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. . INTRODUCTORY

I HAVE set three aims before me in constructing this
book. First, to introduce a new kind of documenta-

tion to those who are intefested in the contemporary
state of culture whether as critics, as- philosophers,
as teachers, as psychologists, or merely as curious
persons. Secondly, to provide a new technique for
those who wish to discover for themselves what they
i eel about poetry (and cognate matters)
and W €y should like or dislike it. Thirdly, to
prepare the way for educational methods Bono_

it )

A&m&ﬂ: thin those we use now in developing dis-|

iy

-~

crimination and the power to understand what we
hear and read. .

For the first purpose I have used copious .quota-
tions from material supplied to me as a Lecturer at
Cambridge and elsewhere. For some years I have
made the experiment of issuing printed sheets of
poems—ranging in character from a poem by Shake- -
speare to a poem by Ella Wheeler Wilcox—to
audiences who were requested to comment freely
'in writing upon them. The authorship of the poems
was not revealed, and with rare exceptions it was not
recognised.

After a week’s interval I would collect these com-
ments, taking certain obvious precautions to pre-
serve the anonymity of the commentators, since
only through anonymity could complete liberty to
express. their genuine opinions be secured for the
writers. OEEP&: from influencing
them eithe? for or against any poem. Four poems
were issued at a time in groupings indicated in the

: 3




4 , PRACTICAL CRITICISM

! Appendix, in which the poems I am here using will
P be found. I would, as a rule, hint that the poems
W were perhaps a mixed lot, but that was the full
_ extent of my interference. I lectured the following
week partly upon the poems, but rather more upon
| the comments, or protocols, as I call them.
w Much astonishment both for the protocol-writers
yand for the Lecturer ensued from this procedure.
The opinions expressed were not -arrived at lightly
or from one reading of the poems only. As a measure
of indirect suggestion, I asked each writer to record
on his protocol the number of ‘ readings ’ made of
each poem. A number of perusals made at one
session were to be counted together as one ‘ reading’

growing response to the poem, or alternatively led
to no response at all and Ieft the reader with nothing

description of a ‘reading’ was, I believe, well

understood. It follows that readers who recorded

as many as ten or a dozen readings had devoted no

little time and energy to their critical endeavour.

Few writers gave less than four attacks to any of

the poems. On the whole it is fairly safe to assert

that the poems received much more thorough study
than, shall we say, most anthology pieces get in the
ordinary course. It is from this thoroughness,
prompted by the desire to_arrive at some definite
expressible opinion, and from the week’s leisure
allowed that these protocols derive their significance.

! The standing of the writers must be made clear.

_ The majority were undergraduates reading English

_ with a view to an Honours Degree.- A considerable

{

)

|

|

{

|

|

|

number were reading other subjects but there is no
ground to suppose that these differed for this reason
in any essential respect. There was a sprinkling of
graduates, and a few members of the audience were

non-academic. Men. and women were probably

provided that they aroused and sustained ope single

but the bare words before him on the paper. This.

X

)

it
A
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included in about equal numbers, so, in what follows
‘ he > must oobmnubww be read as equivalent to ‘ he
or she’. There was no compulsion to return pro-
tocols. Those who took the trouble to write—about
60 per cent.—may be presumed to have been actu-
ated by a more than ordinarily keen intefest in
_poetry. From such comparisons as I have been
able to make with protocols supplied by audiences
of other types, I see no reason whatever to think
that a higher standard of critical discernment can
easily be %EE_ under our present cultural conditions.
Doubtless, could the Royal Society of Literature or
the Academic Committee of the English Association
be impounded for purposes of experiment we might
expect greater uniformity in the comments or at
least in their sfyle, and a more w. ch as
regards some of the dangers of the test. But with
regard to equally essential matters occasions for
surprise might still occur. The precise conditions
of this test are not duplicated in our everyday com-
merce with literature. Even the reviewers of new
verse have as a rule a considerable body of the
author’s work to judge by. And editorial complaints
are frequent as to the difficulty of obtaining good
reviewing. Editors themselves will not be the
slowest to agree with me upon the difficulty of
judging verse without a hint as to its provenance.
Enough, for the moment, about the documentation
of this book. My second aim is more ambitious and

attempt to modify our procedure in certain forms of

h—.ﬁ&n@m more explanation. It forms part of a general

7N facts and precise hypotheses.

