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I WANT to maintain that after a hundred years of romanticism, we are in for a classical revival, and
that the particular weapon of this new classical spirit, when it works in verse, will be fancy. And in
this I imply the superiority of fancy—not superior generally or absolutely, for that would be obvious
nonsense, but superior in the sense that we use the word good in empirical ethics—good for
something, superior for something. I shall have to prove then two things, first that a classical revival
is coming, and, secondly, for its particular purposes, fancy will be superior to imagination.

So banal have the terms Imagination and Fancy become that we imagine they must have always
been in the language. Their history as two differing terms in the vocabulary of criticism is
comparatively short. Originally, of course, they both mean the same thing; they first began to be
differentiated by the German writers on @sthetics in the eighteenth century.

I know that in using the words “classic” and “romantic” I am doing a dangerous thing. They
represent five or six different [113] kinds of antitheses, and while I may be using them in one sense
you may be interpreting them in another. In this present connection I am using them in a perfectly
precise and limited sense. I ought really to have coined a couple of new words, but I prefer to use the
ones I have used, as I then conform to the practice of the group of polemical writers who make most

use of them at the present day, and have almost succeeded in making them political catchwords. I



mean Maurras, Lasserre and all the group connected with L'Action Frangaise.

At the present time this is the particular group with which the distinction is most vital. Because it
has become a party symbol. If you asked a man of a certain set whether he preferred the classics or
the romantics, you could deduce from that what his politics were.

The best way of gliding into a proper definition of my terms would be to start with a set of people
who are prepared to fight about it—for in them you will have no vagueness. (Other people take the
infamous attitude of the person with catholic tastes who says he likes both.)

About a year ago, a man whose name I think was Fauchois gave a lecture at the Odéon on Racine,
in the course of which he made some disparaging remarks about his dullness, lack of invention and
the rest of it. This caused an immediate riot: fights took [114] place all over the house; several
people were arrested and imprisoned, and the rest of the series of lectures took place with hundreds
of gendarmes and detectives scattered all over the place. These people interrupted because the
classical ideal is a living thing to them and Racine is the great classic. That is what I call a real vital
interest in literature. They regard romanticism as an awful disease from which France had just
recovered.

The thing is complicated in their case by the fact that it was romanticism that made the
Revolution. They hate the revolution, so they hate romanticism.

I make no apology for dragging in politics here; romanticism both in England and France is
associated with certain political views, and it is in taking a concrete example of the working out of a
principle in action that you can get its best definition.

What was the positive principle behind all the other principles of '89? I am talking here of the
revolution in as far as it was an idea; I leave out material causes—they only produce the forces. The
barriers which could easily have resisted or guided these forces had been previously rotted away by
ideas. This always seems to be the case in successful changes; the privileged class is beaten only

when it has lost faith in itself, when it has itself been penetrated with the ideas which are working



against it.

It was not the rights of man—that was a [115] good solid practical war-cry. The thing which
created enthusiasm, which made the revolution practically a new religion, was something more
positive than that. People of all classes, people who stood to lose by it, were in a positive ferment
about the idea of liberty. There must have been some idea which enabled them to think that
something positive could come out of so essentially negative a thing. There was, and here I get my
definition of romanticism. They had been taught by Rousseau that man was by nature good, that it
was only bad laws and customs that had suppressed him. Remove all these and the infinite
possibilities of man would have a chance. This is what made them think that something positive
could come out of disorder, this is what created the religious enthusiasm. Here is the root of all
romanticism: that man, the individual, is an infinite reservoir of possibilities; and if you can so
rearrange society by the destruction of oppressive order then these possibilities will have a chance
and you will get Progress.

One can define the classical quite clearly as the exact opposite of this. Man is an extraordinarily
fixed and limited animal whose nature is absolutely constant. It is only by tradition and organization

that anything decent can be got out of him.

This view was a little shaken at the time of Darwin. You remember his particular hypo—

[116] thesis, that new species came into existence by the cumulative effect of small variations—this
seems to admit the possibility of future progress. But at the present day the contrary hypothesis
makes headway in the shape of De Vries's mutation theory, that each new species comes into
existence, not gradually by the accumulation of small steps, but suddenly in a jump, a kind of sport,
and that once in existence it remains absolutely fixed. This enables me to keep the classical view
with an appearance of scientific backing.

