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DICTI N IN CERTAIU ENGLISH 

NEO-CLASSIC .AND ROMANTIC WRITERS 

INTRODUCTION 

It is a truism that literary form changes with the 

changing ideas and emotions of different literary eras. 

Nee-classic regularity corrunences the a.ge of rationalism 

4nd drntellectuA.l enlightenment. A certain formalism 

limits the freedom of literary speech and cha.r~.cterises 

our age of mere opinion and chaos. The Neo-claasic and 

Romanti9 eras in English literature are from the view

point of form diametrically opposite. In other aspects 

they are not so widely different but in form and ex

pression we find a distinct variance. 

Diction is ati essential element in form and it ia 

upon this that we shall concentrate our efforts. We 

shall Rttempt to discover wherein the choice of language 

of the Nao-classic writers and the Romantic writers dif

fer and to trace the origin nnd influences which brought 

about the difference. For example of varying diction we 



shall take the .representative authors of each period 

and b y certain of their works reveal the vast dif

ference in the selection of words for the expression 

of an idea. 

Di se.gre e ing as to what cons ti tu ted good 1 it-

er a. ture it was inevitable that the au t h ore of the two -

eras should produce poetry and prose which was so 

widely different in many aspects. The Neo-Clasaiciete 

did not conceive that every word in the language as 

being adaptable to poetry or even to excellent prose. 

Reacting ag~inst this narrowness, the Romantics crone 

forth with a more free and naturalistic conception of 

what was necessary for literature. 

The question was no means a new one. It had been 

discussed in the time of Hora.c·e; it had b een raised in 

France by the Pleiad, and afterward discussed by every 

French critic; it was familiar in England since the 

publication of Lyly •-a "Euphues "i. 

The language J,lsed: by poets very largely changes 

according to the age in wh ich they live. The writings 

of the various ages show t hat poetry like politics is 

an outward mode of expressing the active principles of 

1. Courtho pe, J ohn. "Life in Poetry, Law in Taste" 



3/ 

social life. Romance was heard in the voice of 

Wordsworth sending out h is thought into the heart of 

nature; in the voice of Blron. rebellious against the 

laws of Society; in the voice of Shelley dreaming of 

the destinies of humanity. For universal conceptions 

such as these. Roma.nee has b een the fitting vehicle of 

expression. 

Men have always differed in the choice of language 

for their subjects. The con troversey continued 

through the ages of Engli sb literature. We shall 

pe,use a t the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to 

make a survey of the represent~.tive e,uthore ~d 

writings of the period to sh ow that the problem had 

not been seltled and that there were still wide var

iances in the matter of diction. 

The obligations to such works as William J, ohn 

Courthope'e "Life 1n Poetry , Law in TRste". Oliver 

Eltons "Survey of Rnglish Litera ture." Dr. Harko G. 

De Maar's "History of 1odern English Rom~nticism", 

and Louis Cazamian' s "History of English Literature" 

are acknowledged with appreciation and gratitude. 



PART I 

DICTION IN ElJGLISH NEC-CLASSICISM 



PART I 

Chapter 1 Survey of Neo-clasaic Period 

The change from one ideal of life to another 

ie always gr~dual. The al tera.tion is not notlceable 

for a time lJut at length the traneforma tion i a per

ceptible. so ~it was in England after the Restor

ation. 

The theatres opened again and were crowded with 

gay spectators. The old plays were revived--Shake

speare's and Jonson's and the romantic dramas of 

Beaumont and Fletcher. Yet., one day, men became con

scious of change. They responded less eagerly to the 

burning idealisms of the Elizabethan period. The 

dramas of Shakespeare seemed, indeed, the work of 

genius, but it was a mild and romantic genius in 

need of restraint. For nearly a hundred years fol

lowing the Restoration there was a reaction against 

the romanticism that had b een the chief character

istic of literature and life in ngland before that 

time. Violent emotions, undue enthusiaeme, were to 

be repressed, or if they were suffered to appear, 

it must b e with due regai·d to good form and in ac

cordance with sta ted rules. The Elizabethans had 

been interested in story and character. They had 



not thought much about strict rules of form. The 

new age was interested in character but not in indi

viduality. It preferred people who were types--the 

typical lover, the typical king, the typical heroine. 

