76. To hisSister Jane
Martigny, September 6, 1858.

My dearest K

Indeed, if the opinion of the general public about my poems were the same as that of the
leading literary men, | should make more money by them than | do. But, more than this, | should gain
the stimulus necessary to enable me to produce my best - al that | have in me, whatever that may be, -
to produce which is no light matter with an existence so hampered as mine is. People do not understand
what atemptation thereis, if you cannot bear anything not very good, to transfer your operationsto a
region where form is everything. Perfection of a certain kind may there be attained, or at least
approached, without knocking yourself to pieces, but to attain or approach perfection in the region of
thought and feeling, and to unite this with perfection of form, demands not merely an effort and alabour,
but an actua tearing of oneself to pieces, which one does not readily consent to (although oneis
sometimes forced to it) unless one can devote one's whole life to poetry. Wordsworth could give his
wholelifetoit, Shelley and Byron both could, and were besides driven by their demon to do so.
Tennyson, afar inferior natural power to either of the three, can; but of the moderns Goethe is the only
one, | think, of those who have had an existence assujettie, who has thrown himself with a great result into
poetry. And even he felt what | say, for he could, no doubt, have done more, poetically, had he been freer;
but it is not so light a matter, when you have other grave claims on your powers, to submit voluntarily to
the exhaustion of the best poetical production in atime like this. Goethe speaks somewhere of the endless
matters on which he had employed himself, and says that with the labour he had given to them he might
have produced half a dozen more good tragedies; but to produce these, he says, | must have been sehr
zerreissen. It isonly in the best poetical epochs (such as the Elizabethan) that you can descend into
yourself and produce the best of your thought and feeling naturally, and without an overwhelming and in
some degree morbid effort; for then all the people around you are more or less doing the same thing. It is
natural, it isthe bent of the time to do it; its being the bent of the time, indeed, is what makes thetime a
poetical one. But enough of this.

Y our ever affectionate
M. A.



