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CHAPTER I 

Watts * Theory of Poetry as Found in the 

Preface to Horae Lyricae 

Isaac Watts insists that poesy is not the business of 

his life but that in his more sprightly leisure hours he writes 

a divine or moral song for the entertainment of himself and 

his friends. Nevertheless, he has very definite ideas on the 

subject matter, form, and aim of poetry. 

In the Preface to the 1709 edition of Horae Lyricae. he 

voices his indignation at the belief that religious themes 

should not be treated in poetry. David, Solomon, and Isaiah 

described the nature and glory of God in poetry, but in spitse 

of these prototypes the weaker Christians of his day believed 

that poetry was the work of the devil or at the most fit only 

for trifles and to entertain their looser hours and religion 

should have nothing to do with it. For Watts this belief was 

untenable. He could not force himself to believe that the 

"sweet and resistless forces of metaphor, wit, sound, and 

number, were given with this design, that they should be all 

ranged under the banner of the great malicious spirit to in¬ 

vade the rights of Heaven, and to bring swift and everlasting 

destruction upon men." He quotes from the scriptures many 

examples of bold metaphors, strange and surprising images, and 

strong figures used in praise of God. One of the many is from 

-(!)- 
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Job xiii: 35-28, "Wilt thou break a leaf driven to and fro? 

wilt thou pursue the dry stubbleî I consume away like a rotten 

thing, a garment eaten by the moth." Another from the language 

of Moses speaking of God: "When he arises out of his place 

the earth trembles, the foundations of the hills are shaken 

because he is wroth; there goes a smoke up out of his nostrils, 

and fire out of his mouth .devoureth, coals are kindled by it. 

He bows the heavens and comes down, and darkness is under his 

feet. The mountains melt like wax, and flow down at his pres¬ 

ence." From these Watts argues that the blessed Spirit which 

animated the holy writers did not forbid them the use of bold 

figures, visions, dreams, or the opening of delightful scenes. 

He regrets that the criticism of John Dennis, that inspired 

poetry is superior to the best descriptions of the uninspired 

pen, was not encouraged and followed. 

He defends the use of religious themes in poetry against 

the French critic Boileau, who had said: 

De la foy d'un cretien les mystères terribles* 
D'ornemens egayez ne ^ont point susceptibles! *• 

^Quoted by Watts in Preface to Horae Lvricae. p. xvi. 

His defense is from ..other French critics: Racine and Corneille, 

who had made use of Christian subjects in their poetry; and 

Rapin, who had sâ.id that religion "requires a grandeur, a 

nobleness, a majesty, and elevation of style, suited to the 

theme; sparkling images and magnificent expressions must be 
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used. He refers us to Sir Richard Blackmore’s preface to 

^Reflections upon Eloquence « quoted by Watts, ibid. 

the poem Alfred in which the arguments of Boilesu are more 

copiously refuted. 

Poetry should deal with divine subjects, of which there 

is an abundance in the Christian religion. Watts would prefer 

the birth of Jesus in a manger, his agonies, his crucifixion, 

his bleeding and dying to secular themes. The Christian heav¬ 

en and hell are to him infinitely more delightful and dread¬ 

ful than the "childish figments of a dog with three heads, 

the buckets of the Belides, the Furies with snaky hairs or 

all the flowry stories of Elysium.And since for him the 

^Watts, op. cit.. p. xix. 

religious themes are divinely true, he is much more impas¬ 

sioned by them than by the "medley of fooleries" of heathen 

poetry. 

Not only for the epic poem does Watts recommend religious 

themes, but also for tragedy. The wit and fancy that dress 

up the trilling tales in drama and so cause them to affect 

the emotions of the audience, if applied to the wonders of 

creating power, of redeeming love, of renewing grace and the 

other wonders of the Christian religion, would obtain a con¬ 

quest over a wild world and reduce it at least to sobriety. 
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The struggles of the inward soul of this life, the anguish of 

guilt, the secret stings of conscience, the sweet retiring 

hours of devotion, the victory of a saved soul over temptations 

would all, to Watts, "shine bright in drama^itk description. "4 

4Ibid., p. xx. 

The Book of Revelations seems to him to be a prophecy in the 

form of an opera or dramatic poem. 

The lyric, too, would benefit by religious themes and 

inspiration. If the heart of the poet were first inflamed 

by heaven the lyric would be written in inspiration and would 

cease when the inspiration ceased. It would be a piece "all 

meridian light and meridian fervour" which would in turn in¬ 

spire the reader of it. 

The aim of Watts’ verses is the Horatian and Miltonic 

ideal of instruction through pleasure. Some, he says, are 

best taught or touched by an appeal to the fancy and the im¬ 

agination, and he does not scruple to "take hold of any handle 

of the soul to lead it away betimes from vicious pleasures." 

However, his instruction is never by satire or burlesque. When 

he feels a desire to satirize he suppresses it. It is more 

pleasing to him to reform by a "manly invitation to virtue and 

a friendly smile" than by scolding or deriding. He defends 

his treatment in certain odes of love and marriage. He feels 

he has a right to try to rescue the theme of love from the 

place of ridicule and disrespect that it held in a "thousand 
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vile poems of amorous kind that swarm abroad." The pulpit 

and the press treat the subject solemnly in prose and he 

maintains a right to do the same thing in verse. 

Watts is a better critic than poet and he admits that the 

best of his poems sink below his idea of what a divine or 

moral ode should be. "He that deals in the mysteries of Heav¬ 

en or of the Muses should be a genius of no vulgar mouldjJ^the 

name vates belongs to both. 

In advocating the use. of religious themes for poetry, 

Watts placed himself in a tradition which had been growing in 

popularity since Milton had published his statement in favor 

of religious poetry and later his great religious poems. A 

list of the chief figures in this tradition would begin with 

Milton and continue through Corneille, Cowley, Rapin, Dryden, 

Racine, Dennis, and Blackmore, to Watts. Corneille, Rapin, 

and Racine,though French, are placed in this list because Watts 

makes reference to them in his preface as men who have helped 

to refute Boileau*s idea that religion does not lend itself 

well to poetical treatment. In the preface to his religious 

poem Davideis (1656), Cowley says that the Devil stole poetry 

from the Lord and alienated it from his service. It seems to 

him that it is time to "recover it out of the Tyrants hands, 

and to restore it to the Kingdom of God. 

^Poems. Preface, p. 13. 

Dryden and Black- 
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more treated xeligious subjects in their poetry, and Dennis 

spoke heartily in favor of the use of religion by the poets. 

Watts refers to the preface of Blaclonore 's poem Alfred as a 

more copious refutation of Boileau's notion than-his, Watts', 

own efforts. 

There is a great deal of similarity between Watts' ideas 

of the divine origin and nature of poetry and the ideas ex¬ 

pressed by John Dennis in his critical works. Watts says that 

poetry has been "perverted from its more glorious designl" and 

has been basely "driven away from its proper station in the 

temple of God." Dennis thinks that the poetry of the moderns 

is contemptible because it has, in divesting itself of re¬ 

ligion, "fallen from its Dignity, and its original Nature and 

Excellence; and from the greatestBroduction of the Mind of 

Man," and has "dwindled to an extravagant and a vain Amuse¬ 

ment. He goes on to say that poetry is "the natural language 

®The Grounds of Criticism in Poetry. Chapter V. 

of Religion, and that Religion at first produced it, as a 

Cause produces its Effect."7 Watts says that the origin of 

7
Ibid. 

poetry is divine and that it is an art inspired from heaven which 
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is its birthplace. Dennis believes that religion "gives a 

very great advantage for the exciting of Passion in Poetry."8 

8Advancement and Reformation of Modern Poetry. The 

Epistle Dedicatory. 

Watts writes that in poetry with a religious subject "the 

very argument would give wonderful aids to the Muse, and the 

heavenly theme would so relieve a dull hour and a languishing 

genius, that when the Muse nods the sense would burn and 

sparkle upon the reader, and keep him feelingly awake." Both 

Watts and Dennis notice that Longinus uses religious passages 

to illustrate the sublime, and Dennis goes farther and tries 

to prove that Longinus really believed that "Religious Ideas 

are the most proper to give Greatness and Sublimity to a Dis¬ 

course" even thou^ithere is no such statement in his essay cn 

the sublime.® 

®Grounds of Criticism in Poetry. Chapter IT. 

Watts says that the aim of poetry is instruction by pleas¬ 

ing the reader. This theory he may have got from Horace 's prin¬ 

ciple that a poet should "instruct, or please, or both," or 

the Neo-classical conception of it, namely, that poetry should 

teach by pleasing. This conception was held by Milton and is 
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expressed in his preface to the second book of The Reason of 

Church Government Urged Against Prelaty. Dennis in The Grounds 

of Critioism in Poetry quotes a long passage from this preface 

on the use of poetry in the reformation of the people, and it 

is possible that Watts was influenced by Dennis alone on this 

subject. However, the similarity of ideas in Milton’s and 

Watts' prefaces points to a direct influence, as will be 

shown in a later chapter of this study. Suffice it here to 

say that Milton, Dennis, and Watts state plainly that the aim 

and end of poetry is instruction and reformation and that the 

means best suited to this end is pleasure to the reader. This 

moralistic tendency of literature was evident in many seven¬ 

teenth century writers, Cowley, Bunyan, Jeremy Collier, Nahum 

Tate, and many others, and was carried on in the eighteenth 

century by Dennis, Blackmore, Mrs. Rowe, Addison and Steele 

in the Tatler and Spectator, and Richardson in his moralistic 

novels. Watts believed that the Christian preacher would find 

aid from the poet in bringing souls to God and that youth could 

be lured to virtue by the embellishments of poetry. He moral¬ 

izes in the inscriptions to hie friends and in defense of the 

poems says that "they frequently convey the rigid rules of 

morality to the mind in the softer method of applause. 

^Qp. cit.. p. xxvii. 

Although Watts greatly admired the classical writers, he 

was not in favor of slavishly imitating them or following the 
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rules laid down by them without regard to the dictates of com¬ 

mon sense. In his Preface to Horae Lvricae he says that the 

ear is the truest judge in determining the length of the lines 

in an ode, and that it was not made to be "enslaved to any 

precise model of elder or later times." He writes in one poem: 

Give me a Muse, whose gen’rous force, 
Impatient of the reigns, 
Pursues an unattempted course, 
Breaks all the criticks' iron chains, 
And bears to Pa^ise the raptur'd mind.11 

llMThe Adventurous Muse." 

Dennis believed that poetry should be written according to 

rules only because Rule and Order are the same thing as Reason, 

not because the ancient poets gave the rules. These poets 

knew the necessity of following rules which "Reason and 

Philosophy have prescribed," but they are not to be imitated 

because they followed these rules. The modern poet will 

profit by listening to the rules dictated by reason, rather 

than by a slavish imitation of those who have used these rules 

before him.*** 

^Advancement and Re formation of Modern Poetry. 

One critic has s^id that Dennis inherits the Renaissance 
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view that the poet is a divinely inspired vates.*5 Watts 

•^Hoxie Neale Fairchild, Religious Trends in English 
Poetry, vol. I, pp. 188-199. 

also comes into this inheritance and both of them are probably 

indebted to Milton directly for it. To Milton, the poet was 

divinely inspired "interpreter and relater of the best and 

eagest things among his own citizens,* one who writes "to 

God’s glory, by the honour and instruction of his country. 

^Preface to book II of The Reason of Church Government. 
My attention was called to this prose work of Milton by the 
notes of A. W. Verity, ed., Paradise Lost, p. 687, and the 
passage above was quoted by him. 

Watts’ Muse: 

. . . ascends her heav *nly car 
And climbs the steepy path and means the throne divine. 
Then she leaves my flutt'ring mind 
Clogg’d with clay and unrefin’d 
Lengths of distance far behind.15 

15"Two Happy Rivals, Devotion and the Muse.” 

Dennis says that the poetic genius is a great and sacred thing 

and then he quotes from Milton on the subject of the poet as one 

divinely inspired.In one poem, "The Adventurous Muse," Watts 

^The Grounds of Criticism in Poetry. 
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calls his muse Urania. This name as well as the powers at¬ 

tributed to her by Watte recall Milton's Urania of Book VII 

of Paradise Lost. Milton calls on her to 

Descend from Heaven, Urania .... 
  whose voice divine 
Following, above the Olympian hill I soar, 
Abo.ve the flight of Pegasean wingli" 

l?Lines 1-4. 

She is "Heavenly-born'1 and has pleased the "almighty Father" 

with her "celestial song" when she with "eternal Wisdom didst 

converse." 

Watts' Urania 

. . . takes her morning flight 
With an inimitable wingj 
Thro ' rising deluges of dawning light 
She cleaves her wondrous way, 
She tunes immortal anthems to the growing day, 

and 

Climbing the liquid mountains of the skies 
She meets descending angels as she flies.i0 

18 «The Adventurous Muse. " 

In tracing similarities in the works of Watts and in 

those of writers before him, this chapter so far has tried to 

show several points of agreement between Watts and John Dennis: 

the use of religious themes in poetry, the aim of poetry, the 

following of the rules, and the poet as prophet. Another one 

is their belief that emotion or enthusiasm is necessary for 
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good poetry. Dennis distinguishes between "ordinary Passions," 

without which there can be no poetry, and "Enthusiasms1* or 

"Enthusiastick Passions" which are present in^iarts of great 

poetry. "Enthusiasms" he calls passions the cause of which 

19 
is not clearly comprehended by him who feels them. Religion 

^Advancement and Reformation of Modern Poetry, Ch. V. 

induces both kinds of passions and the strongest "Enthusiastick 

Passions" that are "justly and reasonably rais'd, must be 

rais'd by religious Ideas."**0 Watts speaks thus of religious 

**°The Grounds of Criticism in Poetry. Ch. IV. 

enthusksm in his preface to Horae Lyricae: 

If the heart were first inflamed from Heaven, and the 
Muse were not left alone to form the devotion and pursue 
a cold scent, but only called in as an assistant to the 
worship, then the song would end where the inspiration 
ceases, the whole composure would be of a piece, all 
meridian light and meridian fervour, and the same pious 
flame would be propagated and kept glowing in the heart 
of him that reads. 1 

^Vivian de Sola Pinto, in "Isaac Watts and the Adven¬ 
turous Muse," (Essays and Studies, XX), pp. 94-95, says of 
this statements  

It contains the very pith of romantic teaching, the doc¬ 
trine of inspiration. The conception of a poetry that 
would be "all meridian light and meridian fervour" is 
very different indeed from the ideal pf Pope’s Essay on 
Criticism /pub. 17117. . . . Except for the religious 
coloring of this passage it might come from Shelley's 
"Defense of Poetry." 



CHAPTER II 

Watts' Theory of Hymn Writing 

Behind Watts' some seven hundred and fifty hymns* there 

*This figure is from the Encyclopaedia of Religion and 
Ethics, vol. VII, p. 34. 

is a well-thought-out theory of hymnody, and a desire to im¬ 

prove the conditions of worship of his fellow Christians. 

Both of these are expressed in the Preface to Horae Lvricae, 

which has already been quoted, and in the Preface to his volume 

O 

Of Hymns. In writing about his book of odes, he says that 
% 

2 
Hvmn3 and Spiritual Songs, in Three Books, pub. 1709. 

many of them were written to be published in the volume of 

Hymns to "assist the meditations and worship of vulgar Chris¬ 

tians" but that on reviewing them he found "some expressions 

that were not suited to the plainest capacity, and the metaphors 

. . . too bold to please ths weaker Christian." 

That the Christians needed assistance in their worship 

he shows in the preface to his hymns. He says that the part 

of the worship "nearest akin to heaven," the singing of hymns, 

is performed "the worst upon earth." 

- (13)- 

He continues, "To see 
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the dull indifference, the negligent and the thoughtless air, 

that sits upon the faces of a whole assembly while the psalm 

is on their lips might tempt even a charitable observer to 

suspect the fervency of inward religion, and it is most to be 

feared that the minds of moat of the worshippers are absent 

or unconcerned." Preaching and public praying also stand in 

need of correction and improvement, but "of all our religious 

solemnities psalmody is the most unhappily managed, " and too 

often makes flat "our devotion," awakens "our regret, and 

touches all the springs of uneasiness within us." 

The cause of this evil Watts sees as the "matter and words 

to which we confine all^ur songs. " Some of them are "almost 

opposite to the spirit of the gospel"; many are “foreign to 

the state of The. New Testament, and widely different from the 

present circumstances of Christians." When the souls are just 

beginning to feel the uplifting quality of the psalm, there 

come some phrases "so extremely Jewish and cloudy " that the 

"sight of God the Saviour" is darkened, or "within a few 

verses some dreadful coarse against men is proposed to our lips, 

that God would add iniquity unto their iniquity, nor let them 

come into his righteousness, but blot them out of the book 

of the living," which is "contrary to the new commandment of 

loving our enemies," Many sentences of the Psalmist express 

the temper of the Chri3tianîs heart, and lips and hearts "run 

sweetly together," applying the words to their own case, and 

there is "something of divine delight in it"; but suddenly 

the application is turned off and their lips "speak nothing 
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but the heart of David. B 

However, the book of Psalms should not be discarded in 

toto from the service, but only the objectionable parts omit¬ 

ted. The Psalms themselves form a "most artful, most devotion¬ 

al, and divine collection, of poesy, and nothing can be sup¬ 

posed more proper to raise a pious soul to heaven than some 

parts of that book," but there are a "thousand lines in it 

which were not made for a church in our days to assume/\its 

own." Also there are "many deficiencies of light and glory 

which our Lord Jesus and his apostles have supplied in the 

writings of The New Testament." These deficiencies Watte 

has attempted to remedy, but lest he be termed presumptuous 

he justifies himself by this passage from Matthew xi: 3: 

The least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than 
all the Jewish prophets. 

Most of the hymns were written for use in public religious 

assembly, and all were designed for either public or private 

worship. The most frequent emotions of life are copied in 

the hymns, and the "breathings of our piety" are expressed 

according to the passions of love, fear, hope, desire, sor¬ 

row, wonder, and joy. These passions are refined into de¬ 

votion by the new and easy way of approaching the throne of 

God, through the mediation of Jesus Christ. The more obscure 

and controverted points of Christianity have been avoided and 
0 

the "contentions and distinguishing words of sects and par¬ 

ties are secluded, that whole assemblies might assist at the 
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harmony, and different churches join in the same worship, 

without offence." If any word be found unpleasing to any 

group the word may be changed for a suitable one, says Watts, 

"for blessed be God we are not confined to the words of any 

man in our publick solemnities." 

As for the poetry of the hymns, Watts admits that he has 

gone to some trouble to make it suitable to the lowest level 

■of Christian intelligence. The following passage, quoted at 

length, shows his attitude toward hymn poetryî 

The metaphors are generally sunk to the level of vul¬ 
gar capacities. I have aimed at ease of numbers and 
smoothness of sound, and endeavoured to make the sense 
plain and obvious. If the verse appears so gentle and 
flowing as to incur the censure of feebleness, I may 
honestly affirm that sometimes it cost me labour to make 
it so: some of the beauties of poesy are neglected, and 
some willfully defaced. I have thrown out the lines that 
were too sonorous, and have given an allay to the verse, 
lest a more exalted turn of thought or language should 
darken or disturb the devotion of the weakest souls. 
But hence it comes to pass that I have been forced to 
lay aàide many Hymns after they were finished, and 
utterly exclude them from this volume, because of the 
bolder figures of speech that crowded themselves into 
the verse, and a more uncoined variety of number, which 
I could not easily restrain.3 

3Preface to Hymns and Spiritual Songs, pp. x-xi. 

In the poetry of Horae Lvricae Watts had tried to "please 

and profit the politer part of mankind without offending the 

plainer sort of Christians"; in his volume of hymns he tries 

"to promote the pious entertainments of souls truly serious, 

even of the meanest capacity, and at the same time if possible 

not to give disgust to persons of richer sense and nicer edu¬ 

cation." These hymns are in three books, the first being those 
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that are borrowed in part from scripture. He expects censure 

for a "too religious observance of the words of scripture, 

whereby the verse is weakened and debased according to the 

judgment of the criticks" but he defends his method by re¬ 

peating that his design in writing the hymns was to aid the 

devotion of Christians. In the paraphrases he has enlightened 

the dark expressions and explained in the language of the time 

the Levitical ceremonies and Hebrew forms of speech; what 

would not bear such alteration he has omitted altogether. 

The hymns of the second book are of hunan composure 

but are taken from Biblical texts, which, Watts says, would 

be easily supplied, were it desirable. These hymns, Watts 

hopes, will always appear divine in "sense and materials." 

Among them, if anywhere in the book of hymns, perhaps may be 

found poems that are "capable of giving delight to persons of 

a more refined taste and polite education." However, these 

persons will have to "lay aside the humour of criticism, and 

enter into a devout frame," because otherwise "every ode here 

already despairs of pleasing." Often, he confesses, he was 

"tempted away from the more spiritual designs I proposed by 

some gay and flowery expressions that gratified the fancy." 

He continues; 

the bright images too often prevailed above the fire of 
divine affection, and the light exceeded the heat; yet 
I hope in many of them the reader will find that devotion 
dictated the song, and the head and hsj|i were nothing 
but interpreters and secretaries to the heart; nor is 
the magnificence or boldness of the figures comparable 
to that divine license which is found in the eighteenth 
and sixty-eighth Psalms, several chaptars of Job, and 
other poetical Parts of scripture. 
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The third book consists of hymns for use at the Lord *s 

Supper and among them may be found some paraphrases as well 

as original compositions. 

The avowed purpose of these hymns was to effect the 

"reformation of psalmody amongst the churches," but the author 

would be thankful if, failing that, they would be useful to 

private Christians. He writes: "If they may but attain the 

honour of being esteemed pious meditations to assist the 

devout and the retired soul in the exercises of love, faith, 

and joy, it will be a valuable compensation of my labours." 

In the preface to the hymns Watts says: "The whole book 

is written in four sorts of metre, and fitted to the most com¬ 

mon tunes." This limitation is in line with his theory of 

making the hymns suitable for public singing by keeping them 

simple in every respect. For the same reaeon he does not per¬ 

mit a stop in the middle of a line but almost always has one 

at the end of a line so as "to comport a little with the 

unhappy mixture of reading and singing, which cannot presently 

be reformed." Another example of his concern for their suit¬ 

ability to public worship i3 found in the note appended to 

the preface, in which he explains that in the longer hymns 

the stanzas in brackets may be omitted in singing without dis¬ 

turbing the sense, and the words included in such brackets 

which are "too poetical for meaner understandings, or too 

particular for whole congregations, to sing" may also be left 

out at the discretion of the minister. 

It is a mistake to suppose that Watts was the inventor of 
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hymns in English. He was not. Many had written hymns before 

him, but he was the first writer of a considerable body of 

hymns in English that were of a high merit; also it was his 

conception of the hymn that became the standard of English 

hymnody in the centuries after him.4 James Montgomery, in 

4Vivian de Sola Pinto, "Isaac Watts and the Adventurous 
Muse,® p. 95. 

his introduction to The Christian Psalmist, says that Watts 

may almost be called the inventor of hymns in our language 

because he departed ïO far from any precedent that few of his 

compositions resemble those of his forerunners, while he es¬ 

tablished a precedent from which none of his successors 

have departed except as the peculiar turn of mind of the writer 

or the denomination to which he belonged dicatated.5 

^This statement is from a quotation of Montgomery given 
by Edward Paxton Hood, Isaac Watt3. His Life and Writings. 
p. 88. 

Before Watts had made popular his hymns, the singing in 

the Non-conformist chapels was limited to rhymed scripture, 

and h^mns of purely human composition were looked on with dis¬ 

favor. Even organs and music were regarded with fear and super¬ 

stition as being elements of Popery, or at least signs of en- 

thusiasm. John Calvin was reponsible for this close following 

C. J, Abbey and J. H. Overton, The English Church in the 
Eighteenth Century, p. 459. 
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of the text of the Bible, and especially for the paraphrases 

of the Book of Psalms, in church hymns. Only the material 

drawn accurately from scripture, the inspired word of God, 

was to be used in public worship.^ 

^Winfred Douglas, Church Music in History and Practice, 
pp. 317-319. 

