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Lawyer, historian, linguist, botanist, civil servant, and literary theorist William Jones had an interest
in promoting understanding of and appreciation for Asian languages and cultures that led him to

make an original contribution to scholarship unrivalled in his time. Though “Orientalist” Jones is
now best remembered for these numerous contributions to Oriental studies, his theories of poetry and
poetic inspiration also had an immeasurable influence on the development of the Romantic move-
ment. 

Jones showed an early facility with languages, and before
entering Oxford University he knew Greek, Latin, Italian,
Portuguese, French, and Spanish and had taught himself the
Hebrew and Arabic scripts. At Oxford he expanded his study of
Arabic while commencing Persian and Turkish. He soon became
one of the nation’s leading Oriental scholars, and his first
published work, a translation into French of the history of
Persian conqueror Nadir Shah, was commissioned by the King of
Denmark.

Jones’s following publications advanced his goals of increas-
ing the study of Asian languages and the printing of Asian
writings. A Grammar of the Persian Language (1771) is filled with
examples that both provide a comprehensive introduction to
Persian poetry and illustrate its beauty and sophistication. Poems,
Consisting Chiefly of Translations from the Asiatic Languages
(1772) fed a burgeoning public interest in Oriental culture and

became his most popular early work. 
Appended to that collection were two groundbreaking essays. In “On the Arts Commonly Called

Imitative,” Jones rejects Aristotle’s thesis that all fine arts rest upon imitation of the natural world.
Instead, he said, poetry is “a strong and animated expression of the human passions”—a declaration
almost identical to Wordsworth’s more famous, though much later, statement in the Preface to Lyrical
Ballads (1800) that “good poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings.” Investigating these
same ideas, “On the Poetry of the Eastern Nations” posits that the poetry of Asia (which Jones
believed was richer and more inventive because in Asia the passions were more freely experienced and
described) could provide a refreshing source of inspiration for Western literature. The work that made
Jones’s reputation as a great classical and Oriental scholar, however, was his treatise on aesthetics,
Poeseos Asiaticae Commentariorum Libri Sex (1774). Still untranslated from the original Latin (and
therefore virtually unknown today), this comprehensive examination of the topics, imagery, and forms
of Asian poetry also develops Jones’s theories on the nature of poetry’s beauty and the emotional and
imaginative sources of its inspiration. 

In order to earn a living, Jones practiced law in his father’s native Wales for nine years, until his
legal work and continued Oriental scholarship allowed him to realize his lifelong dream of a post in
Asia. In 1783, Jones, recently knighted and married, arrived in Calcutta as the newest judge on the
Bengal Supreme Court. There he founded the Asiatic Society of Bengal—the first organized effort
to study the history, society, and culture of India—and began learning Sanskrit in order to access
Muslim and Hindu laws in their original form. 
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In Asiatic Researches—the journal of the Asiatic Society in which nearly all Jones’s work in
mythology, literature, linguistics, botany, history, and poetry was printed—Jones continued his work
in aesthetics. “Sixth Anniversary Discourse” (1790) and “On the Mystical Poetry of the Persians and
Hindus” (1792) expand upon what would later become an essentially Romantic view of poetry as
resulting from mystical experience. Jones also began extensive comparative studies of mythology, and
Romantic works such as Kubla Khan show the influence of Jones’s belief in the common origins of
all mythology and in a single origin of civilization (though Coleridge’s poem takes this locus as
Abyssinia, while Jones proposed Iran).

Jones’s interest in Indian culture also spurred him to compose nine hymns addressed to aspects
of the Hindu god Vishnu. The images in these poems helped to shape the visions of a mystical,
resplendent India found in the works of Romantic poets such as Shelley, Byron, and Coleridge. The
most famous of the hymns is the “Hymn to N~r~yena” (1785), whose verses, together with the
prefatory argument, examine the nature of perception and create an analogy between the poet’s act
of creation and that of God. In their emphasis on personal experience, creative imagination,
spontaneity of thought, and subjectivity, these poems are distinctly Romantic in sensibility.  

Jones’s studies led to several other groundbreaking developments. While learning Sanskrit he
identified common grammatical roots with classical European languages such as Latin and Greek—a
discovery that marked the beginnings of Indo-European comparative grammar and of modern
linguistics. In his study of Indian history, Jones became the first to identify a point of correspondence
between Western and Indian historical times, enabling Western scholars to determine the chronology
of India’s past in relation to their own. His translation of the Indian dramas ÐakuntaG by K~lid~sa (The
Fatal Ring, 1799) and GiiGta Govinda by Jayadeva (1789) ushered in an enthusiasm for Indian culture
in Europe.

At the time of his death in India at the age of 47, William Jones had learned nearly 30 languages
and made advancements in poetic theory, law, comparative linguistics, religious studies, and history,
the full import of which are still being realized today. His influence on future developments in the
genre of poetry alone is such that any comprehensive study of Romantic poetry should begin with his
work.  