o

w

discussion. There are subjects — mathematics,
physics and the descriptive sciences supply some of
them—which can be discussed in terms of verifiable
There are other
subjects—the concrete affairs of - commerce, law,
organisation and police work—which can be handled
by rules of thumb and generally accepted convea-
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tions. But in between is the vast corpus of problems,
assumptions, adumbrations, fictions, prejudices,
tenets ; the sphere of random beliefs and hopeful
guesses ; the whole world, in brief, of abstract opinion
and disputation about matters of feeling. To this
world belongs everything about which civilised man
cares most. 1 need only instance ethics, metaphysics,
morals, religion, =sthetics, and the discussions sur-
rounding liberty, nationality, justice, love, truth,
faith and knowledge to make this plain. As a subject-
matter for discussion, poetry is a central and typical
denizen of this world. It is so both by its own nature
and by the type of discussion with which it is tradi-
tionally associ . It serves, therefore, as an emin-
ently suitabl¢ bait for anyone who wishes to trap the
current opinions-and responses in this middle field
for the purpose of examining and comparing them,
and with a view to advancing our knowledge of what
may beT uman opinions
and feclings.

In part then this book is the record of a piece of
field-work in comparative ideology. But I hope, not

0 prescn instructive collection of con-

temporary opinions, ?.omcvmo&mozm. theories, beliefs,
responses and the rest, but also to make some
suggestions towards a better control of these tricksy
cqmponents of our Tives. The way i Which it is
hoped to do this can only be briefly indicated at this
point. . . n\%ﬂm

There are two ways of interpreting all but a very 7 )

Whenever we hear or read any not too nonsensical 9\%“ w
opinion, a tendency so strong and so automatic that o
it must have been formed along with our earliest
speech-habits, leads us to consider what seems to @m@.
said rather than the mental operations of the person
who said it. If the speaker is a recognised and
obvious liar this tendency ‘is, of course, arrested.

ol
é.v

Y

worK
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We do then neglect what he has said and turn our
attention instead to the motives or mechanisms that
have caused him to say it. But ordinarily we at
once try to consider the objects his words seem to
stand for and not the BaRL goings-on that led him
‘to use the words. We say that we °follow his
thought ’ and mean, not that we have traced what

‘\MWW_! ~happenéd in- his mind, but merely that we have

gone through a train of thinking that seems to end
- where he ended. We are in fact so anxious to dis-
cover whether we agree or not with what is being
y said that we overlook the mind that says it, unless
WoB@éQ special circumstance calls us back.
Compare now the attitude to speech of the
attempting to ‘ follow ’ the ravings of mania or the
dream maunderings of a neurotic. I do not suggest
that we should treat one another altogether as
“ mental cases’? but merely that for some subject-
matters and some types of discussion the alienist’s
attitude, his direction of attention, his order or plan
of interpretation, is far more fruitful, and would lead
to better understanding on both sides of the dis-
cussion, than the usual method that our language-
habits force upon us. For normal minds are easier
Q to ‘ follow’ than diseased minds, and even more
can be learned by adopting the psychologist’s atti-
tude to ordinary speech-situations than by studying
aberrations. _
It is very strange that we have no simple verbal
means by which to describe these two different kinds
of ‘meaning’. Some device as unmistakable as the
‘up’ or ‘down’ of a railway signal ought to be
1 A few touches of the clinical manner will, however, be not out of
place in these pages, if only to counteract the indecent tendencies of
ﬂ.o scene, For here arc our friends and neighbours—nay our very
rothers and sisters—caught at a moment of abandon giving them-

selves and their literary reputations away with an unexampled freedom.
m: 1s indeed a sobering spectacle, but like some sights of the hospital-

®

a\

ward very serviceable to_restore proportiops and recall to us what
humanity, behind all its lendings and pretences, is like.

o st

ienist Q,
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available. But there is.none. Clumsy and pedantic

looking psychological valmrummam have to be em-

ployed instead. 1 shall, however, try to use one
piece of shorthand consistently. In handling the
mzmm of material sypph the protocols 1 shall
eep the term °‘(statement” for those -utterances
whose ¢ meaning ’ i1 the sense of what they say, or
purport to say, is the pri ject of interest. I
shall reserve the term ¢€xpression ’ for those utter-
ances where it is the me erations of the writers
which are to be considered.)

