. 21 

Compare this accusation with Burke's definition 

of imagination: 

Since the imagination is only the representative 
of the senses, it can only be pleased or displeased 
with the images from the same principle on which 
the sense is· pleased or displeased with the realities. 22 

It can be seen once again, in Burke's studY.of the 

Sublime, as elsewhere in the thought of the century, 

whether in Akenside or Johnson or Blair, that the "imagination" 

had to be kept as the "fancy ll in the Romantic sense by 

virtue of its close interconnection with Locke's epistemology. 

The imagination could not be allowed to alter the essence 

of the mind's idea of the object. To do this was to dis-

turb one's true interpretation of perception. As will ap-

pear in the conclud.ing chapter of this study, Wordsworth 

was free to use his imagination on a different principle 

from that on which his senses operated, because of the in-

sight into the essential meaning of the object given him by 

his passions and reflections. 

21 
Wordsworth, opo cit., po 753. 



For Burke hOliever, as for most people i,n his 

century, the faculty of the imagination was bound~ gagged, 

and blindfolded by the needs of Lockeis psychologyo 

]'or the point of his Ulntroduction on Taste" is that all 
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men: tlare nearly equal!l23 in this faculty of "Seeing resembJanceso 

Burke had to find a way round the limitation of Locke's 

rationalism without rejecting ito It is in this light that 

I see his and his century's 'attachment to the Sublime~ and, 

in this Burke has naturally certain similarities to Denniso 

It is clear that Burke, just like Akenside~ was 

seeking a subjective analogue to objective truthQ Unlike 

Akenside~ he was not satisfied with any such analogue 
24 

that the imagination could provide. Burke $ like Dennis~ 
d 

basephis work on the assumption that the passions are the 

test of an art's truth. 25 Burke does not go so far, in 

fact, as Dennis, because IISir Longinus Tremendous ll stated 

that conceptual thought, when united with passion, provide~ 

the fullest idea of truth. For Burke, however, the question 

of conceptual thought does not arisee It is this spec-

ialisation of aesthetic experience which characterises 

22 
Burke, opo cit. po 17. 

23 
Ibid. po 18. 

24-
Burke's latest editor, J.To Boulton, notes a 

point of departure from Akenside which might seem to stress 
the opportunity for imaginative freedom that Burke's 
]pgui~ might have given but did noto Cf. Akenside, 
RleasBres of the Imagination_ 1 in Poetical Works, (London, 1857), 
It 350-76, with Burke, OPG cit.III, ix, 110 0 
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later sublime theory and eventually doomed it~ tying it 

to a dependence upon Locke's epistemology and passive 

theories of knowledge .. Burke and Dennis concur in the 

importance of the passions in their theories, and both 

agree that"reflsatiou". as Dennis oalls itJ is a bad th1ngo 

Burke's assumptions of the truth of his aesthetic is most 

significant. He has referred throughout to a principle 

in nature" At the beginning of part four, Burke takes a 

pause for breath, and considers he has gone as far as he 

can "go into the cause and ef~~t rela.tionship in the "genera.l 

sy.stem of things": 

I do not pretend that I shall ever be able 
to explain? why certain affections of the body 
produce such a distinct emotion of mind, and 
no other; or why the body is at all affected by 
the mind, or the mind by the body" A little 
thought v-lill show this to be impossible" .... 
That great chain of causes~ which linking one 
another even to the throne of God himself, 
can never be unravelled by any industry of ourSe 
When we go but one step beyond the immediately 
sensible qualities of things,we go out of our 
depth ... " So that when I speak of cause and efficient 
cause, I only mean, certain affections of the mind p 

that cause certain changes in the body; or 
certain powers and properties in bodies, that work a 
change in the mind. 26 

It .would seem that Burke therefore assumes a uniformity 

of emotional responsa in his audience~ and is not too 

disturbed about his lack of ability to provide ultimate 

proof .. 

