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Coleridge and Hazlitt:
Two Modes of Romantic Criticism

Harold Bloom

1

COLERIDGE, THE YOUNGEST of fourteen children of a country clergyman, was a
precocious and lonely child, a kind of changeling in his own family. Early a
dreamer and (as he said) a “character,” he suffered the loss of his father (who
had loved him best of all the children) when he was only nine. At Christ’s
Hospital in London, soon after his father’s death, he found an excellent schoo}l
that gave him the intellectual nurture he needed, as well as a lifelong friend in
the future essayist Charles Lamb. Early a poet, he fell deeply in love with Mary
Evans, a schoolfellow’s sister, but sorrowfully nothing came of it.

At Jesus College, Cambridge, Coleridge started well, but temperamentally
he was not suited to academic discipline and failed of distinction. Fleeing
Cambridge, and much in debt, he enlisted in the cavalry under the immortal
name of Silas Tomkyn Comberback but kept falling off his horse. Though he
proved useful to his fellow dragoons at writing love letters, he was good for little
else but stable-cleaning, and the cavalry allowed his brothers to buy him out.
He returned to Cambridge, but his characteristic guilt impeded academic labor
. and when he abandoned Cambridge in 1794 he had no degree.

A penniless young poet, radical in politics, original in religion, he fell in
with the then equally radical bard Robert Southey, remembered today as the
Conservative Laureate constantly savaged in Byron’s satirical verse. Like our
contemporary communards, the two poetical youths projected what they
named a “pantisocracy.” With the right young ladies and, hopefully, other
choice spirits, they would found a communistic agrarian-literary settlement on
the banks of the Susquehanna in exotic Pennsylvania. At Southey’s urging,
Coleridge made a pantisocratic engagement to the not very brilliant Miss Sara
Fricker, whose sister Southey was to marry. Pantisocracy died aborning, and
Coleridge in time woke up miserably to find himself unsuitably married, the
greatest misfortune of his life.

He turned to Wordsworth, whom he had met early in 1795. His poetry
influenced Wordsworth’s and helped the latter attain his characteristic mode.
It is not too much to say that Coleridge’s poetry disappeared into Wordsworth'’s.
We remember Lyrical Ballads (1798) as Wordsworth’s book, yet about a third
of it (in length) was Coleridge’s, and “Tintern Abbey,” the crown of the volume
except for “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” is immensely indebted to
Coleridge’s “Frost at Midnight.” Not is there much evidence of Wordsworth
admiring or encouraging his friend’s poetry; toward “The Ancient Mariner” he
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viii INTRODUCTION

was always very grudging, and he was discomfited (but inevitably so) by both
“Dejection: An Ode” and “To William Wordsworth.” Selfless where
Wordsworth’s poetry was concerned, Coleridge had to suffer his closest
friend’s neglect of his own poetic ambitions.

This is not an easy matter to be fair about, since literature necessarily is as
much a matter of personality as it is of character. Coleridge, like Keats (and to
certain readers, Shelley), is lovable. Byron is at least always fascinating, and
Blake in his lonely magnificence is a hero of the imagination. But
Wordsworth’s personality, like Milton’s or Dante’s, does not stimulate affection
for the poet in the common reader. Coleridge has, as Walter Pater observed, a
“peculiar charm”; he seems to lend himself to myths of failure, which is
astonishing when the totality of his work is contemplated.

Yet it is his life, and his self-abandonment of his poetic ambitions, that
continue to convince us that we ought to find in him parables of the failure of
genius. His best poetry was all written in the year and a half in which he saw
Wordsworth daily (1797-8), yet even his best poetry, with the single exception
of “The Ancient Mariner,” is fragmentary. The pattern of his life is fragmen-
tary also. When he received an annuity from the Wedgwoods, he left
Wordsworth and Dorothy to study language and philosophy in Germany
(1798-9). Soon after returning, his miserable middle years began, though he
was only twenty-seven. He moved near the Wordsworths again and fell in love,
permanently and unhappily, with Sara Hutchinson, whose sister Mary was to
become Wordsworth’s wife in 1802. His own marriage was hopeless, and his
health rapidly deteriorated, perhaps for psychological reasons. To help endure
the pain he began to drink laudanum, liquid opium, and thus contracted an
addiction he never entirely cast off. In 1804, seeking better health, he went to
Malta but returned two years later in the worst condition of his life. Separating
from Mrs. Coleridge, he moved to London and began another career as
lecturer, general man-of-letters, and periodical editor, while his miseries
augmented. The inevitable quarrel with Wordsworth in 1810 was ostensibly
reconciled in 1812, but real friendship was not reestablished until 1828,

From 1816 on, Coleridge lived in the household of a physician, James
Gillman, so as to be able to keep working and thus avoid total breakdown.
Prematurely aged, his poetry period over, Coleridge entered into a major last
phase as critic and philosopher, upon which his historical importance de-
pends; but this, like his earlier prose achievements, is beyond the scope of an
introduction to his poetry. It remains to ask, What was his achievement as a
poet, and extraordinary as that was, why did his poetry effectively cease after
about 16077 Wordsworth went on with poetry after 1807 but mostly very badly.
The few poems Coleridge wrote, from the age of thirty-five on, are powerful but
occasional. Did the poetic will not fail in him, since his imaginative powers did
not?