Put shortly, these are the two views, then. One, that man is intrinsically good, spoilt by

circumstance; and the other that he is intrinsically limited, disciplined by order and tradition to



something fairly decent. To the one party man's nature is like a well, to the other like a bucket. The
view which regards man as a well, a reservoir full of possibilities, I call the romantic; the one which
regards him as a very finite and fixed creature, I call the classical.

One may note here that the Church has always taken the classical view since the defeat_of the
Pelagian heresy and the adoption of the sane classical dogma of original sin.

It would be a mistake' to identify the classical view with that of materialism. On the contrary it is
absolutely identical with the normal religious attitude. I should put it in this way: That part of the
fixed nature of man is the belief in the Deity. This should [117] be as fixed and true for every man
as belief in the existence of matter and in the objective world. It is parallel to appetite, the instinct of
sex, and all the other fixed qualities. Now at certain times, by the use of either force or rhetoric,
these instincts have been suppressed—in Florence under Savonarola, in Geneva under Calvin, and
here under the Roundheads. The inevitable result of such a process is that the repressed instinct
bursts out in some abnormal direction. So with religion. By the perverted rhetoric of Rationalism,
your natural instincts are suppressed and you are converted into an agnostic. Just as in the case of the
other instincts, Nature has her revenge. The instincts that find their right and proper outlet in religion
must come out in some other way. You don't believe in a God, so you begin to believe that man is a
god. You don't believe in heaven, so you begin to believe in a heaven on earth. In other words, you
get romanticism. The concepts that are right and proper in their own sphere are spread over, and so
mess up, falsify and blur the clear outlines of human experience. It is like pouring a pot of treacle
over the dinner table. Romanticism then, and this is the best definition I can give of it, is spilt
religion.

I must now shirk the difficulty of saying exactly what I mean by romantic and classical in verse. |
can only say that it means the result of these two attitudes towards the [118] cosmos, towards man,
in so far as it gets reflected in verse. The romantic, because he thinks man infinite, must always be

talking about the infinite; and as there is always the bitter contrast between what you think you



ought to be able to do and what man actually can, it always tends, in its later stages at any rate, to be
gloomy. I really can't go any further than to say it is the reflection of these two temperaments, and
point out examples of the different spirits. On the one hand I would take such diverse people as
Horace, most of the Elizabethans and the writers of the Augustan age, and on the other side
Lamartine, Hugo, parts of Keats, Coleridge, Byron, Shelley and Swinburne.

I know quite well that when people think of classical and romantic in verse, the contrast at
once comes into their mind between, say, Racine and Shakespeare. I don't mean this; the dividing
line that I intend is here misplaced a little from the true middle. That Racine is on the extreme
classical side I agree, but if you call Shakespeare romantic, you are using a different definition to the
one I give. You are thinking of the difference between classic and romantic as being merely one
between restraint and exuberance. I should say with Nietzsche that there are two kinds of classicism,
the static and the dynamic. Shakespeare is the classic of motion.

What I mean by classical in verse, then, is this. That even in the most imaginative [119]
flights there is always a holding back, a reservation. The classical poet never forgets this finiteness,
this limit of man. He remembers always that he is mixed up with earth. He may jump, but he always
returns back; he never flies away into the circumambient gas.

You might say if you wished that the whole of the romantic attitude seems to crystallise
in verse round metaphors of flight. Hugo is always flying, flying over abysses, flying up into the
eternal gases. The word infinite in every other line.

In the classical attitude you never seem to swing right along to the infinite nothing. If you say
an extravagant thing which does exceed the limits inside which you know man to be fastened, yet
there is always conveyed in some way at the end an impression of yourself standing outside it, and
not quite believing it, or consciously putting it forward as a flourish. You never go blindly into an

atmosphere more than the truth, an atmosphere too rarefied for man to breathe for long.



You are always faithful to the conception of a limit. It is a question of pitch; in romantic verse you
move at a certain pitch of rhetoric which you know, man being what he is, to be a little high-falutin.
The kind of thing you get in Hugo or Swinburne. In the coming classical reaction that will feel just
wrong. For an example of the opposite thing, a verse written in the proper classical spirit, I can [120]
take the song from Cymbeline beginning with “Fear no more the heat of the sun.” I am just using
this as a parable. I don't quite mean what I say here. Take the last two lines:

Golden lads and girls all must,

Like chimney sweepers come to dust,

Now, no romantic would have ever written that. Indeed, so ingrained is romanticism, so
objectionable is this to it, that people have asserted that these were not part of the original song.

