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INTRODUCTION

RICHARD GRAVIL AND DANIEL ROBINSON

Whether I shall turn out to be the hero of my own life, or whether that station will be held by anybody else, these pages must show.

—Charles Dickens, David Copperfield

I

IN August 1850, less than a month after Wordsworth’s The Prelude; or Growth of a Poet’s Mind, an Autobiographical Poem first appeared in print, Charles Dickens bought a copy from his booksellers, Bradbury and Evans. The Poet Laureate had died the previous April, aged 80, leaving to his executors the task of publishing this fourteen-book autobiographical poem in blank verse. A casual admirer of Wordsworth’s verse, Dickens also owned Wordsworth’s six-volume 1836 Poetical Works. In 1850 the 38-year-old Dickens was by far the more popular author and, as such, was already wealthy and could afford to complete his set.1 The elder poet never found his pockets endowed with as much disposable income as the younger literary lion did. In fact, despite the fame and respect he eventually achieved, Wordsworth never had been able to support himself or his family solely with income from his writing. He was an old man before he was able to retire from his position as a local functionary, Distributor of Stamps for Westmorland—no sinecure but an office with actual responsibilities that he had accepted decades earlier instead of the stipend Lord Lonsdale offered to him to do nothing. If he couldn’t live by his pen, Wordsworth would work for his living another way.

Today recognized as the preeminent ‘Romantic’ poet (however understood), Wordsworth struggled for much of his career to be taken seriously. Contrary to the stereotype of the tragically deceased young poet, Wordsworth lived an exceptionally long time—too long, in the eyes of some. He was the only one of the major Romantic Poets—Blake, Coleridge, Byron, Shelley, and Keats—to live into the Victorian Period (1837–1901) and had lived long enough to realize his own vision of himself as the poet-sage of The Excursion. His Victorian readers also knew him as a prolific sonneteer and a respected if eccentric national poet (and occasional curmudgeon). The ‘Romantic’ Wordsworth whom we read today was largely unknown or unappreciated during the so-called Romantic Period, while the ‘Victorian’ Wordsworth his Victorian readers knew is largely unknown to us. The Prelude straddles both periods, focusing primarily on Wordsworth’s experience of the 1780s and 1790s but appearing in print around the same time as Dickens’s David Copperfield, Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Sonnets from the Portuguese, Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, and Tennyson’s In Memoriam. Melville was writing Moby Dick and the Pre-Raphaelites were forming their Brotherhood. The careers of Wagner, Berlioz, Ibsen, even Stephen Foster, were under way. The addressee of The Prelude, Coleridge, who believed in Wordsworth’s calling before Wordsworth did, had been dead for sixteen years. In this context a ‘young’ Wordsworth seemed anachronistic.

At his death Wordsworth had been for several years the relict of the once-ridiculed ‘Lake School’ of poets that also included Coleridge and the previous Poet Laureate, Robert Southey. For the first twenty years of his career he and the other ‘Lakers’ were disparaged and ridiculed. His greatest effort towards completing his life’s work, The Excursion appeared in 1814 to dismal sales and disapproving reviews. Francis Jeffrey’s review famously opens with the devastating decree that ‘This will never do’. The 18-teens (also known as the Regency) was a rough decade for Wordsworth. Other writers were similarly unimpressed. William Hazlitt wrote that The Excursion dropped ‘stillborn from the press’, and Lord Byron called it a ‘drowsy frowzy poem’.2 Percy Bysshe Shelley wrote a disparaging sonnet ‘To Wordsworth’ that eulogizes the poet Shelley once loved but laments that he had ceased to exist. Keats, by contrast, recognized The Excursion as one of the ‘three things to rejoice at in this Age’.3 Too stubborn to die young, Wordsworth persisted; as he did so, the longest poem he published during his lifetime became increasingly successful.

One wonders what a Romantic-period readership would have made of The Prelude instead of what they got, The Excursion. The Excursion is a social, religious, and didactic poem—at odds in many ways with the popular image of Wordsworth today. By the time he died, however, Wordsworth had convinced, if not his Romantic readers, his Victorian ones that he spoke to their concerns. To Elizabeth Barrett in 1841 Wordsworth already was ‘the king-poet of our times’.4 To other Victorians—particularly to those who proclaimed themselves ‘Wordsworthians’—he was a priest of nature and a moral philosopher. To Elizabeth Palmer Peabody in Boston he was ‘my own dear spiritual father’ and to her mentor Dr Channing ‘the prophet of a new moral order’.5 Wordsworth had become the great poet of feeling—and of teaching to feel. In his ‘Memorial Verses’, Matthew Arnold privileged Wordsworth’s therapeutic power over ‘Goethe’s sage head’ or ‘Byron’s force’. Without Wordsworth, Arnold asks, ‘who, ah! who, will make us feel?’6 Similarly, in his Autobiography, John Stuart Mill writes of Wordsworth’s poetry as ‘medicine’ for his depression, finding in his poems ‘a source of inward joy, of sympathetic and imaginative pleasure, which could be shared in by all human beings’.7 John Ruskin extolled Wordsworth in even more effusive terms:

Wordsworth may be trusted as a guide in everything, he feels nothing but what we ought all to feel—what every mind in pure moral health must feel, he says nothing but what we all ought to believe—what all strong intellects must believe.8

These effects on Mill and Ruskin are as close as anyone could come to articulating the effect Wordsworth hoped to have on his readers, and came to have, once those readers became Victorians, needing a guide on Arnold’s ‘darkling plain’. The memorial tablet installed in Grasmere church in 1851 identifies him as ‘a chief minister, not only of noblest poesy, but of high and sacred truth’.

Presumptuously, Wordsworth had touted the existence of his autobiographical poem in his preface to The Excursion back in 1814, promising a record in verse of ‘the origin and progress of his own powers’. Considering the impact Wordsworth’s poetry had on his Victorian readers, their interest in reading what they may have expected to be a spiritual autobiography is not surprising. The Prelude, upon its posthumous publication, was advertised as the poet’s account not just of his life but more particularly of his mind from early childhood to the point at which he committed himself to poetry—around the same time he met Coleridge and began collaborating with him on the poetry that would make up Lyrical Ballads. Readers in 1850, such as Dickens, Arnold, Barrett Browning, Thomas Babington Macaulay, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and everyone else interested enough, read this new long poem, The Prelude, today considered the poet’s masterpiece, against The Excursion, the poem they thought was his masterpiece, and many found it wanting. ‘It is a poorer “Excursion”’, Macaulay wrote in his journal, adding that he thought it the same ‘dull, flat, prosaic twaddle’ he had come to expect from Wordsworth. Macaulay also found Wordsworth savouring too much of his radical youth in The Prelude, calling it ‘to the last degree Jacobinical, indeed Socialist’.9 Not conservative enough for Macaulay, Wordsworth’s politics were no more satisfactory to the liberal Dickens, who, in June of 1850, wrote to a correspondent that he never ‘had the least sympathy with the political views of the Lake Poets’, a polite but pointed renunciation of Wordsworth since Coleridge and Southey had been dead for years.10 They were known for having had Jacobin sympathies in their youth and Tory ones in their dotages. As A Tale of Two Cities evinces, Dickens disavowed both positions.

But just a few weeks later Dickens bought The Prelude, which was garnering mixed yet respectful reviews from the periodical press. Politics aside, Dickens would have been intrigued to read what the Eclectic Review described as ‘the first regular versified autobiography we remember in our language’. Dickens was no doubt curious to survey the ‘growth of a poet’s mind’, given his interest in how experience shapes the development from childhood to adulthood. ‘The child is the father of the man’, Wordsworth had pronounced decades earlier—a position he expounds upon in the epigraph to what was his best-known poem throughout the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth, ‘Ode. Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood’. ‘Not in entire forgetfulness, | And not in utter nakedness’, Wordsworth there writes, ‘But trailing clouds of glory do we come | From God, who is our home’. But, as he asserts, we grow away from that light, ‘our Life’s star’. ‘Shades of the prison-house begin to close | Upon the growing Boy’ and darken his perception of his divine origin. And eventually ‘the Man perceives it die away, | And fade into the light of common day’.

Both Wordsworth and Dickens worried about the dispossessions of adulthood, and both sought to dismantle such an inevitability. Ebenezer Scrooge recovers the lost splendour as soon as the first spirit shows him a young boy reading Robinson Crusoe—a boy he recognizes as himself. What the legion of film and television adaptations tend to overlook is that Scrooge is redeemed almost immediately. The rest of the story and the next visitations by spirits are for our benefit, our moral reclamation. Wordsworth seeks to influence readers in much the same way. Dickens admired Wordsworth’s poetry and evidently learned a good bit from it. Wordsworth’s Peter Bell and Coleridge’s ‘Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ (conceived in collaboration with Wordsworth) are obvious precursors to Dickens’s tale of Scrooge’s redemption: both feature the redemption by supernatural means (or supposedly supernatural means) of a morally questionable protagonist. One writer, shortly after Dickens’s death in 1870, described A Christmas Carol as ‘simple as one of Wordsworth’s poems’.11 No wonder that one of those simple poems, ‘We are Seven’, Dickens himself singled out early in his career as a favourite.12 He praised its representation of a child’s uncorrupted imagination and spirituality, perhaps recognizing the bond between poet’s and the child’s world views, their shared animism. The child sees death, as will the poet of the ‘Lucy’ poems, as another mode of life. She announces her (Spinozistic?) proof undaunted by the narrator’s crude arithmetic and cruder theology: ‘“Their graves are green, they may be seen”, | The little maid replied’. Dickens found Wordsworth’s genius in the child’s view of death ‘as a separation and not an extinction’ and the poem’s ‘divesting death of its horror’.13

II

‘Two voices are there’, J. K. Stephen proclaimed in 1891: ‘One is of the deep; | It learns the storm-cloud’s thunderous melody’,


And one is of an old half-witted sheep

Which bleats articulate monotony,

And indicates that two and one are three

That grass is green, lakes damp, and mountains steep:

And, Wordsworth, both are thine.



At the time of Stephen’s tone-perfect parody, as for many scholars since, the ‘great’ Wordsworth was he of the blank verse, the Ode, and perhaps those ‘manly’ sonnets about national independence and liberty (on one of which, ‘Thoughts of a Briton on the Subjugation of Switzerland’, this parody is modelled). The regrettable Wordsworth was he of the ‘namby-pamby’ puerilities that had been tossed and gored by Regency wits and remained something of an embarrassment.

Nevertheless, Wordsworth’s provocative theses about poetry in the Prefaces to Lyrical Ballads and to the 1815 Poems, together with their supplementary essays, and his radical refreshment of poetic language and subject-matter, had already transformed literary practice. Whatever else may be said for his theory, it is the case that few poets after the 1800/1802 Prefaces resorted to ‘poetic diction’ and the few that did so perished. As Harold Bloom once put it, ‘After Wordsworth poets are Wordsworthian whether they know it—as Shelley, Keats, Tennyson, Frost did—or not’.14 Coleridge may have ensured that the attention of posterity was for many decades focused largely on the secondary matter of whether or not there is a material difference between the language of poetry and that of prose—in which Wordsworth’s not especially original theory is aligned with progressive tendencies in eighteenth-century poetics inspired by the elocution movement and derogated by Coleridge. More importantly, however, Wordsworth redefined the terrain, the conduct, and the powers of poetry—its duty to honour and exhibit ‘the primary laws of our nature’, to foster imaginative power, to give the reader ‘new compositions of feeling’ and ‘to render those feelings more sane’—unprecedentedly ambitious theses, some of which Shelley developed with greater fluency and self-confidence in the central arguments of A Defence of Poetry. From the time of Arnold and Tennyson to that of Hardy and the Georgians, Wordsworth’s is the model for the true voice of feeling, while, more recently, the recovery of nature and formative experience in the early work of Ted Hughes, Geoffrey Hill, and Seamus Heaney surely owes much to the publication, just in time for their own schooldays, of the 1805 Prelude.

Moreover, Wordsworth, more than any other Romantic poet, changed the novel too. We began with Dickens’s identification with aspects of Wordsworth’s imagination, but Dickens shows also how Wordsworth’s preoccupations and his phrasing haunted the Victorian ear. ‘Michael’ and Bleak House may seem worlds apart. Yet where in ‘Michael’—a poem concerned with the alienation of land—Wordsworth claims ‘there is a comfort in the strength of love, | ‘’Twill make a thing endurable that else | Would overset the brain and break the heart’, Dickens writes of the Court of Chancery, in the same connection, that it ‘so overthrows the brain and breaks the heart’ that one should ‘“suffer any wrong…rather than come here”’.15 More broadly, without Wordsworth’s invention of childhood it is hard to imagine Jane Eyre or Wuthering Heights or The Scarlet Letter or The Mill on the Floss having been conceived. Gaskell’s Mary Barton and North and South are the work of one who knows that ‘men who do not wear fine cloathes can feel deeply’. In George Eliot, the psychology underlying both Silas Marner’s adoption of Eppie and of Mrs Bulstrode’s loyalty to Mr Bulstrode in Middlemarch—the former overtly, the latter less so, but showing that ‘feeling comes in aid | Of feeling…if but once we have been strong’—are deeply and loyally Wordsworthian. Wordsworthian precedent legitimizes the major parts played by Farmer Oak or Diggory Venn, or indeed of Egdon Heath, in the novels of Thomas Hardy, while despite Hardy’s resistance, the debate between a resurgent Wordsworthian nature-feeling and the ache of modernity is the defining tension of Tess of the d’Urbervilles. The way D. H. Lawrence brought his narrative voice close to the language of his characters may be unprecedented in the novel, but it is learned in part from Wordsworth’s practice, in ‘The Idiot Boy’, for example, as much as in ‘Michael’.

As in literature, so in criticism. Significant revaluations began to appear in the 1960s, and three contrasting studies of that decade were each in their way, seminal. Initial credit for challenging Stephen’s ‘two voices’ thesis belongs to John Danby’s unpretentious book The Simple Wordsworth: Studies in the Poems, 1797–1807 (1960). Danby brought the skills of a great Shakespearean to uncovering the complexity of language and feeling in such ‘simple’ poems as ‘Simon Lee’, ‘The Thorn’, and the ‘Matthew’ poems. Geoffrey Hartman’s magisterial Wordsworth’s Poetry, 1787–1814 (1964) then established Wordsworth as the central English Romantic and remains the most comprehensive treatment of the oeuvre and the first port of call for students and aspiring scholars (its methodology is Andrew Bennett’s first focus in the penultimate chapter of this handbook). Hartman not only expanded one ‘great decade’ to two, but for several decades subverted (as Thomas McFarland complained in 1985, and Jonathan Bate in 1991)16 a consensus inaugurated by Shelley and sustained by Arnold, that Wordsworth was the ‘Poet of Nature’. At the close of the decade, Jonathan Wordsworth’s beautiful The Music of Humanity (1968), a study of ‘The Ruined Cottage’ as a tragic poem, inaugurated a great age of textual scholarship based on the widely accepted though not uncontested premise that Wordsworth is best read, not in authorized texts, but in the earliest complete ones. And in the following decade, Paul Sheats in The Making of Wordsworth’s Poetry (1973), Stephen Maxfield Parrish in The Art of the Lyrical Ballads (also 1973), Mary Jacobus in Tradition and Experiment in Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads (1976), and David Simpson in Irony and Authority in Romantic Poetry (1979) conspired (knowingly or not) to consolidate Danby’s rehabilitation of the experimental Wordsworth, the poet not merely of nature, still less of ‘the egotistical sublime’, but of ‘the human heart by which we live’.

In the 1980s this work of rehabilitation continued and broadened. Don Bialostosky’s Making Tales: The Poetics of Wordsworth’s Narrative Experiments (1984) married Wordsworth’s texts to Bakhtinian reading in a way that quite transformed such problematic poems as ‘Alice Fell’, while Kenneth R. Johnston in Wordsworth and ‘The Recluse’ (1984) explained much of Wordsworth’s oeuvre as a displaced embodiment of that shadowy conception, the unwritten magnum opus. Susan Wolfson’s elegant and indispensable The Questioning Presence (1986)—though not exclusively on Wordsworth—contains the finest criticism of Wordsworth since Hartman’s. Finally, in one astonishing year, 1989, three major and very different historical studies appeared. Alan Bewell’s Wordsworth and the Enlightenment: Nature, Man, and Society in the Experimental Poetry offered brilliantly contextualized readings of the experimental Wordsworth in the light of his intellectual inheritance; David Simpson’s Wordsworth’s Historical Imagination remains the exemplary demonstration of what historicism can achieve when allied to scrupulous handling of text and unusual critical insight, and Alan Liu’s massive investment in historical research ensures that much of the data in Wordsworth: The Sense of History will survive its (very 1980s) strain of deconstruction.

By the mid-1980s, however, Wordsworth, having engaged many of the best critical minds in Romantic scholarship for a quarter of a century, was overdue for iconoclastic reappraisal. This duly arrived in the form of a quartet of opprobrious rereadings, focused upon the poet’s perceived failures in political consciousness, and seduced by what Thomas McFarland characterized as ‘the clamour of absence’. Jerome McGann’s The Romantic Ideology (1985), Marjorie Levinson’s Wordsworth’s Great Period Poems (1986), Marlon B. Ross’s The Contours of Masculine Desire (1989), and an essay on ‘The Uses of Dorothy in “Tintern Abbey”’ by John Barrell (1988) divided the profession between those who welcomed, and those who deplored, what Alan Grob dubbed ‘the hermeneutics of disparagement’.17 Much critical energy in the 1990s and beyond was necessarily expended on contesting the strategies of representation deployed in such assaults.18 While these wars were raging, Nicholas Roe’s The Politics of Nature (1992), Gary Harrison’s Wordsworth’s Vagrant Muse (1994) and David Bromwich’s Disowned by Memory (1998) were quietly engaged in restoring the historicity to historicism. Since this handbook was conceived, a finer-grained historicism than prevailed in the deconstructive 1980s has been taking scholarship into unsuspected areas of meta-literary interest. Instances of this seriously historical historicism include such work as Rachel Hewitt’s ‘biography’ of the ordnance survey, Heather Glen’s work on Lyrical Ballads and the 1790s, and the culmination of Peter Kitson’s adventurous work in Romantic Orientalism.19

In the 1980s and 1990s, also, criticism rediscovered what nobody outside the academy had ever doubted, that Wordsworth’s oeuvre concerns itself with the environment. There had been one such foray in the 1970s in Karl Kroeber’s prescient essay, ‘“Home at Grasmere”: Ecological Holiness’.20 The theme was taken up in the 1980s in pioneering lectures at the Wordsworth Summer Conference by Terry McCormick (who writes in this volume) and by Grevel Lindop,21 and in Jonathan Bate’s Romantic Ecology: Wordsworth and the Environmental Tradition (1991), also trailered at the Wordsworth Summer Conference, which contested the premises of methodologies derived from both deconstruction and Marxism. Though it discussed little of Wordsworth’s poetry, and barely touched on the fundamentally ecological nature of Romantic thought, Bate’s superb sequel inspired much interest in ‘green writing’. Along with Karl Kroeber’s Ecological Literary Criticism: Romantic Imagining and the Biology of Mind (1995), and Lawrence Buell’s Thoreau-centred The Environmental Imagination (also 1995), Bate’s ampler book The Song of the Earth (2000) is still inspiring much study of Wordsworth as the poet of one aspect or another of ‘the one life within us and abroad’.

Although several works in recent years have begun deconstructing ecocriticism—works with such ludic titles as Timothy Morton’s Ecology without Nature (2009), Ashton Nichols’s Beyond Romantic Ecocriticism: Toward Urbanatural Roosting (2011) and Scott Hess’s William Wordsworth and the Ecology of Authorship (2012)—we have yet to see a holistic study of Wordsworth’s ecology (for want of a better term), one that unites his proven subscription to classical and enlightenment interest in the ‘life of things’ with his environmental thinking and practice, and his conspicuously Heideggerian field-theory of human being. H. W. Piper’s The Active Universe (1962) blazed a trail and remains much admired but its lead has not been sufficiently followed. In 2007, however, Marjorie Levinson amply exposed the fallaciousness of new historicism’s deracinated reading of Wordsworth by examining his ‘Spinozism’.22 Levinson’s lengthy revisionary essay recognizes what scholars had long understood, that (as she puts it) to hear Spinoza in Wordsworth ‘is to feel the presence of an active and pointed cultural engagement in poems that seem to lack a polemical element’, that ‘throughout Wordsworth’s early poetry…there is an insistence on the body and its motions as being at the heart of, if not simply being, individual identity’, that we need to recover ‘a more capacious’ understanding of Romanticism as ‘a movement of immanent critique’. Quite. Spinoza is, however, only one component of what needs to be recovered from the contexts erased in the 1980s by idealist critics and new historicists alike. Alan Richardson’s innovative studies of Romantic ‘neuroscience’, British Romanticism and the Science of the Mind (2001) and his subsequent The Neural Sublime: Cognitive Theories and Romantic Texts (2010), have shown the value of contextualizing Romanticism in the science of its time and of ours. Much might yet arise from a thorough re-examination of Wordsworth’s poetry in such pertinent connections as the Stoics and the rich and various fields of enlightenment thinking (in which connections see four chapters in Part 5 of this Handbook, by John Cole, Adam Potkay, Alison Dushane, and James Castell).

There has been surprisingly little attention to more traditional aspects of Wordsworth’s ‘philosophy’ since the 1960s, when Arthur Beatty’s William Wordsworth: His Doctrine and Art in Their Historical Relations (1962) rooted Wordsworth in British empiricism, conflating his thought with that of Locke and Hartley, while Melvyn Rader’s Wordsworth: A Philosophical Approach (1967) took a broader purview, bringing idealism into the equation. For several decades, it has been assumed in much criticism that Coleridge did Wordsworth’s thinking for him, and that his philosophy was, in Ernest de Selincourt’s flip reduction, ‘Hartley transcendentalised by Coleridge’. Only very recently has there been serious inquiry into the texture of Wordsworth’s philosophical thinking in the early 1790s, or into the rarely asked question—how well-stocked was the mind that Coleridge looked up to in the first months of their friendship, ‘with equal reverence, whether I regarded him as a poet, a philosopher, or a man’? (BL, 1: 188). Simon Jarvis’s Wordsworth’s Philosophic Song (2007) attends to Wordsworth’s poetic thinking as integral to his art, and while not concerned with source-hunting, considers the appropriateness or otherwise of associating that thinking with Descartes, Kant, and Hegel. Both Jarvis and Adam Potkay have variously warned (in Jarvis’s words) that positioning Wordsworth on ‘intellectual-historical maps’ labelled rationalism, empiricism, idealism, runs the risk that we ‘simplify and foreshorten the ontological landscape in which Wordsworth’s writing moves’.23 His closest intellectual co-ordinates might well be foreshadowed rather than reflected in his thinking, as Kierkegaard, Heidegger, Sartre, and Jaspers indubitably are. Nonetheless, what Newton P. Stallknecht in 1945 called Wordsworth’s ‘strange seas of thought’ do need new charts. Two contributors to this book find the roots of Wordsworth’s thinking in the Stoics, while others observe the formative influence of Cudworth and Shaftesbury, or assume some response to Fichte and Kant. The consensus is shifting and the Handbook reflects that shift.

The rich, varied, and contentious scholarly controversies of the past fifty years have again and again presented Wordsworth as the central figure in the study of Romantic-period and nineteenth-century literature, employing his work to refine new ways of reading and thinking about poetry and the literary canon. Wordsworth’s poetry has been at the heart of recent debates concerning historicity, environmentalism, textual editing, ‘life-writing’, women writers, and the profession of authorship—all reflected in this Handbook—and is being deployed in current debates upon science, ethics, cartography, psychology, the reading public, orientalism, nature and environment, and—perhaps the most surprising of all the new kids on the block—the new formalism, with its newly historicized grasp of prosody, genre and the devices of form. A rich vein of formalist studies, stimulated by Susan J. Wolfson’s Formal Charges (2001), is likely to include long-overdue investigation of Wordsworthian prosody and other formal features, a matter barely touched since Brennan O’Donnell’s study, The Passion of Meter (1995). One question begged in that indispensable book is whether the little Wordsworth says about his metrical practice—naively expressed as it is—can help us to understand how his poetry navigates between accentual-syllabic conventions and the radical claims not only of rival prosodies but of the elocution movement, from one of whose primers—that of the republican James Burgh—he may have absorbed his first (and arguably indelible) sense of poetry as speech.

III

The contributions in this Handbook seek to present where Wordsworth studies are and to open windows onto where they are going. We are privileged to open with Geoffrey Hartman’s ‘Genius Loci’, a poem to Helvellyn by the author of Wordsworth’s Poetry, 1787–1815, a monumental study which has now reached its sesquicentennial. After which, a joint essay by the editors explores two deeply characteristic ‘poems of imagination’, the spritely ‘Daffodils’, and the sombre ‘Yew-Trees’, which by happenstance are barely mentioned in the main body of essays.

Chapters in Part I—Wordsworth’s Life, Career, and Networks—re-examine Wordsworth’s biography in light of his family, friends, patrons, and travels, offering a fresh view of the poet who is often misleadingly identified with the ‘solitary’ of his verse, but who was, in reality, among the least solitary of writers. Even the eighteen chapters in Parts II (Poetry) and Part III (The Recluse) cannot represent all of Wordsworth’s oeuvre, but they seek to give a sense of the evolving career, its extraordinary variety, and its major landmarks. By design, also, most of the essays in other sections add to the discussion of Wordsworth’s poetry, ensuring that not only such major poems as ‘Intimations’, the poem on ‘The Wye’, and key passages of The Prelude but also numerous shorter poems, are dialogically treated. Wordsworth’s prose may appear to be slighted, since essays on the prose are not presented together, but the Prefaces, the Guide, Concerning the Convention of Cintra and other writings are treated in chapters on politics, poetics, imagination, ethics, and pastoralism.

Parts IV to VI investigate Wordsworth’s place in literary and intellectual history. Part IV Poets and Poetics, situates Wordsworth among canonical English poets and the poets of Sensibility, and examines aspects of his poetic theory, his prosody, his handling of form, his concept of imagination, and the area in which Wordsworth’s poetic originality is surely most marked, namely the empowering agency of his poems, as regards the role of the reader. The eleven chapters of Part V Inheritance and Legacy treat Wordsworth’s manifold agency in cultural transmission, looking at what he absorbed from classical republican writers, from the enlightenment, and from contemporary science; how he altered social constructions of pastoralism and landscape; what is old and what is new in his ethical thinking and his concept of nationhood; and his legacy in altered perceptions of gender, psychology—notably, of course, child-psychology—religion and the environment. Since Wordsworth’s sense of ‘the life of things’ derives in part from Virgil’s, this section of the volume ends where it began, with Wordsworth as Roman.

Finally, and inevitably, Part VI Aspects of Reception, surveys the presence of Wordsworth in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Our approach emphasizes creative rather than merely critical responses to Wordsworth, specifically among the Romantics, among the canonical American writers of ‘the Age of Emerson’, and in twentieth-century poetry, both British and American. A penultimate chapter surveys literary criticism of a theoretical cast—from Hartman to Paul Fry—and the volume concludes with an authoritative history of how ‘The Cornell Wordsworth’ began, how its rationale evolved, and an assessment of what it means for critical study of the poet—what it means, indeed, for what we mean by ‘Wordsworth’.

The handbook lacks three elements of the initial design. Part I was to have included an essay on Wordsworth as ‘Man of the North’, looking at the poetry which best expresses the poet’s consciousness of the laminations of British identity. He identified himself self-consciously as a Borderer, indeed a Briton giving voice to those ‘indignant hills’ of Cumbria and to those who named them (of some two dozen uses of the word ‘British’ in his poetry only seven lack this connotation); and perhaps because of the history of Cumbria—as often part of Scotland as of England—he lauded the poet of ‘the men of Killikrankie’ as well as those ‘men of Kent’. Glimpses of this northern identity, however, appears in the essays on ‘Wordsworth and Nationhood’ and ‘Wordsworth and Shepherds’ and our vignette on ‘Yew-Trees’. Part VI conspicuously lacks an essay on ‘Wordsworth and the Victorians’, which matter we have therefore addressed in parts of this introduction. It also arises naturally in the essays on ‘Wordsworth and Science’, and ‘Wordsworth and Religious Experience’. Any observant reader studying or teaching Wordsworth alongside Victorian novelists and poets will be conscious of the ubiquity of the former in the minds and the writings of the latter; and readers in search of his broader cultural presence—among, for instance, men of science, dissenters, and the Chartists—have only to refer to the biographies and to Stephen Gill’s authoritative Wordsworth and the Victorians (1998).

Part IV was to have opened with an essay on ‘Wordsworth’s European Poets’. Because his greatest poetry tends to be, or appears to be, without classical or Renaissance allusion, most readers of Wordsworth will have been taught that his writing—compared with either Pope and Dryden, or Byron and Shelley—is almost untouched by European poetry. Yet assiduous readers of unabridged Wordsworth will know that at every phase of his career, from Hawkshead, through Cambridge and Racedown, in Grasmere and at Rydal, the ‘insular’ Wordsworth read, imitated, translated, echoed or alluded to the Roman poets Catullus, Virgil, Horace, Lucretius, Ovid, and Lucan, to the sixteenth century Portuguese poet Luis de Camões (Camöens), to Dante and Petrarch, to Ariosto, Michelangelo, Chiabrera and Metastasio, as well as to Goethe, Schiller, Bürger, and more. These names can be looked up in Duncan Wu’s two volumes of Wordsworth’s Reading,24 found in scholarly editions, searched in Jared Curtis’s three-volumes-in-one PDF edition of the poems, or Googled by those interested in finding such secondary literature as there is; however, a unitary narrative showing how Wordsworth’s interest in such poets evolved over the decades, and suggesting what it shows about such matters as his poetics, his thinking, and his sense of nationhood, is greatly needed. Treatments of Wordsworth’s interest in these poets tend to be brief, scattered, focused on a single precursor poet, and hard to find. A comprehensive map of European Wordsworth is urgently needed.25

A NOTE ON TEXTS, TITLES AND SHORT TITLES

There being no standard reading edition of Wordsworth, contributors to this handbook quote from numerous texts. These vary much more widely than might be supposed, not simply because Wordsworth revised compulsively, and different editors use different copy texts, but because editors use varying degrees of licence in modernising spelling and punctuation, and in interpreting authorial intention. For reasons explained in Chapter 47, some Cornell volumes are based on texts Wordsworth chose not to publish in their early forms (e.g. the Salisbury Plain poems, ‘The Ruined Cottage’, the Two-Part Prelude), others on texts that he did publish but extensively revised (e.g. Lyrical Ballads; Poems, in Two Volumes; The Excursion). Readers without access to the expensive scholarly editions cited, or those who prefer unmediated Wordsworth, are now able to locate lifetime editions online. Lyrical Ballads (1798, 1800, 1800 and 1805), Poems in Two Volumes (1807), Poems (1815), the conscientiously pirated Boston edition (1824), and Henry Reed’s one-volume Complete Poetical Works of William Wordsworth (1837), all have an online presence, as indeed do The Prelude (1850) and ‘Home at Grasmere’ (1888; then titled The Recluse). Search on Wordsworth on The Online Books Page, http://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu.

We follow the practice established by the great Victorian editors (Reed in 1837, W. M. Rossetti in 1870, and William Knight in 1896) and followed by Thomas Hutchinson and Ernest de Selincourt, and in the Cornell Wordsworth, of respecting Wordsworth’s light capitalization of the titles of his poems. Within chapters, the ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood’ and ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ are referred to sometimes thus, and sometimes by short titles, such as ‘Intimations’—the most consensual title for the ode in recent times—and, since ‘Tintern Abbey’ is open to obvious objections, ‘The Poem upon the Wye’, ‘On revisiting the Wye’, ‘Lines’, or ‘The Wye’. Coleridge did not name this poem when quoting it in The Friend and Aids to Reflection. In Biographia Literaria he called it both ‘Tintern Abbey’ (I. 70) and ‘On revisiting the Wye’ (I. 79). In Lyrical Ballads 1800, 1802, and 1805 Wordsworth’s note refers to ‘the Poem On revisiting the Wye’, while his most famous epistolary remarks refer to ‘the Poem upon the Wye’ (January 1815) and ‘my Lines on the Wye’ (June 1817). Similar references to ‘the poem of Michael’ or ‘the poem of The Thorn’ do not imply that ‘poem’ is part of the title, so it seems that Wordsworth thought of his poem as ‘On revisiting the Wye’, ‘Lines on the Wye’, or simply ‘The Wye’.
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GENIUS LOCI

GEOFFREY HARTMAN


As from the broad back’s everlasting slope

rainwaters flee, tumbling to lake or tarn,

so from the mind’s demented reservoir

my thoughts mount thee, thy strong ribs, Helvellyn.

What business they may have with fern-shagged fells

from which the birds break startled, cataracts

that deepen their own voice between the rocks,

or massy fir-woods bent by the slope’s wind

I do not know, yet power demands a place.

Even this local Sinai, humble mount

which bears me up, with sheep and grass and bones,

this merest alp, restores a clinging sense

for the earth’s body, for all silent things

whose base is broader than their peak; and I,

climbing more heavily, suspect how much

stands on the silent basis of a power

itself a starveling on the memory

of birth, forgotten by the things it bore.




Now the clouds rise more steeply; the one sheep

is magnified at the horizon’s edge.

Enter the wind: a milky waterfall

or shadows flecking the green mountain’s hide

disclose the steely hand attached nowhere.

The lake’s far mirror, gleaming far below,

outreaches any image it receives:

so does the sky repel the thought it draws

upward. Climbing alone I might have felt

the mountain-singled freedoms of a soul

that worships horny ram or calmfaced ewe

couched shaggily near heaven chewing aught

with a shrewd anti-clockwise diligence—

climbing alone I could have dreamt they were

the guardians of an ever-burning bush

some silly herdsman stumbled on, which set

a people and a god upon his back.

But you are with me on these wanton fells:

not only you-the-wind, inhuman, hurled

through the heretic blankness of the sky,

but you whose person breaks the upper air

more furiously than sheltering cots of stone.

In your too human voice I read my pains

my early passions, my high sheepish hopes,

climbed and subdued innumerable times

that now I cannot find them in myself

but need your company, the true despair.




A crazy remnant of wild ponies glimpsed

gypsying carelessly the pastoral steep

shrinks the midsummer mountain: at your eyes

winter has come, the living creature shakes

under the whitening mane of a wild sky,

bewildered, mute, as naked as at birth,

forsaken both by nature and by man.




Glacial striations, the volcanic ridge

only fancy quakes at; all the heroes

that humanized this ground with bloody shouts,

or independent words or highland muteness,

or this your pity that has terror in it,

they fail to consecrate thy neighborhood

of so much heaven and so much earth, Helvellyn.

Had I been born out of thy firmer side

I might perhaps have cleaved to thee, at last

showered each season and reviving year

a ritual cloudburst of memorial song

over the dedicated brow. But thoughts,

children of the wind and not of thee,

or any place on earth, my alien thoughts

bask in thy gentle, steadfast scenery

a moment’s moments only, then, outraged

by nothing but the bleating of a sheep,

spurn restless as before thy grassy tenets

and muttonous strength, the panoramic waves

of distant hills and long bluish prospects,

and the too homely church snug at thy base.

Better far the snaky sight of highways

the glare of cities at their head like knots

where people hammer on each other’s heart

astonished at the vigor of the chain

that compensates in them earth’s titan gods,

possessed—by the real power to possess:

There visions to size up the heart, to make

shudder and say: “How full of dread this place.”



FROM The Eighth Day: Poems Old and New, © Geoffrey Hartman, 2013. Published by Texas Tech University Press (http://www.ttupress.org) and reprinted by kind permission of the publisher.


PRELUDE

Of ‘Daffodils’ (1802–1815) and ‘Yew-Trees’ (1804–1836), Poems of Imagination

RICHARD GRAVIL AND DANIEL ROBINSON

WORDSWORTH’S ‘Matthew’ poems, John F. Danby once wrote, bring together even more than do the ‘Lucy’ Poems, ‘the moment of the rose and the moment of the yew’.1 In his poems, to pursue this insight more widely, the modest celandine (‘muffled up from harm’), the sweet daisy (‘a little Cyclops with one eye’), the dark sycamore, a twisted thorn, a sheltering elm, the ‘lightly stirring ash’, and a ‘fallen band of Firs’, play a variety of unexpected roles. ‘Daisy, and thrift, and lowly camomile’ go about their business, as does the problematic ‘spear-grass’, while doubling as objective correlatives in the poetic economy of ‘The Ruined Cottage’. ‘A violet by a mossy stone’ evokes what it is to ‘live unknown | Beside the springs of Dove’. The humble primrose plays many parts. It defines what is wanting in the character of Peter Bell; the earliest primrose (‘decoyed from her knot of leaves’) acts as a register of boyhood daring in The Prelude; and the eponymous tuft, in the first eighty lines of ‘A Tuft of Primroses’, provides the poem both with its opening symbol of endurance and a signpost to the poet’s ‘natural piety’—the connection of his days ‘each to each’. A comprehensive study of Wordsworth’s vegetable life would take one into the lightest moods and the deepest resonances of his mind and art. In this essay, we touch upon two famous instances, close to the extremes of botanical existence, that illumine the psychological and the historical range of Wordsworth’s poems. Both are classified as ‘Poems of Imagination’, both are the product of some years of vision and revision: one is the product of Wordsworth’s domestic household, yet exploratory of philosophies of mind; the other is marbled with cultural history; both converse with poets past or present. And both—to our real astonishment—would otherwise go unmentioned in this book.

