Passage 3a: Matthew Arnold, The Function of Criticism at the
Current Time

It has long seemed to me that the burst of creative activity in our literature, through
the first quarter of this century, had about it in fact something premature; and that
from this cause its productions are doomed, most of them, in spite of the sanguine
hopes which accompanied and do still accompany them, to prove hardly more
lasting than the productions of far less splendid epochs. And this prematureness
comes from its having proceeded without having its proper data, without sufficient
materials to work with. In other words, the English poetry of the first quarter of
this century, with plenty of energy, plenty of creative force, did not know enough.
This makes Byron so empty of matter, Shelley so incoherent, Wordsworth even,
profound as he is, yet so wanting in completeness and variety. Wordsworth cared
little for books, and disparaged Goethe. I admire Wordsworth, as he is, so much
that I cannot wish him different; and it is vain, no doubt, to imagine such a man
different from what he is, to suppose that he “could” have been different. But surely
the one thing wanting to make Wordsworth an even greater poet than he is,—his
thought richer, and his influence of wider application,—was that he should have
read more books, among them, no doubt, those of that Goethe whom he dispar-
aged without reading him.

But to speak of books and reading may easily lead to a misunderstanding here.
It was not really books and reading that lacked to our poetry at this epoch: Shelley
had plenty of reading, Coleridge had immense reading. Pindar and Sophocles—as
we all say so glibly, and often with so little discernment of the real import of what
we are saying—had not many books; Shakespeare was no deep reader. True; but
in the Greece of Pindar and Sophocles, in the England of Shakespeare, the poet
lived in a current of ideas in the highest degree animating and nourishing to the
creative power; society was, in the fullest measure, permeated by fresh thought,
intelligent and alive. And this state of things is the true basis for the creative power’s
exercise, in this it finds its data, its materials, truly ready for its hand; all the books
and reading in the world are only valuable as they are helps to this. Even when
this does not actually exist, books and reading may enable a man to construct a
kind of semblance of it in his own mind, a world of knowledge and intelligence
in which he may live and work. This is by no means an equivalent to the artist for
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the nationally diffused life and thought of the epochs of Sophocles or Shakespeare;
but, besides that it may be a means of preparation for such epochs, it does really
constitute, if many share in it, a quickening and sustaining atmosphere of great
value. Such an atmosphere the many-sided learning and the long and widely com-
bined critical effort of Germany formed for Goethe, when he lived and worked.
There was no national glow of life and thought there as in the Athens of Pericles
or the England of Elizabeth. That was the poet’s weakness. But there was a sort of
equivalent for it in the complete culture and unfettered thinking of a large body of
Germans. That was his strength. In the England of the first quarter of this century
there was neither a national glow of life and thought, such as we had in the age of
Elizabeth, nor yet a culture and a force of learning and criticism such as were to be
found in Germany. Therefore the creative power of poetry wanted, for success in

the highest sense, materials and a basis; a thorough interpretation of the world was
necessarily denied to it.
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Passage 3c: William Hazlitt, On Poetry in General

Poetry is the language of the imagination and the passions. It relates to whatever
gives immediate pleasure or pain to the human mind. It comes home to the bosoms
and businesses of men; for nothing but what so comes home to them in the most
general and intelligible shape, can be a subject for poetry. Poetry is the universal
language which the heart holds with nature and itself. He who has a contempt for
poetry, cannot have much respect for himself, or for any thing else. It is not a mere
frivolous accomplishment, (as some persons have been led to imagine) the trifling
amusement of a few idle readers or leisure hours—it has been the study and delight
of mankind in all ages. Many people suppose that poetry is something to be found
only in books, contained in lines of ten syllables, with like endings: but wherever

there is a sense of beauty, or power, or harmony, as in the motion of a wave ot the
sea, in the growth of a flower that “spreads its sweet leaves to the air, and dedicates
its beauty to the sun,”—there is poetry, in its birth. If history is a grave study,
poetry may be said to be a graver: its materials lie deeper, and are spread wider.
History treats, for the most part, of the cumbrous and unwieldly masses of things,
the empty cases in which the affairs of the world are packed, under the heads of
intrigue or war, in different states, and from century to century: but there is no
thought or feeling that can have entered into the mind of man, which he would be
. eager to communicate to others, or which they would listen to with delight, that is
not a fit subject for poetry. It is not a branch of authorship: it is “the stuff of which
our life is made.” The rest is “mere oblivion,” a dead letter: for all that is worth
remembering in life, is the poetry of it. Fear is poetry, hope is poetry, love is poetry,
hatred is poetry; contempt, jealousy, remorse, admiration, wonder, pity, despair, or
madness, are all poetry. Poetry is that fine particle within us, that expands, rarefies,
refines, raises our whole being: without it “man’s life is poor as beast’s.” Man is
a poetical animal: and those of us who do not study the principles of poetry, act
upon them all our lives, like Moliére’s “Bourgeois Gentilhomme”, who had always
spoken prose without knowing it. The child is a poet in fact, when he first plays at
hide-and-seek, or repeats the story of Jack the Giant-killer; the shepherd-boy is a
poet, when he first crowns his mistress with a garland of flowers; the countryman,
when he stops to look at the rainbow; the city-apprentice, when he gazes after the
Lord-Mayor’s show; the miser, when he hugs his gold; the courtier, who builds

his hopes upon a smile; the savage, who paints his idol with blood; the slave, who

worships a tyrant, or the tyrant, who fancies himself a god;—the vain, the ambi-
tious, the proud, the choleric man, the hero and the coward, the beggar and the
king, the rich and the poor, the young and the old, all live in a world of their own
making; and the poet does no more than describe what all the others think and
act. If his art is folly and madness, it is folly and madness at second hand. “There is
warrant for it.” Poets alone have not “such seething brains, such shaping fantasies,
that apprehend more than cooler reason” can.
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