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Most of the English Romantic poets took their vocation very seriously indeed, so that their work 

is not usually treated as a subject of humour. Yet in Romantic Poets and the Laughter of Feeling 

Matthew Ward demonstrates that, while earnestly concerned with the nature of feeling, 

Romantic idealism was also open to complex forms of laughter, sometimes in spite of itself. 

Before appraising this impressive, subtly argued new work in detail, let me suggest what is at 

stake in more general terms with the following example of my own. 

Max Beerbohm’s depiction of Wordsworth in his 1904 book of literary caricatures, The 

Poets’ Corner, shows the elderly poet in a frock coat and top hat meeting a small girl beside one 

of his storied mountain lakes: the kind of lonely encounter with members of the Cumbrian 

peasantry commemorated in some of Wordsworth’s best-known works. As the frowning, 

bespectacled poet tickles the girl’s chin, she stares up at him open-mouthed, eyes screened by a 

bonnet. Though a sunburst issues forth above the mountains and clouds in the background, in 

the foreground it is raining. The drawing is titled “William Wordsworth in the Lake District, at 

Cross-Purposes.” One way to read this image of an ancient Wordsworth replaying a scene from 

his poetic youth is as a commentary on his decline from a Georgian revolutionary to a Victorian 

reactionary. But why is he “at cross purposes?” By concentrating on the lowly, comically 

stupefied girl does he fail to notice the spectacular sunburst, and is thus distracted from “higher” 

inspiration? 

The poem which most likely suggested this scene to Beerbohm is “We Are Seven,” one of 

the more famous poems from Lyrical Ballads, in which the poet interrogates “a little cottage 

Girl” about the number of her siblings. “Seven in all,” including herself, she tells him, two of 

whom “in the churchyard lie”. The poet then proposes that, rationally, there can surely now only 

be five of them. In her sublime innocence, however, the girl does not acknowledge the finality 

of death, and so the spirits of her sister Jane and brother John continue to live on, which is why 

she can repeatedly insist “we are seven.” Wordsworth’s choice of Common Measure recalls 

older, supernatural folk ballads like “The Unquiet Grave” in which the dead communicate with 

the living, but here he employs it to stage an argument between a grown man and a tiny child 

which, prima facie, must appear risible. The speaker himself is aware of this, and the oddly 

playful position it puts him in – “‘Twas throwing words away: for still/The little Maid would 

have her will” (Wordsworth, 1798, pp. 129, 131) – and yet it is the child’s visionary 

understanding of her existence that is ultimately affirmed against all his dogmatic attempts to 

reason with her. 

Matthew Ward does not discuss this particular poem in Romantic Poets and the Laughter 

of Feeling, but it shows how laughter might be said to exist “at cross purposes” with the poetics 
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of sympathy in Wordsworth, whose poetry, along with that of Shelley and Keats, forms the main 

focus of his study. Among the major English Romantic poets, only Byron is generally seen as 

possessing a sense of humour, and passages in Don Juan, especially, remain laugh-out-loud 

funny. Though Ward includes a short coda on Byron, it is important to note that his book does 

not deal with comic poetry, but rather with those poems in which laughter features in ambivalent 

ways—ways that serve to qualify, and even subvert, some of the more elevated ambitions of the 

Romantic project. As he writes, 

 
For Romantics, the sound of laughter carries the hope that greater knowledge of others derives from 

feeling for and with them, and might lead to better understanding of oneself too. Yet laughter also 

makes them all the more aware that our emotional lives are utterly unfamiliar and perhaps ultimately 

unknowable (p. 9). 

 

That is because, for the Romantics, laughter still carried with it older classical and Hobbesian 

associations with condescension and superiority that challenged subsequent attempts to 

understand humour in more sociable ways through incongruity, most notably James Beattie’s 

influential “Essay on laughter and ludicrous composition” (1778). Nevertheless, laughter is an 

affect and so implicated in Wordsworth’s statement in the preface to Lyrical Ballads that “all 

good Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings” (Wordsworth, 1802, p. 62). It 

too has the potential to bring the otherwise bounded, introversive self into sympathetic 

communion with others. 

The first part of Ward’s book, “On laughter,” comprises two chapters which set up a 

conceptual context for the poetry he will go on to discuss. The first of these begins by looking 

ahead to Thomas Carlyle’s equation of “the man of feeling” with “the man of humour” in “The 

Hero as Poet” (1840), by way of outlining how the place of laughter continued to remain 

“especially complex and inconsistent” (p. 34) in Romantic theory. Ward then explores the 

background of this inconsistency in Beattie and his debt to Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral 

Sentiments (1759), which proposed that fellow feeling was a natural human trait. This is 

followed by discussion of the incongruities of laughter in the writings of William Hazlitt and 

Charles Lamb, in which “the laughable [for Hazlitt] is a means of playing with sympathy and 

of playing against it too,” whereas Lamb “had an instinctive sense of the ways laughter invites 

sympathetic feeling and threatens to undermine it” (p. 49). 