Coleridge’s large poetic ambitions included the writing of a philosophic
epic on the origin of evil and a sequence of hymns to the sun, moon, and
elements. These high plans died, slowly but definitively, and were replaced by
the dream of a philosophic Opus Maximum, a huge work of synthesis that
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would reconcile German idealist philosophy with the orthodox truths of
Christianity. Though only fragments of this work were ever written, much was
done in its place—speculations on theology, political theory, and criticism that
were to influence profoundly conservative British thought in the Victorian
period and, in quite another way, the American transcendentalism led by
Emerson and Theodore Parker.

Walter Pater’s essay of 1866 on “Coleridge’s Writings” seems to me still
the best short treatment of Coleridge, and this after a century of commentary.
Pater, who knew his debt to Coleridge, knew also the anxiety Coleridge caused
him, and Pater therefore came to a further and subtler knowing. In the
Organic analogue, against which the entire soul of the great Epicurean critic
rebelled, Pater recognized the product of Coleridge’s profound anxieties as a
creator. I begin therefore with Pater on Coleridge, and then will move
immediately deep into the Coleridgean interior, to look upon Coleridge's fierce
refusal to take on the ferocity of the strong poet.

This ferocity, as both Coleridge and Pater well knew, expresses itself as a
near-solipsism, and E.gotistical Sublime, or Miltonic godlike stance. From 1795
on, Coleridge knew, loved, envied, was both cheered and darkened by the
largest instance of that Sublime since Milton himself. He studied constantly,
almost involuntarily, the glories of the truly modern strong poet, Wordsworth.
Whether he gave Wordsworth rather more than he received, we cannot be
certain; we know only that he wanted more from Wordsworth than he
received, but then it was his endearing though exasperating weakness that he
always needed more love than he could get, no matter how much he got: “To
be beloved is all I need, / And whom I love, I love indeed.”

Pater understood what he called Coleridge’s “peculiar charm,” but he
resisted it in the sacred name of what he called the “relative” spirit against
Coleridge’s archaizing “absolute” spirit. In gracious but equivocal tribute to
Coleridge he observed:

The literary life of Coleridge was a disinterested struggle against the
application of the relative spirit to moral and religious questions.
Everywhere he is restlessly scheming to apprehend the absolute; to
affirm it effectively; to get it acknowledged. Coleridge failed in that
attempt, happily even for him, for it was a struggle against the
increasing life of the mind itself. . . . How did his choice of a
controversial interest, his determination to affirm the absolute, weaken
or modify his poetic gift?

To affirm the absolute, Pater says—or, as we might say, to reject all
dualisms except those sanctioned by orthodox Christian thought—is not
materia poetica for the start of the nineteenth century, and if we think of a
poem like the “Hymn before Sun-Rise, in the Vale of Chamouni,” we are likely
to agree with Pater. We will agree also when he contrasts Wordsworth
favorably with Coleridge, and even with Goethe, commending Wordsworth for
“that flawless temperament . . . which keeps his conviction of a latent
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intelligence in nature within the limits of sentiment or instinct, and confines
it to those delicate and subdued shades of expression which perfect art allows.”
Pater goes on to say that Coleridge's version of Wordsworth’s instinct is a
philosophical idea, which means that Coleridge’s poetry had to be “more
dramatic, more self-conscious” than Wordsworth’s. But this in turn, Pater
insists, means that for aesthetic success ideas must be held loosely, in the
relative spirit. One idea that Coleridge did not hold loosely was the Organic
analogue, and it becomes clearer as we proceed in Pater’s essay that the
aesthetic critic is building toward a passionate assault upon the Organic
principle. He quotes Coleridge’s description of Shakespeare as “a nature
humanized, a genial understanding, directing self-consciously a power and an
implicit wisdom deeper even than our consciousness.” “There,” Pater com-
ments, with bitter eloquence, “‘the absolute’ has been aftirmed in the sphere
of art; and thought begins to congeal.” With great dignity Pater adds that
Coleridge has “obscured the true interest of art.” By likening the work of art to
a living organism, Coleridge does justice to the impression the work may give
us, but he “does not express the process by which that work was produced.”