The names by which periods of literature desig

nate themselves, or which they receive from the suc

ceeding 4g e. are not always those which a. dista,nt 

posterity would choose for them. with the help of 

the perspective of centuries. It is for the sake of 

convenience. a.nd according to 13, tradition which dates . 

back to the end of the ei ghteenth century. that we 

st i 11 term "class i cal " the genera ti on of which Pope 

is the center. and so to say the symbol. Yet this 

title "classical" answered to their deepest desires; 

it well defines the nature of their doctrines, their 

effort and their faith. 

Thus the phase of literary history to which this 

name has been given strives to live up to the ideals 

set for itself'. c erta in temperaments ,md certain 

individuals, come to the fore in time for the complete 

realization of t h is a g e. Pope. and the group of 

poets who acknowledge or tolera.te his auperiori ty Are 

naturally the center of a literature so attentive to 

the laws of form, that the cadenced And compa·ct ex-



pression of an idea is more precious in their eyes 

than the idea itself . The word. the me.nner of ex

pression, and the form are wholly dominant over any 

in trinei c value that the subject might have. 

Uhapter 2. Alexander Pope 

=oremost among the representatives of this 

classic er~ in English literature is Alexander Pope. 

Gifted for clear thinking. his agile mind grasps 

the characteristic angles of things. The intimate 

and easentiAl qu~.lity. the sub11l.e shades also, 

which est::1-blish fine transitions b etween them, the 

complexities. and the depths of'ten esc4pe him; but 

no one b etter possesses tne definite and accurate 

mental images whence there springs of itself a 

striking relation of terms--an idea. Rationality 

thus consists here, before all, of keen and lumin

ous perceptions . 

"The writer knows how to convey the easy, 

happy exercise of intelligence, how to rend~r it 

by the most suitable, the briefest and most telling 

words; and thus the plea.sure which the poetry of 

Pope procures for us rises primarily from a joyous 



4. 

intellectual activity which moves among ideas, 

seizes them, combines them, arranges them into 

groups with so much ease that it seems to rise above 

the uncertitude and confusion of human thought."1 • 

Pepe, however, like the other Neo-classiciste 

lacked color and imaginative · appeal in his diction. 

There is no strangeness. no remoteness. no sense o~ 

mystery. It is all clear. precise, and brilliant, 

but not suggestive or picturesque. He portrays the 

hard perfection of Augustan diction. 

"Those rules of old discovered, not 

devised, 

Are nature still, but nature methodized; 

Nature, like liberty is but restrained 

By the same laws which first herself 

ordained. 

(Essay on Criticism) 

His poetry contains cadence and rhythm but yet it 

appeals to the reader as a mere formula devoid of 

color and emotion. It is beautiful in ite intel

lectuality but yet too severe a beauty. 

1. cazamian--History of ~nglish Literature--Vol. 2 



"LanguRge". Pope says. "ought to be the 

vestment of t ho ught. no thing is more 

dangerous than f qlse eloquence. where 

the foliage of words abound. the fruits 

of sense are scarce."1. 

5. 

A true exemplar of the a ge, Pope is a poet of 

artificial manners rather than of feeling . Hie 

works were written for an artificial and conven

tional society. They speak the language not of the 

world out of the city. We may find in them strokes 

or worldly good sense and acuteness. a delicate and 

polished irony, a neatness and distinctness of dic

tion, but we search in v a in for any of the higher 

attributes o·r the creative intellect. He is polished, 

urb:me, q,nd select. a master of 19,nguRJg e J:t.nd fonn. 

We have a passage from b is "Essay on Criti cism" 

which is typica.l of h is opinion in regard to ex

pression . 

"Expression is the dress of thought. 

and still 

Appears more decent as more suitable. 

1. Hist. of Engl. Lit. CA.z,wian--Vol. II 
p. 95. 



A wile condeit in pompous words 

expressed 

Is like R clown in regal purple dressed." 

