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PREFACE

This volume of verse includes, to the best of my
~ judgement, the greater part of that which is of the
highest value in the poetry of Willlamn Barnes. 1
have been moved to undertake the selection by
a thought that has overridden sowe immediate
objections to such an attempt,—that I chance to be
(I believe) one of the few living persons having
n practical aequaintance with letters who knew
familiarly the Dorset dialect when it was spoken as
Barnes writes it, or, perhaps, who know it as it is
spoken now. Sinee his death, education in the west
of England as elsewhere has gone on with its sileot
and inevitable cffacements, reducing the speech of
this country to uniformity, and obliterating every
year many & fine old leeal word. The process is
‘always the same: the word is ridiculed by the newly
tanght ; it gets into llisgr.n.nc'. it is heard in holes
and corners only ; it dics; and, worst of all, it leaves
no synonym, In the villages that one recogmizes to
be the scenes of these pastorals the poet’s nouns,
adjectives, and idioms daily cease to be understood by
nR



iv . PREFACE

the younger generation, the luxury of four demon-
strative pronouns, of which he was so proud, vanishes
by their compression into the two of common English,
and the suffix to verbs which marks continumity of
action iz almost everywhere shorn away.

To cull from a dead writer’s whole achievement
in verse portions that shall exhibit him is a task of
no smell difliculty, and of some temerity. There is
involved, first of all, the question of right. A selector
may say : These are the pieces that please me best;
but he may not be entitled to held that they are the
best in themselves and for everybody. This opens
the problem of equating the personality—of adjusting
the idiosynerasy of the chooser to mean pitch. If it
can be done in somne degrec—one may doubt it—
there are to be horne in mind the continually chang-
ing taste of the times. But, assuming average critical
capreity in the compiler, that he represents his own
time, and that he finds it no great toil to come to
o comclusion on which in his view are the highest
levels and the lowest of a poet’s execution, the com-
plete field of the work examined almost always
contains a large intermediate tract where the accom-
plishment is of nearly uniform merit throughout,
selection from which must be by a process of sampling
rather than of gleaning ; many a poem, too, of in-
different achievement in its wholeness may contain

= = - =
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some line, couplet, or stanzn of great execellence ;
and contrariwise, a bad or irrelevant wverse may
mar the good remainder; in each case the choice
is pozzled, and the balanee struck by a zingle
mind can hardly escape being questioned here and
there.

A word may be said on the myrangement of the
poems as ‘lyrieal and clegiac®; *descriptive and
meditative ' : ‘humeorous’: a classification which has |
been adopted with this auther in the present volume
for the first time. It 18 an old story that such
divisions may be open to grave objection, in respect,
at least, of the verse of the maojority of poets, whe
write in the nccepted language.  For one thing, many
fine poens Lhat have lyric moments are not eniirely
lyrical ; many largely narrative poems are not entire-
ly narrative ; wany personal reflections or meditations
in verse hover neross the fromtiers of lyricism. To
this general opinion I would add that the same lines
may be lyrieal to one temperament and meditative to
another; nay, lyrieal and wot lyrieal fo the same
reader at different times, according to his mood and
circumstance, Gray's Elgry may be instanced as
a poem that has almost mede itself notorious by
claiming to be a lyric in particular humours, situa-
tions, and weathers, and waiving the claim in others,

One might, to be sure, as a smart impromptu,
narrow down the definition of lyric to the safe houn-
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dary of poetry that has all its nouns in the vocative
case, and so settle the question by the simple touch-
stone of the grammar-book, adducing the Benedicite
as a shining example. But this qualification would
be disconecrting in its stringency, and cause a flutter-
ing of the leaves of many an accepted anthology.

A story which was told the writer by Mr., Barnes
himsclf may be apposite here.  When a pupil of his
was announced in the Times as having come out at
the top in the Indian Serviee examination-list of
those days, the schoclmaster was overwhelmed with
letters from anxious parents reguesting him at any
price to wake their sons come out at the top also.
He I‘{:P].i(‘d that he willingly would, bat that it took
two to do it, It depends, in truth, upon the other
persen, the reader, whether certain numbers shell be
raised to lyric pitch or not i and if he docs not bring
to the page of these potentially lyric productions
a lyrical quality of mind, they must be classed, for
him, as non-lyrieal.

However, to pass the niceties of this question by,
In the exceptional instance of a poet like Barnes who
writes in a dialect only, a new condition arises to
influence considerations of assortment. Lovers of
poetry who are but imperfeetly aequainted with his
vocabulary and idiom may yet be desirous of learning
something of his message; and the most elementary
guidance is of help to such students, for they are