 

zzz

A Hymn to N aGraGyena

The Argument

A complete introduction to the following ode would be
no less than a full comment on the Vadys1 and Pur~ns2

of the Hindus, the remains of Egyptian and Persian
theology, and the tenets of the Ionick and Italick

schools; but this is not the place for so vast a
disquisition. It will be sufficient here to premise, that
the inextricable difficulties attending the vulgar notion
of material substances, concerning which

“We know this only, that we nothing know,”

induced many of the wisest among the Ancients, and
some of the most enlightened among the Moderns, to
believe, that the whole creation was rather an energy
than a work, by which the Infinite Being, who is present
at all times in all places, exhibits to the minds of his
creatures a set of perceptions, like a wonderful picture or
piece of music, always varied, yet always uniform; so

1 Vadys Vedas, the oldest sacred Hindu texts. They are written in
Sanskrit and consist of four collections: the Rig-Veda, the Yajur
Veda, the Sama Veda, and the Atharva Veda.
2 Purans Pur~nas, a group of eighteen sacred poetical works,
written in Sanskrit, that describe the creation of the worlds and the
genealogy of the gods. 
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that all bodies and their qualities exist, indeed, to every
wise and useful purpose, but exist only as far as they are
perceived; a theory no less pious than sublime, and as
different from any principle of Atheism, as the brightest
sunshine differs from the blackest midnight. This
illusive operation of the deity the Hindu philosophers
call M~y~,1 or deception; and the word occurs in this
sense more than once in the commentary on the Rig
Vayd, by the great Vasishtha,2 of which Mr. Halhed3 has
given us an admirable specimen. 

The first stanza of the hymn represents the sublimest
attributes of the Supreme Being, and the three forms, in
which they most clearly appear to us, power, wisdom,
and goodness, or, in the language of Orpheus and his
disciples,4 love: the second comprises the Indian and
Egyptian doctrine of the Divine Essence and Archetypal
Ideas; for a distinct account of which the reader must be
referred to a noble description in the sixth book of
Plato’s Republic; and the fine explanation of that passage
in an elegant discourse by the author of Cyrus,5 from
whose learned work a hint has been borrowed for the
conclusion of this piece. The third and fourth are taken
from the Institutes of Menu,6 and the eighteenth Puran
of Vy~s~,7 entitled Srey Bhagawat, part of which has
been translated into Persian, not without elegance, but
rather too paraphrastically. From Brehme, or the Great
Being, in the neuter gender, is formed Brehm~, in the
masculine; and the second word is appropriated to the
creative power of the divinity.

The spirit of God, called N~r~yena, or moving on

the water, has a multiplicity of other epithets in
Sanskrit, the principal of which are introduced,
expressly or by allusion, in the fifth stanza; and two of
them contain the names of the evil beings, who are
feigned to have sprung from the ears of Vishnu: for thus
the divine spirit is entitled, when considered as the
preserving power: the sixth ascribes the perception of
secondary qualities by our senses to the immediate
influence of M~y~; and the seventh imputes to her
operation the primary qualities of extension and solidity.

The Hymn

Spirit of Spirits, who, through ev’ry part
Of space expanded and of endless time,

Beyond the stretch of lab’ring thought sublime,
Badst uproar into beauteous order start,
Before Heaven was, Thou art:5

Ere spheres beneath us rolled or spheres above,
Ere earth in firmamental ether hung,
Thou satst alone; till, through thy mystic love,
Things unexisting to existence sprung,
And grateful descant sung.10

What first impelled thee to exert thy might?
Goodness unlimited. What glorious light
Thy pow’r directed? Wisdom without bound.
What proved it first? Oh! guide my fancy right;
Oh! raise from cumbrous ground15

My soul in rapture drowned,
That fearless it may soar on wings of fire;
For Thou, who only knowst, Thou only canst inspire.

Wrapt in eternal solitary shade,
Th’ impenetrable gloom of light intense,20

Impervious, inaccessible, immense,
Ere spirits were infused or forms displayed,
Brehm his own mind surveyed,
As mortal eyes (thus finite we compare
With infinite) in smoothest mirrors gaze:25

Swift, at his look, a shape supremely fair
Leaped into being with a boundless blaze,
That fifty suns might daze.
Primeval Maya was the Goddess named,
Who to her sire, with love divine inflamed,30

1 Maya Hindu goddess. The positive personification of illusion
and unreality.
2 Vasishtha Author of numerous hymns in the Rig Veda. 
3 Mr. Halhed Nathaniel Halhed (1751–1830), fellow Oxonian
and Orientalist. Halhed’s Code of Gentoo Laws includes a translation
of Vasishtha’s commentary. 
4 Orpheus and his disciples In Greek mythology, Orpheus is a
Thracian poet and musician to whom several poems describing
religious dogma and philosophical principles are ascribed. According
to Orphean cosmology, the creation of the matter of the universe
was presided over by Eros (love).
5 the author of Cyrus Author unknown.
6 Institutes of Menu I.e. Manu, a Sanskrit code of laws.
7 Vyasa Sage who is said to have written down and divided the
Vedas and assembled the Pur~nas. 
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A casket gave with rich ideas filled,
From which this gorgeous universe he framed;
For, when th’ Almighty willed
Unnumbered worlds to build,
From unity diversified he sprang,35

While gay Creation laughed, and procreant Nature rang.