DAFFODILS (1802–1815)

The poem commonly called by its first line ‘I wandered lonely as a Cloud’ or just ‘Daffodils’ (as Wordsworth himself occasionally referred to it) is immortalized on many a refrigerator magnet and coffee mug (both available, for example, from the Wordsworth Trust’s gift shop). Daffodils, often of the wrong (cultivated) kind, are now part of the iconography of the Wordsworth brand. Because wild daffodils bloom early, they symbolize rebirth or simply herald the joyful promise of spring and the close of winter. They also fit the image of Wordsworth as a nature poet. From the poem’s first publication, however, it was ridiculed as downright silly; to poet Anna Seward, for example, the poem produced ‘astonishment and disgust’ (Woof, 250). Even Coleridge found it to be defective (CCBL, II. 136). But ‘I wandered lonely as a Cloud’ remains one of Wordsworth’s most famous poems, so there must be something to it. As David Ferry points out, if we read a poem such as ‘I wandered lonely as a Cloud’ from a ‘common-sense point of view’, we might find the poet’s response to the daffodils to be dissatisfying or ‘excessive’, but Wordsworth, in this poem and in others like it, takes commonplace images and makes them into ‘symbols of man’s relations to the eternal’.2 Or, of the power of imagination and memory to transform and to recall experience.

The best-known version of the poem, the one in most anthologies, is the four-stanza poem Wordsworth presented in his first collected edition of 1815. But this is a revised and expanded version of the poem as published in 1807. The poem appeared without a title in the second volume of Poems, in Two Volumes; there, it is identified only as the seventh in a series of poems called ‘Moods of My Own Mind’. In its original form, it has only three stanzas:


I wandered lonely as a Cloud

That floats on high o’er Vales and Hills,

When all at once I saw a crowd

A host of dancing Daffodils;

Along the Lake, beneath the trees,

Ten thousand dancing in the breeze.




The waves beside them danced, but they

Outdid the sparkling waves in glee:—

A Poet could not but be gay

In such a laughing company:

I gaz’d—and gaz’d—but little thought

What wealth the shew to me had brought:




For oft when on my couch I lie

In vacant or in pensive mood,

They flash upon that inward eye

Which is the bliss of solitude,

And then my heart with pleasure fills,

And dances with the Daffodils.



The title Wordsworth gives to the poems in this particular series, ‘Moods of My Own Mind’, would indicate an emphasis on the poet’s subjective experience and on the traditional lyric representation of a speaker’s mood, thoughts, perceptions, feelings, etc. So, unlike poems from Lyrical Ballads such as, for example, ‘The Thorn’ and ‘We are Seven’ that have character-speakers, these later poems announce themselves as emerging from Wordsworth’s experience. And this one explicitly draws attention to ‘a Poet’ as speaker. Indeed, ‘I wandered lonely as a Cloud’ is based on an experience that Dorothy Wordsworth records in her Grasmere Journal for 15 April 1802:

When we were in the woods beyond Gowbarrow park we saw a few daffodils close to the water side, we fancied that the lake had floated the seeds ashore & that the little colony had so sprung up—But as we went along there were more & yet more & at last under the boughs of the trees, we saw that there was a long belt of them along the shore, about the breadth of a country turnpike road. I never saw daffodils so beautiful they grew among the mossy stones about & about them, some rested their heads upon these stones as on a pillow for weariness & the rest tossed & reeled & danced & seemed as if they verily laughed with the wind that blew upon them over the Lake, they looked so gay ever glancing ever changing. This wind blew directly over the Lake to them. There was here & there a little knot & a few stragglers a few yards higher up but they were so few as not to disturb the simplicity & unity & life of that one busy highway—We rested again & again (DWJ, 85).

For the poem, Wordsworth has borrowed a few descriptive words from his sister, chiefly in the imagery of the laughing and dancing flowers, adapting the shared experience to his peculiar purposes. He does not employ some of the more original aspects of Dorothy’s description, such as the weary daffodils resting their heads or the image of ‘that one busy highway’. Comparing the two pieces, Susan M. Levin notes that, whereas William’s writing appropriates the experience in an attempt to ‘arrive at’ some kind of poetic truth, Dorothy’s ‘refuses this kind of appropriation’, and seems ‘to come from an imagination that exists to perceive what passes before it’.3As Elizabeth Fay asserts, Dorothy Wordsworth was integral to her brother’s poetic vision and ‘viewed her voice as collaborative rather than subsumed’.4 Wordsworth, however, acknowledged in his poem ‘The Sparrow’s Nest,’ also in Poems, in Two Volumes, that ‘She gave me eyes, she gave me ears’ (17). In fact, this particular poem is a collaboration with not only Dorothy but with Mary Wordsworth as well. Wordsworth judged that lines contributed by his wife—‘They flash upon that inward eye | Which is the bliss of solitude’—were the ‘two best lines in it’ (FN, 62). Coleridge used them as an example of ‘mental bombast’ (CCBL, II. 136).

Wordsworth composed this poem two years after the experience Dorothy records in her journal (and added the image of the daffodils ‘Tossing their heads’ thirteen years later). When he does adapt the sight of the daffodils for the poem, he significantly makes it a solitary experience. And, since the original poem has no title to signify its focus, the emphasis is on the speaker first: he is wandering and he is lonely; and he is like a cloud. The simile is surprising because clouds do not seem particularly solitary—that is, in relation to other clouds. The second line then modifies the comparison and we understand that the separation is not from other clouds but from the earth itself; he is wandering like one ‘That floats on high o’er Vales and Hills’. The figure thus emphasizes the speaker’s disconnection from his own environment; the celestial imagery, moreover, implies a spiritual distance between the speaker and the physical world. But he is surprised by the sudden appearance of the daffodils, and just as suddenly the figurative language is interrupted as the reader becomes attached to the speaker’s empirical observation and fairly literal description of the daffodils on the bank. The only remotely figurative expression in the stanza is the description of the flowers dancing, but this requires no great stretch of the imagination. Just as the speaker’s eye is engaged in seeing the daffodils, we also understand that the very same agent that acts upon the flowers is the wind that makes clouds wander. The breeze has made a terrestrial connection ‘along the lake, beneath the trees’. Subtly Wordsworth’s diction, simple as it is, gives the impression of unity as every word seems to play off of every other word. In this way, Wordsworth’s poetic here recalls Coleridge’s attachment to organic form; Coleridge, moreover, asserted that poetry is defined by its ‘permitting a pleasure from the Whole consistent with a consciousness of pleasurable excitement from the component parts’ (CC Lectures, I. 218). Similarly, in the preface to the 1815 collection, Wordsworth writes at some length of the way his poetry attempts to bring ‘into conjunction’ the various powers of the imagination (1815, I. xxvi).

But imagination in Wordsworth often begins with empirical observation—that ‘mighty world | Of eye and ear, both what they half create, | And what perceive’ (‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’, 6–8). Each stanza of ‘I wandered lonely as a Cloud’ involves vision and relies upon visual imagery. The first two stanzas revolve around the action of the speaker seeing, as emphasized by the verbs ‘saw’ and ‘gaz’d’. Like John Locke, Wordsworth is interested in what our minds do with what we see; but, like William Blake, he understands that the imagination has great power to shape perception and memory. Obviously it is the speaker’s perception of the scene that makes the flowers dance with the waves and outdo ‘the sparkling waves in glee’. And note that Wordsworth writes that he ‘little thought’ at the time how important the experience of seeing the daffodils would become. He values the emotional reception of stimulus—modified by mood and feeling—and the power of the mind to replicate that experience in and of itself without the stimulus.

More specifically, the poem is less about daffodils than about the poet’s ability to turn ordinary experiences into something delightful or transcendent, not just for his use but for the reader’s. According to Wordsworth, a poet is predisposed to feel deeply and then is able to process an experience intellectually in the act of composition. His purpose is to show us the power of our own minds in the act of reading his poem. The third stanza takes us out of nature, brings us indoors with the poet ‘in vacant or in pensive mood’: here, it is the daffodils that activate the visual image—‘They flash upon that inward eye’. The mind’s eye receives an image from the poet’s memory—it is as if the daffodils themselves cause it to happen—and the poet is able to feel the same pleasure that he did when he saw them in person. The poem is simple; but for Wordsworth, the process described therein is sophisticated, and the power to re-view is essential in the most philosophical sense of the word.

As he asserts in his poem on the Wye, ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’, Wordsworth sees the imagination and the physical senses working in cooperation, so that what we see is half perceived, half created. A notebook entry of 1801 reveals that Coleridge used Wordsworth’s ‘On revisiting the Wye’ (as Wordsworth refers to ‘Lines’ in a note to the poem from the 1800 Lyrical Ballads)—particularly the line ‘We see into the Life of Things’ (Coleridge’s emphasis)—as a way of understanding Johann Gottlieb Fichte’s Anschauung, a process by which ‘the I’ understands itself as existing in the act of thinking, but also understands that it is distinct from that which it contemplates.5 In Fichte, this is a kind of passiveness in which the ego forgets itself, a kind of intuition that is, in Daniel Stempel’s words, ‘the lowest level of imagination’ but that ‘functions on all levels’ up to the ‘highest synthesis of poetic and philosophic thought’ (373).

The subjectivity of the lyric speaker/poet complicates seemingly simple poems such as ‘I wandered lonely as a Cloud’ and underlies more complex poems such as ‘On revisiting the Wye’, the ‘Intimations’ Ode—and especially The Prelude. The daffodils poem dramatizes the Fichtean thought experiment that Coleridge works out in his notebook: the speaker/poet perceives the daffodils (and a ‘host’ of other contingencies); and he intuits, without thinking, a distinction between himself as subject and the daffodils as object—and this intuition is pleasure. But he does not recognize the value of the experience until later. At the end of the poem, as he re-views the daffodils, they are no longer outside of the self; instead, they are manifestations of thought in the subjectivity of the speaker/poet. Subjectivity occurs when the thinker and the thought are one in the act of thinking. Wordsworth here is interested in an epistemological process and in modelling that response in verse so that his readers may replicate it in their response to the poem. The poetry contains moments of imaginative visitation—intense perceptions that are peculiar to the poet. His job, then, is to convey those experiences and insights so that the ordinary reader may experience the pleasure and the moral benefit of them. So, the experience of reading the poetry conveys essentially the same benefits for the reader as the original experiences and perceptions did for the poet. As Wordsworth explained to Coleridge, poetry should ‘remind men of their knowledge, as it lurks inoperative and unvalued in their own minds, [rather than] attempt to convey recondite or refined truths’ (MY, II. 238).

Dancing with the ‘Daffodils’, then, is serious business for Wordsworth—especially when we consider how its emphasis on memory, imagination, and poetic creativity coincides with the composition of The Prelude. James A. Butler has called the poem ‘a miniature Prelude’.6 Most pertinent to our discussion here is the notion Wordsworth introduces in Book 11 of ‘spots of time’, impressive moments from our past that are coloured in our memory by an awareness of the mind’s sublime power and that ‘retain | A renovating Virtue’ (258–60). Much as he does in ‘On revisiting the Wye’, Wordsworth here explains that memory has the power to restore, to repair, and to renovate one’s spirit; but here he places less emphasis on Nature’s role in this process and more on the mind’s internal activity:


This efficacious spirit chiefly lurks

Among those passages of life in which

We have had deepest feeling that the mind

Is lord and master, and that outward sense

Is but the obedient servant of her will.(269–73)



Since this passage comes near the end of The Prelude, it appears in the context of formulating a resolution to the problems developed up to this point: after suffering what he considers to be an impairment of his mind, he realizes that his past experiences have helped him to recover the imaginative power he frequently demonstrates in his other poetry. The Prelude is about how he gained that power, how he lost it, and how he recovered it. After a moment of crisis, he finds himself revitalized in having arrived at self-fulfilment. He has become the Poet of the ‘Daffodils’. In Book 11, Wordsworth has brought his poem up to date in terms of that self-actualization; just before introducing the ‘spots of time’ Wordsworth writes that he has recovered from the ‘tyranny’ of the senses (Prel-13, XI. 180):


     I had felt

Too forcibly, too early in my life,

Visitings of imaginative power

For this to last: I shook the habit off

Entirely and for ever, and again

In Nature’s presence stood, as I stand now,

A sensitive, and a creative soul.(251–7)



Thinking about this passage in terms of the daffodils—and of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, we find Wordsworth grappling with the competing claims of rationalism and empiricism, as Immanuel Kant does, but with different results (although the influence of both on the American Transcendentalists would seem to suggest some similarity). Like Kant, though, Wordsworth accepts transcendental knowledge in the sense that the mind is capable of a priori knowledge, or knowledge independent of experience. Wordsworth attributes this transcendence to Nature, the ‘efficacious spirit’ that convinces him that ‘the mind | Is lord and master.’ Wordsworth’s confidence in the mind’s authority sounds like rationalism in the pre-eminence it places on the mind, but it is rather that quasi-mystical relationship with Nature that was once thought to be Wordsworth’s trademark.

Eight years after its first publication, Wordsworth republished ‘I wandered lonely as a Cloud’ in a revised form in his 1815 collection Poems by William Wordsworth. Here, the poem again is untitled but is now numbered 13 in a series of thirty-three ‘Poems of the Imagination’. This series opens with the fragment ‘There was a boy’ and concludes with ‘Revisiting the Wye’. Reading the daffodils poem in this context suggests immediate differences in how to approach the poem—particularly in its new association with the poem on the Wye. Wordsworth made a few changes in word choice, but the major difference is the insertion of a new stanza after the first one, which ends with the daffodils ‘Fluttering and dancing in the breeze’ (instead of the original sixth line ‘Ten thousand dancing in the breeze’). The new stanza reads as follows:


Continuous as the stars that shine

And twinkle on the milky way,

They stretched in never-ending line

Along the margin of a bay:

Ten thousand saw I at a glance,

Tossing their heads in sprightly dance.



Readers might wonder whether or not this addition improves the poem or even makes much of a difference. It adds a surprising element to the figurative language of the poem and possibly therefore a surprising effect: David Perkins asserts that the ‘odd association’ between the daffodils and outer space suggests to the reader ‘feelings of sublimity and infinitude’ that ‘seem strangely inappropriate to this scene of lake and flowers’.7 The new classification of the poem among ‘Poems of the Imagination’ suggests that the poet sees this poem as expressing something more than a ‘mood’ of his ‘own mind’ and that its being of the imagination is a kind of elevation in status, particularly as this series follows a lighter series of ‘Poems of the Fancy’. Prior to the nineteenth century, the terms ‘fancy’ and ‘imagination’ largely were synonymous, but Wordsworth and Coleridge make clear distinctions between the two. Coleridge, in chapter 13 of Biographia Literaria, claims that the imagination is essentially (and powerfully) creative while the fancy is merely (and randomly) associative. While not as dismissive of fancy as Coleridge was, Wordsworth says explicitly in the 1815 preface that ‘imagination’ is ‘a word of higher import, denoting operations of the mind upon those objects, and processes of creation or of composition’ (PrW, III. 31).

The addition of the new stanza to ‘I wandered lonely as a Cloud’ may be considered, then, in this light: Wordsworth wanted to give the poem more of an imaginative impulse that accords with its graduation from ‘Moods of My Own Mind’ to ‘Poems of the Imagination’, so the new stanza adds language to the poem that evokes ‘a sense sublime’. The simile that begins the new stanza seems intended to stagger the imagination in the same manner as the sublime does. Moreover, the image of the daffodils stretching ‘in never-ending line | Along the margin of a bay’ introduces not only a bay but hyperbole, making the imagined bay ‘never-ending’ in its immensity. Matthew C. Brennan suggests that the poem be read as ‘an experience of the sublime’, emphasizing the way this stanza in particular ‘imagines [the daffodils] as infinite’ (141).8 Indeed, in his discussion of the imagination in the preface to the 1815 collected works, Wordsworth asserts that the imagination is nothing less than ‘a sublime consciousness of the soul in her own mighty and almost divine powers’ (1815, I. xxvii) This definition of the soul might then correspond with the power that displays itself in the final stanza of the poem, which remains unchanged. Wordsworth, however, does add a curious footnote to the line ‘They flash upon that inward eye’: having explained in the preface that the first group of ‘Poems of Imagination’, following ‘There was a boy’, ‘exhibit the faculty [imagination] exerting itself upon various objects of the external universe’. Wordsworth qualifies this in relation to ‘I wandered lonely as a Cloud’. He writes in the footnote, ‘The subject of these Stanzas is rather an elementary feeling and simple impression…upon the imaginative faculty, than an exertion of it’ (1815, I. 329). Wordsworth thus explains a difference between this poem and those that immediately precede it, including such poems as ‘Yew-Trees’, ‘Nutting’, ‘She was a Phantom of delight’, ‘A slumber did my spirit seal’, and ‘Goody Blake and Harry Gill’. These poems presumably show the ‘exertion’ of the imagination, whereas the daffodils poem shows the imagination in reception. One might wonder, then, why he added the new stanza, which, more than the original stanzas do, displays the imagination in exertion. For Coleridge one of Wordsworth’s faults as a poet was his tendency to employ ‘thoughts and images too great for the subject’ (CCBL, II. 136). If so, perhaps this poem sits more comfortably as one of the ‘Moods of My Own Mind’ than it does as one of the ‘Poems of the Imagination.’

‘YEW-TREES’ (1804–1815, 1836)


There is a Yew-tree, pride of Lorton Vale,

Which to this day stands single, in the midst

Of its own darkness, as it stood of yore:

Not loathe to furnish weapons for the bands

Of Umfraville or Percy ere they marched

To Scotland’s heaths; or those that crossed the sea

And drew their sounding bows at Azincour,

Perhaps at earlier Crecy, or Poictiers.

Of vast circumference and gloom profound

This solitary Tree! a living thing

Produced too slowly ever to decay;

Of form and aspect too magnificent

To be destroyed. But worthier still of note

Are those fraternal Four of Borrowdale,

Joined in one solemn and capacious grove;

Huge trunks! and each particular trunk a growth

Of intertwisted fibres serpentine

Up-coiling, and inveterately convolved;

Nor uninformed with Phantasy, and looks

That threaten the profane;—a pillared shade,

Upon whose grassless floor of red-brown hue,

By sheddings from the pining umbrage tinged

Perennially—beneath whose sable roof

Of boughs, as if for festal purpose decked

With unrejoicing berries—ghostly Shapes

May meet at noontide; Fear and trembling Hope,

Silence and Foresight; Death the Skeleton

And Time the Shadow;—there to celebrate,

As in a natural temple scattered o’er

With altars undisturbed of mossy stone,

United worship; or in mute repose

To lie, and listen to the mountain flood

Murmuring from Glaramara’s inmost caves.9



Daffodils occur twice in Wordsworth’s poetry; Yews throughout the oeuvre. They are found in ‘Beauty and Moonlight’ and ‘The Vale of Esthwaite’ (1787); in An Evening Walk and Descriptive Sketches; in the first blank-verse line of Lyrical Ballads, and in ‘The Idle Shepherd Boys’ and ‘The Two April Mornings’; in two books of The Prelude, and three of The Excursion; and in ‘Evening Voluntaries’ (1835). A ‘yew-tree’ shades Francis’s speech to Emily in Canto 2 of The White Doe (recalled in Cantos 4 and 6 as words uttered ‘in the yew-tree shade’). Another opens the most historical of the Duddon sonnets (the seventeenth), which returns us to the age of imperial Rome and British druids, both liminally invoked in ‘Yew-Trees’. In 1815 Wordsworth claimed ‘Yew-Trees’ as one of his best poems ‘for the imaginative power displayed’, which may mean inter alia, that it is one in which invisible worlds usurp most boldly upon the quotidian.10 One invisible world evoked in this case is that of mediaeval history, in the ‘Lorton’ phase of the poem; another is that of Virgilian, Lucanian and Celtic shades, in the ‘Borrowdale’ phase; a third, less obviously, is the world of etymology and its bearing on Britain’s war-forged identity, in a time of continental war.

The poem’s ‘ghostly shapes’ recall those who surround the dreaming elm at the gate of Virgil’s underworld—‘Revengeful Cares and Sullen Sorrows…Toils and Death, and Death’s half-brother Sleep’.11 Behind these, deeper within darkness, lie the archetypal speaking tree in The Dream of the Rood, itself ‘not loathe’ to share in Christ’s mankind-changing Passion, and more recently the voicing of nature in Drayton’s Poly-Olbion. Like Drayton’s Dee—but with none of Drayton’s quaintness—Wordsworth’s yews borrow the poem’s consciousness to voice their ‘phantasy’: they, like Drayton’s oracular river, have ‘things to speak, might profit [us] to know’.12 Yet, as in ‘Nutting’, the next poem in ‘Poems of Imagination’, the poem’s allusive texture is subliminal, a world away from such overt raids on the poetry of sensibility as may be found in ‘The Vale of Esthwaite’, An Evening Walk, and Descriptive Sketches.13

In ‘Yew-Trees’ a Christian world—even one as primordial as the Anglo-Saxon—yields to something more primordial. Etymologically, the poem’s titular evolution enacts something of this, replacing ‘the vast Eugh-tree’ of the 1804 manuscript (‘Eugh’ approximating Old English ‘Ēow’, Old Irish ‘Eo’), by ‘Ewtrees’ (Middle English ‘Ew’) in 1811, and finally ‘Yew-trees’, in which, however serendipitously, the modern English name echoes the Welsh ‘Ywen’, which might well have been the term employed in North Britain in the sixth and seventh centuries when Cumbric was the local tongue.14 The poem’s historical references cover a comparable span, from mediaeval battles recollected in tranquillity—Umfraville set out from Cockermouth, joining Northumbrian Percy, to fight at Bannockburn in 1314—to the destruction of sacred groves in Anglesey (Mona) and Massilia (Marseilles).15 The Fenwick note (61–2) apprises us that a Yew similar to the ones in the poem had always seemed to Wordsworth ‘as old as the Christian era’, and that ‘Hutton, the old Guide, of Keswick…used gravely to tell strangers that there could be no doubt of its having been in existence before the flood’. Such trees, if ever young—the note implies—were so at the time of Rome’s killing fields in Gaul and Britain. Through such associations—overtly in 1804, implicitly in 1815—the ‘fraternal four’ of Borrowdale evoke Suetonius’s systematic destruction of druid groves, and Caesar’s at Massilia, the latter described by Lucan in the third book of Pharsalia or Concerning Civil War:

A grove there was, untouched by men’s hands from ancient times, whose interlacing boughs enclosed a space of darkness and cold shade, and banished the sunlight far above … gods were worshipped there with savage rites . … Legend also told that…serpents twined and glided round the stems . … This grove was sentenced by Caesar to fall before the stroke of the axe.16

Wordsworth’s depiction of darkness at noon, and his Latinate incorporation of ‘prodigious serpents’ into the nature of the trees themselves, betrays his consciousness of Lucan’s work—the moral of whose treatment of the civil war (a war ‘worse than civil war’, since it engulfed much of the ancient world) is that only someone prepared to violate the gods would take an axe to such a grove, as Caesar does, and that Caesar does so only because (like his modern avatar Napoleon Bonaparte, who in 1804–14 is also laying the axe to the fabric of time) he has already violated the values of the Republic.

In the manuscript version of 1804, ‘That vast eugh-tree, pride of Lorton Vale’, Wordsworth associates Lorton’s ‘undecaying pile’ explicitly with Mona (standing in for Massilia) and implicitly (through ‘pile’) with Stonehenge:


Pass not the place unnoticed—ye will say

That Mona’s druid oaks composed a fane

Less awful than this grove: as Earth so long

On its unwearied bosom has sustained

The undecaying pile: as drouth and frost,

The fires of heaven have spared it, and the storms,

So for its hallowed uses may it stand

For ever spared by man.(CWRT, I. 749)



The wish echoes Lucan’s poem, in which the onlookers are aghast at Caesar’s sacrilege: as Nicholas Rowe’s loose but vivid translation of 1718 (in its seventh edition by 1804) has it, ‘They hope such power can never prosper long,| Nor think the patient gods will bear the wrong.’ 17

Like other cancelled Wordsworthian conclusions, and like the close of ‘Nutting’, this moral prodded the reader too overtly to survive revision—it lacks the trademark Wordsworthian enigma that energizes the conclusions of such poems as ‘Simon Lee’ or ‘Resolution and Independence’ or ‘Anecdote for Fathers’ (why ‘mourning’? ‘think’ what of the leech-gatherer? what is learned from an incorrigible boy’s aversion to weathercocks?). The Fenwick note, lurking now in the penumbra of the poem, nudges the reader more gently.

The ‘altars undisturbed of mossy stone’, which also seem to remember Mona’s druids, are nature’s art work, as in the 1814 sonnet, ‘Mark the Concentred Hazels’, where another mossy stone seems ‘the very image…of a tomb | In which some ancient chieftain finds repose’. Sympathizing with ‘Time’s forlorn humanities’ they hint that this is a temple erected by nature, or in David Jones’s sense, is a place ‘set up’ by and for nature, appropriate to natural religion. The named celebrants lead the reader on a curious route of conjecture. The antithetical emotions of Fear and Hope fade into Silence and Foresight before taking visual form (suggesting familiar archetypes) in the almost interchangeable Death and Time. These ‘ghostly shapes’ take possession of the scene less as ghosts than as representatives of ‘the human heart by which we live’, indeed of one heart in particular. The youthful and conflicted Wordsworth also sought out at noon ‘the gloomy glades | Religious woods and midnight shades’ (CWRT, I. 24). The infant Wordsworth’s thoughts were ‘composed’ by the shallows of the fairest of all rivers. And like the boy of ‘Nutting’ charmed by ‘fairy water-breaks’ for ever ‘murmuring’, these conflicted abstractions of a war-torn culture seem to have the power of being active and passive at once. Like those mysterious alternatives in ‘Nutting’ (‘a little while I stood…or beneath the trees I sat’ where the indecisive phrasing makes the hazel grove seem haunted by synchronous alter egos), they can here ‘celebrate…| United worship’, or ‘listen to the mountain flood’ (a nascent Derwent) murmuring from ‘Glaramara’s inmost caves’.18

Nor, as in many of Wordsworth’s greatest poems, is Coleridge very far off. ‘The Thorn’ replied promptly enough to ‘The Ancient Mariner’. ‘Resolution and Independence’ is just one instalment of a reply to ‘Dejection’ of which ‘Intimations’ is another. ‘Yew-Trees’ naturalizes ‘Kubla Khan’. In 1797 Kubla, seated in his sunny dome, midway between the fountain and the caves of ice, heard ‘ancestral voices prophesying war’. Kubla’s conquistador violence is transmuted in the poem’s dream logic into other forms of energy, but its dreamer nonetheless aspires to inspire daemonic dread. Wordsworth’s reply, a decade in the making, is both more and less exotic, geographically closer but culturally more remote and less bookish. It is also, despite Lorton’s martial associations, war-weary. Yes, the ‘Lorton’ portion indulges a roll-call of battles, and the poet seems more excited than a wise man ought to be (a failing Wordsworth amusingly confessed to more than once). But as they lie in Borrowdale’s natural nemeton,19 what Stopford Brooke aptly called ‘the ghostly masters of mankind’20—‘Fear and trembling Hope, | Silence and Foresight; Death the Skeleton | And Time the Shadow’—are far from prophesying war. Rather, in a state of ‘mute repose’, renouncing terrors, they have their thoughts composed to softness, aspiring perhaps to ‘that calm existence’ as Wordsworth put it, ‘that is mine when I | Am worthy of myself’ (Prelude [1805], I. 361–2). To put it another way, the single sentence that is the Borrowdale portion of the poem enacts the same rhetorical reversal that is enacted in Wordsworth’s ‘Song at the Feast of Brougham Castle’, started later than ‘Yew-Trees’ but published in 1807, which poem turns at its volta from the drums and fifes of war to ‘the silence that is in the starry sky | The sleep that is among the lonely hills’ (CWRT, I. 708). Significantly, what does not make it into Wordsworth’s solemn grove from Lucan’s, despite the build-up, is the dread-inspiring ‘Daemon of the grove’ that Coleridge’s speaker aspires to be.

‘Yew-Trees’ is, seemingly, unlike ‘Daffodils’, a most impersonal poem; sublime, but far from whatever people imagine the ‘egotistical sublime’ to be. Yet the complex state of mind evoked in its concluding vision reflects that of Wordsworth’s youth, and such subtle investment in the poem may help to explain another personal investment made, in later years. With money from Sir George Beaumont, he planted eight yew trees, in pairs, in Grasmere’s churchyard, beside the River Rothay and the family graves. It was his hope that the four strongest might survive, and that ‘some of them will perhaps at some far distant time rival in majesty the Yew of Lorton & those which I have described as growing in Borrowdale where they are still to be seen in grand assemblage’ (FN, 204).

As for what Coleridge thought Wordsworth’s besetting sin—his matter-of-factness—‘Yew-Trees’, however photographically intent upon the thingness of things, their sheer existence, is quite free of that supposed vice, poised as it is between the facts and their symbolic resonance. It has been further freed by the ravages of time. The Lorton yew is now even further reduced than at the time of the ‘mutilation’ mentioned in the Fenwick note, but thanks to Wordsworth’s poem it now has a small book to itself.21 The ‘fraternal Four’—now fenced and signposted, also thanks to Wordsworth’s poem—are now three, and they no longer form ‘one solemn and capacious grove’ if ever indeed they did so, though one sturdy descendant on the river bank below, if not swept away by mountain flood, promises to rival if not eclipse them (the life of the poem has somehow become ‘inveterately convolved’ in that of the local ecology, as ‘Daffodils’ has in the tourist economy.) Today, though, the great yew of Martindale—another of Wordsworth’s acquaintances—does a better job of making a ‘solemn and capacious grove’, all by itself.22

The caves, in ‘Murmuring from Glaramara’s inmost caves’, are still less ‘matter-of-fact’. Those ‘ghostly masters of mankind’ must have had truly supernatural hearing to catch ‘murmurings’ from the Dove’s Nest Caves a mile away in Combe Ghyll, the far side of Thornythwaite Fell. Glaramara itself has no caves, inmost or otherwise. Wordsworth’s ‘Glaramara’, on the other hand, has caves rivalling those of Xanadu. This ‘Glaramara’ is a truly resonant construct—akin to those astronomical daffodils—by a poet who characteristically practised the wedding of mind and world of which his ‘Prospectus’ speaks, and whose theme is ‘how exquisitely’


The external World is fitted to the Mind;

And the creation (by no lower name

Can it be called) which they with blended might

Accomplish(CWRT, II. 302).



One forgets too easily what that claim signifies in practice—namely the self-reliance of that Wordsworth who, while rendering his experience as a skating schoolboy or an alpine traveller spoke of distant crags that ‘tinkled like iron’ (Prel-2, I. 625) or ‘rocks that mutter’d close upon our ear’ (Prel-13, VI. 562) and in so doing, brought a new world into poetry.

But why ‘Glaramara’, in the first place, or what’s in a name? ‘Yew-Trees’, though it nowhere specifically articulates Wordsworth’s identification as a Man of the North, or his awareness of Cumbria and Strathclyde as the terrain of ‘Welsh’ literature,23 somehow reeks of nationhood and its incantatory conclusion may license a brief hypertextual coda. Glaramara is one of those ‘indignant hills’ and ‘melancholy streams’ that perennially mourn the passing of the tongues that christened them (CWRT, III. 373), but even among these its name stands out. Among ‘the brotherhood | Of ancient mountains’, as Wordsworth calls the greater fells in ‘Poems on the Naming of Places’, the names of Helvellyn and Blencathra are unambiguously British (Brythonic Celtic, or Cumbric), and Skiddaw less certainly so. All three names, with that of the Derwent, survived four centuries of Roman exploitation of the region’s minerals, and the later appropriation by Norsemen and Saxons of the land of the Cymri. Along with its neighbour Scafell Pike, Glaramara’s musical name (it seems a distant echo of Connemara), is a latecomer, bestowed most probably, by Norse immigrants from Ireland, whose Norse may have been tinctured by Old Irish, Goidelic Celtic. The lowland Saxons gave few names to Cumbria’s ‘mighty forms’ as they spread westward from Northumbria, naming, instead, some lakes and meres, villages like Lorton, and coastal settlements like Workington where the Derwent, born from Glaramara’s ‘mountain flood’, and having merged with the Cocker at Cockermouth, reaches the Irish Sea. And Workington, facing Scotland across the Solway Firth, was a port whose successive masters, from the Romans to the Plantagenets, were all at some point engaged in contesting the Scots, perhaps (latterly) with longbows from the yew of Lorton.

So ‘Yew-Trees’ (with its ghosts of ‘Ywen/Eugh/Ewtrees’) seems especially expressive of Wordsworth’s Cumbrian ethnoscape, with its succession of claimants, as set out in the Guide (PrW, II. 194–7). It is not that the poem, despite its relish for words, and how they can jostle against meter, foregrounds etymology. Yet, as Walter Pater said, he is poet whose most imaginative poetry unites ‘with absolute justice, the word and the idea’.24 And when Coleridge cautioned Southey in 1803 that Wordsworth’s words mean ‘the whole of their possible meaning’ he may have been remembering the philological boast of the 1800 Preface, that a poet will be unusually conscious of ‘the various stages of meaning through which words have passed’ (CL, II. 977; PrW, I. 152). ‘Lorton’, ‘Borrowdale’, ‘Glaramara’, and the (implied) ‘Derwent’ speak four languages: a Gaelic fell, a Norse dale, a British river, and a Saxon village.

Wordsworth was more than usually prone to contemplate personal and national identity through the imprints of cultures on landscape and landscape on culture. A remarkable instance—not unconnected with the sense of ‘battles long ago’ by which ‘Yew-Trees’ is so haunted—arises in that impassioned prose poem, Concerning the Convention of Cintra, written while ‘That vast Eugh-tree’ was evolving into ‘Ewtrees’. Arguing for what one free nation owes to others—specifically, what Britain owes to Portuguese and Spanish patriots betrayed by a shameful Convention negotiated between ‘English’ and French commanders25—Wordsworth evokes the ‘inextinguishable’ passions of national feeling, inextinguishable even by centuries of effective or actual union. He expresses the matter topographically, through rivers:

The truth of this is recorded in the manners and hearts of North and South Britons, of Englishmen and Welshmen, on either border of the Tweed and of the Esk, on both sides of the Severn and the Dee; an inscription legible, and in strong characters, which the tread of many and great blessings, continued through hundreds of years, has been unable to efface.(PrW, I. 320, my emphases)

The geography sounds precise, even matter-of-fact; as if the two pairs of rivers align neatly with the political borders of three nations. They don’t, of course. Their sources are mostly as elusive as the ‘springs of Dove’ (beside which Lucy grew), and if one tries to trace them, those imagined political lines dissolve into considerable tracts of debatable land. The ‘inscription legible’ and ‘strong characters’ of identity are found in manners and hearts, not upon maps. There is, though, a subversive symmetry. All four rivers, used here to ‘inscribe’ relations between Englishmen and Welshmen (since 1536), and North and South Britons (since 1603), flow like the Derwent from indubitably British springs, through English places or towns, into ambiguous estuaries. Strength lies in the blessings of Britain’ three-ply nationhood, even if the ‘tread’ of blessings does hint at those who ‘marched | To Scotland’s heaths’ as well as the Welsh marches and employed Welsh longbows at ‘Azincour’. The fibres of those ‘inextinguishable’ passions, all tributary to British nationhood, are now as ‘intertwisted’ and ‘inveterately convolved’ as those of Celtic/English y[e]‌ws.
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PART I

LIFE, CAREER, AND NETWORKS


CHAPTER 1

THE EARLY LIFE OF WILLIAM WORDSWORTH, 1770–1800

NICHOLAS ROE

WILLIAM Wordsworth was born in Cockermouth, a north Cumberland market town, on 7 April 1770, the son of John Wordsworth (1741–83) and Ann Cookson (1747–78). He had four siblings: Richard (1768–1816, later a lawyer), Dorothy (1771–1855, writer), John (1772–1805, mariner in the East India Company), and Christopher (1774–1846, clergyman and Master of Trinity College, Cambridge). Their childhood home, a substantial house that fronted onto Main Street, was provided for their grandfather and father in their roles as agents for the Lowther family.1 At the back was a walled garden extending to the bank of the River Derwent, flowing from its mountainous source at Styhead Tarn to meet the tide at Workington. The garden, river, and distant summit of mighty Skiddaw were recalled by Wordsworth many times in his poems, as, under Coleridge’s influence, he learned to recognize in the river’s ‘steady cadence’ a power that had ‘tempered’ and ‘composed’ his life as a poet (Prel–2, I. 10–11).2 We need to remember, however, that that was not how it had been experienced by the five-year-old boy as he played in the river shallows: the life he had lived day-by-day held little resemblance to the version of it presented in his many autobiographical poems. In The Prelude, for instance, his mud-larking on the riverbank becomes a scene of solemn benediction,


           giving [him],

Among the fretful dwellings of mankind,

A knowledge, a dim earnest of the calm

Which Nature breathes among the fields and groves.

