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A. C. Bradley
Poetry for Poetry's Sake / An Inaugural
Lecture Delivered on June 5, 1901

POETRY FOR POETRY'S SAKE

One who, after twenty years, is restored to the University where he was taught and first tried to
teach, and who has received at the hands of his Alma Mater an honour of which he never dreamed,
is tempted to speak both of himself and of her. But I remember that you have come to listen to
my thoughts about a great subject, and not to my feelings about myself; and, of Oxford, who that
holds this Professorship could dare to speak, when he recalls the exquisite verse in which one of his
predecessors described her beauty, and the prose in which he gently touched on her illusions and
protested that they were as nothing when set against her age-long warfare with the Philistine? How,
again, remembering him and others, should I venture to praise my predecessors? It would be pleasant
to do so, and even pleasanter to me and you if, instead of lecturing, I quoted to you some of their
best passages. But I could not do this for five years. Sooner or later, my own words would have to
come, and the inevitable contrast. Not to sharpen it now, I will be silent concerning them also; and
will only assure you that I do not forget them, or the greatness of the honour of succeeding them,
or the responsibility which it entails.

Since I left Oxford one change has taken place in its educational system which may be thought
to affect the Professorship of Poetry. A School of English Language and Literature has been founded,
and has attracted a fair number of candidates. Naturally I rejoice in this change, knowing from
experience the value of these studies; and knowing also from experience, if I may speak boldly, how
idle is that dream which flits about in Oxford and whispers that the mastering of Old English, on the
basis of Teutonic phonology, and the conquest of the worlds opened by Chaucer and Shakespeare
and Swift and Burke and twenty more, is a business too slight and a discipline not severe enough for
undergraduates. I should be glad to lighten their labours, and, if it should seem advisable to those
who can judge, I propose to give in one of the three Terms of the year, in addition to my statutory
lecture, a few others intended specially for those who are reading for the School of English. I wish I
could do more, but I resigned my chair in Glasgow with a view to work of another kind, and I could
not have parted from my students there, to whom I am bound by ties of the most grateful affection,
in order to take up similar duties even in the University of Oxford.

The charming poem with which my predecessor opened his literary career, and his admirable
contributions to poetical history and criticism, prove that it would have been easy to him to devote
his lectures to the interpretation of particular poets and poems. I believe, however, that he thought
it better to confine himself chiefly to questions in Poetics or Aesthetics. I can well understand his
choice; but, partly because he made it, I propose to make another, and to discuss these questions,
if at all, only as they are illustrated by particular writers and works. Still in an inaugural lecture it
is customary to take some wider subject; and so I fear you may have to-day to lament the truth of
Addison's remark: "There is nothing in nature so irksome as general discourses, especially when they
turn chiefly upon words.' Mine turns entirely upon words.

POETRY

The words 'Poetry for poetry's sake' recall the famous phrase 'Art for Art.' It is far from my
purpose to examine the possible meanings of that phrase, or all the questions it involves. I propose
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to state briefly what I understand by 'Poetry for poetry's sake," and then, after guarding against one
or two misapprehensions of the formula, to consider more fully a single problem connected with it.
And I must premise, without attempting to justify them, certain explanations. We are to consider
poetry in its essence, and apart from the flaws which in most poems accompany their poetry. We are
to include in the idea of poetry the metrical form, and not to regard this as a mere accident or a mere
vehicle. And, finally, poetry being poems, we are to think of a poem as it actually exists; and, without
aiming here at accuracy, we may say that an actual poem is the succession of experiences—sounds,
images, thoughts, emotions—through which we pass when we are reading as poetically as we can. Of
course this imaginative experience—if I may use the phrase for brevity—differs with every reader
and every time of reading: a poem exists in innumerable degrees. But that insurmountable fact lies
in the nature of things and does not concern us now.

What then does the formula 'Poetry for poetry's sake' tell us about this experience? It says,
as I understand it, these things. First, this experience is an end in itself, is worth having on its own
account, has an intrinsic value. Next, its poetic value is this intrinsic worth alone. Poetry may have
also an ulterior value as a means to culture or religion; because it conveys instruction, or softens the
passions, or furthers a good cause; because it brings the poet fame or money or a quiet conscience. So
much the better: let it be valued for these reasons too. But its ulterior worth neither is nor can directly
determine its poetic worth as a satisfying imaginative experience; and this is to be judged entirely
from within. And to these two positions the formula would add, though not of necessity, a third. The
consideration of ulterior ends, whether by the poet in the act of composing or by the reader in the act
of experiencing, tends to lower poetic value. It does so because it tends to change the nature of poetry
by taking it out of its own atmosphere. For its nature is to be not a part, nor yet a copy, of the real
world (as we commonly understand that phrase), but to be a world by itself, independent, complete,
autonomous; and to possess it fully you must enter that world, conform to its laws, and ignore for the
time the beliefs, aims, and particular conditions which belong to you in the other world of reality.