First an all-potent all-pervading sound
Bade flow the waters—and the waters flowed,
Exulting in their measureless abode,
Diffusive, multitudinous, profound,40

Above, beneath, around;
Then o’er the vast expanse primordial wind
Breathed gently, till a lucid bubble rose,
Which grew in perfect shape an egg refined:
Created substance no such lustre shows,45

Earth no such beauty knows.
Above the warring waves it danced elate,
Till from its bursting shell with lovely state
A form cerulean fluttered o’er the deep,
Brightest of beings, greatest of the great:50

Who, not as mortals steep,
Their eyes in dewy sleep,
But heavenly-pensive on the lotus1 lay,
That blossomed at his touch and shed a golden ray.

Hail, primal blossom! hail empyreal gem! 55

Kemel, or Pedma,2 or whate’er high name 
Delight thee, say, what four-formed Godhead came, 
With graceful stole and beamy diadem, 
Forth from thy verdant stem? 
Full-gifted Brehma! Rapt in solemn thought 60

He stood, and round his eyes fire-darting threw; 
But, whilst his viewless origin he sought, 
One plain he saw of living waters blue, 
Their spring nor saw nor knew. 
Then, in his parent stalk again retired, 65

With restless pain for ages he inquired 
What were his pow’rs, by whom, and why conferred: 
With doubts perplexed, with keen impatience fired 
He rose, and rising heard 
Th’ unknown all-knowing Word,70

“Brehma! no more in vain research persist: 
My veil thou canst not move—Go; bid all worlds exist.”

Hail, self-existent, in celestial speech
Narayen, from thy watry cradle, named;
Or Venamaly3 may I sing unblamed,75

With flow’ry braids, that to thy sandals reach,
Whose beauties, who can teach?
Or high Peitamber4 clad in yellow robes
Than sunbeams brighter in meridian glow,
That weave their heaven-spun light o’er circling globes?80

Unwearied, lotus-eyed, with dreadful bow, 
Dire Evil’s constant foe! 
Great Pedmanabha,5 o’er thy cherished world 
The pointed Checra,6 by thy fingers whirled, 
Fierce Kytabh shall destroy and Medhu grim7 85

To black despair and deep destruction hurled. 
Such views my senses dim. 
My eyes in darkness swim: 
What eye can bear thy blaze, what utt’rance tell 
Thy deeds with silver trump or many-wreathed shell?90

Omniscient Spirit, whose all-ruling pow’r
Bids from each sense bright emanations beam;
Glows in the rainbow, sparkles in the stream,
Smiles in the bud, and glistens in the flow’r
That crowns each vernal bow’r;95

Sighs in the gale, and warbles in the throat
Of ev’ry bird, that hails the bloomy spring,
Or tells his love in many a liquid note,
Whilst envious artists touch the rival string,
Till rocks and forests ring;100

Breathes in rich fragrance from the sandal grove,
Or where the precious musk-deer playful rove;

1 lotus Aquatic plant associated with fertility and spiritual purity.
2 Kemel, or Pedma Kamal~ and Padm~ are two epithets of Devi,
the primary Hindu goddess, both of which mean “lotus.”

3 Vanamaly Vanam~l~, called “the one who is a garland of
flowers.” This and the other names given in this stanza are epithets
or incarnations of Vishnu. 
4 Peitamber P§t~mbara, or “he who wears yellow silk.”
5 Pedmanabha Epithet that means “the one whose navel is the
lotus.”
6 Checra Chakra,  discus or mystic circle, pictured in hands of
Hindu gods.
7 Fierce Kytabh … Medhu grim Kaitabha and Madhu are two
demons who sprang from the ears of Lord Vishnu with the intention
of slaying Brahma. 
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In dulcet juice from clust’ring fruit distills,
And burns salubrious in the tasteful clove:
Soft banks and verd’rous hills105

Thy present influence fills;
In air, in floods, in caverns, woods, and plains;
Thy will inspirits all, thy sov’reign Maya reigns.

Blue crystal vault, and elemental fires,
That in th’ ethereal fluid blaze and breathe;110

Thou, tossing main, whose snaky branches wreathe
This pensile° orb with intertwisted gyres; hanging

Mountains, whose radiant spires
Presumptuous rear their summits to the skies,

And blend their em’rald hue with sapphire light;115

Smooth meads and lawns, that glow with varying dyes
Of dew-bespangled leaves and blossoms bright,
Hence! Vanish from my sight:
Delusive pictures! unsubstantial shows!
My soul absorbed one only Being knows,120

Of all perceptions one abundant source,
Whence ev’ry object ev’ry moment flows:
Suns hence derive their force,
Hence planets learn their course;
But suns and fading worlds I view no more:125

God only I perceive; God only I adore.
—1785