              (Prel-2, I. 12–15) 



At other times he loads experiences and events with portentous meanings that they had not originally possessed; in the passage above, for example, ‘the fretful dwellings of mankind’ transform the back streets of Cockermouth into a scene of biblical suffering, where the young poet receives intimations that he is a spirit favoured by ‘Nature’. Wordsworth—and Coleridge—needed to believe in The Prelude’s narrative of poetic election, for his early life—like John Keats’s—had been shattered by a series of deaths, dislocations, and abandonments. Alienation was the reality of life for young Wordsworth; he was, as he described himself, ‘a borderer of the age’—an outlaw like the rapacious bands of Reivers who raided the border country a few miles to the north of his provincial birthplace. When he dramatized his experience of alienation in The Borderers, the character Rivers (‘Reivers’) came close to identifying the poet with a murderous outlaw.3

Away from Cockermouth, William and his sister passed long periods with their maternal grandparents in Penrith. Then, in March 1778, their mother died. Dorothy was dispatched to live with a succession of relatives at Halifax, Penrith, and Forncett, near Norwich, the home of her uncle William Cookson. The eight-year-old William joined his brother Richard at Hawkshead grammar school in Furness, to the south of the Lake District. Here he remained until summer 1787, studying classics and mathematics in the schoolroom and on holidays venturing down through the landscape of Furness to the shores of Morecambe Bay. He was already familiar with the works of Spenser, Shakespeare, and Milton and now added to them the classical poets in Latin and Greek. Encouraged by his schoolmaster, William Taylor, he also read through eighteenth-century and contemporary poetry by Thomas Gray, James Beattie, Charlotte Smith, Mark Akenside, George Crabbe, and Robert Burns. Emulating Taylor, who also wrote poetry, Wordsworth had begun to compose his own verses and published his first poem, a sonnet ‘On seeing Miss Helen Maria Williams weep at a Tale of Distress’, in the European Magazine for March 1787:


SHE wept.—Life’s purple tide began to flow

In languid streams through every thrilling vein;

Dim were my streaming eyes—my pulse beat slow,

And my full heart was swell’d to dear delicious pain.

Life left my loaded heart, and closing eye;

A sigh recall’d the wanderer to my breast;

Dear was the pause of life, and dear the sigh

That call’d the wanderer home, and home to rest.

That tear proclaims—in thee each virtue dwells,

And bright will shine in misery’s midnight hour;

As the soft star of dewy evening tells

What radiant fires were drown’d by day’s malignant pow’r,

That only wait the darkness of the night

To chear the wand’ring wretch with hospitable light.4



The sonnet has been said to be ‘typical of the young Wordsworth’ in that its sentimental idiom is ‘indistinguishable from numerous contemporary poetic tributes to the same subject’.5 For a young poet just beginning to write, however, imitation of an admired model was (and is) more of a strength than otherwise—a first stage in the process of finding a distinctive voice. Aged 16, he had already mastered the language and rhetoric of sensibility—‘Dim were my swimming eyes—my pulse beat slow, | And my full heart was swell’d to dear delicious pain’ (3–4)—and had been impelled to write about an emotional experience that foreshadows his evocation of ‘sensations sweet, | Felt in the blood, and felt along the heart’ in ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’. Along with the ‘thrilling vein’, ‘swimming eyes’, and ‘dear delicious pain’ found in many other poems of the day was a growing point for the future: the suggestion that empathy with distress brings a momentary ‘pause’ as one sees into the life of a ‘wand’ring wretch’. Inside this otherwise conventional sonnet we find a distinctively ‘Wordsworthian’ vision beginning to be articulated. The poem was signed ‘Axiologus’ (literally, ‘the worth-of-words’).

Wordsworth’s experiences at Hawkshead were not confined to books. Boarding with a local woman, Ann Tyson, he was free to explore the local landscape around Hawkshead and Esthwaite Water. In The Prelude he would trace in those schoolboy adventures the incidents and episodes he described as ‘spots of time’—moments of beauty and of fear that had survived the passage of many years, to revive in later life as reassuring tokens of continuity and inspiration.6 Among the most pleasurable of his Hawkshead ‘spots of time’ were recollections of bird-nesting, boating, nutting, skating, and exploring the gothic ruins of Furness Abbey. Much darker memories were associated with his discovery of the clothes of a drowned man beside Esthwaite Water, and a subsequent search for the body. Another fearsome ‘spot of time’ associated a wild landscape, where he anxiously awaited horses to take him home for Christmas, with the shock of his father’s death on 30 December 1783. Years afterwards, as he called to mind that day of eagerly anticipated homecoming, the ordinary sights and sounds of the landscape—


        the wind and sleety rain,

. . . . . . . . . . .

The single sheep, and the one blasted tree,

And the bleak music of that old stone wall,

The noise of wood and water, and the mist



—appeared as a scene of awful power associated, amid ‘storm and rain’, with the ‘workings of [his] spirit’ (Prel-2, I. 361–5, 371, 374). How this later understanding developed is suggested, rather than explained.7

Wordsworth had been in the house at Cockermouth when his father died, and his first response was—understandably, perhaps—to chastise himself. If he had not longed so much for Christmas-time, his father would still be alive; ‘I bowed low | To God, who thus corrected my desires’ (Prel–2, I. 359–60). The experience and his reflections upon it told him that to hope too much was to be ‘blasted’, cast out as an orphan (Prel-2, I. 363), and this was a lesson that the greatest events of the age—the French Revolution—would also impress upon him. As those personal and public events were experienced or witnessed during the 1780s and 1790s, we can see how their patterns of expectation and disruption foreshadowed the ambitions and discontinuities of Wordsworth’s long career as a poet—a reality that The Prelude was designed to suppress. It was Coleridge who instigated Wordsworth’s life’s work, a grand philosophical poem to be entitled ‘The Recluse’. From 1797 until his death in 1850 Wordsworth worked indefatigably on various sections of ‘The Recluse’, paradoxically making ever more evident his lifelong inability to bring that great work to completion. Surviving components of ‘The Recluse’, many of them unpublished in the poet’s lifetime, would endure like fragments of the stone wall above Hawkshead. And, like the French Revolution, ‘The Recluse’ proved to be a lost cause. Wordsworth’s early life as a poet was a history of similar dislocations—of parents lost and home abandoned; of causes taken up, only to be dropped; of poems begun but left incomplete; of glad creative impulses succeeded suddenly by dismay. While The Prelude rendered this narrative ‘in the end | All gratulant if rightly understood’ (Prel-13, xiii. 384–5), Wordsworth’s various categorizations of his poems endeavoured to impose order and coherence on an oeuvre that was often fragmentary.8

His growth as a poet was a process of coming to terms with those unsettling and at times painful actualities of his life. As a schoolboy at Hawkshead, he was already starting to find his way. He had worked on a long couplet poem about the local landscape, The Vale of Esthwaite, an exercise in topographical verse anticipating a poem that subsequently saw print, An Evening Walk (1793). From the outset, his poetic impulse was to root himself in his native landscape—to come ‘home to rest’. The next stage on his path into the future, however, led him away from the Lake District, across the industrial north of England towards Cambridge University and St John’s College, where he arrived in October 1787.

Wordsworth had been well prepared for university, and he began his studies in classics and mathematics with an auspicious first class result in the college examinations. As would sometimes prove the case in his later poetic life, however, a vigorous outset faltered. The examinations of June 1788 placed him in the second class, and thereafter he failed to complete the academic requirements for an honours degree. He graduated in January 1791 without the honours for which he had begun his studies three years before. Making ‘short mention’ of his Cambridge years in The Prelude, Wordsworth claims that there had been ‘a strangeness in my mind, | A feeling that I was not for that hour, | Nor for that place’ (Prel-13, iii. 79–81). As elsewhere in The Prelude, Wordsworth was inventing a ‘strange’ sense of destiny that he had not felt as he sat on the wooden college benches struggling to complete his examination scripts. Rather than being a ‘chosen Son |…with holy powers’ (Prel-13, iii. 82–3), as he tries to suggest in The Prelude, the undergraduate Wordsworth had been distracted by the pleasures of college and town life, and in the summer of 1790 he had left the country to make a walking tour with his friend Robert Jones through revolutionary France to the Alps.9

We can plot their 1790 route in some detail, passing to the north and east of Paris from Calais to Arras, Troyes, Dijon, then voyaging down the river Saône to Lyons and so to the Monastery of the Grande Chartreuse. Throughout France they witnessed celebrations marking the first anniversary of the Revolution on 14 July:


’twas a time when Europe was rejoiced,

France standing on the top of golden hours,

And human nature seeming born again.

Bound, as I said, to the Alps, it was our lot

To land at Calais on the very eve

Of that great federal Day; and there we saw

In a mean City, and among a few,

How bright a face is worn when joy of one

Is joy of tens of millions.(Prel-13, IX. 352–60)



It was a moment that Wordsworth evidently recalled clearly, but not everyone had joined that rejoicing throng. Back in London The Times had looked to ‘the bloody day of…French festivity’ and ‘human sacrifice’ led by ‘those Amazonian butchers who accompanied the Royal Family from Versailles to Paris’.10 The great pamphlet debate about France between Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790) and Tom Paine’s Rights of Man (1791) was about to get under way.

One year later, on 13 July 1791, Wordsworth was on a walking tour in North Wales, once again with his friend Robert Jones. Perhaps it was on this very day that he set off before dawn to climb Snowdon, ascending through the mist, ‘forehead bent | Earthward, as if in opposition set | Against an enemy’ (Prel-13, XIII. 29–31), before emerging under a full moon, bright in its ‘single glory’, as Book 13 of The Prelude recalls (in 1791 the full moon was on 15 July). This was a scene of ‘admiration and delight’, Wordsworth remembered, filled by the sound of ‘waters, torrents, [and] streams | Innumerable’ (Prel-13, XIII. 58–61). On the international scene in mid-1791, France appeared to have secured its revolution peacefully, and, although The Times noticed ‘fabricated reports of Counter Revolutions, of Plots, of Incursions, Invasions and Massacres’ another point of view came from the Morning Post:11

The prospect of the harvest in France is good beyond the memory of man. The corn countries were never so loaded, and they are not over-run by game, to destroy and eat up the bounty of Providence. ‘All this’, said a joyful farmer in the neighbourhood of Montreuil,—‘all this, Monsieur, is destined to the use of man—What a Revolution is this! We shall reap what we sow!’12

In bringing together Wordsworth’s experience of mountain glory on Snowdon’s summit, and what was reported at the time as nature’s ‘bounty’ in France, the summer of 1791 saw a peak in Wordsworth’s expectations of contemporary events. The rumoured revolutionary plots noted by The Times also marked a watershed from which alternative narratives of revolution could flow like torrents down opposite slopes of Snowdon. The agitation of ‘Democrates’ at Paris was ‘every day more and more unpopular’ according to The Times.13 These ‘Democrates’ were the Montagnards—that is, ‘The Mountain’—synonymous with the Jacobins who would shortly be led by Robespierre. That disastrous prospect was not, of course, apparent to anyone in 1791, and the future course of Wordsworth’s career also led into the dark.

Five months after climbing Snowdon Wordsworth, having left university, returned to France. He went first to Paris, where he visited the ruins of the Bastille, the National Assembly and the Jacobin Club, listening to the uproar of the city ‘with a stranger’s ears’. He then headed south to Orleans, where he boarded with a royalist landlord, M. Gellet-Duvivier, before moving on to Blois on the banks of the river River Loire. He had arrived in France in December 1791 as an uninformed ‘enthusiast’ for the revolution; he would leave, twelve months later, as the regicide republican we encounter in his political pamphlet A Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff (1793). In the interim he had met many of the revolutionists of the day, including the politician Brissot and the journalist Gorsas; he befriended the republican soldier Michel Beaupuy; and fathered a daughter, Caroline, with a young French woman, Annette Vallon.14

Wordsworth’s 1790 encounter with France left its mark in his couplet poem Descriptive Sketches (1793) and in Book Six of The Prelude; his second visit during 1791–2 reverberated through his narrative poems ‘Salisbury Plain’ (1793–5) and ‘The Ruined Cottage’ (1797–9), some of the shorter poems of Lyrical Ballads (1798), and it is recalled in Books Nine and Ten of The Prelude. In October 1790 he had stepped ashore at Dover en route to Cambridge and his final year at St John’s College; when he returned to England in December 1792 he was on his way to London, and the radical years that would bring his first meeting with another poetic graduate, Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772–1834). A west-country man from Ottery St Mary, Devon, Coleridge had attended school in London at Christ’s Hospital before studying at Jesus College, Cambridge (1791–4); he would quit the university as a Unitarian dissenter, and swiftly make a public reputation as a poet and charismatic political lecturer.

During the same period, 1793–5, Wordsworth was living as a penniless vagrant, wandering back and forth across the country, mingling with social outcasts—beggars, wounded soldiers, war widows—whose plight resembled his own. The French King, Louis XVI, had been executed in January 1793, and on 13 July Wordsworth’s French landlord, Gellet-Duvivier, was guillotined. He had been arrested at Orleans after an assassination attempt on Leonard Bourdon—a Member of the National Assembly. Far from being dead, Bourdon was present at the Revolutionary Tribunal in Paris as capital sentences were passed on nine men. Annette Vallon’s brother Paul had also been involved in the attack on Bourdon, but escaped into hiding or he, too, would have been executed on this day. Report of this notorious trial appeared in the London press from 24 July, and word would have reached Wordsworth—who was staying on the Isle of Wight—very shortly afterwards.15 Its effect was shattering. Feeling angry and alienated he set off across Salisbury Plain to walk to his friend Jones at his North Wales home, passing Tintern Abbey as he strode up the Wye Valley. His embittered mood found expression in a protest poem, ‘Salisbury Plain’ (1793–4) that grew out of this forced march into Wales. Describing a bleak, elemental landscape that resembles the heath in Act Three of King Lear, Wordsworth’s poem speaks out for all those who, like Poor Tom, are cast out by society, forced to survive ‘naked and unhoused’, or unjustly persecuted like Gellet-Duvivier. As this poem draws to its noisy conclusion, Wordsworth denounces everything he sees ranged against his hopes for humankind:


Heroes of Truth pursue your march, uptear

Th’Oppressor’s dungeon from its deepest base;

High o’er the towers of Pride undaunted rear

Resistless in your might the herculean mace

Of Reason; let foul Error’s monster race

Dragged from their dens start at the light with pain

And die…(‘Salisbury Plain’, SPP, 541–7).



The longer-term fallout from the Bourdon trial was also notable.16 It occurred exactly five years before the day on which Wordsworth dated his poem on the Wye: 13 July 1798. If we look for acts of ‘betrayal’ and ‘dread’ that pursued Wordsworth—as the poem suggests—then this ‘unjust tribunal’, where his French acquaintance was sentenced to death, is what the poet most likely had in mind. What the poem does not voice explicitly is Wordsworth’s fearful sense of his own complicity in revolutionary violence, as a republican partisan if not more overtly through some personal action, or default, by himself. That self-implication surfaces briefly, powerfully, in Book Ten of The Prelude:


       long after the last beat

Of those atrocities (I speak bare truth,

As if to thee alone in private talk)

I scarcely had one night of quiet sleep,

Such ghastly visions had I of despair

And tyranny and implements of death,

And long orations which in dreams I pleaded

Before unjust Tribunals, with a voice

Labouring, a brain confounded, and a sense

Of treachery and desertion in the place

The holiest that I knew of, my own soul.(Prel-13, X. 370–8)



Those ‘ghastly visions’ have the force of things actually done, or witnessed, by Wordsworth himself. It is indeed possible that, for personal and political motives, Wordsworth somehow contrived to return to Paris during the terrible summer and autumn of 1793. Around 1840 he told Thomas Carlyle that he had witnessed the execution of Gorsas, a journalist and Girondin deputy. Gorsas was guillotined on 7 October 1793, and in the margin of his copy of Carlyle’s French Revolution Wordsworth noted tersely: ‘I knew this man’.17

At this moment one ‘mace | Of Reason’ wielded in ‘Salisbury Plain’ could be found in the hefty volumes of William Godwin’s philosophical treatise, Political Justice, published in February 1793. For many young English Jacobins like Wordsworth, the two huge volumes of Godwin’s book appeared to offer a potent alternative to the turmoil that had overset France, by presenting a reassuringly rational argument in favour of human progress. ‘Error’ would be corrected by rational thought alone, without recourse to violent action. For a while, Wordsworth was captivated by Godwin until he realized how thoroughly his philosophy of ‘independent intellect’ had sidelined those other aspects of human nature that found expression in poetry: feeling, intuition, and imagination. The nature of ‘political justice’ would preoccupy Wordsworth over the coming years, particularly in his revisions to ‘Salisbury Plain’ (1795–9), the murderous cooperation of Rivers and Mortimer in his gothic drama The Borderers (1796–7), and in the harrowing tale of the war widow Margaret that forms the narrative of ‘The Ruined Cottage’ (1796–8).

In August 1794 Wordsworth made a visit to the grave of his schoolmaster, William Taylor, at Cartmel Priory in southern Furness. The moment brought back memories of his schooldays, and the physical countenance of the teacher who had encouraged his earliest poems. Afterwards, while crossing the nearby Levens Sands at low tide—it was a short cut in those days—he heard by chance some momentous news from France: Robespierre was dead. Looking back at that moment in The Prelude, Wordsworth described the ‘glee of spirit’ with which he greeted the destruction of this genius of the French Terror. Perhaps he had indeed felt something like that, experiencing a thrill of elation that also threatened a contrary plunge into the depths of despondency. As Wordsworth recalls that moment in The Prelude, the whole passage is braced by an awareness that his feelings of triumph at Robespierre’s demise would soon be overwhelmed by further horrors, just as surely and swiftly as the returning tide would obliterate his footprints. At this moment in London, twelve reformists were awaiting trial on trumped-up charges for seditious libel; among them were Thomas Hardy, a shoemaker; John Horne Tooke, a veteran campaigner for reform; and John Thelwall, poet, lecturer, and a leading firebrand of the reform movement. If found guilty, they could face execution—a dreadful event that some feared might inaugurate a British Terror similar to the events recently witnessed in France.

That autumn Wordsworth sketched a plan for a reformist magazine, ‘The Philanthropist’, in a series of letters to a university friend, William Mathews. ‘I am of that odious class of men called democrats’, he informed his friend, and in 1794 this meant that Wordsworth looked for a reform in Parliament, political rights for Dissenters and Catholics, and an end to the war with France. The ‘Philanthropist’ scheme may have been one motive that led Wordsworth south to London in February 1795, where over the next six months he met prominent reformers in the city. He was frequently in company with William Godwin, and also met William Frend (Coleridge’s tutor at Jesus College); George Dyer, scholar, poet, pamphleteer; Thomas Holcroft, playwright; and possibly Citizen John Thelwall too. Yet, as always with Wordsworth at this time, he was soon ready to travel onwards—and might have attempted to visit his lover Annette and their daughter, as the Morning Post reported: ‘The passage from Dover to Calais is now so completely open, that on Saturday and Yesterday, several Young Gentlemen from Dover took a trip over to visit their acquaintance’.18 In the same columns of The Morning Post was a list of ‘Queries to Mr. Pitt’, addressed to the prime minister:


Is it not a fruitless attempt to the overthrow of the French Republic…?

Is not Peace absolutely necessary to quiet the minds of the People of ENGLAND…?

Is it not prudent to conciliate the People by pacific measures, to prevent any convulsion in the country…?

Should you not…redress the grievances of the People, whose temper is totally changed within the last SIX MONTHS?

What effect do you suppose it will have on the public mind, when the people of England are menaced with Famine, at the time that France will be receiving the benefits of an abundant harvest…?19



These ‘Queries’ tapped into public unrest that would shortly trigger a gun attack on the king’s coach, and within a month of this Morning Post article Wordsworth quitted London and travelled to Bristol. Here he met the poets Coleridge and Robert Southey (1774–1843) for the first time, possibly at merchant John Pinney’s house in Great George Street. By agreement with the Pinneys Wordsworth and his sister Dorothy would stay at their country house, Racedown Lodge near Lyme Regis, Dorset, arriving there at the end of September 1795. Here, living in retirement, Wordsworth was suddenly extraordinarily productive. He embarked on his play The Borderers and began a first version of his narrative poem ‘The Ruined Cottage’, abandoning the hectoring Spenserian verse of ‘Salisbury Plain’ for the less strident cadences of blank verse.20

As we have seen, Wordsworth’s restless wandering in these years was a continuation of the formative dislocations he had experienced with his parents’ early deaths, his various removals to Penrith, Hawkshead, Cambridge, and the disappointing university career that seems to have propelled him across the channel to France. One way of making sense of Wordsworth during these distracted years is to track his tortuous passage from revolutionary enthusiasm, through republicanism, to William Godwin’s rationalist philosophy of Political Justice, and thence to poetry and Lyrical Ballads. To move from a revolution that promised, in Tom Paine’s words, a ‘renovation of the natural order of things’ to poems that would challenge ‘pre-established codes of decision’ can help us understand one possible context for the experimental agenda of Lyrical Ballads. For many years that volume was held to be the ‘beginning’ of English Romanticism, quite unlike anything that had preceded it. And yet the ballad form of ‘The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’ and ‘The Thorn’ and the blank verse of ‘The Nightingale’ point to continuities with earlier traditions, much as ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ developed and deepened aspects of Wordsworth’s first published sonnet. Those connections internal to Wordsworth’s poetic career suggest that, amid the distractions of day-to-day life, he was seeking continuities in his imaginative growth that would, in due course, and with Coleridge’s encouragement, form his principal subject in The Prelude. In that poem, the great political cause of the age, the French Revolution, becomes merely a passing episode in an overarching history of the poet’s mind.

With ‘Salisbury Plain’ Wordsworth had, for a time, entered a poetic (and political) cul-de-sac. The formality of its Spenserian verse, coupled with violently exaggerated language, taught him that a more graceful and various verbal texture might indicate a way forward. In ‘The Ruined Cottage’ he discovered that the tragedy of Margaret’s ‘sore heart-wasting’ after the loss of her husband was most powerfully communicated in poetry of undemonstrative insight, as when the poem’s narrator describes how the woman’s


         voice was low,

Her body was subdued. In every act

Pertaining to her house-affairs appeared

The careless stillness which a thinking mind

Gives to an idle matter—still she sighed,

But yet no motion of the breast was seen,

No heaving of the heart.(RCP, MS.D, 379–85)



Wordsworth has learned from Shakespeare and keys this quietly affecting passage to Cordelia’s loving reticence in King Lear. It was Cordelia who protests to her father that she cannot ‘heave | [Her] heart into her mouth’, as Lear acknowledges in his grief after her death: ‘Her voice was ever soft, | Gentle, and low’ (I. i. 90–1; V. iii. 272–3). Just ten years before, Wordsworth had begun his life as a poet with ‘Dim were my swimming eyes—my pulse beat slow, | And my full heart was swell’d to dear delicious pain’. The ‘careless stillness’ of ‘The Ruined Cottage’ shows us that Wordsworth’s imagination remained alive to the ‘slow pulse’ of that early attempt. We feel Margaret’s ‘full heart’ all the more poignantly because it cannot ‘heave’; it has ‘no motion’, a phrase that Wordsworth would revisit in one of the poems most definitive of his genius:


A slumber did my spirit seal,

I had no human fears:

She seem’d a thing that could not feel

The touch of earthly years.




No motion has she now, no force

She neither hears nor sees

Roll’d round in earth’s diurnal course

With rocks and stones and trees!(LBOP, 164)



In this compact and elegiac ‘Lucy’ poem, written at Goslar in late 1798 or early 1799, Wordsworth requited all the long years of desolating sorrow that Margaret had endured. He does so by evoking a heartfelt lapse, or ‘pause of life’, akin to the experience recounted in his sonnet ‘On seeing Miss Helen Maria Williams weep at a Tale of Distress’.

In June 1797 Wordsworth and his sister welcomed Coleridge to Racedown, visiting from his home at Nether Stowey, Somerset. Together they read with mutual admiration Wordsworth’s ‘Ruined Cottage’, the first two acts of Coleridge’s play Osorio, and passages from The Borderers. At the end of the month Coleridge hastened back to Stowey, returning to Racedown early in July to accompany the Wordsworths to Stowey and their new residence, Alfoxden House, at the nearby hamlet of Holford. With that move across country, the annus mirabilis that would culminate in Lyrical Ballads was under way. News of an unsuccessful French invasion attempt along the coast at Ilfracombe was still fresh, and in July 1797 Citizen John Thelwall would arrive from London. Together Wordsworth, Dorothy, Coleridge, Sara Coleridge, and Thelwall made a ‘most philosophical party’ walking on the Quantock heights. In the Morning Chronicle the ‘Hamburg Mail’ delivered its usual update on French and European affairs: ‘Switzerland itself does not appear to be secure from this Revolutionary spirit, as many discontents and disturbances prevail…The disputes between the Swiss and the French, relative to the navigation of the Lake of Lugano, are not yet settled’.21 That report is a preliminary to the French invasion of Switzerland in nine months’ time, an event Coleridge would mark in ‘France: An Ode’. And the fact that Hamburg’s port was still open and accessible had registered; this would be where Wordsworth, Dorothy, and Coleridge landed in September 1798 en route to eastern Germany.

An elated awareness of landscape, space, and creative excitement suffuses Wordsworth’s poetry from this time, as it does Dorothy Wordsworth’s ‘Alfoxden Journal’. In 1798 Britain and France had been at war for five years, and the poets were not alone in turning away from London and metropolitan politics in quest of somewhere to start over. The Quantock Hills—two days from London by the fastest coach—offered the geographical and psychological sense of remove that encouraged the poets’ experiments with lyrics that offered the alternative insights and renewals of Lyrical Ballads.

But why the Quantock Hills? At a period of political and social unrest the remoteness of the Quantocks might be thought to have offered shelter from political persecution, and the shaded coombs and windswept uplands both nurtured and disciplined composition. This was the landscape Coleridge celebrated in ‘Fears in Solitude’, and, rather than retreating from revolutionary sympathies, both poets had settled in a historical heartland of rebellion—as Coleridge, a Devonshire man, certainly knew. A dozen miles from Nether Stowey was Taunton, a parliamentary stronghold during the Civil War and a centre for Non-conformity with an academy (c.1670–1759) linked to the network of dissent that criss-crossed the country.22 The Duke of Monmouth’s challenge for the throne in 1685 had gathered momentum near Racedown in Dorset, only to meet defeat at ‘sad Sedge-Moor’—Thomas Hardy’s phrase.23 Hundreds were executed in Judge Jeffreys’s ‘bloody assizes’ that followed. When the French planned their invasion attempt in 1797, they targeted a remote area of the Somerset coast—possibly anticipating a welcome from locals whose forebears had experienced murderous retribution.24 Certainly Coleridge and Wordsworth found a like-minded friend in Thomas Poole, the tanner of Nether Stowey who had founded a poor man’s club in the village (Poole’s enemies thought of this club as his ‘private army’). For the poets, moving to Somerset was less of an escape from the dangers of London and Bristol than a homecoming in a provincial landscape long associated with a principled spirit of independence. The geopolitical history of the West Country was unquestionably a factor in the Home Office decision to dispatch a spy—Coleridge’s ‘Spy Nosy’—to report on the ‘nest of democrats’ at Alfoxden. He followed in Thelwall’s footsteps, arriving at Stowey on 15 August 1797, and swiftly established that the ‘democrats’ were not French insurgents.25

November of 1797 saw the Wordsworths and Coleridge make a long walking tour to Watchet and Dulverton, during which they projected a poem that became ‘The Ancyent Marinere’. Around this time, too, was formed the plan for the collaborative volume that was eventually published as Lyrical Ballads (1798). Early in the following year Wordsworth—urged on by Coleridge—first started to develop his ideas for ‘The Recluse’. He was also at work on ‘The Ruined Cottage’, ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’, and a study of the hardships occasioned by the war that became ‘The Discharged Soldier’. This astonishingly productive spring of 1798 saw Wordsworth compose ‘Goody Blake and Harry Gill’, ‘Complaint of a Forsaken Indian Woman’, ‘The Idiot Boy’, ‘The Last of the Flock’, ‘We are Seven’, ‘Simon Lee’, ‘Lines Written in Early Spring’, ‘Anecdote for Fathers’, a first version of his comic ballad Peter Bell, and ‘The Thorn’. At a time when the madness of King George III meant that King Lear was not staged, Wordsworth’s poems were populated with outcasts that could have been encountered in the world of Shakespeare’s play: the old, the sick, the poor, and the insane—all of these ‘wand’ring wretches’ find voices in Wordsworth’s poems.26

Around 20 May, William Hazlitt, son of the dissenting minister at Wem, Shropshire, visited Nether Stowey and Alfoxden and read some of the poems destined for Lyrical Ballads. Recalling that moment in later years, Hazlitt said that

the sense of a new style and a new spirit in poetry came over me… It had to me something of the effect that arises from the turning up of the fresh soil, or of the first welcome breath of Spring… Coleridge and myself walked back to Stowey that evening, and his voice sounded…as we passed through echoing grove, by fairy stream or waterfall, gleaming in the summer moonlight.27

Moonlit in hindsight, Hazlitt’s ‘First Acquaintance with Poets’ was grounded in substantial stuff—the ‘turning up of fresh soil’ just a few miles from King Alfred’s stronghold at Athelney—from where he set out to defeat the Viking invaders. It was King Alfred’s spirit of English liberty and independence that Wordsworth and Coleridge captured in Lyrical Ballads, and, especially, in the book’s concluding poem.

‘Tintern Abbey’ (or, ‘On revisiting the Wye’, as Wordsworth more pertinently called it) was composed during a four-day walking tour with his sister up the Wye Valley, 10–14 July 1798. Although it was composed ‘on location’ Wordsworth’s poem does not describe an actual landscape, but a landscape of the mind to which various features are summoned for the purposes of poetry:


Five years have passed; five summers, with the length

Of five long winters! And again I hear

These waters, rolling from their mountain-springs

With a sweet inland murmur.—Once again

Do I behold these steep and lofty cliffs,

Which on a wild secluded scene impress

Thoughts of more deep seclusion; and connect

The landscape with the quiet of the sky.

The day is come when I again repose

Here, under this dark sycamore, and view

These plots of cottage-ground, these orchard-tufts,

Which, at this season, with their unripe fruits,

Among the woods and copses lose themselves,

Nor, with their green and simple hue, disturb

The wild green landscape. Once again I see

These hedge-rows, hardly hedge-rows, little lines

Of sportive wood run wild; these pastoral farms

Green to the very door; and wreathes of smoke

Sent up, in silence, from among the trees,

And the low copses—coming from the trees

With some uncertain notice, as might seem,

Of vagrant dwellers in the houseless woods,

Or of some hermit’s cave, where by his fire

The hermit sits alone.(LBOP, 1–24)



‘[A]‌gain I hear’, ‘Once again | Do I’, ‘I again repose’, ‘Once again I see’—the mood is affirmative, responding to a moment of recognition and completion that, in retrospect, can be seen to mark the close of the annus mirabilis that began in July 1797. In these twenty-four lines there are five sentences, and we can sense Wordsworth’s mounting confidence by the simple expedient of a line count for each sentence: the sequence runs 1.5, 2, 4.5, 7, and, finally, 9. As he composes, he finds he has more to compose; what he has just said seems immediately to call for further amplification. Only nine of the twenty-four lines are end-stopped, and punctuation inside the lines lends a gentle counterpoint to the onward iambic flow of verse. We’re aware of the poetry’s understated permissions and resistances, as if attuning itself to Wordsworth’s jagged swings of temper in previous years, and insinuating a more regular, moderated rhythm. Repetitions also contribute to this process of verbal regulation—‘Five…five…five’; ‘secluded…seclusion’; ‘These…these’; ‘green…green…Green’; ‘hedge-rows, hardly hedgerows’; ‘wild…wild’; ‘trees…trees’. The effect of all of this is to underline how ‘changed indeed’ Wordsworth was from the time of his first visit to the Wye in 1793.

What Wordsworth’s blank verse does not allow us to hear is the aggressive voice of an earlier poem such as ‘Salisbury Plain’: ‘Heroes of Truth pursue your march, uptear | Th’Oppressor’s dungeon from its deepest base’ (‘Salisbury Plain’, SPP, 541–2). By 13 July 1798 this ear-splitting rhetoric has been succeeded, in ‘On revisiting the Wye’, by a more reticent but no less explicit manifesto—hear, behold, think, connect—concerted by various verbal and rhythmic patterns. Instead of ‘uptearing’, the game now is to discern relationship, to establish links between past, present and future. From the outset we are made aware that this poem celebrates a revisit, a return—but a revisit and return to what? There is nothing that links the poem’s landscape—‘this dark sycamore’, ‘these orchard tufts’—with the actuality of the Wye Valley in July 1798 either at or above Tintern, and, as we are constantly reminded, Tintern Abbey itself does not appear in the poem. So what was Wordsworth revisiting on the banks of the Wye?

In ‘On revisiting the Wye’, Wordsworth composed a poem on revisiting a place that was not a place; he could recognize it, he could hear it, although it was not a location in any conventional topographical sense. The poem’s full title in Lyrical Ballads (1798) is suggestive:


LINES

WRITTEN A FEW MILES ABOVE

TINTERN ABBEY,

ON REVISITING THE BANKS OF THE WYE DURING

A TOUR,

July 13, 1798.



When Wordsworth’s readers saw this on page 201 of the volume, they would also have been aware that on the same page was a footnote to the poem’s fourth line: ‘The river is not affected by the tides a few miles above Tintern’. That phrase ‘a few miles above Tintern’ has perplexed many readers, keen to locate where exactly Wordsworth had stood. What Wordsworth gestures to, however, is the invisible point at which the salty tidal seawater, with all its fretful associations of change, met the ‘inland murmur’ of the river where—as with the River Derwent behind his childhood home at Cockermouth—the steadiness of its flow is ‘not affected’ by the tides. The phrase ‘not affected’ points us to that elusive threshold where the tide no longer has any physical influence and, in a stroke of genius, also suggests how that other river—the river of the poet’s mind—is no longer ‘affected’ and unsettled in thought or feeling. What we are invited to contemplate is a location that has no topographical presence; a moment simultaneously within and outside time; and a ‘pause of life’ that is true to the experience related in his sonnet on Helen Maria Williams:


     —that serene and blessed mood,

In which the affections gently lead us on,

Until, the breath of this corporeal frame,

And even the motion of our human blood

Almost suspended, we are laid asleep

In body, and become a living soul (LBOP, 42–7).



As the ‘affections gently lead us on’, Wordsworth gives full articulation to the mysterious feelings he had tentatively approached in his first published poem.28

The poetics of his poem ‘On revisiting the Wye’—its language, versification, and rhythms—are conscious of a changeful universe manifest in bright then bloody events in France; in painful extremities of thought and feeling; and in the restless, rootless travelling characteristic of Wordsworth’s early life. Accompanying those public and personal histories were more subtle revolutions as years and seasons turned, and tides unceasingly ebbed and flowed. All of these experiences were summarized by John Keats as a process of ‘sharpening one’s vision’ and ‘convincing ones nerves that the World is full of Misery and Heartbreak, Pain, Sickness and oppression’. ‘To this point’, Keats speculated, ‘was Wordsworth come, as far as I can conceive when he wrote “Tintern Abbey”’. In the same letter he tells his friend John Hamilton Reynolds, ‘We are now in that state—We feel the “burden of the Mystery”’.29 In that moment of fellow-feeling Keats acknowledged that his own life as a poet had begun, like Wordsworth’s, with the tragic loss of both of his parents—a fact that Keats may have heard from Wordsworth himself when they met in London in December of 1817. In his poem on the Wye, Wordsworth had embarked on the autobiographic poetry that would lead into his first version of The Prelude, begun in Germany over the winter of 1798–9, and the longer, more elaborate versions of the poem that he wrote in later years. He had also written the poem against which John Keats would measure his own achievement, as he too sought to banish the ‘weariness, the fever, and the fret’ in a poem that, like ‘Tintern Abbey’, is ‘Green to the very door’: ‘Ode to a Nightingale’.
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CHAPTER 2

WORDSWORTH’S DOMESTIC LIFE, 1800–1850

K. E. SMITH

I

WILLIAM and Dorothy Wordsworth’s settlement at Grasmere in December 1799 fulfilled an ideal with its origins in William’s boyhood. Looking down on lake and village, he had then said to himself ‘“What happy fortune were it here to live”’ (HG, 11), and soon after settling in he would celebrate that fortune more fully:


And now ’tis mine, perchance for life, dear Vale,

Beloved Grasmere (let the Wandering streams

Take up, the cloud-capped hills repeat the name),

One of thy lowly Dwellings is my Home.(HG, 56–9)



What the boy could not have envisaged was the precise significance such a ‘lowly Dwelling’ as Dove Cottage, then still the Dove and Olive Branch inn, would have for his older self. Even though he and Dorothy had formed households elsewhere for four or five years this cottage ‘which would have fitted into any one floor at Racedown and Alfoxden…damp, gloomy and unfurnished’ was their first real home (Gill, Life, 179). That it stood beside the (then) main road from Keswick to Ambleside ensured it would also be the source of much passing human variety and interest.

Hence it was much more than a base for discovering the nearby mountains, lakes, and dales, though it crucially was that too. It was a place to be made their own, to be restored to an ideal vision—on the one hand, with its hard-worked garden, a self-sufficient economy like that of a Lakeland small farmer or Statesman and on the other a more self-conscious rural idyll like that of Paul et Virginie.1 This paradoxical combination is articulated in Dorothy’s Grasmere Journals of 1800–3, which she started on 14 May ‘because I will not quarrel with myself, & because I shall give Wm pleasure by it when he comes home again’ (DWJ, 1). There were days of hard work on house and garden, shared with sailor-brother John Wordsworth who stayed with them from January until September 1800 while awaiting his next voyage. The house was warmed and cleaned and the garden cleared, extended, and walled for a good selection of vegetables. To side and rear an orchard and small summer-house would provide a retreat from labour and a view across the lake to Silver How. Yet as spring wore on, more and more opportunities were taken to walk, with no other limit than nightfall to curb ramblings. In a crucial act of linking the place with his domestic circle, William started his ‘Poems on the Naming of Places’, beginning with ‘To M[ary] H[utchinson]’ composed before the end of 1799.

In these first Grasmere years we see Wordsworth’s poetry and his domestic life at their most intertwined. Dorothy’s Grasmere journal both records and stimulates this interaction:

William began to write the poem of the Celandine. I wrote to Mary H—sitting on the fur gown. Walked backwards & and forwards with William—he repeated his poem to me. …After dinner we took up the fur gown into the Hollins above. …We spread the gown put on each a cloak & there we lay. …It is a blessed place (DWJ, 93).

