PREFACE
composition to be regarded as poetry will depend upon that
definition of the poetic character which he who undertakes to
determine the question has considered as decisive ; and it is
confessed also that one of great authority may be adopted, by
which the verses now before the reader, and many others which
have probably amused and delighted him, must be excluded:
a definition like this will be found in the words which the
greatest of poets, not divinely inspired, has given to the most
noble and valiant Duke of Athens—
"The poet's eye7 in a fine frenzy rolling,
" Doth glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven;
"And as Imagination bodies forth
" Tlie forms of things unknown, the poet's pen
"Turns them to shapes, and gives to airy nothing
u A local habitation, and a name1."
» Hence we observe the poet is one who,, in the excursions of
his fancy between heaven and earth, lights upon a kind of fairy-
land, in which he places a creation of his own, where he
embodies shapes, and gives adtion and adventure to his ideal
offspring j taking captive the imagination of his readers, he
elevates them above the grossness of actual being, into the
soothing and pleasant atmosphere of supra-mundane existence:
there he obtains for his visionary inhabitants the interest that
engages a reader's attention without ruffling his feelings, and
excites that moderates kind of sympathy which the realities of
nature oftentimes fail to produce, either because they are so
familiar and insignificant that they excite no determinate
emotion, or«re so harsh and powerful that the feelings excited
are grating and distasteful
Be it then granted that (as Duke Theseus observes) " such
tricks hath strong Imagination," and that such poets "are of
imagination all compadt ;1J let it be further conceded, that theirs
is a higher and more dignified kind of composition, nay, the
only kind that has pretensions to inspiration : still, that these
poets should so entirely engross the title as to exclude those who
addsess their productions to the plain sense and sober judgment
of their readers, rather than to their fancy and imagination,
I must repeat that I am unwilling to admit—because I conceive
* Midsummer Night's Dream, Act V. Scene i.

