THE POET AS PHILOSOPHER
ALEXANDER M. KINGHORN

The poet shares with the philosopher the claim that he is
equipped to seek truth. For the poet, “truth' is truth of fecling,
and the implication of all attempts to define poetry is that its
concern lies with emotional states and objects. Aristotle, who
e deaf to the wizardry of words, said that poetry tion'’;

nginus, on the other hand, held that poetry is an end in mu
md declared that “truly besutiful words are the
of thought"; Wordsworth defined a poem as “the breath lnd
finer spirit of all " and again as "t
flow of powerful feelings”; Matthew Arnold, writing on Words-
worth, explained that poetry is “at bottom a criticism of life”
and has a social funotion; A. E. Housman suggested that the
function of poetry is “not to transmit thought but to set up in-

by tho writar"; I. A Richards indiontes that every poems
own unique d n which only roquires the perfect critio 0
Yaaiva it Bakind ol such exitioa] statrmente Turks th A
tion that there is some quality in pootry that is not to be
aaothinbAL 1o on & whOYYy infellostaal lover

The philosopher, on the other hand, holds that truth,
ho calls by various names such as the Right, the Good,
Ultimate and so o, may only be reac}

times, Aristotelian philosophy dealt with human wudm.
distinet from Ei

Hobbes to John Stuart Mill were moralists who applied
‘methods of natural science to human affairs and tried to de
an instrument for social eriticism; em,
presentation of the world and fashioned knowledge in aceo

toilingwithreason, may fail to elicitin a lifetime of contemp
For example, a philosopher may try to define the

of life, Eiven Plato, who banished poets from hi:
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governed it by philosophers, came to admit this toward the end
of his life, by which time the moral and metaphysical objections
to poetry developed in the Republic had been mellowed. His
pupil Aristotle conceived the poet as capable of clearing away
irrelevancy and, by using the particular toillustrate the universal,
of conveying the one along with the other. In denying his
‘master's belief that reality is transcendental and by parcmvmg

it to be immanent, Amtotle formed an alliance with the poe
1t follows that if it be the poot’s business to communicate o his
experience, whethat it 1e 02 thought or of action, in compre-
Immbh terms, then he must impart a body and a colouring to
his message. His poeti ability may be judged on how fully he
clothes his thoughts and on the degree of inspired feeling that
lies behind them; the current tendency is to demand something
“golid” in poetry and to welecome the poet whose appeal is pre-
dominantly cerebral. Not so long ago, consciously didactic
postry was considered repellent, and philosophy was deemed to
nguarded fancy into which the

i the imagination; that Coleridge thought the poet a great
pher although, like all tho Romantios, he prided himself
being a poet and professed a distaste for logical argument at
fhe same time that he indulged in it; that Arnold proposed that
mly pootry is real and philosophy illusory, but conceded. that

oot such ns Wordsworth could be properly appreciated o
a disoussion of his formal philosophy. Quat homines, tot

Tn our own time the poet has come to

ar or losser extent dominated as an individual and as a poet
compulsion to disseminate propaganda for his particular
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When we talk about a “philosophical” poet, however, we
usually mean a poet whose Muse operates with reference to
definite system, either wholly or partly of his own conception, as
with Lucretius, Dante, Blake, or Wordsworth, or adapted from
the findings of others, as with Spenser or Milton. The inference
is always that his philosophy and his poetry are united i i
as the aim of both is truth, but may be technically separated,
since no poet is capable of being consistently and continuously
“‘pootic.” Poetry takes a fact and envelops it in emotion evoked
bya prevmns experionce, whereu versified thought is unadored
statement,
Prelude is studded with pussmzei of the second kind — direct.