M. H. Abrams, in his The Mirror and the Lamp, defends Coleridge against
Pater by insisting that Coleridge knew his central problem “was to use analogy
with organic growth to account for the spontaneous, the inspired, and the
self-evolving in the psychology of invention, yet not to commit himself as far to
the elected figure as to minimize the supervention of the antithetic qualities of
foresight and choice.” Though Abrams calls Pater “short-sighted,” I am afraid
the critical palms remain with the relative spirit, for Pater’s point was not that
Coleridge had no awareness of the dangers of using the Organic analogue but
rather that awareness, here as elsewhere, was no salvation for Coleridge. The
issue is whether Coleridge, not Shakespeare, was able to direct “self-
consciously a power and an implicit wisdom deeper than consciousness.”
Pater’s complaint is valid because Coleridge, in describing Shakespeare,
Dante, Milton, keeps repeating his absolute formula that poems grow from
within themselves, that their “wholeness is not in vision or conception, but in
an inner feeling of totality and absolute being.” As Pater says, “that exagger-
ated inwardness is barren” because it “withdraws us too far from what we can
see, hear, and feel,” because it cheats the senses and emotions of their
triumph. I urge Pater’'s wisdom here not only against Coleridge, though I share
Pater’s love for Coleridge, but against the formalist criticism that continued in
Coleridge’s absolute spirit.

What is the imaginative source of Coleridge’s disabling hunger for the
Absolute? On August 9, 1831, about three years before he died, he wrote in his
Notebook: “From my earliest recollection I have had a consciousness of Power
without Strength—a perception, an experience, of more than ordinary power
with an inward sense of Weakness. . . . More than ever do I feel this now, when
all my fancies still in their integrity are, as it were, drawn inward and by their
suppression and compression rendered a mock substitute for Strength—”
Here again is Pater’s barren and exaggerated inwardness, but in a darker
context than the Organic principle provided.
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This context is Milton’s “universe of death,” where Coleridge appre-
hended death-in-life as being “the wretchedness of division.” If we stand in
that universe, then “we think of ourselves as separated beings, and place
nature in antithesis to the mind, as object to subject, thing to thought, death
to life.” To be so separated is to become, Coleridge says, “a soul-less fixed star,
receiving no rays nor influences into my Being, a Solitude which I so tremble
at, that I cannot attribute it even to the Divine Nature.” This, we can say, is
Coleridge’s Counter-Sublime, his answer to the anxiety of influence, in strong
poets. The fear of solipsism is greater in him than the fear of not individuating
his own imagination.

As with every other major Romantic, the prime precursor poet for
Coleridge was Milton. There is a proviso to be entered here; for all these
poets—Blake, Wordsworth, Shelley, Coleridge (only Keats is an exception)—
there is a greater Sublime poetry behind Milton, but as its author is a people
and not a single poet, and as it is far removed in time, its greatness does not
inhibit a new imagination—not unless it is taken as the work of the Prime
Precursor Himself, to whom all creation belongs. Only Coleridge, among these
poets, acquired a double Sublime anxiety of influence. Beyond the beauty that
has terror in it of Milton, was beauty more terrible. In a letter to Thelwall,
December 17, 1796, Coleridge wrote: “Is not Milton a sublimer poet than
Homer or Virgil? Are not his Personages more sublimely cloathed? And do you
not know, that there is not perhaps one page in Milton'’s Paradise Lost, in
which he has not borrowed his imagery from the Scriptures?—1 allow, and
rejoice that Christ appealed only to the understanding & the affections; but I
affirm that, after reading Isaiah, or St. Paul’s Epistle to the Hebrews, Homer &
Virgil are disgustingly tame to me, & Milton himself barely tolerable.” Yet
these statements are rare in Coleridge. Frequently, Milton seems to blend with
" “the ultimate influence, which I think is a normal enough procedure. In 1796,
Coleridge also says, in his review of Burke’s Letter to a Noble Lord: “1t is lucky
for poetry, that Milton did not live in our days. . . .” Here Coleridge moves
toward the center of his concern, and we should remember his formula:
“Shakespeare was all men, potentially, except Milton.” This leads to a more.
ambiguous formula, reported to us of a lecture that Coleridge gave on
November 28, 1811: “Shakespeare became all things well into which he
infused himself, while all forms, all things became Milton—the poet ever
present to our minds and more than gratifying us for the loss of the distinct
individuality of what he represents.” Though Coleridge truly professes himself
more than gratified, he admits loss. Milton’s greatness is purchased at the cost
of something dear to Coleridge, a principle of difference he knows may be
flooded out by his monistic yearnings. For Milton, to Coleridge, is a mythic
monad in himself. Commenting upon the apostrophe to light at the com-
mencement of the third book of Paradise Lost, Coleridge notes: “In all modern
poetry in Christendom there is an under consciousness of a sinful nature, a
fleeting away of external things, the mind or subject greater than the object,
the reflective character predominant. In the Paradise Lost the sublimest parts
are the revelations of Milton’s own mind, producing itself and evolving its own
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greatness; and this is truly so, that when that which is merely entertaining for
its objective beauty is introduced, it at first seems a discord.” This might be
summarized as: where Milton is not, nature is barren, and its significance is
that Milton is permitted just such a solitude as Coleridge trembles to imagine
for the Divine Being. ,