Chapter 3. John Dryden and Other Contemporaries 

The greatest writer in the latter half of the 

seventh centur~ is John Dryden. It was due to his 

contributions to English prose that the secret of 

adj ust'ing the style of prose-writing to that of 

well-bred and modern converaation was discovered. 

However, he could drop into verse when he so de

sired. Hecause of this, the eighteenth century was 

tempted to make a decided distinction. not merely 

between proeRic and poetic diction, but b etween 

us~ge and applic~tions of the dictions themselves. 

It treated in poetry a great many su bjects which 

would have been much Le tter treated in prose; if 

clearness and straightforwardness were attained 

they considered the whole duty of prose accomplished 

and that any further attraction was a kind of tres

pass on the ri ghts of poetry . 

To correct this limitation . waa no doubt one of 

the main objects of the notable Periodical Essay 



which followed. In " The Tattler", Swift has a direct 

a ttack on vulg4risms, especi~lly colloquial expres

sions and slang. But Steele's and still more Ad

dison's way, was not an attack but the indirect 

exposure of vulgarity and inelegance by the practice 

of elegant and refined writing. 

Dryden's work ia all couched in clear, flaming, 

ra the1· loo selJ jointed En glish, carefully avoiding 

rhetoric, and striving always to reproduce the ease 

and flaw of cultured conversation, rather than the 

more closely knit style of "literary" prose. As an 

example of this, we may take the first few sentences 

from "An Essay on Drruna tic Poesy" on Shakespeare •1 • 

"To o e gin th en with ShAkespea re. He 

w~s th e mru1 wh o of ~11 modern. 4nd per

haps ancient poet s h :::t.ri th e l a r 0 est ~nd 

most comp rehensive soul. 11 the images 

of nature were still present to h i m, and 

he drew t h em not laboriously , t ut luckily; 

when he descri bes anyth ing , you more than 

see it, you feel it too." 

1. Greenlaw-Miles---"Literature and Life• 



a. 

vryden's methods were the methods of the four 

great prose writers who followed him. Defoe. Addison. 

Steele. and Swit·t. 

Something had happened to the English l,mguage. 

The assimilation of latiniems and the reviv~l of 

obsolete terms of speech had ceased; it had become 

finally a more or less fixed form, and acquired a 

grammatical fixity which it had not possessed in 

Eliz.q,betha.n time a. !hat they did for prose these 

classic writers did even more exactly for verse. 

As the period progressed an increasing habit of 

wilful difficulties in language and versification was 

evident. 

Defoe. especially, has the gift of perfect 

lucidity. No matter bow complicated the subject he 

is expanding, the matter is set forth so plainly 

and so clearly that the least literate of readers 

could understand it. Yet the fo .nn is fixed and 

Neo-claseic in construction. 

Chapter 4. Samuel Johnson 

The middle yea,rs of the ei ghteen th century did 

not show any distinct cleavage in the history of 

ideas or in that of form. Classicism continues to 



9. 

rule after the age of Pope. The doctrine seems to 

be definitely established. Although society has 

become more and more middle-class there still reigns 

a rational literature, in which the domina.n t stamp 

i e that of its a.ri a tocPa tic origins. The central 

figure in this a ge of bourgeois classicism is Samuel 

Johnson. 

He attempted various types of writing before he 

fin ally became a succ es e. Hi a outs t~nding work is 

the ttDictionary of the English L~nguage." _ The gram

marian was a great deal more successful than the 

essayist. His design is above all to "preserve the 

purity, and determine th e sense of our English 

idiom"; while the value of words and their pronun

ciations are still in a sta te of instability, he 

hoped to put an end t o variations which his in

stinct condemned; the need of a set urle, a purely 

classical need is the impulse he obeys. 

Chapter 5. Summary of Nao-classic Diction 

Viewed as a whole we find Neo-claesic works 

ra ti ona..1 in their inspiration. The au t h o rs of the 

period do not choose subjects of concrete nature 



10. 

and treat them ~ccordingly. To the contrary their 

themes incline towards abstraction. The choice of 

terms, the quality of the style. a.re determined by 

a deep preference of the mind. 

"Classical art is a priesthood bj' virtue 

of which the Modern fu ind can raise itself, 

through deliberate i mitation to the level 

of the august quality of ancient liter

aturee .•1. 

