Wordsworth, Preface to Lyrical Ballads [1798] (2"¢ Edn. 1802)

[..A]ll 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 connexion with each other, that
the understanding of the Reader must necessarily be in some degree enlightened,
and his affections strengthened and purified. [...]

| 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. [...] 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.



