Lecture 5: Mid- and Later-18th Century Poetry

example of persistence of Augustan idiom: Samuel Johnson (1709-1784)

London (1738), The Vanity of Human Wishes (1749), Irene (1749), Dictionary of the English Language (1755), The History of Rasselas, the Prince of Abessynia (1759), Rambler (1750-1752); Idler (1758-1760), edition of and “Preface” to Shakespeare (1765), Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland (1775), Lives of the Poets (1781); “The Club” (1764): Johnson, Joshua Reynolds (1723-1792), Edmund Burke (1729-1797), Oliver Goldsmith (1728/30? – 1774), etc.

example of continuity and change: prospect poems

a) related to the ethical epistle (e.g. Pope’s Epistles to Several Persons – about the way the understanding of individual psychology leads to ethical understanding, and produces ethical action); explores human frailties, centres on some ethical universal, seeks some social consensus concerning this explore aspects of human behaviour as a means to ethical action that could lead to happiness

b) some instances: Goldsmith: The Traveller (1764); The Deserted Village (1770); Johnson: The Vanity of Human Wishes (1749); Thomas Gray (1716-1771): Ode on a Distant Prospect of Eton College (1742), Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard (1751)

c) shared characteristics: speaker has a visionary prospect, a mental view of what is surveyed, and seeks to avoid delusions and to escape solitude, a process of discovery through the contemplation BUT explorations do not lead to any ethical action, speakers find they do not have the power to help themselves with the knowledge they arrive at, they are isolated figures, who end up in some kind of defeat.

example of new departures: mid-century odes

Mark Akenside (1721-1770): Odes on Several Subjects (1745)

Joseph Warton (1722-1800): Odes on Various Subjects (1746)

William Collins (1721-1759): Odes on Several Descriptive and Allegorical Subjects (1746)

Thomas Gray: The Bard (1757), The Progress of Poesy: A Pindarick Ode (1757)

“The public has been so much accustom’d of late to didactic Poetry alone, and Essays on moral Subjects, that any work where the imagination is much indulged, will perhaps not be relished or regarded. The author … is convinced that the fashion of moralizing in verse has been carried too far, and as he looks upon Invention and Imagination to be the chief faculties of the Poet, so he will be happy if the following Odes may be look’s upon as an attempt to bring Poetry into its right channel.” (Joseph Warton, “Advertisement” to Odes on Various Subjects)

some features of new tendencies: loss of public engagement

1) melancholy musings
a) retreat: to country, to childhood (Gray’s Eton Ode), to the purity of death (Gray’s Elegy); precedent: James Thomson (1700-1748): The Seasons (1730) – BUT: Thomson’s poem saturated with political involvement; now, retirement hardens into retreat, and melancholy musing becomes a form of turning away from the socio-historical world.

b) “graveyard poetry”: pleasure of melancholy incurred by tombs and ruins

e.g. Edward Young (1683-1765): A Complaint, or Night Thoughts on Life, Death and Immortality (1742, 1745); precedent: Thomas Parnell (1679-1718, a Scriblerian): “A Night-Piece on Death” (1722) – didactic aim

2) imagined worlds
a) poet figure: a lonely wanderer (no longer analyst of culture and the voice of society), authority derives from private genius, based on traditions of divine insight; the figure of the poet is part of the imagined world beyond the ordinary; e. g. Collins: Ode on the Poetical Character
b) subjects: may be conventional (evening, spring, nightingales, etc), but the aim is to remove the subject from the everyday of life of which they were part and to create imagined worlds in which they functioned »» subjects treated through personifications, describing abstract ideas or landscapes as allegorical, as situations that are actually states of mind or passions of the soul.

“[I]n that species of poetry wherein Pope excelled, he is superior to all mankind: and I only say, that this species of poetry is not the most excellent one of the art. […] We do not … sufficiently attend to the difference there is betwixt a man of wit … and a true poet. Donne and Swift were undoubtedly men of wit … but what traces have they left of pure poetry? The sublime and the pathetic are the two chief nerves of genuine poesy. What is there transcendently sublime or pathetic in Pope? […] Wit and Satire are transitory and perishable, but Nature and Passions are eternal.” (Joseph Warton: Essay on the Genius and Writings of Pope [vol. I:1756, vol. II: 1782])

3) the sublime

quality of vastness, greatness whether of physical objects or of feelings, a sense of the uncontrollable, incurs awe and terror, involves the sense of the apprehension of something divine. Gray’s The Bard and The Progress of Poesy – sublime voice authenticated by deriving from ancient, primitive forms of inspiration »» sublime or “pure” poetry often originated from the past

turn to the past

1) native literary traditions
a) medieval romance and Spenser. Thomas Warton Jr. (1728-1790): History of English Poetry (1774-81); Observations on the Faerie Queen of Spenser (1754). Richard Hurd (1720-1808): Letters on Chivalry and Romance (1762; the “Gothic” manner intrinsically poetical)

“Thro’ Pope’s soft song tho’ all the Graces breath, / And happiest art adorn his Attic page; / Yet does my mind with sweeter transport glow, / As at the foot of some hoar oak reclin’d, / In magic Spenser’s wildly-warbled song / I see deserted Una wander wide / Thro’ wasteful solitudes, and lurid heaths, / Weary forlorn, than when the fated Fair, / Upon the bosom bright of silver Thames, / Launches in all the lustre of Brocade …” (Th. Warton, The Pleasures of Melancholy, ll. 153-62)

b) Milton. i) bearer of an English tradition: Paradise Lost a universal poem, on par with Virgil and Homer; ii) supreme representative of the sublime style »» an archetype of the inspired poetry of transcendental vision; iii) blank verse (unrhymed iambic pentametre lines), the major alternative to the couplet (already in the first part of the century: John Philips [1676-1709]: The Splendid Shilling [1701]; Cyder [1708], Thomson, The Seasons), liberation from the restrictions of rhyme, freer explorations of subject, move from social commentary and public communication towards the sublime and visionary; e.g. Akenside, The Pleasures of Imagination (1744)

2) ancient traditions, primitivism
a) antiquarian work, the recovery, the collection, translation, interpretation of archaic poetry Thomas Percy (1729-1811): Reliques of Ancient English Poetry (1765); Gray’s translations of Welsh and Norse poetry; Robert Lowth (1710-1787): Lectures on the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews (1753 in Latin, 1787 in English translation) 

b) forgeries, imitations

James Macpherson (1736-1796): The Works of Ossian (1765, Fingal; Temora; shorter poems).

Christopher Smart (1722-1771): Jubilate Agno (1758), Song to David (1763) 

Thomas Chatterton (1752-70): Poems supposed to have been written at Bristol by Thomas Rowley and others, in the Fifteenth Century (1777)

The turn to the past is not anti-neoclassical: a) coincides with Johnson’s work in literary history, b) makes claims for a more truly classical past. BUT: authentication by the sources of sublime and “pure” poetry distances poetry from the world of public discourse, social engagement and political and ethical action, placing it in the imagination of the solitary, melancholy poet turning away from history – even the history that is called up as authenticating source is often imagined history.
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