moral statements which, because they compel attention for M
own sake, could well be expressed in prose. Of course, &
ily be separated from his thought, nor
there bo any point in r.rymg to speculate along such lines; b
when the poet is uppermost, what he writes will be (m of

acquain{
that poetical trath eludes systematio eriticism, just as the
sation of an ideal eludes the philosopher. Systems of reason ¢
logic are transcenc wuse the poetic world makes
oven moro positive appeal to tho rational faculty than tho sy
are able to do. The critical function thus becomes limited toa
attempt to assess the poet’s capacity to perceive his world

s, for instance, Blake and Dylm ‘Thomas have doei§
erif oﬂ:en left behind to re-e:
ation in the light of the new Venture. Aftar ho sl
accusing the poet of “unnecessary obseurity,” the critio uss
settles down to find a means of clearing away the fog;
less, the critical instrument must be capable of considerable
not unlimited extension, if it is not to lose touch with the
npa(mlu.nve ventures in poetry. i
tophanes exclaimed that “‘the grown world learns.
the poet”’; when we read great poetry we find ourselves
prosence of “truth” in the sense of that which is acoept
us in relation to the rest of our experience and
t.ha poot;
ferred to as “sincerity’
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Milton, and the Romantics are fancied to have communicated
permanent truths by means of a systematie philosophy which,
for modern ~ readers, may have little or no significance, ha
been praised by scholarly erities and erudite historians of litera~
ture for that very characteristic in them which is outmoded and
non-permanent. ‘“Mirror of the age” criticism is inclined to regard
a poet’s erudition as more praiseworthy than his capacity to
seize constant human values, and it is inclined to overlook the
possibility that he is introducing a kind of truth which has not
been i by any of his
Yet an hlswnenl approach is none the less essential to a full

iterary aj n. In the works of Spenser, and particularly
in the Fume Queene, there is no blatant division between poetry
snd philosophy for, on the poet’s own evidence, they served r.he
samo end, namely, to teach and delight and lead to virt
Although Wordsworth conceived a delicate vision of “Swne!.

was a shrowd diplomat and a profound thinker, whose choice of
subject was governed by polities and scholarship and whose

ical method enabled him to deal with real incidents and
real people without actually mennonmg contemporaries by
name. In earlier poems, such as the Hymnes, he had prepared
the philosophical background that supports the allegory in the
Faerie Queene, tho unity of which consists in a Christianised

of Renaissance pictorial art, to depict the phy.ml pas-
that he perceived as heavenly, Spenser succeeded in the
t task of illustrating in poetry how the pleasures of the

s eye might be turned into a moral law.
Spenser was trying to create a beautiful work of art,
,M to attend carefully to formal elements, that is to say, to
jects" as would satisfy his own
larity,
it by qug dircoted towards the eye, the ear, and the in-
stual perceptions simultaneously, sound and sense might be
to merge into one. In Epithalamion, for instance, the
is a wodding-ccremony, and the poet's object was to
unicato all the beauty that he himself found in the ritual
ment and in the moral motives connected with marriage.
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One characteristic of Renaissanco art was an interest in physical
nature for its own sake, and Spenser was wont to lay great stress

ter fits her pbymul Toveliness.
At the altar we have an earthly scene linked to Heaven, and we
hoar tho song of the angels sccompanying the church orgas and
“‘that all the
your eccho rmg * It is & pieture of richness conveying an ideal
conception of how marriage ought to b interproted, and the-
poet’s doetrine of Christian love in which the woman m
comes as a sharp contrast to the medineval :
ugustiue:newlh ne 4o :¥his eaniily. sohool of il h-wd.ly"
Spenser’s art reflects the Renaissance reaction against the
kind of aseeticism urged, for example, in De Contemplu Mundi
and similar works popular during the Middle Ages — the

humanism as a fundamental error of early

and their pootry reveals the tension between the aotual and i
transcendental. Donne moves from physical to spiritual,
the “‘moetaphysical’” uupposmnn that Body is a vehicle for t
experience of Soul ma; through his umoun Tove poen
Milton argues '.f.he Fall resulted from man’
selt-glorification, and a turning away from God.

