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EXCERPT 1 
ACCORDING to one mode of regarding those two classes of mental action, which are 
called reason and imagination, the former may be considered as mind contemplating 
the relations borne by one thought to another, however produced, and the latter, as 
mind acting upon those thoughts so as to color them with its own light…. Reason is the 
enumeration of qualities already known; imagination is the perception of the value of 
those qualities, both separately and as a whole. Reason respects the differences, and 
imagination the similitudes of things. Reason is to imagination as the instrument to the 
agent, as the body to the spirit, as the shadow to the substance. 
 Poetry, in a general sense, may be defined to be “the expression of the 
imagination” and poetry is connate with the origin of man. Man is an instrument over 
which a series of external and internal impressions are driven, like the alternations of an 
ever-changingnwind over an Æolian lyre, which move it by their motion to ever-
changing melody. But there is a principle within the human being, and perhaps within all 
sentient beings, which acts otherwise than in the lyre, and produces not melody alone, 
but harmony, by an internal adjustment of the sounds or motions thus excited to the 
impressions which excite them.  
 
 
EXCERPT 2 
For there is a certain order or rhythm belonging to each of these classes of 
mimetic representation, from which the hearer and the spectator receive an intenser 
and purer pleasure than from any other: the sense of an approximation to this order has 
been called taste by modern writers. Every man in the infancy of art observes an order 
which approximates more or less closely to that from which this highest delight results: 
but the diversity is not sufficiently marked, as that its gradations should be sensible, 
except in those instances where the predominance of this faculty of approximation to 
the beautiful (for so we may be permitted to name the relation between this highest 
pleasure and its cause) is very great. Those in whom it exists in excess are poets, in the 
most universal sense of the word… 
 
 
EXCERPT 3 
But poets, or those who imagine and express this indestructible order, are not only the 
authors of language and of music, of the dance, and architecture, and statuary, and 
painting: they are the institutors of laws, and the founders of civil society, and the 
inventors of the arts of life, and the teachers, who draw into a certain propinquity with 
the beautiful and the true that partial apprehension of the agencies of the invisible world 
which is called religion. Hence all original religions are allegorical, or susceptible of 
allegory, and, like Janus, have a double face of false and true. Poets, according to the 
circumstances of the age and nation in which they appeared, were called, in the earlier 
epochs of the world, legislators, or prophets: a poet essentially comprises and unites 
both these characters. For he not only beholds intensely the present as it is, and 
discovers those laws according to which present things ought to be ordered, but he 
beholds the future in the present, and his thoughts are the germs of the flower and the 
fruit of latest time. Not that I assert poets to be prophets in the gross sense of the word, 



or that they can foretell the form as surely as they foreknow the spirit of events: such is 
the pretence of superstition, which would make poetry an attribute of prophecy, rather 
than prophecy an attribute of poetry. A poet participates in the eternal, the infinite, and 
the one… 
 
EXCERPT 4 
A poem is the very image of life expressed in its eternal truth. There is this difference 
between a story and a poem, that a story is a catalogue of detached facts, which have 
no other connection than time, place, circumstance, cause and effect; the other is the 
creation of actions according to the unchangeable forms of human nature, as existing in 
the mind of the Creator, which is itself the image of all other minds….A story of par- 
ticular facts is as a mirror which obscures and distorts that which should be beautiful; 
poetry is a mirror which makes beautiful that which is distorted. 
 
 
EXCERPT 5 
But poetry acts in another and diviner manner. It awakens and enlarges the mind itself 
by rendering it the receptacle of a thousand unapprehended combinations of thought. 
Poetry lifts the veil from the hidden beauty of the world, and makes familiar objects be 
as if they were not familiar; it reproduces all that it represents, and the impersonations 
clothed in its Elysian light stand thenceforward in the minds of those who have once 
contemplated them, as memorials of that gentle and exalted content which extends 
itself over all thoughts and actions with which it coexists.  
 
 
EXCERPT 6 
Poetry is not like reasoning, a power to be exerted according to the determination of the 
will. A man cannot say, “I will compose poetry.” The greatest poet even cannot say it; for 
the mind in creation is as a fading coal, which some invisible influence, like an incon-
stant wind, awakens to transitory brightness; this power arises from within….  It is as it 
were the interpretation of a diviner nature through our own; but its footsteps are like 
those of a wind over the sea, which the coming calm erases, and whose traces remain 
only as on the wrinkled sand which paves it. These and corresponding conditions of 
being are experienced principally by those of the most delicate sensibility and the most 
enlarged imagination; and the state of mind produced by them is at war with every base 
desire.  
 
 
EXCERPT 7 
It is impossible to read the compositions of the most celebrated writers of the present 
day without being startled with the electric life which burns within their words. They 
measure the circumference and sound the depths of human nature with a compre-
hensive and all-penetrating spirit, and they are themselves perhaps the most 
sincerely astonished at its manifestations; for it is less their spirit than the spirit of the 
age. Poets are the hierophants of an unapprehended inspiration; the mirrors of the 
gigantic shadows which futurity casts upon the present; the words which express what 
they understand not; the trumpets which sing to battle, and feel not what they inspire; 
the influence which is moved not, but moves. Poets are the unacknowledged legislators 
of the world. 



 
 
 
 