Apart from the pun, the thing that I think quite classical is the word lad. Your modern
romantic could never write that. He would have to write golden youth, and take up the thing at least
a couple of notes in pitch.

I want now to give the reasons which make me think that we are nearing the end of the
romantic movement.

The first lies in the nature of any convention or tradition in art. A particular convention or
attitude in art has a strict analogy to the phenomena of organic life. It grows old and decays. It has a
definite period of life and must die. All the possible tunes get played on it and then it is exhausted;
moreover its best period is its youngest. Take the case of the extraordinary efflorescence of verse in
the Elizabethan period. All kinds of reasons have been given for this—the discovery of the
new world and all the rest of it. There is a much simpler one. A new medium had been [121] given
them to play with—namely, blank verse. It was new and so it was easy to play new tunes on it.

The same law holds in other arts. All the masters of painting are born into the world at a time when
the particular tradition from which they start is imperfect. The Florentine tradition was just short of

full ripeness when Raphael came to Florence, the Bellinesque was still young when Titian was born



in Venice. Landscape was still a toy or an appanage of figure-painting when Turner and Constable
arose to reveal its independent power. When Turner and Constable had done with landscape they left
little or nothing for their successors to do on the same lines. Each field of artistic activity is
exhausted by the first great artist who gathers a full harvest from it.

This period of exhaustion seems to me to have been reached in romanticism. We shall not get
any new efflorescence of verse until we get a new technique, a new convention, to turn ourselves
loose in.

Objection might be taken to this. It might be said that a century as an organic unity doesn't
exist, that I am being deluded by a wrong metaphor, that I am treating a collection of literary people
as if they were an organism or state department. Whatever we may be in other things, an objector
might urge, in literature in as far as we are anything at all—in as far as we are worth considering—
we are [122] individuals, we are persons, and as distinct persons we cannot be subordinated to any
general treatment. At any period at any time, an individual poet may be a classic or a romantic just
as he feels like it. You, at any particular moment may think that you can stand outside a movement.
You may think that as an individual you observe both the classic and the romantic spirit and decide
from a purely detached point of view that one is superior to the other.

The answer to this is that no one, in a matter of judgment of beauty, can take a detached
standpoint in this way. Just as physically you are not born that abstract entity, man, but the child of
particular parents, so you are in matters of literary judgment. Your opinion is almost entirely of the
literary history that came just before you, and you are governed by that whatever you may think.
Take Spinoza's example of a stone falling to the ground. If it had a conscious mind it would, he said,
think it was going to the ground because it wanted to. So you with your pretended free judgment
about what is and what is not beautiful. The amount of freedom in man is much exaggerated. That
we are free on certain rare occasions, both my religion and the views I get from metaphysics

convince me. But many acts which we habitually label free are in reality automatic. It is quite



possible for a man--to write a book almost automatically. [123] T have read several such products.
Some observations were recorded more than twenty years ago by Robertson on reflex speech, and he
found that in certain cases of dementia, where the people were quite unconscious so far as the
exercise of reasoning went, that very intelligent answers were given to a succession of questions on
politics and such matters. The meaning of these questions could not possibly have been understood.
Language here acted after the manner of a reflex. So that certain extremely complex mechanisms,
subtle enough to imitate beauty, can work by themselves—I certainly think that this is the case with
judgments about beauty.

I can put the same thing in slightly different form. Here is a question of a conflict of two attitudes,
as it might be of two techniques. The critic, while he has to admit that changes from one to the other
occur, persists in regarding them as mere variations to a certain fixed normal, just as a pendulum
might swing. I admit the analogy of the pendulum as far as movement, but I deny the further
consequence of the analogy, the existence of the point of rest, the normal point.

When I say that I dislike the romantics, I dissociate two things: the part of them in which they
resemble all the great poets, and the part in which they differ and which gives them their character as
romantics. It is this minor element which constitutes the [124] particular note of a century, and
which, while it excites contemporaries, annoys the next generation. It was precisely that quality in
Pope which pleased his friends, which we detest. Now, anyone just before the romantics who felt
that, could have predicted that a change was coming. It seems to me that we stand just in the same
position now. I think that there is an increasing proportion of people who simply can't stand
Swinburne.