The problem of reconciling humanism with theology
which confronted — and to some extent baffled — the
poets of the period. Intellectual pressures made it diffieul
them to make any rhapsodic plea for licence and to elaim,
buz sing because I must.”” Donne was perhaps the mosf

member of the group, and he expi h
Alld.muty and exultaton, for the end of his art was '.ba
of his own rebellion against Elizabethan poetic
All his poems were documents of his personal feeling
according to the doctrine of “‘Lart, c'est mml" Hn
aynicism reflocted in his earlier poems makes
extract a “philosophy” into a trivial pnrmt. sinee
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sbudles to celebrate, not constancy like Spenler, but inconstancy,

isplays less interest in the abstraction of love than in the
rehuo\ulup between lovers. Even wben we come to his serious
love poems, we find that his philosophy of love, if it exist at all,
can hardly be said to have much profundity and might be de-
seribed simply as a form of erotic solipsism. On such a econcept,
love is a union of identities that seems to obliterate all other

leas because they are contained within it. In “The Ecstasy,”

for example, the lovers are drawn together by the body while
their souls rise and meet outside themselves. The bodies are
entranced and act simply as the instruments of the soul; love
“intorinanimates” them and they unite. The idea is similar to
that expressed by Browning in “Abt Vogler"'

All through my keys that gavo their sounds to & soul,

A1 Boogh my oot Lak praos. v e B vulbly forth,

Al through music and me!

Such a doctrine provided a rational excuse for art. The
“motaphysical”’ view that the physical is a vehicle for the
experience of the soul was superficially acceptable to theologians
who admitted that God has made Spirit known to us through
Body, so that nothing in the world is so mean and so base as to
be of no use as a means of grace, when “accident and substance,
that is, appearance and reality, become as one. However, it did
not umrely resolve the Puritan dilemma. Milton's u.rgument
that the didactic poet ought himself to be a true
[sharacteristic of the “literary”" solutions which Eugluh pam ot
the non-metaphysical school were inclined to offer by way of
compromise. We may recall, also, that God's ways were justified
tomen in the end not by a ponderous theological argument, but

dimate pmmmd xdmlnmu from blens
In general, it can be said that sevenmenth-wnmry poetic art,
the and secular li sed

impo
jon it, retained @ dependence on Dantesque metaphysic and
old Catholio thought. Roman Catholicism encouraged a use
igory which was complotely lacking in the iconoclastic
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Protestant régime, and religious and philosophical poets drew
their voeabulary from Catholic tradition since there was no
alternative vital source of terminology. Bereft of this means of
expression, philosophical poetry declined mer Milton’s time and
became philosophical verse, borrowing its language from
lmgupge of Newtonian physies or o( phdomphlul prose. Shaftes-
bury's Characteristics, for example, provided the material for
Akenside's On the Imagination, Thommn leaned heavily on the
new scientific methodology; Arbuthnot’s Know Yourself looks
back to De Rerum Natura. Considered as a whole, eighteenth-
century verse suffered from the contemporary critical tendency
to treat poetry as though it were a branch of rhetorie. The
theoretical schematisation of rhetorical devices had little if any
relovance to the production of poetry in the English tradition or,
for that matter, to the recognition of original flights outside that
tradition. The academic enthusiasm for imitating classical forms, -
with the aid of a vocabulary cold-bloodedly preseribed by crities
who were not themselves poets, led nowhere but into the wilder-
ness. Pootry and thought were put asunder until such time s
poetic theory, founded upon poetic practice, joined them together:
again. This did not happen until the

of visionary prose-writers such as Swedenborg and Burke.
Their central doctrine was one of social and spiritual libe
and their conception of the poet singled him out as an

ts of intenso ecstasy, sometimes after long p
imaginative contemplation. They were all conscious suffe
emphasising transient moments of intense experience in a ms
that recalls the words of the Chorus in Antigone: “For mo
greatly to live is greatly to suffer,” and alternating flights *

humanity with periods of emotional hangover and
In their preseriptions for making poetry they stress
power, but revelation; Coleridge’s “‘deep thought” and
“fecling,” Wordsworth's “wise passiveness,”" Keats’ s
that “what the Imagination seizes as Beauty must be
Shelley’s definition of poetry as *‘the expression of the
ation” all reject deliberate concentration in favour o