That there is an intimate relationship between the writings of brother and sister has long been acknowledged. Rather than seeing Dorothy’s journal as merely observational material for imaginative vision or the journal as the source of vivid perceptions which the poet then ‘translated’ into verse, it makes more sense to see brother and sister as engaged on a mutual journey of exploration. Thus in the case of the Leech-Gatherer, William and Dorothy met him on 26 September 1800 but Dorothy did not write down her description until 3 October under ‘N.B.’, suggesting an agreed aide-memoire for William. It would then be eighteen months before she noted on 4 May 1802 that he wrote ‘The Leech-Gatherer’, later ‘Resolution and Independence’: neither the sharp portrayal of the journal with its biographical and socio-economic detail nor the dream-like encounter of poet and monitory old man can be reduced to the other. They are distinct yet complementary.

This mutuality extends to the deeper psychological motivations of their joint productivity. Of course we can easily and validly study one or other of the Wordsworths’ work in its own terms as driven by a personal need to celebrate the world around them, but to consider them together is to see how, in different ways, each was offering something unique to the other. Thus Frances Wilson has seen Dorothy’s journal as declaring her continued indispensability to William in the lead-up to his marriage with Mary Hutchinson. Equally, she construes the sudden outpouring of short, celebratory bird and flower poems of spring 1802 as William’s offering Dorothy a permanent record of the shared experiences of nature so precious to both—whether they focus on the present in which ‘This plot of Orchard-ground is ours; | My trees they are, my Sister’s flowers’ (‘To a Butterfly’, CP2V, 216, ll. 10–11) or hark back to the earliest Cockermouth period: ‘She gave me eyes, she gave me ears; | And humble cares and delicate fears’ (‘The Sparrow’s Nest’, CP2V, 213, ll. 17–18).2

Yet these years of intense brother-sister communion were never exclusively that. Socially, one might see Grasmere as the opposite of Goslar, where they had been driven in on each other’s company by social and cultural isolation. Here, by contrast, extended stays first by John and then by Mary were interwoven by contact with Coleridge, resident at Greta Hall from July 1800 onwards and all too happy to escape his domestic discords.3 Nor should we forget recurrent encounters with servants, other village folk, or itinerants along the road outside their door—all of whom would further people Dorothy’s journal and offer an ever-widening social typology for William. Any sense of ‘isolation’ for the Wordsworths was merely the lack of urban conveniences such as salon conversation, theatres, art galleries, bookshops and the like. Those who believe that the relationship between brother and sister was over-exclusive need to take account of their joint propensity to welcome all visitors.

We should also beware of drawing too absolute a line between the early years at Dove Cottage and those following William’s marriage to Mary in the autumn of 1802. Momentous as the change would be for Dorothy in particular—we recall her not being able to attend the wedding, giving up her journal soon afterwards, moving beds to allow the couple the best room in Dove Cottage and seeing Mary as the new centre of the Wordsworth household—closer scrutiny suggests the upheaval was not quite so absolute for Dorothy as these undoubtedly stressful changes might suggest. Even back in 1799–1800, when William had declared that he had no plans to marry, Dorothy could hardly have thought that this would never happen.4 It was natural to anticipate that, should a new Lord Lowther settle the old lord’s long-standing debts to the Wordsworth family, then William would feel able to marry Mary. In the event, the inhabitants of Dove Cottage did not wait for this restitution to occur. Already, William and Mary had become engaged in February 1802, three months before the death of the elder Lord Lowther. Both the engagement and the subsequent marriage in October were eased by Dorothy’s formally articulating her intention to be financially independent of William.5 Difficult as that step may have been, it was not an isolated decision. Dorothy worked actively to facilitate the marriage through the Dove Cottage years by keeping in contact with Annette Vallon and supported William in the necessary pre-nuptial journey to France, during the Peace of Amiens in summer 1802, to see her and William’s child Caroline—and presumably to make an emotional and financial settlement with them.

Even before Mary’s arrival those two years of apparent timelessness at Dove Cottage were being taken up for William into a deeper sense of time passing. There were questions he needed to address, even though he would not answer them for another two years. In spring 1802 he had already started what would become his great ‘Ode’ (the sub-title ‘Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood’ would be added in 1815) where he would question the relationship between this adult domestic idyll and the lonely exaltations of his boyhood: ‘Whither is fled the visionary gleam? | Where is it now, the glory and the dream?’ (CP2V, 272, ll. 56–7). It is striking not how much but how little Mary’s arrival at Dove Cottage changed the pattern of life for its inhabitants. If Dorothy had both moved rooms and moved off-centre in William’s life much of the daily mix—flexible rising and sleeping, unforced socialization, mainly female chores, and William’s writing—continued. This relative stability was no accident: Mary was both a great facilitator of other human beings in general and intensely knowledgeable about William and Dorothy’s domestic ménage in particular. Already, in the previous decade at Racedown, the two women had kept house together for six months. Other aspects of their previous lives pulled them closer together. Mary was very similar in family, social, and cultural background to Dorothy, even to her early orphaning, and they were long-standing personal friends. The calm of the one and the volatility of the other made for complementarity rather than conflict.

This did not mean the relationship of brother and sister could now be taken for granted. That in 1803, soon after Mary had given birth to her first child John, the trio of William, Dorothy, and Coleridge set off for a tour of Scotland lasting six weeks suggests that the old ways of brother and sister wandering long distances and seeking out wild nature together had not passed. It was true that hopes of restoring the Alfoxden three-in-one would be short-lived, as Coleridge took off alone for a speeded-up version of the Scottish tour. But the haunting images of Wordsworthian solitariness and sublime landscapes in both Dorothy’s Recollections and William’s poems are evidence that this special sphere of brother and sister remained as strong as ever in its changed context. Yet the relationship was now part of a larger whole which both contained and sustained it. This new equipoise, which surely owed much to the generosity and stability of Mary, would enable William to expand and update The Prelude during 1804 and early 1805—he was now strong enough to deal with the tumultuous conflicts of his early adulthood. Doubtless this new integration of his life also helped him answer the question which the beginning of the ‘Immortality’ ode had first raised two years before. Completing the ‘Ode’ in 1804, he would emphasize the centrality to his mature work of intimate relationships, of ‘the human heart by which we live | Its tenderness, its joys and fears’ (CP2V, 277, ll. 201–2). 6

Yet the relationships of William, Mary, and Dorothy would now be changed utterly by the loss and gain of other lives. The lost life, in February 1805, was that of John Wordsworth, drowned when his ship The Earl of Abergavenny went down off Portland Bill. It was the first time that family mortality had broken in on their adult lives and there was the general sense, despite William and Dorothy not having seen John since September 1802 and Mary not since 1800, that ‘the set is now broken’.7 But for each individual John’s death cut deep in different ways. His strong, quiet personality had helped anchor the more volatile spirits of William and Dorothy but Mary would also recall John’s words after learning of Mary’s engagement to William: ‘But what ever fate Befal me I shall love [thee] to the last and bear thy memory with me to the grave’.8 The very fact that all three adults at Dove Cottage felt an equality of grief meant that there could be comfort in open sharing. As Dorothy frankly wrote to Jane Marshall (Pollard), her oldest friend from Halifax days,

John used to walk with her [Mary] every where, and they were exceedingly attached to each other—so my poor Sister mourns with us, not merely as we have lost one of the family who was so dear to William and me, but from tender love of John and an intimate knowledge of his virtues. …I trust our hearts will be mended by what we know of his.9

II

The new lives, those of Mary and William’s five children, John, Dorothy (Dora), Thomas, Catherine and William (Willy), born at Dove Cottage and Allan Bank between 1803 and 1810, would change family dynamics even more radically. This was patently true for Mary, on whom the main burden of childcare lay. But it was also true for Dorothy, who could be seen as a reliable child-carer when William and Mary ventured away from home for significant periods. This capacity of William and/or Mary to be absent would be increased with the arrival for long stays, and then from 1805–6 more permanently, of Mary’s sister Sara. There were real advantages for each of the three women at Dove Cottage in shared burdens and amenable company—most self-evident for the children’s mother but also for Dorothy, no longer required to be the sole back-stop caregiver. For Sara the benefits might seem less obvious, but a secure position and much-appreciated role for a woman whose acknowledged admirer, Coleridge, was married with children and a man of volatile moods struggling with addiction, was not an unenviable one.

This Wordsworth ménage was not so unusual amongst the gentry and middle classes of the time. In particular, unmarried sisters and sisters-in-law would tend to gravitate towards a settled and secure household with children to care for. (A quite different but comparable pattern is provided by the gathering of married sisters at Southey’s ‘Aunt Hill’ in Keswick.) At Dove Cottage sharing in the responsibility for childcare would be balanced by a constant fund of female friendship—and notably non-competitive companionship with the male head of the household. Flexible movement around the extended family would be facilitated, so that in the Wordsworth case, Dorothy, Sara, and Mary herself could not only expect intensive childcare duties but also extended stays away from the children. Financial arrangements could of course vary, but it is notable that both Dorothy and Sara had their own independent incomes and this should warn us against stereotypes of dependency on patriarchal power.10 In the case of the Wordsworth household Dorothy and Sara also had their own political involvement and in later years were arguably more fervently in the Tory camp than William himself.

However, it is always important to recall both that the Wordsworth household was a joint enterprise and that it was never closed in on itself. A Grasmere tragedy in early 1808 demonstrated how this joint involvement in the community, with its various adult members contributing in their individual ways, could work. In Stephen Gill’s pithy summary: ‘On the night of 19 March George and Sarah Green, two very poor cottagers, died on the snow-covered fells between Langdale and their home in Easedale. Eight children under 16 had to be cared for, one, Sally, already being in service with the Wordsworths’ (Gill, Life, 264). The involvement of the adult Wordsworths was equal and complementary: William organizing behind the scenes with an appeal to well-off friends, Dorothy writing her moving account A Narrative Concerning George and Sarah Green to raise funds, and Mary heading a committee of local ladies distributing those funds. The plight of the orphaned children brought out what was most generous and community-minded in the early-orphaned inhabitants of Dove Cottage.

Increasingly at this time William’s dominant concern was to be the breadwinner of an ever-larger household. The much-expanded Lyrical Ballads, with Wordsworth now very much at its centre, had been encouragingly successful, running into four editions by 1805. So, until the publication of the commercially unsuccessful Poems in Two Volumes of 1807, arguably marking the nadir of his reception amongst reviewers, it might reasonably have been hoped that the family would be supported by William’s poetry plus the Lonsdale restitution.11 Thereafter, though, it would increasingly be more realistic for him to aim for a government post, an aim which would eventually crystallize round the Distributorship of Stamps for Westmorland. But there were other domestic factors too which cannot have helped his focus on his own work. By 1807–8 Dove Cottage—with its four adults, four children and two day-servants—must have felt intensely crowded. Indeed one might argue that his facility for extensive oral composition on his walks would now be rather more than a remarkable facility and instead something of a practical necessity.

The move at the end of 1808 to the much more spacious Allan Bank, north-west of Grasmere, would solve these problems of overcrowding, though it would bring new ones in its wake. Practically, the badly-smoking chimneys would prove far more than the passing irritation they might sound—they would cause significant problems of heating, of keeping the house clean, and not least of ill-health (the smoky air having a particular effect on the children). Secondly, added room meant added encouragement not only to visitors but (the Wordsworths being nothing if not hospitable) to longer-term residents in the persons of Coleridge and, at weekends, his two sons Hartley and Derwent. Pleasant as the boys’ company was, the increasingly idiosyncratic timetable and eating habits of Coleridge must have added to the burdens on the women of the household. As Dorothy noted, they were ‘regularly thirteen in family, and on Saturdays and Sundays 15’.12 William, now with a (relatively smoke-free) study, continued to be productive, revising his most ambitious narrative poem, the Elizabethan White Doe of Rylstone and, at the opposite pole of his experience, composing his large-scale political pamphlet The Convention of Cintra. Not least, he had written what would turn out to be a first draft of his seminal Guide to the Lakes. That Coleridge, despite his difficulties, was productively engaged on his journal The Friend at this time must have made for a sense of real creative impetus in these years at Allan Bank following the so-called ‘great decade’ of Wordsworth’s poetry.

However, the pressure of personal events would leave the years 1810–12 singularly free of poetry-writing. Friendship with Coleridge, under strain for years, would suffer a severe fissure in late 1810 from which recovery would be time-consuming and partial. Furthermore, William and Mary would be much separated from each other in 1810 and 1812 by prolonged individual visits away from Grasmere (in May 1811 they had moved from Allan Bank to Grasmere Rectory, which unfortunately meant exchanging smoky cold for irremediable damp). Painful and disruptive of William’s poetry as these separations were, they nevertheless produced letters in which William and Mary expressed their love and longing for each other, letters which in relatively recent times have done much to change the previously austere image of their middle-aged selves. These letters of 1810 and 1812 provide us with the most intense and, in retrospect, poignant expressions of their domestic affections, revealing a passionate dimension to their relationship which had not been suspected of this mid-life period. William found the separation from Mary unexpectedly painful:

For my soul demands such Letters [as yours], they seem to unite me to you person and spirit body and soul, in the privacy of sacred retirement, spite of the distance that separates us. O Dear and honoured Woman how blessed has been my lot! and how could I either long to live or lay down my life for thee even as it should please God to appoint!13

If Mary shows surprise at the directness and intensity of those reaffirmations of love she nevertheless reciprocates them fully:

It is not in my power to tell thee how I have been affected by this dearest of all letters—it was so unexpected—so new a thing to see the breathing of thy inmost heart upon paper that I was quite overpowered, and now that I sit down to answer thee in the loneliness and depth of that love which unites us and which cannot be felt but by ourselves, I am so agitated and my eyes are so bedimmed that I scarcely know how to proceed.14

Unexpectedly—William had vowed that such prolonged absence could not be allowed to happen again—the experience of prolonged separation was repeated in the spring of 1812. This time Mary was staying with Hutchinson relatives at Hindwell in Radnorshire, while William was in London sorting out the long-smouldering row with Coleridge. Their correspondence, though equally ardent and equally expansive—the desire of husband and wife to share the mundane details of their lives being as notable as their need to convey the depth of their love—is overshadowed for the reader by the knowledge that little Catherine Wordsworth, not yet four years old, would die on 4 June. Mary and William were pouring out to each other their deepest concerns, including those for their children, while Catherine already lay dead.

Later in the year, a second and even more unexpected tragedy would strike the Wordsworths when their second son, the bright little Thomas, who had been his mother’s constant companion at Hindwell when Catherine died, himself died on 1 December. For William his grief seemed almost beyond description. To Southey he wrote: ‘For myself dear Southey I dare not say what state of mind I am in; I loved the Boy with the utmost love of which my soul is capable, and he is taken from me—yet in the agony of my spirit in surrendering such a treasure I feel a thousand times richer than if I had never possessed it’.15 Yet there were huge resources of strength he could draw on in terms of his commitment to his wife, sister and three surviving children John, Dora, and William. Poetry could not come to his immediate aid, unsurprisingly for one who wrote of ‘emotion recollected in tranquillity’. Eventually, though, the presence of Catherine would return to haunt some of his finest sonnets, such as ‘Surprized by joy’ and ‘Whence that low voice?’, as well as his poem ‘Maternal Grief’, in blank verse.

In the short run, his main task (and perhaps best self-support) was comforting Mary, guilt-ridden at her absence from Catherine’s final illness and stunned that her comfort and companion Thomas could also be taken from her. Most of Mary’s surviving letters, which come from later years, show her resilience and capacity to care for those around her. Yet stray comments remind us that for her too glad confident morning had passed with the death of two of her children in 1812. Whether such optimistic expressions of passionate love ever passed between William and Mary again we might question. Yet the letters of 1810 and 1812 were kept safe by Mary, so we can infer that for her overwhelming grief did not invalidate the joyful outpourings which had preceded it.

III

The move from Grasmere Rectory, with its view of the children’s graves, to Rydal Mount in 1813 was important in two ways that were very different and yet interlocked with each other. In social terms, as not only the Wordsworths but everyone they knew noted, it was a final step away from the bohemianism of the early Dove Cottage years towards a more established, middle-class lifestyle. The handsome, expanded farmhouse on the hill was not only a spacious and well-situated family residence but also home to government business and a resident clerk, John Carter, assisting William’s new role as Distributor of Stamps for Westmorland. The change was manifest in the material conditions of daily life as Dorothy registered by her emphatic reporting of ‘a Turkey!!!! Carpet’16, but also in the need to entertain, and be entertained by, the local gentry. All this, fairly or no, might be fitted with those accounts of William’s development which would stress inspiration as being sapped by social convention and obligation to the government of the day.

Yet there were deeper, more positive aspects to the move to Rydal. The temporary habitations, the tragic losses and the increasing economic worries about his family’s future had already taken a major toll on William’s creativity. Now many of those pressures were behind him (and of course behind Mary, Dorothy, and Sara whose greater security ministered so much to his own). It was true that the first year at Rydal would be more taken up with business and polite sociability than with fresh poetic creation. Yet the new settlement undoubtedly stood behind his confidence in publishing The Excursion as a large portion of ‘The Recluse’ (with more promised) in 1814 and the extensive collection of 1815, his first for eight years and the one which inaugurated his ultimate classification of his poems, followed by the separate publication of The White Doe of Rylstone. It was true that most of this writing predated the move to Rydal Mount, but given William’s previously increasing reluctance to publish at all, we do have to thank this move for the fact that, with the obvious exception of The Prelude, most of his mature work was now before the public (Peter Bell and The Waggoner would follow in 1819). Since his public reputation thus became much more widely established, Wordsworthians owe some thanks to the domestic harmony of Rydal Mount and the Distributorship of Stamps which underpinned it.

Given that the next two decades arguably constitute the most settled period of Wordsworth’s adult life, this seems a good opportunity to draw back for extended reflection on the larger significance for his work of his domestic ménage more generally. Could the effect on his inspiration of all this unstinting female support be at least as much deleterious as benign? Was complacency setting in? As early as late 1803 Coleridge had worried about the consequences for a Wordsworth who lived ‘wholly among Devotees’ if ‘a film should rise, and thicken on his moral eye’, while over a decade later Henry Crabb Robinson would write in much more friendly fashion to Lamb that ‘he never saw a man so happy in three wives as Mr. Wordsworth is’.17 No observer is without bias, of course, and an unhappily-married man and a comfortable bachelor would bring their own distorting lenses to their verdicts.

Still, doubts remain: insofar as William’s inspirations declined through these years, were the claustrophobic ties of his domestic life partly instrumental in this decline? There are several counter-arguments. For one thing, this domestic household of Rydal Mount was not a world apart but the hub of an almost clan-like network, including numerous Wordsworths, Hutchinsons and Monkmans, between whose households the extended family was in regular circulation. And this is not the whole story, since the children of both Coleridge and Southey at Greta Hall would become part of the large, and notably inter-generational, network of emotional and financial interactions: where did family end and friendship begin between young women as intimate and interactive as Dora Wordsworth, Bertha Southey, and Sara Coleridge? The roots of any creative problem with this wide, interwoven family life were not so much external as internal to William. After all, who could have been more helpful in copying out his work or more insistent in their attempts to get him to proceed with his magnum opus ‘The Recluse’ than Mary, Sara, and Dorothy? Dorothy, in correspondence with Robinson, discussed her doubts and positive proposals on his later publishing policy with forensic precision.18 Few poets can have received more support on these two vital fronts of pursuing their deepest imaginings on the one hand and furthering their reputation in the world at large on the other.

If William, beyond the very real demands of a distributorship that was no sinecure, was distracted from his great project then it was at least partly through the competition of other, deeply-considered ethical priorities. On the one hand, he never contemplated distancing himself in aesthetic seclusion or patriarchal distance from the extended family’s triumphs and tragedies. On the other, his interest and involvement in politics was deep and time-consuming, particularly but not only around the Convention of Cintra in 1808–9 and the Westmorland election of 1818. It is perhaps more remarkable that he achieved what he did in the aftermath of these events—in terms of sonnets, ballads, elegies and blank verse fragments—than that he failed to complete ‘The Recluse’. Wordsworth was not unproductive during the period 1815–35, as a string of works from the Ecclesiastical Sonnets through to the extensive ‘Memorials’ of his various tours will suggest. Nor was it the case that he had lost his ability to operate at the highest level as many brilliant individual sonnets, the haunting Bruges poems of 1821 and 1828, ‘Yarrow Revisited’, and the ‘Extempore Effusion upon the Death of James Hogg’ show. It was rather the proportion of such ‘pure Wordsworth’ to more pedestrian work that had altered.

However stable William’s support network had been over the previous two decades any sense of an unchanging female bulwark was undermined between 1829 and 1835. In the former year Dorothy who, despite minor ailments, had remained an intrepid traveller throughout her middle years, became seriously ill for the first time while looking after her nephew John Wordsworth at his parsonage in Leicestershire. Yet if her walking energy was now much diminished, she remained a lively correspondent and created some of her most memorable poetry in the next few years. Much worse, though, was to follow for the Wordsworth household when in 1835 Sara Hutchinson died quite suddenly. Commonsensical and robust, she had provided William with the sharp, intelligent company he needed—Mary being so busy keeping house, children and William on an even keel and Dorothy as needy of William as she was supportive of him. Whether or no William was right in attributing so much of Dorothy’s collapse into semi-dementia to Sara’s death (‘her mind received a shock upon the death of Miss Hutchinson from which it has never recovered’), we can hardly doubt that in Dorothy’s sensitive state the shock must have been severe.19 Whatever the causal pattern, William had lost within a year both Sara and the mind of Dorothy with which he had communed so intimately.

IV

From the mid-1830s the ageing, if still-fit, William carried increasing burdens on every front except the central one of Mary’s unswerving love and support. The sequence of deaths which he faced is itself a daunting list: Scott, Coleridge, Lamb, and of course Sara Hutchinson amongst his intimates, as well as old friends William Calvert, James Losh, John Fleming, Richard Sharp, and Robert Jones. Nor should we forget his self-imposed duty of care for Dorothy. It is therefore not surprising that the relative ‘silver age’ of his poetic creativity that had stretched through to the ‘Extempore Effusion’ of 1835 was now behind him. Yet he was not poetically idle. During the next seven years he would work further on The Prelude, arrange his poems for the six-volume edition of 1837 and then rescue the poems of his early radical manhood (‘Salisbury Plain’, now Guilt and Sorrow, and The Borderers) from oblivion. In the context of this fidelity to his early radical work, it is less surprising that at this time he welcomed the dust-covered radical Thomas Cooper at Rydal Mount, and declared to him that the Chartists were justified in their aspirations if not their methods.

To a degree which might not have been expected at this stage of life, the futures of his three surviving children still preoccupied him. His elder son John, put through schooling and university with difficulty and special pleading on his father’s part, was at last an ordained Anglican priest; but his one surprising personal initiative—his wooing of Isobel, heiress to the Curwen coal fortune—had resulted in an unhappy family life, causing emotional and practical burdens for his parents. By 1845 it was clear that John’s life, with a wife who had effectively separated herself to live in Italy with their children, was in crisis. After the deaths of the youngest son Edward in December of that year and the return of the other children to England the elderly grandparents at Rydal Mount would become part-time caregivers for the surviving grandchildren—a duty gladly borne which may also have lessened their time to worry about events beyond their control.

Simultaneously their younger son Willy, genial and well-meaning, posed problems of a different kind. In his mid-twenties his mother was still writing letters to him that Gill aptly characterizes as sounding as if written to an adolescent rather than a young man (Gill, Life, 400–1). What career could be found for him? That the answer would eventually lie in taking over his father’s Stamp Distributorships should not make us forget the years of parental anxiety and uncertainty which preceded that resolution. That his life at last took a viable shape which enabled marriage and a family was in large measure due to his father’s lobbying efforts. He would first take over the Distributorship of Stamps for Carlisle, and eventually succeed his father as Distributor for the rest of Cumberland and Westmorland. At least in one direction stability would be achieved.

Dora, attractive, vivacious, and intelligent, appeared equally a problem to her father, though this time through no fault of her own. Her indifferent health and her father’s neediness—particularly as others around him died or faltered—meant that her possible marriage became a source of tension for William. If still the light of her father’s life, she was now in her thirties and contrasting her unfulfilled aspirations with those of her closest friends Bertha Southey and Sara Coleridge, now long-since married. For some years, she had had an understanding with Edward Quillinan, a widower with long-standing obligations to the Wordsworths. William’s opposition to the match with Quillinan was not entirely irrational. It was reasonable to doubt whether Quillinan had the means to support a wife and Dora’s physical frailty further suggested caution. Yet there is strong reason to think that her low spirits and some of her health problems had to do with the thwarting of her wish to marry. Certainly, a sober observer and good friend such as Isabella Fenwick was convinced that William’s position was untenable. Eventually, he accepted the inevitable and the marriage took place at Bath on 11 May 1841. If there was irony in his not feeling able to attend the wedding any more than Dorothy had felt able to attend his own, there was also goodwill in his generous financial settlement for Dora’s lifetime and in his sending the couple off on a tour of his old haunts in Dorset and the Quantocks.

Dora’s marriage was generally a success (it was hardly her husband’s fault if she missed the securities of Rydal Mount) but a sadly short-lived one. After nursing her dying cousin ‘Keswick John’ Wordsworth, son of William’s eldest brother Richard, she herself contracted tuberculosis and died after prolonged illness in 1847. This time William’s spirits could not fully recover, as his recurrent tears would outwardly confirm. Unlike the earlier deaths of brother John and his two children in 1812, there could be no poetic issue of this final loss. It might not be too much to claim that Dora’s existence alone had shielded him against the other losses he had undergone in the previous twelve years.

Yet even irreparable loss and recurrent mourning did not mean that all was dark for William or that he sank into inaction. Dorothy (even more so after Dora’s death) needed daily care. The grandchildren flourished and from time to time circled back to Rydal Mount. Robinson and Quillinan acted in a co-ordinated way to try to distract him, and Isabella Fenwick’s combination of robust individuality and serious interest in his work helped fill the gap left by Sara Hutchinson. Above all, Mary somehow managed to transcend her own loss of her daughter and to focus on alleviating William’s bereavement.

There was one further painful loss to sustain, yet it was one which paradoxically displayed William’s remaining strength and generosity of spirit. In early 1849 Hartley Coleridge died after decades of being sustained by the Wordsworths as surrogate parents. There were worries that William’s mind would be overthrown by the loss. Yet he was able to visit Grasmere churchyard calmly with Robinson to make the decision that Hartley should be buried near Dora and then to attend the funeral with Quillinan. Mary noted that ‘his spirits begin to revive, even when he is not in company’. The day after Hartley’s funeral he walked through snow and sleet to Quillinan’s and ‘in his most cheerful mood’ reminisced about his own boyhood and about Coleridge.20 After the celebration of Christmas 1849 with a large family party at Rydal Mount, including sons and grandchildren, William survived the cold late winter but on 13 March, after a thinly-clad walk a few days earlier, he was taken to bed with a serious cold. A week later he seemed better but pleurisy or pneumonia had taken their toll. Despite fluctuating hopes for his recovery, he died peacefully around noon on the fine morning of 23 April 1850.21

In what can seem a melancholy chronicle of the family at Rydal Mount from the death of Dora in 1847, through those of her father in 1850, Dorothy in 1855, and Mary in 1859, the expanding reach and influence of William’s poetry remained throughout a binding and heartening factor for the whole, extended Wordsworth clan. William himself was aware of having lived long enough to fulfil ‘the task of creating the taste by which he [was] to be enjoyed’ (1815, I. 368). And there is an evident pride of his whole domestic circle in that growing fame—its most obvious manifestations being Mary’s naming and bringing out of The Prelude in July 1850 and his nephew Christopher’s production of a two-volume biography in spring 1851. Unlike many authors, Wordsworth died as his fame, influence, and readership were still spreading. Yet one suspects that the dedicated family man and author of the Essay upon Epitaphs might have been just as gratified by the letter of 1863 from James Dixon, who had been gardener at Rydal Mount, to Robinson, a letter which paid indirect but powerful tribute to the creative force of Wordsworth’s domestic life: ‘I am the only one of the famaly left. But I pay many little visits to the famaly in the Church yard at Grasmere and there I reflect on the many Years I spent with them in life’ (HCR, Corr., II. 843).
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CHAPTER 3

WORDSWORTH AND LITERARY FRIENDSHIP

FELICITY JAMES

IN the midst of Wordsworth’s recollection of what the poet ‘owed to books in early life’ in The Prelude comes a characteristic exclamation to the poem’s addressee, Coleridge: ‘O Friend! O Poet! Brother of my soul’ (Prel-13, V. 180). Coleridge, ‘beloved Friend’, is asked to reflect on the ways in which wandering ‘as we did | Through heights and hollows and bye spots of tales’ might have shaped their shared poetic sensibilities (233–5). The Prelude is punctuated by such apostrophes to friendship, which bind together books and nature in a landscape of affection. Indeed, the first use of the term in the 1805 Prelude comes in line five, as the gentle breeze is greeted as a ‘welcome Friend!’ (I. 5). This is echoed in Book Twelve, where nature itself becomes the ‘best and purest Friend’ of creative genius (XII. 10). Wordsworth’s relationship with Coleridge—who, as the poet’s unnamed ‘dear Friend’, ‘my Friend! so prompt | In sympathy’ also stands in for the ideal reader—thus becomes continuous with the inspirational power of the Lake District (I. 145, 646–7). This is highlighted by the evocation of the poet’s Hawkshead schooldays where the joy of shared ‘boyish sport’ around Windermere or Levens Sands is both an expression of friendship and of appreciation for the landscape: ‘Thus daily were my sympathies enlarged’ (II. 54, 181). Reading, too, is allied both to friendship and to the natural landscape: the memory of vainly saving for The Arabian Nights with his schoolfellows is linked to moments of greedy summer reading beside the Derwent, and even his enjoyment of books at Cambridge makes the same connection, as he laughs with Chaucer ‘beside the pleasant Mills of Trompington’ and hails Spenser as ‘Brother, Englishman and Friend’ (III. 276, 283). Like its creator, the poem is powerfully attracted to the image of the solitary bard, but also thrives on moments of exchange and correspondence with others. Although The Prelude focuses on the growth of the individual’s mind, and on the ‘self-sufficing power of solitude’, it is also about the ‘social principle’, the act of sympathy, embedded in nature, in which the reader is invited to participate (II. 78, 408).

Friendship, then, for Wordsworth, transcends individual relationships to become a vital aspect of his creative imagination. As a theme, it manifests itself not only in The Prelude but in images as different as the bond between dogs, the silent companionship of saints, and the affectionate address ‘To the Spade of a Friend’. Yet while such poems are alert to the value of companionship and shared ideals, they also repeatedly suggest the potential association of friendship with loss and displacement. ‘Inscription for the Spot where the Hermitage stood on St. Herbert’s Island, Derwent-Water’, first published in the 1800 Lyrical Ballads, for instance, begins with an intimate appeal to the reader—‘thou’—to recollect the ‘dear love of some one friend’ (LBOP, 179, l. 1). The deep affection between the two saints, Herbert and Cuthbert, sustained in their solitary vocations, seems a deliberate parallel with Wordsworth and Coleridge. Even in the ‘happiness of love’ with a dear friend, however, might come thoughts to ‘make the heart sink’. Indeed, the celebration of friendship between the two saints finds its true expression in death: ‘These holy men both died in the same hour’. The connection between friendship and grief is also evident in ‘Incident, characteristic of a favourite Dog, which belonged to a Friend of the Author’, from the 1807 Poems in Two Volumes. Here, although we begin with the comradeship between master and dogs, the real subject of the poem is the bond which exists between the animals. As Dart the greyhound falls through the ice in pursuit of a hare, Music seeks to rescue him: ‘A loving Creature she, and brave! | And doth her best her struggling Friend to save’ (CP2V, 242, ll. 31–2). The awkwardness of the verse here—underlined by the changes made to the line in the 1815 edition, ‘And fondly strives her struggling Friend to save’—seems to encode an uncertainty about the expression of friendship itself. In the clustered consonants of each version, as in the clumsiness of the image where Music stretches out her paws—‘Very hands as you would say!’—Wordsworth seems deliberately to play with the problem of voicing affection. For just as the animals cannot express their bond directly, so too is the poem an unspoken tribute to Thomas Hutchinson, the ‘Friend of the Author’ in the title and Wordsworth’s future brother-in-law. The use of the dogs as an intermediary in the expression of affection is echoed in ‘Address to the Spade of a Friend’, where Wordsworth’s friendly admiration for Thomas Wilkinson is deflected onto the ‘tool of honour’ (CP2V, 257, l. 3). Yet even here, in Wordsworth’s playful evocation of shared love and labour, death creeps in, as the poet wonders who will inherit the spade. It will continue as an ‘inspiring Mate’, an image of friendship which, like the poem, will live on after Wilkinson’s death (CP2V, 258, l. 26).

What do these examples show us? For a start, they remind us of the scope of Wordsworth’s friendships—despite the repeated critical focus on the central importance of Coleridge, familial and local acquaintances are as important to his creative development as those in the literary world. Friendship, for Wordsworth, could take many forms, ranging from kinship bonds—most notably, with Dorothy and John, but also with the Hutchinsons—to the close and often lifelong links with Hawkshead schoolmates such as John Spedding and John Fleming, literary peers such as Walter Scott, disciples such as Thomas De Quincey, patrons such as George Beaumont, and neighbours and local landowners such as Wilkinson. On a related note, like The Prelude, these poems remind us that Wordsworth’s concept of friendship is bound up with the Lake District landscape, and with places, like the island on Derwent Water or Wilkinson’s grounds, which become associated with affection. As such, they also work to express the importance of community for Wordsworth, with which friendship is closely connected.

Wordsworth’s is not the exuberant Coleridgean vision of ‘frendotatoi meta frendous’ (CL, I. 103), a recurrent, oft-sought, repeatedly disappointed ideal of harmony, but it does share something of Coleridge’s emphasis on the outward movement of friendly benevolence. In the 1790s, fired by reformist thought, personal idealism and Dissenting values, Coleridge argued that universal benevolence might be premised on personal attachment: ‘Some home-born Feeling is the centre of the Ball,’ he told Southey in 1794, ‘that, rolling on thro’ Life collects and assimilates every congenial Affection’ (CL, I. 86). He would return to the point in his lectures of 1795: Conciones ad Populum (1795), sent to Racedown for Wordsworth in March 1797 by his Newcastle friend James Losh, explores the way in which ‘general Benevolence is begotten and rendered permanent by social and domestic affections’ (Lectures 1795, 46). In the third of his Lectures on Revealed Religion, he famously maintains that human nature ‘expands like the circles of a Lake—the Love of our Friends, parents, and neighbours lead[s]‌ us to the love of our Country to the love of all Mankind. The intensity of private attachment encourages, not prevents, universal philanthropy’ (Lectures 1795, 163). Such statements must have sunk deeply into Wordsworth’s thought, since that same image of spreading benevolence recurs in his Concerning the Convention of Cintra (1809): ‘The outermost and all-embracing circle of benevolence has inward concentric circles which, like those of the spider’s web, are bound together by links…circles narrower and narrower, closer and closer, as they lie more near to the centre of self from which they proceeded and which sustains the whole’ (PrW, I. 340). For Wordsworth, as for Coleridge, friendship is an important step on that steady outward movement from the self towards wider community. But for both poets, this emphasis on private affection can contain simultaneously radical and conservative impulses: throughout the 1790s, Wordsworth and Coleridge grapple both with William Godwin and Edmund Burke as they try to find a way to elucidate their feelings about family and friendship. If they are at first attracted to the radical freedom promised by Godwin’s prose, they then recoil from his uncompromising attitude towards personal relationship, seeking to find a way to reconcile reformist possibilities with aspects of Burke they both found appealing, in particular his emphasis on affectionate bonds as the basis for community, his argument that ‘to love the little platoon we belong to in society, is the first principle (the germ as it were) of public affections. It is the first link in the series by which we proceed towards a love to our country and to mankind’.1 Wordsworth’s concept of friendship borrowed both from this Burkean imperative, and from a more radical, Dissenting concept of the reforming power of benevolence: both contributed to make up the conviction he shared with Coleridge, that, in the words of Kelvin Everest, ‘enduring personal and social values sprang from, and were sustained in, the relationships of family and private friendship’.2

Unlike Coleridge’s spontaneous and passionate declarations of friendship, however, Wordsworth often experienced difficulty in putting his affections into words. The poems discussed above demonstrate how Wordsworth often prefers to express the intensity of friendship indirectly—his affection for Coleridge channelled through the image of two saints, for Hutchinson through the bond between two faithful animals, for Wilkinson through his honouring of a garden tool. This obliqueness shows us the importance of friendship for Wordsworth, felt so deeply that there is often a certain strained quality about its evocation in his poetry or, indeed, in his letters. A key example here is his response to De Quincey’s excitable, unsolicited appeal to him in 1803:

My friendship it is not in my power to give: this is a gift which no man can make, it is not in our own power: a sound and healthy friendship is the growth of time and circumstance, it will spring up and thrive like a wildflower when these favour, and when they do not, it is in vain to look for it. (EY, 400)

This seems sensible enough, but Wordsworth’s difficulty in articulating his feelings on friendship becomes clear as the letter progresses, as he worries about his own letter-writing abilities and fears that he may have ‘expressed myself absolutely with coldness’ (EY, 401). Indeed, his letters bristle with such anxieties: struggling to thank Beaumont for his gift of land at Applethwaite, Wordsworth describes ‘a set of painful and uneasy sensations’ impeding his writing, a sense that his writing of this friendly letter was ‘a business with something little less than awful in it, a task, a duty, a thing not to be done but in my best, my purest, and my happiest moments’ (EY, 407). To Walter Scott, after much apology for his procrastination in writing, he signs himself, ‘Your sincere Friend, for such I will call myself, though slow to use a word of such solemn meaning to any one’ (EY, 414); and to Francis Wrangham, again excusing his difficulty in writing, he writes that it is far from his intention to slight him, ‘It is not in my Nature to neglect old Friends, I live too much in the past for anything of that kind to attach to me’ (EY, 436). Each example shows how seriously and intensely Wordsworth approached friendship, and, in turn, he had high expectations of loyalty and support from those close to him, leading to accusations of exclusivity such as Coleridge’s complaint about him ‘living wholly among Devotees’, a form of ‘Self-involution’ (CL, II. 1013).