1939) , 

It is the fact of uniformity Which Burke is 

25 
DenniS, Ortiical Works, ed. E.N. Hooker~ (Baltimore, 

I, 359. 
26 

Burke, op .. cit. IV, i, 129-130. 
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concerned to stress~ and upon the establishment of this 

his aesthetic stands or falls as an acceptable systemo 

It is important to note that he does not advance any 

satisfactory reason for the existence of an essentially 

true relationship between subject and object, as Dennis 

was able to do by the insistence on the place of ideas of 

infinity in art, together with our imaginative and passionate 

response to ito Burke can' only rely ~ltimately on his 

assumption that the passionate response to the Sublime 
. 

in art or nature was mor~ uniform than our response by 

the imagination or the intellcto Objects or incidents 

arouse in us terror and relief t~at we are actually in no 

danger. Already, Burke's task is to prove a relation 

between the emotion and the reason for the emotion in ourselves, 

rather than a relationship between the object which produces 

the emotion, and ourselves$ In this way, though the cult 

of the Sublime depends on the Passions,it cannot attempt 

to do much more than assume a direct connection between 

the subject and ultimate truth. It was this connection 

between the. detailed psychology of the subject and the 

ultimate truth of its reaction to experience, which the 

Romantics were attempting to establisho The inability 

of the Sublime to supply this connection~ may account for 

its degeneration into a fad. Furthermore, the assumption 

of the unanimity of response asa .natural law broke down, 
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brought about by a Romantic tendency to see anllall-in-each", 

or by Hume's practically unobtainabl~ relativism~ (see p~94 )0 

Above all, 1-Then Wordsworth refined his response to the 

Sublime, and connected it to his subjectively based moral 

purpose~ then the Sublime in the specialised, isolated 

sense in which the eighteenth century critics tried to 

establish their system of truth, had to come to an end. 

Once given a higher objeqtive I1meaning" p the Sublime as such 

was no longer the same thing~ nor served the same purpose o 

The main intention of Burke IS 'work is to diminish 

the importance of conceptual thought in art, insofar as 

it was unemotional and fanciful. This he justifies by 

the authority of the uniform response of his audience, and 

the claim that this will reveal the omniscient hand of the 
27 

Creator. 

Burke's opinion is that by raising an obscurely 

powerful idea, the poet can raise a higher emotion than 

by a clear one: 

There are reasons in nature why the obscure idea, 
when properly conveyed, should be more affecting 
than the clear. 28 

The purpose of language to Locke~ was to: "make 

known one man's thoughts or ideas to another."29 but 

Burke, while accepting this theory, has to make words 

more affective by going against their purpose. 

27 
Ibid. I, xix, 52-3. 

28-
Ibid. II, iv, 60. 

29-
Locke, Essay, opo cit. III, x, 230 
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Sensible images, just because of their intellectual 

a ttraction, distracted from the emotionaLingnct of a 

s i tuation o As Burke added in his revisions included in 

the second edition, evidently to make clearer his assertions: 

Indeed so little does poetry depend for its effect 
on the power of raising sensibla lmages~ that 
I am convinced it would lose a very considerable 
part of its energy, if this were the necessary 
re·.ult of all descriptiono Because that union 
of affecting words which is the most powerful 
of all poetical instruments, would frequently 
lose its force 810ng with its propriewand con
sistency, if the sensible images were always 
excited. 30 

The passionate response was an end in itself, 

because it provided a uniform test of truth (but with 

the evident danger of the subject's non-connection with 

any trustworthy truth in any group of objects~ at the 

"1;vorst because . he' had no conceptual understanding of that which he 

responded to .. ) 

Burke has some difficulty in explaining to us 

how words affect us passionately if they truly stand for 
31 

ideas and in this lies the dilemma of his subject .. 

The Sublime appeared most promisingly at the 

beginning of the century to break the rules and provide 

a new foundation for emotional response in literaturee 

With the coming of the Romantics, however, a more satisfying 

method of identification -and involvement was, conceived .. 