Practically the same situation prevailed in the established 

Church as was to be found in the dissenting chapels. Before 

the reign of Queen Elizabeth, it had been lawful by an act 

of Parliament "to use openly any Psalme taken out of the 

Bible . . . not letting or omitting thereby the service or 

any part thereof mentioned in the said book."® Later Queen 

8Ibid. . pp. 318-319. 

Elixabeth, in her Injunctions of 1559, said: "In the begin¬ 

ning or in the end of Common Prayers, there may be sung an 

hymn, or such like song to the Praise of Almighty God, in the 
q 

best sort of melody and music that may be conveniently devised." 

®Ibid., p. 330. 

In 1563 The Whole Booke of Psalmes . . . with apt notes to 

sing them withal was published, being a collection of metrical 

psalms by Thomas Sternhold and John Hopkins. Included also 

were, paraphrases of the Canticles, the Athanasian Creed, the 
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Commandments, the Lord's Prayer, and seven hymns, including 

"Veni Creator" and a Thanksgiving hymn for after Holy Com- 

.union.10 

J-Olbid. 

The New Version of the Psalms was licensed and published 

in the reign of William and Mary; included in it was an appen¬ 

dix of hymns. The Psalms were put into meter by Tate and 

Brady, but the hymns were all written by Nahum Tate. These 

Psalms were crude metrical versions of the scriptures and 

would scarcely satisfy all the religious feelings of the 

singers. However, the New Version was better than the Old, 

as may be seen from the following comparison: 

Psalm 42, Old Version 

Like as the hart doth breathe and bray 
the well-springs to obtain, 
So doth my soul desire alway 
with thee Lord to remain. 

Psalm 42, New Version 

As pants the hart for cooling springs 
When heated in the chase, 

So longs my soul, 0 God, for thee, 
And thy refreshing grace.11 

Ulbid. , p. 222. 

In this case the New Version stanza is also superior to Watts' 

rendition of the same verse: 
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With earnest longings of the mind 
My God to thee I look; 
So pants the hunted hart to find 
And taste the cooling brook. 

Most certainly the Psalms did not give full utterance to 

all the religious emotions of the Non-conformists, and so 

"rude strains in the vulgar tongue began to express the emo¬ 

tions of the worshipper about election, predestination, original 

sin, assurance, and effectual grace" in the Independent chapels.*** 

*2W. J. Courthope, A History of English Poetry, vol V, 
• p. 339. 

It was the want of poetic refinement in the hymns of Barton 

and Mason*3 that first urged Watts to try his hand at hymn 

13 X -nrt fa**-" »'»'«- 1» •k-V.i-n «"V TU*',r 

Wywus f&*r o s et u v’t iotu 

writing for the Independent Chapel at Southampton.*^ 

*4Courthope, on. cit. , p. 339. 

It is true that there had been many hymns written in the 

century before Watts, but most of them were different from 

the hymns of Watts, especially in their purpose. The composers 

seem to have intended them for reading and silent devotion, 

as the length alone in many would prohibit public use of them. 

Tax example, the hymns of Crashaw are too long for singing, 

and the irregularity of the stanza forms and the meter keep 
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them from being good singing hymns. His "To the Name above 

Every Name" has two hundred and thirty-nine lines; "In the 

Glorious Epiphanie of our Lord God," two hundred and fifty- 

six. Another of Crashaw's hymns is inappropriate for public 

worship, not because of length, but for another reason which 

becomes obvious upon reading the hymn. It is called "A Song 

of Divine Love"; this is one stanza from it: 

Lord, when the sense of thy sweet grace 
Sends up my soul to seek thy face 
Thy blessed eyes breathe such desire 
I die in love's delicious fire.15 

^Quoted by J. B. Reeves, The Hymn as Literature. p. 104. 

Although a few of Watts hymns are objectionable for this same 

reason, most of them are not. 

Other seventeenth century hymns would be kept out of the 

hymn-book for various reasons. For example, the following 

stanzas from Herrick's "Litany to the Holy Spirit," which 

he probably never intended for singing, has too much particular¬ 

ization and is generally inappropriate: 

When the artlesse Doctor sees 
No one hope but of his Fees, 
And hi3 skill runs on the lees, 

Sweet Spirit comfort me! 
When his potion and his Pill, 
Has, or none, or little skill, 
Meet for nothing, but to kill, 

Sweet Spirit comfort me! 15 

16Ibid., pp. 40-42 
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The hymn that characterized night as "That Ethiop queen with 

1 7 
jewels in her hair" could not long survive in public worship. 

17Ibid.. pp. 39-40. 

The hymns of Herbert and the religious poetry of Henry 

Vaughan seem to be designed for reading rather than for sing¬ 

ing in church. Vaughan’s irregular meter for religious poetiy 

was taken up by Jeremy Taylor and used in his Festival Hymns. 

which were published in his Golden Grove in 1655.The fol- 

1 Edmund Gosse, Jeremy Taylor, pp. 114-115. 

lowing ‘stanzas!, illustrate the short lines, arbitrarily broken 

up by rhymes, the lack of rhythmical principle, and the ec- 

19 
centricity of meter which would make them unfit for public 

19Ibid. , p. 115. 

worship: 

What ravish’d Heart, seraphic tongue or eyes, 
Clear as the morning’s rise, 
Can speak, or think, or see 
That bright, eternity? 

There the King’s great transparent throne 
Is of an entire jasper stone: 

There the eye 
Of the chrysolite, 

And a sky 
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Of diamonds, rubies, chrysoprase, 
And above all, Thy holy face, 
Makes an eternal clarity. 

When Thou Thy jewels up dost bind, that day 
Remember us, we pray. 0 

30Tbe-se^'tanzêæ~axe^uote'drln Ibid., pp. 115-116. 

However, there were hymns written before Watts that 

were suitable for singing and that were sung in their authors' 

time. Among these are John Donne's "Wilt thou forgive that 

sin," which was sung in St. Paul’s in Donne's lifetime; Bishop 

Ken's "Morning" and "Evening Hymns," which were sung by the 

schoolboys of Winchester in his lifetime, but were not in¬ 

cluded in a public Hymnal till 1783; the hymns published in 

the New Version of the Psalms, and written by Nalyum Tate; 

and many translations and paraphrases of German and Latin hynns. 

21Douglas, on. cit. . pp. 33 5-334. 

Among these paraphrases and translations were Bishop Cosin's 

paraphrase of "Veni Creator," which was printed in the Prayer 

Book , and Drummond of Hawthornden's translations of many 

ancient Breviary Hymns.22 

22Ibid. 

As early as February, 1633/33, it was considered proper to 
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annex original hymns to the English Psalters. This date marks 

the patent granted hy King James I to George Wither for his 

bo ok. Hymns and Songs of the Church, "which skid book being 

esteemed worthy and profitable to be inserted in convenient 

manner and due place into every English Psalm book in metre. 

^Quoted ty Edward Farr in his introduction to Wither *s 
Hymns and Son^s of the Church. p, xii. 

The patent was so strenuously opposed by the Company of 

Stationers, who were motivated, by self-interest, that it came 

24 
to be a dead letter to Wither. In defense of his hymns 

^Ibid.. p. xxxi. 

Wither addressed his tract, The Scholar’s Purgatory» 1624, to 
P c 

the bishops of the Convocation including Archbishop Abbot. 

^Ibid. , p. xiii. 

In this tract he says that his hymns are certainly deserving 

of a pls.ce beside the psalms of Sternhold and Hopkins in the 

Psalter and that the variety of expressions of the mysteries 

of the Christian religion found in his hymns on the Scriptures 

makes these mysteries more easily understood. By dressing 

the Scriptures in verse he hopes to make more pleasing to the 
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carnal ear those things which have to be repeated BO often 

that they often become tedious. The Muses are employed for 

the benefit of "the flesh and the devil" and it seems to him 

that the same service done fotf the work of the Lord should 

be welcomed by the Church rather than repudiated. Compare 

this view with Watts' theory of religious poetry as discussed 

earlier in this chapter. 

These hymns of Wither's were set to music by Orlando 

Gibbons, a distinguished musician of the day,2® but whether 

26Farr, loo, oit.. p. xxxi. 

they were ever sung in the Church is not recorded so far as 

I have been able to discover. However, if they were not 

sung it was because of the opposition of the Stationers 1 

Company rather than the objections of the Church or the people. 

The first part of the book contains hymns that have been 

translated from the Canonical Scripture, with "some other 

ancient Songs and Creeds" that have "anciently been sung in 

37 
the Church of England." The second part is made up of 

2?From the title page of Wither 's Hymns and Sonizs of 
the Church. 

apparently original hymns composed for the "several Times 

and Occasions, observable in the Church of England."2® These 

28lbid 
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"Times* begin with Advent Sunday and Christmas day; go through 

the life of Christ to Easter Sunday and the day of Pentecost, 

or Whitsunday; continue with hymns to the different saints 

of the Church; and end with several thanksgiving hymns for 

public benefits such as peace,plenty, victory, and good health, 

and a hymn of the author in which is a stanza, added to editions 

after 1633, that evidently refers to the treatment received 

at the hands of the Company of Stationers. This is the stanza: 

When in public to defame me, 
A design was brought to pass, 
On their heads, that meant to shame me* 
Their own malice turned was; 
And that day, most grace was shown me, 
Which they thought should have undone me. 

What this "grace" was that was shown him I do not know, but 

it may mean that he succeeded in getting his hymns put with 

copies of the English Psalter as the King's patent had ordered. 

Wither, in his criticism of the psalms then sung in the 

Church, Sternhold and Hopkins' versions, looks forward to 

Watts. As has already been pointed out, Watts thought that 

the psalms should be revised because they contained many things 

that were out of keeping with the worship of Christians of his 

day. Wither speaks thus of the Psalms: 

And I dare undertake to demonstrate, that they are not 
only full of absurdities, solecisms, improprieties, non¬ 
sense, and impertient circumlocutions, to more that 

twice the length of their originals in some places, but 
that there are in them many expressions also, quite be¬ 
side, if not quite contrary, to the meaning of the text; 
which I would not thus openly have declared, but that 
even shoool-boys perceive it; though some, that would 
be thought wiser, do ignorantly or wilfully protest 
against an alteration of our singing Psalms.29 

loc. cit., "From The Scholar*s Purgatory, quoted by Farr, 
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p. xxvi. 

Wither published another volume of Hymns in 1641, but 

did not intend them for the Church. These were called Halle¬ 

lujah or» Britains Second Remembrancer and are described on 

the title page as "Meditations, advancing the glory of God, 

in the practise of Pietie and Vertuej and applyed to easie 

Tunes, to be Sung in Families, etc." Most of these hymns weœ 

meant for private devotion rather than public worship. They 

are composed on a great variety of subjects ranging from 

funerals and weddings to thanksgiving, sheep-shearing, and 

house-warming. This volume also contains a great number, if 

not all, of the hymns that had been published under the title 

of Hymns and Songs of the Church. There is some revision of 

these hymns but they are obviously the same as those in the 

earlier volume, A passage from the song for Palm Sunday is 

altered from— 

And though he did full meekly ride, 
And poorly on an ass, 
"Hosanna to the Kingl" they cried, 
As he along did pass, 

to— 

And though the steed He did bestride 
Was but a silly ass, 

Hosanna to the King, they cried, 
As He along did pass. 

These hymns of Wither are not of universal appeal as are 

many of the hymns of Watts. They are written for the cele¬ 

bration of certain days of the Church of England, and to certain 
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saints recognized by that Church. There are hymns for par¬ 

ticular occasions such as a storm at sea, safe return from 

a voyage, when we cannot sleep, before work, during work, 

while we are washing, when we enjoy the benefits of fire, 

etc. There are also hymns for particular persons: a clergy¬ 

man, a layman, a lawyer, a client, a merchant, a patient, a 

soldier, and many others. The seasons and the days o£ the 

week come in for a hymn apiece, and.one hymn is written to be 

used for the birthday of a man or a woman. There are few, if 

any, hymns among them that are suitable for singing today 

in the Episcopal, the Methodist, the Baptist, and all the rest 

of the Protestant churches as are many of the hymns of Watts. 

Dryden made two paraphrases of Latin hymns, the "Te 

Deum" and "Veni Creator Spiritus,"30 but whether they were sung 

^The -translation of "Veni Creator Spiritus" was pub¬ 
lished under Dryden's name during his lifetime; bul^or cextsin 
other hymns assigned to Dryden on purely conjectural grounds, 
Cyrus L. Day (The Songs of Drvden. p. xv) has found no evidence 
that Dryden really wrote them. 

in hi^ime I do not know. The latter is certainly singable, 

however, and was very probably sung. The "Te Deum" was written 

in heroic coüpletspl which are not so good for singing pur- 

SlReeves, 0£. cit.. p. 304. 

poses as the octosyllabic couplets of the paraphrase of "Veni 

Creator Spiritus. " 



II -31- 

Joseph Addison wrote the hymn, "When all Thy Mercies, 0 

My God," which is still found in the modern hymn books, in 

1701. 32 This was before Watts published his first book of 

3^Theron Brown and Hezekiah Butterworth, The Story of 
Hymns and Tunes, p. 113. 

hymns, but not before he had written most of them in 1695 
rzg 

and 1696. All five of Addison’s hymns were first published 

33in the twenty-first and twenty-second years of his 
life, at his father’s house in Southampton after the completion 
of his studies at the Stoke Newington Academy, Watts wrote 
most of his hymns. —Edward Paxton Hood, Isaac Watts» His 
Life ’a.nd Writings, p. 89. 

in the Spectator, thus dating after 1711 and later than the 

hymns of Watts. 

The first collection of hymns for Won-conformist worship, 

or at least the first of which there is an extant trace, was 

A Collection of Divine Hymns Upon Several Occasions (1694), 

of which there were seven authors, among them Richard Baxter, 

John Mason, and Thomas Shepherd. 34 The next collection was 

^Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics, vol. VII, p. 34. 

Family Hymns.by Matthew Henry, published in 1695. Then came 

35Ibid. 
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Watts * H-ymns and Spiritual Songs, Jji Three Books, published 

in 1707. 

Watts’ taste in poetry had been formed by a careful 

study of classical models. He knew Latin and Greek well and 

36 
read the literature in the original languages. In the Pref- 

3®Watts* classical education is surprising when we con¬ 
sider the practical sort of education usually given by the 
dissenters* academies in general end the Stoke Newington 
Academy in particular (witness Defoe). Johnson (Lives of 
the Poets, vol. IV, pp. 377-392) says that Watts began learn¬ 
ing Latin at the age of four, and was taught Latin and Greek 
by Mr. John Pinhorne in grammar school. His education in 
the classical literature seems to have been privately ob¬ 
tained. The two years following his leaving Stoke Newington 
were spent in intensive study as were his five years as tutor 
to the son of Sir John Hartopp, and,as a matter of fact, the 
rest of his life when his health permitted. 

ace to Horae Lyricae he quotes Horace, Hesiod, Martial, and 

Juvenal, and refers to Virgil, Homer, and Pindar with ap¬ 

parent familiarity. It would seem natural for such a classic¬ 

al scholar to assume that when writing verse in simple, ion- 

adorned everyday diction he was "writing down" or defacing 

the beauties of poesy. But to use bold figures of speech or 

the accepted poetic diction of the neo-classical school would 

be to offend the uneducated Christians for whom he was writing; 

so in his hymns he consciously set out to write down to the 

level of his intended readers. Also in his songs for children 

he held to the same theory and wrote to the level, or at least 

what he imagined to be the level, of the child. 
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Writing down to the popular level was a characteristic 

of the moralistic didactic writing of the eighteenth century. 

The need for moral reform was great in Watts ’ time and the 

37 
general corruption of manners was the complaint of all. 

Mark Pattison, "Tendencies of Religious Thought in 
England, 1688-1750." Essays « pp. 111-113. 

The writers of the day as well as the theologians set out to 

combat this moral depravity by offering a scheme of practical 

principles of moral and religious conduct for society.38 The 

»• 

38Ibid.. pp. 109-110. 

Spectator, and other papers similar to it, wrote for the popular 

•taste and for the purpose of moral reform. Watts’ hymns and 

religious poems are in line with this moralistic literature 

that was written ibr the new enlarged middle class. His Divine 

Songs for Children, to which are added some moral sonnets, 

are even better examples of the type of didactic writing which 

Daniel Defoe and later Samuel Richardson gave to the public. 

It is necessary to distinguish here between the pious and 

religious didactic works and the domestic-conduct pamphlets. 

They were both written for the purpose of instructing the conmon 

man, but one dealt with the welfare of man’s soul, the other with 
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man's relation to his fellow-man. Defoe's Religious Courtship 

(l?22) and Steele's The Christian Hero (1701)39 concern them- 

3%iOuis Cazamian, "Modern Times," Emile Legouis and 
Louis Cazamian, A History of English Literature, p. 759, f.n. 1. 

selves with teaching the soul to be pious. Defoe *s The Complete 

English Tradesman (1725-27), Richardson's Familiar Letters (1741), 

and such books as The Young Secretary's Guide (1687) by John 

Hill and The Experienc *d Secretary (1699) by T. Goodman^9 are 

^Katherine Hornbeak, "Richardson *s Familiar Letters 
and the Domestic Conduct Books, Richardson's Aesop." Smith 
College Studies in Modern Languages, p. 1. 

merely manuals for everyday life and affairs with no mention 

of piety. In Watts' Divine Songs for Children the child is 

taught piety. What reference there is to domestic conduct is 

linked with piety and a duty to God to obey parents, and to 

refrain from lying, swearing, scoffing, keeping evil company, 

etc. The moral sonnets contain some pieces that coijld be called 

domestic conduct poems, for example, "The Sluggard": 

*Tis the voice of the Sluggard; I heard him complain 
"You have wak'd me too soon, I must slumber again." 
As the door on its hinges, so he on his bed 
Turns his sides, and his shoulders, and his heavy head. 

********* 

I made him a visit, still hoping to find 
He had took better care for improving his mind; 
He told me his dreams, talk'd of eating and drinking, 
But he scarce reads his Bible, and never loves thinking. 

Said I to my heart, "Here's a lesson for me," 
That man's but a picture of what I might be: 
But thanks to my friends for their care in my breeding, 
WhO taught me betimes to love, wnrln' mr snri 
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However, there is very little in Watts1 poetry that does not 

deal directly with man's relation to God. 

The essays of Addison and Steele in the Tatler and 

Spectator have a moral rather than a religious tone. Richard¬ 

son's novels Pamela and Clarissa R&plowe also deal with domestic 

conduct. Watts is not in the direct line of this tradition 

since most of his writings are purely religious in nature. 

The germ of eighteenth century sentimentalism is to be 

discovered in Watts' doctrine, a truly Christian doctrine, of 

man both as a worm and a god. Fairchild shows how the con¬ 

ception of man as a worm develops into a means of displaying 

sensibility merely and ceases to exercise proper control over 

the man-as-god idea in the poet Edward Young.4^ The god ele- 

4^Religious Trends in English Poetry* vol. II, p. 149. 

ment continues to be believed by the poet since it flatters 

the pride and produces an illusion of goodness and power.42 

43Ibid. 

A complete subjugation of the worm, and man becomes a being 

• Cf goodness with a moral sense and original genius, his black¬ 

ness turning into a sentimental rather than a real quality. 

This, says Fairchild, has not completely taken place in Young's 

Night Thoughts. but the implications are there.^ The same im- 

43Ibid. 
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plications may be found in Fatts, but in an early stage. 

Watts’ theory of Christianizing the hymns of worship 

and writing them so as to make them fit the gospel of 

Christ rather than the Old Testament religion, was not 

original with him. The early Church fathers believed that 

hymnody should be Christian, but the theory that hymns should 

be material accurately drawn from the Bible only, made it 

impossible to discard all those parts of the Old Testament 

that were obviously not in the spirit of Christ. To this 

theory Calvin reverted, even though it had been tried and 

rejected by the Church of the ninth century in Rome.44 As 

44Douglas, op., cit., pp. 217-218. 

a. result, the hymnody after Calvin was still Old Testament in 

phrase and tone. Before Watts brought out his theory which 

we have already stated, Richard Baxter (1615-1619) had written 

in the preface to his Paraphrase on the Psalms: 

I durst make Hymns of my own, . . . Doubtless Paul 
meaneth not only David's Psalms, when he bids men sing 
with grace in their hearts, Psalms, Hymns, and Spiritual 
Songs: yea, it is past doubt, that Hymns more suitable 
to Gospel-times may and ought now to be used.45 

45Quoted in ibid.» p. 226. 

Watts admits that psalm writers before him had, to some 

extent, "now and then given an evangelick turn to the Hebrew 
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sense. tt These he says were Mr. Milburne and Mr. Darby. Dr. 

Patrick^® had gone "so rauoh beyond them in this respect that he 

^®John Patrick, author of A Century of Psalms, a metrical 
version of the Psalms. 

"hath made use of the present language of Christians in several 

psalms, and left out many of the Judaisms.1,47 Patrick had gene 

47Preface to Wants' Psalms, pp. xxi-xxii. 

farther than any other psalm translator in the direction of 

making psalms Christian, according to Watts. This Christian 

treatment of the material in the Old Testament Watts combined 

with his notion that there should be hymns in the service other 

than the Psalms, and his hymns are the result. 

Watts had the desire to reform psalmody in the churches, 

as has been noted already in the discussion of his preface to 

the Hymns. From the record of the popularity of his hymns, it 

may be said that he has succeeded. One critic writes that 

Watts’ versions of the Psalms and his original hymns supplanted 

all previous ones and for many years "held undisputed possession 

of the nonconformist Churches against all comers,n and that 

for more than a century he remained the master of the bymnody 

of the Independents.^8 When Watts wrote the preface to the 

48w. Garrett Border, The Hymn Lover, p. 100. 
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1709 edition of Horae Lyricae hie hymns had already then been 

printed in a second edition, and he refers to the "second 

impression" that his volume of hymns has passed. By 1720 

the Hymns had reached a fifth edition. Amy Louise Reed, in 

a footnote in The Background of Gray's "Elegy" (p. 94), says 

that the British Museum Catalogue ceases to attempt to dis¬ 

tinguish numerically the editions of Watts * Hymns and Spiritual 

Song3 after the twenty-eighth edition in 1767. (The Cambridge 

Bibliography of English Literature also does not attempt a 

complete listing.) J, B. Reeves has ascertained the number 

of Watts* hymns included in representative hymn-books of about 

1933-34, and has found that in fourteen such hymn-books, both 

British and American, there appear a total of over four hundred 

of Watts' hymns, the largest representation being one hundred 
49 and forty-five in The Baptist Hymnal» One of Watts' hymns, 

49 Reeves, op. ci t». p. 160. 

"Blest morning, whose first dawning rays," is one of the five 

hymns bound with the Scottish Bible.^ The Hew Hymnal bound 

50John Brownlie, Hymns and Hymn Writers of the Church 

Hymnary. p. 137. 

with the American Book of Common Prayer contains twelve hymns 

(including psalms) by Watts, 
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The bymns of Watts have fared worse with the critics 

than with the public, but even then many have praised certain 

of his hymns very highly when they could not admire all 

seven hundred and fifty of them. Johnson, in his Lives of 

the Poets, regrets the lack of figurative diction and the 

necessity of perpetual repetition in Watts hymns, but he says 

that it is "sufficient for Watts to have done better than others 

what no man has done well. Benjamin Franklin was particular- 

51p. 391. 

ly fond of the lyrics of Isaac Watts,and the first book that 

came off his Philadelphia,-press was an edition of Watts’ 

53 
Psalms and Hymns. Matthew Arnold thought Watts' "When I 

52Reeves, op. cit.. p. 11. 

survey the wondrous cross" the finest hymn in the English 

language.^3 Courthope states that in such of Watts' hymns 

^^Brownlie, op. cit. , p. 136. 

as "Our God, our help in ages past, " "When I survey the won¬ 

drous cross," and "There is a land of pure delight," the style 

of English hymnology reaches its highest level.^ 

^Courthope, op. oit. , vol. V, p. 336. 
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Arno<&i Bennett, in Clavhanger. makes Hilda Lessways say 

after hearing Watts' "When I survey the wondrous cross" sung 

at a public meeting, "That's the most splendid religious verse 

ever writtenl . . . It's worth while believing anything, if 

you can sing words like that and mean theml"55 

55l am indebted to Dr. A. D. McKillop for this reference. 