Since the Nee-classicists desired to raise the 

standard of literature to the highest level of noble

ness. that of an equality with the Ancients whom they 

venerated, the problem presented itself as to the 

location of this nobleness. The subject a .. bout which to 

be written undoubtedly enters but noble subjecte call 

t'or noble language and it is through language that 

this ideal of nobleness and di gnity could be felt. 

Eecnuse o f the intrinsic content. some subjects 

must be familiar and simple hut here intervenes an

other e:ff ect of the classical ideal. Stress is 

1. Cazamian--Hist. of Eng. Lit .--Vol. Il--p. 95 



11. 

not placed upon the originality of the idea. but 

upon the VR,lue of the form, l t i e R. systematic 

seA.rch for verb ql intensity which lies within the 

limits imposed by serene and correct ta.ate. The 

Meo-classicists ret·used to select a language for 

their thought which contained an expressive force of 

concrete, familiar terms which are realistic and de

scriptive of life. They permit an aristocratic 

· purism to take possession of literature---it is 

selective language and distinction of form which 

counts. They lose all connection with Nature and 

reality. and the language isolates itself from the 

necessary sources of realistic expression. it is 

this loss of connection which the Romanticists 

attempted, and accomplished, to re-establish. -~ 

Stereotyped expressions transmitted from poet 

to poet constitutes the poetic diction of the 

eighteenth century. The author no longer considers 

the internal aspect of the subject, but the work is 

a mere verbal creation bich answers to a mech

anical art. The Ancients were the object of the ut

most veneration and it wa s upon their accomplishments 

that the l eo-classicis ts placed all their ambi ti one 

of imitation. Literary motives were substituted 



for spontaneous impulses and writing became purely 

mechanical. Gradually mechanism almost completely 

replaced life, and the authors became mere subjects 

of a set rule. And thus the spirit of verbal af

fectation contributed to · the formation of a set of 

epithets, phrases, and terms, which from the time of 

Pope, and especially after his d~y, overloaded 

poetry with unbear~ble elegance. Poetic diction 

is easily perceptible in the Pope of Windsor Forest 

to WJ:i om shepherds are decidedly "awains". fish, "the 

scaley breed", the sea, "the watery plains". The 

aft·ected diction is especially prevalent in Pope, 

but J. t d.ev el ops in many of .his f ollowera. This 

smooth, lucid, polished, urbane formula existed for 

a century as the language of the writers. And 

because of the outstanding intellectual fruitions 

of the century it is known in history as the 

Augustan Age of English Literature. 



PART II 

DICTION IN ENGLISH ROMANTICISM 



PART II 

Chapter 1. Diction in English Romanticism 

Descri ced by Edwin Greenlaw as "a return to 

the medieval, as a return to nature". and as a 

"rebirth of wonder:. English Romanticism marks a 

changing current in the trend of literature. A 

revolution in form and style, it stands out in 

marked an ti thesis to the strictness a.nd a.rtific

iali ty of the preceding Neo-classic period. 

The Neo-classicism of the Augustan Age had 

been so fixed ~nd immutable; it had been adapted 

strictly to what good breeding and good manners had 

demanded. Th e influence of the contemporary. i:>Oli• 

tical conditions was so pronounced. John Dryden 

had been a Court poet, ever careful to sway his 

allegiance with the changing monarchy. Pope, 

likewise, had been intimate with the great people 

of h is day and his followers too had enjoyed the 

patronage of many noble lords. The effect of this 

was to give the prestige of social usage to the 

1. Greenlaw-Miles "Literature and Life" 



verse in which they wrote And the language they 

used. 

"There was", said Dr. Johnson, "before 

the time of Dryden no poetical diction, 

no · system of words at once refined from 

the grossness of domestic use. and free 

from the harshness of terms appropriated 

to particular arta. Wo rds too familiar 

or too remote to defeat the purpose of 

a poet."1 • 

14. 

This poetic diction, refined from the grossness of 

domestic use. was the standard poeti.c speech of 

the ei ghteenth century. The heroic couplet in 

which it was cast was the stendard metre . So 

that the first object of the revolt of the Rom.q,ntice 

was the purely literary one of abandoning the evil 

of an unre~,l and artificial manner of writing . 