The achievement of the Romantic poets was to find a link 

30 
Burke, Ope cito V, v, 170 .. 

31 
Ibid. V, v, 175 .• 
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between themselves and nature, (the objects to which 

they most readily responded)~ and some kind of transcendent 

truth. They sacrificed the companionship of the disproved 

general acceptance theory to do so~ within limitse 

The Sublime, for the purposes of the first generation 

Romantics, proved itself unworkable as a complete artistic 

formula~ partly because of the need to cramp the imagination, 

but mainly because of the resulting corollary of a blind 

but uniform passionate response .. The lack of connection 

between emotion and idea is implicit in the last paragraph 

but one of the Enguiry: 

Now? as there is a moving tone of voice? an 
impassioned countenance, an agitated gesture, 
which affect independ.ently of the things 
about which they are exerted, so there are words, 
and certain dispositions of words? which being 
peculiarly devoted to passionate subjects? and 
always used by those who are under the influence 
0\ any pass,ion; they touch and move us more than 
t~bse which far more clearly and distinctly 
express the subject matter. ' 32 

Thus a study of the ,Sublime is most valuable in 

describing the kind of dilemma which the century was 

trying to solveG Though the theory of the Sublime solved 

nothing in itself, it contributed to other theories a 

stock response, a wealth of psychological discovery~ 

and a knowledge of its own failure to provide a general 

test of truth .. 

32 
illQ.. V, v~ 175 .. 
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CHAPTER VII 

As I said in Chapter I~ "it was Locke's and Johnson's weakness to 

admit to a principle of 'pleasures of the imagination' not logically 

consistent with what they believed to be true and real." Unable at first 

to formulate any overall theory of poetry, except insofar as it referred 

to "nature" in the sense of which Pope's work is the epitome, the critics 

I have dealt with attempted in the main to formulate theories based on 

the fundrunental nature of one ingredient of poetry. The essential belief 

in what A. O. Lovejoy has called "Uniformitarianism"l still involved, as 

I said before, that some concept of "nature" was being used as the test 

of art. The breakdown of this increasingly impossible.method has 

resulted now in art being the agent of "nature". This we see, for 

instance, in films such as "Blow Up" and "Shoot loud, louder, I don't 

understand! It The main character in the first film is a photographer who 

becomes involved in a murder; in the last scene he is a .spectator of a 

make-believe tennis match, and is forced to avoid public embarrassment by 

picking up a tennis ball which we the audience and he know not to exist, 

thus acquiescing in the madness of the society which has produced him. 

This view of the artist as the last refuge of "nature", is made even 

more precarious in the second film. During the course of the film, the 

artist finds increasing difficulty in separating his dreams from reality, 

and comes to rely more and more on a mad uncle whom nobody but the artist 

can understand. Finally, the uncle blows himself up with explosives and 

lSee A. O. Lovejoy,Essays in the History of Ideas, Baltimore, 
19L1-8) • 
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the artist's position is more equivocal than before. In these two films 

are expressed two variations on the modern theme: the artist forced to 

reject his vision of "nature" by the behaviour of the society which his 

art must, in some sense, reflect; or the artist gradually losing contact 

with that source of comfort (in this case, his uncle) which enabled him 

to make distinction between illusion and reality. This, then, is the 

modern position to which the eighteenth century can be seen to be moving, 

though still at some distance from it. 

In eighteenth century theory, the Sublime, the imagination, and 

the passions, all took their turn as the centre of theories of poetry 

which are separated by their nature. Indeed, all these qualities often 

appear together in anyone theory, wherever the emphasis is placed, but 

their co-presence:.does ,not in many cases indicate a logical connection 

between the three. The separation of qualities which is explicit in 
> 

Akenside's "General Argument", referred to in chapter IV, is perhaps a 

special case, but the mechanistic philosophy behind it seems to have 

pervaded the thought of the century: 

Besides this, the imitative arts, especially 
poetry, owe much of their effect to a similar 
exhibition of properties quite foreign to the 
imagination, insomuch that in every line of 
the most applauded poems we meet with either ideas 
drawn from external senses, or truths discovered 
to the understanding, or illustrations of 
contrivance and final causes, or, .above all the rest, 
with circumstances proper to awaken and engage 
the passions. 2 

These qualities of art are in themselves not connected logically 

? 
L.,Akenside, Poetical Works, (London, 1857), p. 2. 