What led Wordsworth to place such emphasis on friendship, and to approach it with such solemnity? Partly, the answer lies in the close association of friendship with death which we have witnessed in the poems already discussed. For the subject of each poem—the saints who die simultaneously, the dog who mourns her fellow, the spade which bears testament to its owner’s character—friendship outlasts life. In the face of grief and loss, it takes on a restorative, healing function. The reasons for this lie deep in Wordsworth’s early life. ‘Grief was the making of Wordsworth’, comments Duncan Wu, arguing for a reconsideration of the poetry and relationships of boyhood as central to Wordsworth’s creative identity.3 The powerful effect of early bereavement and separation from his siblings shaped not only his juvenilia but his whole inner landscape, and are thus central to his conception of friendship. It is therefore important to explore the early friendships fully, since with these Wordsworth was remaking his circle—friends, in some ways, formed his new family. Friends facilitated his early writing; friends were his first readers and patrons.

The pattern started early, at Hawkshead Grammar School, where, in a foretaste of future friendships, Wordsworth’s social and literary affections ran alongside the appreciation of nature. The Prelude recalls how he and his friend John Fleming, for example, walked around Esthwaite ‘repeating favourite verses with one voice’, and the friendship is celebrated in The Vale of Esthwaite (1787): ‘Friendship and Fleming are the same’ (EPF, 454, l. 397). Fleming and his brothers William and Fletcher Raincock were sons of the rector of Ousby (John had early become heir to his uncle’s estate, Rayrigg on Windermere, and had therefore changed his name). Other Hawkshead companions included Robert Greenwood, the ‘minstrel’ of Windermere jaunts, William and Raisley Calvert, and John Spedding of Armathwaite.4 In several cases patterns of shared reading and book borrowing, inspired by the enlightened headmaster William Taylor, continued into later life. Wordsworth stayed with the Spedding family several times in the 1790s and repeatedly used their considerable library at Mirehouse; in June 1809, for example, he was drawing both on Spedding’s discussion and his ‘Collection of Cobbets’ (the Weekly Political Register) to help inform his writing of the Convention of Cintra.5

In 1787, when he began his studies at Cambridge, Wordsworth encountered the ‘welcome faces’ (Prel-13, III. 20) of many Hawkshead friends again: John Fleming, for example, had come up two years before, followed by his brother Fletcher Raincock, with whom Wordsworth had hunted for ravens’ eggs, and other schoolmates included the poet Charles Farish.6 Yet despite these connections, and the academic advantages which his Hawkshead education had given him, Wordsworth at first found Cambridge a disappointing experience, not least because he felt in retrospect that it had retarded his poetic development. ‘Companionships, | Friendships, acquaintances’ he had in plenty, but early literary enthusiasms were replaced by reading ‘lazily in lazy books’ and ‘superficial pastimes’ (Prel-13, III. 249–50, 254, 212). It was only in his second year that he began to gather around him a more select group of friends who echoed his literary interests. These included Hawkshead acquaintances such as Raincock and Greenwood, and also new friends Robert Jones and William Mathews; he may also have met Francis Wrangham at this time. It was also the period when he began to break away more definitively from the path his guardians would have chosen for him. One sign of this was the walking tour he undertook with Jones through France and Switzerland in summer 1790, at a time when he should have been preparing for his Senate House examinations. Instead, Wordsworth was intent on experiencing the excitement both of the Alps and of revolutionary France. The trip helped him to develop his poetic skills, test his physical fortitude, and defy those who had called the proposed journey—nearly three thousand miles—‘mad and impracticable’ (EY, 37). It also cemented a lifelong friendship with Jones, despite what must have been, at times, a challenging experience, as the pair covered up to thirty miles a day, ‘two travellers plodding along the road, side by side’, with their knapsacks on their shoulders. ‘I can assure you’, wrote Jones, remembering the tour in 1821, ‘that a Day seldom passes that I do not think of you with feelings of inexpressible affection’ (Gill, Life, 44). We can gauge the playful warmth between the two from Wordsworth’s 1800 poem, ‘A Character’, in which ‘the principal features are taken from my friend Robert Jones’: the verse marvels at ‘so many strange contrasts in one human face’ and closes with a celebration of ‘such an odd, such a kind happy creature as he’ (LBOP, 238, l. 20). More seriously, Descriptive Sketches, Wordsworth’s reflection on this tour, written in 1791–2, is dedicated to Jones, and carries a preface celebrating the poet’s esteem for his friend. The poem displays the same interest in linking concepts of friendship, intellectual companionship, and natural landscapes which had been visible in ‘The Vale of Esthwaite’. Here it is Jones, rather than Fleming, whose friendship runs alongside interpretation of nature, but again the shared element of experience is important—while this is a profoundly personal experience for the poet, sympathetic company helps him to articulate his deepest feelings.

Friendship also helped him develop his political consciousness. The choice of revolutionary France as a destination for the trip with Jones reminds us of the political edge to Wordsworth’s friendships in the period, also evident in his letters to Mathews about the possibility of founding a periodical called The Philanthropist. In his correspondence with Mathews we see him working to express his political identity—‘I am of that odious class of men called democrats’ (EY, 119)—and the way in which it might be best expressed in print. As with Coleridge, friendship could carry a radical resonance, a way of remaking social bonds, whether that was through shared political writing with ‘fellow labourer and friend’ Mathews (EY, 129) or through admiration for the commitment of peers such as ‘patriot Friend’ Michel Beaupuy (Prel-13, IX. 554). It might well have been through Mathews that Wordsworth gained entry to reformist circles in London. Certainly, by 1795, he was associating with a group including Thomas Holcroft, William Frend, James Losh, George Dyer, and William Godwin, whom Wordsworth would visit several times, and who, while never a very close friend, would exert a powerful influence over the development of his thought and poetry in the 1790s.

Friends helped, too, to provide a practical way for his literary aspirations to be realized through patronage and help. Again, it was old Hawkshead acquaintances who established the pattern—William Calvert and his brother Raisley, left comfortably off at the death of their father. A tour with William Calvert in 1793 was followed by Calvert’s loan of the farmhouse Windy Brow near Keswick where William and Dorothy stayed in early 1794. This would be the first in a series of important sites of domestic creativity for the pair; indeed, Gill pinpoints this as the time when Wordsworth began ‘the attempt to establish what really mattered to him and to take more command of his own life’ within a space afforded by friendship, supported by the love of his sister (Gill, Life, 81). Moreover, this flowering of creativity sparked confidence in others ‘that I had powers and attainments which might be of use to mankind’ (EY, 546). In May 1794, Raisley Calvert, younger brother of William, offered Wordsworth part of his income. Raisley was becoming dangerously ill with tuberculosis, and must have known that he would not survive to make use of his inheritance. Wordsworth nursed him at Windy Brow through late 1794, and he died in January 1795, leaving Wordsworth a legacy of £600, later increased to £900. It was an act of friendship that invaluably confirmed Wordsworth’s sense of poetic destiny.

This was strengthened by other acquaintances such as Basil Montagu and Wrangham, both of whom were associated with the Godwin circle. Through Wrangham he was introduced to the Pinney brothers, John and Azariah, sons of a Bristol merchant and heirs to a sugar plantation fortune. Like the Calverts, the Pinneys were impelled to help Wordsworth. Not only did John introduce him to influential Bristol circles, he also offered him his father’s house at Racedown in Dorset rent free, so that he could settle with Dorothy, partly funded by educating Basil Montagu’s little son. Racedown was, like Windy Brow, another important site of shared creativity for Wordsworth, just as the Pinneys were, like the Calverts, important early patrons. In Mary Moorman’s words, ‘John Pinney had fallen, like Raisley Calvert and Montagu, under Wordsworth’s spell’ (Moorman, EY, 267).

But these relationships were not entirely straightforward. On the one hand, such generous friendships show both the level of affection and loyalty Wordsworth could inspire, and the ways in which his poetry was facilitated by friendship. But these acts of friendly patronage could also prompt doubt and uncertainty on Wordsworth’s part; as Richard Matlak comments, Raisley Calvert’s legacy led Wordsworth into a ‘muddle of self-interest, money and death’. 7 Since Wordsworth and Calvert ‘had had but little connection’ (EY, 546), the obligation of the legacy may have weighed heavily upon him, as his ‘To the Memory of Raisley Calvert’ seems to demonstrate, with its image of the youth wasting ‘root and stem’ to nourish Wordsworth’s poetry (CP2V, 152, l. 5). Would he adequately fulfil such hopes? Such uncertainties are reflected in ‘Lines left upon a Seat in a Yew-tree’, probably mostly written at Racedown in the early part of 1797, which would become Wordsworth’s first contribution to Lyrical Ballads. It is a poem of misanthropy, of a man who, after disappointment, has turned away from friendship and worldly interaction. He has found no sympathetic response, no outlet for social participation, and sits, instead, in sombre embowerment in ‘the lonely yew-tree’ (LBOP, 48, l. 1). The poem acts as a reflection on wider questions about post-Revolutionary social participation and concepts of self and community also worried at by Burke and Godwin. As such, it may be taken as a companion piece to a poem such as Coleridge’s ‘Reflections on Having Left a Place of Retirement’, which Wordsworth may have encountered in the Monthly Magazine, also included in the parcel of books sent by Losh in March 1797.8 But it may also be taken as a highly personal exploration of the poet’s place in society, since Wordsworth was still tormented by questions of where and how he was going to fit into society as a poet, and how he would adequately repay the trust shown by friends such as Calvert.

The appearance of Coleridge at Racedown in June 1797 went some way towards answering those questions. His arrival is itself the stuff of Romantic legend: ‘he did not keep to the high road’, the Wordsworths later recalled, ‘but leapt over a gate and bounded down the pathless field, by which he cut off an angle’ (LY, IV. 719). This impetuous moment has been seen by generations of critics as a moment where English poetry itself changes direction: a joyous challenge to boundaries, a rewriting of the literary landscape. It was a rewriting, too, of Wordsworth’s emotional landscape. He and Dorothy had self-consciously sought out creative isolation at Racedown. After three weeks of Coleridge’s friendship, they changed course for Somerset, renting a house at Alfoxden an easy walk from Nether Stowey. As Coleridge reported triumphantly to his brother-in-law, and former fellow Pantisocrat, Robert Southey: ‘I brought him & his Sister back with me & here I have settled them’ (CL, I. 334). Wordsworth had become a new mentor for Coleridge in the same way that he had once looked up to Southey: ‘Wordsworth is a very great man—the only man, to whom at all times & in all modes of excellence I feel myself inferior—the only one, I mean, whom I have yet met with’ (CL, I. 334). Both the possessive tone and the performance of intellectual subordination must have been galling to Southey, as must the inclusion of a manuscript version of ‘This Lime-Tree Bower My Prison’, which would have left his former collaborator in no doubt of his changed allegiances.

‘This Lime-Tree Bower’ is an evocation of mutual creativity which gives a good insight into the literary friendship Wordsworth and Coleridge enjoyed in the annus mirabilis. Imprisoned in the bower through injury, the poet imagines his friends—William, Dorothy, and the London visitor Charles Lamb—first looking down into a ‘rifted Dell,’ enclosing wild ash trees and ‘plumy ferns’, then walking out into the wide sunlit scene of the Quantock Hills (CL, I. 335). In the published version of 1800, the ferns have changed into weeds, and attention is specifically drawn to the way in which the friends observe them: ‘And there my friends, | Behold the dark-green file of long *lank weeds’. 9 That asterisk, interrupting the flow of the poem, is a coded message of closeness with the Wordsworths. Directing the reader toward the correct type of fern, the ‘Asplenium scolopendrium, called in some countries the Adder’s Tongue’, the asterisk and footnote covertly allude to Dorothy Wordsworth’s Alfoxden notebook, which makes reference, in 10 February 1798, to ‘the adder’s tongue and the ferns green in the low damp dell’; the three subsequent entries (11–13 February) all mention walks with Coleridge ‘near to Stowey’ (DWJ, 145). So, as J. C. C. Mays suggests, the fern may have been ‘among the first near-private emblems shared by Coleridge and the Wordsworths’, and its inclusion in the poem shows the way in which the friendship must have been structured around shared reading, walking, and mutual allusion (CCPW, I, pt. 1, 351). It had been a pattern early established: Coleridge’s Poems (1796) pays public tribute to Wordsworth in the poem ‘Written at Shurton Bars’, which quotes the phrase ‘green radiance’ from An Evening Walk, noting that this belongs to a poet whom Coleridge deems ‘unrivalled…in manly sentiment, novel imagery and vivid colouring’.10 We are witnessing, as Lucy Newlyn comments, ‘a construction of literary myth’, in which Coleridge sets himself up as true reader, respondent and friend, an exchange which would be intensified in the ‘conversation’ poems and in Lyrical Ballads.11 ‘This Lime-Tree Bower’ is both a homage to ‘my Sister & my Friends!’ and also a self-conscious response to Wordsworth’s poetry since it reworks ‘Lines left upon a Seat’. Coleridge’s similarly embowered poet answers Wordsworth’s yew-tree misanthrope, suggesting that friendship might be a way through the ‘littleness’ of pride and disappointed idealism. Whereas each aspect of the landscape becomes, for Wordsworth’s misanthropic subject, ‘an emblem of his own unfruitful life’ (29), the Quantock hills, by contrast, are alive with shared emblems of friendship, down even to the ferns; the ‘gloomy boughs’ of Wordsworth’s yew-tree are now lit up with sympathetic radiance. The poets take their place in a larger literary community, sustained by each other and by other authors, such as John Thelwall, whose prison poems are echoed in ‘This Lime-Tree Bower’, and Lamb, to whom the published version of the poem is dedicated.

Both Thelwall and Lamb spent time with the Wordsworths in the summer of 1797. ‘Citizen Thelwall’ was in temporary retreat from political persecution; Lamb was on a brief holiday from his post at the East India House to see his schoolfriend Coleridge. Both men would exert a long-lasting effect on Wordsworth’s creative development. Yet, especially in the case of Thelwall, this has only fairly recently been acknowledged in criticism.12 Judith Thompson goes so far as to call Thelwall the ‘silenced partner’ in the Wordsworth circle: Certainly in later life, Wordsworth seems to have striven to play down his relationship with the reformist and agitator.13 If their political views post-1797 diverged, Thelwall’s thoughts on poetry and prosody continued to impress Wordsworth: The Excursion owes much to The Peripatetic, and it is Thelwall’s autobiography, as much as Wordsworth’s, that shapes the character of the Solitary. The one surviving letter from Wordsworth to Thelwall pays homage to their shared ‘passion of metre’ (EY, 431–5) and shows lively and active awareness of Thelwall’s elocutionary theories. Thelwall, for his part, thought of Wordsworth late in life ‘with much pleasure,…great admiration and friendship’, and his role in Wordsworth’s biography is now being fully uncovered.14 Lamb, meanwhile, has always been acknowledged as an important friend of Wordsworth, yet his contribution to the poetry has also remained relatively little discussed. From the start, however, Lamb was an important critic and reader of Wordsworth’s and Coleridge’s work, responding particularly enthusiastically to ‘Lines left upon a Seat’: ‘But above all, that Inscription!—’ he wrote, ‘it will recall to me the tones of all your voices—’ (Lamb, Letters, I. 117–18). He would remain involved with the Wordsworth circle for the rest of his life as a shrewd, often critical, reader of the poetry and as a supportive friend.

But Lamb’s response to ‘This Lime-Tree Bower’ presaged deeper difficulties in the Wordsworth–Coleridge friendship itself. Coleridge had portrayed his friend as ‘gentle-hearted Charles’: Lamb fiercely, if comically, answers back, as a ‘drunken dog, ragged-head, seld-shaven, odd-ey’d, stuttering’ individual (Lamb, Letters, I. 224). The poem’s empathetic, outward movement, suggests Lamb, might merely be a projection of the poet himself—not an expression of mutual feeling but a moment of ventriloquism. Similarly, Wordsworth gradually began to detect differences with Coleridge, and to realize the difficulty of collaboration. Whereas in March 1798 he had painted a picture to Losh of shared creativity—‘Coleridge is now writing by me at the same table’ (EY, 213)—in reality, writing together proved problematic, as in the abortive attempt to collaborate on ‘The Wanderings of Cain’. In 1828, Coleridge remembered Wordsworth’s ‘look of humorous despondency fixed on his almost blank sheet of paper, and then its silent mock-piteous admission of failure’ (CCPW, I, pt. 1, 360); Wordsworth’s participation in ‘The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’ proved equally short-lived. More seriously, Wordsworth would struggle for many years with the essentially Coleridgean vision of ‘The Recluse’, an epic that would encompass the ‘whole state of man and society’ (TT, II. 177). Coleridge had had the poem in mind as the supreme proof of Wordsworth’s poetic skill since at least 1797, and the letter to Losh reports triumphantly that at least 1300 lines of this poem of ‘considerable utility’ has been written (EY, 214). But, like the ‘gentle-hearted’ Lamb of ‘This Lime-Tree Bower’, ‘The Recluse’ was an unachievable ideal; an ideal, moreover, in Wu’s words, ‘inextricably intertwined with the ups and downs of the thwarted love affair between [Wordsworth] and Coleridge’.15

In retrospect, summer 1798 seems at once the high point of the friendship and also a moment of change. The years to come would be marked by increasing tensions between the poets, and by an outright quarrel in 1810. By this time, the whole Wordsworth family had begun to feel the strain of Coleridge’s spurts of manic creativity and self-destruction, and of his domestic troubles, including his fixation on Wordsworth’s sister-in-law, Sara Hutchinson. Coleridge’s superhuman attempts to found a short-lived collaborative periodical—poignantly named The Friend—also taxed the relationship. Even before the inevitable demise of The Friend, Wordsworth had come to the opinion that ‘Coleridge neither will nor can execute any thing of important benefit either to himself his family or mankind’ (MY, 352); Dorothy declared herself ‘hopeless of him’ (MY, 450). When Basil Montagu suggested that Coleridge should live with him in London, Wordsworth warned him what this might mean. But Montagu wasted no time in sharing—and probably embroidering—Wordsworth’s opinions with Coleridge himself, saying he had been ‘commissioned’ to do so; the phrases ‘rotten drunkard’ and ‘absolute nuisance’ were bandied about. Coleridge was deeply hurt, feeling that his friend and collaborator had become his ‘bitterest Calumniator’ (CL, III. 389). It was a sorry end to the high ideals of mutual support and intellectual endeavour which had characterized the early part of their friendship. After almost two years of pain, the rift between the men was patched up by the intervention of Henry Crabb Robinson, who encouraged Wordsworth to write to Coleridge, explaining—while not actually refuting—his words to Montagu. A semblance of peace was restored between them; the intense sympathy of the Somerset period would, however, never be recaptured. ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ stands as a superb reflection of the peak of collaborative creativity between Coleridge, Dorothy, and William. As the poet sits embowered beneath the dark sycamore, he looks back not only to his own earlier anxieties, both political and poetic, but also to ‘This Lime-Tree Bower’ and the literary friendship of the past year. The lines are ‘interfused’ not only with the tidal rhythms of nature, but with the echoes of innumerable Coleridgean conversations. Yet the poet ends by looking toward his ‘dearest Friend, | My dear, dear Friend’—not Coleridge, but Dorothy. We see in this a moment of poise: the poem beautifully demonstrates what Wordsworth has learnt from Coleridge’s friendship, but also shows the future direction of his creative relationships. The ‘language of sympathetic identification’, as Gurion Taussig puts it, has become restricted to ‘familial friendship’.16 This would become increasingly important for Wordsworth, as he created his ‘Home at Grasmere’, a ‘Nook’ of friendship and family support which drew its strength primarily from his childhood loves—Dorothy, and, later, Mary Hutchinson and her sister Sara. As he settled into this self-created community, supported by his womenfolk, the focus of his literary friendships shifted slightly, and he began to seek sympathetic readers rather than collaborators.

One such reader was Sir George Beaumont, who became both Wordsworth’s most important patron and close friend. As with so many of Wordsworth’s friendships, the relationship was rooted in shared appreciation of the Lakes landscape. Beaumont and his wife had toured the Lake District and Wales extensively, gathering inspiration for Beaumont’s art. In 1803, they rented part of Greta Hall, Keswick, and were won over by Coleridge’s enthusiasm for Wordsworth and his poetry. This resulted in a remarkably generous gift of land at Applethwaite, which Beaumont hoped would benefit both poets. Wordsworth responded somewhat nervously, only reassured by Beaumont’s heartfelt wish that he might ‘live & die with the idea the sweet place with its rocks, its banks, & mountain streams are in the possession of such a mind as yours’.17 The gift demonstrated Beaumont’s appreciation of the link between friendship and landscape in Wordsworth’s poetry, and setting the tone for his tactful, supportive and long-lasting patronage. Similar acts of friendship included hospitality at his estate at Coleorton in Leicestershire—and indeed, the loan of the hall farm to the whole Wordsworth family in 1806, accompanied by the invitation to design a winter garden there. Wordsworth eagerly accepted the commission, weaving into his design allusions to their shared love of the Lake District landscape—it included hollies in ‘profusion’, ‘for the sake of the Hills and crags of the North’. Wordsworth’s intention that the winter garden provide ‘a place of comfort and pleasure from the fall of its leaf to its return’ also served as a subtle tribute to the solace the Beaumonts had given the family after the drowning of John Wordsworth in 1805. ‘I esteem your friendship one of the best gifts of my life,’ wrote Wordsworth in 1806, ‘I and my family owe much to you and Lady Beaumont’ (MY, I: 94); the sentiments were echoed by Beaumont, ‘your friendship has been one of the chief blessings of my life and I shall remain deeply in arrears’ (LY, I: 350). The financial metaphors, as John Powell Ward comments, seem knowing, but this remained a friendship which managed to hold money and artistic respect in delicate balance.18

Alongside Beaumont’s assistance, both financial and emotional, Wordsworth enjoyed important friendships with literary peers and, later, with disciples. While none could ever supplant the creative relationship with Coleridge, and the power he would continue to draw from Dorothy and Mary, these literary friends helped to shape his writing and public persona. Charles Lamb’s early enthusiasm for ‘Lines left upon a Seat’ set the tone for a lifetime of thoughtful, responsive readings of Wordsworth’s poetry from a resolutely urban perspective: his Essays of Elia act as a reinterpretation of key Wordsworthian ideas filtered through a metropolitan lens. He would also act as the Wordsworths’ host in London; the visit of 1802, for example, when the Lambs took their guests to Bartholomew Fair, is recast in The Prelude, to provide a chaotic, startling, but inspirational vision of the city, with, at its heart, a tribute to the Lambs’ birthplace in the Inner Temple. While his occasional critiques of Wordsworth’s poems could provoke testy replies, their correspondence continued until his death, when Wordsworth wrote a loving—if exceptionally lengthy—memorial bemoaning the loss of this ‘good Man’ (LP, 299, l. 38), the ‘frolic and the gentle’ friend he also recalls in ‘Extempore Effusion Upon the Death of James Hogg’ (LP 306, l. 19). Southey, another Coleridgean acquaintance, also proved a valuable associate after a somewhat rocky beginning to the relationship, including his unfavourable notice of Lyrical Ballads in the Critical Review. Despite this early disparagement, there are important intertextual links between their work; it was, however, more as neighbours and family men that the two became close.19 Both were devoted to their families; both, too, were embedded in the Lake District community, and enjoyed mutual outings. As ever, friendship and respect grew out of shared landscape appreciation. Moreover, both Lamb and Southey provided support after the death of John: Lamb using his East India House contacts to establish the circumstances surrounding the shipwreck, Southey offering emotional consolation and visits to the Wordsworths’ ‘house of mourning’: ‘he comforted us much,’ wrote Wordsworth, ‘and we must for ever bear his goodness in memory’, while Dorothy, moved by the way he wept for their sorrow, found him ‘so tender and kind’ (EY, 541, 544, 577). This, comments W. A. Speck, ‘marked the real beginning of friendship’ between Southey and the Wordsworths.20 As in the poems with which we began, friendship becomes a way to look beyond death.

The relationships with Lamb and Southey demonstrate how Wordsworth could benefit from literary friendships where there were important differences in approach. With John Wilson, the controversial ‘Christopher North’ of Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, Wordsworth enjoyed a long-lasting association, formed on Wilson’s first reading of Lyrical Ballads and cemented when Wilson purchased a house at Elleray in 1805. This ‘attachment made up of love and admiration’, to quote Wilson’s undergraduate letter to Wordsworth, withstood not only temperamental differences but also some strikingly harsh critical judgements in the pages of Blackwood’s.21 Henry Crabb Robinson, similarly, was an acquaintance who could be sharply critical but whose friendship was valued. The same could be said, too, of Walter Scott, whom Wordsworth first met in Edinburgh in 1803 near the beginning of his Scottish tour. They seemed immediately compatible; John Gibson Lockhart, Scott’s son-in-law and biographer, commented that they met ‘as if they had not been strangers’, and ‘parted friends’.22 Part of the reason for this was their mutual acquaintance, the lawyer and writer John Stoddart—in part too, they became close because of their shared feeling for landscape. Scott was at home in his native country just as Wordsworth was in the Lakes, with a similar feeling for community and environment: Dorothy commented that Scott’s ‘local attachments are more strong than those of any person I ever saw’ (EY, 590). Those ‘local attachments’ were on show as Scott showed them around Melrose and talked to them about its history; they were in Wordsworth’s mind, too, as he sent Scott ‘Yarrow Unvisited’, commenting that he had composed it ‘not without a view of pleasing you’ (EY, 530). Given these shared interests, the friendship might have been expected to develop into a close literary bond. Its potential might be glimpsed in such overlapping poems as Wordsworth’s ‘Fidelity’ and Scott’s ‘Helvellyn’, both centred on the tragic story of artist Charles Gough, and both also alluding to the two men’s shared experiences walking together in the Lakes, and Scott’s present of a terrier dog to Wordsworth. Yet the attitudes of the two towards literature differed considerably. Wordsworth was surprised by Scott’s hard-headed literary professionalism, his certainty that he could ‘get more money than he should ever wish to have from the booksellers’ and his ‘confidence in his own literary resources’ (Lockhart, II. 164–5). Meanwhile, Scott could be critical of what he saw as Wordsworth’s insistence on incorporating ‘trivial and petty incidents’ into his verse.23 Yet despite this, and the long periods when they did not actually see one another, they remained close: ‘I love that Man,’ wrote Wordsworth in 1830, ‘though I can scarcely be said to have lived with him at all’ (LY, II. 310).

Another important strand of Wordsworth’s literary friendships was made up of younger readers, some of whom cast themselves almost as disciples, such as Thomas Noon Talfourd and Barron Field. The first, and arguably most important of these, was Thomas De Quincey, fifteen years his junior, who wrote a rapturous letter of friendship to Wordsworth in 1803. Confessions of an Opium Eater pictures him seeking solace by looking to the North and to Grasmere: ‘if I had the wings of a dove,’ he retrospectively thinks, ‘that way I would fly for comfort’.24 Astutely, De Quincey responds to the Wordsworthian link between reading, landscape, and friendship, and becomes one of the first in a long line of readers to identify Dove Cottage itself as a place of literary pilgrimage. Some four years later, he would actually carry out the pilgrimage and instal himself as, in Dorothy’s words, ‘one of the Family’ (MY, II. 283), particularly beloved by the children—among whom, perhaps, he positioned himself. So strong, indeed, was De Quincey’s identification with the mythology of the Wordsworths and Dove Cottage that he would, in February 1809, become tenant at the ‘hallowed’ Town End, his desire to follow in the poet’s footsteps taking literal shape. His devotion was not, however, fully appreciated: his ‘unfeeling’ pruning of trees in the garden left Dorothy ‘so hurt and angry that she can never speak to him more’, reported Sara Hutchinson.25 This might be seen, in the words of Charles Rzepka, as a ‘symbolic act of desecration’ which might be rooted in De Quincey’s attempts to help The Convention of Cintra into print.26 Wordsworth’s editing and publishing methods proved, as so often, deeply frustrating, involving multiple changes and delays, and the time and effort De Quincey invested met with little gratitude. De Quincey seems to have become involved with Cintra both to please Wordsworth and to have their friendship publicly recognized; by the time it was concluded, he had begun to lose his worshipful attitude toward the older poet. A similar pattern of devotion turned sour is evident with Benjamin Haydon, who began his acquaintance with Wordsworth inclined ‘to worship [him] as a purified being’: Wordsworth responded with a poem celebrating their shared creative vocations, ‘High is our calling, Friend!’ But Haydon became disillusioned, thanks partly to his own artistic disappointments, and to Wordsworth’s refusal of a loan: ‘Depend upon it, Wordsworth has no heart’, he complained to Mary Russell Mitford (Gill, Life, 313–14).

While we might sympathize with Wordsworth’s reluctance to lend money to Haydon, these two examples hint at larger, recurrent problems in Wordsworth’s friendships: the way in which he could prompt devotion could also become problematic. De Quincey and Haydon, to a lesser extent, echo Coleridge’s grievance over Wordsworth’s ‘living wholly among Devotees’ (CL, II. 1013). Readers, too, could be repulsed by Wordsworthian self-involvement and what Newlyn terms his damaging reliance on ‘coterie audiences’: W. J. Fox, for example, commented that some of the power of the poetry was lost on him, since he was not ‘initiated or fraternized’.27 Wordsworth’s anxiety over the reception of his poetry could make him touchy, selfish and harsh, even to ‘initiates’ or friends. Lamb’s thoughtful, sympathetic response to Lyrical Ballads (1800), for instance, perceived by Wordsworth as overly critical, prompted a ‘long letter of four sweating pages’ wishing ‘that my range of Sensibility was more extended’. ‘Four long pages, equally sweaty, and more tedious’, arrived from Coleridge, suggesting that the fault must ‘lie “in me & not in them”’ (Lamb, Letters, I. 273). ‘My Arse’, commented an unrepentant Lamb to his friend Thomas Manning, ‘tickles red from the northern castigation’ (Lamb, Letters, I. 276). Lamb did not learn, however: his critical response to The White Doe of Rylstone prompted more Wordsworthian censure, ‘Let Lamb learn to be ashamed of himself’, he told Coleridge, ‘in not taking some pleasure in the contemplation of this picture’ (MY, I. 222). This was the difficult side of Wordsworth the literary friend, his insecurity too rampant to appreciate the value of alternative readings which his own poetry tacitly encourages. An equally unattractive social insecurity could occasionally surface, too, as when the Wordsworths joined ranks to object to De Quincey’s marriage to Margaret Simpson.

Yet this is not to gainsay the power of Wordsworth’s poetry, and its ability to arouse deep, lasting feelings of sympathy in a wide range of readers. This became particularly pronounced as the nineteenth century wore on and Victorian audiences sought spiritual nourishment from Wordsworth’s work, often expressing their feelings in terms of friendship or love: George Eliot, whose brother brought her rose-leaves from the Rydal Mount garden in 1841, commented to her friend Charlotte Carmichael over thirty years later that ‘we are agreed in loving our incomparable Wordsworth’. Like De Quincey, such readers often cast themselves as ‘true & sincere worshippers’, Lake District pilgrims attuned to the Wordsworthian connection between landscape, reading, and friendship.28The Reverend Stopford Brooke draws on this sense of literary friendship in his appeal to set up Dove Cottage as a museum, as he imagines the house alive with the presence of the ‘dearest friend’ Dorothy and demonstrates his love both of Wordsworth’s poetry and place in ways sanctioned by ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ and The Prelude.29 Visitors to Dove Cottage today are, similarly, invited both to appreciate Wordsworthian landscape, domestic and natural, and to demonstrate their affection by making ‘your own personal contribution’ to the preservation of Dove Cottage. ‘Become a Friend!’ urges the website, before quoting Wordsworth’s exclamation to Coleridge: ‘O Friend! O Poet! Brother of my soul’.30 The construct of literary friendship imagined in The Prelude—in which love, nature, and books are bound together—continues to exert power over present-day readers of Wordsworth.
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CHAPTER 4

WORDSWORTH AS PROFESSIONAL AUTHOR

BRIAN GOLDBERG

WHEN William Wordsworth graduated from Cambridge in 1791, his prospects were uncertain. His brothers were settling into respectable careers: Richard was practising law, John was serving as an officer with the East India Company, and Christopher, about to enter Trinity, was on the verge of a long working life as a clergyman and a scholar. Wordsworth, on the other hand, had no such plans. Those close to him understood that he was inclined toward a life in letters, but as of yet he had drawn no firm connection between writing and making a living. His best hope for financial independence lay in the settlement of the debt owed to the siblings by their father’s employer, the Earl of Lonsdale, but nobody knew if or when that money would become available. Meanwhile, genteelly impoverished, Wordsworth travelled, composed poetry, tried writing for the theatre, and looked for work as a journalist. In 1795, he inherited money from a friend, Raisley Calvert, which kept him from being ‘forced by necessity’ into ‘Church or Law’ (EY, 546). This was a forecast of things to come. Throughout his life, Wordsworth would be able to remain independent from the kinds of institutions that his brothers had entered, but this independence imposed its own conditions. Sometimes, it meant accepting acts of patronage, ranging from this early legacy to Wordsworth’s 1843 appointment as Poet Laureate. Sometimes, it meant an attempt to manage the literary marketplace, an attempt which in the 1830s would bring a by-then successful Wordsworth to intervene in debates about copyright. Wordsworth began his career as a radical and ended as a lion of the Tory establishment, but certain principles of authorship were always true for him. The great poet was a servant of the greater good, it was appropriate for him to seek material reward as long as money did not compromise his vision, and such rewards, whether granted by a reading public or by sympathetic individuals, were appropriate and deserved.

Wordsworth later called 1793, the year he published Evening Walk and Descriptive Sketches with Joseph Johnson, ‘the year…I first became an author’, but ‘becoming an author’ did not imply an exclusive commitment to poetry (LY, I. 125). Rather, the books signalled Wordsworth’s entry into public life as a member of a certain cohort: ‘It was with great reluctance I huddled up these imperfect works. …But as I had done nothing by which to distinguish myself at the university, I thought these little things might shew I could do something’ (EY, 120). Anyone perusing the title-pages of the volumes would have got the message. As a gentleman of letters, ‘W. Wordsworth, B.A., of St. John’s, Cambridge’ had written poems, but he might also write criticism or journalism, and, at least in theory, he might do so while pursuing some other profession or while waiting for new opportunities to arise. The stock ‘Melancholy’ of Wordsworth’s ‘epistle…to a young lady’ (as Evening Walk was subtitled) was another marker of the author’s free-floating gentility. However, this version of authorship could not long coexist with his other literary commitments, which led him toward writing that was aesthetically and politically more radical. Wordsworth might have understood that his first books represented a false start as well as that his subsequent work was potentially dangerous. His other writing that decade went largely unpublished, including the ‘Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff’, the Godwinian first version of ‘Salisbury Plain’, and the anti-Godwinian verse drama The Borderers, rejected at Covent Garden in 1797. His experiments in journalism were obscure and short-lived, and what mostly kept Wordsworth (and, after 1795, Dorothy) afloat was income from the Calvert legacy and whatever money he could prise from his family, often borrowed against the Lowther debt.

While the early poems were published as a way of establishing the author’s genteel credentials and perhaps as a way of testing the literary marketplace, the 1798 Lyrical Ballads were strictly an attempt to earn money for the trip Coleridge and the Wordsworths wanted to take to Germany. The volume was published anonymously not because either author was especially reluctant to earn public notice but because they calculated that anonymity would be the best strategy for the market: ‘Wordsworth’s name is nothing’, Coleridge observed, while ‘to a large number of persons mine stinks’ (CL, I. 142). Later, Wordsworth would complain of Southey’s negative review, ‘he knew that I published those poems for money and money alone’ (EY, 267). These are neither outright defensive lies nor the frank declarations of a pair of mercenaries. To insist on being motivated by profit, even privately, was in part to reject codes of gentility in favour of a progressive ethos that coupled service with remuneration. Wordsworth published poems for the same reason his brothers went to sea or entered Gray’s Inn, to make money, but this did not mitigate the literary value of what he had accomplished. When the advertisement confesses that the collection may have ‘descended too low’ in diction and subject matter, it is presenting the literary experiment as a path to new knowledge and attempting to shake up an order based on inherited rank and wealth (PrW, I. 116). It does not, however, mean to reproduce instead the ethos of Wordsworth’s immediate family, ‘a stringently middle-class merchant family striving for gentry status’.1 When Wordsworth and Coleridge attached mercantile motives to experimental writing, they were inventing something new, a role for the poet that would allow him to establish his own criteria for literary value while directly addressing the marketplace.