When I say that there will be another classical revival I don't necessarily anticipate
t a return to Pope. I say merely that now is the time for such a revival. Given people of the necessary
capacity, it may be a vital thing; without them we may get a formalism something like Pope. When it

does come we may not even recognise it as classical. Although it will be classical it will be different



because it has passed through a romantic period. To take a parallel example: I remember being very
surprised, after seeing the Post Impressionists, to find in Maurice Denis's account of the matter that
they consider themselves classical in the sense that they were trying to impose the same order on the
mere flux of new material provided by the impressionist movement, that existed in the more limited
materials of the painting before.

There is something now to be cleared away before I get on with my argument, which is that
while romanticism is dead in reality, [125] yet the critical attitude appropriate to it still continues to
exist. To make this a little clearer: For every kind of verse, there is a corresponding receptive
attitude. In a romantic period we demand from verse certain qualities. In a classical period we
demand others. At the present time I should say that this receptive attitude has outlasted the thing
from which it was formed. But while the romantic tradition has run dry, yet the critical attitude of
mind, which demands romantic qualities from verse, still survives. So that if good classical verse
were to be written to-morrow very few people would be able to stand it.

I object even to the best of the romantics. I object still more to the receptive attitude. I object
to the sloppiness which doesn't consider that a poem is a poem unless it is moaning or whining about
something or other. I always think in this connection of the last line of a poem of John Webster's
which ends with a request I cordially endorse :

“End your moan and come away.”

The thing has got so bad now that a poem which is all dry and hard, a properly classical poem,
would not be considered poetry at all. How many people now can lay their hands on their hearts and
say they like either Horace or Pope? They feel a kind of chill when they read them.

The dry hardness which you get in the [126] classics is absolutely repugnant to them. Poetry
that isn't damp isn't poetry at all. They. cannot see that accurate description is a legitimate object of
verse. Verse to them always means a bringing in of some of the emotions that are grouped around

the word infinite.



The essence of poetry to most people is that it must lead them to a beyond of some kind.
Verse strictly confined to the earthly and the definite (Keats is full of it) might seem to them to be
excellent writing, excellent craftsmanship, but not poetry. So much has romanticism debauched us,
that, without some form of vagueness, we deny the highest.

In the classic it is always the light of ordinary day, never the light that never was on land or
sea. It is always perfectly human and never exaggerated: man is always man and never a god.

But the awful result of romanticism is that, accustomed to this strange light, you can never
live without it. Its effect on you is that of a drug.

There is a general tendency to think that verse means little else than the expression of
unsatisfied emotion. People say: “But how can you have verse without sentiment?”” You see what it
is: the prospect alarms them. A classical revival to them would mean the prospect of an arid desert
and the death of poetry as they understand it, and could only come to fill the gap caused by that
[127] death. Exactly why this dry classical spirit should have a positive and legitimate necessity to
express itself in poetry is utterly inconceivable to them. What this positive need is, I shall show later.
It follows from the fact that there is another quality, not the emotion produced, which is at the root of
excellence in verse. Before I get to this I am concerned with a negative thing, a theoretical point, a
prejudice that stands in the way and is really at the bottom of this reluctance to understand classical
verse.

It is an objection which ultimately I believe comes from a bad metaphysic of art. You are
unable to admit the existence of beauty without the infinite being in some way or another dragged in.

I may quote for purposes of argument, as a typical example of this kind of attitude made
vocal, the famous chapters in Ruskin's Modern Painters, Vol. 11, on the imagination. I must say here,
parenthetically, that I use this word without prejudice to the other discussion with which I shall end
the paper. I only use the word here because it is Ruskin's word. All that I am concerned with just of

now 1is the attitude behind it, which I take to be the romantic.



“Imagination cannot but be serious; she sees too far, too darkly, too solemnly, too earnestly,
ever to smile. There is something in the heart of everything, if we can reach it, that we shall not be
inclined to laugh at. . . .. [128] Those who have so pierced and seen the melancholy deeps of things,
are filled with intense passion and gentleness of sympathy.” (Part III, Chap. III, § 9.)