Pater thought that Coleridge had succumbed to the Organic analogue
because he hungered too intensively for eternity, as Lamb had said of his old
school-friend. Pater also quoted De Quincey’s summary of Coleridge: “He
wanted better bread than can be made with wheat.” I would add that Coleridge
hungered also for an eternity of generosity between poets, as between people—
a generosity that is not allowed in a world where each poet must struggle to
individuate his own breath and this at the expense of his forebears as much as
of his contemporaries. Perhaps also, to modify De Quincey, Coleridge wanted
better poems than can be made without misprision.

1 suggest then that the Organic analogue, with all its pragmatic neglect of
the processes by which poems have to be produced, appealed so overwhelm-
ingly to Coleridge because it seemed to preclude the anxiety of influence and
to obviate the poet’s necessity not just to unfold like a natural growth but to
develop at the expense of others. Whatever the values of the Organic analogue
for literary criticism—and I believe, with Pater, that it does more harm than
good—it provided Coleridge with a rationale for a dangerous evasion of the
inner steps he had to take for his own poetic development. As Blake might have
said, Coleridge’s imagination insisted upon slaying itself on the stems of
generation—or, to invoke another Blakean image, Coleridge lay down to sleep
upon the Organic analogue as though it were a Beulah-couch of soft, moony
repose.

I would maintain that the finest achievement of the High Romantic poets
of England was their humanization of the Miltonic Sublime. But when we
attend deeply to the works where this humanization is most strenuously
accomplished—Blake’s Milton and Jerusalem, Wordworth’s Prelude, Shelley’s
Prometheus Unbound, Keats’s two Hyperions, even in a way Byron’s Don
Juan—we sense at last a quality lacking, a quality in which Milton abounds for
all his severity. This quality, though not in itself a tenderness, made Milton’s
Eve possible, and we miss such a figure in all her Romanic descendants. More
than the other five great Romantic poets, Coleridge was able, by temperament
and by subtly shaded intellect, to have given us a High Romantic Eve, a total
humanization of the tenderest and most appealing element in the Miltonic
Sublime. Many anxieties blocked Coleridge from that rare accomplishment,
and of these the anxiety of influence was not the least.

David Bromwich, Hazlitt’s best critic, shrewdly says of Hazlitt’s key word
gusto that it “accords nicely with the belief that taste adds to our nature instead
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of correcting it.” [ take it that Hazlitt’s gusto is an aesthetic displacement of the
Dissenting Protestant version of grace, which corrects our nature without
abolishing it. The son of a radical Dissenting Minister, Hazlitt himself was
always a Jacobin with a faith in Napoleon as the true heir of the Revolution.
Unswerving in his politics, Hazlitt also remained an unreconstructed early
Wordsworthian, unlike Wordsworth himself, a difference that Hazlitt bitterly
kept in mind, as here in his observations on Wordsworth’s The Excursion:

In the application of these memorable lines, we should, perhaps,
differ a little from Mr. Wordsworth; nor can we indulge with him in the
fond conclusion afterwards hinted at, that one day our triumph, the
triumph of humanity and liberty, may be complete. For this purpose,
we think several things necessary which are impossible. It is a
consummation which cannot happen till the nature of things is
changed, till the many become as united as the one, till romantic
generosity shall be as common as gross selfishness, till reason shall
have acquired the obstinate blindness of prejudice, till the love of
power and of change shall no longer goad man on to restless action, till
passion and will, hope and fear, love and hatred, and the objects proper
to excite them, that is, alternate good and evil, shall no longer sway the
bosoms and businesses of men. All things move, not in progress, but
in a ceaseless round; our strength lies in our weakness; our virtues are
built on our vices; our faculties are as limited as our being; nor can we
lift man above his nature more than above the earth he treads. But
though we cannot weave over again the airy, unsubstantial dream,
which reason and experience have dispelled,

What though the radiance, which was once so bright,
Be now for ever taken from our sight,