The desired . simplicity both in language and in style. 

1. Modern English Literature--G. H• air 



CJhapter 2. Robert Burns 

New currents were beginning to sway men's 

minds ~nd sweep away the conven tione of the 

Augustans. Representing a complete break with the 

ideals of the Augustans. we have the poet and 

singer, Robert Burns. He wrote about simple themes, 

topics that Pope a.nd his school would not have re

garded as fit subjects for poetry. Pope wrote 

about fa$ienable life, or put into finely polished 

verse, theories about literature or the moral re

flections of his tirne. Burns wrote about dogs, 

mice. the field daisies, the life of peasants. In 

his . oetry, the langu~ge of unlettered men took 

the place of the arti£Loia1 language of peop1e 

whose language was as formal as their lives. 

~urns also wrote about love, in a series of poig

nant lyrics such as English poetry had not known 

since the Eliz~bethan period. He expressed a sense 

of the dignity of simple life everywhere. He made 

no a p ology for his cottager; indeed. he assented 

that the true greatness of hie native Scotland was 

to be sought in such lit" e ·as he descri·bed in "Cot

ters' Saturday :right." Burns sele·cts as his words 



those of universal appeal, devoid of urban a.rti 

ficiali ty. One cannot imagine Pope writing this: 

"Flow gently, sweet Afton, among thy 

green bra.es; 

Flow gently, I'll sing thee a song in 

thy praise. 

My Mary's asleep by thy murmuring stream; 

Flow gently, sweet Afton, disturb not 

her dreAZn." 

16, 

burns possessed a supreffie gift of song which 

he had inherited from those musical ancestors who 

had gone before . All bis life he was the singe1· of 

a parish, the last of a long line of forebearers 

who had used the Scottish lowland vernacular to 

rhyme in , about their nei ~hbors and their scandals, 

their loves. and their church. If he i a to b e con

sidered as an innovator in England it is because he 

brought with him the highly individual style of 

Scottish local vernacular verse; he was no innovator 

to h is own people, but a fulfillment. He b rought 

pathos and romance into lyric and song. This Scot

tish poet is not original. In most all of his 

works there R.re some traces of the Scottish vernac-



ul~r school. What he did ccompliah. h o ever. was 

to pour into these forms the incomparab le richness 

of a personalits whose fini and brilliance and 

humor transcended all tradition. It was a pereon

ali tJ which towered over the formalism and correct

ness o:t' his time. His use of familiar forms ex

plains more than anything else, bis immediate fame. 

He was the pride of h is countrymen b ecause they 

could hail bim on the instant as something froniliar 

and at the same time more splendid than anything 

they knew. He spoke in a tongue they could un

derstand. 

ttContented wi' little, and c nntie wi' mair, 

Wh ene'er I forgather wi' Sorrow 411d Care, 

I gi e th em A skelp a s th ey' re creeping alang, 

Wi' a cog o' gude swats and an auld Scottish 

sang. 

Hlind Chance, let her snapper and itoyte on her way; 

Be' t to me , be' t frae me, e'en let the jade gae: 

Come ease or c ome travail, come pleasure or pa.in, 

My warst word is "Welcome, a.nd welcome againl• 

( Contented Wi' Little) 
( Stanza s 1 and :3} 

Bec ause ~nglish wa s a farei gn tongue to 

Burns, only the weakest side of hi s character, hie 



his sentimentalism. finds expression in it. In 

the verna.culA.r, he wrote the language he spoke, 

18. 

a languA ge whose n a tural force and color had become 

enriched by literary use. It held within it an un

m~, tched fa.cul ty f or path os. a ca_pq,ci ty for ezpres

sing a kindly humor, a power of descriptive vi~idnese 

thRt English could not g ive. It is hard to conceive 

of any of the N eo- c 1 a. s sic is ts w r i ting: 

"Hal whaur ye g aun, le crowlin ferlie? 

Your impudence protects you eairly; 

I canna say but ye strunt rarely, 

Owre ga,uze and lace; 

Tho', fid th 1 I fear ye dine but sparely 

On s i c a place." 