When the full range of this distinction is realised
the study of criticism takes on a new significance.
But the distinction is not easy to observe. Even the
firmest resolution will be constantly broken down,
so strong are our native language habits. When
views that seem to conflict with our own pre-
possessions are set before us, the impulse to retfute,
to combat or to reconstruct them, rather than to
investigate them, is all but overwhelming. So the
history of criticism,! like the history of all the middle
subjects alluded to above, is a history of dogmatism
and argumentation rather than a history of research.
And like all such histories the chief lesson to be
learnt from it is the futility of all argumentation that
precedes understanding. We cannot profitably
attack any opinion until we have discovered what it
expresses as well as what it states ; and our present
technique for investigating opinions must be ad-
mitted, for all these middle subjects, to be woefully
inadequate.

Therefore, the second aim of ‘this book is to
improve this technique. We shall have before us
several hundreds of opinions upon particular aspects
of poetry, and @Wr poems thémselvésito help us to

! We shall meet in the protocols plenty of living instances of famous’

critical doctrines that are often thought to be now merely curiosities
of opinion long since extinct.

W

%%
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%anonras.iamr»:rmﬁnramamﬁ»mﬁbnua
of being able to compare numbers of 9308%
different opinions upon the same point. We shall
be able to study what may be called the same opinion
in different stages of development as it comes from
different minds. And further, we shall be able in
many instances to see what happens to a given
opinion, when it is applied to a different detail .or

different poem.
w\ur.ﬁro effect of all this is remarkable. When the

uirst dizzy bewilderment has worn off, as it ve

/" soon does, it is as though we were strolling through

and about a building that hitherto we were only
able to see from one or two distant standpoints.
We gain a much more intimatg understanding)both
of the poefn and of th Wmaoaﬁ opinions it provokes.! Some-

thing like & plamof the most usual approaches)can
be sketched and we learn what to expect when a
new object, a new poem, comes up for discussion.

t is as a step towards another training and
technique in discussion that I would best like this
book to be regarded. If we are to begin to under-
stand half the opinions which appear in the protocols
we shall need no little 82_8% plasticity. And in
the course of our comparisons, interpretations and
extrapolations something like a plan of the ways in
‘which the likely ambiguities of any given term or
opinion-formula may radiate will make itself appar-
ent. For the hope of a new technique in discussion.
lies in this : that the study of the ambiguities of one
term assists in the elucidation of another. To trace
the meanings of ‘ sentimentality’, ¢ truth’, * sincerity’,
or ‘meaning’ itself, as these terms are used in
criticism, can help us with other words used in other

! A strange light, incidentally, is thrown upon the sources of
popularity for poetry. - Indeed I am not without fears that my efforts
may prove of assistance to young poets (and others) desiring to

increase :_o:..m&_om. _A set of formulc for ‘nation-wide appeal’
seems to be a just possible outcome.
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topics. (Ambiguity in fact is systematicY, the separate
senses that a word may have are related to- one
another, if not as strictly as the various aspects of
a building, at least to a remarkable extent. Some-
thing comparable to a ‘ perspective’ which will
include and enable us to control and ¢ place’ ‘the
rival meanings that bewilder us in discussion and
hide our minds from one another can be worked out.
Perhaps every intelligence that has ever reflecte
upon this matter will agree that this may be so.
Every one agrees but no one does any research into
the matter, although this is an affair in which even
the slightest step forward affects the whole frontier
line of human thought and discussion.

The_indispensable-instrument_for_this inquiry is
psychology. I am anxious to mcet as far as may be
the objection that may be brought by some psycho-
logists, and these the best, that the protocols do not
supply enough evidence for us really to be able to
make out the motives of the writers and that there-
fore the whole investigation is superficial. But the
beginning of every rescarch ought to be superficial,
and to find something to investigate that is accessible
and detachable is one of the chief difficulties of
psychology. I believe the chief merit of the experi-
ment here made is that it gives us this. Had I
wished to plumb the depths of these writers’ Un-
conscious, where } am quite willing to agree' the
real motives of thcir likings and dislikings would
‘be found, I should have devised something like a
branch of psychoanalytic tcchnique for the pur-
pose. But it was clear that little progress would
be made if we attempted to drag too dcep a plough.
However, even as it is, enough strange material
is turned up.