Though nothing can bring back the hour

Of glory in the grass, of splendour in the flower:

yet we will never cease, nor be prevented from returning on the
wings of imagination to that bright dream of our youth; that glad dawn
of the day-star of liberty; that spring-time of the world, in which the
hopes and expectations of the human race seemed opening in the
same gay career with our own; when France called her children to
partake her equal blessings beneath her laughing skies; when the
stranger was met in all her villages with dance and festive songs, in
celebration of a new and golden era; and when, to the retired and
contemplative student, the prospects of human happiness and glory
were seen ascending like the steps of Jacob’s ladder, in bright and
never-ending succession. The dawn of that day was suddenly overcast;
that season of hope is past; it is fled with the other dreams of our
youth, which we cannot recall, but has left behind it traces, which are
not to be effaced by Birthday and Thanksgiving odes, or the chaunting
of Te Deums in all the churches of Christendom. To those hopes
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eternal regrets are due; to those who maliciously and wilfully blasted
them, in the fear that they might be accomplished, we feel no less
what we owe—hatred and scorn as lasting!

In effect, the aesthetic loss of Wordsworth’s visionary gleam is associated
here with the spiritual loss of revolutionary hope. All loss, for'the critic Hazlitt,
is ultimately a loss of gusto, since gusto is Hazlitt’s version of Blake’s
“exuberance,” as in: “Exuberance is Beauty.” One sees this clearly when he
transfers the term gusto from painters to writers:

The infinite quantity of dramatic invention in Shakespeare takes
from his gusto. The power he delights to shew is not intense, but
discursive. He never insists on any thing as much as he might, except
a quibble. Milton has great gusto. He repeats his blow twice; grapples
with and exhausts his subject. His imagination has a double relish of
its objects, an inveterate attachment to the things he describes, and to
the words describing them.

——Or where Chineses drive
With sails and wind their cany waggons light.

Wild above rule or art, enormous bliss.

There is a gusto in Pope’s compliments, in Dryden’s satires, and
Prior’s tales; and among prose-writers, Boccaccio and Rabelais had the
most of it. We will only mention one other work which appears to us to
be full of gusto, and that is the Beggar’s Opera. 1f it is not, we are
altogether mistaken in our notions on this delicate subject.

Shakespeare’s gusto is in his exuberance of invention, Milton’s in his
exhaustive tenacity at battering the object, as it were. An aesthetic category
comprehensive enough to include also Pope, Dryden, and Prior, on the one
side, and Boccaccio, Rabelais, and John Gay, on the other, is perhaps too broad
to be of use to practical criticism. Hazlitt’s own gusto or critical exuberance
proved capable of overcoming this difficulty, and he gave us a poetics of power
still unsurpassed in its potential:

The language of poetry naturally falls in with the language of power.
The imagination is an exaggerating and exclusive faculty; it takes from
one thing to add to another: it accumulates circumstances together to
give the greatest possible effect to a favourite object. The understanding
is a dividing and measuring faculty, it judges of things not according
to their immediate impression on the mind, but according to their
relations to one another. The one is a monopolising faculty, which seeks
the greatest quantity of present excitement by inequality and dispro-
portion; the other is a distributive faculty, which seeks the greatest
quantity of ultimate good, by justice and proportion. The one is an
aristocratical, the other a republican faculty. The principle of poetry is
a very anti-levelling principle. It aims at effect, it exists by contrast. It
admits of no medium. It is everything by excess. It rises above the
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ordinary standard of sufferings and crimes. It presents a dazzling ap-
pearance. It shows its head turretted, crowned, and crested. Its front
is gilt and bloodstained. Before it “it carries noise, and behind it leaves
tears.” It has its altars and its victims, sacrifices, human sacrifices.
Kings, priests, nobles, are its train-bearers, tyrants and slaves its ex-
ecutioners.—“Carnage is its daughter.”—Poetry is right-royal. It puts
the individual for the species, the one above the infinite-many, might
before right. A lion hunting a flock of sheep or a herd of wild asses is
a more poetical object than they; and we even take part with the lordly
beast, because our vanity or some other feeling makes us disposed to
place ourselves in the situation of the strongest party. So we feel some
concern for the poor citizens of Rome when they meet together to
compare their wants and grievances, till Coriolanus comes in and with
blows and big words drives this set of “poor rats,” this rascal scum, to
their homes and beggary before him. There is nothing heroical in a
multitude of miserable rogues not wishing to be starved, or complaining
that they are like to be so; but when a single man comes forward to brave
their cries and to make them submit to the last indignities, from mere
pride and self-will, our admiration of his prowess is immediately con-
verted into contempt for their pusillanimity. The insolence of power is
stronger than the plea of necessity. The tame submission to usurped
authority or even the natural resistance to it has nothing to excite or
flatter the imagination: it is the assumption of a right to insult or oppress
others that carries an imposing air of superiority with it. We had rather
be the oppressor than the oppressed. The love of power in ourselves and
the admiration of it in others are both natural to man: the one makes
him a tyrant, the other a slave.

