
Lecture I: “On Poetry in General”, Lectures on the English Poets, 1818  

I shall conclude this general account with some remarks on four of the principal works of poetry in the 
world, at different periods of history,—Homer, the Bible, Dante, and let me add, Ossian. In Homer, 
the principle of action or life is predominant; in the Bible, the principle of faith and the idea of 
Providence; Dante is a personification of blind will; and in Ossian we see the decay of life, and the lag 
end of the world.  

[...]  

Dante was the father of modern poetry, and he may therefore claim a place in this connection. His 
poem is the first great step from Gothic darkness and barbarism; and the struggle of thought in it to 
burst the thralldom in which the human mind had been so long held, is felt in every page. He stood 
bewildered, not appalled, on that dark shore which separates the ancient and the modern world; and 
saw the glories of antiquity dawning through the abyss of time, while revelation opened its passage to 
the other world. He was lost in wonder at what had been done before him, and he dared to emulate it. 
Dante seems to have been indebted to the Bible for the gloomy tone of his mind, as well as for the 
prophetic fury which exalts and kindles his poetry; but he is utterly unlike Homer. His genius is not a 
sparkling flame, but the sullen heat of a furnace. He is power, passion, self-will personified. In all that 
relates to the descriptive or fanciful part of poetry, he bears no comparison to many who had gone 
before, or who have come after him; but there is a gloomy abstraction in his conceptions, which lies 
like a dead weight upon the mind; a benumbing stupor, a breathless awe, from the intensity of the 
impression; a terrible obscurity, like that which oppresses us in dreams; an identity of interest, which 
moulds every object to its own purposes, and clothes all things with the passions and imaginations of 
the human soul, —that make amends for all other deficiencies. The immediate objects he presents to 
the mind are not much in themselves, they want grandeur, beauty, and order; but they become 
everything by the force of the character he impresses upon them. His mind lends its own power to the 
objects which it contemplates, instead of borrowing it from them. He takes advantage even of the 
nakedness and dreary vacuity of his subject. His imagination peoples the shades of death, and broods 
over the silent air. He is the severest of all writers, the most hard and impenetrable, the most opposite 
to the flowery and glittering; who relies most on his own power, and the sense of it in others’ and who 
leaves most room to the imagination of his readers. Dante’s only endeavour is to interest; and he 
interests by exciting our sympathy with the emotion by which he is himself possessed. He does not 
place before us the objects by which that emotion has been created; but he seizes on the attention, by 
showing us the effect they produce on his feelings; and his poetry accordingly gives the same thrilling 
and overwhelming sensation, which is caught by gazing on the face of a person who has seen some 
object of horror. The improbability of the events, the abruptness and monotony in the Inferno, are 
excessive: but the interest never flags, from the continued earnestness of the author’s mind. Dante’s 
great power is in combining internal feelings with external objects. Thus the gate of hell, on which that 
withering inscription is written, seems to be endowed with speech and consciousness, and to utter its 
dread warning, not without a sense of mortal woes. This author habitually unites the absolutely local 
and individual with the greatest wildness and mysticism. In the midst of the obscure and shadowy 
regions of the lower world, a tomb suddenly rises up with the inscription, ‘I am the tomb of Pope 
Anastasius the Sixth’: and half the personages whom he has crowded into the Inferno are his own 
acquaintance. All this, perhaps, tends to heighten the effect by the bold intermixture of realities, and by 
an appeal, as it were, to the individual knowledge and experience of the reader. He affords few subjects 
for picture. There is, indeed, one gigantic one, that of Count Ugolino, of which Michael Angelo made a 
bas-relief, and which Sir Joshua Reynolds ought not to have painted. [...]  

  



Lecture II: “On Chaucer and Spenser”, Lecture on the English Poets, 1818  

 
Chaucer (who has been very properly considered as the father of English poetry) preceded Spenser by two 
centuries. He is supposed to have been born in London, in the year 1328, during the reign of Edward III, and to 
have died in 1400, at the age of seventy-two. He received a learned education at one, or at both of the 
universities, and travelled early into Italy, where he became thoroughly imbued with the spirit and excellences of 
the great Italian poets and prose-writers, Dante, Petrarch, and Boccacio; and is said to have had a personal 
interview with one of these, Petrarch. 

  



Lecture III: “On Shakespeare and Milton”, Lectures on the English Poets, 1818 

 
It remains to speak of the faults of Shakspeare. They are not so many or so great as they have been 
represented; what there are, are chiefly owing to the following causes:— The universality of his genius 
was, perhaps, a disadvantage to his single works; the variety of his resources, sometimes diverting him 
from applying them to the most effectual purposes. He might be said to combine the powers of 
AEschylus and Aristophanes, of Dante and Rabelais, in his own mind. If he had been only half what he 
was, he would perhaps have appeared greater. The natural ease and indifference of his temper made 
him sometimes less scrupulous than he might have been. He is relaxed and careless in critical places; he 
is in earnest throughout only in Timon, Macbeth, and Lear. Again, he had no models of acknowledged 
excellence constantly in view to stimulate his efforts, and by all that appears, no love of fame. He wrote 
for the “great vulgar and the small,” in his time, not for posterity. 

 