CHAPTER III 

Watts' Psalms of David 

Watts' opinion of previous metrical versions of the Psalms 

has been given in Chapter II. In his preface to his book, 

Psalms of David.^ he presents reasons for the stand he has 

^-Published in 1719 but written earlier. 

taken against the psalms used for worship in his day. The 

chief reason is that these psalms retain expressions of the 

personal feelings of David and are for that reason Jewish in 

language or expression and in character. They do not express 

the circumstances of the Christian religion in general and of 

the English Christians in particular. This fault Watts hopes 

to have done away with in his volume of the Psalms written in 

the language of the New Testament. 

He does not merely translate the Psalms, the need for 

another translation of them being, he says, slight for the 

amount of labor that it would take. Many had treated the 

Psalms before him, some translating literally throughout, and 

some making a few of the needed changes that Watts himself would 

have made. He gives a brief history of the various methods 

employed by his predecessors in treating the Psalms. Over twen- 

-(41) 
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ty versions of the Psalms that he has seen have aimed only at 

making the Hebrew Psalmist speak English, allowing him to 

keep all his own characters still. If David speaks as a 

shepherd boy he is allowed to remain such in the translation. 

So if he is a king, or a fugitive, or a great musician, he is 

permitted to remain in character even if there is no correspon¬ 

dence to present-day life. Some of the psalms lead a Christian 

assembly to worship in as nearly the same words and the same 

forms as those the Psalmist uses for his Jewish worshipers. 

Such treatment is good for a small number of the Psalms that 

have scarcely anything in.them that is personal or Jewish, but 

for the majority a different treatment is needed to make them 

suitable for public worship. 

Watts, as has already been pointed out in Chapter II, 

says that Milburn and Darby have occasionally given an evan¬ 

gelical turn to their psalms, and Dr.Patrick has gone even 

farther than they in making the Psalmist speak the Christian 

language. In several of Patrick's psalms the language is 

made Christian and many of the Judaisms have been left out in 

the whole collection. For these reasons his psalms have found 

favor with many for public worship. However, Watts objects 

to Patrick's practice of making all the other characters and 

circumstances of David appear strong, in some cases stronger 

than the original, except those of a Jew. For this reason 

many persons had taken to Patrick's version of the Psalms. 

Howsver, in spite of their popularity, Watts says, it is hard 
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to find six or sight stanzas together in any psalm that are 

fit and proper to he sung by a whole congregation or by a 

"vulgar Christian»" This causes difficulties in worship when 

the practice, the best according to Watts, is to use the 

whole psalm without reading it out first, line by line, and 

omitting the unsuitable. 

Another reason given by Watts in his Preface for not 

confining the singing to Psalms is the scarcity of psalms 

that are suitable for celebration of the Lord 's Supper. It 

is his opinion that David never wrote "a psalm of sufficient 

glory and sweetness to represent the blessings of this holy 

institution of Christ." 

For reading and hearing purposes Watts thinks that it is 

best to follow the Scriptures exactly and faithfully in order 

to learn what God has to say. Psalms, however, are devotional, 

and therefore express the personal or national concerns of the 

Psalmist. The chief design of psalmody is that the worshiped 

represent his own sense of things in singing and so address 

himself to God expressing his own case. Therefore the words 

of the psalms should be so adapted to the general state of 

the worshipers that they might have no concern. David was 

not limited to the words and songs of Moses in his Psalms, 

and he and Moses were much closer to each other than the mod¬ 

ern Christian is to either in both time and similarity of re¬ 

ligious worship. Why, then, should the singing of the present 

day be confined to the words of David and to the customs of the 

Jewish worship? Why must Cbfistians sing of praising God on 
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the psaltery or the harp when they have never seen such an 

instrument, merely because the Jewish Psalmist said, "I will 

praise thee upon a psaltery" or "I will open my dark saying 

upon the harp "? Perhaps, says Watts, this answer will be 

given, that when these phrases are used, the worshiper means 

that he will worship God "according to his appointment now, 

even as David worshipped him in his day according to God's 

appointment then." But why confine oneself to say one thing 

and to mean another? Why may not a Christian sing from his 

heart? 

It is difficult for Christians to worship with burnt- 

offerings or hyssop, with new moons, and trumpets and timbrels, 

or to curse enemies they never had and to ask for forgivenesss 

for crimes they never committed. Because of this difficulty 

Watts believes that the translator or paraphraser should omit 

what is not suitable for Christian worship and give an evan¬ 

gelical turn to the song when possible. With this theory in 

mind he has paraphrased the Book of Psalms, attempting to 

accommodate it to Christian worship by divesting David, Asaph, 

and other authors of every other character but that of a 

Psalmist and a saint and by making them speak the common sense 

of a Christian. 

Some Psalms have been omitted in entirety, and others 

in large parts. Out of them he has chosen only those.parts 

which might easily and naturally be accommodated to the vari¬ 

ous occasions of Christian life, or which might afford some 

beautiful allusion to Christian affairs. These are written 
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in the general style of the Gospel with all particular words 

or phrases left out in order to make them usable to all 

Christians regardless of their party or sect. Where the 

Psalmist U3es sharp invectives against his personal enemies, 

Watts has turned the enemies to such spiritual adversaries 

as sin, Satan, and temptation. Where the flights of his faith 

are sublime, he has sunk the expressions within the reach, of 

ordinary Christians. Where the Psalmist's words run in the 

form of a prophecy, Watts has ^iven an historical sense to 

them, and he has not limited himself to the words of the 

Psalms but has used many references to the- Psalms found in 

the New Testament. Faith and love he adds to the fear ex¬ 

pressed in the Psalms, and the blood of Christ to the mercies 

of God for the pardon of sin. For the sacrifice of goats 

and bullocks, he substitutes the sacrifice of Christ, the 

lamb of God. When the Psalmist promises riches and long life, 

Watts exchanges them for the grace, glory, and life eternal 

that are promised the Christian in the New Testament. He 

says that he has chosen rather to imitate the Psalmist than to 

translate. 

Watts' Psalms follow the plan set down by him in his 

Preface very closely. Psalms lxxix and lxxxviii, for example, 

are omitted without any discussion of the particular reasons, 

but the cause probably is that both deal with the fierce 

wrath and the terrors of the Jewish God. Hie complaints of 

David against Achitophel are entirely omitted in his version 

of Psalm xvj and Psalms lii and liv are omitted because they 
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tend to "fill the mind with overwhelming sorrows or sharp 

resentment neither of which are so well suited to the spirit 

of the gospel."2 Wherever the chance offers itself Watts 

2 
Watts, Psalms of David, p. 197, footnote to Psalm LV, 

takes the occasion to insert Christian expressions; for example, 

the verse: 

0 ye eons of men, how long will ye turn my glory 
into shame? how long will ye love vanity and seek after 
leasing? 

appears thus in his version: 

Ye Sons of Man! in vain ye try 
To turn my glory into shame: 
How long will scoffers love to lie 
And dare reproach my Saviour's name? 

The personal enemies of the Psalmist in the following verises 

are turned into general enemies of God by Watts: 

Psalms xiii: 3 and 4 

How long shall I take counsel in my soul, having 
sorrow in my heart daily? how long shall mine enemy 
be exalted over me? 

Lest mine enemy say, I have prevailed against him; 
and those that trouble me rejoice when I am moved. 

Watts' version. Psalm XII 

How long shall my poor troubled breast 
Be with these anxious .thoughts opprest, 
And Satan my malicious foe 
Rejoice to see me sunk so low? 

How will the pow'rs of darkness boast 
If but one praying soul be lost? 

In Psalm xcvii, the coming of Christ is prophesied. Watts 
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writes a hymn on this Psalm in which he treats Christ's birth 

as history and his second coming (as told in the Book of 

Revelation) as the prophecy* 

The practice of using, Hew Testament verses that refer 

to the Psalms, instead of the Psalm verses themselves, is 

quite a common one with Watts. A good illustration is to be 

found in Watts' version of Psalm vii. The first three stanzas 

of the psalm follow the Psalm of David. This particular 

Psalm of David, verses 4-8, is quoted in the New Testament, 

Hebrews ii: 5-8. Watts does not limit his psalm to the quo¬ 

tation in Hebrews of the Psalm, but bases the last part of 

his psalm on general New Testament 

Hebrews ii; 9 

But Jesu3, who was made a 
little lower than the angels, for 
the suffering of death, crowned 
with glory and honour: that he 
by the grace of God should taste 
death for every man. 

Matthew xiv: 35 

. . . desus went unto them walk¬ 
ing on the sea. 

Luke vt 6 

And when they had done 
this, they inclosed a great mul¬ 
titude of fishes; and their net 
brake. 

Matthew xvii: 37 

. . . go thou to the sea, and 
cast an hook, and take up the 
fish that first cometh up; 
and when thou hast opened his 
mouth, thou shalt find a piece 
of money: that take and give 
unto them, for me and thee. 

material: 

Watts' version 

That thine Eternal Son should bear 

To take a mortal form, 

Made lower than his angels are, 

To save a dying worm. 

Yet while he lived on earth unknown, 

And men would not adore, 

Th'obedient seas and fishes own 

His godhead and his pow'r. 

The waves lay spread beneath his feet, 

And fish at his command 

Bring their large shoals to Peter’s 
net, 

Bring tribute to his hand. 
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This Psalm of David ends thus: 

0 Lord, our Lord, how excellent is thy name in 
all the earth. 

Watts’ version ends with praise to Christ: 

Jesus our Lord, how wondrous great 
Is thine exalted namel 
The glories of thy heav’nly state 
Let the whole earth proclaim. 

To the Jewish conception of God, Watts adds attributes 

of the Christian God. Instead of serving the Lord with "fear" 

and rejoicing with "trembling," Watts would "With humble love 

address his throne." Of the changes he made in Psalm xcix, 

Watts writes in a footnote that "this Psalm seems to pay honour 

and reverénce to God, as the God of the Tews, God dwelling 

in the ark between the cherubim, for 'the people or Gentiles 

are bid to tremble'j yet I have ventured to translate the 

scene a little down to Christian times and churches, and I 

hope without offence." The following will illustrate the 

changes: 

Psalmsftclx: 1 Watt3' version 

The Lord reigneth; let Jesus the Saviour reigns, 
the people tremble: he sit- Let earth adore its Lord, 
teth between the cherubimsj Bright cherubs his attendants stand, 
let the earth be moved. Swift to fulfil his word. 

To the characteristics of a Jewish saint Watts adds "some 

brighter articles that must belong to the Christian.^ These 

3Watts, op., cit. . p. 87, footnote to Psalm XV. 

qualities are added: 
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While others gripe and grind the poor 
Sweet charity attends his door. 

He loves his enemies, and prays 
For those that curse him to his face; 
And doth to all men still the same 
That he would hope or wish from them. 

Yet when his holiest works are done 
His soul depends on grace alone: 
This is the man thy face shall see 
And dwell for ever Lord with thee. 

Also, Watts omits usury4 from the list of things that a good 

4Watts seems to be using the term "usury" in tbe old 
sense of accepting any interest for loans of money, since 
there existed a law agairist "usury" defined as charging 
exorbitant interest on loans. 

Christian refrains from giving this explanation: that "though 

politically forbidden by the Jews among themselves /üsurÿ7 

was never unlawful to the Gentiles, nor to any Christian since 

the Jewish polity expired." He gives an evangelical turn to 

Psalm exx: 

Should burning arrows smite thee thro’ 
Strict justice would approve, 
But I had rather spare my foe 
And melt his heart with love. 

Needless to say, the last two lines are not the words of 

David. 

Psalm xli lists the blessings of long life, health, re¬ 

covery, and security in the midst of dangers on this earth. 

Watts explains, in a îootnote to his version of this Psalm, 

that he has given a turn to the end of it to discourage a 

too confident expectation of these temporal things, and to 
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lead the soul to heavenly hopes more agreeable to the gospel. 

This is the last stanza: 

Or if he languish on his couch 
God will pronounce his sins forgiv'n, 
Will save him with a healing touch, 
Or take his willing soul to heav’n. 

From his own sicknesses Watts had reason to think that the 

New Testament was nearer the truth than the Old with its 

assurances that God would do great things for his saints on 

this earth. His religious work was hampered by ill health 

and he suffered greatly. 

The foregoing examples are a few of numerous similar ones 

that show Watts carefully following his plan or theory of 

paraphrasing psalms set forth in his preface to the volume. 

The poetical qualities of the psalms will be taken up in a 

later chapter of this study. 

There had been a great many translators of the Psalms of 

David before the time of Watts. In 1563 Sternhold and Hopkins 

and others had their version of the Psalms in meter added to 

the Prayer Book. Their version was extremely popular and 

one critic states that there are copies of about six hundred 

and fifty separate editions dating from 1564 to 1841 in the 

5 
British Museum. Their version has also come in for a great 

^J. B. Reeves, The Hymn as Literature, pp. 131-133. 

deal of ridicule because of the crudity of the verses. John 

Wilmot, Earl of Rochester, wrote the following epigram about 

the translations: 
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Sternhold and Hopkins had great qualms 
When they translated David's psalms, 

To make the heart right glad: 
But had it been King David's fate 
To hear thee sing and them translate 

By God 'twould set him mad.0 

6Found in the Oxford Companion to English Literature, 
where it is quoted as found in R. E. Prothero, "The Psalms 
in Human Life." 

Dryden ridicules themthus in Absalom and Achitophel:? 

?Part II, lines 402-403. 

Poor slaves in metre, dull and adle-pated, 
Who Rhime below ev’n David1s Psalms translated. 

It is interesting to note that Dryden was collaborating with 

Nahum Tate in the writing of the second part of this poem. 

Tate was himself a Psalm translator of Hew Version fame. 

There is also a derogatory reference to Hopkins ' psalms 

in Thomas Shadwell's play Epsom Wells. In-a scene between 

Clodpate, the country justice, and Lucia, a town lady of for¬ 

tune, the latter says that she prefers living in the town to 

living in the country where it is "Never to hear a fiddle, 

but such as sounds worse than the tongs and key, or a gridiron; 

never to read better poetry than John Hopkins', or Robert 

Wisdom's vile metre; ..." 

A comparison of some verses from Sternhold and Hopkins 

with Watts' version of the same psalm will show the difference 
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between translation of a low order and paraphrasing on a 

better level. This verse from the Bible (Psalms xc), 

"Thou carriest them away as with a floodj they are as a sleep, 

becomes in Hopkins' version: 

So soon as thou dost scatter them, 
then is their life and made 

All as a sleep, .     

and this in Watts': 

« 

They fly forgotten as a dream 
Dies at the op'ning day. 

The same Psalm (xc), which we are familiar with as "0 God Our 

Help in Ages Past" in Watts' hymns, furnishes further examples 

of contrast between Watts' poetry and that of the authors of 

the Old Version. "Lord, thou has been our dwelling place in 

all generations" is rendered thus: 

Hopkins 

Thou has been our sure defense, 
our place of ease and rest 

In all times past, yea so long since 
as cannot be exprest. 

Watts 

Our God our help in ages past, 
Our hope for years to come, 
Our shelter from the stormy blast, 
And our eternal home. 

Under the shadow of thy throne 
Thy saints have dwelt secure, 
Sufficient is thine arm alone, 
And our defence is sure. 

"Before the mountains were brought forth, or ever 
thou hadst formed the earth and the world, even from 
everlasting to everlasting, thou art God" thus: 

Hopkins Watts 

Ere there was made mountain or hill 
the earth and world abroad: 

From age to age, and alwaies still 
for ever thou art God. 

Before the hills in order stood 
Or earth receiv'd her frame, 
From everlasting thou art God, 
To endless years the same. 

"Thou turnest man to destruction; and sayest, Return, 
ye children of men" thus: 
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Hopkins Watt 8 

Thou grindest man through grief 
and pain, 

to dust or clay, and then 
And then thou sayst again, Return 

again ye sonne a of men* 

Thy word commands our flesh to dust, 
"Return ye sons of men:* 
All nations rose from earth at 

first 
And turn to earth again. 

"For a thousand years in thy sight are but as yes¬ 
terday when it is past, and as a watch in the night" 
thus: 

Hopkins 

The lasting of a thousand yeares, 
what is it in thy sight? 

As yesterday it doth appears, 
or as a watch by night. 

Watts 

A thousand ages in thy sight 
Are like an ev'ning gone, 
Short as the watch that ends the nigfc 
Before the rising sun. 

"... in the morning they are like the grass which 
groweth up. 

In the morning it flourisheth, and groweth up; in 
the evening it is cut down, and withereth" thus: 

Hopkins Watt s 

.    Like flow'ry fields the nations 
  stand 

. . .. and like the grass Pleas’d with the morning light; 
vhose beauty soon doth fade. The flow'rs beneath the mower's hand 

Lie with’ring ere 't is night. 

Which in the morning shines 
full bright, 

but fadeth by and by: 
And is cut down ere it is night, 

all withered, dead and dry. 

A few more examples from Sternhold and Hopkins * version will 

show the low level of poetry of their psalms: 

Psalm II 

But he that in the heaven dwells, 
their doings will deride: 

And make them all as mocking-stocks, 
throughout the world so wide. 

I have anointed him my king 
upon my holy hill: 

I will therefore (Lord) preach thy law, 
and eke declare thy will. 
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Note here the awkward shift from the Lord as speaker to the 

author in the second part of the stanza. 

Psalm III 

Then with my voice upon the Lord 
I did both call and cry 

And he out of his holy hill 
did heare me by and by. 

Rise up therefore, save me, my God, 
for now to thee I call * 

For thou hast broke the cheeks and teeth 
of these wicked men all* 

The next i« from the pen of Thomas Sternhold: 

Psalm V 

The liers and the flatterers, 
thou shalt destroy them than; 

And God will hate the bloud-thirsty, 
and the deceitfull man. 

Before Sternhold and Hopkins, Archbishop Parker had 

translated the twenty-third Psalm thus in his version of the 

Psalms, 1557: 

To feed my needs : he will me leade 
To pastures green and fat: 
He forth brought met in libertie 
To waters delicate.8 

8 Quoted by Reeves, OJD. cit. , p. 127. 

Though Watts* versions of this Psalm are not very good, they 

are superior to Parker's: 

My Shepherd will supply my need, 
aejjiovah is his name, 
In pastures fresh he makes me feed 
Beside the living stream. 

* * * * * * * 
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My Shepherd is the living Lord; 
Now shall ray wants be well supply'd; 
His providence and holy word 
Become my safety and ray guide. 

* * * * * * * 

The Lord my Shepherd is, 
I shall be well supply'd; 
Since he is mine and I am his 
What can I want beside? 

A later version of the twenty-third Psalm than Parker 's but an 

earlier one that Watts1 is Crashaw's: 

Happy me, 0 happy sheep! 
Whom my God vouchsafes to keep; 
Even my God, even he it is 
That points me to those paths of bliss; 

On whose pastures cheerful Spring 
All the year doth sit and sing 
And rejoicing smiles to see 
Their green backs wear his livery. 

At my feet the blubbering mountain 
Weeping, melts into a fountain, 
Whose soft, silver-sweating streams 
Make high noon forget his beams.» 

^Quoted in ibid. , p. 131. 

The regularity of the meter of Watts' versions makes them easier 

to sing than Crashaw's. Also Crashaw has departed a greater 

distance from the scriptures in emphasis. He plays up the 

nature elements in the Psalm to the exclusion of the religious 

elements. A. hymn may point out the beauties of nature in its 

course but it should never linger on them long enough to divert it 

from its goal, which is the expression of religious experience 

or the praise of the Almighty. 
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Another version of the twenty-third Psalm was Addison's, 

published in the Spectator, No. 441. It dates before that of 

Watts in publication, at least,and is even less singable than 

that of Crashaw. Here is a stanza from it: 

When in the sultry glebe I faint, 
Or on the thirsty mountain pant; 
To fertile vales and dewy meads, 
My weary wand 'ring steps he leads; 
Where peaceful rivers soft and slow, 
.Amid the verdant landskip grow.10 

10Quoted by Hoxie Neale Fairchild, Religious Trends in 
English Poetry, vol. I, p. 180. 

Among the large numbers of metrical renderings of the 

Psalms, in part or whole, before the time of Watts' version 

are those.of Sir Philip Sidney and his sister the Countess of 

PembXOke, Edmund Spenser, John Donne, Phineas Fletcher, 

George Herbert, Lord Bacon, King James I, George Sandys, George 

Wither, Henry Vaughan, Sir John Denham, John Milton, Thomas 

Parnell, Matthew Prior (paraphrase of the eighth Psalm as 

a college exercise), N^hu® Tate and Nicholas Brady, and Joseph 

Addison. ^ 

cit. , 

"^This list is for the most part taken from Reeves, op. 

p. 135. 

The general trend in rendering the Psalms after the 

Restoration was toward greater freedom of expression and away 

from strictly literal translations. Richard Baxter wrote in 
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the preface to his version of the Psalms, published in 1693, 

"The ear desireth greater melody, than strict versions will 

12 allow." The version by John Patrick, called A Century of 

lsQuoted by John Julian, Dictionary of Hvmnology, p.919. 

Psalms, illustrates this trend of freedom of translation and 

also adopts a mode of evangelical interpretation which antici¬ 

pates and, indeed, influenced Watts.This is the Dr. Pat- 

13Ibid. 

trick of whom Watts says in his preface to his Psalms. "... he 

hath made use of the present language of Christians in several 

psalms, and left out many of the Judaisms." 

Another step forward was made by Tate and Brady in the 

Hew Version of the Psalms, 1696. They asserted that literary 

and poetical excellence was a principle of translation of 

14 
the Psalmst Their version is in the artificial style of that 

14Ibid. 

period,and the form of their psalms is alien to the subject 

15 
matter; so they were not very successful in obtaining poetical 

15Ibid. 
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excellence, though their theory was sound. 

Watts represents a further step toward freedom of trans¬ 

lation. His Psalms as a whole are not very good poetry, hut 

they are important for the new pattern, the new liberal idea 

of translation, which they set forth.Watts thinks more of 

■^Reeves, op. cit., p. 144. 

the usefulness of his psalms to Christian worshipers than of 

their closeness to the originals or their poetical excellence. 

He would like for them to be acceptable to all Christians, 

educated and uneducated, but he especially sees to it that 

the poetry in them is not above the intellect of the "vulgar 

Christian." 



CHAPTER IV 

Milton and Watts 

Milton’s influence on Watts has been discussed by Raymond 

Dexter Havens in his book, The Influence of Milton on English 

Poetry, and there is not much that need by added* However, 

there are a few other points of similarity between the tvo 

poets that seem interesting enough to be included in a chapter 

of the present study. 

Though Watts did not set Milton up as a perfect pattern 

for .unrhymed verse, he admired very much the "majesty and 

serenenes3 of thought" and the "admirable and unequalled 

instances of bright and beautiful diction" that he found in 

his works,* Again in the poem "To MLtio, my friend," Watts 

^Preface to Horae Lvricae. p. xxviii. 

praises Milton. After referring to Raphael’s teaching "The 

Patriarch of our progeny th’affairs of heav’n," he writes: 

  (so Milton sings; enlighten’d bard! 
Nor miss’d his eyes when in sublimest strain ' 
The angel’s great narration he repeats 
To Albion’s son3 high favour’d) « 

sLines 69-73. 

Also in the poem "The Adventurous Muse" Milton is praised. 

Watts’ Mu3s "bears to Paradise" his "raptur'd mind" and— 

-(59)- 
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There Milton dwells; the mortal sung 
Themes not presum'd by any mortal tonguej 
Hew terrours or new glories shine 
In ev'ry page, and flying scenes divine 
Surprise the wond'ring sense and draw our soul along. 
Behold his Muse sent out t'explore 
The unapparent deep, where waves of chaos roar, 
And realms of night unknown before. 
She trac'd a glorious path unknown 
Thro' fields of heav'nly war and seraphs overthrown, 
Where his advent 'rous genius led; 
Sov'reign she fram'd a model of her own, 
Nor thank'd the living nor the dead. 
The noble hater of degen'rate rhyme 
Shook off the chains and built his verse sublime, 
A monument too high for coupled sounds to climb: 
He mourn'd the garden lost below; 
(Earth is the scene for tuneful wo) 
How bliss beats high in all his veins, 
How the lost Eden he regains, 
Keeps his own air and triumphs in unrivall'd strains. 