This is from Hazlitt's discussion of Coriolanus in his Characters of
Shakespear’s Plays. The quality of excess is central to Hazlitt’s insight here,
which tells us that meaning gets started (rather than being merely repeated)
by excess, by overflow, and by a sense of potential, a sense of something
evermore about to be. The dialectic of this poetics of power depends upon an
interplay of Shakespearean and Wordsworthian influences upon Hazlitt. From
Shakespeare, Hazlitt takes an awareness that character may be fate, yet only
personality bestows some measure of freedom. From Wordsworth, Hazlitt
received a new consciousness of how a writer could begin again despite the
strength and persistence of cultural traditions. The freedom of personality, in
Falstaff, is freedom because ego ceases to be persecuted by superego. The
originality of writing, in Wordsworth, is the disappearance of subject matter,
and its replacement by subjectivity. Taken together, the ego of free wit and the
triumph of a fresh subjectivity make up the manner and matter of Hazlitt’s
characteristic achievement, an essay at once familiar and critical, firmly
literary yet also discursive and speculative.

In his loving meditation, “On the Periodical Essayists,” Hazlitt lists his
precursors: Montaigne, Steele (rather than Addison), Johnson (despite
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Hazlitt’s dislike of his style), Goldsmith. Had Edmund Burke been a familiar
essayist rather than an orator, Burke certainly would be Hazlitt's nearest
ancestor. Instead, Hazlitt makes a second to Johnson in a great procession of
critical essayists that goes on to Carlyle, Emerson, Ruskin, Pater, and Wilde. (I
omit Coleridge because of his obsession with method, and Arnold because of
his authentic incompetence.) The procession ceases in our century because
the mode now seems inadequate, not so much to the apparent complexities of
modernist literature (after all, many of those now resolve themselves into more
complications), but to the waning of the self, with all the perplexities attendant
upon that waning. A curious irony of modern literature made Freud, the
analyst of such waning, also the only twentieth-century essayist worthy to be
the coda of the long tradition that went from Montaigne on through Johnson,
Hazlitt, and Emerson until it culminated in Freud’s older contemporaries,
‘Ruskin, Nietzsche, and Pater.

Hazlitt’s poetics of power seems to me more Freudian than any of the
psychopoetics—orthodox or Lacanian—that currently drift uselessly in
Freud’s wake. Like Freud, Hazlitt knows that the poets—Shakespeare, Milton,
Wordsworth—were there before him, which is a very different realization than
any that penetrate the blindnesses of what now passes for “Freudian literary
criticism.” The poets are still there before Freud, better guides to the
interpretation of Freud than he could ever be to the reading of consciousnesses
even more comprehensive and coherent than his own. Hazlitt, in his best
theoretical essay, “On Poetry in General,” begins with the fine realization:
“Poetry then is an imitation of Nature, but the imagination and the passions
are a part of man’s nature.” Passion, or pathos, or sublimity, or power (the four
are rightly one, according to Hazlitt) remove poetry from the domain of all
conventional considerations of psychology and morality:

We are as fond of indulging our violent passions as of reading a
description of those of others. We are as prone to make a torment of our
fears, as to luxuriate in our hopes of good. If it be asked, Why do we do
so? the best answer will be, Because we cannot help it. The sense of
power is as strong a principle in the mind as the love of pleasure.
Objects of terror and pity exercise the same despotic control over it as
those of love or beauty. It is as natural to hate as to love, to despise as
to admire, to express our hatred or contempt, as our love or admiration.

Masterless passion sways us to the mood
Of what it likes or loathes.

Not that we like what we loathe; but we like to indulge our hatred
and scorn of it; to dwell upon it, to exasperate our idea of it by every
refinement of ingenuity and extravagance of illustration; to make it a
bugbear to ourselves, to point it out to others in all the splendour of
deformity, to embody it to the senses, to stigmatize it by name, to
grapple with it in thought, in action, to sharpen our intellect, to arm
our will against it, to know the worst we have to contend with, and to
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contend with it to the utmost. Poetry is only the highest eloquence of
passion, the most vivid form of expression that can be given to our
conception of anything, whether pleasurable or painful, mean or
dignified, delightful or distressing. It is the perfect coincidence of the
image and the words with the feeling we have, and of which we cannot
get rid in any other way, that gives an instant “satisfaction to the
thought.” This is equally the origin of wit and fancy, of comedy and
tragedy, of the sublime and pathetic. When Pope says of the Lord
Mayor’s show,—

Now night descending, the proud scene is o’er,
But lives in Settle’s numbers one day more!