After these explanations the rcader will be pre-
wﬁdm to find little argumentation in these pages,

ut much analysis, much rather strenuous exercise

< L5

o

@% ciples is a m

S
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\ﬂ_ms changing our ground and a good deal of rather
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t
t

knowing Sro_..a we are wherever, as mental travellers,
Fo we may go—is the main subject of the book. To

_ discuss poetry and the ways in which it may be
; ocq approached, appreciated and judged is, of course,

its prime purpose. But poetry itself is a_mode of

icates a

; \/
A Yt ‘it ‘does so and the worth of what is ooa_\s_hbg&.
v forfn the subject-matter of criticism. It follows that

w%ﬁ cri very largely, not wholly, an
AY exercise in navigation. It is all the more surprising
then that no treatise on the art and science of
intellectual and emotional navigation has yet been
written ; for logic, which might appear to cover
part of this field, in actuality hardly touches it.
That the one and only goal of all critical en-
deavours, of all interpretation, appreciation, exhorta-
. | tion, praise or abuse, is improvement in communica-
tion may seem an exaggeration. But in practice it is
so. The whole apparatus of critical niles and-prin-
nment-of-finer,-more
1se, more discriminating communieation. There
% . = 18, it is true, a valuation side to criticism. When we
m\.e. i have solved, completely, the communication problem,
when we have got, perfectly, the experience, the
mental condition relevant to the poem, we have still
§ to judge it, still to decide upon its worth. But the
_ later question nearly always settles itself ; or rather,
our own inmost nature and the nature of the world
in which we live decide it for us. Qur_ prime
endeavour must be to get the relevant anﬁL con-
dition and then see what happens. If we cannot
then decide whether it is good or bad, it is doubtful
whether any principles, however refined and subtle,
4. | can help us much. Without the capacity to get the
,“ Xperience they cannot help us at all. This is still

0

.

clearer if we consider the use of critical maxims in

b
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teaching. Value cannot be demonstrated except
through the communication of what is valuabl

iti inciples, in fact, need wary handling.
They can never be a substitute for discernment
though they may assist us to avoid unnecessary
blunders. There has hardly ever been a critical
rule, principle or maxim which has not been for
wise men a helpful guide but for fools a will-o’-the-
wisp. All the great watchwords of criticism from
Aristotle’s ‘ Poetry is an imitation’ down to the
doctrine that ¢ Poetry is expression’, are ambiguous
pointers that different people follow to very &%..“.n:ﬁ
destinations. Even the most sagacious critical prin-
ciples may, as we shall see, become merely a
cover for critical ineptitude ; and the most trivial or
baseless generalisation may really mask good and
discerning judgment. Everything turns upon how
the principles are applied. It is to be feared that

critical formulas, even the best, are responsible for .

more bad judgment than good, because it is far
easier to forget their subtle sense and apply them
crudely than to remember it and apply them finely.

The astonishing variety of human responses makes
irksome any too systematic scheme for arranging
these extracts. I wish to present a sufficient selection
to bring the situation concretely before the reader,
reserving to the chapters of Part III any serious
attempt to clear up the various difficulties with
which the protocol-writers have been struggling. 1
shall proceed poem by poem, allowing the internal
drama latent in every clash of opinion, of taste or
temperament to guide the arrangement. Not all
the poems, needless to say, raise the same problems
in equal measure. In most, some one outstanding
difficulty, some special occasion for a division of
minds, takes precedence.

INTRODUCTORY 13

It is convenient therefore to place here a some-
. what arbitrary list of the principal difficulties that
may be encountered by one reader or another in the

Rl
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resence of almost any poem. This list is suggested
ww a study of the protocols themselves, and drawn
up in an order which proceeds from the simplest,
infant’s, obstacle to successful reading up to the

most insidious, intangible and bewildering of critical .

problems. _ -

If some of these difficulties seem so simple as to
be hardly worth discussion, I would beg my reader
who feels a temptation to despise them not to leap
lightly to his decision. Part of my purpose is docu-
mentation. and 1 am confident of mzoi_zm that the

as they are those that in fact receive least. _
We soon advance, however, to points on which
more doubt may be felt—where controversy, more
and less enlightened, still continues—and we finish
face to face with questions which no one will pretend
are yet settled and with some which will not be
settled till the Day of Judgment. In the memorable
words of Benjamin Paul Blood, * What is concluded
that we should conclude anything about it ?’

