
Literary Criticism (From Plato to Leavis) 
Dr. Merin Simi Raj 

Department of Humanities and Social Science 
Indian Institute of Technology, Madras 

Wordsworth’s Preface to Lyrical Ballads 
 

(Refer Slide Time: 00:16) 

 

Good morning, my name is Rashi Shrivastava, and today we will be talking about Literary 

Criticism. Within the major aspect of literary criticism, let us talk about Romantic criticism 

that majorly involves two main writers, Wordsworth and Coleridge. Let us begin with a brief 

introduction about the Romantic age. As students of literature, we need to understand, where 

do we place Romanticism in the timeline of literary history.  

So we generally start studying literature from the age of Chaucer, and then we eventually 

move on to say Middle Ages, then Renaissance, then Restoration, Neoclassical, and then we 

move to Romanticism. So in the period of history, Romanticism comes roughly between the 

1770s to the 1850s. However, we can narrow down this date to 1798 to 1837. We know that 

Ages often overlap with each other.  

Why do we mark 1798 as the start of Romanticism? It is because 1798 was the date when 

Wordsworth published Lyrical Ballads for the first time. Before we move to Wordsworth and 

his works and literary criticism, let us talk about Romanticism in a general sense, so that we 

get an understanding of the kind of criticism that it produced. There were two major events 

that shaped the Romantic age or Romantic criticism, Industrial Revolution and the French 



Revolution. Industrial Revolution that took place over a span of time from the 1760s to 1840, 

French Revolution that also took place over a span of time from 1789 to 1799.  

Besides these two major events, preceding age to Romanticism is also important in shaping 

the ideals of Romanticism. That is the Augustan age, also known as the neoclassical age. 

Why? Because Romanticism developed as a reaction to whatever was the strategy of writing 

in the Augustan age. In the Augustan age, the focus was mainly on rationality. It was 

mechanical, impersonal and artificial. As opposed to that, Romanticism developed as a 

spontaneous movement where emphasis was on spontaneity and originality.  

Now, let us move to the major writer of the day, William Wordsworth, born 1770 and who 

died in 1850. Today, we will be discussing his work of literary criticism, the Preface to 

Lyrical Ballads, published in 1800. But before that, just let us take a quick view at the works 

of Wordsworth.  

So, beginning with Lyrical Ballads that was published in 1798, which was also co-authored 

by Coleridge where he contributed four poems to this collection and one of those poems is 

very famous, “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”. Besides that Wordsworth has also written a 

number of poems like “The Solitary Reaper”, “Daffodils”, “Intimations of Immortality”, “A 

Few Lines Composed upon Westminster Bridge”, and also “London”. 

On a side note, we must remember “London” as a poem was also written by two other 

writers, Samuel Johnson and William Blake. “The Prelude” is one magnum opus of 

Wordsworth, where he talks about his life and it is in 14 books. Now why is “The Prelude” 

important and how is it related to the preface of Lyrical Ballads, that is a relation that we will 

draw towards the end of this essay.  
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Let us move to the main essay Preface to Lyrical Ballads, published in 1800. This essay is 

important because it served as a manifesto to the Romantic Movement. It was a revolutionary 

statement to free poetry from the clutches of the Augustan age, where the artificial style of 

writing was making poetry very restrictive and Wordsworth wanted poetry to come closer to 

life. 

It was published three times; 1798 with a simple foreword and a collection of poems, 1800, is 

when he wrote the Preface to Lyrical Ballads, explaining his theories, explaining his beliefs 

about Lyrical Ballads, and 1802, where he added two new definitions to the preface.  

So overall, we can divide this essay into four major questions. First, what is poetry? Second, 

what are the defining characteristics of a poet? Third, what is the value of poetry? And fourth, 

what is poetic diction?  

We will look at each of these questions individually. And through the course of looking at 

them, we will be able to decode this essay Preface to Lyrical Ballads. Let us begin with the 

first question, what is poetry? According to Wordsworth, and I quote, “All good poetry is the 

spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings”. This definition of poetry has acquired a lot of 

popularity. He emphasizes on the role of a rational mind where the emotions that a poet goes 

through are thought over repeatedly and continuously and they are delivered only when they 

are ripe enough to be delivered.  
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The idea is not to release raw emotions out to the world. The idea is to and I quote, “recollect 

emotions in tranquillity.” So we can see what Wordsworth is doing here, is that he is 

incorporating the rationality of the Augustan age, and he is also simultaneously taking the 

originality of the Romantic age, and he is clubbing them together by saying that a perfect 

combination of poetry is one that has emotions thought over radically and rationally, over a 

period of time, and then produced in tranquillity, or rather reproduced in tranquillity.  
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Another important point that he mentions is that poetry is not about craftsmanship or artistry, 

it is about genuine and sincere feelings. This point is important because it adds to his idea of 



moving away from the Augustan age, because in the Augustan age, the focus was on the 

elevated language, on how to beautify the language of poetry to make it stand out above the 

rest. But here he says that even if poetry is written in simple language, it should express 

genuine and sincere feelings, and that is what will make good poetry. 
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Moving to the second question of this essay, what are the defining characteristics of a poet? 