“There is in every word set down by the imaginative mind an awful undercurrent of
meaning, and evidence and shadow upon it of the deep places out of which it has come. It is often
obscure, often half-told; for he who wrote it, hi his clear seeing of the things beneath, may have been
impatient of detailed interpretation; for if we choose to dwell upon it and trace it, it wilt lead us
always securely back to that metropolis of the soul’s dominion from which we may follow out all the
ways and tracks to its farthest coasts." (Part III, Chap. II1, § 5.)

Really in all these matters the act of judgment is an instinct, an absolutely unstateable
thing akin to the art of the tea taster. But you must talk, and the only language you can use in this
matter is that of analogy. I have no material clay to mould to the given shape; the only thing which
one has for the purpose, and which acts as a substitute for it, a kind of mental clay, are certain
metaphors modified into theories of @sthetic and rhetoric. A combination of these, while it cannot
state the essentially unstateable intuition, can yet give you a sufficient analogy to enable you to see
what it was and to recognise it on condition that you yourself have been in a similar state. Now these
phrases [129] of Ruskin's convey quite clearly to me his taste in the matter.

I see quite clearly that he thinks the best verse must be serious. That is a natural
attitude for a man in the romantic period. But he is not content with saying that he prefers this kind
of verse. He wants to deduce his opinion like his master, Coleridge, from some fixed principle which
can be found by metaphysic.

Here is the last refuge of this romantic attitude. It proves itself to be not an attitude but a

deduction from a fixed principle of the cosmos.



One of the main reasons for the existence of philosophy is not that it enables you to find truth
(it can never do that) but that it does provide you with a refuge. The usual idea of the thing is that it
provides you with a fixed basis from which you can deduce the things you want in a&sthetics. The
process is the exact contrary. You start in the confusion of the fighting line, you retire from that just
a little to the rear to recover, to get your weapons right. Quite plainly, without metaphor this—it
provides you with an elaborate and precise language in which you really can explain definitely what
you mean, but what you want to say is decided by other things. The ultimate reality is the hurly-
burly, the struggle; the metaphysics is an adjunct to clear-headedness in it.

To get back to Ruskin and his objection [130] to all that is not serious. It seems to me that
involved in this is a bad metaphysical a&esthetic. You have the metaphysic which in defining beauty
or the nature of art always drags in the infinite. Particularly in Germany, the land where theories of
aesthetics were first created, the romantic @sthetes collated all beauty to an impression of the
infinite involved in the identification of our being in absolute spirit. In the least element of beauty we
have a total intuition of the whole world. Every artist is a kind of pantheist.

Now it is quite obvious to anyone who holds this kind of theory that any poetry which
confines itself to the finite can never be of the highest kind. It seems a contradiction in terms to
them. And as in metaphysics you get the last refuge of a prejudice, so it is now necessary for me to
refute this.

Here follows a tedious piece of dialectic, but it is necessary for my purpose. I must avoid two
pitfalls in discussing the idea of beauty. On the one hand there is the old classical view which is
supposed to define it as lying in conformity to certain standard fixed forms; and on the other hand
there is the romantic view which drags in the infinite. I have got to find a metaphysic between these
two which will enable me to hold consistently that a neo-classic verse of the type I have indicated
involves no contradiction in terms. It is essential to prove that beauty may be in small, dry things.

[131]



The great aim is accurate, precise and definite description. The first thing is to recognize
how extraordinarily difficult this is. It is no mere matter of carefulness; you have to use language,
and language is by its very nature a communal thing; that is, it expresses never the exact thing but a
compromise—that which is .common to you, me and everybody. But each man sees a little
differently, and to get out clearly and exactly what he does see, he must have a terrific struggle with
language, whether it be with words or the technique of other arts. Language has its own special
nature, its own conventions and communal ideas. It is only by a concentrated effort of the mind that
you can hold it fixed to your own purpose. I always think that the fundamental process at the back of
all the arts might be represented by the following metaphor. You know what I call architect's
curves—flat pieces of wood with all different kinds of curvature. By a suitable selection from these
you can draw approximately any curve you like. The artist I take to be the man who simply can't
bear the idea of that “approximately.” He will get the exact curve of what he sees whether it be an
object or an idea in the mind. I shall here have to change my metaphor a little to get the process in
his [132] mind. Suppose that instead of your curved pieces of wood you have a springy piece of steel
of the same types of curvature as the wood. Now the state of tension or concentration of mind, if he
is doing anything really good in this struggle against the ingrained habit of the technique, may be
represented by a man employing all his fingers to bend the steel out of its own curve and into the
exact curve which you want. Something different to what it would assume naturally.