The following seem to be the chief difficulties of
criticism or, at least, those which we shall have most

occasion to consider here ;— .\1% ~/ il 22 QN
vV

wmanmo difficulties are those that most need attention
ﬂ M .

octt:

A. First must come the difficulty of making out the
plain sense of poetry. The most disturbing and
impressive fact brought out by this experiment
is that a large proportion of average-to-good

Q /\,\wp (and in some cases, certainly, devoted) readers

of poetry frequently and repeatedly fail to under-
.+ standit, both as a statement and as an expression.
They Tail to make out its prose sense, its_plain,
overt meaning, as a set of ordinary, intelligible,

English sentences, taken quite apart from any

——
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further poetic significance. And equally, they

« f misapprehend its feeling, its tone, and its in-
tention. They would travesty it in a paraphrase.
They fail to construe it just as a schoolboy fails
to construe a piece of Casar.. How serious in
its effects in different instances this failure may
be, we shall have to consider with care. It
is not confined to one class of readers; not
only those whom we would suspect fall victims.
Nor is it only the most abstruse poetry which
so betrays us. In fact, to set down, for once,
the brutal truth, no immunity is possessed on
any occasion, not by the most reputable scholar,
from this or any other of these critical dangers.

B. Parallel to, and not unconnected with, these
difficulties of interpreting-the meaning are the
difficulties of sensuous apprehension. \ Words in
sequence have a form to nd’s ear and

the mind’s tongue and larynx, even when

silently read. They have a movement and
may have a rhythm. The gulf is wide be-
tween a reader who naturally and immediately
perceives this form and movement (by a con-
junction of sensory, intellectual and emotional
sagacity) and another reader, who either ignores
it or has to build it up laboriously with finger-
counting, table-tapping and the rest ; and this
difference has most far-reaching effects.

C. Next may come those diffic that are con-
nected with the place oRimagery, principally
visual imagery, in poctic readinig. They arise
in part from the incurable fact that we differ
immensely in our capacity to visualise, and to
produce imagery of the other senses. Also

the importance of our imagery as a whole, as

well as of some pet particular type of image,
in our mental lives varies surprisingly. Some

INTRODUCTORY . 15

minds can do nothing and get nowhere without
images ; others seem to be able to do everything
and get anywhere, reach any and every state of
thought and feeling without making use of them.
Poets on the whole (though by no means all
poets always) may be suspected of exceptional
1maging capacity, and some readers are con-
stitutionally prone to stress the place of imagery
in reading, to pay great attention to it, and even
to judge the value of the poetry by the images
it excites in them. But images are erratic
things ; lively images aroused in one mind need
have no similarity to the equally lively images
stirred by the same line of poetry in another,
and neither set need have anything to do with
any images which may have existed in the poet’s
4 mind. Here is a troublesome source of critical
| deviations.

D. Thirdly, more obviously, we have to
powerful very pervasive influence of fn
. tfrelevances.) These are misleading effect:
—gm reminded of some personal scene
or adventure, erratic associations, the interfer-
ence of emotional reverberations from a past

which may have nothing to do with the poem.
Relevance is not an easy notion to a&.mﬁ or
to apply,” though some instances of irrelevant
‘ Intrusions are among the simplest of all accidents
_ to diagnose. ‘

E. More puzzling and more interesting are the
crit s that surround what may be called
Stock Responses] These have their opportunity
. whenever a poem seems to, or does, involve
views and emotions already fully prepared in
the reader’s mind, so that what happens appears
to be more of the reader’s doing than the poet’s,
, The button is pressed, and %an the author’s

- T
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| work is done, for immediately the record starts
playing in quasi- (or total) independence of the
poem which is supposed to be its origin or

instrument. R
Whenever this lamentable redistribution of

the poet’s and reader’ in_the labour of
peetry occurs, or is in danger of occurring, we
require to be especially on our guard. Every
kind of injustice may be committed as well by
who just escape as by those who are caught.

js a peril that needs less comment
is a question of the due measure of
response. 'This over-facility in certain emotional
directions is the Scylla whose Charybdis is—

O.%Em. as much as Sentimentality, is a
DO

€ phenomenon, though less studied until
recent years and somewhat masked under the
title of Hardness of Heart. But neither can
well be considered in isolation.

Doctrinal Adhesions)present another troublesome
probiem. Very much poetry—religious poetry
may be instanced—seems to contain or impl

. views and beliefs, true or false, about the iou._nm
If this be so, what bearing has the truth-value
of the views upon the worth of the poetry?
Even if it be not so, if the beliefs are not really
contained or implied, but only seem so to a non-
poetical reading, what should be the bearing
of the reader’
estimate of the poetry ? Has poetry anything
to say; if not, why nof, and if so, how?
Difficulties at this point are a fertile source of
confusion and erratic judgment.