( To A Louse) 
( Stanza 1.) 

The a ce en t, the rhythm, the air of it a re n.11 Seo t ti sh, 

and i t was a .Hurns thinking in hi s native tongue who 

wrote it. 

c;bap ter 3. 11illi am Jordswortb 

A true nature poet and typical exemplar of the 

Romantic revival is William Vi·ordsworth. Vlh en the 



19. 

Lyrical ballads of Wordsworth and Coleridge were 

published in 1798. the preface which Wordsworth 

wrote as their manifesto hardly touched at all on 

the poetic imagination or the attitude of the poet 

to life a.nd nature. The · only question is that of 

diction. He writes: 

"The majority of the following poems 

are to be considered ~s experiments. 

Tn ey we re writ ten chiefly with the 

view to ascertain how far the lang

uage of conversation in the middl e 

and lower classes of society is ad

apted to the purposes of poetic 

pleasure." 

(Preface---~iret Edition) 

And in the longer preface to the second edition. in 

w.bich the theories of the new school on the nature 

And methods of the poetic imagination are set forth 

at length, he returns to the same point. 

"The langu~ge. too. of these men ( tha.t i e 

those in humble qnd rustic lifet hae been 

Rdopted---because such men hourly com

munica,te i th the le13,st objects from 



which the best part of language is 

originally derived, and because from 

their rank in society, and the sameness 

20. 

and narrow circle of their intercourse, 

being 1 es s under the influence of social 

vanity, they convey their .feelings and 

notions in simple unelaborated expressions.• 

(Preface---second Edition) 

It was Wordsworth's object in his poetry to 

destroy the armour which concealed the deepest 

thoughts and feelinge s Rnd for this reason he chose 

the la.nguAge of the common people. He considered it 

the mos t sincere expression of the deepest and 

rRreet passion. He aimed to find a suitable language 

for the new territory of human life which he was con

quering, or regaining, for poetic treatment. This 

was the life of humble but not ignoble men and 

women with their tragic or pathetic fates, their 

patience and dignity ot character, and tbeir occas

ional ins tine t for rightness of expression. He 

felt he had, not a mere territory, but a whole 

world, to recover for poetry. The desire once 

there, the problem then was---wha.t hmgu~,ge was he 

to use? rre -wanted it to be such that the supposed 



speakers therein would use; and also that the diction 

of the poet, when speaking a.bout such charA.cters 

should not be discordant witb theirs. He did not 

mean thA.t ~11 such men might say was fitted to 

poetry, or congenial to metre and to the effect it 

produces on the reelings. When_ he spoke of language 

he actually meant vocabulary, the individual words ad

mitted into verse. Nor did he consider that the 

speech of the simple need be vulgar or trifling, but 

proved that in prActice it could be raised to actual 

nobility. 

Some readers consider Wordsworth often senti

mental ~nd insincere out in the majority of his works 

there seems to be no 18.ck of genius • 

"No Nightingale did ever ch~nt 

ore welcome notes to weary bands 

Of travellers in some shady haunt, 

Among Arabian sands: 

A voice so thrilling ne'er was heard 

In sp1•ing-time from the Cuckoo -bird, 

Breaking the silence of the seas 

Among the farthest Hebrides ." 

( The Solitary Reaper) 



His selection of descriptive words for his 

poetry is excellent. They are simple, comprehensiv,e, 

yet ~riaptable And beautiful. re mt=1y find this es-

pecially well portrayed in the following: 

"I wandered lonely as R cloud 

That floats on high o'er vales and hill, 

When all at once I saw a crowd, 

A host, of daffodils; 

Beside the lake, enea th the trees, 

Fluttering and dancing in the breeze. 

Continuous as the stars that shine 

and twinkle on tbe milky way, 

They stretched in neve1·-ending line 

Along the margin of a. bay: 

Ten-thousand saw I at a glance, 

Tossing their heads in Sprightly d ~nce." 