94 

by M{enside 9 nor by anyone as far as we can tell, except insofar as they 

exist side by side. However t the growing feeling, again implicit in 

~~enside? that these qualities, though residing in the object, were 

connected by the mental processes, led inevitably to the simple discovery 

that perhaps the poet's mental processes may work better than those of 

other people. They may even work differently. Certain popular theories 

delineated in this thesis are each an attempt to find one straight-

forward standard of reference, available to all men. The nature of these 

attempts and failures is important to an understanding of the origins of 

the twentieth century dilemma of amorphous relativism, where even the 

establishment of a constant factor (for Einstein it was light) is 

precarious. Relativism was, of course, Hume's answer to the immediate 

problems of his time: 

Strong sense, united to delicate sentiment, 
improved by practice, perfected by comparison, 
and cleared of all prejudice, can alone entitle 
critics to this valuable character (of a "true" 
judge); and the joint verdict of such, wherever 
they are to be found, is the true standard of . 
taste and beauty.3 

In this theory of (practically unobtainable) relativism, Hume's 

position is the reversal of the concept of objective truth to which Pope 

managed to adhere. The three trends of thought dealt with in this thesis, 

imagination, passion, and the Sublime, represent the main attempts to 

find an artistic refutation of relativism before the nature and problems 

of relativism were fully realised. All three trends presented, in their 

single-minded way, an apprenticeship to Romanticism. 

3Hume , Works, ed. T. H. Green and T. H. Grose, (London, 1875), 
III, 278-79. 
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Wordsworth's similarities with John Dennis~ and also his differences, 

have already been related to the central problem, (see chapter ~II). 

Wordsworth was unwilling to admit to a position where man is an absurd 

being, an itr~~ge£, cut off not only from fellow men, but also from any 

coherent force for truth. The real essence of anything, according to 

Locke, was impossible to know, and even the apparent essence could only 

be expressed by a general word.
4 

Truth "is viewed by him as merely 

implying the agreement of, ideas with one another, not with external 

realityo,,5 As Basil Willey has shown in his useful study of Wordsworth's 

relation to Locke: 

Wordsworth was the kind of poet who could only 
have appeared at the end of the eighteenth 
century, when mythologies were exploded, and a 
belief in the visible universe as the body of 
which God was the soul alone remained. 6 

Willey's point is'that Wordsworth felt habitually compelled to 

create a unity of himself with the object where he does not find it, and 

that this continual one way process was one which, in Willey's words, 

turned him into: "a mountain of stone. lI? Willey evidently assumes that 

Wordsworth believed the material world to be inanimate and dead, and this 

is a helpful clarification of the issue. 

Wordsworth's connections with eighteenth century theory are 

principally through his views on passion. Dr. Owen differentiates between 

4See LOcke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding, (London, 1961), 
III, iii, 12. 

K. Wright, A History of Modern Philosophy, (New York, 1941), p. 158. 

Willey, The Seventeenth Century Background, (London, 



96 

the two meanings of the word "feelings"; one is' a basically passive response 

to the senses, and the other: "as if feeling were a stimulatin9 agent 

entering the mind.,,8 The ambiguity is probably inherent, Dr. Owen statese 

Basically, however, Wordsworth~s feelings are his primary means of 

circuiting Locke's epistemology, although it is difficult (because of the 

ambiguity mentioned above) to use them to account for the original reasons 

for the poet's initial stimulation. In other words, one can only account 

for the creative process,. not the epistemological one in Wordsworth. In 

the stimulation which is the creative origin of poetry, then, the feelings 

are not alone but connected with a faculty of reflection, referred to in 

the useful "Preface" of 1815. It will be remembered that Dennis advocated 

that the passions carry away a reader or a poet, because if they do not: 