There is more praise in the next stanza: 

Immortal Bardt thus thy own Raphael sings, 
And knows no rule but native fire; 
All heav'n sits silent while to his sov'reign strings 
He talks unutterable things; . . ,3 

^Lines 35-59. 

Despite Watts' admiration of Milton as the "noble hater 

of degen'rate rhyme," most of his blank verse poems are not in 

imitation of the Miltonic style. One critic has said that in 

the two poems "The Dacian Battle" and "Epistle to Sarissa" 

Watts has achieved a "lyric and meditative" blank verse as 

brilliantly developed later by Cowper and Wordsworth.^ However, 

4Vivian de Sola Pinto, "Isaac Watts and the Adventurous 
Muse." Essays and Studies. XX, 1934, p.103. 

Watts writes the first two parts in blank verse which is con- 
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sciously imitative of that of Paradise Lost. He borrows 

expressions and even paraphrases closely one passage from 

Milton. The following passage illustrates the similarities 

to Miltonic blank verse to be found in Watts’ "To Mitio": 

'Tis for our health and sweet refreshment, while 
We sojourn strangers here, the fruitful earth 
Bears plenteous, and revolving seasons still 
Dress her vast '^lobe in various ornament: 
For us this cheerful sun and cheerful light 
Diurnal shine; this blue expanse of sky 
Hangs a rich canopy above our heads 
Covering our slumbers, all with starry gold 
Inwrought, when night alternates her return:^ 

5Part I, lines 199-207. 

In comparing the lovers in his poem with Adam and Eve 

Watts paraphrases Milton's description of the love scene in 

the garden of Eden: 

From Raphael . . . thou shalt learn 
Celestial lessons from his awful tongue, 
And with soft grace and interwoven loves 
(Grateful digression!) all his words rehearse 
To Charissa's ear, and charm her soul. 
Thus with divine discourse in shady bow'rs 
Of Eden our first father entertain'd 
Eve his sole auditrees, and deep dispute, 
With conjugal caresses on her lip, 
3olv'd easy, and abstrusest thoughts reveal'd. 

Compare this with Milton's lines from Paradise Lost: 

...... such pleasure she reserved, 
Adam relating, she sole auditress: 
Her husband the relater she preferred 
Before the Angel, and of him to ask 
Chose rather; he, she knew, would intermix 
Grateful digressions, and solve- high dispute 
With conjugal caresses: from hie lip 
Hot words alone pleased her . . . 

®Book VIII, lines 50-57. (Italics mine in the passages 
quoted.) 
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The phrase "abstrusest thoughts" is used by Milton in Book V, 

line 713, of Paradise Lost. 

Other words appear in this poem of Watts that are probably 

taken from Milton. For example, Watts writes: 

And hope alone with wakeful eyes 
Darkling and solitary, waits the slow returning light. 

In Paradise Lost the same word combination appears: 

The wakeful Bird Sings darkling.? 

Book III, line 39. (The italics continue to be mine.) 

The word "various" is similarly used by both as an attributif 

adjective with a singular noun. Thi3’ is Watts' use of it: 

  thus dies the wretch 
A various death, and frequent ere he nuit 
The theatre and make his exit final.° 

^"To Mitio, my friend." 

In Paradise Lost Milton uses the word in the same way: 

A third as soon had formed within the ground 
A various mould, and from the boiling cells q 

By strange conveyance filled each hollow nook. 

9Book Ik lines 705-707. 

And again when relating how God stopped the building of the 

tower of Babel: 

 and in derision sets 
Upon their tongues a various spirit . . .10 
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10Book XIII, Unes 53-53. (Italics mine.) 

These illustrations show a conscious imitation of Mil- 

ton 's verse and diction on Watts* part in his poem "To Mitio." 

Though, as Havens has pointed out, most of his blank verse 

is non-Miltonic, the first two parts of this poem are directly 

influenced by Milton. 

Besides the similarities of verse in Watts * poem "To 

Mitio, my friend" and Milton's Fgradise Lost already pointed 

out, there are many similarities between the theories of re¬ 

ligious poetry expressed by Watts in the preface to the second 

edition of Horae Lvrioae and by Milton in his preface to the 

second book of The Reason of Church Government.^ Whether 

11 The Prose Works of John Milton, ed. J. A. St. John, 
vol. II. 

or not Watts had read Milton's preface when he wrote his, id» 

not known, but the ideas in the two are very much alike. 

Miltdn, in contemplating writing something that people 

"should not willingly let . . . die," had decided that the 

best way would be to write "to God's glory, by the honour 

and instruction of my country." Watts' aim in poetry was to 

instruct the reader in virtue and Christian living, and to 

glorify God by means of verse. Milton's conception of the 

poet as "an interpreter and relater of the best and sagest 
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things" is echoed by Watts when he calls the poet vates. 

Milton writes of the poetical gifts of such writers as Horner, 

Virgil, Sophocles, end those of the Bibl'b thus: 

These abilities, wheresoever they be found, are the 
inspired gift of God, rarely bestowed, but yet to some 
... in every nation; and are of power, beside the office 
of a pulpit, to irrfcreed and cherish in a great people 
the seeds of virtue and public civility, . . . 

Watts'says: 

. . . the wonders of creating power, of redeeming love 
and renewing grace, ought not to be thus impiously ne¬ 
glected by those whom Heaven has endued with a gift 
so proper to adorn and cultivate them; an art whose 
sweet insinuations might almost convey piety in resist¬ 
ing nature, and melt the hardest souls to the love of 
virtue. 

Poetry can instruct by pleasing, says Milton, especially 

those "of soft and delicious temper, who will not so much as 

look upon truth herself, unless they see her elegantly dressed"; 

Watts writes that some "can feel no motive so powerful as 

that which applies itself to their ingenuity and their polished 

imagination." Milton would make the "rugged and difficult" 

paths of life seem "both easy and pleasant," and he writes: 

. . . what a benefit this would be to our youth and 
gentry, may be soon guessed by what we know of the cor¬ 
ruption and bane which they suck in daily from the writings 
and interludes of libidinous and ignorant poetasters, who 
having scarce ever heard of that which is the main consis¬ 
tence of a true poem, the choice of such persons as they 
ought to introduce, and what is moral and decent to each 
one; do for the most part lay up vicious principles in 
sweet pill3 to be ewallowedcbvm, and make the taste of 
virtuous documents harsh and sour. 

Watts would "take hold of any handle of the soul to lead it 

away betimes from vicious pleasures." He writes: 

. . . if I could but make up a composition of virtues 
and delight suited to the taste of well bred youth and 
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re fined education, I had some hope to allure and raise 
them thereby shove the vile temptations of degenerate 
nature, and custom, that i3 yet more degenerate. 

Milton argues for Commonwealth supervision of public pastimes 

in the interest of virtue: 

. . . not only in pulpits, but after another persuasive 
method at set and solemn paneguries, in theatres, potohes, 
or what other place or way may win most upon the people 
to receive at once both recreation and instruction, . . . 

Watts writes: 

The same duty that might be despised in a sermon when 
proposed to their reason, may here perhaps seize the 
lower faculties with surprise, delight, and devotion, 
at once, and thus by degrees draw the superiour powers 
of the mind to oiety. 

God, says Milton, "can enrich with all utterance and 

knowledge" and he sends out his "seraphim, with the hallowed 

fire of his altar, to touch and purify the lips of whom he 

pleases. " Watts says that poetry would be best if "thsjbeart 

were first inflamed from Heaven, and the Muse were not left 

alone to form the devotion and pursue a cold scent." 

Another similar observation in these two prefaces is the 

reference to the Book of Revelations of the Bible. Milton 

calls the Apocalypse of St. John a "majestic image of a high 

and stately tragedy* shutting up and intermingling her solemn 

scenes and acts with a sevenfold chorus of hallelujahs and 

harping symphonies." Similarly, Watts says: "The Book of 

Revelations seems to be a prophecy in the form of an opera 

or a dramatick poem." 

Although these likenesses pointed out in Milton’s and 

Watts’ prefaces are quite apparent, there is no direct evidence 

that Watts wrote his preface with that of Milton open before 
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him—or, indeed, that he had read it at all* However, it is 

not at all unlikely that Watts would read Milton’s prose on 

religious, and especially on Non-conformist, subjects. That 

he Ivitew well and admired very much Milton’s poetry has been 

shown by quotations from the preface to Horae Lvricae and from 

his own poetry as wellj so it seems probable that he also 

was familiar with the religious pamphlets that had been 

published in defense of the Non-conformist cause to which he 

was devoted. Perhaps these ideas came to him from Milton via 

13 Dennis and Blackmore. From Horace 's theory that a poet 

l^This may be the most likely source, since Dennis 
quotes from Milton’s preface to the second book of The Reason 
of Church Government in his Grounds of Criticism in Poetry. 

should "instruct, or please, or both," or the Neo-clas3ical 

conception of it, he may have got the idea of instructing by 

pleasing with poetry. Be that as it may, the comparisons 

given above are for the purpose of placing Watts in the literary 

tradition of Milton as well as showing that he directly fol¬ 

lowed particular ones of Milton’s works, 

. Fairchild has ea.id that Milton’s whole life "is a demon¬ 

stration of the interfusion of the Platonic view of poetry 

with puritan religious feeling.This may be said of Watts' 

l^Hoxie Neale Fairchild, Religious Trends in English 
Poetry, vol. I, p. 188. 

life, too, though perhaps it is not such a happy demonstration 

as Milton 's. 



CHAPTER 7 

Watt8' Poetic Diction 

in Relation to the Tendencies of the Eighteenth Century; the 

Form, Rhyme, and Meter of His Yerse 

The first part of this chapter will be a discussion of 

the diction of Watts' religious poetry in relation to the 

poetic diction of hie time. In the second and third parts, 

the form, meter, and rhyme of his poems will be taken up. 

These aspects of Watts' poetry are combined for discussion 

because they seem to comprise the mechanics of his yerse as 

over against the ideas and doctrines contained in them. 

Part I 

R. D. Havens, in an article in the Kittred^e Anniversary 

Papers,1 has pointed out that the peculiarities of the poetic 

l"The Poetic Diction of the English Classicists," pp. 
4 35-444. 

diction of the eighteenth century are not to be found in cer¬ 

tain classes of verse including satire, fable, and humorous 

and conversational pieces of the time. Most of Watts' poetry 

can be called didactic and so would be expected to be com¬ 

paratively free from characteristics of eighteenth century 

-(67)- 
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pseudo-poetic diction. This is more or less true of his Songs 

for Children and his Psalms of David. In the first Watts neces¬ 

sarily left out all formal poetic diction because he was writ¬ 

ing for children and he realized that he must write down to 

their level. The words in these songs are simple, everyday 

terms which, though not entirely on a child's level as Watts 

intended, are clear expressions, lacking the stamp of the 

elaborate theory of poetic diction of the time. Similarly, 

Watts' psalms axe generally free from this bothersome and 

artificial diction. There is a thin sprinkling of such ter¬ 

minology but not enough to be objectionable. Their language 

comes for the most part from the Bible^and those words that 

do not are plain, everyday words that would be understood by 

the humblest Christian. 

Watts' hymns have many examples of the conventional 

diction, and his lyrics have even more. He was evidently 

held back in his psalms and hymns by his expressed desire to 

write down to the popular level, whereas he had no such re¬ 

straint in his lyrics. Too much poetic diction would tend 

to make the hymns unfit for universal Christian worship,and so 

Watts had to neglect some of the beauties of poesy and will¬ 

fully deface others to make the hymns suit the plainest capacity. 

That Watts admired the diction that was considered elegant in 

his time is evident from the following statement by Johnson: 

"It is remarked by Watts that there is scarcely a happy com¬ 

bination of words or a phrase poetically elegant in the English 

language which Pope has not inserted into his version of Homer."2 
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2 Lives of the Poets, quoted by Thomas Quayle, Poetic 
Diction, a. Study of Eighteenth Century Verse, p.23. 

For his purposes* however, Watts was forced to forgo most of 

the elegancies that so pleased him in Pope 's Homer. His words 

are short, simple ones that seek to reach the understanding 

of his uncultivated audience. There are not more than fifty 

words of over three syllables in the entire bulk of his hymns, 

psalms, lyrics, and songs for children. The following stanza 

is a good example of Watts at his clearest. There are but 

two words of more than one syllable in it. 

Impossible! - - - For thine own hands 
Have ty *d my heart so fast to thee, 
And in thy book the promise stands 
That where thou. art thy friends must be. 3 

3 Hymns, Bk. II, p. 104. ' 

However, despite his plans to eliminate the poetic diction 

from his hymns of worship, there are a great many examples 

that may be found in them. Such characteristics of the typical 

diction of the eighteenth century as periphrasis or circum¬ 

locution, adjectives ending in -ed and -x formed from nouns 

and verbs, compound epithets, descriptive terms of dress ap- 

'vnd 
plied to nature, Latinisms, personifications, archai sms, avoid - 

ance of technical words, and phrases will be taken up in turn 

and examples of each cited from the various types of poetry 

by Watts, 
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In his t$vmns Hell is usually the "pit," the "black gulf," 

or the "fiery deeps"; man’s body is "clay"; the cross is the 

"cursed tree"; birds are "painted fowls"; men are "worms"; 

and the sky? "heav'n's starry roof." The body and blood of the 

Lord as given to the people at communion are referred to as 

"dear refreshments." The wings of a dove are "pinions" and 

the stars or planets are "shining orbs." Humanity is called 

the "sons of Adam," and wealth the "shining dust" that man 

heaps up for himself. The following stanza from one of the 

hymns shows Watts' method of circumlocution in dealing with 

the crucifixion: 

His dying crimson like a robe 
Spreads o'er his body on the tree, 
Then am I dead to all the globe 
And all the globe is dead to me.4 

4Hymns. Bk. Ill, p. 174. 

In the Psalms many of the same expressions are retained and 

new ones added. The following is a list of some of the po¬ 

etic names for everyday things: 

skies - heav'nly arches 
seas - wat’ry treasures 
man - offspring of the dust 
gold - glitt'ring dust 
clouds - wat'ry stores, or wand'ring cisterns in the sky 
life - dark vale of tears 
stars - shining worlds 
fish - scaly monsters 
ocean waves - wat'ry hills 
earth - footstool o.f the Lord, or the globe 

However, this list is not so imposing as a similar list from 

the lyrics of Horae Lyricae. where Watts is operating without 

a cut-out. Here are some of the many: 
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frozen meadows - marble meads 
common men or lovers - swains, Sicilian swains 
trees .or forests - leafy standards, branchy shade 
painting - nauseous daubing 
earth - dusty clod, lower ball, great molehill 
life - vital strings 
heart nerve - vital chord, impious string 
planets - globes 
angels - heav'nly armies, celestial warriours, flaming 

army, shining servants 
skies - heav'nly plains, crystal vaults, vaulted azure, 

ethereal round 
Hell - burning cell 
wings of the mind - bold pinions of my wit 
rotting limbs or bodies - mould'ring members 
sun - restless globe of golden light, vig’rous monarch 

of the day 
moon - silver queen of the night 
breezes - young zephirs 
meadows - Lindian meads 
birds - sweet flocks, lovely minstrels of the fields, 

feathér'd choir 
birds' nests - wondrous structures 
shade of trees - leafy shadows 
stripes on the serpent - numerous ranks of gaudy pride 
bugs - mites of mean degree 
man's body -clod of earth, weak cottage, tott'ring wall 
tongue - gross organ 
tears - briny dew, rain of the eyes, briny sea 
gates of heaven - pearly portals 
clouds - liquid mountains of the skies 
eves - orbs 
fields - ilow'ry green 
cross - cruel wood 
mates for marriage - faithful twins 
blood - life's purple flood 

In one of his lyrics Watts disguises death thus: "His maker 

kiss’d his soul away, And laid his flesh to rest.® 

These expressions continue in the section of his works 

called "Miscellen-'ous Thoughts." There are some new ones and 

many of the ones already mentioned. The birds are "fair song¬ 

sters," "dear feather'd innocents," and "sweet warblers"; the 

skies are "starry arches," "starry theatre," "starry road," 

and "airy plains." A watch is a "little brass accountant of 

my life," and the hands on the watch are "dented pinions." The 
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grave is an "earthy bed11 and the body is "fleshly weeds." A 

smallpox victim is thus lamented: 

Unkind disease, to vail that rosy face 
With tumours of a mortal pale, 
While mortal purple with their dismal grace 
And double horrour spot the vail. 

Uncomely vail, and most unkind disease! 
Is this Sophronia, once the fair? 

As- for adjectives ending in -£ and -ed formed from nouns 

and verbs, there are hundreds of them. The adjective "gloomy" 

is applied to "night," "death," "fears," "prison," "doubts," 

"caverns," "vales," "hours," "deluge," and the "wheels of 

the moon." It and others like it—"fiery," "airy," "starry," 

"flow'ry," "wat'ry," "flinty," "dusky," "craggy," "forky," 

"beamy," "dewy," "sickly," "briny," etc.—are used in al¬ 

most all’Wâ.tts' religious poetry to excess. They are most 

frequent in the lyrics of Horae hvricae. and in one poem these 

nine examples occur: "wat’ry death," "pitchy cloud," "fleecy 

snow," "fiery stream," "gloomy pride," "gloomy offspring," 

"flow'ry things," "smoky cioud," and "fiery law." There are 

also many -ed adjectives but not half so many as those above. 

"Cursed" tree, "winged" zeal, "ruin’d" creature man, "feather'd" 

dove, "frighted" floods, "affrighted" mortals, "unweary’d" 

swiftness, and "pierced" veins are some of them. 

The examples of the pseudo-poetic diction in Watts' 

poetry that have already been cited make up by far the great¬ 

est part of this diction to be found in Watts. The other 

things that will be taken up, such as compound epithets and 

Latinisms, are not frequent enough to be troublesome or even 
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noticeable in a casual reading. 

Quayle, in his book on the poetic diction of the eighteenth 

century, gives the history of compound epithets and phrases in 

English literature.^ Anglo-Saxon poetry abounded in them and 

50£. cit. , Ch. VI. 

Shakespeare used them. Milton revived them; Dryden and Pope 

used them; but Thomson, the Wartons, and other blankrveree 

nature poets of the eighteenth century used them excessively. 

Watts shows a tendency toward them and there are quite a few 

examples in his poetry. The adverb-participle type is a 

favorite with him. Such examples as "never-changing office," 

"never-failing grace," "never-ceasing songs," "never-fading 

honours," "ever-smiling boughs," "ever-loving eyes," "once- 

unfetter *d mind," and "well-distinguished ray" are frequent. 

Other types are ^represented by the following: "chief-beloved," 

"marriage-supper, " "new-creating breath, " "creature-etreams," 

"new-made world," "hellharden'd steel" (no hyphen), "new- 

moulds" (verb), and "Malice forky-tongu’d. " One hymn contains 

this line: "Thine eyes to me-ward often turn." 

Watts * attitude toward nature will be discussed fully 

in a later chapter, but in analyzing his diction it.is necessary 

to mention his use of descriptive adjectives of dress applied 

to nature descriptions. Quayle points out that there was a con¬ 

nection between dress and ornament and the stock poetic diction 

employed to describe nature in the eighteenth century. Watts is 
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guilt y of recording his observations of nature in such diction. 

The stars "adorn" the sky, the earth is "dress’d" in flowers, 

and the pastures "smile in green array. " In one psalm the 

end of the heavens is described thus: 

The starry curtains of the sky 
Like garments shall be laid aside. 

The adjectives "painted," "enamell'd," and "gilded" are 

used again and again to describe the wings of birds, the 

glories of nature, and the markings of the various insects. 

Speaking of snalCes he says: 

That rich embroid'ry of your gay attire 
Proclaims your Maker kind and wise. 

And again: 

JOyovJ wear upon your shining back 
Numerous ranks of gaudy pride. 

Snow is referred to as the "hoary garment" that the sweet groves 

"wear. " 

As has already been said in an earlier chapter, Watts 

was a classical scholar,knowing both Latin and Greek very well 

and reading the literature of these languages in the originals. 

His poetry shows some influence of this study in the diction, 

but so-called "Latinisme" do not clutter up his poems to any 

great extent. The following examples represent a large pro¬ 

portion of the total number to be found in his verse. Christians 

are called a "new peculiar race," the word "peculiar" being used 

in the Latin sense of special, singular, or extraordinary. And 

aghin "peculiar" is used in the Latin sense: 

Let ev'ry creature rise and bring 
Peculiar honours to our king. 

The Eord "sits on no precarious throne," that is, no throne 

dependent on another’s will. The frosty skies are "gelid 
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skies,"® and blood is "congeal'd" by fear. He writes, 

^Thomson later used "gelid founts. " 

"I was regal *d with heav'nly fare."’'’ 

?Cf. Shenstone: "The peach’s vernal bud regal'd his eye." 

Besides these Latinisme Watts often employs the sand- 

wiched-noun.® "This cheerful sun and cheerful light Diurnal 

®This phrase is used by Quayle, op. pit., p. 67. Whether 
it is a common term for this type of Latinism I do not know. 

shine," "the dear dommunion inviolably firm," "their thrilling 

motions Reciprocal," "a various death, and frequent," "a 

false tinctur'd glass Deceitful," "milder rays serene," 

"nobler pleasures Supernal," "the gospel treasures infinite," 

"starry gold Inwrought," and "impious lips profanely bold" 

are examples.^ 

^Quayle, in ibid.. writes that Thomson makes frequent 
use of the sandwiched-noun. 
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A pet device of Watts is the use of the present parti¬ 

ciple as adjective in imitation of the Latin usage. At times 

he has as many as three such adjectives in a four-line stanza 

and five 'in a six-stanza poem. "Dying Christ," "refreshing 

fruit," "healing leaves," "cooling shade," "burning heat," 

"sinking heart," "rising grounds," "dawning light," "dying 

love," "atoning priest," "Amazing loss," "anointing Spirit," 

"pleasing chains," "trickling sorrows," "aspiring wisdom," 

"healing balm," "living stream," "dying hour," "dying with'- 

ring limbs," "bribing gold," "springing corn," purling 

streams," and "gaping graves" are a few/>f the many examples to 

be found in Watts' verses. There are more participle ad¬ 

jectives in his hymns and psalms than in his lyrics. The 

explanation of this fact is probably the same as that given 

by Tillotson^0 for the use of the same form of adjectives by 

l°Geoffrey Tillotson, On the Poetry of Pope. p. 67. 

Sandys in his translation of Ovid. Sandys, says Tillotson, 

set out to translate Ovid in the same number of lines as the 

original. He was thus limited in space by rhyijie and a pen¬ 

tameter line instead of the Latin hexameter. In order to com¬ 

press his material into these prescribed bounds he used sever¬ 

al Latin devices, among them being employment of the present 

and past participle as adjectives. Watts was in very much the 

same stiuation when he wrote his tymns and psalms. To sim¬ 

plify the singing of the hymns he limited them to a few meters 
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for which the congregation knew tunes. Most of his hymns and 

psalms are written in long, short, or common meter (these will 

he discussed later in this chapter in detail). As a means of 

compression, very probably, he adopted these present-partidple 

adjectives and used them extensively because he found them con¬ 

venient for his purposes. This explanation probably applies 

also to the use of oompound-epithets discussed earlier in the 

chapter, pp.T^-73. 

In the poem "To Mitio," already quoted in Chapter 17, 

the Latinized sentence structure, the frequent inversion of 

word order, seems to be in imitation of Milton's style in 

Paradise Lost rather than from any Latin influence. The 

scarcity of Latinisme in Watts ' poetry can be explained by 

his desire to write to the level of all his readers, especial¬ 

ly- in his songs and hymns. 

The eighteenth century love of personifications and ab¬ 

stractions is visible in Watts' poetry, but is not excessive. 