After the publication of Lyrical Ballads and the Germany trip, Wordsworth was wholly committed to establishing his identity as a practising professional poet, a development which would not have surprised private readers of the Prelude and Home at Grasmere manuscripts. The first edition sold out, and for the 1800 edition, expanded to two volumes and re-christened Lyrical Ballads, with Other Poems, ‘W. Wordsworth’ appeared as the sole author on the title page. This new control was manifest both in Wordsworth’s writing and his behaviour. He paid close attention to the details of publishing, moved ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ to the back of the first volume (replacing it with ‘some little things which would be more likely to suit the common taste’, namely his own ‘Expostulation and Reply’ and ‘The Tables Turned’ (EY, 264)), excluded ‘Christabel’ (EY, 305), asked that no other books be advertised at the back of the volume (EY, 310), and included poetry that was newly reflexive about the role of the poet. In much of this poetry, Wordsworth attempts to reconcile the bad aspects of professional life, including careerism, rationalism, and corruption, with the promise of an expansive and self-sustaining professional poetry. An implicit companion to ‘Expostulation and Reply’ and ‘The Tables Turned’, ‘A Poet’s Epitaph’ rejects the politician, the lawyer, the priest, the soldier, and the physician in favour of the ‘idler’ who is ‘Contented if he might enjoy | The things which others understand’ (LBOP, 237, ll. 55–6). The knowledge of the idler-poet extends to ‘outward shews’, ‘impulses of deeper birth’, and ‘common things that round us lie’ and is unsystematic—his truths are ‘random’—but it also participates in its own, presumably ever-renewable, institutionalization, as the dead poet invites the idle one to ‘build thy house upon this grave’ (45, 47, 49, 50, 60). Even more assertive about the prospective reception of Wordsworth’s poetry is the prediction, in ‘Michael’, that the poet’s followers will become his ‘second self’ when he is gone (LBOP, 253, l. 39). The 1800 volume also includes the first version of the Preface, which announces Wordsworth’s theory of poetic diction and delicately suggests that the poet may know more than the amateur reader: ‘If Poetry be a subject on which time has not been bestowed, the judgment may be erroneous’ (PrW, I. 156).2

While Wordsworth was now, in effect, a full-time poet, willing to conceive of that activity as his only paid work, he did not rush to print everything he wrote. On the contrary, some of his best work was reserved for his best audience, his family and a circle of close friends. There were manuscripts he held on to for years before finally releasing them to the public, and in two important cases central documents of his poetic development went unpublished during his lifetime. The Prelude, complete in a two-part version in 1799 and a thirteen-book version in 1805, is the most important example, and Home at Grasmere, largely composed in 1800 and 1806, is another great poem, also self-conscious about Wordsworth’s vocation as a poet, that would remain in manuscript until after his death. Both were conceived of as parts of an even larger project, ‘The Recluse’, and while some of this writing is private and confessional, even his reluctance to make these works known to the public may have a professional as well as a personal cause. Practically speaking, it is hard to know when to reveal parts of an essentially unfinished work, and Wordsworth would wait until 1814 to announce his wider plan.

The 1802 Lyrical Ballads features an expanded preface, significant here because Wordsworth extends his reflections to the special constitution and status of the poet, now identified as ‘the rock of defence of human nature’ (PrW, I. 141). The year 1802 is central in the development of Wordsworth’s professional identity for other reasons, as well. In May of that year, the old Earl of Lonsdale died, and his successor, William Lowther, announced that he would make good on all the estate’s debts. Richard presented a bill to Lowther in October, and the family would receive their money in early 1803. Inspired, perhaps, by the prospect of both love and money—the impending settlement of the debt allowed Wordsworth to marry in October—Wordsworth enjoyed one of the great periods of his career in spring 1802. Yet while some of the most important 1802 poems directly or indirectly address the question of poetic vocation, including ‘Resolution and Independence’, the Intimations ode, and the sonnets on Milton, he would not publish any of them until his 1807 collection, Poems in Two Volumes. In the interim, he continued to write, and his poetry was assembled in at least three separate manuscript collections, one for Mary Wordsworth in 1802, one for Lady Beaumont, and one for Coleridge when he set out for Malta (CP2V, ‘Introduction’, 4–5). Once the 1807 Poems appeared, he attempted to head off at least one negative review because he did not want it to hurt sales (MY, I. 155), but in the event the volume was met with what was becoming the usual enthusiasm of aficionados, the usual attack by Jeffrey, and the usual demoralizing differential between the intensity of Wordsworth’s most dedicated admirers and detractors and the number of copies actually sold. The publication of Poems in Two Volumes was a major event in the history of British poetry, but contemporaries did not quite see it that way.

Yet another element of Wordsworth’s professional life that developed over this period was his relationship to two patrons, the Earl of Lonsdale and Sir George Beaumont. The new Earl performed two acts of service very quickly, although only one could properly be called patronage: he oversaw the repayment of the twenty-year-old debt to Wordsworth’s family, and in 1806, without the poet’s asking, he bought for Wordsworth a property at Broad How, a problem because Wordsworth thought the property was overvalued and ‘a man of letters (and indeed all public men of every pursuit) ought to be severely frugal’ (MY, I. 76). For Wordsworth, the aristocrat and the writer, the patron and the poet, shared the duty of avoiding recklessness. Beaumont’s aid was more immediate. A small gift of land in 1803 was followed in 1806 with the use of the farmhouse at Coleorton, a favour Wordsworth returned by designing the house’s winter garden (Gill, Life, 253–4). These acts of support follow the pattern established by the Calvert legacy as described in a sonnet commemorating that legacy: ‘I, if frugal and severe, might stray | Where’er I liked; and finally array | My temple’s with the Muse’s diadem’ (CP2V, ‘To the Memory of Raisley Calvert’, 5–7). Patronage would always be acceptable as long as it did not involve an indiscriminate display of wealth and it was particularly acceptable when it was proportionate to the poet’s needs.

After the disappointing reception of the 1807 collection, publishing poetry seemed like a dead end, and in 1809 and 1810 Wordsworth undertook two lengthy and important prose pieces. Their purposes overlapped. Concerning the Convention of Cintra sets out to ‘move and teach, and be consolatory’ on behalf of citizens who either have misunderstood the importance of or have been discouraged by the Cintra treaty (PrW, I. 230). A Guide through the District of the Lakes, a tourist’s guidebook commissioned to accompany a book of engravings, was written for money, but its long-term effect was to solidify the public image of Wordsworth as guardian and interpreter of the Lake District’s sublime and beautiful. Although Wordsworth launched Cintra as a political intervention, he was also conscious of its sales, and while the Guide was at first a money-making enterprise detached from Wordsworth’s main pursuits, it would later be incorporated into his canon both as a pamphlet and as a preface to the River Duddon sonnets (1820).3 Predictably enough given the density of its argument and the belatedness of its publication, Cintra lost money, although the Guide, once separated from Reverend Wilkinson’s engravings, became extremely popular. At any rate, the period between 1807 and 1812 was a time of increasing financial stress. It had become clear that Wordsworth’s writing alone would not support his growing family, and the income from various financial dealings was also proving inadequate. In 1812 he wrote to Lonsdale for help and was given, in turn, first a £100 per year pension and, two months after that, the newly opened position of Distributor of Stamps in Westmorland, which he officially assumed in April 1813 (Gill, Life, 295–6). He was now able to move his family from Allan Bank to the comforts of Rydal Mount, and it is possible that by the 1820s he had ‘a comfortable fortune’ based mostly on real estate and other investments.4

In April 1814, sixteen years after the first edition of Lyrical Ballads and seven years after the appearance of Poems, in Two Volumes, Wordsworth prepared another, more extensive assault on the marketplace. As Dorothy reported to Catherine Clarkson, a close friend and a member of Wordsworth’s coterie readership, the poet was

printing 9 books of his long poem [The Excursion]. …I do not think the book will be published before next winter; but, at the same time, will come out a new edition of his poems in two Volumes Octavo, and shortly after—Peter Bell, The White Doe, and Benjamin the Waggoner. This is resolved upon, and I think you may depend on not being disappointed. (MY, II. 139–40)

The strategy must have seemed promising. The prospectus to The Excursion would announce Wordsworth’s broad intention to sing ‘Of Truth, of Grandeur, Beauty, Love, and Hope’ (CExc, 40, ‘Prospectus’ 14), while the preface to that poem informed readers that each individual text Wordsworth published was a segment of a larger, developing whole, like ‘Cells, Oratories, and sepulchral Recesses’ attached to a ‘gothic Church’, thus encouraging anyone who enjoyed any of them to track down the rest (CExc, ‘Preface’, 38). In effect, his publications would all advertise each other.

However, this plan would prove to be another disappointment. The Excursion sold steadily and would eventually anchor Wordsworth’s reputation among his contemporaries, but years would pass before there was any need for the second, cheaper edition he always intended. The White Doe moved more sluggishly, and both volumes were immediately attacked by Francis Jeffrey in reviews that became famous for their unequivocal disdain: The Excursion ‘will never do’; The White Doe ‘has the merit of being the very worst poem we ever saw printed in a quarto volume’ (Woof, 382, 539).5 Wordsworth, understandably, decided not to publish Peter Bell and Benjamin the Waggoner, and by the time the 1815 collection was released, with The White Doe still in press, he had apparently made up his mind. Putting its faith in posterity (‘the people’) rather than the marketplace (‘the public’), that volume’s ‘Essay, Supplementary to the Preface’ develops a case both self-serving and profound. While Wordsworth asserts that the great and original poet ‘has…the task of creating the taste by which he is to be enjoyed’, the task as he actually describes it is nearly impossible, at least in the short run (PrW, III. 80). As his relentless, fatalistic argument details, most readers have their preferences established when they are young and undiscerning, and these immature preferences guide their judgements when they encounter poetry as adults. Although some readers do take poetry as a mature study, this very narrow class produces the most harmful as well as the most insightful critics, since even close students of the art may be victimized by their own intellectual and moral failings, particularly in the case of ‘critics too petulant to be passive to a genuine poet, and too feeble to grapple with him’ (PrW, III. 66). Wordsworth is talking to Jeffrey but he is not arguing with just one man. It is in its very nature of its readership, Wordsworth finds, that good poetry can never be valued by its contemporary audience, or if it is, it is only for the wrong reasons.

If we place the high claims of the prospectus, which invokes an audience ‘fit…though few’, next to the grim diagnostics of the supplementary essay, it may seem that the years 1814–15 see the birth, or perhaps the ossification, of the Romantic poet’s author-centred, audience-averse ideal (CExc 39, ‘Prospectus’, 23). Abused or neglected by professional critics and other readers and now made secure by different means, a once-ambitious writer turns away from his contemporaries and appeals instead to the judgements of the future. Take a step back, though, and the publications of 1814 and 1815 appear as part of a nearly regular sequence in which the poet Wordsworth approaches the public, retreats under perceived fire, and approaches again with renewed confidence or at least hope. Wordsworth would get around to publishing Peter Bell and Benjamin the Waggoner in 1819, and the River Duddon sonnets appeared soon after that, as did the first four-volume set of his collected poems. The Excursion would continue to sell. What would become the most popular volume of his new poetry in Wordsworth’s lifetime, 1835’s Yarrow Revisited, remained years ahead of him. His collected works would never go out of print, and the growing collection would appear in multiple versions, meeting with steadily increasing public and critical approval along the way. At least in theory, the supplementary essay was perversely self-defeating. At about the time Wordsworth definitively argued that the public never got these things right, they began to flock to him.

While his appointment as Distributor of Stamps would not in itself make Wordsworth rich, it alleviated most of his immediate distress. It also made him a permanent client of the Tory gentry. Wordsworth’s political shifts angered some of his contemporaries and successors, but they may also be seen as a way of reconciling his early optimism about the persuasive powers of the innovative poet with his hard-earned scepticism about his contemporary readership. The moment comes when the expert practitioner, even of poetry, must hope to be trusted by a clientele that understands less than he does, and the imaginary ‘government of equal rights | And individual worth’ that promised Wordsworth a vocational home in The Prelude is supplemented by a new intellectual hierarchy in which the poet may minister safely in solitude should his situation demand it (Prel-NCE, 1805: VII. 257–8). Eventually, Wordsworth would defend Westmorland’s Lowther regime in just the language that distinguishes the great poet from the market-pleasing pretenders of the supplementary essay: the elder Lowther is ‘a Lover of the People, but one who despises, as far as relates to his own practice: and deplores, in respect to that of others, the shows, and pretences, and all the false arts by which the plaudits of the multitude are won, and the people flattered to the common ruin of themselves and their deceivers’ (PrW, III. ‘Two Addresses to the Freeholders of Westmorland’ 156). The marketplace’s inability to tell the difference between true and false standards of what is desirable is repeated at the polls, where the politician of integrity is at a disadvantage when dealing with satanic deceivers and a vicious multitude.

This is not to say that Wordsworth’s attachment to the Lowther interest settled his professional outlook or that financial stability relieved him of professional anxiety. On the contrary, the long poem dedicated to the Earl of Lonsdale, The Excursion, is preoccupied with vocational distress, as though the poet continues to seek for ways to understand his calling and justify his good fortune. Its three main characters, the Wanderer, the Pastor, and the Solitary, are explicitly identified by the work they do, or do not do. The Wanderer is a failed schoolteacher whose rural commerce has provided just enough money to live a life both of the mind and the spirit, while the Solitary, whose military and clerical encounters with patronage illustrate the bad jobbery of the eighteenth century, has been rendered independent by the same blow that perverted his moral outlook, the death of his wife. The Pastor, descended from the wealthy ‘Patrons of [his] Cure’, is a repository of trustworthy religious doctrine, but it is the hard-working though now retired Wanderer who is endued with ‘the vision and the faculty divine’ that the poem values most (CExc, V. 129; I. 83). The problem for Wordsworth is that neither the Wanderer’s biography nor the Pastor’s inherited position can be reproduced by the unnamed narrator, who, it appears, inhabits the poem’s professional middle class along with the Solitary. The narrator’s life is a blank—we know he will have ‘future labours’ but his work, as far as we can tell, is only to report what other people say—while the Solitary’s labours have been unproductive and he has consigned himself to only a fretful retirement, in counterpoint to the moral example of the Wanderer (CExc, IX. 795). As a teller of his own tale, the Solitary is also a dangerous—because a sceptical—audience for the Pastor and the Wanderer. When the Wanderer indulges himself in a self-aggrandizing analogy, for example, between the itinerant pedlar and the knight errant, the Solitary reminds him of the facts of class and history that render the analogy merely abstract: ‘The peaceable remains of this good Knight | Would be disturbed, I fear, with wrathful scorn’ if he had heard ‘The fine Vocation of the sword and lance’ compared to the ‘gross aims and body-bending toil’ of the pedlar (CExc, VIII. 36–42). The Solitary goes on to observe that the ‘Intelligent’ will ‘respect’ the pedlar’s civilizing function, but the Solitary’s point, that auditors who would accept the analogy are few and far between, has been firmly made (CExc, VIII. 53–4). One Wordsworthian double, the Wanderer, is presented as a providentially chosen poet sown by nature, but the Solitary and the narrator are mutually chastening professionals who have yet to be redeemed by their service.6

Wordsworth would continue to benefit from public and private acts of patronage: a legacy from George Beaumont in 1827, a Civil List pension in 1842, and his appointment as Poet Laureate, succeeding Southey, in 1843. He also continued to publish new collections of verse, including The River Duddon sonnet sequence and the Memorials of a Tour on the Continent in 1820 and the Ecclesiastical Sketches in 1822, as well as issuing collected works with T. N. Longman and company in 1820, 1827, and 1832, before his first edition with Edward Moxon. In 1835, he published what would become his best-selling volume of new verse, Yarrow Revisited, and his rising status, both in terms of critical prestige and in terms of market presence, was the backdrop for his change of publisher in 1836, when he replaced the too-complacent Longman with the upcoming and appreciative Moxon. By then Wordsworth had developed a friendship with Moxon, but Moxon’s more aggressive tactics for selling collected editions at various price-points, as well as his more generous terms in dealing with the poet, must also have convinced the poet that the latter stages of his career deserved more attentive treatment than they were receiving from Longman’s, Wordsworth’s publisher since Joseph Cottle transferred the copyright of Lyrical Ballads in 1800.7

In the late 1830s Wordsworth became deeply involved in the debate over Talfourd’s proposed new copyright law, which would have extended copyright from twenty-eight years after publication or the extent of the author’s lifetime to sixty years after the author’s lifetime. It is clear why this issue would be important to Wordsworth. He was now an ageing poet who had only recently become a major seller, and he was well aware that, as he wrote to Gladstone, ‘the greatest part’ of his work ‘would be public property tomorrow’ if he died, thus benefiting booksellers but not his own family (LY, III. 536). Wordsworth’s argument represents one side of the ongoing debate about copyright, which balanced a desire to protect authors, particularly authors whose works had social utility but did not immediately sell widely, against the perception that stricter copyright laws would exert an upward pressure on book prices. Conceived as a ‘tax on knowledge’, for example, the threat of more stringent copyright laws united radicals and ‘political economists’ in Parliament.8 The argument hinges on how and why literature is created and Wordsworth’s position depended on the principle that authors need material incentives to do publicly useful work. In order to produce great literature, the poet not only needs time, he needs ‘insurance’ that his ‘present privations’ will be rewarded with ‘future recompense’. Otherwise, he will be burdened with ‘a weight upon his spirits, which must deaden his exertions’ and he may turn from the more strenuous but important work of writing poetry to ‘inferior employments’ (PrW, ‘The Law of Copyright’, III. 312).

Copyright debates often turn on the question of what other kind of property literary property is most like. For Wordsworth, two analogies were especially salient. If literature were like landed property, it was absolutely inalienable, but if it were more like a patented invention a limited term was preferable. Wordsworth’s preference for the longest possible term of copyright, one that would approach eternity on the model of real estate, was practical and self-serving, but it was also continuous with his general theory of literature. The education that good writers were required to invest time and money in is a professional education, a course of training ratified by the production of individual literary works. Given the socially useful nature of these productions, the author is deserving of reward. Further, because the service continues even after the author has written and published his works, his reward is best understood not as wages but as the gradual establishment of an estate, so that the author’s family will benefit in the future just as the work itself can only be fully appreciated, correctly valued, over the course of time. Alternatively, the model of the patent threatened to make members of Parliament into the official judges of literature, an outcome that would throw the title to this property into the hands of incompetent judges: ‘I should both dislike and dread such a tribunal. …Let the remuneration come from [the] public who would cheerfully bestow it. …We shall have a monument in our works if they survive and if they do not we should not deserve it’ (LY, III. 566). As always, Wordsworth marks a crucial difference between getting paid and being paid off. Bad authors have done nothing to secure their family fortunes, while good authors have built a ‘monument’ that should, given the right legislation, generate income for their heirs.

The search for a workable metaphor for literary property was manifest in Wordsworth’s approach to copyright but was not confined to that subject. Wordsworth’s most important statements in the successive prefaces to Lyrical Ballads treat poems alternatively as ‘experiments’ and services, but only occasionally and figuratively as material wealth. By 1814, he had reconceived of his works in architectural terms, and his central metaphor, the ‘gothic Church’, has its material referent in books themselves. Just as individual poems are parts of a built whole, they can be rearranged and aggregated in the form of a series of individually ‘complete’ but always growing editions. This concretization of service appears in a different way in the matter of Longmans’ stereotypes of Wordsworth’s poetry, which had annoyed Wordsworth in 1836. ‘The Stereotype Yarrow hangs like a millstone about my projects’, Wordsworth complained, ‘—it is so ugly a book’ (LY, III. 232). He did not like the appearance of the Yarrow reissue, but he was also troubled by the technology of stereotyping itself, which involved using permanent, cast-metal plates instead of individually set type; such plates saved time and money because they were reusable, meaning type didn’t have to be re-set in order for a new edition of a given work to be printed, but the existence of such plates also implied that no further changes to the text could be made.9 In effect, the publisher had rendered Wordsworth’s property unimprovable because the real, physical books would be locked into an ugly form which all subsequent publications would have to match. For a poet who was an inveterate reviser of old work and who also wanted uniformity among his volumes so that his readers could comfortably assemble their own complete editions, the stereotype was too literal a realization of what had to remain an immaterial theory of poetic property. That is, Wordsworth was fruitfully working his way through a paradox that copyright debates often encountered. Poetic service could be likened to real estate, but it could not actually be real estate.10 There had to remain a practical distinction between the book and the work.

A new copyright law was passed in 1842, extending the term to forty-two years after publication or seven years after the author’s death; that same year, Moxon put out Wordsworth’s final collection of newly published verse, Poems, Chiefly of Early and Late Years. The collection was at least in part an attempt to forestall uncontrolled posthumous publication of Wordsworth’s poems, including as it did such 1790s writing as The Borderers and ‘Guilt and Sorrow’, both heavily revised, along with selections of new writing, most substantially the 1837 Memorials of a Tour of Italy (Gill, Life, 404). The recent copyright dispute was memorialized in this volume by the inclusion of the ‘Plea for Authors’ and also, possibly, by ‘A Poet—he hath put his heart to school’. The latter, which compares the grovelling poet who ‘must laugh | By precept only, and shed tears by rule’ to the free poet who lets ‘Art be Nature’, emulates the flower and the tree by drawing sustenance from an internal ‘divine vitality’, and does not fear critics, may look at first like an especially untroubled expression of organicism and aesthetic liberty (LP, 366–7, ll. 4–6, 14). Written in 1842, though, it also reminds us that the ‘Forest-tree’ requires time to grow. Wordsworth’s second selves need not fear posterity because courage and ‘vitality’ are likely to result in valuable writing, the kind copyright laws are supposed to protect.

Conceiving of the poet’s mission as extensive in both space and time, Wordsworth is not only putting his faith in the long run, he is also conceiving of ways the physicality of the book can help master the present. The ‘Prelude’ to this collection also comments directly on the relationship between the physical volume, the author’s career, and the poet’s mission:


      But now, my Book!

.  .  .  .  .  .  .

Go, single—yet aspiring to be joined

With thy Forerunners that through many a year

Have faithfully prepared each other’s way—

Go forth upon a mission best fulfilled

When and wherever, in this changeful world,

Power hath been given to please for higher ends

Than pleasure only. …(LP, 363, ‘Prelude’, ll. 14–23)



As convention demands, the Book is sent forth on its own into the world of obtuse professional critics and other readers, but in a wonderfully literal saving gesture the poet’s whole career is said to have prepared the way for his new volume, as though a poet who has pleased once may expect his works to be received charitably forever after. Since all volumes of Wordsworth’s verse can be physically present to their readers at once, without regard for order of publication or composition, this book and its ‘Forerunners’ ‘have faithfully prepared each other’s way’ for a mission that belongs to the poet, to the books as objects, and to the books’ contents. Is literary property a physical work, an immaterial, ever-iterable text that has the legal standing of a physical work, or is it an on-going service provided by a liberally educated, socially conscious author? For Wordsworth, again, authorial professionalism demands all three.

The final stage of Wordsworth’s career was marked by his appointment to the post of poet laureate, an appointment that, by agreement between Wordsworth and Peel, required the seventy-three-year-old to write no occasional odes and which he accepted as ‘the reward of literary merit’ (LY, IV. 378). Well past his most productive years as a writer, the new laureate was self-conscious about what values he might represent. ‘A Loyal heart’, as Wordsworth inscribed in the Queen’s presentation copy of his 1845 edition, was one necessity, but so too was continuing professional independence, which ultimately means the independence of the entrepreneur and not the salaried man (LP, 401, ‘Written upon a fly leaf in the Copy of the Author’s Poems’, 4). Christopher Wordsworth was only partially correct when he argued that Wordsworth ‘wrote laureate odes before he was laureate. And those lyrical poems are more valuable, because they were not official, but the spontaneous effusions of inspiration’.11 Indeed, ‘The formal world relaxes its cold chain | For one who speaks in numbers’, as Wordsworth writes in the Sonnets upon the Punishment of Death, identifying both the poet’s licence and the poet’s right to intervene in affairs of policy (SSIP, 877, ‘Apology’, 1–2). However, when it came to writing pre-laureate laureate odes, Wordsworth had to fight off the gravitational pull of those institutions that he had successfully avoided in his youth. The Thanksgiving Ode, at least, stages a moment of inspiration—‘mid the deep quiet of the morning hour | All nature seems to hear me while I speak’—but it is doubtful that even the poet would call the death penalty sonnets, or the Ecclesiastical Sonnets, ‘spontaneous effusions of inspiration’ (SP, 181, ‘Ode’, 36–7). Rather, these are expressions of both collective and individual duty. Having prospered as a client and a subject, the now venerable poet labours not only as the rock and defence of human nature in the abstract but also for the specific well-being of the late Hanoverian and early Victorian establishment. This work derives much of its force from the fact that the poet is not a hired pen, but neither need it be pro bono. The Thanksgiving Ode, for example, likely cost the author money to publish, and a couple of months later we find Wordsworth, again, swearing off the marketplace as a result: ‘I have written nothing since—and as to Publishing I shall give it up, as no-body will buy what I set forth: nor can I expect it seeing what stuff the public appetite is set upon’ (MY, II. 334).12 The independent poet is free to write for the nation, but, at least in principle, he is also free to not write for the nation.

If Wordsworth in 1843 was no longer able to produce much loyal, independent verse, he could still act the laureate’s role. It would be two years before he appeared before the young Queen Victoria, but when he finally attended her he was careful to follow protocol, borrowing the appropriate attire (including a sword) from Samuel Rogers and consulting him on the details of expected behaviour (LY, IV. 669). Despite his initial reluctance to accept the position, he perceived in his own conduct an expression of enduring values, as he remarked in a description of the event to his American editor, Henry Reed:

Mrs. Everett the wife of your minister was a witness to [the reception]; without knowing who I was. It moved her to the shedding of tears. This effect was in part produced, I suppose by American habits of feeling, as pertaining to a republican government like yours. To see a grey haired Man 75 years of age kneeling down in a large assembly, to kiss the hand of a young Woman is a sight for which institutions essentially democratic do not prepare a spectator of either sex (LY, IV. 687).

The letter expresses a doubled consciousness about what is appropriate and what is necessary. An anonymous old man kneels to a young woman, delivering a sublime shock to the system of a witness who only now understands that the 24-year-old queen represents an ancient ‘habit of feeling’ to which any living person might properly defer. At the same time, the laureate is performing what is no more nor less than his duty, having arrived in his own time and having already established his intellectual and artistic independence from the Crown.

Moxon published the first one-volume complete Wordsworth in 1845 and this signalled both another retrospective and an active shoring up of Wordsworth’s position. It is likely that plans for the 1845 edition were made in May of that year, when Wordsworth had travelled to London to be presented to the Queen, since he stayed with Moxon during that visit, and by June he was corresponding with Moxon about the price, layout, and engravings for the forthcoming edition. Ever-attentive to the imagined needs of book-buyers, Wordsworth frets a little that the one-volume edition, with its compressed lay-out, might displace the more spacious multi-volume version: ‘I know that many persons would prefer [the seven-volume edition] and not a few would have the[m]‌ both—the 7 vol: for ordinary reading, and the double column for traveling’ (LY, IV. 718). This is not to say that the one-volume edition was cheaply produced. It was the first collection for Wordsworth the laureate, and its trappings re-emphasize Wordsworth’s monumental status. The engravings include a reproduction of an author’s bust and a vignette of Rydal Mount, and the title-page was, naturally, the first to identify Wordsworth as ‘laureate’ as well as to refer to the honorary degrees he had received (an honorary D.C.L. from Durham in 1838, another from Oxford in 1839—the 1846 seven-volume edition would further note his honorary membership in the Royal Society of Edinburgh and the Royal Irish Academy). The old office of the laureate and the ancient networks of privilege and obligation which it represents become additional credentials for the professional author, but there is no outright cynicism or opportunism in what was at any rate a necessary gesture. Wordsworth acknowledges, instead, separate, mutually supporting systems of legitimacy and ‘habits of feeling’, one in which all men may pay homage to any legitimate queen, another in which the work of the far-seeing poet inhabits spaces, and temporalities, that extend beyond the lifespan of any given person or government.

The separation of these systems, but also their mutual support, is described in the short lyric ‘If thou indeed derive thy light from heaven’, which Wordsworth had placed ‘as a sort of preface’ to the 1845 edition (LY, IV. 717):


If thou indeed derive thy light from Heaven,

Then, to the measure of that heaven-born light,

Shine, Poet! in thy place, and be content:—

The stars pre-eminent in magnitude,

And they that from the zenith dart their beams,

(Visible though they be to half the earth,

Thou half a sphere be conscious of their brightness)

Are yet of no diviner origin,

No purer essence, than the one that burns,

Like an untended watch-fire, on the ridge

Of some dark mountain; or than those which seem

Humbly to hang, like twinkling winter lamps,

Among the branches of the leafless trees;

All are the undying offspring of one Sire:

Then to the measure of the light vouchsafed,

Shine, Poet! in thy place, and be content.(SP, 122)



Written after May 1813, and probably soon after, ‘If thou indeed’ is a gracious acknowledgement that vocation is more important than ambition, while the poem’s refrain, ‘Shine, Poet! in thy place, and be content’, comments wryly on Wordsworth’s recent appointment as Distributor of Stamps. When moved to the front of the collected works in 1845, however, the poem enters into a dialogue with the new announcements of that volume’s title page. Height and magnitude are optical illusions, and it may be that even ‘William Wordsworth, D.C.L., Poet Laureate etc. etc.’ is but one star among many. On the other hand, the memorialized poet is also the poet of Rydal Mount, as the volume’s engraving reminds us, and this is just the spot from which ‘stars in both positions’, ‘at the zenith’ or down ‘among the branches of the leafless trees’ may be ‘notic[ed]’ by the ‘inhabitants’ (SP, Wordsworth’s note to ‘If Thou’, 523). Outside and beyond the literary star system, or occupying a special, fixed place within it, the laureate Wordsworth, whose bare, still-republican brow requires no leaves, laurel or otherwise, is able to estimate the place of each and the value of all. This implicit sorting correlates to the inventory the poet takes of the noble living and the noble dead as the poet goes on to reflect, in the letter to Reed, on how many of the poets who had shared his individual firmament were gone for good: ‘And now of English Poets advanced in life, I cannot recall any but James Montgomery, Thomas Moore, and myself who are living, except [Rogers].’ So much for the past—although Wordsworth recognizes that poetry, including, if only he knew it, the laureateship, has an immediate future: ‘I saw Tennyson when I was in London, several times. He is decidedly the first of our living Poets, and I hope will live to give the world still better things’ (LY, IV. 688).

During the last five years of his life Wordsworth would supervise five more collected editions of his work, ending with the 1849–50 six-volume edition, but his professional activities were limited to the on-going caretaking of already existent writing, the composition of a handful of minor verses, and the final preparation of The Prelude, which Mary Wordsworth arranged to have published three months after the poet’s death in 1850. The Prelude looks to the past and the future, and it also looks both to the most private experiences of the writer and to their most public expressions. ‘Its publication has been prevented merely by the personal character of the subject’, Wordsworth had told Talfourd in the midst of the copyright debate, but he quickly added: ‘Had it been published as soon as it was finished, the copyright would long ago have expired in the case of my decease’ (LY, III. 680). Alive, Wordsworth had delivered what was broadly and fairly taken to be a statement of humanistic, post-Revolutionary doctrine in The Excursion. After life, he supplied his audiences with the long confession that founds and sustains the Gothic church of his work. The Prelude is a revealing and sometimes guilty account of how the practitioner qualified for his practice—‘the origin and progress of his own powers’, as the preface to The Excursion has it—but it is, additionally, the final act of that practice, a summing-up that verifies all that comes before while establishing the real, material estate of the poet, if not into the undefined futurity of posterity, at least for as long as the law of copyright would allow (CExc, ‘Preface’ 38). The conclusion of the poem is itself both prospectus and epitaph: ‘Oh! yet a few short years of useful life, | And all will be complete, thy race be run, | Thy monument of glory will be raised’, the speaker promises his auditor, Coleridge, and all the temporal slippages invoked by the copyright debate are repeated here (Prel-NCE, 1850: XIV. 432–4). Wordsworth’s voice, now past, predicts a future monument for a dead friend, while also producing its own commercial monument for his wife and surviving children.

This eerie posthumous address brought Wordsworth’s career full circle. By July of 1850, when these lines were published, it had been forty-five years or more since the labours of Wordsworth and Coleridge had been in any way joined. On the other hand, Wordsworth was still referring his notion of the poetic career to the co-author of Lyrical Ballads. In 1844, for example, Wordsworth was discussing the work of a young friend, William Frederick Faber, an Anglican priest who had started to write poetry. The laureate refused to encourage the attempt: ‘[Faber] is of that temperament that if he write verses, the spirit must possess him, and the practice master him, to the great injury of his work as a Priest’. Wordsworth may have understood something personal about Faber’s enthusiastic temperament, but he also intended to generalize: ‘No man can write verses that will live in the hearts of his Fellow creatures but through an overpowering impulse in his own mind, involving him often times in labour that he cannot dismiss or escape from, though his duty to himself and others may require it.’ Coleridge, to take up the case in point, was a more ‘masterly’ writer than Southey because he ‘persevered in labour unremittingly’; Southey could ‘lay down his work at pleasure and turn to any thing else’, but his poems are ‘seldom quoted’ and ‘few passages…are gotten by heart’ (LY, IV. 614). Another moral of the story went unstated but could not be missed. Coleridge wrote memorable poetry; but more often than not, he failed at his duties to himself and others. Wordsworth, then, insists that Faber should honour his commitment to ‘the service of God’, which is incompatible with the inescapable impulses that poetry fosters and demands. Even if we grant the poet a degree of tact toward a not-especially-talented young aspirant, it is at first surprising to see Wordsworth advocate for Coleridgean excess over Southeyan diligence while warning the aspiring poet against either. But why not? Like Southey, and emphatically unlike Coleridge, Wordsworth had been a responsible spouse and parent and a sober, respectable member of his society. He was famous, admired, and at least moderately wealthy. Yet after a long life filled with its share of distresses and loss, one in which an early chosen path had been followed unremittingly for fifty years or more, it was only natural for Wordsworth to wonder where he might be placed on the Coleridge–Southey scale and whether, after all, he had served correctly. There must have been some comfort in the notion that his lifetime of writing poetry, however professionally disciplined he meant it to be, was in some way unwilled, that his vows really were made by someone else, and that whatever duties he had left undone were sacrificed to an overpowering impulse no publisher, reader, or critic could determine or contain.
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CHAPTER 5

ITINERANT WORDSWORTH

C. E. J. SIMONS


Few sights more please me than a public road:

’Tis my delight; such object hath had power

O’er my imagination since the dawn

Of childhood, when its disappearing line,

Seen daily afar off, on one bare steep

Beyond the limits which my feet had trod,

Was like a guide into eternity,

At least to things unknown and without bound

(Prel-13, XII. 145–52)   



THIS chapter presents Wordsworth’s itinerant career in three phases. The first phase represents Wordsworth as vagrant: an itinerant poet, but an economic, social, and even linguistic borderer. Apart from childhood memories, the formative experiences for Wordsworth’s mature poetic production almost all occurred during his early travels in this ‘vagrant’ phase. The second ‘heroic’ phase represents Wordsworth and his itinerant verse through the topos of the itinerant philosopher or chivalric hero. Wordsworth’s conception of the poet as itinerant philosopher begins with his experiences in France and Goslar, and the poetry of ‘The Ruined Cottage’ and the ‘Pedlar’ lines, but this phase becomes formally codified in much later work including The Excursion and the Ecclesiastical Sketches. The final ‘public’ phase represents Wordsworth as public tourist and travel writer, publishing sequences and whole volumes of itinerant verse, culminating in Memorials of a Tour in Italy. 1837 published in in Poems, Chiefly of Early and Late Years (1842).

THE 1790 TOUR

Wordsworth’s Cambridge years mark the beginning of his international travels. Lack of enthusiasm for his studies after his first year, combined with his passion for walking and a desire to see revolutionary France, motivated his audacious plan of a walking tour of France and the Alps in the summer of 1790 with fellow student Robert Jones.1 This tour shows Wordsworth less as vagrant than of truant disposition; Wordsworth told no one of his plan, not even Dorothy, until he had arrived in France (EY, 39; Moorman, EY, 131–2). The pair’s itinerary also deceptively suggests no direct interest in revolutionary politics; the young men arrived in Calais on 13 July 1790, but did not go to Paris (Reed, EY, 99). Nevertheless, they were in France on the first anniversary of the revolution:


 ’twas a time when Europe was rejoiced,

France standing on the top of golden hours,

And human nature seeming born again.(Prel-13, VI. 352–4)



Their route took them from Calais to Lyons, then to Lake Geneva and the vale of Chamonix (Reed, EY, 99–105). On 4–5 August, they visited the monastery of the Grande Chartreuse, which became for Wordsworth a lifelong symbol of the link between human society and ‘nature’s pure religion’; the return to this experience through Wordsworth’s itinerant verse shows strong continuities between his different itinerant phases (Prel-13, VI. 421–5, VIII. 402–10; Tuft, 507–25; SSIP, 171–5).

If Wordsworth was more truant than vagrant, a Cambridge sizar avoiding his studies, his appearance and behaviour in 1790 heralded his vagrant phase. Wordsworth and Jones ‘excited a general smile’ among locals, due to their ‘singular’ appearance, with matching coats and ‘bundles…upon [their] heads’ (EY, 37). The total distance of the three-month 1790 tour was almost 4,800 kilometres, of which at least 3,200 kilometres were completed on foot (Gill, Life, 44).2 They walked in mountainous terrain, on average more than 45 kilometres per day, and sometimes more than 62 kilometres. According to a letter from Jones, they ‘generally walked 12 or 15 miles before breakfast’ (Gill, Life, 45). They completed the tour having spent ‘not…more than twelve pounds’ from a budget of £20 (EY, 32, 41; Moorman, EY, 132n). Robin Jarvis demonstrates that Wordsworth’s 1790 tour was not an isolated achievement, but part of a significant late-eighteenth-century surge in ambitious pedestrian touring.3 Nevertheless, Wordsworth’s achievement as a pedestrian tourist seems more remarkable—and suggests the rigours of true vagrancy—given the budget on which he travelled, and the effects of the tour on his academic life, his career prospects, and his standing with his extended family.