"the soul has leisure to reflect on the deceit. 1I9 Dennis is evidently 

concerned that the test of realism should be avoided, but Wordsworth 

depends on just this test. Only by reflection and the passage of time can 

the importance of one's first feelings relative to other feelings, be 

assessed: 

Reflection, -- which makes the poet acquainted 
with the value of actions, images, thoughts, and 
feelings; and assists the sensibility in perceiving 
their connection with each other. 10 

8W• J. B. Owen, "Wordsworth's 'Preface' to Lyrical Ballads" in 
Anglistica, (Copenhagen, 1957) IX, p. 41 and note. 

9Dennis, The Critical Works, ed. Ee No Hooker, (Baltimore, 1939), 
p. 362. 

10 Wordsworth, Works, ed. E. de Selincourt, (London, 1950), p. 752. 
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Presumably 9 to Wordsworth, all feelings are true in some degree or 

other, but have to be trained by the process of conditioning one's habits 

of writing so that one knows when a particular emotion relates to a vital 

truth. See again the "Preface" of 1800 9 11. 130-140. As Dr. Owen states, 

this process is eventually automatic 9 because the unimportant feelings 

"perish of starvation".ll 

We find that? connected with his debt to eighteenth century theories 

of passion, are Wordsworth's primitivistic assumptions. In particular, the 

Appendix to the "Preface" of 1802 is concerned with the belief of the task 

of the poet to reverse the mistakes of impure poets who. wrote "ambitious 

of the fame of Poets. 1I12 The mistake of these poets, according to 

Wordsworth, was that they had taken over the expressions of passion and 

"frequently applied them to feelings and thoughts with which they had no 

natural connection whatsoevero,,13 Wordsworth goes on to assert that the 

poets, by doing this, trained the responses of their audience away from 

an appreciation of the true, natural connection between events, and objects, 

and the expression of them. 

It is noticeable that Percy also implied that thought of profit 

influences the productions of the second generation of poets, just as 

Thomson's accusations of the materialism of society possibly informed 

110wen t Ope cit., p. 42n. 

12Wordsworth, "Appendix" in Owen, Ope cit., 1. 12. 

13Ibid ., 11. 16-17. 
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his "Preface ll to Winterq 

It is important, however, that, unlike Blair and Percy, Wordsworth 

no longer believed the general language of modern poetry to be more correct 

than that of primitive productionso To the example drawn from Cowperts 

verses in the Appendix, Wordsworth applies the phrase "vicious poetic 

diction.,,14 The difference between Blair, perhaps the most typical 

spokesman of the eighteenth-century primitivists, and Wordsworth, was 

that for Blair the advancement of modern society had gone too far for 

correction and perhaps even had advantages which off-set to some degree 

the loss of natural passion. For Wordsworth, the advancement of modernity 

was a retrograde step which had to be retraced, by a creative return to 

"natural" valueso 

Itself involved in the process of creation, is the "combining 

power" of the imagination. This faculty dares to alter the outward 

forms of things, in that it analyses and synthesises simultaneously 

certain aspects of one or more objects. Wordsworth's reference to 

"Resolution and Independence" in the 1815 "Preface" has been cited before, 

(chapter VI, with reference to Burke's response to Locke's posited "real 

essence"). It seems enough to extend the claim made there that Wordsworth 

dared to alter Locke's essence of things as they were expressed in 

material forms and appeared as an "idea" or "image" in the mind. Wordsworth's 

contact with real essence is through passion and reflection, into which 

process he would also add the imagination. The imagination combines aspects 
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of external objects to create a new ess~nce in them in response to the 

understanding of this essence gained through passion and reflection. 