Wordsworth gives three characteristics that define a perfect poet. And we will also see how 

some of his ideas are borrowed from Philip Sidney's Apology for Poetry or Defence of 

Poetry, where he is talking about poetry and the role of a poet.  

Coming back to Wordsworth and the three major characteristics of a poet, first that he says is 

that, a poet should be exceptionally sensitive in the sense not only to what happens to him, 

but also to what happens around him. He feels not only what he is suffering, but he also feels 

what others are suffering. Second, he is a man speaking to men. Let me put this in quotes, “he 

is a man speaking to men”.  

And this again reiterates Sidney's idea where he talks about a poet as a great man who can 

take care of society. His poetry is not of self-indulgence, but has a social responsibility to 

teach and correct men's feelings. If this sounds similar, to teach and correct men's feelings, 

brings us back to Sidney again, where he defines poetry as a medium to teach and delight. 

The third characteristic of a poet is that he should have an extraordinarily strong imagination 

so that he is affected by things even if they are not present around him. Even if there is 

something that is happening away from him, he should have a strong imagination so that he 



can imagine the suffering, the pain or the happiness of those people, and as a result of which 

he can produce affective poetry.  

(Refer Slide Time: 09:22) 

 

Moving to the third question that is talked about in this essay, what is the value of poetry? 

And I would like to quote from the essay, “The end of poetry is to produce excitement, in 

coexistence with an overbalance of pleasure.” The objective of poetry, according to 

Wordsworth, is accurate reflection. He brings focus to the language of poetry, because it adds 

to the universal function of poetry. Even though, Industrial Revolution was happening around 

all this time, Wordsworth is not limiting the importance of poetry. He says that science and 

poetry should go hand in hand in order for society to maintain a balance.  
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Moving to the fourth and most important question of this essay, the idea of poetic diction, or 

what is often referred to as the theory of poetic diction given forward by Wordsworth, where 

he says a very simple thing. One, poetic style needs to be organic, it should not be 

prescriptive, such that there exists a correlation between language and form.  

Again, we see that his basic idea is again hinting back to the Augustan age, where perhaps 

there was a major drift between the form of poetry and the content and the language, whether, 

what the poetry was talking about did not match with the kind of elevated language that the 

poets used. 

Something that was violated by his predecessors the Augustans, because they stuck to 

stylistic devices and figures of speech. Most of their focus was on making their poetry sound 

better, rather than become better. Secondly, Wordsworth rejects the stagnant poetic diction, 

both in theory and in practice. He stresses on the use of real language of men. And in the 

words of Wordsworth, the real language of men can also be termed as rustic language. 

Language that is most natural and not artificial.  

Elevated language to Wordsworth was the language of the kings and aristocrats that he 

rejected. So, we need to understand the kind of power relations that were also at work in this 

essay and during that time. So if poetry was written generally in elevated language, that was 



the language of kings and aristocrats, then obviously, the common man who did not have 

access to such elevated language was not able to connect to poetry. 

Wordsworth's idea behind using language of the men to produce poetry, was basically to limit 

or to constrict this gap between the common man and poetry. Another important thing that 

kind of becomes ironic here is that he considered meter to be a superficial addition to poetry. 

And according to him meter did not conform to the organic style of poetry. Metrical 

composition worked like a charm only to beautify poetry. 

But why is this ironic? Because Wordsworth's magnum opus, “The Prelude”, his 

autobiographical work that he has published in 14 books and that basically talks about his life 

is published in, is written in blank verse. Now, what is blank verse? Blank verse is a kind of 

meter that does not have any rhyme, but uses iambic pentameter essentially because it is 

English poetry, so most of the meter is iambic pentameter. 

So on one hand Wordsworth is asking us or asking the readers to do away with metrical 

composition, but on the other hand, his magnum opus comprises of the use of meter. Coming 

to the final point, selection was an important term in Wordsworth's essay. Why selection? 

Because, according to him, we could not use every word that was used in the language of 

men, we had to be selective and choose the words that would add to the beauty of our poetry. 

He emphasizes on the need to select certain qualifiers, while advocating the use of real 

language of men. That is where we end with this essay. 

Now, before we move to the second essay in the next session, let us just take an idea about 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and what was his idea and where does he stand in Romantic 

criticism? Samuel Taylor Coleridge also wrote a work of literary criticism called Biographia 

Literaria that focuses on major points of Romantic poetry. However, there is this interesting 

connection between Coleridge and Wordsworth.  

What Wordsworth proposed as the theory of poetic diction was something that did not go 

down well with Coleridge, because he felt that what Wordsworth was practicing was 

something that he was not preaching. We will talk about this and also Coleridge’s Biographia 

Literaria in the next session. Thank you. 

 