Death is usually spoken of as a person, or a monster, who 

has a cold embrace, or who is vanquished by the coming of 

Christ to earth. Love "quenches with her tongue" the fires 

of Hell. In one hymn there are included "revenging Justice, " 

"saving Mercy," "Love with cheerful face," "Faith with fixed 

eyes," "Hope in waiting posture," "Zeal and Revenge" per¬ 

forming their part and destroying "Sin," and "Repentance" 
ft 

coming- with aching heart. " The lyrics of Horae Lyrioae have 

more examples than the rest of Watts' verses but even here they 
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are not very great in number. When they do occur they are 

really little more than abstractions, being humanized only 

vaguely by some human action they perform. For example, "gray 

Experience writes for giddy youth the solemn truth," "mere 

Hazard first began the track where Custom leads her thousands 

blind," "Envy shoots and Fame receives the wound," and 

"Phrenzy dares eternal Fate And spurr'd with Honour's airy 

dreams Flies to attack th’infemal gate." Others are only 

abstractions with no effort to make them personifications, 

such as•"airy Chance," "iron Fate," and "that unruly train, 

Sense, Fancy, Pleasure, Fear, Grief, $ope, and Pain." Such 

hackneyed examples as "the harlot Pleasure" and "Luxury's 

fair lap" are to be found in Watts. In one stanza in his 

"Miscellaneous Thoughts" the following array of figures is 

crowded: 

Religion, Duty, Truth, and Love, 
In ranks of honours shine and move; 
Pale Envy, Slander, Fraud, and Spite, 
Retire and hide in caves of night. 

One occasional piece shows "Law, Justice, Valour, Mercy" 

riding "in arms of triumph" at the side of George II and Queen 

Caroline at their coronation. 

Watts ' verse is almost entirely free from archaisms, 

one of the few examples found by the writer being in a trans¬ 

lation of one of CaSimire's odes.^ He writes of "coats of 

llWatts ' title is "The celebrated victory of the Poles 
over Osman the Turkish Emperour in the Dacian battle." 

scaly steel and hard habergeon." and again of the "Best meed 
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of warlike toils." Milton uses "meed" in this sense of "re¬ 

ward. " Although Watts admires Milton very much, he says in 

his Preface to Horae Lvricae that he will never "affect ar¬ 

chaisms, exoticisms and a quaint uncouthness of speech, in 

order to become perfectly Miltonian." Also he believes that 

"blank verse may be written with all due elevation of thought 

in a modern style, without borrowing any thing from Chaucer's 

Tales, or running back as far as the days of Colin the Shep- . 

herd and the reign of the Fairy Queen." The delight in antique 

sounds is the result of a distorted taste, he thinks, and the 

oddness of obsolete words and figures "gives but a false 

pleasure to the ear, and abuses the true relish even when it 

works delight." He eomperes one who relishes such to a person 

with a "distempered appetite" who "will chew coals and sand 

and pronounce it gustful." In this attitude toward the use 

of archaic and obsolete words, Watts was in line with most 

eighteenth century poets. It is true that a small group of 

writers affected the use of such obsolete words as "eke" and 

"ns" from Chauoer and "certes," "pleasaunce," "perdie," and 

"ycleped" from Spenser, but such writers as Dryden and Pope 

used few archaisms and then only if the words suited their 

purposes and not just because they were antique. The Augus- 

tans generally refrained from obsolete words because such 

12 
words did not suit the polished diction to which they aspired. 

l^Quayle, opi. cit., Ch. V. 

There are several examples of the use of technical terms 
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Cap art from religious nomenclature), "but they are not numerous 

and generally do not have the prosaic flavor to which neo¬ 

classical theory objected in such diction. From the Hymns 

comes this illustration: 

I call that legacy my own 
Which Jesus did bequeath: 
'Twas purchas'd with a dying groan 
And ratify'd in death. 

Sweet is the mem'ry of his name 
Who bless'd us in his will, 
And to his testament of love 
Made his own life the seal. 

From another hymn: 

Furnish me Lord with heav'nly arms 
From grace's magazine. 
And I 'll proclaim eternal war 
With ev'ry darling sin. 

In one of his lyrics he writes that: 

God has   
A thousand armies at command, 
Waiting the signal of his hand, 
And magazines of frost and magazines of flame. 
Dress thee in steel to meet his wrath 
His sharp artillery from the north , _ 
Shall pierce thee 10 

^Sxtalics mine. 

One critic has said that "Watts is free from mannerisms— 

he has no pet phrases, no ubiformity of manner."^4 To read 

^Frederick G. Gill, The Romantic Movement and Methodismt 
p. 138. 

the whole of Watts is to discover that this statement is very 
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far from the truth. Watts does have pet phrases, mannerisms, 

and uniformity of manner. "Prop" is one of his pet words and 

he uses it several times. Thus: 

Christ is our life, our joy, our hope, 
Nor can we sink with such a prop. 

And again: 

Thy promise was my prop, 

"Feeble worms," or just "worms," is his favorite name of man¬ 

kind, and "clay" or "mortal clay" of the flesh. Other oft- 

repeated epithets include "boundless," "cursed," "cleaving," 

"gaping," "everlasting," "briny," "bloody," and "fiery." 

"Vital" is applied to "breath," "food," "strings" (of the 

hearty "chord," "stream," "flame," and "flood." He has 

"pinions" of his wit, of his love, of a dove, and of a watch. 

The heart of man is usually of "stone" and needs "melting" 

by divine interference. The fish "cleave" the sea, the birds 

"cleave” the sky, "Moses "cleaves" the "frighted seas," and 

in general there is much cleaving. The epithet "heav'nly" he 

uses for "birth,"- "aid," "food," "Friend," "King," "state," 

"place," "tow'r," "hosts," "pasture," "gates," "arches," 

"word," "fair," "flame," "guards," etc; "earthly" is used 

almost equally as much. There are "airy" "chances," "horses," 

"minutes," and "wings." These examples could be multiplied 

greatly, but the ones given seem sufficent to show the falsity 

of Gill's observation. 

Besides these typical eighteenth century tendencies of 

diction and his own favorite expressions, Watts also has a 
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triteness of diction that is illustrated ty the following; 

We gird the gospel armour on 
To fight the battles of the Lord. 

Often he is guilty of emasculated expressions such as the 

last line of the following verse; 

Justice unsheath'd its fiery sword, 
And plung'd it in my heart; 
Infinite pangs for you I bore 
And most tormenting smart. 

The diction of the Divine Songs for Children has been 

mentioned before in this chapter as being singularly free 

from the pseudo-poetic diction that litters the other verse 

of Watts. This fact should be emphasized because it shows 

Watts as a conscious artist in complete control of his verse, 

leaving out rigidly what he deemed unsuitable for the particular 

type of poetry he was writing. 

Part II 

In discussing the form and meter of Watts' verse it must 

be remembered that Watts as a hymn writer is distinct from 

Watts as a lyricist writing for his own and his friends' amuse- 
15 

ment. He sets out to limit himself in his book of hymns 

3»®See Chapters I and II, 

to four meters and is quite rigorous in confining himself to 

this limitation. The four meters, all iambic, are long, com¬ 

mon, short, and a fourth for which there is no convenient name. 
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Long meter consists of quatrains of eight-eyllable lines; com¬ 

mon meter is a quatrain of alternate eight- and six-syllable 

lines; and short meter has quatrains of two six-syllable lines, 

one eight-syllable line, and another six-syllable line. The 

other meter that Watts uses in his hymns is an eight-line 

stanza consisting of four iambic trimeter feet followed by 

four iambic dimeter feet, rhyming abcbdefe. In the 

fiaTst three meters the first and third lines may rhyme and the 

second and fourth always rhyme. When in common meter only the 

second and fourth lines rhyme the meter becomes that of the 

true ballad stanza, which is very popular among hymn writers. 

Sternhold first used it for his nineteen psalms issued in 

1547.16 watts uses it frequently in his hymns. 

1®E. B. Reed, English Lyrical Poetry, from Its Origins 
to the Present Time, p. 368. 

Watts' observance of meter is very strict. If he writes 

in common meter, the hymn is in common meter throughout with 

no extra syllables or deviation of any avoidable kind. A 

few accents are not exact, but on the whole' the verse is 

monotonous in its regularity. Johnson's criticism that Watts 

wrote "too often without regular measures"17 seems to the 

17Mzes of. the Poets, vol. IV, p. 291. 

writer to be without foundation so far as his hymns and psalms 

are concerned. 
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This regularity is often attained by means of elision 

of one syllable, a common practice in eighteenth century verse, 

the word being written "diff 'rent,B or "pow’rs. " When all 

syllables are needed for the sake of the meter the words are 

written out in full. The following stanza has three elisions 

in it: 

Life and immortal joys are giv’n 
To souls that mourn the sins they’ave done, 
Children of wrath made heirs of heav’n 
By faith in God’s eternal soh. 

Watts deals with the hiatus, or gap between two words 

caused by two vowels opening on each other, at times by ac¬ 

cepting it and at other times by tie use of elision. In one 

stanza are found "Th’adoring armies fall,” and "before th ’ 

Eternal All." His use of elision seems to be determined by 

the needs of his meter, but in one lyric the need of rhyme 

made him write "to her" "t’her" to rhyme with "door." In 

one of the psalms elision, used for regularity of meter, 

achieves that purpose, but makes an unpoetic and indeed non¬ 

sensical sound: 

Too heavy they for me to bear 
Too hard for me t'atone. 

In order to make the hymns suitable for the practice in 

the churches of reading them/6ut line-for-line before the singing 

of each line, Watts has allowed no stops in the middle of a 

line, but has made them come at the end. There are some pauses 

in his lines but no full stops that would keep the line from 

making sense when read detached from the stanza. 

The hymns range in length from a two-stanza hymn to one 
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eighteen stanzas long, Most of them are from five to ten 

stanzas. Often several stanzas are put in brackets by the 

author to signify that they may be omitted to shorten the 

hymn if it be desired. In the. eighteen-stanza hymn mentioned 

above, three stanzas alone remain outside brackets. 

The question whether Watts was conscious of hymn tunes 

when he wrotë his hymns seems to be answered by his limiting 

them to a few meters that would fit the well-known tunes of 

his day. The awareness of tunes is even more evident in the 

psalms than in the hymns. For instance, Psalm civ is written 

to be sung to the tune of the hundredth psalm, but Watts in a 

18 
footnote says that it may be sung to the tune of the "old 

1 Spgalms. p. 107. 

CXIIth or CXXVIIth Psalm, by adding these two lines to every 

3tanza, namely, 

Great is the Lord; what tongue can frame 
An equal honour to his name." 

Psalm cxv is written in a second meter "as the new tune of 

the 50th Psalm." The tune of the "old 50th Psalm" called for 

double rhymes at the end of the last two lines; so Watts, 

besides writing a common and long meter version as well as one 

to fit "a new tune," writes a version that will fit "the old 

proper tune," with double rhymes at the end of each stanza. 

The forms of the psalms are about the same as those of the 

hymns except that there is a greater variety of meters. Almost 
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every psalm is composed in at least three versions, long, 

short, and common meters, and some in as many as eighteen 

versions. Some of the Psalms are omitted in full. In others 

the different versions are based on certain verse3 only of the 

original. Psalm cxviii is a good example of the forms used 

for the versions of the Psalms. In this case there are six 

separate fo'Cms of the Psalm. The first four are in common 

meter and deal with groups of verses from the original. The 

fifth and sixth are based on verses 22-37, and are in short 

and long meter, respectively, A comparison of the three forms 

of meter will shew more clearly just how Watts adapts the same 

material to fit the different schemes: 

Common Meter Short Meter 

Behold the sure Foundation-stone 
Which God in Sion lays, 
To hull'd our heav’nly hopes upon, 
And his eternal praise. 

See what a living Stone 
The builders did refuse! 
Yet God hath built the church thereor 
In spite of envious Jews. 

The foolish builders, scribe and priest, The scribe and angry priest 
Reject it with disdain, Reject thine only Son, 
Yet on this Rock the church shall rest, Yet on this Rock shall Sion rest 
And envy rage in vain. As the chief corner-stone. 

Long Meter 

Lo! what a glorious Corner-stone 
The Jewish builders did refuset 
But God hath built his church thereon 
In spite of envy and the Jews. 

■ Watts is guilty of padding the lines in order to make long 

meter out of a shorter meter: 

Psalm xxxiv 

Common Meter 

Young lions pinch’d with hunger roar 
And famish in the wood, 
But God supplies his holy poor 
With ev’ry needful good. 

Long Meter 

The wild young lions pinch'd with pain 
And hunger roar thro' all the wood, 
But none shall seek the Lord in vain, 
Nor want supplies of real good. 
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The words "wild," "all," and "real" s-rs raeie padding for the 

sake of the meter. 

The greater variety of meter in the psalms includes a 

six-line iambic tetrameter stanza, an sight-line stanza of 

four iambic trimeter and four iambic dimeter lines, and an 

iambic pentameter six-line stanza. 

There is a still greater variety of meter and form in 

Watts’ Horae Lyrioae: Pindaric ode form, quatrains of three 

iambic pentameters and one iambic hexameter, blank verse, 

rhymed heroic couplets with triplets, the Sapphic stanza, and 

others. In the preface to this volume, Watts states a prefer¬ 

ence for the "free and unconfined numbers of Pindar" to ex¬ 

press thoughts of high dignity. He was no different in this 

taste from many of his contemporaries who, since Cowley's 

popularization of the loose ode form, had accepted it for 

congratulatory lyrics and occasional pieces. Dennis and 

Dryden had been interested in it as a formfor' religious po¬ 

etry.Watts utilizes it for occasional pieces, congratulatory 

G. Paul, John Dennis, His Life and Criticism, p. 139. 

lyrics to his friends, and religious expressions. He general¬ 

ly conforms his lines to the "shorter size of the Ancients," 

and does not carry them to "the excessive lengths to which 

some modern writers have stretched their sentences, and es¬ 

pecially the concluding verse. However, in spite of this 

^Watts, Preface to Horae Lyricae. p. xxix. 
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statement of policy, Watts is guilty of lines of excessive 

length, or "hyper-alexandrines"**^- used to close a stanza* or as 

**^The term "hyper-alexandrine" is used by Edmund Gosse 
in Seventeenth Century Studies, p. 218. 

Cowley did to close the ode. His ode on "Divine Judgments" 

ends with this fourteen-syllable line : 

For all I fear and all I wish, heav'n, earth, and hell are thine. 

However, Watts says that in these odes, "the ear is the truest 

judge, . . . nor was it ^[the ear7 made to be enslaved to any 

22 
precise model of elder or later times." 

22pjceta.ee of Horae Lyrioae. p. xxix. 

The poem on the victory of the Poles over the Turks 

in the "Dacian Battle," a translation from Casimire, is in 

blank verse which is "lyric and meditative" and reminds us 

2 
of that developed later by Wordsworth: 

23See Ch. IV, footnote 4. 

Gador the old, the wealthy, and the strong, 
Cheerful in tears, (nor of the heroick Muse 
Unknowing nor unknown) held fair possessions - 
Where flows the fruitful Danube: sev'nty spriA'^s 
Smil'd on hi3 seed, and sev'nty harvest moons 
Fill'd his wide gran'ries with autumnal joyj 
Still he resum'd the toil, and Fame reports, 
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While he broke up new ground, and-tir'd his plough 
In grassy furrows, the torn earth disclos'd 
Helmets and swords (bright furniture of wsx 
Sleeping in rust and heaps of mighty bones. 
The. sun descending to the western deep 
Bid him lie down and rest;he loos'd the yoke, 

. Yet held his weary'd oxen from their food 
With charming numbers and uncommon song. 

Upon the subject of heroic couplets, Watts has expressed 

himself clearly in the preface to Horae Lyricae. He says: 

It 'degrades the excellency of the best versification 
when the lines rum on by couplets, twenty together, 
just in the same pace and with the same pauses: it spoils 
the noblest pleasure of the sounds the reader is tired 
with the tedious uniformity,, or charmed to sleep,with the 
unmanly softness of the numbers and the perpetual chime 
of even cadences. 

In spite of this objection, he wrote heroic couplets as well 

as other kinds. He, like Dryden, was fond of triplets to 

break the monotony of the couplets; and in one twenty-three 

line poem, "Launching into Eternity," there are three triplets. 

The first two of the triplets contain one alexandrine while 

the last one contains two. 

Watts tries an experiment in meter and form in the "Day 

of Judgment." The Sapphic stanza once tried by Sir Philip 

Sidney, later by Cowper, and in modern times again by Arnold, 

Swinburne, and Bridges2^ is the form he chooses for the ex- 

24Vivian de Sola Pinto, "Isaac Watts and the Adventurous 
tluse" (Essays and Studies. XX, 1934), p. 99. 

périment. The result is not very pleasant: 

When the fierce North wind with his airy forces 
■ Rears up the Baltick to a foaming fury, 
And the red lightning with a storm of hail comes 
Rushing amain down, 

How the poor sailors stand amaz'd and tremble! 
While the hoarse thunder, like a bloody trumpet, 
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Roars a loud onset to the gaping waters, 
Quick to devour them. 

The graves are torn open* the day of judgment is at hand: 

Hartfl the shrill outcries of the guilty wretches t 
Lively bright horrour and amazing anguish 
Stare thro' their eyelids, while the living worm lies 
Gnawing within them. 

Hopeless immortals 1 how they scream and shiver, 
While devils push them to the pit wide-yawning, 
Hideous and gloomy, to receive them headlong 
Down to the centre.25 

25pairchild compares the following lines from Cowper's 
"Lines Written During a Period of Insanity" with Watts': 

Man disavows, and Deity disowns me: 
Hell might afford my miseries a shelterj 
Therefore hell keeps her ever hungry mouths all 

Bolted against me. 

Him £Àbirai&7 the vindictive rod of angry justice 
Sent quick and howling to the centre headlong; 
I, fed with judgment, in fleshly tomb am 

Buried above ground. 

—Religious Trends in English Poetry, vol. II, pp. 173-174 and 
footnote, p. 174. 

In a section of his poems called "Miscellaneous Thoughts, " 

the feeling of dislike of the bondage of rhyme is shown in 

Watts' action and words. He is translating a poem on the bigot¬ 

ry . of the Catholic Church, by a Mr. John Reynolds, in a rhym¬ 

ing loose ode form, when suddenly the rhyme leaves off and the 

following explanation is inserted: 

The Muse.here tiring begs the reader's leave to release 
herself from the bonds and labours of rhyme and meter 
by a mere imitation of the next thirty lines in prose. 
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Then with verse nine he writes, "Nov; metre and rhyme proceed, " 

and they do. 

Part III 

Watts’ rhymes are not always exact and he hes toiible find¬ 

ing rhymes for such key words in religious poetry as "God," 

"Lord," ’’song,” "grace," and others. However, he was not 

alone in his search after rhymes of "God" and "Lord." Stern- 

hold and Hopkins had rhymed "God" with "abode," Dryden with 

"stood" and "mood," and William Whitehead with "road." The 

word "Lord" is rhymed by Sternhold and Hopkins with "world," 

"abhorr’d," and "sword." Probably the correct rhyme for 

"Lord" was such a word as "explored" or "board"j Pope rhymes 

it thus. Watts rhymes "Lord" with "word," "ador’d," "sword," 

and "record," while he couples "God" with "aloud," "flood," 

"abroad," "load," "blood," “road," "rod," "clod," and "nod." 

There are many "eye-rhymes" in Watts ' poetry in which the 

words look alike on paper but the accented vowels of the two 

words are not pronounced alike. For example, "remove" is 

rhymed with "love," "thrive" with "live," and "forgives" 

with the noun "lives." This seems to have been an accepted 

practice, as Dryden, Elfcckmore, Pope, Thomson, and others 

indulged in it. 

Watts also rhymes words with a voiced sound with those 

containing an unvoiced s., such as "grace" and "praise." This, 

too, seems to be a sanctioned usage, for such rhymes as "rise" 

and "precipice," "prize and "sacrifice," and "ease" and 
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"increase" are to be found in Pope's Essay on Criticism. Swift 

rhymes "amiss" with "is," in his Ode on the Death of William 

Sancroft, and Prior, in his Alma, rhymes "dice" with "wise." 

Another form of "wrenched" rhyme in Watts is the rhyming 

of words with a final -.j, -i., -yes, or -ies whether the vowels 

are pronounced as a long i. or a short _i. "Eyes" and "vanities," 

"supply" and "majesty," "sight" and "hypocrite" are a few 

examples. This was done by other poets, too, and examples 

are to be found in Dryden, Pope, Thomson, and others. 

Some rather awkward rhymes are achieved by Watts in his 

use of elision. Some have already been mentioned in this 

chapter in a discussion of elision, but there are many more. 

"By't" is rhymed with "delight," "to't" with "fruit," and 

"see't" with "feet." Prior rhymes "root" and "do't" and even 

"throw'em" and "poem." 

Often, finding himself in extreme need of a rhyme that 

isn't there, Watts forces one. For example, in the following 

stanza there is a conflict of tenses for the sake of rhyme: 

And thus on Jordan's yonder side 
The tribes of Israel stand. 
While Hoses bow'd- his head and dy 'd 
Short of the promis'd land. 

The word "smoke" in the following stanza is used for the rhyme 

it affords rather than for any appropriateness: 

When I contend against their sin 
I make them know how vile they’ave been, 
But should-my breath for ever smoke 
Their eoul& would sink beneath my stroke. 

On several occasions Watts seems to be using the wrong form of 

the verb for the sake of rhyme, but on closer scrutiny the read- 
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er discovers that he is employing the subjunctive form. For 

example : 

How heavy is the night 
That hangs upon our eyes, 
Till Christ with his reviving light 
Over our souls arise I 

And again : 

Behold the potter and the clay, 
He forms his vessels as he nlease: 
Such is our Cod, and such are we 
The subjects of his high decrees.23 

23A11 italics mine. 



CHAPTER VI 

The Imagery of Watts* Poetry 

Once again it is necessary to differentiate between the 

verse of the psalms and hymns, on the one side, and that of 

the lyrics of Horae Lyricae. on the other, in a discussion 

of the imagery of Watts' poetry. Watts himself, as we have 

already seen in Chapter II, admitted sinking the metaphors 

of the hymns to the level of the simplest capacities. Intfi 

the verse of Horae Lvricae. on the contrary, he put his bold¬ 

est figures of speech, since his readers were sophisticated 

enough to enjoy such "bauties of poesy." There has been 

criticism both favorable and unfavorable of the poetic quali¬ 

ties of Watts, but much of it shows itself to be made in preju¬ 

dice and ignorance. 

Part I 

There are a great may images in the hymns and psalms 

that are taken directly from the scriptures and changed but 

slightly, if at all. Sometimes these images are elaborated 

and made clearer to those who are not gifted with an undsr- 
0 

standing of unusual phrasing and language in the Eible. There 

are also examples of apostrophe, hyperbole, metaphor, metonymy, 

onomatopoeia, periphrasis, personification, and simile which 

are not directly borrowed from the scriptures, and these will 

be discussed before those with a scriptural ba„sis. 

Watts* theory of hymn-writing, with simplicity as its 

-(94)- 
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design, is well illustrated by the simple, clear images he 

usa3 to describe the mysteries of the Christian religion. By 

a simple simile, God is described in all his glory, and he is 

praised by an apostrophe in keeping with it: 

Like flames of fire his servants are, 
And light surrounds his dwelling place; 
But 0 ye fiery flames! declare 
The brighter glories of his face. 

Christ is described thus: 

In darkest shades if he appear 
My dawning is begun, 

He is my soul's sweet morning-star, 
And he my rising sun. 

Watts is guilty of shifting his image from one object 

to another in the middle of a poem so that it is difficult to 

follow. The "tree of life" figure given below, from Watts' 

poem "The Tree of Life," is an example. The attributes of 

a tree, which are applied to the tree of life in heaven in 

stanzas three and four, are applied to Christ in stanzas five 

and six, with confusing results: 

3. The tree of life that near the throne 
In heav'n's high garden grows, 
Laden with grace bends gently down 
Its eversmiling boughs. 

4. Hov'ring amongst the leaves there stands 
The sweet celestial Dove, 
And Jesus on the branches hangs 
The banner of his love. 

5. *Tis a young heav'n of strange delight 
While in Ms shade we sit; 
His fruit is pleasing to the sight, 
And to the taste as sweet. 

6. New life it spreads thro* dying hearts, 
And cheers the drooping mind; 
Vigour and joy the juice imparts 
Without a sting behind. 