POETIC VALUE INTRINSIC

Of the more serious misapprehensions to which these statements may give rise I will glance
only at one or two. The offensive consequences often drawn from the formula 'Art for Art' will be
found to attach not to the doctrine that Art is an end in itself, but to the doctrine that Art is the whole
or supreme end of human life. And as this latter doctrine, which seems to me absurd, is in any case
quite different from the former, its consequences fall outside my subject. The formula 'Poetry is an
end in itself’' has nothing to say on the many questions of moral judgement which arise from the fact
that poetry has its place in a many-sided life. For anything it says, the intrinsic value of poetry might
be so small, and its ulterior effects so mischievous, that it had better not exist. The formula only tells
us that we must not place in antithesis poetry and human good, for poetry is one kind of human
good; and that we must not determine the intrinsic value of this kind of good by direct reference to
another. If we do, we shall find ourselves maintaining what we did not expect. If poetic value lies
in the stimulation of religious feelings, Lead, kindly Light is no better a poem than many a tasteless
version of a Psalm: if in the excitement of patriotism, why is Scots, wha hae superior to We don't
want to fight? if in the mitigation of the passions, the Odes of Sappho will win but little praise: if in
instruction, Armstrong's Art of preserving Health should win much.

Again, our formula may be accused of cutting poetry away from its connexion with life. And
this accusation raises so huge a problem that I must ask leave to be dogmatic as well as brief. There
is plenty of connexion between life and poetry, but it is, so to say, a connexion underground. The two
may be called different forms of the same thing: one of them having (in the usual sense) reality, but
seldom fully satisfying imagination; while the other offers something which satisfies imagination but
has not (in the usual sense) full reality. They are parallel developments which nowhere meet, or, if I
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may use incorrectly a word which will be useful later, they are analogues. Hence we understand one
by help of the other, and even, in a sense, care for one because of the other; but hence also, poetry
neither is life, nor, strictly speaking, a copy of it. They differ not only because one has more mass
and the other a more perfect shape; but they have different kinds of existence. The one touches us as
beings occupying a given position in space and time, and having feelings, desires, and purposes due
to that position: it appeals to imagination, but appeals to much besides. What meets us in poetry has
not a position in the same series of time and space, or, if it has or had such a position, is taken apart
from much that belonged to it there; and therefore it makes no direct appeal to those feelings, desires,
and purposes, but speaks only to contemplative imagination—imagination the reverse of empty or
emotionless, imagination saturated with the results of 'real' experience, but still contemplative. Thus,
no doubt, one main reason why poetry has poetic value for us is that it presents to us in its own
way something which we meet in another form in nature or life; and yet the test of its poetic value
lies simply in the question whether it satisfies our imagination, the rest of us, our knowledge or
conscience, for example, judging it only so far as they appear transmuted in our imagination. So also
Shakespeare's knowledge or his moral insight, Milton's greatness of soul, Shelley's 'hate of hate' and
'love of love,' and that desire to help men by his poetry which influenced this poet or that—not,
surely, in the process of composition but in hours of meditation—all these have, as such, no poetical
worth: they have that worth only when, passing through the unity of the poet's being, they reappear
as qualities of imagination, and then are indeed mighty powers in the world of poetry.

I come to a third misapprehension, and so to my main subject. This formula, it is said, empties
poetry of its meaning: it is really a doctrine of form for form's sake.

WHERE DOES IT LIE?

'It matters not what a poet says, so long as he says the thing well. The what is poetically
indifferent: it is the how that counts. Matter, subject, content, substance, determines nothing; there
is no subject with which poetry may not deal: the form, the treatment, is everything. Nay, more: not
only is the matter indifferent, but it is the secret of Art to "eradicate the matter by means of the
form."" Phrases and statements like these meet us everywhere in current criticism of literature and
the other arts. They are the stock-in-trade of writers who understand of them little more than the fact
that somehow or other they are not 'bourgeois.' But we find them also seriously used by writers whom
we must respect, whether they are anonymous or not; something like one or another of them might
be quoted, for example, from Professor Saintsbury, the late R. A. M. Stevenson, Schiller, Goethe
himself; and they are the watchwords of a school in the one country where Aesthetics has flourished.
They come, as a rule, from men who either practise one of the arts, or, from study of it, are interested
in its methods. The general reader—a being so general that I may say what I will of him—is outraged
by them. He feels that he is being robbed of almost all that he cares for in a work of art. "You are
asking me,' he says, 'to look at the Dresden Madonna as if it were a Persian rug. You are telling me
that the poetic value of Hamlet
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