I. Passing now to a different  difficulties, the
effects of technical presuppositionihave to be
noted. When something has once been.well

-

H.

s conviction, if any, upon his:

INTRODUCTORY 17

done_in a certain fashion we tend to expect

sifnilar things to be done in the future in_the
same—fashion, and are. disappointed or _da.not

.|/ reeognise-them if they are_done differently.
Conversely, a technique-which- has_shown. its
ineptitude for one purpose tends to_become

discredited for all. Both are cases of mistakin
éans for en enever we attempt to judge
poetry from outside by technical details we are
putting means before ends, and—such is our
mﬂsogsnn of cause and effect in poetry—we
¢ shall be lucky if we do not make even worse
\_blunders. We have to try to avoid judging
. pianists by their hair. , ; :
J. Finally, general critical = preconceptions\ (prior
demands™Trade—upon poetry as a Homcm of
theorics—conscious or unconscious—about its
nature and value), intervene endlessly, as the
Y history of criticism shows only too well, between
the reader and the poem. Like an unlucky
dietetic formula they may cut him off from
what .he is starving for, even when it is at his

very lips.

These difficulties, as will have been observed, are
not unconnected with one another and indeed over-
lap. 'They might have been collected under more
heads or fewer. Yet, if we set aside certain extreme
twists or trends of the personality (for example,
blinding narcissism or grovelling self-abasement—
aberrations, temporary or permanent, of the self-
regarding scntiment) together with undue accumula-
tions or depletions of cnergy, I believe that most of
the principal obstacles and causes of failure in the
reading and judgment of poetry may without much
straining be ‘brought under these ten heads. But
they are too aocmﬂ_w sketched here for this to be
judged. :

B
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More by good luck than by artful design, each
poem, as a rule, proved an invitation to the mass of
its readers to grapple with some one of the difficulties
that have just been indicated. -Thus a certain
sporting interest may be felt by the sagacious critic
in divining where, in each case, the dividing line of
opinion will fall, and upon what considerations it
will turn. No attempt will be made, in the survey
which follows, to do more than shake out and air
these variegated opinions. Elucidations, both of the:
poems and the opinions, will be for the most part
postponed, as well as my endeavours to adjudicate
MﬁM: the poetic worth of the unfortunate subjects of

ebate. Yo

A very natural suspicion may fittingly be countered

in this place. Certain doubts were occasionally ex-
pressed to me after a lecture that not all the protocol
extracts were equally genuine. It was hinted that I
might have myself composed some of those which
came in most handily to illustrate a point. But none
of the protocols have been tampered with and nothing
. has been added. I have even left the spelling and
punctuation unchanged in all significant places.

But another falsification may perhaps be charged
against me, falsification through bias in selection.
Space, and respect for the reader’s impatience,
obviously forbade my printing the, whole of m
material. Selected extracts alone could be ventured.
With a little cunning it would be possible to make
selections that would give very different impressions.

I can orly say that I have been on my guard against

unfairness. I ought to add perhaps that the part of
the material least adequately represented is the
havering, non-committal, vague, sit-on-the-fence,
‘middle-body of opinion. I would have put in more
of this if it were not such profitless reading.

‘e

PART TWO
- DOCUMENTATION

" But enough of this ; there is such a variety of game
springing up before me, that I am distracted in my
choice, and know not which to follow. - It is sufficient
to say, according to the proverb, that here is God’s
plenty.

DRYDEN on the Canterbury Pilgrims.
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Life’s more than breath and the quick round of blood.

*Tis a great spirit and a busy heart ;

The coward and the small in soul scarce do live.

One generous feeling, one great thought, one deed

Of good, ere night, would make life longer seem

Than if each year might number a thousand days
Spent as is this by nations of mankind.

We live in deeds, not years ; in thoughts, not breaths ;
In feelings, not in figures on a dial,

We should count time by heart-throbs. He most lives
Who thinks most, feels the noblest, acts the best.