VI -93- 

From stanza four it seems that Christ is not identified with 

the tree itself, since he is represented as hanging the "ban¬ 

ner of his love" on the branches. In stanza five he seems to 

be identified with the tree, as such images as sitting in his 

shade and tasting his fruit occur. From stanza seven it is 

impossible to tell whether Christ is the "tree of life," and 

in stanza eight "This living Branch of sov'reign pow'r" may mean 

either Christ or the tree: 

7. How let the flaming weapon stand 
And guard all Eden's trees, 
There's ne'er a plant in all that land 
That bears such fruit as these. 

8. Infinite Grace our souls adore 
Whose wondrous hand has made 
This living Branch of sov'reign pow'r 
To raise and heal the dead. 

The imagery here is mixed up and confusing. The cause seems 

to be stanzas four and five, which are placed in brackets and 

may be omitted,without any interruption of thought. It is 

in these stanzas that Christ is represented as hanging a ban¬ 

ner on the tree and at the same time being a tree himself. 

There are many examples of sustained metaphors in the 

tymns, though the figures are not usually carried throughout 

the poem. In Hymn XCVIII, however, the "heart of stone" 

figure is kept up in every stanza of the poem. The first and 

last stanzas will slum the image: 

My heart how dreadful hard it is! 
How heavy here it lies! 
Heavy and cold within my breast, 
Just like a rock of ice! 

Dear Saviour! Steep this rock of mine 
In thine own crimson sea! 
None but a bath of blood divine 
Can melt the flint away. 
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Trite images such as the following are plentiful in the 

hymns : 

The lion with his dreadful roar 
Affrights thy feeble sheep, 
Reveal the glory of thy pow 'r, 
And chain him to the deep. 

***** * 

The lamb that freed my captive soul 
From Satan's heavy chains, 
And sent the lion down to howl 
Where hell and horrour reigns. 

'Hie frequent use of "clay" for the flesh of man, and the "Prince 

of Darkness" and the "Prince of light" or "Prince of grace" for 

the devil and Christ, is monotonous. For example, these are 

a few of the many uses of these images: 

Hosanna to the Prince of light 
That cloth’d himself in cla.y 

****** 

•With pitying eyes the Prince of grace 
Beheld our helpless grief. 

****** 

See how the Prince of darkness tries 
All his malicious arts; 

****** 

Haste then upon the wings of love, 
Rouse all the pious sleeping clav. 

^•Italics mine. 

Watts’ images are often turgid, and much bombast is writ¬ 

ten on the insignificant "worm": 
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Tempests of angry fire shall roll 
To blast the rebel worm, 
And beat upon his naked soul 
In one eternal storm, 

A worm is hardly worthy of such great punishment, even if he 

be a rebel. Nor is it especially flattering to God, in the 

following lines, for a race of "worthless worms" to bow to him 

and praise him: 

Great Godt how infinite art thou! 
What worthless worms are we! 
Let the whole race of creatures bow 
And pay their praise to thee. 

Two onomatopoeic stanzas from psalm XL7I are quoted by 

Miller,^ the first one giving the feeling of abruptness and 

^Josiah Miller, Singers and Son?s of the Church, p. 134. 

terror; the second one, a flowing and delightful sound, apart 

from the meaning of the words: 

Let mountains from their seats be hurl 'd 
Down to the deep and bury’d there, 
Convulsions shake the solid world, 
Our faith shall never yield to fear. 

There is a stream whose gentle flow 
Supplies the oity of our God, 

Life, love, end joy, still gliding thro’, 
And wat 'ring our divine abode. 

Watts often deals with the subject of death by means of 

periphrasis. Some of these figures are beautiful some 

are not in good taste. The two following seem to be among the 

best: 



VI -99- 

Then will ye hear my heartstrings break; 
How sweet my minutes roll! 
A mortal pcleness on my cheek, 
And glory in my soul. 

* * * * * * * 

There is a land of pure delight 
Where saints immortal reign, 
Infinite day excludes the night, 
And pleasures banish pain. 

There everlasting spring abides 
And never-with‘ring flow’rs; 
Death like a narrow sea divides 
This heav’nly land from ours. 

Probably most readers would object to this figure on the grounds 

of bad taste: 

How we should scorn the clothes of flesh, 
These fetters and this load, 

And long for evening to undress, 
That we may rest with God. 

Personificationshave been discussed in the chapter on 

diction (Chapter V), and little more need be said about them. 

However, the following stanza furnishes an example of a per¬ 

sonification as well as showing how Watts used terms of human 

love to express divine love: 

Jesus! the vision of thy face 
Hath overpow’ring charms; 
Scarce shall I feel Death’s cold e-mbrace 
If Christ be in my arms. 

Watts seems very fond of the image of a dim light being 

obscured by a brighter one, using it in various ways. If 

he could have a glimpse of God, the kingdoms of the earth 

would vanish "As a dim candle dies at noon." And again he 

writes that when the true Messiah appears, other types of 

sacrifice are withdrawn: "So fly the shadows end the stars 

Before the rising dawn." Probably the most familiar examples 
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are "to be found in the common meter version of Psalm xc, 

familiarly known as "0 God our hèlp in ages past": 

A thousand ages in thy sight 
Are like an ev'ning gone, 
Short as the we.tch that ends the night 
Before the rising sun. 

Time like an ever-rolling stream 
Bears all its sons away, 
They fly forgotten as a dream 
Dies at the op'ning day. 

This image of "time" passing away quickly and quietly is another 

favorite one of Watts. Moralizing in this vein, he some¬ 

times produces very pretty figures—for example, in the fol¬ 

lowing stanza: 

Time! what an empty vapour ’ t is, 
And days how swift they are! 
Swift as an Indian arrow flies, 
Or like a shooting star. 

Watts uses a rather illogical comparison in describing 

the sacrifice made by Christ: 

This was compassion like a God, 
That when the Saviour knew 
The price of pardon was his blood 
His pity ne’er withdrew. 

This image implies that a God should have compassion, but the 

hymn is praising the Son of God for saving mankind from the 

lack of compassion of a God. It is God-like to have compas¬ 

sion and Christ showed this compassion by paying the "price 

of pardon." The implication is that it is not God-like to de¬ 

mand such a price and Christ is shown to be more God-like than 

God himself. The same image is used again in another hymn: 
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Let such amazing loves as these 
Be sounded, all abroad; 
Such favours are beyond degrees, 
And worthy of a God. 

A section entitled ’’Watts at his worst” would include 

some very bad poetry. The "bloody" passages are among the 
I 

most objectionable. These are a few of them: 

He ce at thy Cross my dying God 
I sa'wmy soul beneath thy love, 
Beneath the droppings of thy blood 
Jesus, nor shall it e’er remove. 

* ****** 

Alas! the cruel spear 
Went deep into his side, 
And the rich flood of purple gore 
Their murd’rous weapons dy’d. 

******** 

For food he gives his flesh 
lie bids us drink his blood; 
Amazing favour! matchless grace! 
Of our descending God. 

However, these images strike the modern reader, they seem to 

have been acceptable in Watts’ time; and Bishop Ken, the Non¬ 

juror, speaking of his tiny flock of Nonjuring communicants, 

writes a "gore" line that resembles Watts’: 

Primaeval Fathers reverently peruse 
Primaeval Sanctity from them transfuse, 
Primaeval Faith and Charity restore, 
And the Church water’d by the Martyr’s gore. 

3 
Quoted by Hoxie Neale ï^irchild, Religious Trends in 

Poetry, vol. I, p. 100. 
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It is true that Watts' subject matter, religion, gives substance 

for such 'images, but it is possible to make them less objection¬ 

able, as has done in one hymn. The following two stanzas 

are taken from different hymns, dealing with the same theme; 

one is objectionable and one is not: 

Hymn XVII Hymn XXII 

We sing th'amazing deeds Was ever equal pity found: 
That grace divine performs; The Prince of heav'n resigns his breath, 
Th'Eternal God comes down and bleeds And pours his life out on the ground, 
To nourish dying worms. To ransom guilty worms from death. 

Many un-poetic images may be found in Watts' verse. The following 

• examples are a few: 

Lo thine eternal Son appears, 
To thy designs he bows his ears,^ 

4Cf. Archbishop Tillotson's unhappy image of the judgment- 
day world "cracking about the sinners' ears." Cited by Hugh 
Blair, Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres.n. 163. 

* * * * * * * 

Our humble faith here takes her rise 
While sitting round his board, 
And back to Calvary she flies 
To view her groaning Lord. 

****** * 

But if the Lord be once withdrawn, 
And we attempt the work alone, 
When new temptations spring and rise 
We find how great our weakness is. 

So Sampson when his hair was lost 
Met the Philistines to his cost, 
Shook his vain limbs with sad surprise, 
Made feeble fight and lost his eyes. 

******* 
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Not choicest meats or noblest wines 
So much my heart refresh. 
As when my faith goes thro ' the signs 
And feeds upon his flesh. 

Frequent use of anatomical images is another character¬ 

istic of Watts' hymns. For example: 

His promise stands forever firm, 
His grace shall ne'er depart, 
He binds my name upon his arm, 
And seals it on his heart♦ 

I would not be a stranger still 
To that celestial place, 
Where I for ever hope to dwell 
Near my Eedeemer's face. 

Many of these images are objectionable to the taste of the 

modern reader. For example: 

Yet why my soul 1 why these complaints? 
Still while he ZChrist7 frowns his bowels move, 
Still on his he art he bears his saints, 
And feels their sorrows and his love. 

Again: 

Here we behold his bowels roll 
As kind as when he dy'd, 
And see the sorrows of his soul 
Bleed ths©' his wounded side.” 

5A11 italics mine. 

In spite of Watts ' desire to make the hymns suitable for 

public singing, there are many verses that are inappropriate 

for use in the church worship. That the following stanzas are 

not suitable for congregational use is evident: 

We lick the dust, we grasp the wind, 
And solid good despise: 
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Such is the folly of the mind 
Till Jesus makes us wise. 

We give our souls the wounds they feel, 
We drink the pois'nous gall, 
And rush with fury down to hell, 
But heav’n prevents the fall. 

The man possess’d amongst the tombs 
Cuts his own flesh and cries; 
He foams and raves till Jesus comes, 
And the foul spirit flies. 

Stanzas which are obviously not suited for the whole congre¬ 

gation to sing are usually placed in brackets by Watts. They 

may be omitted without any loss to the sense of the hymn. The 

chief reason for the bracketed stanzas in Watts’ hymns seems 

to be for the purpose of altering the length without changing 

the sense of th^iymn. Without the stanzas in brackets the 

hymns are from three to six stanzas in length. They may be 

rnti.de longer if these stanzas are not omitted. Probably in 

choosing the stanza or stanzas to be included in brackets, 

Watts judged them according to appropriateness, perhaps 

beauty, and certainly usefulness to the meaning or sense of 

the hymn. In Psalm XC the following stanza is placed in 

brackets : 

/Our vitals with laborious strife 
Bear up the crazy load, 
And drag those poor remains of life 
Along the tiresome road/7 

Without it the psalm is six stanzas in length. Six stanzas 

seems to be about the desired length for most purposes, since 

most of Watts hymns are cut down by these bracketed stanzas 

to six. Also this stanza is the least attractive of all land 

was probably chosen to be omitted on that account. 
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stanzas are often put in brackets when they merely 

elaborate an image already given in other stanzas. For ex¬ 

ample, the following stanzas fron the psalm written for the 

fifth of November, are mere elaboration of the material given 

in other stanzas, on the idols worshiped by the Catholics: 

/Vain are those artful shapes of eyes and ears, 
The molten image -neither sees nor hears; 
Their hands are helpless, nor their feet can move, 
They have no speech, nor thought, nor pow’r, nor love, 
Yet sottish mortals make their long complaints 
To their deaf idols and their moveless saints. 

The rich have statues well adorn’d with gold, 
The poor content with gods of coarser mould, 
With tools of iron carve the senseless stock 
.Lopt from a tree, or borken from a rock; 
People and priest drive on the solemn trade, 
And trust the gods that saws and hammers -mAeJ 

Some stanzas are bracketed so that without them the 

hymn will be a general one while with them it will be particular 

"A Psalm for Few England," for example, becomes directed 

against atheists and evil nations in general when the stanzas 

in brackets are omitted. When they are included it is a 

special hymn for Few England: 

/Where nothing dwelt but beasts of prey, 
Or men as fierce and wild as they, 
He bids th'oppress'd and poor repair, 
And builds them towns and cities there. 

They sow the fields, and trees they plant, 
Whose yearly fruit supplies their want; 
Their race grows up from fruitful stocks, 
Their wealth increasds with their flocks. 

Thus they are bless 'd; but if they sin 
He lets the Heathen nations in; 
A savage crew invades their lends, 
Their princes die by barb'rous hands. 

Their captive eons expos'd to scorn 
Zander unpity'd and forlorn; 
The country lies unfenc'd, untill'd, 
And desolation spreads the field. 
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Yst if the humbled nation mourns 
Again his dreadful hand he turns, 
Again he makes their cities thrive, 
And bids the dying churches live.7 

Stanzas containing descriptions of divine love in terms 

of human are placed in brackets when they are objectionable: 

/How we should scorn these clothes of flesh, 
These fetters and this load, 
And long for ev'ning to undress 
That we may rest with GodJ7 

********* 

/i bring him to my mother's home, 
For does my Lord refuse to come 
To Sion's sacred chambers where 
My soul first drew the vital air. 

He gives me there his bleeding heart, 
Pierc'd for my sake with deadly smart; 
I give my soul to him, end there 
Our loves their mutual tokens share.7 

* ****** * * 

/Sweet are thy lips, thy pleasing voice 
Salutes mine ear with secret joys; 
Fo spice so much delights the smell 
For milk nor honey taste so well// 

Watts says in his preface‘to the book of Hymns that 

some stanzas are bracketed because some of the words are too 

poetical for' meaner understandings. It is not always easy 

to tell why particular stanzas are placed within brackets, but 

possibly these stanzas have too poetical^sound for the meaner 

understandings: -, 

ZÂnd lest pollution should o'erspread 
Our inward pow 'rs again, 
His Spirit shall bedew our souls 
Like purifying raii£S7. 

********* 
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/Jesus! the vision of thy face 
Hath overpow’ring charms; 
Scarce shall I feel Death's oold embrace 
If Christ be in my arms. 

Then will ye hear my heartstrings break; 
How sweet my minutes rolll 
A mortal paleness on my cheek, 
And glory in my soulJ7 

Some hymns are placed entirely in two sets of brackets, 

while others have each stanza bracketed separately. The 

hymn on the beatitudes has each stanza bracketed to show that 

any combination of verses may be used without injuring the 

sense. Some stanzas seem to express a doctrine too strongly 

and may be omitted if they offendythe singers. For example, 

the following stanza on the doctrine of grace may be left out: 

JGrace like an uncorrupted seed 
Abides and reigns within. 
Immortal principles forbid 
The sons of God to sinjjf 

These stanzas placed in brackets show Watts ever conscious of 

and planning for the singing of his hymns. 

ITor is Watts the .only hymn writer who composes verses that 

are better dropped out. The Latin hymn Gloria. Leus et Honor. 

written by the Bishop of Orleans, contains one stanza that 

does not appear in the Hymnal, translated thus by John Mason 

Deale : 

Be thou, 0 Lord, the rider, 
And we the little ass, 

That to God's holy city ‘ 
Together we may pass.® 

^Winfred Douglas, Church Music in History and Practice. 
p. 177. Also J. B. Reeves, Hymn es Literature, p. 25. 
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tlost of the images in Watts' paalras and in the first 

book of hymns are a. combination of original figures and of 

figures taken directly or indirectly from the Bible. The 

imagery of the following stanzas is directly taken from dif¬ 

ferent parts of the scriptures: 

Isaiah xxxvi: 1 Book I. Hymn VIII 

. . . We have a strong city: 
Salvation will God appoint 
for walls and bulwarks. 

BulwarXs of mighty grace defend 
The city where we dwell; 
The walls of strong salvation made 
Defy th’assaults of hell. 

******** 

Job xi: 13 Book II. Hymn CLXX 

For vain men would be 
wise, though man be born like 
a wild ass 's colt. 

But man, vain man, would fain be wise! 
Born like a young colt he flies 
Thro’ all the follies of his mind, 
And swells and snuffs the empty wind. 

Sometimes Watts improves the image he takes from the Bible. The 

following image seems an improvement over what he found in the original: 

Psalms cxxxiii: 3 Watts* psalm 

As the dew of Hermon, 
and as the dew that descended 
upon the mountains of Zion. 

Thus on the heav’nly hills 
The saints are blest above, 
Where joy like morning dew distills, 
And all the air is love. 

Again Watts' image is better and more delicate than that in the 

Bible: 

Philippians iii: 8 Book I. Hymn CIX 

. . . for whom I have suf¬ 
fered the loss of all things, 
and do count them but dung, 
that I may win Christ. 

Wow for the love I bear his name 
What wes my gain I count my loss, 
My former pride I call my shame, 
And nail my glory to his cross. 

He often makes the imagery more vivid by choosing a concrete 

scene of action. For example : 
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Psalm3 lxxiii: 18-19 Watts1 psalm 

Surely thou didst set them 
in slippery places: thou 
castedsr them down into 
destruction. 

There as in some prophetick glass 
I saw the sinner's feet 
High mounted on a slipp'ry place 
Beside a fiery pit. 

As a dream when one aw&keth; 
so, 0 Lord, when thou awakest, 
thou shalt despise their image. 

I heard the wretch profanely boast 
Till at thy frown he fell; 
His honours in a dream were lost 
And he awakes in hell. 

In the following illustrations Watts elaborates and sus¬ 

tains the figure of speech found in the scriptures: 

Psalms xxxvii: 35-36 Watts* psalm 

I have seen the wicked in 
great power, and spreading 
himself like a green bay tree. 

The haughty sinner have I seen 
Nor fearing man nor God, 
Like a tall bay tree fair and green 
Spreading his arms abroad 

Yet he passed away, and lo, And lot he vanish'd from, the ^ground, 
he was not. Nor “root’, ho’Vbrànch,’ nor leaf/ was 'found 

Where all that pride had been. 

The prophecy by Esaias, of Christ's behavior, repeated 

in Matthew xii: 30, "A bruised reed shall he not break, and 

smoking flax shall he not quench, till he send forth judgment 

unto victory," is clarified by Watts in his hymn on "Christ's 

compassion to the weak and tempted": 

He'll never quench the smoking flax 
But raise it to a flame; 
The bruised reed he never breaks 
Nor scorns the meanest name. 

The imagery of the Bible is often put into eighteenth 

century expressions; for example, the scripture, "He turned 

the sea into dry land; and they went through the flood on 

foot" (Psalms lxvi : 6), becomes in Watts' psalm: 

He made the ebbing channel dry 
While Israel pass'd the flood; 
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And again: 

Nahum i: 5-6 Rook I. Hymn XLII 

The mountains quake at him, 
And the hills melt, and the 
earth is burned at his 
presence, yea, the world, 
and all that dwell therein. 

At his approach the mountains fly 
And seek a wat'ry grave, 
The frighten'd sea makes haste away 
And shrinks up ev’ry wave. 

Who can stand before his in¬ 
dignation? and who can abide 
in the fierceness of his an¬ 
ger? his fury is poured out 
like fire, and the rocks are 
thrown down by him. 

Thro1 the wide air the weighty rocks 
Are swift as hailstones hurl'd: 
Who dares engage his fiery rage 
Thet shakes the solid world? 

In a footnote to Psalm XXXV, Watts explains where he 

got the image in the third line of this stanza: 

Behold the love, the gen'rous love, 
That holy David shows; 
Hark how his sounding bowels move 
To his afflicted foes! 

The note reads thus: "... sounding of the bowels is a 

scriptural metaphor, Isa, lxiii.15"; the reference in Isaiah 

is: " . . . where is thy zeal and thy strength, the sounding 

of thy bowels and of thy mercies toward me?11 Watts had used 

"bowels" before in connection with God, and it is not clear 

juat why he fèlt that he had to give a biblical reference 

for it in this case. He must, as his explanation shows, have 

felt some of the distaste for the word that a modern reader 

feels, or he would hot have bothered to give the source of it. 

It is interesting to note that in one hymn Watts follows 

the scriptures more closely than Milton does in making Satan 

be cast on the earth from heaven. The text from Revelations 

xii: 9 reads thus: 

And the great dragon was cast out, that old serpent, 
called tne Devil, end Satan, which deceiveth the whole 
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world: he was cast out into the earth, and hie angels 
were cast out with him. 

^atts1 hymn 

Down to the earth was Satan thrown, 
Down to the earth his legions fell, 
Then was the trump of triumph blown, 
And shook the dreadful deeps of hell. 

"Paradise Lost." Book VI. Lines 318 ff. 

  all Heav'n 
Resounded# and had Earth been then, all Earth 
Had to her Center shook  

The hymns and psalms are filled with imagery taken from 

the scriptures more or less indirectly. For example, the image 

in the following stanza is reminiscent of verses ten and eleven 

of the Book of Embers, where is told the story of Moses 

striking the rock from which water came to satisfy the thirst 

of the Israelites on their way to the promiséd-land: 

Strike mighty Grace my flinty soul 
Till melting waters flow, 
And deep repentance drown mins eyes 
In undissembled wo. 

Often Watts takes the vigorous and forceful expression 

and images from the scriptures and turns them into insipid 

weakness. John iii: 16, "For God so loved the world, that 

he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in 

him should not perish, but have everlasting life," appears in 

Watts thus: 

S^uch was the pity of our God, 
He lov'd the race of men so well, 
He sent his Son to bear our load 
Of sins, and save our souls from hell. 

In the hymn based on the verse, "Thou shalt love the Lord thy 
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God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all 

thy mind" (Matthew xxii; 37), Watts loses the emphasis gained 

by repetition and produces this; 

Thu3 saith the first slid great command, 
"Let all thy inward pow 'rs unite 
"To love thy Maker and thy God 
"With utmost vigour and delight. Zv 

And again Watts' expression falls short of that in the Bible, 

but this time it is a matter of delicacy rather than of force¬ 

fulness. The verse from Job xix, "And though, after my skin, 

worms destroy this body, yet in my flesh shall I see God," 

become-s in Watts' hymn: 

Tho ' greedy worms devour my skin 
And gnaw my wasting flesh, 
When God shall build my bones again 
He clothes them all afresh. 

Part. Ill 

The imagery of Horae Lvricaa *s m0rs elaborate than that 

of the hymns and psalms of Watts. As has been pointed out, 

this was deliberate on his part. He believed that the "beau¬ 

ties of poesy" that were left out of the hymns and psalms 

h?s a rightful pls.ce in the lyrics written for his own and 

his friends' amusement. The figures of speech in these lyrics 

are couched in terms of eighteenth century diction to a much 

greater degree than are the figures of the hymns. Also there 

are classical references to Virgil's "Sicilian swains" and 

"Trojan kings," to "Old Boreas with his freezing.pow*rs," and 

to the "hot Dogstar," such as would appeal to people above the 

classes for which the public hymns were composed. The follow- 
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ins stanza is a well of eighteenth century poetic diction: 

Old Boreas with his freezing pow'rs 
Turns th^earth iron, makes the ocean glass, 
Arrests the dancing riv'lets as they pass, 
And chains them moveless to their shores: 
The grazing ox lows to the gelid skies, 
Walks o'er the marble meads with with'ring eyes, 
Walks o'er the solid lakes, snuffs up the wind and dies. 

There are more and longer-sustained metaphors in the 

lyrics than in the hymns and psalms. Probably the explanaticn 

of this fact lies in the consideration that the long figures 

of speech are more easily followed in reading than they are 

when being sung. The following is an instance, but there 

are metaphors of greater length: 

Earth with her scenes of gay delight 
Is but a landscape rudely drawn, 
With glaring colours and false light; 
Distance commends it to the sight 
For fools to gaze upon; 
But bring the nauseous daubing nigh 
Coarse and confus'd the hideous figures lie, 
Dissolve the pleasure and offend the eye. 

The word order in the following stanza is not simple 

enough for a singing hymn. The antecedent of "you" in the 

last line is too far removed from it and probably would not be 

comprehended if the poem were sung: 

Winds, ye shall bear his name aloud 
Thro' the ethereal blue, 
For when his chariot is a cloud 
He makes his wheels of you. 

