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himself, reviewing Scott’s edition of Swift in September 1816 finds
the “sprightly . . . good sense” of “the wits of Queen Anne’s time” not
enough. In Dryden “the evil [French] principle prevailed.” Darkness
fell, until the emergence of Gray who at least “had the merit of not
being in any degree French” and Cowper, “with a style of complete
originality,” who “for the first time, made it apparent to readers of all
descriptions, that Pope and Addison were no longer to be the models
of English poetry” (XXVII, September 1816, 1, 3, 5, 7).

Now, in August 1811, Jeffrey can see the new writers as being on
the side of Shakespeare and Milton against Dryden and his immediate
SuUCCessors:

Southey, and Wordsworth, and Coleridge, and Miss Baillie, have
all of them copied the manner of our older poets; and, along with
this indication of good taste, have given great proofs of original
genius. The misfortune is, that these copies of those great originals,
are all liable to the charge of extreme affectation. . . . But we
have said enough elsewhere of the faults of these authors; and
shall only add, at present, that, notwithstanding all these faults,
there is a fertility and a force, a warmth of feeling and an exalta-
tion of imagination, about them, which classes them, in our
estimation, with a much higher order of poets than the followers
of Dryden and Addison; and justifies an anxiety for their fame,
in all the admirets of Milton and Shakespeare (XVIII, August
1811, 283).

Macaulay again follows Jeffrey after the necessary time-lag (XLVI],
January 1828, 13).

In this discussion I have touched upon Jeffrey’s views of English
literary history, his principles and their relation to the problems of con-
temporary poetry. Jeffrey believes that the greatest works of literary
art were created and the basic critical principles were laid down in the
past. In his first view of English literary history, he sees the critical
principles and creativity interacting fruitfully until the appearance
of the shocking poets of the present age. Jeffrey's principles concern
language, feeling and society; and Wordsworth offends against them
all. The language of poetry should be aesthetically appropriate and
socially acceptable: here Jeffrey makes a distinction between Words-
worth and Crabbe to the advantage of the latter. Poetry, being essen-
tially unintellectual, expresses feeling, but the feeling is manly and
strong, and relates to an appropriate subject-matter. The most

[192]



FRANCIS JEFFREY’S CRITICISM

appropriate subject-matter is provided by the beauty of external
nature and the common sympathies of mankind. On all counts, accord-
ing to Jeffrey, Wordsworth fails. Furthermore, the poet to under-
stand and to communicate the common sympathies of mankind does
well to mingle with mankind. After all, mankind provides not only
much of his subject-matter but also his audience, by whose judgment—
exercised as that of the critic, the exponent of “the silent, practical
judgment of the public” (XVII, February 1811, 429), or the educated
few, or even the mass—he will succeed or fail. As the heir of the
ages, a mete follower in the great creative and critical footsteps of
the past, and a dweller in a changing, complex, artificial society, the
modern writer considered in the abstract has Jeffrey’s sympathy: but
he does not extend this sympathy very liberally to Wordsworth,
Southey or Coleridge. However, Jeffrey’s general sympathy is broad-
ened as he comes to consider English literary history as a more
complex development. Now the present is not merely set against the
past, but the present beside the distant past against the more recent
past. That is, the English tradition was interrupted at the Restoration
and the interruption lasted until the appearance of Cowper. In this
historical vein, Jeffrey sympathises, again in the abstract, with the
new poets, in their efforts to revive the past tradition and to achieve
originality at the same time. Unfortunately, Jeffrey cannot bring him-
self to apply this generality wholeheartedly to Wordsworth and his
contemporaries, but he does apply it in Keats's favour. After all,
Keats, despite the views of Blackwood's Magazine, is not flagrantly
political, he shares Jeffrey’s view of English literary history, and he falls
in with the association dear to Jeffrey’s heart, between poetic feeling
and beautiful nature.

If this analysis of some tendencies in Jeffrey’s thought is correct,
he shows himself to be a lively, if at times slippery, critic, a lover of
both argument and poetry, yet careless of the effect of his writing on
the sensitive poet or the sensitive poet’s livelihood and influence. As
a critic he is a conservative intellectual, yet he shares in and leads
the reaction against the neo-classical elements of the eighteenth cen-
tuty; positively, he shares in and leads the revival for his generation
of the older writers, the admiration of the beauties of external nature,
and the exaltation of feeling.
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