Reeplug Witk wich au attitads 1o 16, Cheyi Gt
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individuality in the face of the existing order of things, resolving
to journey through the world in their own wny, “alone and palely
loitering,” experimenting as they went. External disciplines of
various kinds such as parent-figures, universities, and the civil
hw. and internal disciplines such as logic and ethics, challenged
this assertion of individuality. The Romantics saw them as the
evil results of . corrupt society and therefore utterly inimical
to the free spirit. Blal “Proverbs of Hell” sums up this view
in aphoristic gt N DI 3oae® 130 high, if he soars with his
own wings” and again “Prisons are built with stones of Law,
brothels with bricks of Religion.” In his "Prophamn Books,”
Blake morality and reason
in the figure of Urizen.

All the Romantics prided themselves on being poets and pro-
fessed o distaste for philosophy. In contrast, they held that
life's fluctuations justify living and that intensity of feeling
balances the transience of unfulfilled and therefore monotonous
existence. As Byron remarked, “Man, being reasonable, must
got drunk,” and his contemporaries fill their poems with
sions of eostasy and its dapresnng after-effects when the poet
{alls back to di
this typical note:

Whither is fled the visionary gloem?
it now, the glory and the dream?
Shelley's ““Alastor n.m‘l Keat's “Ode to a Nightingale” both
contain similar passage:
ARl thou hm fled!
Tho brave, tho gentlo and the besutiful
The child of grace and genit

and:

waking dream?

iy fo e AP
In order to communicate their unique experiences poetically,
were each inclined to construct a philosophical system for
sake of coherence and artistic unity. Though it may well be
ibted whether it is any better to b circumseribed by a system
one's own making than by one prefabricated by an external
ty, these poots remained faithful to their own principles

Was it & vision, or
Flod is that mus

weh as they leﬂ interpretation indefinite. Byron in Don
leclared he had “nothing planned,” and Shelley in
 Revolt of Islam” states plainly that although the poem
a social message, its moral intentions are to be construed
as possible. Wordsworth *“yielded up moral questions in
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despair”” (though not without a struggle), while Blake, writing
for a more intimate audience, left his later readers to make what
they could of his symbolism in any way they pleased. As he
himself said, “Let the Philosopher always be the servant and
scholar of Inspiration, and u.ll will be happy.” Such a position
was to some extent justified — to later generations of crities
at least — by the fwt that Bluke and Wordsworth, whose visions
‘were more complete than those of Shelley or Keats, both became
tangled up in their own systems.
The critical question that emerges from an acquaintance with
the philosophical poets is surely this: do we read Dante,
Dvnnﬁ, Milton, Wordsworth, She.lley and the rest for M
“‘poetry” or for their “philosophy” or for both? Clearly the
answer depends on the kind of man who gives it. Amold
definition of poetry as “a eriticism of life” implies the didactie
and philosophical in its broadest moral sense only, so that whens
eritic such as Eliot objects to Arnold’s remark that “Poetry is
the reality, philosophy the illusion,” he is not really offering a
serious contradiction. All Arnold meant was that dogma in
itself fails to convince in itself — an observation unlikely toapp
to & eritic of Eliot’s temper. Thus though Shelley painted it
and Keats beauty, neither one tried to demonstrate the rele
of these to living society; instead, Shelley communicated his
in fundamental things by means of a poehc expression born

something which aestheticians have ul]ed
on mor

nature, and
Ta Three' Philoiophioal; Posi; Santaanainquied
poets aro searching, not for truth directly, but for a phila

tory process of abstract investigation from its end, “a
contemplation of things in their order and worth,” which
imaginative process. When this state of mind has been at

the philosopher and the poet are as one, and their lon
difference loses its meaning. Each in his own way aims
cerning permanent human values and is therefore a delibe
or intuitive moralist as befits his profession.