A rather too fanciful description of judgment-day end 

the rising of souls to heaven, for the hymns, is the fol¬ 

lowing: 

Jesus 1 the God of might and love, 
New-moulds our limbs of cumbrous clay; 
Quick as seraphick flames we move, 
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Active and young, and fair as they. 
Our airy feet with unknown flight, 
Swift as the motions of desire, 
Run up the hills of heav’nly light, 
And leave the welt*ring world in fire. 

Temptation is described as— 

. . . the dancing meteor, faithless guide 
That leads the lonesome pilgrim wide astray <7 

To bogs, end fens, and pits, and certain deathl 

^A Miltonic image. Cf. Paradise Lost. Bk. II, 11. 618-621: 

. . . Through many a dark and dreary vale 
They passed, and many a region dolorous, 
O'er many a frozen, many a fiery Alp, 
Rocks, caves, lakes, fens, bogs, dens, and shades of death. 

Also cf. Bk IX, 11. 634-643. The serpent leads the way for 
Eve to the forbidden fruit: 

... As when a wandering fire, 
Compact of unctuous vapour, which the night 
Condenses, and the cold environs round, 
Kindled through agitation to a flame 
(Which oft, they say, some evil spirit attends), 
Hovering and blazing with delusive light, 
Misleads the amazed night-wanderer from his way 
To bogs and mire, and oft through pond or pool, 
There swallowed up and lost, from succour far: 

The word of God or the Bible becomes a "golden chain"-- 

 let down from heav'n, 
•Twill .help your feet and wings: I feel its force 
Draw upwards; fasten’d to the pearly gate 
It guides the way unerring; happy clue 
Thro' this dark wild! ’Twas Wisdom's noblest ivork 
All join'd by Pow'r divine, end ev'ry link is love. 

These figures are more complex than the ones found in the 

poems that Watts wrote to be sung by the "vulgar Christians,” 

The hyperbole is a very infrequent figure of speech in 

Watts' verse, but there is one in the lyrics, used twice. 

The two instances are: 
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Divine attention held, my soul; 
I was all ear; . . . 

* * * * * * * 

I was all ear, and Philomela’s song 
Was all divine delight.8 

®Cf. Milton, Paradise Lost. Bk. VI, 11. 350-351. Spirits 
are different from "frail Man," who lives "In entrails, heart 
or head, liver or reins": 

All heart they live, all head, all eye, all ear, 
All intellect, all sense; . . . 

Watts wss evidently fond of apostrophes and personifications. 

This liking, which had been curbed in the hymns and psalms, 

is indulged in the lyrics, especially in the epitaph composed 

on the death of King William III, where there are nearly twen¬ 

ty examples in twelve stanzas. 

Part III 

This study does not intend to make a complete survey of 

the criticism of Watts' poetry, but only to point out that 

much that has been written about the poetic qualities of his 

poems has been prejudiced or absolutely incompetent. A few 

of the more balanced criticisms will be included so that the 

picture will not seem warped on any side. 
i' 

Edward Bliss Reed wrote that Wetts' original hymns often 

attain a noble dignity and are not without imaginative lines."8 

English, Lyrical Poetry, p. 370. 
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Hs quotes the following lines in illustration: 

Lord of the armies of the sky, 
He marshals all the stars, 

Red comets lift their banners high, 
And loud proclaim his wars. 

Matthew Arnold deemed Watts’ "When I survey the wondrous 

cross" the finest hymn in the English language.9 Such pr&ise 

9John Bronwlie, Hymns and Hymn Writers of the Church 

Hymnary, p. 126, 

for the fcood pieces of Watts' verse seems to be fair. His 

poems cannot be condemned as a whole, or praised as a whole. 

Some are bad, but others are excellent and should be so recog¬ 

nized. 

Dr. Johnson, who wrs prejudiced against devotional poetry 

of any kind, wrote thus of Watts: 

. . . his devotional poetry is, like that of others, un¬ 
satisfactory. The paucity of its topics enforces per¬ 
petual repetition and the sanctity of the matter rejects 
the ornaments of figurative diction. It is sufficient 
for Watts to have done better than others what no man 
has done well.19 

10Livej3 of the Poets, p. 311. Edward Farr,in the intro¬ 
duction to George Wither's Hymns and Son^s of the Church. 
1858, has written that Johnson awarded Wither "the praise of 
having done best whe he dogmatically asserted 'no one could 
do well. '" Johnson did not write the life of Wither and so 
far as I have been able to ascertain did not so much as men¬ 
tion Wither in any of his remarks recorded by Boswell in the 
Life. It would seem that the quotation on Watts given above 
shows Farr to be in error. 

Johnson’s statement "the sanctity of the matter rejects 

the ornaments of figurative diction" is very close to that 

of Boileau quoted in Chapter I of this study. He explains 
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Ms stand on sacred poetry: 

All that pious verse can do is to help the memory and 
delight the ear, and for these purposes it may be very 
usefulj but it supplies nothing to the mind. The ideas 
of Christian Theology are too simple for eloquence, too 
sacred for fiction, and too majestick for ornament; to 
recommend them by tropes and figures is to magnify by 
a concave mirror the sidereal hemisphere.H 

ÜQuoted by Joseph Epes Brown, The Critical Opinions 
of Samuel Johnson, p. 237, from Johnson's Lives of the Poets. 

However, Johnson does give Watts credit for polished diction, 

smooth lines, and versatility. He taught the dissenters, 

Says Johnson, "to write and speak like other men, by showing 

them that elegance might consist with piety, "12 

13Ibid., p. 543. 

John Keble, a religious versifier himself and so not 

prejudiced against religious poetry, wrote thus of Watts in 

the Quarterly Review: 

Watts was an excellent man, a strong reasoner, 
of undouM-ed piety, and—perhaps a rarer virtue—of 
true Christian charity; but in our opinion he laboured 
under irreparable deficiency for the task he under¬ 
took—he was not a poet! He had a great command of 
Scriptural language, and an extra-ordinary facility 
of versification; but his piety may induce us to 
make excuses for his poetry—his poetry will do 
little to excite dormant piety.13 

l^Quoted by E. P. Hood, Isaac Watts. His Life end Writings, 
p. 103. 

J. B. Reeves has judged Watts’ poetic level "plain as 
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bread. " His is "poesy clad in Quaker biown. "14 These neat 

14 The Hymn as Literature « p. 146. 

phrases are attractive but hardly tell the whole story of 

Watts' verse because, if for no other œason, of their brevity. 

However, this critic has the correct approach to poetic criticism 

in admitting that there are different levels of poetic excel¬ 

lence rather than dogmatically asserting, with Keble, that a 

writer is or is not a poet. 

A case of mistaken or incompetent criticisnjbf Watts 

occurs in F. C. Gill's The Romantic Movement and Methodism. 

Gill quotes the following stanza from Watts' hymn "Come we 

that love the Lord," and says that Watts uses the wrong form 

of the verb "please" for the sske of rhyme: 

The God that rules on high, 
And thunders as He please; 

That rides upon the stormy sky, 
And manages the seas. 

As ha3 been pointed out in this study, Watts does distort 
series 

tense A for the sake of rhyme, but his particular illustration 

given by Gill is not an example of such practice. Here the 

form "please* is of course subjunctive. 

One error in criticism of Watts, not discovered by the 

present writer, is mads by Milner.*® He writes that Watts' 

l^T. Milner, Life. Times and Correspondence of I. Watts. 

The error was exposed by E. P. Hood, o£. cit. . p. 183. 
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lines, 

The opening heavens around me shine 
With beams of sacred bliss, 

Probably were suggested by Gray's— 

The meanest flow'ret of the vale, 
The simplest note that swells the gale, 
The common sun, the air, the skies, 
To him are opening paradise. 

Watts' lines were published before Gray was born. 

Hood, in his life of Watts, praises him highly: 

... no other writer of this order approaches near to 
him in the elevation, not merely of expression, but of 
sentiment; the very grandeur, the majesty of his epithets, 
the inflamed utterances may be to some more quiet natures 
a ground of exception. To them they seem sometimes to 
be open to the charge of inflation. Yet every order and 
variety of expression, from loud swelling jubilant rap¬ 
ture to the softest and sweetest strains of tenderness, 
find fitting utterance in them.1® 

16Ibid.. p. 103. 

Again, he writes that the "strong nervousness of his expression, 

the passionate personification (always the mark of a great 

poet) . . . give the appearance of inflation to his expres¬ 

sions. He continues, "But when attempting to describe ade- 

l?Ibid., p. 64. 

quate themes, they only fitly represent the subject, as in 

the following fine description of the glory of God in the 

clouds."1® The stanzas that Hood quotes are for the most part 
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18Ibid. 

very good, but the last stanza is so bad and so out of keeping 

with the others that it is a wonder any critic would not notice 

the discordance: 

Thy hand, how wide it spreads the sky! 
How glorious to behold! 

Tinged with a blue of heavenly dye, 
And starred with sparkling gold. 

There Thou canst bid the globes of light 
-îheir endless circles runj 

Where the pale planet rules the night, 
And day obeys the sun. 

The noisy winds stand ready there 
Thy orders to obey; 

With sounding wings they sweep the air, 
To make Thy chariot way. 

There like a trumpet loud and strong, 
Thy thunder shakes our coast; 

While the red lightnings wave along, 
The banners of Thy host. 

On the thin air, without a prop, 
Hang fruitful showers around; 

At thy command they sink, and drop 
Their fatness to the ground. 

However, Hood is more cixtic^aybf Watts’ poetry in general. 

He writes that there are many expressions and passages in 

Watts’ psalm3 and hymns "which are wholly indefensible by 

any standard of good taste, good-sense, or good theology. 

19Ibid. , p. 105. 

These, he says, critics have pounced upon and closed their 

eyes and ears to the "crowds of passages sublime or pathetic, 
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strong or tender. «30 

20Ibid. 

The most unfair and inocmpetent criticism of Watts that 

has come to light in the progress of this study is to be found 

in The Art of Reading Poetry by Earl Daniels. "Isaac Watts," 

writes Daniels, "was a bad poet, prone to fall into the trap 

of the cliché, given to prose statement, with little sense 

of form." In trying to illustrate hi3 point, Daniels, if Ire 

proves anything at all, shows not that Watts was a bad poet, 

but that he himself is a slovenly and inaccurate scholar as 

well as an impudent one. Daniels quotes the hymn "Come, Holy 

Spirit," omitting the second stanza and misquoting twice in 

the fourth. These errors would not be so glaring if Daniels 

did not base almost his whble sarcastic criticism of Watts' 

poetry on them. This is the hymn as Watts wrote it (except 

for it alios,which are mine); 

Come holy Spirit, heav'nly Dove, 
With all thy quick'ning pow'rs, 

, Kindle a flame of sacred love 
In these cold hearts of ours. 

Look how we grovel here below, 
Fond of these trifling toys; 
Our souls can neither fly nor go 
To reach eternal joys. 

In vain we tune our formal songs, 
In vain we strive to rise, 
Hosannas languish on our tongues, 
And our devotion dies. 

Deer Lordl and shall we ever lie 
At this poor dying rate? 
Our love so faint,, so cold, to thee, 
And tHi-nè to x*.s.eo great? 



VI -133- 

Coins holy Spirit, heav'nly Dove, 
With all thy quick1ning pow'rs, 
Come shed abroad a Saviour's love, 
And that shall kindle ours. 

First Deniels remarks on the hackneyed comparison of the 

spirit of God with a dove used by Watts in stanza one. Then 

he writes: "Exactly why or hew a dove should be expected to 

kindle a fire is something of a problem, but since, without 

warning, the author is content to leave his dove and her fire 

building for a new image of men singing, in stanza ii /really 

stanza ÜÎ7, perhaps a reader may be excused from pursuing 
the ornithological investigations, if only that he may raise 

another luestion. Tn’hat connection exists between fire-build¬ 

ing birds and men singing?" In stanza one Watts addressees 

the holy Spirit; in stanza two he continues this address with 

"Look how we grovel here below," etc.; in stanza three the 

holy Spirit is still being addressed, and the image of men 

groveling here on earth is continued and he is shown trying 

in vain to reach the "eternal joys" by worship with song. 

Since Daniels has omitted entirely the beginning of this image 

in stanza two, he believes'that Watts has jumped from the image 

of the dove to that of men singing, with no transition whatever. 

Daniels continues his criticism: "The answer to the 

question of stanza iii £really stanza iy7, a question whose 

relation to singing would also be hard to define, seems almost 

obviously to be no. Possibly it is so obvious that the poet 

feels justified in omitting it to make room for the two last 

lines of his stsnza. But he gains little by a prose statement 

so wholly conventional as that one is. " The question referred 
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to is " . . . shall we ever lie At this poor dying rate . . .?" 

Daniels wouLdKrow the relation of this question to singing. 

There is no relation intended or needed between these two 

elements. The reference of man lying at "this poor dying rate" 

is to the first line of stanza two, which is omitted by Daniels 

i.e. , "Look how we grovel here below." Here another error 

by Daniels, the substitution of the word "live" for Watts’ 

word "lie" in stanza four, further clouds the critical picture. 

Another misquotation in the same stanza, the use of an ex¬ 

clamation point in placé of Watts' question mark, accounts 

for Daniels' reference to a "prose statement" at the end 
* 

of the stanza. The last two lines of stanza four are not a 

prose statement but a continuation of the question in the 

first part of the stanza. Watts did not leave out the answer 

to his question in order* "to make room for the two last lines 

of his stanza, " as Daniels suggests, since these lines are 

themselves a part cf the question; but, rather, because the 

query does not call for an answer. 

Daniels continues: "finally, as though realizing that he 

is getting nowhere rapidly, Watts returns, at the end, to his 

original point of departure, in an effort, through repetition, 

at pseudo unity for his song." Watts' hymn has a great deal 

more unity than the mutilated version given by Daniels would 

lead a reader to believe. Stanzas one, two, and three are an 

appeal to the holy Spirit to give men a warmer love and a 

description of the conditions existing in the spiritual realm 

on earth. Stanza four is a query to the Lord as to how long 
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these conditions must go on. And stanza five again makes an 

appeal to the holy Spirit for help in kindling a warmer love 

in man for God.w^ 

21A11 quotations cited from Daniels' book occur on pp. 
20G-30S. 

Watts' poetry has been criticized harshly by the literaiy 

critics and accepted uncritically by the common reader or 

singer. His images are sometimes beautiful and sometimes 

"wholly indefensible" on any grounds, but they should at least 

be given the justice of a fair analysis and not condemned or 

praised merely because they are hymns, or psalms, or sacred 

lyrics. 



CHAPTER VII 

Miscellaneous Elements in TTatts* Poetry 

This concluding chapter of the study on the religious 

poetry of Isaac Tatts will be a collection of all the mis¬ 

cellaneous topics of interest that were not extensive enough 

to be put each in a separate chapter. TCatts 1 attitude toward 

nature, treatment of children in his poems, graveyard elements, 

patriotic and occasional pieces, theology as expressed in his 

poetry, and belief in the superiority of faith and revealed 

religion over reason and natural religion will be discussed 

in turn. 

Part I 

In a hymn it is necessary that nature and delight in 

natural scenes be incidental and that the end or aim of the 

poem not be obscured by beautiful pictures of nature. TCatts 

strictly followed this rule in his hymns and psalms; even in 

his lyrics he seldom, if ever, made nature the point of his 

poem. Always there is a moral or a religious lesson illus¬ 

trated by his nature descriptions. As for the descriptions 

themselves, they fall into two general classes; one with 

images based on nature descriptions in the scriptures; the 

other with those not based on the scriptures. They are all 

very much of the same pattern, expressed in the conventional 

diction of the century, and dealing mostly with the larger and 

-(125)- 
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racre general aspects of nature. 

Fairchild writes that Watts must have been a "keen and 

loving observer of nature,and that he often thinks of 

^•Hoxie Neale Fairchild, Religious Trends in English 
Poetry. vol. I, p. 134. 

nature as offering constant homage to God. He quotes the fol¬ 

lowing lines as illustration: 

The laris mounts up the sky, 
faith unambitious song, 

And bears her Maker 's praise,, on high 
Upon her artless tongue." 

3lbid. 

These lines show that Watts thinks of nature as offering homage 

to God, but they do not show that he was a lover or keen ob¬ 

server of nature. He i3 a lover of God; any other love is 

secondary. His verses show noykeen observations of ncture, 

but rather a l*,ck of detailed scrutiny of the smaller things 

of nature. He thinks that to paint a picture of nature in 

verse it is sufficient to daub his canvas with the convention¬ 

al words end phrases that were common among the poets of his 

time. The proof of the statement just made can be found in 

the examples of nature description taken from Watts * poems 

and given below. 

Those images that have their basis in the iragery of the 
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Bible show little originality of observation. Freni this 

verse, "He sendeth the springs into the valleys, which run 

among the hills. ... He watereth the hills from his chambers," 

Watts writes: 

God from his cloudy cistern pours 
On the parch’d earth enriching show'rs; 

And from a similar verse, "Thou waterest the ridges thereof 

abundantly; thou setrlest the furrows thereof; thou mekeet 

it soft with showers; thou blessest the springing thereof,3 

he writes: 

Those wand1ring cisterns in the sky 
Borne by the winds around, 
With wat*ry treasures well supply 
The furrows of the ground. 

There is certainly nothing keen Or original about the images 

in these two stanzas. ' The images themselves are taken di¬ 

rectly from the Bible and the diction in which they are ex¬ 

pressed is typical of eighteenth century nature descriptions. 

Such illustrations may be multiplied greatly and more of them, 

though'not all, will be given here. FrOm the scripture verses, 

"The mountains quake at him, and the hills melt, and the earth 

is burned at his presence, yea, the world, and all the dwell 

therein. Who can stand before his indignation? and who can 

abide in che fierceness of his anger? his fury is poured out 

like fire, and the •focks are thrown down by him" come these 

stanzas from the pen of Watts: 

At his approach the mountains fly 
And seek a wat'ry grave, 
The frightened sea makes haste sway 
And shrinks up ev’ry wave, 
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Thro 1 the wide air the weighty rocks 
Are swift as hailstones hurl’d: 
Who dalfes engage his fiery rage 
That shakes the solid world? 

There is almost a total lack of particuls.rization in 

Watts' nature treatment, except for that which he paraphrases 

from the Bible. From verse ten of Psrlms cxlviii, "Beasts, 

and all cattle; creeping things, and flying fowl: . . . Praise 

ye the Lord," Watts produces the following elaboration con¬ 

sisting merely of conventional descriptions of the kinds of 

animals and insects mentioned in the Bible: 

Sweet flocks, whose soft enamell'd wing 
Swift and gently cleaves the sky, 
Whose charming notes address the spring 
With an srtless harmony; 
Lovely minstrels of the field* 
Who in leafy shadows sit, 
And your wondrous structures build, 
Awake your tuneful voices with the dawning light; 
To Nature's God your first devotions pay 
Ere you salute the rising day; 
'Tis he calls up the sun and gives him ev'ry ray* 

Serpents, who o'er the meadows slide, 
And wear upon your shining back 
Numerous ranks of gaudy pride, 
Which thousand mingling colours make, 
Let the fierce glances of your eyes 
Rebate their baleful fire; 
In harmless play twist and unfold 
The volumes of your scaly gold; 
That rich embroid'ry of your gay attire 
Proclaims your Maker kind and wise. 

Insects and mites of mean degree 
Thst swarm in myriads o'er the land, 
Moulded by Wisdom's artful hand, 
And curl'd and painted with a various dye, 
In your innumerable forms 
Praise him that wears tit'etbaweal crown, 
And bends his lofty counsels down 
To despicable worms. 

Here is another nature description in trite terms: 

His /£rod’s7 hoary ffost, his fleecy snow, 
Descend and clothe the ground, 
The liquid streams forbear to flow, 
In icy fetters bound. 
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When from his dreadful stores on high 
He pours the rattling hail 
The wretch that dares this God defy 
Shall find his courage fail. 

Always there is the religious teaching behind his descriptions 

of nature, always the conventional figures of speech, end 

usually the scriptural basis for the images. It may be said 

that Watts had an excuse for the religious turn of his nature 

descriptions in his hymns and psalms, but practically the same 

treatment is afforded nature in his lyrics, where he was under 

no obligation to treat nature as a stepchild. The poem above 

about * sweet flocks," "serpents," and "insects and mites 

Of mean degree" is found in Horae Lyricae. Other descriptions 

in his lyrics present a conventional nature of red roses, white 

lilies, and larks, and a sky-~ 

Ting’d with a blue of heav’nly dye 
And starr’d with sparkling goldl 

In "A Rural Meditation" there are a few images fafom 

nature that possibly are the result of direct observation, 

but they are mixed in with "tuneful groves," "verdant pros¬ 

pects," "venerable shade," "silent glade," "starry arches 

cf the sky," "the nightingale," and "the skylark." The fol¬ 

lowing lines seem less conventional and more observant than 

Watts' other nature descriptions: 

The daisy and tall cowslip we behold 
Array'd in snowy white or freckled gold. 

iLGodJ Makes the young steer obedient till the land, 
And lowing heifers own the milker's hand. 

Even here there is not much to justify calling Watts a keen 

and l@#jLng observer of nature. 
c.nim<.. s arc used to illustrate a moral point, es- 
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pecially in the Divine Songs for Children. In the Hymns is 

fcund this reference to rhe anr: 

The little ants for.one poor grain 
Labour, and tug, and strive, 
Yet we who have a heav’n t’obtain 
How negligént we live. 

A familiar example is the one from the Songs for Chidren which 

says: 

Let dogs delight to bark and bite, 
For God hath made them so; 

. Let bears and lions growl and fight., 
For 't is their nature too; 

But children, you should never let 
Such angry passions rise; 
Your little hands were never made 
To tear each other’s eyes. 

The'bee is httld up to children as an example: 

How doth the little busy bee 
Imprcve each shining hour, 
And gather honey all the day 
From ev’ry op’ning flow’rt 

How skilfully she fciilds her cell! 
How neat she spreads the wax! 
And labours hard to store it well 
Wi*fch the sweet food she makes. 

In works of labour or of skill 
I would be busy too, 
For Satan finds some mischief still 
For idle hands to do. 

Part II 

Watts’ treatment of children in his poetry is rather 
'Z 

severe. Fairchild says that he frightened them with such 

^However, it is not so severe as more morbid Puritans’ 

treatment of children's behavior. Thomas White’s A Little 
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Book for Little Children (1703) contains threats of everlasting 
1 fire if a child sleeps in church or a; prayers. (Dr. G. Andreae, 

The Dawn of Juvenile Literature in auiiE nd. p. 34.) There 
are stories of children on their death-heds which are to serve 
as a warning to the child that his time may soon he at hand. 
Many such depressing and severe exemples of suffering children 
are included, but probably do more to frighten than to in¬ 
struct the child. (Andreae, p. 35. ) A Token for Children 
by James Janaway gives much stricter discipline and more hor¬ 
rid punishments than are found in Watts' advice for children. 
(Andreae gives an account of Janewa.y's book, p, 35.) 

poems as "Heaven and Hell" only because he longed to snatch 

them from hell before it was too late,^ vrtts did love children 

4On. cit. , pp. 135-1 38. 

and, os Fairchild says, sometimes he thought he loved thorn 

too much for his own soul’s good. Ifeirchild quotes from "The 

Hazard of Loving the Creatures" injlllustration: 

Mature has soft but powerful bands, 
And Res son she controls; 

While children with their little hands 
Hang closest to our souls. 

Thoughtless they act th’ old Serpent's part; 
What tempting things they be! 

Lord, how they twine about our heart, 
And draw it off from thee! 

His attitude toward children, and indeed all earthly things, 

is well shown by the last stanza of this poem: 

Dear Sov’reign! break these fetters off, 
And set our spirits free; 

God in himself is bliss enough, 
For we have all in thee. 

TTI ,frhe Mourning Piece" Watts makes tiianthe, an unmarried 

girl, speak thus of children to her tarried sister Marilla: 

Children! those dear young limbs, those tend'rest pieces 
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Of your own flesh, those little other selves, 
How they dilate the heart to wide dimensions, 
And soften ev’ry fibre to improve 
The mother's sad capacity of pain! 

