William Wordsworth Excerpts from Preface to Lyrical Ballads (1798), preface (1800)

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...I cannot, however, be insensible to the present outcry against
the triviality and meanness, both of thought and language, which some of my contemporaries have occasionally
introduced into their metrical compositions; and I acknowledge that this defect, where it exists, is more
dishonourable to the Writer’s own character than false refinement or arbitrary innovation...From such verses
the Poems in these volumes will be found distinguished at least by one mark of difference, that each of them
has a worthy purpose...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...It has
been said that each of these poems has a purpose. Another circumstance must be mentioned which distinguishes
these Poems from the popular Poetry of the dayj it is this, that the feeling therein developed gives importance
to the action and situation, and not the action and situation to the feeling...Having dwelt thus long on the
subjects and aim of these Poems, I shall request the Reader’s permission to apprise him of a few circumstances
relating to their style, in order, among other reasons, that he may not censure me for not having performed
what I never attempted... Taking up the subject, then, upon general grounds, let me 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, 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...Now the music of harmonious metrical language, the sense of difficulty
overcome, and the blind association of pleasure which has been previously received from works of rhyme or
metre of the same or similar construction, an indistinct perception perpetually renewed of language closely
resembling that of real life, and yet, in the circumstance of metre, differing from it so widely—all these
imperceptibly make up a complex feeling of delight, which is of the most important use in tempering the painful
feeling always found intermingled with powerful descriptions of the deeper passions. This effect is always
produced in pathetic and impassioned poetry; while, in lighter compositions, the ease and gracefulness with
which the Poet manages his numbers are themselves confessedly a principal source of the gratification of the
Reader. All that it is necessary to say, however, upon this subject, may be effected by affirming, what few
persons will deny, that, of two descriptions, either of passions, manners, or characters, each of them equally
well executed, the one in prose and the other in verse, the verse will be read a hundred times where the prose

is read once...