Ward’s second chapter begins to tease out the more peculiar incongruities involved in what 

he calls “the laughter of feeling.” Here he explores how the different operations of humour and 

laughter function in the Romantic distinction between the imagination and mere fancy, as most 

famously articulated by Coleridge in his Biographia Literaria (1817), so that the “characteristics 

of the fancy resemble those of wit, while humour starts to take on the natural laws of the 

imagination” (p. 73). In being linked to the imagination, the laughter of feeling – as distinct 

from the laughter of wit – is supposedly more organic and provides a “philosophic significance 

to the laughable,” yet it is nevertheless rooted in “comic traditions” that cannot be entirely 

transcended (p. 65). The outpouring of laughter within Romantic poetry can therefore be 

“incongruous” in the sense of inappropriate or unsuitable, while opening up the prospect that 

the same incongruity – the funny-peculiar, as it were – might also be available to humour, as 

instantiated by Wordsworth finding himself “at cross purposes” in “We Are Seven.” 

As Ward writes in his introduction, “Romantic writers associated laughable feelings with 

sublime experiences, and went to absurdly sublime heights to try and account for them” (p. 3). 

If, in the abstract, this is perhaps difficult to parse, the second section of the book, “On laughing 

poets and poetics,” offers a series of close readings that present examples of some of the 

incongruities involved. Though I baulked at his use of the vernacular “funny business” (in 
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Australia the term is typically employed as a prim euphemism for sex), Ward is an engaging 

critical stylist, with a good ear for what words do at the level of sound that aligns with the wider 

interest in prosody within recent historical poetics. 

In the chapter on Wordsworth which opens part two, Ward quotes Hazlitt’s description of 

his first meeting with the poet where he observed that, among Wordsworth’s more prominent 

features, there was also “a convulsive inclination to laughter about the mouth, a good deal at 

variance with the solemn, stately expression of the rest of his face” (cited p. 95). In Wordsworth, 

indeed, “the ludic and the bardic” (p. 98 ff.) can exist side by side and, despite his reputation for 

solemnity, he could see the funny side of what Keats famously called the “egotistical sublime” 

of his narrowly self-focused vision (Keats, 1818, p. 157). So that in “I Wandered Lonely as a 

Cloud” the poet might well be aware that the “jocund company” of daffodils – in botanical 

terms, narcissi – are in fact laughing at his ridiculous self-absorption, presenting him with an 

image of himself as a narcissistic loner multiplied many times over. As Ward says, “[i]t is not 

simply delightful or absurd, but also perfectly in keeping with nature that these narcissi are 

models for being in company (for one rarely, if ever, sees daffodils alone)—one of the many 

ways Wordsworth transforms poetic tradition into the common life of things” (p. 114). Reasons 

why his encounter with the old leech-gatherer in “Resolution and Independence” causes the poet 

to laugh himself “to scorn” leads into a wider consideration of the self, sociability and 

community, and a fresh discussion of the questionable rustic comedy of “The Idiot Boy,” in 

which “Wordsworth [employs] traditions of folly and ridicule in order to encourage greater 

sympathy for his protagonists” (p. 128). 

Like Wordsworth, Shelley has a reputation for humourlessness, one often linked to the 

alleged juvenile naivety of his political and poetic idealism. Ward follows through with the 

childish analogy by again connecting the ludic with the bardic, proposing that this same idealism 

“entails a kind of playfulness which is kin to his seriously minded hopes for poetry” (p. 145). 

Though the sonnet “On Laughter” evokes it as a mocking, Hobbesian force that “fearest/A fair 

child clothed in smiles—aught that is high/Or good or beautiful” (cited p. 152), Ward argues we 

should read it ironically, precisely because laughter “fearest” those hopeful, benign powers it 

would seek to bring down. This is an example of the finesse of some of his close readings, ever 

alert to any subversive ambiguities but, on this occasion, I was not entirely persuaded. More 

persuasive is his discussion of laughter in Prometheus Unbound, “The Cloud” and the tediously 

“playful” “Hymn to Mercury”, and how in his Hellenism the poet “found in classical culture a 

joyous contrast to Christian orthodoxy, and what he saw as the cruel injustices of Regency 

England especially” (p. 163). 

In the occasional “mawkishness” of Keats’s style, Ward identifies the clearest recognition 

of how near to bathos Romantic emotions could steer, “keeping in play what was closest to 

[Keats’s] heart whilst recognizing that heartfelt feelings can and should perhaps be made a little 

ridiculous” (p. 195). The sonnet “Why Did I Laugh Tonight?” questions whether the self can 

truly know itself, and yet the same uncertainties also associate laughter with the open 

subjectivity of “Negative Capability,” Keats’s term for the self-effacing capacity to keep the 

mind ever open to aesthetic truth (Keats, 1817, p. 43). Noting the poet’s exercises in satire, Ward 

observes humorous affinities between him and Byron, who are “more alike than they wanted to 

believe” (p. 215), but ends up agreeing with Keats that Byron’s theatricality means he fell short 

of proper seriousness. 

With that said, in his brief last chapter Ward employs Byron as a representative figure for 

the kind of “incongruities” that he has outlined throughout. So that Don Juan starts to appear 

less like an apostasy from the poet’s earlier Childe Harold mode than as “another way of 

articulating the laughter of feeling, which undercuts or ironizes, even at times satirizes, what we 

call Romantic,” and part of “an interplay between the ‘romantic’ and ‘burlesque’, which has 
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been central to this book” (pp. 228-229). If the tensions within the laughter of feeling finally 

divide themselves in this dialectical way, I am inclined to wonder how much Byron’s shadowy 

presence ultimately offers a template for this book’s overarching critical project. 
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