By rejecting Locke thus finally, yet accepting the doctrine of 

material deadness which Locke implies, Wordsworth achieved his union of 

subject and object. His method depended on plainness, and on stripping 

down both the object for his observation,15 and the poetry in which 

he expressed it. Wordsworth's attainment of a unity between subject 

and object in his poetry, amounts to an adaptation of Locke's theories, 

in that he always has them in mind as a starting point to be dissolved, 

particularly by his imagination. In a sense, the tension between Locke's 

ideas and Wordsworth I s own provides one of the sources of his effect on 

the reader, because of the creative tight-rope Wordsworth was forced to 

walk. In a sense too, this tension produced transcendentalism. As 

M. H. Abrams wrote: 

To establish that man shares his own life with 
nature was to re-animate the dead universe of 
the materialists, and at the same time most 16 
effectively to tie man back into his milieu. 

In a sense, the Romantic poets represented the last desperate effort 

of the eighteentb century to establish a test of universal truth to poetry. 

15See Wordsworth, "Preface" of 1815, in Works, Ope cit., p. 752, 
on "observation": the poet must "observe with Ii accuracy things as they 
are in themselves, and with fidelity to describe them, unmodified by any 
passion or feeling existing in the mind of the describer." 

16M• H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lronp. (New York, 1958), p. 65. 
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They were able to do this by a process of synthesis which embraced the 

main elements present in eighteenth century critical theory. Again, in 

a sense, they were able to do this by a process which neither made 

judgment an external faculty, nor which ignored it, bu~ made their 

collaboration of passion and imagination into its own justification in 

the experience of the reader. This is clearly what Johnson wanted, as 

I have tried to show by his remarks on passion and the test of the feelings 

of his own bosom which he applied. He would not in theory allow his 

intellectual faculty of imagination to provide its own laws complementary 

to his passions, because it confounded the intellectual faculty which he 

most depended upon -- Locke's reason¥ 

It is plain that the Romantic poets were able to combine an 

intellectual faculty with the passions, and with the material world: 

The poet's heart and intellect should be combined, 
intimately combined and unified with the great 
appearances of nature, and not merely held in solution 
and loose mixture with them v • • Bowles has indeed 
the sensibility of a poet, but he has not the passion 
of a great poet • • • he has no native passion because 
he is not a thinker.17 

This is a comparatively early theory of Coleridge's (1802) but shows 

quite clearly his characteristic theoretical blending of passion and 

thought. He and Wordsworth commonly stated the imagination to be the 

combining power, but it would seem that there are two types of combination 

going on. The combining power of the imagination only seems to work 

properly when the imagination itself is combined with passion. The 

17 S. T. Coleridge. L-etters, ed.. E .. L. Griggs, (Oxford: Olaren
don Press, 1956), II, 86~To W. Sotheby, September 10th, 1802. 

MILLS MEMORIAL ~~eRA\~)'. 
McMASTER UNIVER:SITi 
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Romantics never had to disregard the implications of Dennis' example of 

the man in a fever, because of the dialectical self-control of the two 

faculties of passion and imagination. Coleridge, in his statements on 

metre, traced it to 

the balance in the mind effected by that spontaneous 
effort which strives to hold in check the workings 
of passion. 18 

Clearly Coleridge is trying to relate this theory of versification 

to the creative act it expresses. He finds a place for "judgement", but 

only insofar as it aids the essential meaning of the imagination: the 

"balance of antagonists" in the poet's mind quoted above are organised 

by: 

a supervening act of the will and judgement, con
SCiously and for the foreseen purpose of pleasure. 
• • • Now these two conditions must be reconciled 
and co-present. There must not only~ partnership, 
but a union; an interpenetration of passion and will~ 
of spontaneous impulse and of voluntary purpose.19 

In this then, it is clear that the judgement is only applied 

insofar as it can decide how best to express what the imagination and 

will together, have conceived. In turn, the judgement is also fired by 

the imagination and passion of the conception in the poet's mind, and is 

combined with them. 

It is important to realise Coleridge's stress on the reconciliation 

of subject and object: 

18Coleridge, Biog. Lit. OPe cit., Chapter XVIII, p. 206. 