Watts is a bit tyrannical in his psalm for the master of a 

family: 

I’ll purge my family around 
And make the wicked flee, 
So shall my house be ever found 
A dwelling fit for thee. 

Ivîiny of 'the images in his Divine Son.^s for Children are 

hardly suitable for children. ^ The following verses taken 

^However, this collection of divine songs was used as 
a text of instruction in the Dissenters’ Charity Schools of 
Wattfe' day. (M. G. Jones, The Chgrity School T.Tovement, A 
Study of Ei£hGeenth Century Puritanism in Action, p. 150. ) 

from various songs will chow how unnatural they are for young 

rr inds : 

^hat heavy guilt upon him £ohe disobedient childj lies! 
How cursed is his nsme! 
The ravens shall pick out his eyes, 
And eagles eat the same. 

******* 

Give me, 0 Lord! thy early grace, 
Hor let my soul complain 
That the young morning of my days 
Has all been spent in vain. 

******* 

But how my childhood runs to waste! 
Hy bins how gr^.at their sum! 
Lord! give me pardon for the past, 
And strength for days to come. 

******* 

I 'll leave my sport to read and pray, 
And so prepare for heav'n. 
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His threats to them often sou-mi too harsh to a modern reader 

and it would seem that if they believed all the dire pre¬ 

dictions he made, they would heve been either very good children 

or very badly frightened ones: 

But lips that dare be so profane 
To mock, and jeer, and scoff, 
At holy things or holy ien, 
The Lord shall cut thenpff. 

When children in their wanton play 
Serv'd old Elisha so, 
And bid the prophet go his way, 
"Go up thou Bald-head, goj " 

God quickly stopp'd their wicked breath, 
And sent two raging be-jo 
Thct tore them limb from limb to death 
With blood, and groans, end tears. 

Great God! how terrible art thou 
To sinners ne'er so young! 
Grant me thy grace, and teach me how 
To tame and rule my tongue.° 

^Watts' attempt to scare children into virtue was probably 
partly the result of his attitude toward tb-3 pupils of the 
Charity Sohools where his Divine Bongs was wed as a textbook. 
He believed in the existing social classes and desired to 
continue the poor in humility. The charity oupils were given 
coarse, plain clothes so as to dictin.ui-h then from children 
of a better rank,and Watts says "tboy ou ht to be so dis¬ 
tinguished. . . . There is no ground for charity children to 
grew vain end preud of their rayment when it is but a sort 
of livery" (quoted in Jones, op,, cit. . p. 75). They were to 
be taught their proper station irÿlïfe and "... the duties 
of humility and submission to superiors," and of "diligence 
and industry in their business" (quoted in ibid., p. 74). It 
was necessary to frighten children into suoh heavy and unnatural 
duties, cr they probably did net care much for them. He be¬ 
lieved in the "wildness" -f their nature if turned loose "like 
brutes cf the earth without any knowledge of God or Christ" 
(quoted in ibid. , p. 1C). 

Though Watts gives a corresponding picture cf hell afterwards, 
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the following is c delightful picture of heaven for a child: 

There is beyond the sky 
A heav'n of joy and love, 
And holy children when they die 
Go to that world above. 

His "Cradle Hymn" is beautiful in perts: 

Hush! my dear! lie still and slumber, 
Holy angels guard thy bed, 
Heav'nlyblessings without number 
Gently falling on thy head. 

Sleep my babe! thy food and raiment, 
House and heme, thy friends provide 
All without thy care or payment; 
All thy wants are well supply’d. 

Soft, my child 1 I did not chide thee, 
Tho 1 my song might sound too hard; 
'TIs thy mother sits beside thee, 
And her hand shall be thy guard. 

The singer has been singing of the abns.es of the Christ child 

and her voice has become harsh. She Continues: 

See the kinder shepherds round him 
Telling wonders from the sky; 
There they sought him, there they found him, 
With his virgin mother by. 

See the lovely Babe a-dressing, 
Lovely Infant how he smil'd! 
When he wept the mother's blessing 
Sooth'd and hush'd the holy Child. 

Hay'st thou live to know and fear him, 
Trust and love him all thy days, 
Then go dwell for ever near him, 
See his face and sing his praise! 

I could give thee thousand kisses, 
Hoping what I most desire; 
Hot a mother's fondest wishes 
Can to greater joys aspire. 

This is one of Watts' most popular songs. 

There were before Watts ' Divine Sengs for Children such 

fourteenth and fifteenth century books for the impt^o vement 
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of children’s manners as the Babaes Book or s_ lytel Reporte 

of how young people should behave (c. 1475), and High Rhodes, 

Poke of nurture, v lytle Booke of Good tlaners for Chyldren 

(1554). The child is given such advice es, answer sensibly 

questions, listen well, look straight et whoever speaks to ycu, 

stand still, keep hends, heed, feet quiet, do not scratch 

yourselves, etc,’'’ However, these differ from Watts’ songs 

’'’Andreae, op. cit.. p. 23. 

in thax they are notj^ religious. Only secondarily interested 
« 

in this life, Watts tries to save the soul for the life to 

come. 

Part III 

Watts dwells often on melancholy themes, the coldness 

and darkness of the grave, and the worms that eat the flesh 

there, looking forward to such poems as Young’s The Last Day 

(1713), Aarcn/lill 's Tice Judgment D&v (1721), and Blair's The 

Grave. According to Amy Louise Reed, rhere was a popular 

taste for themes of melancholy in the first quarter of the 

eighteenth century that was attributable to such seventeenth 

century works as Burton’s Anatomy of LTelanoholy, Hilton’s II 

Penseroso, and translations from Lucretius*® This literary 

®The Background of Gray*s Elegy. A Study in the Taste 
for Llelancholv Poetry 1700-1751. Ch. II. 
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tradition, she ussaïU , nr s partly the result of the religious 

and political upheavinjs of the century, and partly of con¬ 

temporary philosophic and scientific thought»® She does not 

%bid. t p. 3. 

seem to make a sharp distinction between the poems of the 

grave and these of melancholy reflection on man's poor lot 

here on earth. Young's Sight Thoughts and Gray's Elegy are 

examples of philosophical reflection rather then horror poems. 

Watts often reflects on the vanity of human life, and cn death 

and the grave as a great leveler of all classes, but he is 

religious andlooks forward to a new .snd better life to come. 

There are also many examples oftfgraveVpoems where the physical 

qualities of death and disintegration are emphasized: 

There the dark earth and dismel shede 
Shall clasp their naked bodies round, 
That flesh so delicately fed 
Lies cold and moulders in the ground. 

Fairchild quotes this stanza: 

These skulls, what ghastly figure's now! 
TIow loathsome to the eyes! 

These are the heads we lately knew 
So beauteous and so wise. 

Life is the time to perform good deeds, for: 

There are no acts of pardon past 
In the cold grave to which we haste, 
But darkness, death, and long despair, 
Reign in eternal silence there. 

nevertheless, most of Watts' "grave" poems end on a ray 

of hope for mankind and usually Christ appears to save the 

soul: 

The man possess'd amongst the tombs 
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Cuts his own flesh and cries; 
He foamc and raves till Jesus comes, 
And the foul spirit flies. 

* * * * * * * 

And must this body die, 
This mortal frame decay? 
And must these active limbs of mine 
Lie mould'ring in the clay? 

Corruption, earth, and worms, 
Shall bub refine this flesh, 
Till my triumphant spirit comes 
To put it on afresh. 

* * * * * * * 

Ho, I’ll repine at death no mors, 
But with a cheerful gasp resign 
To the cold dungeon of the grave 
These dying with*ring limbs of mine. 

Let worms devour my wasting flesh, 
And crumble all my bone3 to dust, 
My God shall raise my frame anew 
At the revival of the .^ust. 

In "The Day of Judgment" the graves are ripped open with this 

result : 

Hark, the shrill outcries of the guilty wretches 1 
Lively bright horrour and amazing anguish 
Stare thro' their eyelids, while the living worm lies 
Gnawing within them. 

Thic poem, too, ends with hope. Watts writes: 

Stop here, my Fancy: ■ (all away ye horrid 
Doleful ideas) come, arise to Jesus; 
How he sics Godlike! and the saints eround him 
Thron'd, yet adoring! 

0 may I sit there when he comes triumphant 
Dooming the nations! then ascend to glory, 
While our hosannas all along the passage 
Shout the Redeemer. 

There were many seventeenth century models for such 

horrors-of-the-grave descriptions. Amy Louise Reed quotes from 
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Thomas Flstman's (1637-1638) A Doons-Day Thought— 

Go to the dull Church-yard, and see 
Those Hillocks cf Mcrtalitie, 
Where proudest Msn is one'ly found 
By a small swelling in the Ground; 
Whst crowds of Carcasses are made 
Slave to rhe pickax and the spade! 
Digg but a foot, or two, to make 
A Cold Bed, for thy dead friend's sake, 
'T is odds but in ohat scantling rooms 
Thou robb'st another of his Tombe, 
Or in thy delving smit 'st upon 
A shinbone, or a Cranion: 
When th ' Prison's full, what next can be 
But the grand Jayl Deliverie? 
The great Assise. when the pale Clay 
Shall gape, and render up its Prey, . .10 

10Qp. cit., p. 63. 

ITahum Tate, of llew Version Psalter fame, wrote a poem 

titled The Vision, written in e_ dangerous Fit of Sickness in 

which the poet is borne in a dream to "Death's sad Courts," 

where-- 

. . . dead men's Bones in Heaps were round me laid, 
And Skulls of largest size the Pavement made. 
The Sun to this dark Mansion darts no Ray, ... 
But glim'ring Lamps make all the feeble day. 1 

llQuoted in ibid.. p. 66. 

The demons bear him to "Regions of Despair" after he is 

sentenced for his sins to hell: 

In Liquid Flames of Sulphur let him roul 
In sharpest Torments of a Hell-wrecKt Soul. 
Thus let him howl Eternity away, 15) 
Ever in Flames, yet never more see Day. 

à 
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l^uoted in ibid. 

Richard Baxter’s Han is full of "grisly detail of the 

loathsomeness of the flesh") rnd even Hilton has written of 

the worms in the tombs, in his elegy "On the Death of a Ehir 

Infant Dying of a Cough."13 

13john Draper, The Funeral Elegy and the Rise of English 
Romanticism, p. 70. 

Part IV 

Watts makes ihe British people the chosen of God and 

the British nation a direct charge cf God in the place of 

Israel as the scriptures tell. The God of the Jews becomes 

the God of the British people, almost to.the point of being 

a tribal English God. Tie asks God to— 

Go with our armies to the fight 
Like a confed 'rate godj 
In vain confed'rate pow’rs imite 
Against thy lifted rod. 

Our troops shall gain a wide renown 
By thine assisting hand; 
•Tis God that treads the mighty down 
And makes the feeble stand. 

This was a war psalm of David, a hymn of encouragement in de¬ 

feat for the Israelites. Watts appropriates it to a British 

defeat, actual or potential, labeling it "On a day of humiliation 
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for disappointments in war.” He has all the snobbishness 

of the Hebrews when he applies David's psalm on Jerusalem to 

the English: 

0 Britain! praise thy mighty God, 
And make his honours known abroad; 
He bid the ocean round thee flow , 
Hot bars of brast> could guard thee so. 

To all the isle his laws are shewn, 
His gospel thro' the nation known; 
He hath not thus reveal'd his word 
To ev'ry land;praise ye the Lord. 

Other verses show the British Isles as a special care of God: 

The crowns of British princes shins 
With rays above the rest, 
Where laws and liberties combine 
To make the nation blest. 

* * * * * * * 

His £Ghrist's7 orders run thro' all their hosts, 
Legions descend at hie commend 
To shield and guard the British coasts 
When foreign rage invades our land. 

The frustration of the Popish Plot is celebrated by VTatts: 

0 Britain trust the Lord, thy foes in vain 
Attempt thy ruin and oppose his reign; 
Had they prevail'd darkness had clos'd our days, 
And death and silence had forbid his praise; 
But we are s-.v'd and live; let songs arise, 
And Britain bless the God th?t built the skies. 

David writes a psalm to encourage the Jews in their wars 

against the heathen, the last four verses of which are; 

L3t the high praises of God be in their mouth, and a 
two edged sword in their hand; 

To execute vengeance upon the heathen, and punishments 
upon the people; 

To bind their kings with chains, end their nobles with 
fetters of iron; 

Tc execute upon them the judgment written: this honour 
have all his saints. Praise ye the Lord. 
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Watts thinks chat these four verses have been "too much abused 

in later sees to promote sedition and disturbance in the state"; 

so he makes xhe powers given in them applicable only to the day 

of judgment, when Christ shall judge man. He evidently re¬ 

fers to xhe civil war and the execution of Charles I when he 

speaks of "sedition and disturbance in the state." 

That kings wer'fplaced on the throne by God, Watts believed, 

but he also believed that God could take thenv6ff again when 

they did not rule according to his lews. He adapts one psalm 

on xhe power and government being from God alone so that it 

nay apply to either the glorious revolution by King William 

or the happy accession of King George I. In it he admonishes 

the Nonjurors and the Jacobites to accept the new king: 

Let haughty sinners sink their pride, 
Nor lift so high their scornful head, 
Gut lay their foolish thoughts aside, 
And own the king that God hath made. 

Such honours never come by chance, 
Nor do the winds promotion blow; 
‘Ti3 God the Judge doth one advance, 
’Tis God that lays another low. 

No vain pretence to royal birth 
Shall fix a tyrant on the throne; 
God, the great Sov'reign of the earth, 
Will rise and make justice known. 

Part V 

A thorough discussion of the theology of Vatt3 tvould neces¬ 

sitate a more extensive knowledge of theological history and 

controversies than the present writer possesses. However, there- 

are a few obvious theological elements that are evident in 

Watts1 poems that may be of interest in this study. He was an 
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Independent, or Congregationalist, "by sect; a Calvinist, by 

doctrine. The earth to him is a horrid lend through which man 

has to pass in order to reach heaven: 

Lord! what a wretched land is this 
That yields us no supply, 
Ho cheering fruits, no wholesome trees, 
Nor streams of living joy! 

But pricking thorns thro' all the ground 
And mortal poisons grow, 
And all the rivers that are found 
Where dangerous waters flow. 

Yet the dear path to thine abode 
Lies thro’ this horrid land, 
Lord! we would keep the heav'nly road, 
And run at thy command. 

The doctrine of original sin is expressed again and again, 

even in the Divine Songs for Children: 

I from the stock of Adam came 
Unholy and unclean; 
All my original is shame 
And all my nature sin. 

******** 

From Adam flows our tainted blood, 
The poison reigns within, 
Makes us averse to all that 's good, 
And willing slaves to sin. 

By reading the Bible the child lea.rns and thanks God— 

That I am brought to know 
The danger I was in, 
By nature and by practice too 
A wretched slave to sin. 

In the Divine Bongs for Children is expressed the doctrine 

of predestination: 

Lord! I ascribe it to thy grace, 
And not to chance es others do, 
That I was born of Chx*i3tian race, 
And no L a Heathen or a Jew. 

Christ keeps the record of the chosen ones: 

He keeps the Father's book of life, 
There all their names are found; 
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The hypocrite in vain shall strive 
To tread the heav'nly ground. 

Fairchild quotes the following illustration of Watts’ belief 

in predestination from "God’s Dominion and Decrees": 

Wot Gabriel asks th? reason why, 
Hor God Ihe reason gives; 
For dares the tavourite angel pry 
Between the folded leaves. 

My God, I never long’d to see 
My fate with cwtcious eyes, 
What gloomy lines are writ for me, 
Or what bright scenes shall rise. 

In thy fair book of Life and Grace 
May I but find my name 
Recorded in some humble pla.ce 
Beneath my Lord and Lamb. 

Southey14 writes that from the gentleness of Watts’ dis- 

14Robert Southey, "Memoir of the Author" in Watts’ Horae 
Lyricae and Divine Songs for Children, p. liv. 

position, he "dwells far less upon the terrors of a future state 

than upon the hopes which are held out to the righteous." This 

seems to be an accurate observation but is accounted for chiefly 

by the general softening of the tone of Calvinism in the eighteenth 

century, rather than by any personal quality of the author. Watts 

deals more frequently with the promises of happiness in the 

world to come than the threats of hell. However, he does not 

neglect the less bright aspects of his religion but usually 

combines the gloom with the glory of Calvinism: 

Great God! I own thy sentence just, 
And nature must decay, 
I yield my body to the dust 
To dwell with fellow clay. 

Yet faith may triumph o 'er the grave 
And trample on the .tombsj 



My Jesus my Redeemer lives, 
My God, my Saviour comes 1 

Tho1 greedy worms devour my skin 
And gnaw my wasting flesh, 
When God shall build my bones again 
He clothes them all afresh: 

Then shall I see thy lovely face 
With strong immortal eyes, 
And feast upon thy unknown grace 
With pleasure and surprise. 

Watts accepts the Catholic doctrine of the Trinity. He 

writes : 

Yet there is one of human frame, 
Jesus 1 array’d in flesh and blood, 
Thinks it no robbery to claim 
A full equality with God. 

Their glory shines with equal beams, 
Their essence is forever one, 
Tho’ they are known by different names, 
The ïàther God, and God the Son: 

Then let the name of Christ our King 
With equal honours be ador'd, 
His praise let ev'ry angel sing, 
And all the nations own the Lord. 

There seems to have been some slight variance in Watts' theory 

of the Trinity from the orthodox view, but the difference 

between the two is so slight it is difficult for a layman to 

see. 

He tries to establish the point that Christ had an ex¬ 

istence before he was born into this world: 

Our souls adore th'Eternal God 
Who condescended to be born. 

******* 

Sing how he left the worlds of light, 
Arid the bright robes he wore above, 
How swift and joyful was his flight 
On wings of everlasting love. 
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Though Watts believed in the trinity of the Godhead, 

he could find no scripture that would give example or precept 

for addressing hymns of praise t> the Holy Spirit.^ From this 

15Jeremy Belknap, Memoirs. Characters and Writings of 
Those Two Eminently Pious and Useful Ministers of Jesus 
Christ. Dr. Isaac Watts, and Dr. Philip Doddridge, pp. 140-141. 

lack of Biblical evidence he concluded the doxologies were 

not a., necessary part of the Christian worship. However, he 

considered them lawful, and included several in his hymns 

because many Christians who had been accustomed to then|irould 

be offended by their absence, 1® 

lfi 
Watts is quoted on this subject by a Mr. Tomkins, ex¬ 

pastor at Stoke Newington, whence he was dismissed because 
of deviation from the Trinitarian doctrine. Belknap .ibid. » 
quotes Watts' views onjioxologies from the tract by Tomkins. 

In a poem, "To her Majesty Queen Anne," Watts speaks 

as though he would be perfectly content to see a national 

church working along with the dissenters for the good of 

England. Though he was a dissenter he felt no antipathy 

toward the Anglican church. No so toward the Catholics: 

Then let our souls in Sion dwell, 
Nor fear the wrath of Rome and Hell. 

Often he criticizes or preaches against Catholic practices 

in worship: 

Let Papists trust what names they please, 
Their saints and angels boast, 
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We'ave no such advocates as these, 
Nor pray to th'heav’nly host. 

Jesus alone shall bear my cries 
Up to his Father’s throne. 

Against the practice of worshiping the Virgin Mary: 

Let ev'ry nation call her blest, 
And endless tears prolong her famej 
But God alone must be ador ’&; 
Holy and rev'rend is his name. 

He is also bitter against the J èws and feels intolerant 

toward them. The little child is made to say that he is thank¬ 

ful he was born a Christian "And not a Heathen or a Jew." He 

criticizes certain Jewish doctrines and practices. For example, 

in the hymn "Circumcision and Baptism," he advocates the doc¬ 

trine of infant baptism in the place of circumcision: 

Thus did the sons of Abra'm pass 
Under the bloody seal of grace; 
The young disciples wore the yoke 
Till Christ the painful bondage broke. 

And again in "Circumcision Abolished": 

He said, and with a bloody seal 
Confirm'd the words he spokej 
Long did the sons of Abra’m feel 
The sharp and painful yoke. 

Till God's own Son descended low 
Gave his own flesh to bleed, 
And Gentiles taste the blessings now 
From the hard bondage freed. 

Part VI 

In the controversy of natural versus revealed religion, 

Watts was on the side of revelation. In the Improvement of 

the Mind he writes: "Zeal must not reign over the powers of 

our understanding, but obey them. Even the most sublime and 

mysterious doctrines of Revelation are not to be believed with- 
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out a reason for it."l? The rest of the statement, that our 

^Quoted in ibid. , pp. 37-2 8. 

pious affections should not be engaged in defense of any 

doctrines "till we have convincing proof that they are cer¬ 

tainly revealed," disproves any accusation that Watts held 

the principle of criticizing the scripture like any other 

book in the light of "the immutable and eternal reason of 

things" (Abbey and Overton). We should use reason to ascer¬ 

tain that a doctrine is revealed, but once it has served this 

purpose, reason .is'no longer needed and its authority ceases. 

Nature does teach man the ways of God but its light is 

often very dim and not always dependable. Anyway» there is 

always the word of revelation to fall back onj therefore man 

does not have to depend on nature alone: 

Ye British lands rejoice! 
He here reveals his word: 
We are not left to Nature’s voice 
To bid us know the Lord. 

Nature is an imperfect source of knowledge, but the scriptures 

are a perfect source: 

I’ave seen an end of what we call 
Perfection her® belowj 
How short the pow’rs of nature fall 
And can no farther go. 

The more primitive and savage peoples depend on natural re¬ 

ligion alone: 

On him the race of man depends 
5b,r as the earth’s remotest ends, 
Where the Creator's name is known 
By nature's feeble light alone. 

Revelation in the word' of God is— 
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. . . the Judge that ends the strife 
Where wit and reason fail. 

Nature tells of the works of God hut not.clearly: 

Wilt Thou for ever hide, and stand 
Behind the labors of Thy hand? 

The rest of this poem, "Searching after God," shows that 

Watts was influenced by the new scientific thought in his 

belief in the presence of God in nature, or physico-theology: 

Thy hand sustains the poles 
On which this huge creation rolls: 
The starry arch proclaims Thy power, 
Thy pencil glows in every Slower; 
In thousand shapes and colors rise 
Thy painted wonders to our eyes; 
While beasts and birds, with laboring throats, 
Teach us a God in thousand notes, 
The meanest pin in Nature's frame 
Marks out some letter of Thy name. 
Where sense can reach, or fancy rove, 
From hill to hill, from field to grove, 
Across the waves, around the sky, 
There's not a spot, or deep or high, 
Where the Creator has not trod, 
And left the footstep of a God. 

The reason should be used in considering religious doc¬ 

trines, but the mind should not be given a free course or 

allowed to "overleap the bounds of faith," nor should the 

reins be given "to all our reasonings on divine themes, in 

so wide and open a field as that of possibles and probables. 

1 Quoted in ibid.. pp. 36-27. 

God is mysterious and inscrutable; reason cannot reach the 

truth: 

In vain our haughty reason swells, 
For nothing's found in thee 
But boundless inconceivables, 
And vast eternity.19 

18 
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l^Fairchild, op. oit.. p.124, uses this stanza as an 
illustration of Watts' belief in the inscrutability of God. 

Faith and not reason guides mankind: 

'Tis by the faith of joys to come 
We walk thro’ deserts dark as nightj 
Till we arrive at heav'n our home 
Faith is our guide and faith our light. 

Faith is stronger than reason: 

Our reason stretches all its wings 
And climbs above the skies, 
But still how far beneath thy feet 
Our grov'ling reason lies! 

Lord! here we bend our humble souls 
And awfully adore, 
For the weak pinions of our mind 
Can stretch a thought no more, 

Faith and not reason is necessary in religion: 

Lord! we adore thy vast designs; 
Th1obscure abyss of Providence 
Too deep to sound with mortal lines, 
Too dark to view with feeble sense. 

Thro' seas and storms of deep distress 
We sail by faith and not by sight; 
Faith guides us in the wilderness 
Thro’ all the briers and the night. 

Though Watts, like most intelligent men of his time, 

was influenced by the doctrines of the Deists and other 

rationalists, he does not concede any major point of re¬ 

vealed Christianity. 
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