—when Collins makes Danger, “with limbs of giant mould,”

—Throw him on the steep
Of some loose hanging rock asleep:

when Lear calls out in extreme anguish,

Ingratitude, thou marble-hearted fiend,
How much more hideous shew’st in a child
Than the sea-monster!

—the passion of contempt in the one case, of terror in the other, and
of indignation in the last, is precisely satisfied. We see the thing
ourselves, and shew it to others as we feel it to exist, and as, in spite
of ourselves, we are compelled to think of it. The imagination, by thus
embodying and turning them to shape, gives an obvious relief to the
indistinct and importunate cravings of the will.—We do not wish the
thing to be so; but we wish it to appear such as it is. For knowledge is
conscious power; and the mind is no longer, in this case, the dupe,
though it may be the victim of vice or folly.

To speak of poetry as giving “an obvious relief to the indistinct and
importunate cravings of the will” is to have more than anticipated Freud.
Hazlitt’s quotation from The Merchant of Venice is the center of one of
Shylock’s great speeches:

Some men there are love not a gaping pig;
Some that are mad if they hold a cat;

And others, when the bagpipe sings i’ th’ nose,
Cannot contain their urine; for affection,
Mistress of passion, sways it to the mood

Of what it likes or loathes.

“Masterless passion” is as likely a reading as “Mistress of passion,” the text
being uncertain, and better suits Hazlitt’s emphasis upon the cravings of the
will. Hazlittian exuberance, gusto, teaches us to admire Shylock even as we
admire Coriolanus. Few passages even in Hazlitt are as superbly memorable as
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when he shows us how the grandest poetry can be the most immoral, here in
Coriolanus:

This is but natural, it is but natural for a mother to have more regard
for her son than for a whole city; but then the city should be left to take
some care of itself. The care of the state cannot, we here see, be safely
entrusted to maternal affection, or to the domestic charities of high
life. The great have private feelings of their own, to which the interests
of humanity and justice must courtesy. Their interests are so far from
being the same as those of the community, that they are in direct and
necessary opposition to them; their power is at the expense of our
weakness; their riches of our poverty; their pride of our degradation;
their splendour of our wretchedness; their tyranny of our servitude. If
they had the superior knowledge ascribed to them (which they have
not) it would only render them so much more formidable; and from
Gods would convert them into Devils. The whole dramatic moral of
Coriolanus is that those who have little shall have less, and that those
who have much shall take all that others have left. The people are
poor; therefore they ought to be starved. They are slaves; therefore
they ought to be beaten. They work hard; therefore they ought not to
be treated like beasts of burden. They are ignorant; therefore they
ought not to be allowed to feel that they want food, or clothing, or rest,
that they are enslaved, oppressed, and miserable. This is the logic of
the imagination and the passions; which seek to aggrandize what
excites admiration, and to heap contempt on misery, to raise power
into tyranny, and to make tyranny absolute; to thrust down that which
is low still lower, and to make wretches desperate; to exult magistrates
into kings, kings into gods; to degrade subjects to the rank of slaves,
and slaves to the condition of brutes. The history of mankind is a
romance, a mask, a tragedy, constructed upon the principles of
poetical justice; it is a noble or royal hunt, in which what is sport to the
few is death to the many, and in which the spectators halloo and
encourage the strong to set upon the weak, and cry havoc in the chase
though they do not share in the spoil. We may depend upon it that
what men delight to read in books, they will put in practice in reality.

Though Hazlitt is an intellectual of the permanent Left, of the French
Revolution, he is too great a critic not to see that poetry worships power
without regard to the morality of power. Indeed, his poetics of power compels
us to see more than that, which is that Plato was right in fearing Homer’s effect
upon society. Poetical justice is antithetical to societal justice, and the noble or
royal hunt of the imagination does not make us better citizens or better human
beings, and very likely may make us worse.

Hazlitt, like Johnson before him, and the great progression of Carlyle,
Emerson, Ruskin, Pater, and Wilde after him, teaches us several unfashion-
able truths as to the nature of authentically literary criticism. It must be
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experiential; it must be at least somewhat empirical or pragmatic; it must be
informed by love for its subject; above all it must follow no method except the
personality of the critic himself. Coleridge never ceased to quest for method,
and lost the critical gift in consequence, while Matthew Arnold drowned what
gift he had by assuring himself that they handled these matters better on the
Continent. Hazlitt is a literary critic; our contemporary imitators of Continental
philosophy may be human scientists or ideological rebels or what they will, but
they are not literary critics. Hume’s philosophy teaches the critic to fall back
upon personality because every other possibility has been collapsed by
skepticism. German thought persuaded Coleridge to posit an “organic” unity
in imaginative works, but such organicism and its resultant unities can be seen
now as banal fictions. Hazlitt, like Johnson, refuses to carry philosophical
aesthetics into the pragmatic realms of criticism. I read Coleridge when and as
I have to, but I read Hazlitt for pleasure and insight. Whether he writes on
“The Indian Jugglers” or “On Going a Journey” or “On a Sun-Dial,” Hazlitt
reminds us always that life and literature are, for him, the one interpenetrated
reality.