19rbid., p. 206. 



All knowledge rests on the coincidence of an 
object with a subject. 20 

It is also clear that he refers to a kind of realism clearly 

different from Locke's: 

The realism common to all mankind is far elder and 
lies infinitely deeper than this hypothetical ex
planation of the origin of our perceptions, an 
explanation skimmed from the mere surface of mechanical 
philosophy.21 

Coleridge's rejection of Locke's epistemology in favour of a 
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deeper realism is equivalent in a more complex and deeper form to what 

Johnson was trying to do, when using the passions as the sole form of 

identification between the objective work of art and the subjective reader. 

Johnson, of course, was having to do this without rejecting the rational 

type of mind made to seem the only right one by an epistemology he was 

in the process of rejecting. No wonder that: 

celestial wisdom calms the mind, 
And makes the happiness She does not find.

22 

It would seem then, that Coleridge had succeeded in rejecting 

the mechanical habit of mind partly as a result of the evident practical 

failure of the 18th century trends depicted in this paper to produc.e 

affecting art of a mechanical and conceptual nature. Furthermore, he was 

able to do so, while retaining the same main critical terms, passion, 

20Ibid., Chapter XII, p. 144. 

21Ibid ., p. 148. 

22 Johnson, "The Vanity of Human Wishes" in Rasselas, Poems and 
Selected Prose., ed. B. H. Bronson, (New York, 1958), 11. 367-8. 
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imagination, and judgement. In a sense, Coleridge was attempting, like 

most of the 18th century, to find a kind of truth which would be real. 

--'His realism is, as he said "deeper", but it is realism neverless. For 

Coleridge, the complete relativism to which Locke's ideas led him (and 

Locke's ideas were perhaps themselves the products of the inherent split 

between subject and object) were to be avoided in literature, because 

Locke's theories ignored a major part of man's and the world's nature, 

of which true art is the expression: 

By his abuse of the word "idea" Locke seems to say: 
"that the sun, the rain 9 the manure, and so on had 
made the wheat, had made the barley ••• If for this 
you substitute the assertion that a grain of wheat 
might remain for ever and be perfectly useless and 
to all purposes non-apparent, had it not been that 
the congenial sunshine and proper soil called it 
forth -- everything in Locke would be perfectly 
rational".23 

Of course, Coleridge had to make concessions which limited his 

realistic successors in a different way from that in which it had limited 

his predecessors, realistic in a different way: 

That illusion, contradistinguished from delusion, 
that negative faith which simply permits the images 
presented to work by their own force, without either 
denial or affirmation of their real existence by 
the judgement, is rendered impossible by their immediate 
neighbourhood to words and facts of known and absolute 
truth. 24 

23Coleridge, Philosophical Lectures pp. 378-9 quoted by Abrams, 
Ope cit., p. 172. 

24Coleridge, Bioge Lit. Chapter XXII p. 256. 
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In a sense, it is the limitations of any philosophy which make it 

significant, because the limitations are never so coherent as the philosophy 

itself; only potentially so. It is the limitations of the artistic 

philosophy of the 18th century which has been the sUbject of this paper, 

and which the Romantics attempted to solve. They attempted to make a 

coherent philosophy out of the limitations of the old, and succeeded in' 

making limitations of their own, especially as they decided in favour of 

a dialectical objectivity.25 In a sense, both the 18th century's abortive 

attempt at unifying their points of reference, and the 20th century's 

relativism have been different attempts to solve the very problems with 

which Romantics were faced. All three epochs were or are faced with a 

growing complexity of activities, and a stress both on individualism 

and on the individual's right to interpret events and phenomena for 

himself. All these forces now add up to a world of apparently formless 

behaviour Which the artist cannot imitate, simply because his work, by 

definition, involves the imposition of a form. The only other alternative 

to silence is to impose his own form on the world; according to his nature, 

he will expect the world to take heed or to ignore him. 