There are then two things to distinguish, first the particular faculty of mind to see things as
they really are, and apart from the conventional ways in which you have been trained to see them.
This itself rare enough in all consciousness. Second, the concentrated state of mind, the grip over
oneself which is necessary in the actual expression of what one sees. To prevent one falling into the

conventional curves of ingrained technique, to hold on through infinite detail and trouble to the exact



curve you want. Wherever you get this sincerity, you get the fundamental quality of good art without
dragging in infinite or serious.

I can now get at that positive fundamental quality of verse which constitutes excellence,
which has nothing to do with infinity, with mystery or with emotions.

This is the point I aim at, then, in my argument. I prophesy that a period of dry, hard,
classical verse is coming. I have [133] met the preliminary objection founded on the bad romantic
resthetic that in such verse, from which the infinite is excluded, you cannot have the essence of
poetry at all.

After attempting to sketch out what this positive quality is, I can get on to the end of my
paper in this way: That where you get this quality exhibited in the realm of the emotions you get
imagination, and that where you get this quality exhibited in the contemplation of finite things you
get fancy.

In prose as in algebra concrete things are embodied in signs or counters which are
moved about according to rules, without being visualised at all in the process. There are in prose
certain type situations and arrangements of words, which move as automatically into certain other
arrangements as do functions in algebra. One only changes the X's and the Y's back into physical
things at the end of the process. Poetry, in one aspect at any rate, may be considered as an effort to
avoid this characteristic of prose. It is not a counter language, but a visual concrete one. It is a
compromise for a language of intuition which would hand over sensations bodily. It always
endeavours to arrest you, and to make you continuously see a physical thing, to prevent you gliding
through an abstract process. It chooses fresh epithets and fresh metaphors, not so much because they
are new, and we are tired of the old, but because the old cease to convey a [134] physical thing and
become abstract counters. A poet says a ship “coursed the seas” to get a physical image, instead of
the counter word “sailed.” Visual meanings can only be transferred by the new bowl of metaphor;

prose is an old pot that lets them leak out. Images in verse are not mere decoration, but the very



essence of an intuitive language. Verse is a pedestrian taking you over the ground, prose—a train
which delivers you at a destination.

I can now get on to a discussion of two words often used in this connection, “fresh” and
“unexpected.” You praise a thing for being “fresh.” I understand what you mean, but the word
besides conveying the truth conveys a secondary something which is certainly false. When you say a
poem or drawing is fresh, and so good, the impression is somehow conveyed that the essential
element of goodness is freshness, that it is good because it is fresh. Now this is certainly
wrong, there is nothing particularly desirable about freshness per se. Works of art aren’t
eggs. Rather the contrary. It is simply an unfortunate necessity due to the nature of language and
technique that the only way the element which does constitute goodness, the only way in which its
presence can be detected externally, is by freshness. Freshness convinces you, you feel at once that
the artist was in an actual physical state. You feel that for a minute. Real communication is so very
rare, for plain speech is uncon- [135] vincing. It is in this rare fact of communication that you get
the root of @sthetic pleasure.

I shall maintain that wherever you get an extraordinary interest in a thing, a great zest in its
contemplation which carries on the contemplator to accurate description in the sense of the word
accurate | have just analysed, there you have sufficient justification for poetry. It must be an intense
zest which heightens a thing out of the level of prose. I am using contemplation here just in the
same way that Plato used it, only applied to a different subject; it is a detached interest. “The object
of @sthetic contemplation is something framed apart by itself and regarded without memory or
expectation, simply as being itself, as end not means, as individual not universal.”

To take a concrete example. I am taking an extreme case. If you are walking behind a woman
in the street, you notice the curious way in which the skirt rebounds from her heels. If that peculiar
kind of motion becomes of such interest to you that you will search about until you can get the exact

epithet which hits it off, there you have a properly @sthetic emotion. But it is the zest with which



you look at the thing which decides you to make the effort. In this sense the feeling that was in
Herrick's mind when he wrote “the tempestuous petticoat” was exactly the same as that which in
bigger and vaguer matters makes the best romantic verse. [136] It doesn't matter an atom that the
emotion produced is not of dignified vagueness, but on the contrary amusing; the point is that
exactly the same activity is at work as in the highest verse. That is the avoidance of conventional
language in order to get the exact curve of the thing.