I remember “The Indian Jugglers” partly for its vivid celebration of the
jugglers’ skill:

Coming forward and seating himself on the ground in his white
dress and tightened turban, the chief of the Indian Jugglers begins
with tossing up two brass balls, which is what any of us could do, and
concludes with keeping up four at the same time, which is what none
of us could do to save our lives, nor if we were to take our whole lives
to do it in. Is it then a trifling power we see at work, or is it not
something next to miraculous? It is the utmost stretch of human
ingenuity, which nothing but the bending the faculties of body and
mind to it from the tenderest infancy with incessant, ever-anxious
application up to manhood, can accomplish or make even a slight
approach to. Man, thou art a wonderful animal, and thy ways past
finding out! Thou canst do strange things, but thou turnest them to
little account'—To conceive of this effort of extraordinary dexterity
distracts the imagination and makes admiration breathless. Yet it costs
nothing to the performer, any more than if it were a mere mechanical
deception with which he had nothing to do but to watch and laugh at
the astonishment of the spectators. A single error of a hair’s-breadth,
of the smallest conceivable portion of time, would be fatal: the
precision of the movements must be like a mathematical truth, their
rapidity is like lightning. To catch four balls in succession in less than
a second of time, and deliver them back so as to return with seeming
consciousness to the hand again, to make them revolve round him at
certain intervals, like the planets in their spheres, to make them chase
one another like sparkles of fire, or shoot up like flowers or meteors, to
throw them behind his back and twine them round his neck like
ribbons or like serpents, to do what appears an impossibility, and to do
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it with all the ease, the grace, the carelessness imaginable, to laugh at,
to play with the glittering mockeries, to follow them with his eye as if
he could fascinate them with its lambent fire, or as if he had only to see
that they kept time with the music on the stage—there is something in
all this which he who does not admire may be quite sure he never
really admired anything in the whole course of his life. It is skill
surmounting difficulty, and beauty triumphing over skill.

Remarkable as descriptive writing, this acquires hidden power when
subsequently it is revealed as a literary paradigm, leading Hazlitt to the
profound observation: “No act terminating in itself constitutes greatness.” The
act of writing Paradise Lost is precisely one that does not terminate in itself.
Hazlitt’s insight is that the canon is constituted by works that engender further
works that do not terminate in themselves. “On Going a Journey” begins by
advising that “the soul of a journey is liberty, perfect liberty, to think, feel, do
just as one pleases.” A few pages later the essay achieves perceptions into our
involuntary perspectivism that both anticipate and correct Nietzsche:

There is hardly anything that shows the short-sightedness or
capriciousness of the imagination more than travelling does. With
change of place we change our ideas; nay, our opinions and feelings.
We can by an effort indeed transport ourselves to old and long-
forgotten scenes, and then the picture of the mind revives again, but
we forget those that we have just left. It seems that we can think but
of one place at a time. The canvas of the fancy has only a certain
extent, and if we paint one set of objects upon it, they immediately
efface every other. We cannot enlarge our conceptions; we only shift
our point of view. The landscape bares its bosom to the enraptured eye;
we take our fill of it; and seem as if we could form no other image of
beauty or grandeur. We pass on, and think no more of it; the horizon
that shuts it from our sight also blots it from our memory like a dream.
In travelling through a wild barren country, I can form no idea of a
woody and cultivated one. It appears to me that all the world must be
barren, like what 1 see of it. In the country we forget the town, and in
town we despise the country. “Beyond Hyde Park,” says Sir Fopling
Flutter, “all is a desert.” All that part of the map that we do not see
before us is a blank. The world in our conceit of it is not much bigger
than a nutshell. It is not one prospect expanded into one another,
county joined to county, kingdom to kingdom, lands to seas, making
an image voluminous and vast; the mind can form no larger idea of
space than the eye can take in at a single glance. The rest is a name
written on a map, a calculation of arithmetic. For instance, what is the
true signification of that immense mass of territory and population,
known by the name of China to us? An inch of paste-board on a
wooden globe, of no more account than a China orange! Things near
us are seen of the size of life: things at a distance are diminished to the