TRAVELS 1791–1793 AND THE SALISBURY PLAIN POEMS

Wordsworth travelled again with Jones the next summer (1791), making his first walking tour of Wales. Having graduated from Cambridge, but lacking a home and career prospects, his vagrant phase began in earnest. Although ‘Much of the itinerary…remains in doubt’, the Welsh tour included Wordsworth’s ascent of Mount Snowdon, an experience put into verse in late February 1804 as the climax of the five-book Prelude (Reed, EY, 119, 317). Despite fundamental changes in the structure of the poem, this passage retained a privileged position in Book 13 of the thirteen-book Prelude, suggesting that Wordsworth always intended the poem to conclude ‘with an imposing image of [himself] as traveller, and…“mountaineer”’.4 With its ‘perfect image of a mighty Mind’ the Snowdon passage makes one of the poem’s culminating statements on the relationship between the human imagination and nature. But even these revelatory lines suggest vagrancy, incorporating the anxiety of Wordsworth’s itinerancy: ‘The Soul, the Imagination of the whole’ is lodged in a ‘thorough-fare’—the ‘breach’ in the cloud-ocean ‘Through which the homeless voice of waters rose’ (Prel-13, XIII. 62–5, my emphasis). Furthermore, of the six analogies that follow Wordsworth’s early version of his Snowdon experience, four describe famous travellers: Columbus, Gilbert, Mungo Park, and Dampier: ‘solitary voyagers confronting impossible odds in their quest for new worlds’ (Prel-NCE, 498–9, ll.74–130).5 Dampier, for example, expresses ‘Bitter repentance for his roving life |…| Made calm at length by prayer and trust in God’. These excised passages support other arguments pointing to the significance of travel literature in Wordsworth’s itinerant verse, and how, during Wordsworth’s travels, ‘moments of vision’ consistently arise ‘from moments of adversity’.6

Wordsworth’s vagrant phase continued with a long stay in France in 1792. His family may have read this predilection for wandering with as much consternation as Hamlet’s question about the players: ‘How chances it they travel? their residence, both in reputation and profit, was better both ways.’ But by early 1793, still without a home or employment, and having fathered a child in France, Wordsworth was doing one of the few things he knew he could do well. In July 1793, he borrowed five guineas from his older brother Richard, and went on a tour of the west of England and the Isle of Wight with William Calvert. They left the Isle of Wight in late July or early August, and travelled into Dorset. At some point, Calvert’s horse wrecked their whiskey; Calvert rode his horse home, although ‘It is strange that the two friends went on separately’ (EY, 109; Gill, Life, 74). Wordsworth walked across Salisbury Plain to Bath and Bristol, crossed the Severn to the banks of the Wye, then across north Wales, to Robert Jones at Plas-yn-Llan. He travelled approximately 500 kilometres, of which he walked about 370.7 Along with his experience of the Alps in 1790, the walking tour of 1793 may be the most important of Wordsworth’s travels in terms of enduring effects on his poetry from 1793 to 1842. The tour marked Wordsworth’s first visit to Tintern Abbey. At Goodrich Castle, Wordsworth spoke with the little girl who became the subject of ‘We are Seven’ (FN, 39). Between Builth Wells and Hay-on-Wye, he shared the road with a tinker who told him ‘strange stories’, and formed the basis for the character of his greatest itinerant anti-hero, Peter Bell.8

The experience of ‘Salisbury Plain’ was perhaps most significant. According to The Prelude, it took Wordsworth three days to cross Salisbury Plain on foot (Prel-1, XII. 337–8). Probably exhausted, and perhaps without sufficient food and water, he fell asleep among the megaliths of Stonehenge; later, he was caught in the open during a ferocious thunderstorm, with hailstones up to fifteen centimetres in diameter (Gill, Life 74). His imagination created powerful impressions—possibly hallucinations—of ancient Britons and Druids (XII. 312–53). These experiences of ‘imaginative intensity’ inspired his third long poem, Salisbury Plain, and passages in The Prelude and The Excursion (CExc, III. 141–52).9 As in Wordsworth’s later period of creativity in Goslar, the effects of vagrant itinerancy—including physical danger, and an inability to control one’s environment—resulted in productive confrontation with his subject matter. In Goslar this subject matter would be the history of his own life; on Salisbury Plain it was the history of human suffering.

‘ITINERANTS, AS EXPERIENCED MEN’: FROM EXILE TO ITINERANT PHILOSOPHER

Wordsworth may have returned to France in 1793, in an attempt to see Annette Vallon;10 nevertheless, the years 1794–8 saw the poet more settled in England, although he changed residence three times, and often did not know where his next home would be. After the loss of the lease on Alfoxden House, the idea to move to Germany came from Coleridge, although both households had likely discussed the scenario before, at least in the abstract (EY, 220–1). Wordsworth’s bewildered letter to James Tobin could sum up Wordsworth’s ‘vagrant’ decade from 1790–1800: ‘What may be our destination I cannot say. …I am at present utterly unable to say where we shall be’ (EY, 211). Apart from forced itinerancy, motivations for the move to Germany echo Wordsworth’s explicit reasons for visiting France in 1791–2.11 Just two days after Coleridge’s arrival at Alfoxden on 9 March 1798, Wordsworth wrote to James Losh in a changed tone: ‘we purpose to pass the two ensuing years in order to acquire the German language, and to furnish ourselves with a tolerable stock of information in natural science. Our plan is to settle if possible in a village near a university’ (EY, 213). Dorothy reiterated this plan to Richard, emphasizing the financial benefits: the current profitability of translating from German, and the lower cost of living on the Continent (EY, 215–6). Thus language study and self-improvement, rather than politics and poetry, form a refrain in Wordsworth’s explicit goals for his early travels. Although Wordsworth in Goslar is still in his vagrant phase, in the sense of his economic position, his German travels mark a second attempt (after France in 1792) to make a life from intellectual itinerancy. These experiences likely influenced subsequent representations of the itinerant philosopher in his verse.

Due to a lack of funds, the Wordsworths decided against travelling to Ratzeburg with Coleridge; the friends parted in Hamburg on 30 September 1798. Wordsworth and Dorothy headed south and arrived in Goslar on the evening of 6 October; they lived there until 23 February 1799.12 Thus vagrant itinerancy—in the sense of travel choices dependent upon economic means—divided two friends during a key period of intellectual and spiritual collaboration, and transformed Wordsworth’s 1798 travel from a period of social and intellectual development to a period of introspection and poetic production. Poor finances not only separated the Wordsworths from Coleridge, but led to extreme hardships in Goslar during the severe winter of 1798–9 (EY, 243). Decades later, Wordsworth joked morbidly, ‘I slept in a room over a passage which was not ceiled. The people of the house used to say, rather unfeelingly, that they expected I should be frozen to death some night’ (FN, 112–13). A combination of financial and social considerations also hampered Wordsworth’s ability to study German. Goslar, a ‘lifeless town’, offered no intellectual society, especially for an unmarried man travelling with a woman (EY, 247; CL, I. 459). Wordsworth lamented: ‘I acquired more french in two months, than I should acquire German in five years living as we have lived’ (EY, 255).

Through the winter, Wordsworth’s experience conformed to an extreme version of the topos of the ‘suffering traveller’—namely, the traveller who does not travel, the traveller who turns inward rather than outward. In December 1798, Wordsworth wrote to Coleridge: ‘As I have had no books I have been obliged to write in self-defence’ (EY, 236). Wordsworth did carry some books, including one he also took on his 1790 and 1820 tours—Coxe’s Travels in Switzerland.13 But more importantly, he carried almost thirty years of memories and memorized verse.14 Poetry composed in Goslar included the seeds of the 1799 Prelude, such as the passages on birds-nesting (Prel-2, I. 50–66) and woodcock-snaring (I. 28–49), and the boat-stealing episode (I. 82–129).15 The catalyst for this work was economic itinerancy and cultural and linguistic exile. William and Dorothy’s confinement in their freezing rooms in Goslar contrasts with the physical vigour of many of the MS. JJ lines; Wordsworth is not only exploring his memories, but privileging those that demonstrate the personal qualities that brought him to the Continent for the fourth time in a decade: restless energy, physical prowess, and risk-taking or recklessness.

Goslar demonstrates the transition between the ‘vagrant’ and ‘heroic’ phases of Wordsworth’s itinerant life and verse. The subjects and themes of the Prelude material represent a poetic response to Wordsworth’s ‘exile’ in Goslar without responding to it directly. Only ‘Written in Germany, on one of the coldest days of the Century’ draws on Goslar for poetic ends, although ‘Song for the Wandering Jew’ and ‘Ruth’ offer symbolic responses to Wordsworth’s vagrant decade. Yet these few poems mark the beginning of a strain of ‘exile’ poetry in Wordsworth’s production, in which the itinerant gradually becomes empowered, and identified with the medieval pilgrim, missionary, or chivalric knight as a trans-historical cultural envoy. Pre-Goslar poems with vagrants or itinerants as subjects—including ‘The Thorn’, ‘The Mad Mother’, ‘The Idiot Boy’, ‘Old Man Travelling’, and ‘The Complaint of a forsaken Indian Woman’—give way to poems centred on the wandering poet or philosopher in exile. Wordsworth’s earliest work on ‘The Ruined Cottage’, and the formation of the Pedlar’s character, may originate this idea, although allusions to its substantial literary precedents (wandering bard or minstrel; pilgrim; knight-errant) enter Wordsworth’s work as early as ‘The Vale of Esthwaite’ and the romance tropes of the Salisbury Plain poems and ‘The Idiot Boy’. The Prelude applies (and heroically denies the application of) the word ‘exile’, not to Wordsworth himself, but to Coleridge, in confronting the latter’s departure for Malta (Prel-13, VI. 274–84, X. 1031–8). Similarly, early in The Excursion, Wordsworth applies the term to his own self of 1792–3 in the character of the Solitary; in this case, the land of exile is Britain, not France (CExc, III. 835–50).

Yet in Excursion Book 8, Wordsworth unabashedly equates, in Burkean panegyric, earth’s ‘Exiles and Wanderers’ with medieval knights-errant. Wordsworth’s idealized itinerants like the Wanderer have no lesser mission than to elevate, ‘through just gradation, savage life | To rustic, and the rustic to urbane’ (CExc, VIII. 72–3). These ‘Itinerants, as experienced Men’ are thus not merely tolerated, claiming ‘respect, | Among the Intelligent’; they are Britain’s culture-makers, romanticized geographical and social ‘borderers’, with the authority of ancient bards and priests (CExc, VIII. 79, 53–4). Wordsworth had found a living example of such an archetype in his portrait of Beaupuy as modern chivalric knight and non-denominational priest (Prel-13, IX. 305–13).

Almost a decade after The Excursion, the publication of Ecclesiastical Sketches (1822) (advocating ideas shaped in part by his 1820 Continental tour), showed that the bond in Wordsworth’s poetry between itinerancy, chivalry, and piety had strengthened further. Archetypal itinerants in the Sketches include both the patriarchs of the British church and British nonconformists, lauded in sonnets that seem directly allegorical of Wordsworth’s turbulent travels of 1792–3 and 1798. For example, the Christian missionaries of 1.25, ‘Missions and Travels’ are, like the Wanderer, voluntary itinerants, spreading and preserving ‘classic Lore’. As in the Solitary’s analogy, they are chivalric, ‘like the Red-cross Knight’, leading ‘Truth—their immortal Una’ (SSIP, 153, ll.13, 7, 9).

The Sketches also show Wordsworth slyly alluding to itinerant incidents of his own biography. In 1.29, ‘Eminent Reformers’, Wordsworth celebrates Richard Hooker with an incident from Izaac Walton’s Lives that explores none of the churchman’s ideas, but entirely concerns his itinerancy. Wordsworth’s quotation from Walton alludes to his own poverty and itinerancy of 1793 and 1798:

On foot they went, and took Salisbury in their way, purposely to see the good Bishop [John Jewel], who made Mr. Hooker sit at his own table…and at the Bishop’s parting with him, the Bishop…forgot to give him money…he sent a Servant in all haste to call Richard back to him, and at Richard’s return, the Bishop said to him, ‘Richard, I sent for you back to lend you a horse which hath carried me many a mile…’ and presently delivered into his hand a walking-staff with which he professed he had travelled through many parts of Germany… (SSIP, 230)

For those in 1822 who knew the biographical context of Wordsworth’s Salisbury Plain poems of 1793–4 (very few people indeed) and his residence in Goslar in 1798, Wordsworth’s choice of quotation would resonate strongly: a ‘youthful’ itinerant yet an intellectual and spiritual reformer; a walk across Salisbury plain; the lack of money and a horse; and a good walking-stick used in Germany. ‘Eminent Reformers’, one of the finest poems in the Sketches, is not a poem about ecclesiastical reform, but, like an Excursion in miniature, a poem about thoughts and feelings roused by a society of intellectual itinerants:


More sweet than odours caught by him who sails

Near spicy shores of Araby the blest,

A thousand times more exquisitely sweet,

The freight of holy feeling which we meet,

In thoughtful moments, wafted by the gales

From fields where good men walk, or bowers wherein they rest.

(SSIP, 181, ll.9–14)



Wordsworth looks back on his own itinerant and ‘reforming’ youth, and sees himself as participating in, and shaping, a long itinerant tradition in which poetic, political, and religious reform play out in the ‘fields where good men walk’.

NATIONAL HEROES: CALAIS AND TRAVELS IN SCOTLAND

The ‘heroic’ phase of Wordsworth’s itinerancy—constructing a tradition of the itinerant philosopher in his texts—does not always correspond to nationalism; this phase of Wordsworth’s itinerancy has roots in the character of the Pedlar and the reframing of the vagrancies of 1798–9 into poetry against exile in The Prelude. Yet a more nationalist itinerant verse begins in proper with the Calais sonnets of 1802 and the 1803 tour of Scotland. Starting a new life with Dorothy at Town End did not put an end to Wordsworth’s Continental travels; his marriage to Mary Hutchinson in October 1802 necessitated a visit to Calais during the Peace of Amiens, in order to arrange a settlement with Annette Vallon. Wordsworth transformed his experiences into poetry immediately, but eschewed autobiographical verse for political (Gill, Life, 209). He composed seven sonnets at Calais, which joined the two groups published in Poems, in Two Volumes (CP2V, 131–74). The Calais sonnets represent Wordsworth’s own persona as more Spenserian or Miltonic crusader than itinerant philosopher, espousing a seventeenth-century constitutionalism that looks forward to the public phase of his later itinerant verse, also dominated by the sonnet form.

This nationalist itinerancy developed further after 1803. Anticipation of the Lonsdale settlement gave Wordsworth the financial security to make the ‘unquestionably selfish’ decision to reunite ‘the Alfoxden trio’ for an arduous five-week tour of Scotland in August–September 1803 (Gill, Life, 214). Wordsworth and Dorothy set off from Keswick with Coleridge on 15 August, leaving behind Mary and Joanna to care for the three-month-old John (Reed, LY, 220–1). The three friends endured difficult conditions; Wordsworth and Coleridge slept in a hayloft at the Trossachs, and Dorothy in a hovel ‘varnished…with peat smoke’ (CL, II. 978). Conscious of his still precarious financial position, Wordsworth had insisted to Richard that they would travel frugally ‘with one horse only’; nevertheless, the three tourists bought an Irish ‘Jaunting Car’ (EY, 398–9; CL II. 975). The open car sped their progress, but offered no protection from rain (Moorman, EY, 589–90; CL II. 978). Thus this tour demonstrates how the three phases of Wordsworth’s itinerancy are concentric; Wordsworth celebrates the end of his vagrant years with an act of spontaneous, parsimonious travel, yet the purchase of a carriage complicates his portrait as a pedestrian tourist, and anticipates the ‘public’ phase of his tours in the 1820–30s.

As at Calais, the 1803 Scottish tour shows the overlap between Wordsworth as itinerant, hero-making philosopher and public tourist. If the immediate motivations for the 1803 tour included good health, an escape from domestic cares, and an ironic celebration of the ‘settling down’ of the Alfoxden group, its retrospective creative motivations included a search for new British heroes and a national poetics that could build on the themes expressed in the political sonnets of 1802. The first and longest of the published tour poems, ‘Rob Roy’s Grave’, deploys ballad and epitaph to appropriate the Scottish hero to the cause of British liberty, in explicit opposition to the ‘present Boast’ of France (CP2V, 179–84). Wordsworth’s nationalism aligned with his antiquarian interests; the travellers visited chapels, churchyards, and graves, including the reputed resting place of Macpherson’s Ossian. ‘Glen-Almain’, the poem on Ossian’s purported grave, again demonstrates the poet struggling to reconcile perception of nature with imagination, in order to compensate for a disappointing experience, such as he had experienced—but not yet written about—in the Simplon Pass (CP2V, 187–8).

These two poems and ‘Address to the Sons of Burns’ represent a nationalist but more colonialist aspect of Wordsworth’s itinerant verse, demonstrating how Wordsworth sometimes ‘speaks for a native culture in a manner that offers his own voice as the realization of what was implicit in that culture.’16 Wordsworth’s positing of an alternative existence for Rob Roy as a national hero for Britain, rather than Scotland alone, resembles a self-portrait, in which the poet looks back on his vagrant years as a necessary step in the development of the ‘settled’ self of 1803. His enumeration of eight potential themes for an epic poem in winter 1803 shows the same preoccupations with itinerancy (Prel-13, I. 117–239; Moorman, EY, 606–9). To the heroic or chivalric wanderer, the ‘Beloved Vale’ becomes ‘meagre’:


Rob Roy had never linger’d here,

To these few meagre Vales confin’d;

But thought how wide the world, the times

How fairly to his mind!(ll.73–6)17



Thus in Wordsworth’s fantasy of the ideal heroic life, expressed through an appropriated Scottish hero, itinerancy plays a necessary role in the hero’s mental development.

Wordsworth published nine poems based on the 1803 tour in Poems, in Two Volumes (1807) immediately following the ‘Sonnets Dedicated to Liberty’ (CP2V, 179–200). The structure of these two volumes shows us the importance of itinerancy in Wordsworth’s creativity up to this point in his life. They open with poems including the ‘Lucy’ poems (composed in Goslar), followed by a group of five poems based on an English tour (‘Poems Composed During a Tour, Chiefly on Foot’), including ‘Resolution and Independence’. Then follow the two sequences of sonnets (many inspired by, or composed during or shortly after, the Calais travel of 1802), and then the poems of the Scottish tour.

Thus while Poems, in Two Volumes is often associated with its playful poems on domestic subjects, many poems in the two volumes either relate to itinerant subjects or were written abroad. Tour poems such as ‘The Solitary Reaper’ and ‘Stepping Westward’ demonstrate the evolution of Wordsworth’s lyricism beyond what he had accomplished only recently for Lyrical Ballads (1800). These poems of 1805 trade ballad narrative for a concentration of moment and idea; their deft suggestion of both ‘natural sorrow, loss, or pain’ and ‘heavenly destiny’ anticipate the two important poems that close the volume: ‘Elegiac Stanzas’ and the ‘Ode’. The practical difficulties of travel in Scotland, expressed poetically as struggles for trans-national identity and trans-linguistic communication, present antecedents for Wordsworth determining his larger poetic philosophy; the Highland Girl’s ‘thoughts, that lie beyond the reach | Of thy few words of English speech’ provide a cultural and linguistic image for the philosophical expression of ‘Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears’ (CP2V, 193, 277).

‘DEAR FELLOW-TRAVELLERS’: THE PUBLIC TOURIST

Wordsworth made three tours of Scotland in his late years: in 1814 (with Mary, John, and Sara Hutchinson), in 1831 (with Dora) and 1833 (with Henry Crabb Robinson).18 The latter two produced significant amounts of poetry (25 and 45 poems, respectively); these compositions appeared as two sequences in the 1835 volume Yarrow Revisited, and Other Poems (SSIP, 481–727). The first edition of this work sold out and a second was printed in 1836, bringing Wordsworth, ‘at age 65, unexpected success’ (Gill, Life, 372). By this time, Wordsworth had stated and restated the ideal of the itinerant philosopher in The Excursion and the Ecclesiastical Sketches, and had stepped into a more literal role as a living counterpart to his ideal: namely, the public tourist and tour poet.

Among other itinerant themes, Yarrow Revisited and other tour poetry during this ‘public’ phase of itinerancy evince Wordsworth’s late preoccupation with the ‘Motions and Means’ of travel, and the dangers of changes to the landscape that will ‘mar | The loveliness of Nature’. Poems including ‘The Pibroch’s note…’, ‘Nunnery’, ‘Steamboats, Viaducts, and Railways’, and ‘Stanzas Suggested in a Steam-Boat off St. Bees’ Heads’ explore Wordsworth’s uneasiness about the triumph of ‘straight-lined progress’ over tradition, but also admit that ‘Nature doth embrace | Her lawful offspring in Man’s art’.19 Wordsworth’s main concern with faster means of travel (apart from rail lines cutting through the grounds of Furness Abbey) lay in their impact on the careful observation of landscape, and hence creativity.

For example, in late 1829, Wordsworth made a comprehensive, if rapid, five-week tour of Ireland, accompanied by John Marshall and his son James (LY, II. 120–6, 135–50, 155).20 Wordsworth’s pronouncement on why the Irish tour produced no poems—despite his improved eyes and vigorous health—makes a good warning for all travel writers: ‘the speed with wh. we travelled (in a carriage & four)’ was the main reason the tour ‘supplied my memory with so few images that were new, & with so little motive to write’ (FN, 134, 69). Wordsworth had experienced this problem a decade earlier on the 1820 Continental tour; in the sonnet ‘In a Carriage, Upon the Banks of the Rhine’, he praises the ‘Pedestrian liberty’ that allowed him ‘To muse, to creep, to halt at will, to gaze’.21 He had made the comparison even earlier, in The Excursion (CExc, II. 101–14).

Wordsworth had always celebrated—even boasted—of the difficulties of pedestrian travel, and its correspondingly powerful rewards—what Geoffrey Hartman systematized as key moments of apocalypse and peripeteia in his verse.22 Yet, the St. Bees poem reminds readers that in contrast to these expressions of regret for the rapidity of modern travel, Wordsworth could feel inspired—either emotionally or poetically, and immediately or retrospectively—while travelling on horseback, in coaches, and in boats including steamboats. Poems inspired by coach travel include the sonnets ‘Composed Upon Westminster Bridge’ (1802), in which the top of the coach affords Wordsworth his panoramic view of London, elevating him and Dorothy above the restricted view of pedestrians on the bridge, and ‘I saw the figure of a lovely Maid’, in Ecclesiastical Sketches, inspired by a dream during a coach ride (CP2V, 147; SSIP, 187). In another connection to travel, Wordsworth reports that this latter sonnet in Ecclesiastical Sketches was, like ‘Tintern Abbey’, composed in his head and recorded only when he reached his destination (FN, 107; SSIP, 268). As these poems and several of The Prelude’s episodes also demonstrate, Wordsworth did not always need to travel on foot to feel powerfully (Prel-13, I. 373–428, II. 99–180, XI. 279–316).

PUBLIC VS. PRIVATE ITINERANCY: THE CONTINENTAL TOURS OF 1820 AND 1828

By 1820, Wordsworth was finally beginning to achieve the security he had so long sought, both for his family and his poetic reputation. In this year he returned to the Continent with a large party that included Mary and Dorothy. Henry Crabb Robinson joined them at Lucerne on 16 August.23 In a gesture towards deliberate continuity with his earliest itinerancy, Wordsworth intended the 1820 tour to retrace his steps in 1790. In general the tour followed the 1790 route, but in the reverse direction.24

The tour party crossed into Italy on foot, over the St Gothard Pass on 22 August, ‘the most delightful day of travelling which [Dorothy and Mary] had ever spent’.25 They returned into Switzerland across the Simplon Pass, also on foot, on 10 September, in the opposite direction in which Wordsworth had crossed with Jones in 1790. Looking back on 1820 from 1844, Wordsworth lamented the effects of Napoleon’s engineers on the ‘forms and powers’ that had inspired him in his youthful tour—implicit praise for the pains of pedestrian itinerancy and ‘regret’ for the ‘vanished’ landscape of his vagrant years (PrW, III. 354). Wordsworth refused to enter the Spittal where he and Jones had spent an ‘awful night’—perhaps suggesting something more than physical discomfort.26 Mary’s reaction to the crossing of the Simplon Pass sums up the complexities of assessing Wordsworth’s responses to the revisited landscapes of his earlier tours: ‘I think the sentiment of this Pass was most grateful to us…but so much depends upon our associations that it is hard to say how far our delight was heightened by the flashes that now and then told us ‘this certainly is the very road William came’.27 Wordsworth and his companions read the landscape of 1820 through the verbal, written, and rewritten records of the 1790 experience; the very language of Mary’s prose description (‘flashes’) draws on the description of the 1790 crossing in The Prelude (Prel-13, VI. 533–6).

Outside Martigny, the tourists passed through the ‘aboriginal vale’ described in The Prelude (Prel-13, VI. 446–60), and William told Dorothy, ‘I find that my remembrance for thirty years has been scarcely less vivid than the reality now before my eyes!’28 At the Union Inn in Chamonix, Dorothy writes, ‘The names of many of our Friends and acquaintances were discovered [in the hotel album]; and quotations from my Brother’s Poems—“Matthew” and “Yarrow visited” with “Sad Stuff” affixed to the latter by way of comment, in another handwriting.’29 Similarly, at Chillon Castle, they found a copy of Byron’s poem in a sitting room.30 Romantic-period poetry that had been inspired by the landscapes of the Continent had now become a part of the public experience of those landscapes—the ‘tourist gaze’—and influenced new poetic responses to touring.31

Mary and Dorothy’s journals stimulated new writing by Wordsworth, published in 1822 as Memorials of a Tour of the Continent, 1820 (LY, I. 104; SSIP, 351–477).32 Unlike Wordsworth’s earlier itinerant verse, the Memorials occupy an uncertain space between private and public memory. During the tour, his family forbade him to write, due to the deleterious effects of composition on his health; early in the tour he suffered while writing ‘A Parsonage in Oxfordshire’—inspired by a visit to Robert Jones, and the possibility that the two friends might return to Europe together thirty years later (SSIP, 127, 232–3). Wordsworth desisted, after finding himself, in Mary’s words, ‘written out’.33 Thus the tour deliberately partitioned itinerancy from itinerant verse, with Wordsworth only able to enjoy travelling when he kept his creative impulses in check. As in Scotland (1814), the Continent (1823, 1828), Ireland (1829), and Italy (1837), Wordsworth the ‘public’ tourist is did not always a travel writer. This is not simply because he needs to recollect his experience in tranquillity. On these late tours, other concerns were simply more pressing: health troubles, especially his eyes; his desire to enjoy himself; the speed at which he travelled; and in 1814, his wife’s mental well-being.34

When Wordsworth began writing tour poems in autumn 1821, he intended the verses, as in 1803, to ‘intersperse’ with his sister’s journal, and so remain a private work (LY, I. 104; SIPP, 351).35 The dedicatory sonnet to the published volume makes an impossible demand on the reading public, as it argues that only Wordsworth’s ‘Dear Fellow-Travellers’ can ‘supply | The life, the truth, the beauty’ of the tour’s European landscapes (SSIP, 358, ll.1, 9–10). Given the number of tour poems Wordsworth produced and the effort he took in overseeing their publication, this sonnet seems less a disclaimer of weakened poetic powers than a calculated gesture to head off the public from reading Wordsworthian biography into the poems. As Stuart Curran writes, the 1822 volume ‘by its very notion distances us from the inner life of the poet’.36 But Wordsworth simultaneously places himself at the head of the growing number of British middle-class tourists in Europe, by addressing his reading public as well as his companions as his ‘Dear Fellow-Travellers’.37 As through his archetype of the itinerant philosopher, Wordsworth now confidently occupies the centre of Continental travel discourse from a position on its margins. His disappointment at the sales of the tour volume suggested its importance to him.

The Memorials offer nuanced verses on major themes of Wordsworth’s public-poet persona—still emerging almost twenty years after the Calais sonnets—including nation, history and antiquity, and religion.38 The sonnet ‘After Visiting the Field of Waterloo’ demonstrates how the heroic phase of Wordsworth’s itinerancy overlaps with, but does not always ideologically equate with, the public tourist phase. This poem might have tempered Byron and Shelley’s revulsion towards Wordsworth’s Thanksgiving Ode (SP, 537; Gill, Revisitings, 15–16). The sonnet balances a brief vision of angelic Victory followed by a ‘joyless, blank, and cold’ landscape studded with ‘monuments that soon may disappear’, among fields of ripe corn that ironically echo the desert of ‘Ozymandias’ (SSIP, 361; SP, 177–200). Dorothy’s journal elegantly gives the crops their historical and symbolic context: ‘now the corn was nearly ripe, and then it was green. We stood upon grass, and corn fields where heaps of our countrymen lay buried beneath our feet’.39

This itinerant volume, compared to the itinerant verse of Poems, in Two Volumes, trades the urgent nationalism of the war years for sentiments of historical and religious teleology, in which the chivalric and philosophical itinerants of The Excursion and Ecclesiastical Sketches created the political and cultural conditions that ultimately led to Napoleon’s defeat. Wordsworth’s final itinerant phase shows him as the English tourist whose political and socio-economic interests align with those of his own government. ‘The Italian Itinerant, and the Swiss Goatherd’ and ‘To Enterprize’ provide an optimistic coda to the economic itinerancies of ‘Peter Bell’ and ‘Michael’ (SSIP, 378–81, 397–403).

Despite the focus on themes of national, rather than personal, history and religion in these poems, the late additions ‘Desultory Stanzas’ and ‘Effusion, in Presence of the Painted Tower of Tell, at Altorf’ connect stylistically to the unpublished Salisbury Plain poems and hence some of Wordsworth’s earliest itinerant poetry of political and social protest (SSIP, 404–8). These poems provide another example of how the three phases of Wordsworth’s itinerancy interrelate, and how the final, public phase returns to the earliest vagrant phase. The ‘Desultory Stanzas’ are Spenserians; Wordsworth rarely used this ‘insurmountably difficult’ form apart from in the Salisbury Plain poems (even the dedicatory stanzas to ‘The White Doe of Rylstone’, explicitly Spenserian in tone and theme, use ottava rima) (LY, II. 58–9). Now, the poet watches ‘slighted objects rise’, i.e. itinerant subjects left unwritten—or perhaps, thinking of ‘Adventures on Salisbury Plain’, written but unpublished (SSIP, 404, l.6). The opening stanza concludes with an image of Parnassus, which to Wordsworth bears the symbolism not only of the classical Parnassus but the British one, Mount Snowdon—so identified by Thomas Pennant, whom Wordsworth likely met before making his ascent of Snowdon with Jones in 1791.40 That mountain remained, in 1822, a ‘slighted object’ and slighted experience, among Wordsworth’s published works.

Similarly, recalling the language of The Prelude, the ‘Desultory Stanzas’ demonstrate a ‘more than Roman confidence’ in individual destiny, in contrast to the uncertainties of Wordsworth’s earlier vagrant and marginal subjects, including himself; yet they reuse the imagery of those years (Prel-13, II. 459). In early lines for The Prelude, Wordsworth hesitates at the beginning of his autobiographical journey:


         Yet is a path

More difficult before me, and I fear

That in its broken windings we shall need

The Chamois’ sinews and the Eagle’s wing …

 (Prel-2, II. 317–20; Prel-13, II. 287–90).41



Now, in 1822, Wordsworth suggests he has found his path, and his destiny, alluding to himself in the language of 1799 as he praises Sarnen’s ‘simple democratic majesty’:


Is not the Chamois suited to his place?

The Eagle worthy of her ancestry?

—Let Empires fall; but ne’er shall Ye disgrace

Your noble birthright…(ll.52, 46–9)



This statement makes a fine example of how Wordsworth’s itinerant verse brings together disparate ideologies and philosophies through self-referential allusion; the lines have none of the hesitancy of 1799, yet their conservative sense of ‘place’ and ‘birthright’ also speak of the inherent worth of the individual regardless of the ideologies of nation and empire—a position largely unchanged in Wordsworth’s mind since the first draft of ‘Salisbury Plain’.

Wordsworth’s 1828 Continental tour similarly demonstrates that while the three phases of itinerancy suggested at the start of this chapter provide a general case for relating biography and poetry, Wordsworth could revert to earlier phases, biographically as well as poetically, throughout his life. In contrast to the complex logistics of the 1820 tour, Wordsworth exhibited in his later years the same tendency to spontaneous travel—whether for inspiration or escape—that he showed in 1790, 1791, 1792–3, and 1803. In the summer of 1828 he made another impromptu tour of the Continent; this tour is significant in that it reunited Wordsworth and Coleridge as travellers for the first time since their 1803 tour of Scotland. The plan formed suddenly; Wordsworth borrowed Crabb Robinson’s carpet bag, and departed with Dora and Coleridge from the Tower Stairs on 22 June 1828.42 Mary referred to the trio as ‘Vagabonds’ and scolded them for their ‘pretty trick’ of ‘flying off’. The party arrived back in London on 6 August, their clothes ‘with six weeks service…not fit to appear in’.43 Although six weeks abroad inspired only two poems by Wordsworth and incidental verses by Coleridge, the two Wordsworth poems (‘Incident at Brugès’ and ‘A Jewish Family’) are as fine as any of the poems of the 1820 tour (SSIP, 409–10; LP, 148–50).

WORDSWORTH’S ‘GRAND TOUR’

The final significant example of Wordsworth as public tourist and tour poet lies in his 1837 tour of Italy. From his earliest Continental tour, Wordsworth’s letters and itinerant poems speak to his antiquarian interests. Yet Wordsworth did not have first-hand experience of the antiquarian and artistic Grand Tour until the age of 67.44 His Italian tour therefore crowns his public role both as tourist and poet; he was not, like Milton, a young man performing an ‘acculturating tour’ in preparation for a poetic career, but an established and now generally respected poet observing Italy in the context of a lifetime of poetic production.45

Consequently, Wordsworth’s letters and tour poems stand out from many contemporary examples of post-Napoleonic literature and travel writing (Samuel Rogers, Landor, Hazlitt, the Trollopes, Dickens) in that they exhibit neither anti-touristic unease—the desire to go ‘off the beaten track’ to locate the genius loci of Italy in remote or obscure sites—nor concern for negotiating his own perspectives among the cultural weight of travel writing produced during these decades.46 The 1837 tour poems generally follow the tour itinerary, taking antiquarian objects and incidents for their subjects.47 In contrast to most of the poems, Robinson’s diary portrays Wordsworth as more animated by natural scenery than by historical sights and objects. Although ‘sufficiently impressed’ by the Coliseum, and ‘more impressed’ than Robinson expected by St Peter’s dome, Wordsworth reserved his greatest delight for natural scenery including Vaucluse, the cascade at Terni, and Lakes Iseo and Garda (HCRDiary, III. 118, 125, 131).

The tour poems, published as a group in Poems, Chiefly of Early and Late Years (1842), show Wordsworth engaging with his lifelong concerns on history, politics, and religion. A recurring theme of the series touches on Wordsworth’s awe at Stonehenge in ‘Salisbury Plain’; in Italy, comparing historical fact with imaginative power, he favours the latter, despite his meticulous reading of antiquarian sources for poems such as The White Doe and the Ecclesiastical Sketches. Wordsworth’s last long blank verse poem, ‘Musings Near Aquapendente’, and the three sonnets ‘At Rome’, ‘At Rome.—Regrets…’ and ‘Continued’ (‘Complacent Fictions were they…’) show Wordsworth averse to any ‘irritable reaching after fact and reason’, as Keats put it (SSIP, 757–9). ‘At Rome’ reiterates in miniature the argument of the Simplon Pass lines in The Prelude, ‘Glen-Almain’, and the first two Yarrow poems. Similarly, in the Musings, Wordsworth’s response to the loss of early Roman poetry to the mists of time privileges—like his dream of the Arab Quixote—the symbiosis of poetry and natural philosophy, asserting that ‘Imagination feels what Reason fears not | To recognize, the lasting virtue lodged | In those bold fictions’ (SSIP, 753, ll.278–80).

The phases of Wordsworth’s itinerancy and itinerant verse thus offer evidence of consistencies of idea and belief through his early and late years. It is no coincidence that Poems, Chiefly of Early and Late Years juxtaposes the 1837 tour poems with the first publication of ‘Incidents upon Salisbury Plain’ and The Borderers. Nevertheless, the elderly Wordsworth of 1838–9 writes more forcefully in favour of imagination—and the days ‘when story lacked | Severe research’—than the Godwin-dosed Wordsworth of 1793, to whom the Spenserian personification bringing justice at the end of ‘Salisbury Plain’ is Reason (SSIP, 758, ll.11–12; SPP, 38, ll.541–9). The less pedantic Wordsworth of 1793 might still have taken issue with his later self’s assertion that ‘for exciting youth’s heroic flame | Assent is power, belief the soul of fact’ (SSIP, 758, ll.13–14).

Despite the assumption of his late public persona of tour poet, Wordsworth remained an intensely private person. The 1837 tour marks the last time that Wordsworth set foot in France, and the last time he saw Annette Vallon and her family.48 Finally, Wordsworth’s visit to Rome marks a late connection between Wordsworth and Keats; Wordsworth and Robinson met Joseph Severn on 6 May and discussed Keats’s last years.49 Although no record of the conversation exists, the meeting was apparently not brief; Wordsworth met Severn again for breakfast on 16 May, and sat for his portrait, now lost.50 Wordsworth’s responses to these important moments in late Romantic biography and poetry remain undocumented.