SRR S

POEM I

Herg, for once, in the opinions. maintained about
the central point, Nature shows a taste for system,
and gives us the rare satisfaction of seeing nearly all
the logical possibilities well represented in living and
lively form. The central dispute concerned the place

.and value of the doctrine these verses propound, and

whether that doctrine be well or ill expressed.
Differing replies upon these matters were associated
with high Amm_.oom of delight or disgust. That the
thought contained is true ; that, on the contrary, it
is false ; that, though true enough, it is common-
place ; that it is original and w_.o*.ocsm“ that, as a
commonplace or as a paradox, 1t is finely or tamely,
clearly or confusedly expressed ; these were the ques-
tions agitated. The various possible answers were so
ﬂozv__dvnamo:n& that it seems worth while making up
a table :—

| ] |
THOUGHT  Feeling Metre

“ ‘
| _

.H.w_cm False.
_ A .
_ Remarkable Commonplace
Profound Obvious
~Olmmﬂu_ Trite
S _
. Expression Expression

] |
! _ _ | ]
Vivik  Confused  Dull Convincing Obscure  Tame
21 :
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First let (the advocates of its excellencp be heard.

r-11.! Truth is the essence of art, and the outstanding feature
of this passage is truth. The poet has expressed in vivid terms
his conception of the higher, if not the highest plane of life and
we who read his work, cannot fail to appreciate its nobility of
thought * and realise its challenge to mankind. The verse s full

of sentiment, but sentiment of the best kind.

Alas ! we often fail to appreciate it, as is lamentably
shown in what follows. But let those of more elevated -
temper continue.

1-12. Here is noble thought clothed fittingly and strikingly in
powerful verse. The first nine lines especially appeal to me,
ending, as they do, in effective antithesis.

1-13. A noble message, well conveyed by the form chosen.

‘ Noble ’ seems indeed a key-word to this passage.

1'14. These lines express the thoughts of a lofty soul in a
simple yet impressive manner. They are lines which are worth
remembering both on account of their thought and their concise
and clear expression. The last phrase haunts the mind, but
apart from this the whole passage moves forward with a gentle
motion which tends to infix the words on the memory.

nﬂrmmscaglsno‘.nroqoncno_ummvzau_,:wF:.oncnnnno
facilitate reference. But the nwaau. system allows me also to use it
to suggest certain groupings. The number before the decimal point
(1'— to 13—) indicates the poem which is being discussed. The
first number after the point suggests, when it remains the same for a
sequence of extracts, that the same general problem, approach, or
view is being illustrated. Thus 111, 1°12, 1’13 . . . have some
cognate bearing, but with 1-2 a different general topic has taken its
place. Similarly with the later decimal places. For example, 1°141,
1’142 . . . nay . be especially considered along with 1°14, all being
concerned in different ways with the same secondary point. (Here
-the metrical qualities of the passage.)

-But 1 have not attempted to make this numbering strictly
systematic. It is used as a rough indication of the moments when we
pass over to a new question ; it is a mere supplement to paragraphing,
and any reader may neglect it at his discretion.

Unless otherwise expressly stated a different number smplies a
different writer.

% The italics in all cases are mine and are introduced not to distort
the protocols (the reader will become used to them) but to direct the
reader’s attention without toil to the points with which, for the
moment, my commentary is concerned—or to indicate where
comparisons may be interesting.

POEM I . , 23

It may seem strange that the phrase ‘ acts the best ’
should haunt the mind, but this is possibly not what
the writer intended.
Not all those who agree about the lofty nobility of
* the passage and who most admire its expression are
at one as. to why this expression is to be admired.

1-141. The rather rugged metre makes the best possible setting
for the noble idea of the poet. It carries one along with it, con-
veying the idea of someone spéaking rapidly, his words almost
tumbling over each other, in the stress of emotion : an instance

. .of how a noble theme can inspire a poet to clothe it in nodle
diction, without any of the verbal embroideries often employed
by poets, to make inferior themes palatable.

Words which ‘ almost tumble over one another’
and yet ‘ move forward with a gentle motion ’ would
seem impossibly versatile if we did not know how
much this kind of movement in verse depends upon

_ the reader. Several other views about the verse
_ qualities are also found even among admirers.

1'142. The thought is the most important thing about this
poem. The hint of paradox arrests the reader’s attention, the
truth of it gives one a feeling of satisfaction. It is expressed in
plain, straightforward speech which is the best medium for a -
didactic poem. .

1-143. 1 admire this because I think the thought expressed is

true and interesting, and original in that it gives the impression

* of vivid personal experience, and it is of interest to all since it

: concerns all, The choice of common everyday words drives

home the thought, by connecting it closely to ordinary life.

. The passage gains little from the beauty of rhythm and might
i with little or no loss have been written in prose.