The rise in criticism partially depicted in these pages was a 

result of attempts by men committed to a search for truth in literature 

and bound to establish some kind of validity for that kind of truth. 

Advocates for the right of literature to express or discover truth have 

always had to act in their capacity as defenders, perhaps since Plato, 

25"Without contraries is no progression" Blake, Complete Poetry 
and Prose ed. G. Keynes, (London, 1961) p. 181. This statement, though not 
necessarily expressing an objective position, nevertheless is a clearly 
dialectical statement, and is taken from a work whose title at least tends 
to suggest objectivity: liThe Marriage of Heaven and Hell." 
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and in England since Stephen Gosson's School of Abuse (1579). To a degree, 

then, and only to a degree, the specific effect in our period of scientific 

discovery or "materialism" on literature can be mitigated, and seen itself 

as a symptom of the deeper problem. 

The local problems brought by the gradual realisation that the 

truth art expressed was no longer universal or even universally available 

are simple enough to list. 

Firstly, one problem was the question of the relationship of 

language to truth, and the clearest statements of this, based on Locke's 
r.".",d .. 

ideas, are in chapter VI on the Sublime chapter V on passionate poetry, as 

are the social questions this inevitably raised. Language was required, 

not partly to ~ truth by virtue of its expression, but required to express 

it in the most direct way. In contrast to the views of the advocates of 

a directiy expressive language (to which Wordsworth was heir), we have the 

view of language as being witty or fanciful in function, and the difference 

in practice between the latter two, is largely a difference in epistemological 

responsibility, as Johnson's remarks on Akenside indicate. (see chapter IV). 

The relationship of the poet to his audience is necessarily 

connected with the gradual realisation of the ability of the mind to make 

its own truth, and lead, in effect, to the Romantic poets openly acknowledging 

this and making a virtue of it. This problem is implicit in Dennis 

(chapter III) and again in the chapter on the passionate theories of 

poetry. (chapter V). The poet as versifier and confirmer of acceptable 

truths, or as didactic delighter of the fancy, was not reconcilable with 

the growing realization of the individual powers of the mind, nor with the 

notion, implicit in Romantic theory, that each man is responsible for 
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making his own truth. 

Together with this realisation, comes an inevitable distrust, for 

the first time in English literature, of what man's mind (man's collective 

mind especially) has made. This distrust perhaps now occupies the 

foremost place in twentieth century problems. Ultimately, it has been the 

purpose of this study to trace in this special field the rise of this 

distrust, thought it is latent at times, and even veiled by an air of 

confidence and complacence. At the same time, an attempt has been made 

at an objective critical study of those elements in eighteenth century 

literature which contributed most to the poetic theories of the Romantic 

pioneers, Wordsworth and Coleridge. 

Criticism in this period, then, is itself the product of what it 

was attempting to solve. As both the medicine ~or, and the symptom of, 

an awareness that truth has many facets, criticism in itself was, I 

suppose, doomed at best to extinction in the case of success, or to a 

kind of perpetual labour in the case of failuree 

In giving what I believe to be a modern slant to this study, I 

hope I have made it into an acceptable interpretation of certain ideas 

in the 18th century. 

As I was always told even at school to end with an apt quotation 

whenever possible, it would seem proper to choose one from Burke, whose 

realization of the relativity of truth transcends even the minuteness of 

his investigation in the ~ngu~r~. Anyone taking a post-graduate degree 

must believe in the importance of his task, though his modesty is secure 

in the knowledge of the unimportance of his conclusions: 



nothing tends more to the corruption of science 
than to suffer it to stagnate. These waters 
must be troubled before they can exert their 
virtues. A man who works beyond the surface of 
things, though he may be wrong himself, yet he 
clears the way for others, and may chance to 
make even his errors subservient to the cause of 
truthe26 
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26Burke , A Philosophical Enquiry into our Ideas of the Sublime 
and the Beautiful, ed. Jo T. Boulton. (London, 1958), p. 54. 
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