
EXCERPTS from The ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads, William Wordsworth  (1800) 
 
Excerpt 1: 
The first volume of these Poems has already been submitted to general perusal. It was 
published, as an experiment, which, I hoped, might be of some use to ascertain, how 
far, by fitting to metrical arrangement a selection of the real language of men in a state 
of vivid sensation, that sort of pleasure and that quantity of pleasure may be imparted, 
which a Poet may rationally endeavor to impart. 
 
Excerpt 2: 
The principal object, then, proposed in these Poems was to choose 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 aspect…. Humble 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 
coexist in a state of greater simplicity, and, consequently, may be more accurately 
contemplated, and more forcibly communicated…and, lastly, because in that 
condition the passions of men are incorporated with the beautiful and permanent 
forms of nature.  
 
Excerpt 3: 
For all good poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: and though this 
be true, Poems to which any value can be attached were never produced on any 
variety of subjects but by a man who, being possessed of more than usual organic 
sensibility, had also thought long and deeply. For our continued influxes of feeling are 
modified and directed by our thoughts, which are indeed the representatives of all our 
past feelings; and, as by contemplating the relation of these general representatives to 
each other, we discover what is really important to men, so, by the repetition and 
continuance of this act, our feelings will be connected with important subjects, till at 
length, if we be originally possessed of much sensibility, such habits of mind will be 
produced, that, by obeying blindly and mechanically the impulses of those habits, we 
shall describe objects, and utter sentiments, of such a nature, and in such connection 
with each other, that the understanding of the Reader must necessarily be in some 
degree enlightened, and his affections strengthened and purified. 
 
Excerpt 4: 
For the human mind is capable of being excited without the application of gross and 
violent stimulants; and he must have a very faint perception of its beauty and dignity 
who does not know this, and who does not further know, that one being is elevated 
above another, in proportion as he possesses this capability. It has therefore appeared 
to me, that to endeavor to produce or enlarge this capability is one of the best services 
in which, at any period, a Writer can be engaged…  



 
Excerpt 5: 
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, endowed 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….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…. 
 
Excerpt 6: 
The Man of science seeks truth as a remote and unknown benefactor; he cherishes 
and loves it in his solitude: the Poet, singing a song in which all human beings join 
with him, rejoices in the presence of truth as our visible friend and hourly companion. 
Poetry is the breath and finer spirit of all knowledge; it is the impassioned expression 
which is in the countenance of all Science.  
 
Excerpt 7: 
 …. Among the qualities there enumerated as principally conducing to form a 
Poet, is implied nothing differing in kind from other men, but only in degree….the 
Poet is chiefly distinguished from other men by a greater promptness to think and feel 
without immediate external excitement, and a greater power in expressing such 
thoughts and feelings as are produced in him in that manner.  
 
Excerpt 8: 
I have said that poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: it takes its 
origin from emotion recollected in tranquility: the emotion is contemplated till, by a 
species of reaction, the tranquility 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. If Nature be thus cautious to preserve in a 
state of enjoyment a being so employed, the Poet ought to profit by the lesson held 
forth to him, and ought especially to take care, that, whatever passions he 
communicates to his Reader, those passions, if his Reader’s mind be sound and 
vigorous, should always be accompanied with an overbalance of pleasure. 


