Extracts  from Wordsworth's preface (forty pages!) to the Lyrical Ballads (second edition 1802)

This is said to be the manifesto of the English Romantic Movement 

'ALL GOOD POETRY IS THE  SPONTANEOUS OVERFLOW OF POWERFUL FEELINGS: IT TAKES ITS ORIGIN FROM EMOTION RECOLLECTED IN TRANQUILLITY'

 "...The principal object, then, which I proposed to myself in these Poems was to chuse incidents and situations from common life, and to relate or describe them, throughout, as far as was possible, in a selection of language really used by men; and, at the same time, to throw over them a certain colouring of imagination, whereby ordinary things should be presented to the mind in an unusual way; and, further, and above all, to make these incidents and situations interesting by tracing in them, truly though not ostentatiously, the primary laws of our nature: chiefly, as far as regards the manner in which we associate ideas in a state of excitement. Low and rustic life was generally chosen, because in that condition, the essential passions of the heart find a better soil in which they can attain their maturity, are less under restraint, and speak a plainer and more emphatic language; because in that condition of life our elementary feelings co-exist in a state of greater simplicity, and, consequently, may be more accurately contemplated, and more forcibly communicated; because the manners of rural life germinate from those elementary feelings; and, from the necessary character of rural occupations, are more easily comprehended, and are more durable; and lastly, because in that condition the passions of men are incorporated with the beautiful and permanent forms of nature. The language, too, of these men is adopted (purified indeed from what appear to be its real defects, from all lasting and rational causes of dislike or disgust) because such men hourly communicate with the best objects from which the best part of language is originally derived; and because, from their rank in society and the sameness and narrow circle of their intercourse, being less under the influence of social vanity they convey their feelings and notions in simple and unelaborated expressions. Accordingly, such a language, arising out of repeated experience and regular feelings, is a more permanent, and a far more philosophical language, than that which is frequently substituted for it by Poets, who think that they are conferring honour upon themselves and their art, in proportion as they separate themselves from the sympathies of men, and indulge in arbitrary and capricious habits of expression, in order to furnish food for fickle tastes, and fickle appetites, of their own creation.


Taking up the subject, then, upon general grounds, I ask what is meant by the word Poet? What is a Poet? To whom does he address himself? And what language is to be expected from him? He is a man speaking to men: a man, it is true, endued with more lively sensibility, more enthusiasm and tenderness, who has a greater knowledge of human nature, and a more comprehensive soul, than are supposed to be common among mankind; a man pleased with his own passions and volitions, and who rejoices more than other men in the spirit of life that is in him; delighting to contemplate similar volitions and passions as manifested in the goings-on of the Universe, and habitually impelled to create them where he does not find them. To these qualities he has added a disposition to be affected more than other men by absent things as if they were present; an ability of conjuring up in himself passions, which are indeed far from being the same as those produced by real events, yet (especially in those parts of the general sympathy which are pleasing and delightful) do more nearly resemble the passions produced by real events, than any thing which, from the motions of their own minds merely, other men are accustomed to feel in themselves; whence, and from practice, he has acquired a greater readiness and power in expressing what he thinks and feels, and especially those thoughts and feelings which, by his own choice, or from the structure of his own mind, arise in him without immediate external excitement.


I have said that Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: it takes its origin from emotion recollected in tranquillity: the emotion is contemplated till by a species of reaction the tranquillity gradually disappears, and an emotion, kindred to that which was before the subject of contemplation, is gradually produced, and does itself actually exist in the mind. In this mood successful composition generally begins, and in a mood similar to this it is carried on; but the emotion, of whatever kind and in whatever degree, from various causes is qualified by various pleasures, so that in describing any passions whatsoever, which are voluntarily described, the mind will upon the whole be in a state of enjoyment..."

 

 

MAIN PRINCIPLES:

· The  language

The language of poetry had to be a selection of language really used by men and the artificial language known as 'poetic diction' full of figures of speech and complicated expressions generally used by poets was to be avoided.

· The subject

The subject of poetry should be chosen from everyday events: 'incidents and situations from common life' because humble people were more in contact with nature and therefore there passions and emotions could more easily reach maturity.

· The imagination

Ordinary situations, events or objects are covered by a 'certain colouring of the imagination'.  In this way simple things could be transformed by the poet because the imagination was his special faculty capable of revealing the 'inner nature' of objects which ordinary people could not appreciate.

· Memory

Memory was extremely an extremely important tool for the creation of Wordsworth poetry.  Feelings aroused by certain situations he has experienced must be brought back to the poet's mind but they are filtered through his memory and become 'emotion recollected in tranquillity'.

· The Poet

Wordsworth moved away from the idea that the poet was interested only in important subjects and could use only a lofty artificial language.  The poet should be 'a man speaking to men'.  He has however, some  very special qualities such as his greater knowledge of human nature and his special sensibility or ability for seeing into the nature of things.  In this way he becomes a teacher or a prophet able to convey a moral message after reflecting upon life and its difficulties.