(I w~ndered Lonely as a Cloud) 

When discussing the excellence of Wordsworth's 

descriptive powers and choice of diction we must 

not overlook: 

"The Reinbow comes ~n<i goes, 

And lovely is the Rose, 

Toe Moon doth with <telight 

Look round her when the heavens are bare; 



Waters or~ starry night 

are beautiful and fair; 

The sunshine is a glorious birth; 

But yet I know, where •er I go 

That there ha.th past away a glory from the 

earth." 

( Ode--In tima tions of Immortality) 

ordsworth is often considered inconsistent 

in his theories an~ practice as regards diction. 

Coleridge writes that much of his nest poetry. even 

hen his subjects are realistic. escapes from his 

de1•ini tion. It must ·b e admitted tha.t often times 

his words are in~ne and meaningless . His chara.cte.t·s 

spea.k the language far beyond the limits of their 

position. Despite this infrequent inconsistency, 

Wordsworth does possess the command of exalted and 

elaborated style. He did misapply his theories of 

diction at various points in his writings but the 

excellence and genius of his work overwhelm these 

misapplications and his position as a truly gre~t 

poet cannot be disputed. 

Chapter 4. Colerid g e. Shelley, e.nd Kea ts 

Contempora.ries of ordsworth, and likewise 



24 . 

outstanding representatives of the period, we have 

in Colerid g e, Shelley, Hyron, and Keate. 

<.,;oleridge is really more notewortily for what 

he suggested to others than for what he did in 

himself. He is' capable of lR.rge tracts of drear

iness and flatness, end he seldom finished what he 

began. The "Ancient Mariner " is really the only 

completed thing of the highest quality in the 111hole 

o:t" his work. Yet, he done,ted a g reat portion to 

the pioneer work and aided much in the development 

of Shelley and Ke~.ts. His works a.re to a great 

extent filled with the spirit of the supernatural 

and his choice of words is gov erned by this factor. 

"Are those her ri ti s tnrough which tbe sun 

Did peer, as through a grate? 

And is tba t Woffian all h er crew? 

Is that a Dea th? and are the.re two? 

Is Dea U1 that woman 's mate? 

Her li p s were red, .h er looks were free, 

Her locks were yellow as gold: 

Her skin was as white as leprosy, 

The Night-mare, Life-in-Dea th, was she, 

Who thicks man's blood with c.old _. 

(Ancient ariner) 



Of all the Englis:h poets the most completely 

lyrical is Percy Bysshe Shelley. He does not often 

speak ot' t h e implements he employs in hi a a.rt or 

muse upon the power of words in themselves bu t he 

appears to write naturally and from t h e very emotions 

of hi a own her1.rt. His highest or his most cha.r

acteri s tic sort of language has great purity and mag

nificence ~ He attains great ..heights otn in form and 

beauty of expression and tb ough t. 

"What then was I? She slumbered with the 

dead. 

Glory and joy and peace had come and gone. 

Doth the cloud perish when the beA.ms are 

fled 

Which steeped its skirts in gold? or. 

dark and lone, 

Do th i t not t h rough th e pa th s of night , 

unknown. 

On outspread wings of its own wind 

u pb orne, 

Pour rain upon the earth? The stars are 

sh own 

W' en the cold moon sharpens her silver 

h orn 



Under the sea, a,nd make the wide night 

not forlorn. 

(Revolt of Islam) 

In the greater part of his poetry. hie lang

u~_.ge is poured out, la.vi shed, ~.nd rushes forth 

like a stream, but this does not detr~ct from its 

excellence or purity . His diction is his owp and 

marks that of a truly great poet . He perhaps has 

an over-fondness for certain words but this was 

only a part of his nature. o poet is richer in 

terms de scrip ti ve of tbe elem.en te and their at• 

tributes. 

"That orbed maiden with white fire laden, 

Whom mortals c~ll the moon, 

Glides glimmering o'er my 1·1eece-like floor, 

:By the midnight breezes strewn." 

( The Cloud) 

The objects he chooses to descri be h4ve q, 

universal appeal And t he profuseness of adjectives 

which he possesses represents them cleanly and 

vividly. 

"The pale purple even 

Mel ts around thy flight; 



Like a star of heaven 

In the broad daylight 

Thou are unseen, but yet I hear 

thy shrill delight. 