I have still to show that in the verse which is to come, fancy will be the necessary weapon of
the classical school. The positive quality I have talked about can be manifested in ballad verse by
extreme directness and simplicity such as you get in “On Fair Kirkconnel Lea.” But the particular
verse we are going to get will be cheerful, dry and sophisticated, and here the necessary weapon or
the positive quality must be fancy.

Subject doesn't matter; the quality in it is the same as you get in the more romantic people.

It isn't the scale or kind of emotion produced that decides, but this one fact: Is there any real zest in
it? Did the poet have an actually realised. visual object before him in which he delighted? It doesn't
matter if it were a lady's shoe or the starry heavens.

Fancy is not mere decoration added on to plain speech. Plain speech is essentially
inaccurate. It is only by new metaphors, that is, by fancy, that it can be made precise.

When the analogy has not enough connection with the thing described to be quite parallel
with it, where it overlays the thing it [137] described and there is a certain excess, there you have the
play of fancy—that I grant is inferior to imagination.

But where the analogy is every bit of it necessary for accurate description in the sense of the
word accurate I have previously described, and your only objection to this kind of fancy is that it is
not serious in the effect it produces, then I think the objection to be entirely invalid. If it is sincere in

the accurate sense, when the whole of the analogy is necessary to get out the exact curve of the



feeling or thing you want to express—there you seem to me to have the highest verse, even though
the subject be trivial and the emotions of the infinite far away.

It is very difficult to use any terminology at all for this kind of thing. For whatever word you
use is at once sentimentalised. Take Coleridge's word “vital.” It is used loosely by all kinds of
people who talk about art, to mean something vaguely and mysteriously significant. In fact, vital and
mechanical is to them exactly the same antithesis as between good and bad.

Nothing of the kind; Coleridge uses it in a perfectly definite and what I call dry sense. It is
just this: A mechanical complexity is the sum of its parts. Put them side by side and you get the
whole. Now vital or organic is merely a convenient metaphor for a complexity of a different kind,
that in which the parts cannot be said to be elements as each one [138] is modified by the other's
presence, and each one to a certain extent is the whole. The leg of a chair by itself is still a leg. My
leg by itself wouldn't be.

Now the characteristic of the intellect is that it can only represent complexities of the
mechanical kind. It can only make diagrams, and diagrams are essentially things whose parts are
separate one from another. The intellect always analyses—when there is a synthesis it is baffled.
That is why the artist's work seems mysterious. The intellect can't represent it. This is a necessary
consequence of the particular nature of the intellect and the purposes for which it is formed. It
doesn't mean that your synthesis is ineffable, simply that it can't be definitely stated.

Now this is all worked out in Bergson, the central feature of his whole philosophy. It is all
based on the clear conception of these vital complexities which he calls “intensive” as opposed to the
other kind which he calls “extensive,” and the recognition of the fact that the intellect can only deal
with the extensive multiplicity. To deal with the intensive you must use intuition.

Now, as I said before, Ruskin was perfectly aware of all this, but he had no such
metaphysical background which would enable him to state definitely what he meant. The result is

that he has to flounder about in a series of metaphors. A powerfully imaginative mind seizes and



combines at the same [139] instant all the important ideas of its poem or picture, and while it works
with one of them, it is at the same instant working with and modifying all in their relation to it and
never losing sight of their bearings on each other—as the motion of a snake's body goes through all
parts at once and its volition acts at the same instant in coils which go contrary ways.

A romantic movement must have an end of the very nature of the thing. It may be deplored,
but it can't be helped—wonder must cease to be wonder.

I guard myself here from all the consequences of the analogy, but it expresses at any rate the
inevitableness of the process. A literature of wonder must have an end as inevitably as a strange land
loses its strangeness when one lives in it. Think of the lost ecstasy of the Elizabethans. “Oh my
America, my new found land,” think of what it meant to them and of what it means to us. Wonder
can only be the attitude of a man passing from one stage to another, it can never be a permanently

fixed thing.



