Excerpts from the Preface of the Second Edition of Lyrical Ballads [1800]

William Wordsworth

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 endeavour to impart.

I had formed no very inaccurate estimate of the probable effect of those Poems: I flattered myself that they who
should be pleased with them would read them with more than common pleasure: and on the other hand I was well
aware that by those who should dislike them they would be read with more than common dislike. The result has
differed from my expectation in this only, that I have pleased a greater number, than I ventured to hope I should
please.

For the sake of variety and from a consciousness of my own weakness I was induced to request the assistance of a
Friend, who furnished me with the Poems of the ANCIENT MARINER, the FOSTER-MOTHER'S TALE, the
NIGHTINGALE, the DUNGEON, and the Poem entitled LOVE. I should not, however, have requested this
assistance, had I not believed that the poems of my Friend would in a great measure have the same tendency as my
own, and that, though there would be found a difference, there would be found no discordance in the colours of our
style; as our opinions on the subject of poetry do almost entirely coincide.
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The principal object then which I proposed to myself in these Poems was to make the incidents of common life
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 situation 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 situation our elementary
feelings 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 situation 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 action 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.|[1]

[Footnote 1: It is worth while here to observe that the affecting parts of Chaucer are almost always expressed in
language pure and universally intelligible even to this day.]

I cannot be insensible of 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 dishonorable to the Writer's own character than false refinement or arbitrary
innovation, though I should contend at the same time that it is far less pernicious in the sum of its consequences.
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 . Not that [ mean to say, that [ always began to write with a distinct purpose
formally conceived; but I believe that my habits of meditation have so formed my feelings, as that my descriptions
of such objects as strongly excite those feelings, will be found to carry along with them a purpose. If in this opinion
I am mistaken I can have little right to the name of a Poet. For all good poetry is the spontancous overflow of
powerful feelings; but 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 feelings
connected with important subjects will be nourished, till at length, if we be originally possessed of much organic
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 being to whom we address ourselves, if he be in a healthful state of association, must
necessarily be in some degree enlightened, his taste exalted, and his affections ameliorated.
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I will not suffer a sense of false modesty to prevent me from asserting, that I point my Reader's attention to this
mark of distinction far less for the sake of these particular Poems than from the general importance of the subject.
The subject is indeed important! For the human mind is capable of excitement 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 endeavour to produce or enlarge this capability is one of the best services in
which, at any period, a Writer can be engaged; but this service, excellent at all times, is especially so at the present
day. For a multitude of causes unknown to former times are now acting with a combined force to blunt the
discriminating powers of the mind, and unfitting it for all voluntary exertion to reduce it to a state of almost savage
torpor. The most effective of these causes are the great national events which are daily taking place, and the
encreasing accumulation of men in cities, where the uniformity of their occupations produces a craving for
extraordinary incident which the rapid communication of intelligence hourly gratifies. To this tendency of life and
manners the literature and theatrical exhibitions of the country have conformed themselves. The invaluable works of
our elder writers, I had almost said the works of Shakespeare and Milton, are driven into neglect by frantic novels,
sickly and stupid German Tragedies, and deluges of idle and extravagant stories in verse.--When I think upon this
degrading thirst after outrageous stimulation I am almost ashamed to have spoken of the feeble effort with which I
have endeavoured to counteract it; and reflecting upon the magnitude of the general evil, I should be oppressed with
no dishonorable melancholy, had I not a deep impression of certain inherent and indestructible qualities of the
human mind, and likewise of certain powers in the great and permanent objects that act upon it which are equally
inherent and indestructible; and did I not further add to this impression a belief that the time is approaching when the
evil will be systematically opposed by men of greater powers and with far more distinguished success.
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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, similar 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. Now if Nature be thus cautious in preserving in a state of enjoyment a being thus
employed, the Poet ought to profit by the lesson thus 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. 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, all these imperceptibly make up a complex feeling of
delight, which is of the most important use in tempering the painful feeling which will always be 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.