( To A Skylark) 

A Rom~.n ticis t, but yet widely different from 

his contemporaries is John Keats. More dependent 

on his p redecessors, his works beA,r the me,rks of 

Chaucer, Spenser, Milton, and ChapmAn. He was 

thoroughly f ~.miliA,r with :-.hese a.u tho rs and he was 

especifl.lly influenced in his writings by Mil ton and 

Spenser. He drew on their diction, bor.r,owed epi

thets, formations, and compounds are intermingled. 

'rh is may t e true in a reat mA.ny of bis works, but 

yet def'ini te traces of other poets are seldom found 

in his greater passages. l is aim is t~ find words 

which will enable bim to pass on to us, with the 

least of loss, the _Qrecise kind of pl ·easure, in

cluding painful pleasure, that be has received. He 

achieves tbis aim, not all Ht once. No words but 

his own could express the profound satisfactoriness, 

the c o rdial a.nd intimate eff ect, thRt Kea.ts, owing to 

his gif t, attBins in his best moments. 



"I cannot see wh::t t flowers Rre at my feet. 

1 or - whRt soft incense hangs upon the boughs, 

Eut, in embalmed darkness, guess each sweet 

Wherewith the seasonable month endows 

The grass, the thicket, and the fruit- tree 

wild; 

White hawthorn, end the pastoral eglR.n tine; 

Fast fading violets covered up in leaves; 

And mid-May's eldest child, 

The coming musk-rose, full of dewy ine, 

The murmurous haunt of flies on the summer eves. 

( Ode to a Nightingale) 

CONCLUSION 

By a study of certain English Neo-classic and 

Romantic authors and their works we have discovered 

how widely opposed is their cnoice of language and 

their manner of expression. We have th e restricted 

and limited diction of Drsden, the polished and 

severely intellectual selections of Fope with whom 

the period reached the zenith of its perfection . 

Neo-cla.ssic authors convey nothing but what 

they say and what they sny is complete . It is always 



vigorous and direct. never merely suggestive. never 

given to half-stAtement and never obscure. One 

:reels that it is an instrument of expression, sharp, 

polished. and shining, ~lways bright and defined in 

detail. 

However, in diametrical opposition to tbis are 

the flowing, descri_pti ve words of the poet Words

worth, the .rea.listic and simple diction of Shelley, 

Coleridge, and Keats. The works of the Romantics 

contain half-spoken suggestions of hints that 

imagination will piece together. of words that con

tain deeper and hidden meanings, sub jects that stir 

the longings and memories of men. 

The Neo-classicists ~ere not realists as were 

the Roman ti cs. caring only for uniformity they had 

no desire to strees trutb in detail. They liked the 

b ro~rl. generalized descriptive style of ~ilton bet

ter than th e style of Shakespeare •. Out of this grew 

the "poetic <Hction" of the ei ghteenth century, a, 

special treasury of words and ph~ases deemed suit

fl.bl e for poetry, prov iding poets with a common fund 

of imagery. remaining from tbem the necessi t.Y of see

ing life and nature each for· himse11·. The poetry 

which Dryden and Pope wrote was polished, urbane, 



30 • 

forma.l, and intellectual. Their followers sought to 

follow this pattern. Thus poetry became reduced to 

mere formula, devoid of the emotions and individual 

passions of men. 

he essential element in the matter of poetic 

diction is its quR,lity--whether it is sincere and 

c~p~ble of expressing powerfully and directly one's 

deepest feelings. In the bistory of literature, we 

find poetic diction, special vocabularies a.nrl forms 

for poetry, that have these qualities; the diction 

of the Greek choruses, of the ballad writers of Scot

ti sh poets wbo followed Chaucer. The writers of the 

Augustan Age did not select a diction of that quality. 

Wor<fle were ehosen a-Q .they added to perfection of 

form, not ~s theJ expressed the author's emotions 

and feelings. 

Consequently, with the entrance of Romanticism 

and the return to nature the current of literature 

swerved from this polish ~nd correctness to the more 

simple R.nd rustic ~nd portrayed nature and its elements 

in the spoken langu~ge of men. 
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