I'144. A stimulating thought well expressed. The Author
protests against half-heartedness. The theme, dealing with the
true way of living, is naturally of a lofty character, and blank

; verse suits the subject-matter with peculiar felicity, .

I'145. The short phrases in line four and the long sweep in 5,

k . 6 dying away in 7, are magnificent.

The last four lines clinch the argument perfectly.
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Let us now hear something of the other side of
the case before turning.to the extreme enthusiasts.

1-15. The poem is worthless. The underlying idea, that life
must be measured by its intensity as well as its duration is a
familiar one. Consequently the poem is to be judged by its
strength and originality of expression. The author has brought
no freshness to his material ; his thought is flabby and confused ;
his verse is pedestrian. Away with him !

The next writer adds a complaint which looks as
though it might apply to much blank verse. .

1-16. The moralising of this poem is too deliberate to be
swallowed without a grimace. The poet had a few trite precepts
of which to deliver himself, and failed to make the pills palatable
by poctic wrappings. The metre and necessary accentuations
are awkward, and no relief is offered by any sort of rime scheme.

Still more severe upon the same point is 1-161;
it is left to 1°162 to restore the balance.

1°161. Excellent prose but not good verse; not even smallest
attempt at metre or riyme. 'Writer probably more of a philosopher
than a poet : too matter-of-fact, too little Imagination and Fancy,

1-162. It is difficult to express one’s attitude to this. The
sentiment is very proper, but fails to rouse one to enthusiasm.
What does the vague phrase “ Spent as this is by nations of
mankind ”’, mean ? And the construction from lines 4 to 7 is
very clumsy. ‘The thing could have been said five times more
quickly—and would have been so in poetry. This is prose,
chopped up to fit a metrical scheme. Contrast its rhetorical
phrases with the concentration and fullness of No. 3.

An approach through comparisons is also made by
1'163 which is more introspective and shows more
emancipation from the tyranny of the ‘ message’.

1-163. Reminded of the pitched-up movement or strong
artificial accent of post-Elizabethans. But this is without their
complexity of thought, especially shown in metaphor. Imitative.
Here the movement becomes more reflective, less an experience ;
a deliberate loading of rhythm—influence of the didactic pre-
tentions. Wordsworth?  Spurious. Mid-Victorian poetic
drama? A collection of commonplace aphorisms on borrowed
stilts. [ accept the statements with indifference. It might

SR SN
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have been written for a Calendar of Great Thoughts. Reading
it aloud, I have to mouth it, and [ felt ridiculously morally

dignified.

Truth, of some kind, has hitherto been claimed or
allowed by all, but more than one of the poet’s
assertions challenged a division.

"1'17. On’ reading this my mind jumps up and disagrees—
if living is measured by intensity of feeling, cowards live as much
as heroes. Line 3 might be parodjed with equal truth—

“ One wounded feeling, one foul thought, one deed
(Of crime, ere night, would make life longer seem *—-

The impression received was one of the self-satisfaction of the

author (I do not say  poet ”’) :—a_spinster devoted to

works, and sentimentally inclined, or perhaps Wordsworth.
Large query to the Iast line.

Why Wordsworth’s name should be considered
such a telling missile is uncertain.
Still more vigorous is ‘dissent upon the temporal
issue. _

1-18. Finally I disagree entirely that *“ great thoughts ", *“ good
deeds ” or * noble feelings ”’, make life seem longer, personally
I feel they nake it seem shorter. ,

But there are some who refuse ‘to let a little differ-
ence like this come between them and the poet.

1-181. This poem expresses for me just that view of the
difference between existence and life which seems truest, I
never can conceive of time as some measurement indicated * in
figures on a dial”. Thought is the chief activity regarded as
foolish or with complete indifference by those with whom one.
comes in contact oftenest,i.e. ‘‘ the small in soul”. 1 do not speak
in any bitterness but from my normal experience. It is this
conclusion o whick I seem o be forced which makes such a stanza
as this seem to me to be fit to be * shouted from the house tops ’.
That is why it appeals to me.

I do not agree however that * one great thought, one deed of
good . .. would make life longer séem, than it does to men
each humdrum day, but rather think ** shorter ” would express the
idea better. 1 may think of it in a special sense however, which
would not appeal to most and which I should find it almost
Impossible to explain, and in any case metaphysics is banned.
I am sorry, for the idea is always the chief joy to me in poetry.
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