After the 1837 tour, Wordsworth continued to travel in England and Wales until the end of his life. One late visit to Wales occurred in 1841, when Wordsworth and Mary attended Dora’s marriage to Edward Quillinan in Bath on 11 May.51 He and Mary met Isabella Fenwick and Dora at Tintern Abbey; they crossed to Bristol by steamboat, and proceeded to Bath by rail: ‘just by the Watch 23 minutes!’ (HCRCorr, I. 431). Travelling had changed, but in many ways the traveller was the same. At the age of 70, Wordsworth was still vigorous, still exact in his observations, and still ready to take to the road to revisit the landscapes he knew so well. He was just as willing to strike out on foot, or by any of the new modes of transport, which, with their ‘independence upon oar and sail’, sped his passage through landscapes that had shaped his verse, and were now in part shaped by it.52

CONCLUSION

Throughout his life, ‘change, stimulus, and sensation’ furnished Wordsworth with ‘the raw material of poetry’ (Gill, Life, 214). Wordsworth was not only a significant travel writer of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but a poet whose verse fundamentally affected how the nineteenth century and after would perceive the landscapes through which he passed. Later sequences of poems—such as those from his 1820 and 1837 Continental tours and his 1831 and 1833 Scottish tours—constitute the ‘tour poetry’ of a public persona, but contain biographical and textual allusions to his ‘vagrant’ decade, and demonstrate ideological consistencies as well as differences between these two phases. Between them, roughly from 1798 to 1822, Wordsworth’s major itinerant verse from the ‘Pedlar’ material to Ecclesiastical Sketches rejects the topos of the literary exile in favour of constructing the archetype of the itinerant philosopher, one whose liminal position between economic centre and margins—and whose ability to permeate, and communicate between, social classes—gives him the central role of culture-bearer through British history. This archetype has roots in Wordsworth’s earliest reading in work such as Beattie’s The Minstrel.53

A chronological survey of Wordsworth’s major travels and related itinerant poetry allows other inferences: most significantly, that Wordsworth’s persistent impulse to travel after settling in the Lakes undermines the supremacy of the concept of ‘home’ in his poetry.54 In addition, correlations appear between Wordsworth’s travels and his processes of composition and publication. Physically or emotionally taxing travels (in 1792–3, 1798–9, 1802, 1803, 1820, and 1833) correlate with the rapid production or development of verse, if not immediate publication. Contrastingly, the publication of a major volume or collection (in 1793, 1798, 1814, 1820, 1822, and 1837) often immediately preceded the start of travel either motivated by economic necessity, or taken as a rest or reward. As Wordsworth continued to travel and to revisit the sites of earlier travels during his later years, the relationship between his itinerancy and poetry became multipolar. The three phases of Wordsworth's itinerancy suggested in this chapter offer one set of thematics through which the details of his lifelong travels, and his production of itinerant verse, can be related and assessed.
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CHAPTER 6

WORDSWORTH’S POLITICAL ODYSSEY

SIMON BAINBRIDGE

‘He would have been a masterly political pamphleteer’.

Henry Crabb Robinson (HCRDiary, II. 215)

‘As long as this writer confined himself to poetry, he could always read his productions with pleasure, for he was a real admirer of Mr. Wordsworth’s poetry’.

Report of Henry Brougham’s speech during Westmorland election, 1818 (Moorman, LY, 351)

WHILE the politics of Wordsworth’s poetry have been among the major critical and theoretical concerns in studies of the poet’s work, his life-long (if sporadic) career as a political pamphleteer has received relatively little attention. As Robinson’s and Brougham’s contrasting responses to the poet’s textual campaigning during the 1818 Westmorland election quoted above might suggest, Wordsworth’s political prose has tended to meet with a mixed reception. Generally taken to encompass four main texts—A Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff (1793), The Convention of Cintra (1809), Two Addresses to the Freeholders of Westmorland (1818), and the ‘Postscript, 1835’—this body of writing is one of the least read parts of Wordsworth’s oeuvre, despite the poet’s own insistence on its importance and his claims for the trans-historical nature of the issues he addressed, as discussed below. There have been some critical claims for the individual value of particular texts. Stephen Gill and David Bromwich have hailed Cintra as ‘one of the masterworks of English Romantic prose’ (Gill, Life, 276) and ‘one of the great political essays of the Romantic era’ respectively,1while Gill has claimed for the ‘Postscript’ ‘a small but honourable place in the history of the nineteenth-century working class’ (Gill, Life, 380). However, there have been very few attempts to assess Wordsworth’s efforts in the genre as a whole. Indeed, until recently, there was no single-volume collection of the political prose, unlike the poet’s literary criticism or the gatherings of the political essays of Wordsworth’s contemporaries, Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Percy Bysshe Shelley.2

The general lack of critical or editorial interest in Wordsworth’s political prose re-enacts the anxious judgements of some of his closest associates that his periodic engagements in politics were a waste of his poetic talents. Of his activities during the Westmorland election, for example, his wife, Mary, commented that it was ‘pitiable that William should be diverted from his natural pursuits’ while Sara Hutchinson commented that ‘Poetry & all good & great things will be lost in Electioneering’ (Gill, Life, 331). But these responses are themselves testimony to the all-consuming nature of the poet’s periodic political obsessions. Dorothy Wordsworth commented that the events in the Iberian Peninsula in 1808 ‘interested him more than words can express’, adding that ‘His first and last thoughts are of Spain and Portugal’ (MY, I. 280–1), and she described how he became ‘engaged in [writing] a work which occupies all his thoughts’ (Moorman, LY, 136). However, while urgency and conviction are qualities that characterize all of Wordsworth’s political prose writings, our sense of the power of these texts may be undermined by their contemporary ineffectiveness: the Letter went unpublished, Cintra was published only after interest in the specific political issue it addressed had waned, and the Addresses seems in retrospect a considerable overreaction in support of a cause which was never likely to be lost. Only the ‘Postscript’ received an appreciative contemporary readership outside the poet’s own circle (though it remains strangely overlooked in modern criticism, despite its compelling humanitarianism).

Reading Wordsworth’s political prose provides one means of charting the poet’s ideological development across five decades as he moves from the Paine-inspired Republicanism of the Letter to the Burkean endorsements of church, monarchy, and property as the basis of the English constitution in the Two Addresses and the ‘Postscript’. The texts are, at least in part, impassioned responses to specific crises, and in writing them Wordsworth was keen to make a major contribution to what he saw as critical debates. While Robinson may have overstated the case when commenting that Wordsworth ‘would have been a masterly political pamphleteer’, the poet was highly attuned to the various discursive contexts in which he wrote, carefully deploying a range of forms (Letter, Addresses, pamphlet, ‘Postscript’), different methods of publication and distribution (including extracts in newspapers and handbills), and considering the potential readerships he was seeking to reach. Sending six copies of his Two Addresses for Lord Lonsdale’s approval, for example, the poet commented that the pamphlet had been written ‘for the consideration of the upper Ranks of Society, in language of appropriate dignity’ and that it would be ‘followed up with brief Essays, in plain and popular language illustrating the principles in detail for the understanding of the lower orders’ (MY, II. 461). Like Robinson, others saw in the poet a pamphleteer manqué; and such were Wordsworth’s powers of argument in conversation that friends encouraged him to write on contemporary issues, as did the Anglican philanthropist Joshua Watson whose wife noted in her journal in 1830 that ‘The poet was most eloquent on the subject of the times: very high-minded, but very glowing in his anticipations’ (Moorman, LY, 468).

Wordsworth’s political prose might justly be defined as occasional. It was written only sporadically (four main texts across four decades) and was prompted by specific events that he felt compelled to comment upon. However, while Wordsworth operated within the conventional political genres and forms of the day, he also sought to transform these modes of writing, deploying a more philosophical viewpoint than traditionally adopted in such forms and heightening the language and concepts he used in line with what he considered to be an elevated subject matter. Despite its origins in pamphlet form, Wordsworth’s political prose aspires to poetry.

FORMS, OCCASIONS, AND NETWORKS

Before considering the contents of Wordsworth’s political prose, it is worth briefly sketching the poet’s history as a political pamphleteer and outlining some of the larger textual and contextual issues that are important for understanding his efforts in the genre. Wordsworth’s first and best-known attempt at a prose intervention in the political arena was his Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff, probably written in February and March 1793 (PrW, I. 20), which was to be his contribution to the Revolution debate of the 1790s. A clear and powerful response to Richard Watson’s attack on the current state of affairs in France, and particularly his expressions of shock and disapproval at the execution of Louis XVI, Wordsworth’s passionate polemic went unpublished for reasons that remain uncertain (Owen and Smyser suggest that the poet or his publisher may have been concerned by the increasingly repressive legislation directed at such publications in the early to mid 1790s and also consider the possibility that changing events in France may have rocked the poet’s confidence in the political ideas he was espousing (PrW, I. 24)). It would be another fifteen years before Wordsworth again sought to influence political debate through prose, though he saw the Miltonic sonnets he began writing and publishing in 1802 as important public interventions.3

Initially inspired by Dorothy’s reading of Milton’s sonnets to him in May 1802, Wordsworth turned to the fourteen-line form as a key medium for his public response to the dramatic events of the war with Napoleon. At first the poet drew on the sonnet’s implicit sense of division to express his anxiety at the lack of true Republican virtue in both France and Britain, but as the conflict with Napoleon’s increasingly militaristic and imperial state progressed Wordsworth adopted the form as a powerful vehicle for his developing patriotism, penning a number of bellicose poetic calls-to-arms during the invasion crisis of 1803. Increasingly Wordsworth used the sonnet to celebrate the forces that opposed the French Emperor’s armies, be they the abstract powers of nationalism and liberty or heroic individuals and groupings such as the Tyrolean leader Andreas Hoffer and the Spanish guerrillas. The poet’s desire to make a public intervention with these texts is indicated by his decision to publish a number of them in the Morning Post newspaper and in Coleridge’s periodical The Friend, though he also gathered them together in the collected volumes of 1807 and 1815, in the latter under the heading of Poems dedicated to National Independence and Liberty. Looking back in 1835 in a draft of the ‘Postscript, 1835’, Wordsworth observed that he believed the sonnets, along with the Excursion and other poems, provided ‘abundant evidence’ of his political sentiments during the war, showing ‘how he abhorred the abuses of Power that Buonaparte fell into; how he sympathized with the Nations that suffered from that Despot’s reckless ambition; & how he exalted in their deliverance’ (PrW, III. 260).4

It was the British signing of the Convention of Cintra in 1808, whereby the defeated French Army were allowed to retreat from the Iberian Peninsula, taking the spoils of war with them, that called forth what would eventually become Wordsworth’s longest prose work, published the following year under the lengthy title Concerning the Relations of Great Britain, Spain, and Portugal, to each other, and to the Common Enemy, at this Crisis; And Specifically as Affected by The Convention of Cintra: The whole brought to the test of those Principles, by which alone the Independence and Freedom of Nations can be Preserved or Recovered. Wordsworth’s keenness to make a prompt and effective contribution to the debate over the Convention is indicated by his initial publication of two parts of the text in The Courier in December 1808 and January 1809 ‘for the sake of immediate and wide circulation’ (MY, I. 278), before the pamphlet itself was published, after a series of delays, on 27 May 1809. Though published in these two different forms, and the product of several months of obsessive work by the poet and his circle, Cintra had almost as little impact as the unpublished Letter. By the time it became available, public interest in the controversy had considerably diminished and Dorothy reported within a few weeks of publication that ‘nobody buys’ (MY, I. 370). Of a print run of 500 copies, 178 were sold for waste paper two years later.

A decade after Wordsworth had begun writing Cintra, he again turned to prose to intervene in the political fray, though several of the texts he had published in the interim, including the ‘Sonnets Dedicated to National Independence and Liberty’ and The Excursion, were works in which he sought ‘to express in verse the feelings with which he regarded…public Affairs’ (PrW, III. 260). The news that the Whig politician Henry Brougham was planning to stand in the 1818 general election for Westmorland, contesting the candidacy with Lord Lonsdale’s two sons, so panicked the poet that he devoted an extraordinary six months to campaigning on the Tories’ behalf. The main result of these efforts was the Two Addresses to the Freeholders of Westmorland, published in Kendal in 1818, in which Wordsworth attacks the Whig party for its ill-judged support of the French Revolution and Napoleon and defends establishment values and practices. This publication was only one part of Wordsworth’s textual campaign that also saw him publishing broadsides and letters in the Kendal Chronicle and Carlisle Patriot and conducting a detailed correspondence with Lord Lonsdale on the progress of the election. His Lordship’s sons were duly elected, though how much this owed to Wordsworth’s dedicated efforts on their behalf is difficult to estimate and neither he, nor any of his close circle, made any great claims for the effectiveness of his campaign contributions.

It was nearly two decades later that Wordsworth made his last major prose foray into political debate, adding a ‘Postscript’ to his collection Yarrow Revisited and Other Poems in response to the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 and particularly its abolition of relief for anyone other than those who were supported by living in a workhouse. Though probably the least known of Wordsworth’s political prose writings, this essay offers a powerful humanitarian response to social welfare issues that harks back to earlier poetry such as the ‘Old Cumberland Beggar’, makes more complex our understanding of the ‘late Wordsworth’, and continues to speak to us today, as when the poet comments of society’s obligations to support the unemployed that ‘it is better for the interests of humanity among the people at large, that ten undeserving should partake of the funds provided, than that one morally good man, through want of relief, should either have his principles corrupted, or his energies destroyed’ (PrW, III. 246). While also concerned with proposed Church reform, and locating the clerisy at the heart of his vision of British society, it was Wordsworth’s attack on the Poor Law Amendment Act that had an effectiveness surpassing that of any of the other pieces of his political prose. Owen and Smyser argue that his attack ‘may have strengthened the increasing opposition’ to the Poor Law Amendment Law, citing reviews of the volume which gave high praise to the ‘Postscript’ (PrW, III. 237). As E. H. Hartsell has commented, Wordsworth’s ‘unqualified championship of the right of the involuntarily unemployed to full social security was nearly a century in advance of the statesmanship necessary to gain for this right a partial and reluctant legislative sanction’.5

These four pieces of writing are the main focus of this essay but it is also important to acknowledge that Wordsworth wrote about public affairs constantly in his correspondence. It is in the poet’s letters to friends and acquaintances such as Francis Wrangham, John Scott, and Daniel Stuart that Wordsworth gives some of his fullest articulations of his own political development and his ideas on the major events of the period. In 1821, for example, he wrote at length to his friend James Losh, giving a detailed justification of his own changing responses to the war with France and outlining his thoughts on the major political issues of the day (LY, I. 96–9). On a number of occasions, Wordsworth also wrote individual letters to significant public figures on particular issues. The best known example of this type of correspondence is the 1801 letter to Charles James Fox, the Whig leader, written to accompany a gift copy of Lyrical Ballads, in which the poet examines the economic reasons for the destruction of ‘the bonds of domestic feeling among the poor’ before pointing to ‘The Brothers’ and ‘Michael’ as poems written ‘to shew that men who do not wear fine clothes can feel deeply’ (EY, 315). Wordsworth wrote a number of similar letters thoughout his life, such as that in 1811 to Captain C. W. Pasley in response to his The Military Policy and Institutions of the British Empire (1810) in which the poet argued that the war with Napoleon could only be won if armed power was ‘bottomed upon…notions of justice and right, and…knowledge of and reverence for the moral sentiments of mankind’ (MY, I. 477), an argument which echoes the sentiments of Cintra. At times, Wordsworth sought to reach a readership beyond his immediate recipient in such correspondence. For example, there are three extant copies of the poet’s 1829 letter to Charles Blomfield, Bishop of London, protesting against the Roman Catholic Relief Act, which de Selincourt interprets as indicating that Wordsworth hoped Blomfield would bring it before ‘the bench of Bishops’ (PrW, III. 235).

Wordsworth’s correspondence also illustrates the extent to which the poet’s political ideas and writings were shaped by various networks of individuals, groupings, and texts which he, in turn, hoped to influence, support or alter through those writings. The Letter is very much part of the pamphlet war or ‘Revolution Controversy’ of the early 1790s with which Wordsworth was familiar, as he tells us in The Prelude he had ‘read, and eagerly | Sometimes, the master pamphlets of the day’ (Prel-13, IX. 96–7). The republicanism Wordsworth articulates so forcefully in the Letter was developed not only through such reading but also as a result of his various associations in Britain and France. Wordsworth attended debates in the House of Commons and went repeatedly to hear the dissenter Joseph Fawcett preach in the company of Samuel Nicholson who, as Nicholas Roe has shown, was a member of the Society for Constitutional Information.6 It is possible that through this association Wordsworth may have encountered some of the leading radical thinkers of the day, such as John Horne Tooke. Wordsworth’s publisher Joseph Johnson was also a member of the Society and a focal point for radical thinking and may have introduced the poet to the other radical writers he published and who met at his bookshop, including Tom Paine, Mary Wollstonecraft, William Godwin, and Joseph Priestley. While the degree of Wordsworth’s personal contact with these figures remains uncertain, as Stephen Gill writes ‘what has to be registered is that for the first time in his life Wordsworth was becoming politically aware, by associating with men who cared passionately about certain ideas and causes and who were hostile, from varying standpoints, to the present order of society’ (Gill, Life, 55). Moreover, underpinning many of the Letter’s arguments were the poet’s experiences in France, what Owen and Smyser list as the ‘the sights he saw, the conversations he had, the speeches he heard, the newspapers he read’ (PrW, I. 22). Wordsworth describes only some of these in The Prelude, but we know that they included visits to the National Assembly and the Jacobin Club, and many of the argument he makes in the Letter, such as his defence of revolutionary violence, would have drawn on such speeches and conversations.

Much more is known about the specifics of what might be termed the ‘group origins’ of Cintra. Like one of the poet’s better known epic works, it was written as a result of the failure of another project, in this case the attempt by Wordsworth and a number of associates (including Southey, Coleridge, John Spedding, and William Calvert) to organize a local meeting to approve an address to the King on the subject of the Convention of Cintra. As Southey’s account of the plans illustrates, Wordsworth was at the centre of this group’s commitment to express its disapproval of the government’s action:

If anything is done in Cumberland here it will originate with Wordsworth, he & I & Coleridge will set the business in its true light in the county newspapers,—& frame the resolutions, to be brought forward by some weighty persons,—& Wordsworth will speak at the meeting, he being a freeholder. (PrW, I. 197)

However, these plans failed when it became clear that they were opposed by Lord Lonsdale who, according to Southey, ‘viewed the Convention in a very different light’ and whose ‘merry men…would have bellowed as loudly against us at the meeting, as they would have done against the cursed Convention before they were under orders of mum.’ (PrW, I. 197). As a result, Southey reported, ‘Wordsworth went home to ease his heart by writing a pamphlet’ adding that ‘you may be sure [it] will be a right good one, & contain more true philosophy & true patriotism than has for a long year appeared in such a form’ (PrW, I. 197). Though Southey here presents the origin of Cintra as an individual act of catharsis, in a number of ways it remained a group project, drawing on the ideas and efforts of the poet’s circle of friends and family. Sarah Coleridge described how she would watch Wordsworth, Coleridge, De Quincey, and Southey ‘discuss the affairs of the nation, as if it all came home to their business and bosoms, as if it were their private concern!’7 Coleridge played an important role in the pamphlet’s writing and claimed to have authored certain parts of it, commenting more generally that it contained ‘sentiments and principles matured in our understanding by common energies and twelve years’ inter-communion’ (CL, III. 216). Members of the circle were also central to Cintra’s production, with Mary acting as amanuensis and De Quincey attempting to see the pamphlet through the processes of revision and printing in London (and finding himself blamed for the delays in publication as a result).

The most controversial of Wordsworth’s engagements with a political grouping was that with the landed interest of the Lowther family, the same local power-base that had blocked the attempts to organize a public meeting about the Convention of Cintra. From the time of John Keats’s disappointment when hoping to visit the poet and discovering he had been electioneering on Lord Lonsdale’s behalf, Wordsworth’s association with the Lowther interest has been seen as symptomatic of how he became ‘torified’ in later life, to use the term of family friend Catherine Clarkson (Moorman, LY, 358). As Keats commented in a letter to his brother Tom upon learning that Wordsworth had been ‘canvasing for the Lowthers’: ‘What think you of that—Wordsworth versus Brougham!! Sad—sad—sad—and yet the family has been his friend always. What can we say?’8

Wordsworth’s first contact with Lord Lonsdale (the son of his father’s employer) had come in 1805 in relation to his purchase of the Broad How estate, when to his embarrassment he had found the purchase subsidized by Lonsdale. Over the following years, he would come to be on increasingly close terms, especially after the move to Rydal Hall which drew the poet and the Lord into the same circles. Wordsworth, for example, always went to the annual Book Club dinner in Kendal ‘out of compliment to Lord L’, the chair, according to Sara Hutchinson (Moorman, LY, 231). It was the poet who had approached Lonsdale in February 1812 to try and help him secure a situation, leading eventually to a gift of £100 and the offer of the position of Distributor of Stamps for Westmorland, which Wordsworth took up in March 1813. Over the next few years, Lonsdale offered the poet further roles, including an extension of his Stamp district in May 1818, during the election campaign. Wordsworth wisely turned this offer down for fear his acceptance might injure ‘a cause which I would do my utmost to support’ (MY, II. 431). His comments in a letter to Lord Lonsdale indicate the delicacy of the position in which he found himself at this period:

There would be no limits to the clamour, if such a junction, however reasonable in itself, should be made in favor of any of your friends at this crisis. For myself, I have the honor of being distinguished by the especial hatred of the enemy; and obloquy is showered upon me from the Rabble of all Quarters; though I have proceeded with as much caution as the duties I had to perform would allow. (MY, II. 471–2)

Wordsworth was not only an energetic part of the Lowther political network during the campaign, dining almost every day with Lord Lonsdale and writing to him constantly about electioneering issues, he also sought to influence the networks through which campaigning and voting took place, including the press. After initially seeking to influence the editorial policy of the Kendal Chronicle, fearing that its editor as a Dissenting Minister would favour the Brougham candidacy, Wordsworth looked into the possibility of the Lowther faction acquiring the paper. When this proved impossible, Wordsworth assisted in the establishment of the Westmorland Gazette to support the Lowther cause and helped place De Quincey in the role of editor. Even after the successful election of the two Lowther candidates, Wordsworth sought to stack the future electioneering odds in their favour by buying an estate to be divided into a number of small freeholds, enabling the creation of vote-entitled freeholders out of ‘as many persons, Gentleman, my friends and relations, who could be depended upon’ (MY, II. 478; see 509, 530).

Like Wordsworth’s other three major pieces of political prose, the ‘Postscript, 1835’ evolved out of the poet’s discussion of public affairs with friends. Henry Crabb Robinson describes how on a visit to London ‘Wordsworth was full of the Poor Law Amendment Bill, on which he will write a note in the appendix to his poems’.9 Robinson took over the role of Wordsworth’s main amanuensis from Dorothy for this project and describes how on one occasion the two of them spent six hours ‘in looking over and correcting his preface to the new volume of his poems. Especially a note on the Poor Laws—which will make enemies’.10 Wordsworth had already considered many of the issues he addressed in his ‘Postscript’ in his private correspondence, including the Reform Bill of 1832 and the relationship between Church and State. Owen and Smyser point out that in his consideration of the question of the Church Wordsworth was responding to a number of potential Whig initiatives for ecclesiastic reform, one of which had included the appointment of the poet’s brother Christopher to a Commission set up to examine church revenues. As they comment, ‘That Christopher Wordsworth was sent twenty copies of Yarrow Revisited and Other Poems would seem to indicate that Wordsworth even hoped to exert a direct influence upon some of his brother’s fellow Commissioners’ (PrW, III. 236).

FROM PAINE TO BURKE: WORDSWORTH’S LETTER AND TWO ADDRESSES

In the penultimate paragraph of the Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff, Wordsworth lambasts his addressee’s political inconsistency and identifies various key omissions from his argument, including war casualties and the lack of legislative reform. To explain the Bishop’s inconsistencies and oversights, the poet offers the following analogy:

In some parts of England it is quaintly said, when a drunken man is seen reeling towards his home, that he has business on both sides of the road. Observing your lordship’s tortuous path, the spectators will be far from insinuating that you have partaken of Mr Burke’s intoxicating bowl; they will content themselves, shaking their heads as you stagger along, with remarking that you have business on both sides of the road. (PrW, I. 49)

Wordsworth’s entertaining image of Richard Watson having ‘business on both sides of the road’ emphasizes that one of the provocations of the Bishop’s ‘Appendix’ was that its author had been a well-known supporter of the American and, initially at least, the French Revolution. He had stood, according Wordsworth, ‘almost alone as the defender of truth and political charity’ (PrW, I. 31). However, the execution of Louis XVI in Paris on 21 January had prompted Watson to attach his ‘Appendix’, dated 25 January, to a reissued copy of a sermon dating back to 1785. Wordsworth’s immediate target in his Letter is Watson and he carries out his critique in part through close textual analysis of the ‘Appendix’, responding particularly to the Bishop’s lament over the execution of the French king, his horror at Revolutionary violence and his sorrow for the fate of the French priesthood. But while Watson’s pamphlet was the immediate stimulus for Wordsworth’s text, the poet’s reference to ‘Mr Burke’s intoxicating bowl’ indicates the extent to which the Letter was also a response to that author’s Reflections on the Revolution in France, written very much from the Paineite side of the road.

The most striking feature of the Letter is Wordsworth’s emphasis on his republican identity (and this may be one reason why it was never published). The title boldly declares the text to have been written ‘by a Republican’ and the author describes himself as ‘the advocate of republicanism’, inspired by ‘a republican spirit’ (PrW, I. 38, 31). This republicanism is no mere theoretical position, for Wordsworth is explicit in defending the execution of Louis XVI. Attacking ‘the idle cry of modish lamentation which has resounded from the court to the cottage’ over ‘the personal sufferings of the late royal martyr’ (PrW, I. 32), Wordsworth echoes Paine’s Common Sense in arguing that pity is only appropriate in relation to royalty when it recognizes that ‘the prejudice and weakness of mankind have made it necessary to force an individual into an unnatural situation’ (PrW, I. 33). ‘Any other sorrow for the death of Louis’, Wordsworth writes with logic worthy of Robespierre, ‘is irrational and weak’ (PrW, I. 33). The extent and nature of Wordsworth’s republicanism is also evident in the poet’s defence of the revolutionary violence that had appalled Watson. Wordsworth quotes the Bishop’s response to the recent atrocities in France: ‘I fly with terror and abhorrence even from the altar of liberty when I see it stained with the blood of the aged, of the innocent, of the defenceless sex; of the ministers of religion, and of the faithful adherents of a fallen monarch’ (PrW, I. 33). The poet responds to this Burkean outcry with one of the Letters most striking passages, a direct address to Watson:

What! have you so little knowledge of the nature of man as to be ignorant, that a time of revolution is not the season of true Liberty. Alas! the obstinacy & perversion of men is such that she is too often obliged to borrow the very arms of despotism to overthrow him, and in order to reign in peace must establish herself in violence. (PrW, I. 33)

Building on this radical statement, which Richard Gravil has described as ‘overtly Jacobin’ (WPW, 8), Wordsworth argues that from the Revolution’s tremendous ‘convulsion’ will spring ‘a fairer order of things’ (PrW, I. 34), a political optimism that the poet would have encountered in Paine’s Common Sense and his Rights of Man and that he would poetically articulate in the famous ‘Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive’ passage of The Prelude (where he would contain it within a retrospective, correctional framework).

As these passages and arguments illustrate, and as Edward Niles Hooker and Owen and Smyser have shown, Thomas Paine was the major source for Wordsworth’s political statements in the Letter, supplying ideas, language, metaphors, and even grammatical structures.11 Hooker finds parallels in Paine for all the major elements of the Letter, including Wordsworth’s defences of regicide, revolutionary violence, and the assault on clerical property, his support for a well-constituted republican government, and his critiques of monarchy and aristocracy (during which he makes use of Paine’s famous epigram that ‘government, even in its best state, is but a necessary evil’) (Hooker, ‘Wordsworth’s Letter’, passim). Wordsworth drew on other political thinkers, particularly Rousseau, whose notion of ‘the general will’ he adopts (PrW, I. 41), as well as British writers participating in the Revolution debate, such as James Mackintosh. The republican poet even turns to the Droits de L’Homme et du Citoyen, informing Watson that if he really wants to know what constitutes ‘the equality of men in a state of civil society’ he should have looked ‘in the articles of the rights of man’, where he would have discovered that ‘Equality, without which liberty cannot exist, is to be met with in perfection in that state in which no distinctions are admitted but such as have evidently for their object the general good’ (PrW, I. 41–2).

Like many of the radical or republican contributions to the pamphlet debate of the 1790s, the Letter is also a reply to Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France. We have already seen Wordsworth raise, only to dismiss, the possibility that Watson had drunk of ‘Mr Burke’s intoxicating bowl’, an image that entertainingly presents the transformative power of Reflections on its reader as a kind of drunkenness. Wordsworth’s running commentary on Watson often functions as a response to Burke, both implicitly and explicitly. The latter is seen when the poet accuses the Bishop of ‘labouring under the same delusion’ as the ‘infatuated moralist’ who ‘in a philosophic lamentation over the extinction of Chivalry, told us that in those times vice lost half its evil, by losing all its grossness’ (PrW, I. 35–6), a reference to the famous ‘age of chivalry is gone’ passage of Reflections. The culmination of these attacks comes in the Letter’s closing stages when Wordsworth echoes Paine’s critique of Burke’s defence of the Act of Settlement, employing an orientalist image to make horribly literal Burke’s arguments for the perpetual links between the past and the present:

Mr Burke rouzed the indignation of all ranks of men, when by a refinement in cruelty superiour to that which in the East yokes the living to the dead he strove to persuade us that we and our posterity to the end of time were riveted to a constitution by the indissoluble compact of a dead parchment, and were bound to cherish a corse at the bosom, when reason might call aloud that it should be entombed. (PrW, I. 48)

It is, of course, an indication of the extent to which Wordsworth crossed to the other side of the political road, in the aftermath of the revolution and during the war with Napoleon, that Burke moved from being the gothic villain of his political prose to becoming its hero and most important reference point. The associations with the past that Wordsworth had presented in such gruesome terms in the Letter became crucial in Cintra to the model of community and nationhood that Wordsworth presents as vital to the eventual triumph of Liberty over Tyranny: ‘There is a spiritual community binding together the living and the dead; the good, the brave, and the wise, of all ages. We would not be rejected from this community; and therefore do we hope’ (PrW, I. 339).

The centrality that Burke gains in Wordsworth’s political thinking is most evident in the Two Addresses, which, given its context of the 1818 Westmorland election, is understandably concerned with revisiting the actions of the two political parties during the French Revolution and the subsequent war. Much of the first ‘Address’ provides a scathing critique of the Whig cause that Henry Brougham was representing in the election, arguing that as a genuine force for opposition the party’s power had dwindled and they had become divided as a result of their own errors. It was no dishonour, Wordsworth argues, ‘to have hoped too ardently of human nature, as they did at the commencement of the French Revolution’ (a political optimism in which the poet himself had shared, of course), but as ‘English Statesman and Legislators’ the Whigs have been naive and fanciful in failing to recognize that the revolutionary ideals they imagined were possible were, in fact, an ‘illusion’ (PrW, III. 157–8). Whereas Fox was ‘captivated by the vanities of a system founded upon abstract rights’ (again rather like the poet, judging by the arguments of the Letter), Burke was not fooled: ‘The most sagacious Politician of his age broke out in an opposite strain. Time has verified his predictions; the books remain in which his principles of foreknowledge were laid down’ (PrW, III. 158). However, the recently appointed Distributor for Stamps for Westmorland goes on to argue, the true genius of Burke’s historical judgement is not properly recognized because the politician accepted a government pension for himself and his wife in 1795: ‘as the Author became afterwards a Pensioner of State, thousands, in this country of free opinions, persist in asserting that his divination was guess-work, and that conscience had no part in urging him to speak’ (PrW, III. 158). Implicitly Wordsworth argues that he himself is as uncompromised by his official role as Burke; both write out of conscience rather than from any lesser motive.

Wordsworth’s Burkean commitment to ‘common sense, uninquisitive experience, and a modest reliance on old habits of judgements’ (PrW, III. 158) underpins the arguments of the Two Addresses. The qualities necessary for a politician are not those of ‘talent and habits of application’ found in Brougham, as these generate ‘presumption and self-confidence’. Rather, legislators require the opposite qualities: ‘humble reliance on the wisdom of our Forefathers, and a sedate yielding to the pressure of existing things; or carry the thoughts still higher, to religious trust in a superintending Providence, by whose permission laws are ordered and customs established, for other purposes than to be perpetually found fault with’ (PrW, III. 181). It is these qualities that are found in the Lowther family who embody ‘the natural and reasonable consequence of a long-continued possession of large property—furnishing, with the judicious Nobleman at its head, an obvious support, defence, and instrument, for the intelligent patriotism of the County’ (PrW, III. 172). And it is also these qualities, Wordsworth argues, that will prevent the recurrence in Britain of the catastrophic political developments in France that he had witnessed in the twenty-five years since writing his Letter:

The course here recommended will keep us, as we are, free and happy—will preserve us from what, through want of these and like precautions, other Nations have been hurried into—domestic broils, sanguinary tribunals, civil slaughter in the field, anarchy, and (sad cure and close of all!) tranquility under the iron grasp of military despotism. (PrW, III. 185).

It was Wordsworth’s genuine fear of a ‘FEROCIOUS REVOLUTION!’ (as presented in half-capitals in the pamphlet’s final words), much more than his own status as a Freeholder and rather deferential ally of Lord Lonsdale, that prompted the passionate and somewhat panicky Burkean prose of the Two Addresses.

POLITICAL PROSE INTO ROMANTIC POETRY? CINTRA AND ‘POSTSCRIPT’

In all his political prose, Wordsworth stresses that while his writing has been prompted by a specific event or text, he feels compelled to write because the specific issues raised are representative of universal or fundamental concerns. The occasion of the Letter was a moment ‘big with the fate of the human race’ (PrW, I. 32), the signing of the Convention of Cintra was ‘one of the most important events of our time’ (PrW, I. 224), while the Westmorland election was ‘no common affair of county Politics, but proceeds from dispositions and principles, which if not checked and discountenanced, would produce infinite mischief not to Westmoreland only, but to the whole Kingdom’ (MY, II. 411). While Wordsworth’s writing was very much part of the political debates of the day, as we have seen, with links to a wide range of other forms which might be considered ephemera, such as broadsides and newspapers, the poet also felt that the importance of the topics that he addressed required him to adopt appropriate forms and diction. This was particularly the case with the rising of the peoples of the Iberian Peninsula examined in Cintra, an event that prompted Wordsworth to emphasize the need to adopt an elevated register in his response:

from the moment of the rising of the people of the Pyrenean peninsula, there was a mighty change; we were instantaneously animated; and, from that moment, the contest assumed the dignity, which it is not in the power of any thing but hope to bestow: and, if I may dare to transfer language, prompted by a revelation of a state of being that admits not of decay or change, to the concerns and interests of our transitory planet, from that moment ‘this corruptible put on incorruption, and this mortal put on immortality’. (PrW, I. 227–8)

Quoting St Paul’s revelation from the First Epistle to the Corinthians (15:51–4), Wordsworth transforms the political and military events of the war with France into an apocalyptic narrative. This language of ‘elevation’ runs throughout Cintra, with Wordsworth embodying it in his imagery: ‘the Spanish and Portugueze Nations stand upon the loftiest ground of principle and passion’ and it is vital that Britain should not ‘negligently or timidly descend from those heights of magnanimity to which as a nation we were raised, when first they represented to us their wrongs and entreated our existence’ (PrW, I. 248). Because the subject on which he writes ‘requires the highest mode of thinking and feeling of which human nature is capable’, Wordsworth sees his own role as writing ‘in order to elevate, in some degree, the conceptions of my readers’ and describes how he is ‘carried forward by a strong wish to be of use in raising and steadying the minds of my countrymen, an end to which every thing that I shall say hereafter (provided it be true) will contribute’ (PrW, I. 338, 237). In doing so, Wordsworth creates a type of poetic prose, what he himself in a sonnet on the writing of Cintra described as an ‘impassioned strain…without aid of numbers’ (SP, 53).

The poetic quality of Cintra has frequently been remarked upon. Coleridge, seeing in the text a displacement of ‘The Recluse’ project, commented that ‘a considerable part of [the pamphlet] is almost a self-robbery from some great philosophical poem, of which it would form an appropriate part, & be fitl[ier] attuned to the high dogmatic Eloquence, the oracular [tone] of inspired Blank Verse’ (CL, III. 214). Not everyone has been so appreciative of this poetic approach to politics, however. Lord Lonsdale would appear to have found parts of the pamphlet incomprehensible, describing it as ‘written in a very bad taste, not with plainness & simplicity such [as] is proper to a political subject, but a style inflated & ill suited to it’ (quoted in Gill, Life, 276). Lonsdale’s remark may indicate why a text in which Wordsworth invested so much time and effort produced so little effect but it fails to recognize that for Wordsworth the events in Spain aspired to the status of poetry rather than history, and required a fittingly poetic, even imaginative, response. Wordsworth describes the heroic efforts of the people of the Peninsula as equal to anything previously ‘sung to the impassioned harp of poetry’ and defines their appeal as being to the faculties of ‘reason and the imagination’ (PrW, I. 292–3). Indeed, it is in the ‘imagination’ that the most significant battles of the war against Napoleon are fought, according to the poet. The most important effect of Wellington’s victories at Rolica and Vimiero, far above any military impact they might have had, was that they created ‘an anticipation of a shock to [Napoleon’s] power, where that power is strongest, in the imaginations of men, which are sure to fall under the bondage of long-continued success’ (PrW, I. 249). It was this essentially imaginative nature of the initial success in the Peninsula that the British generals who had signed the Convention of Cintra failed to recognize or appreciate:

It was not for the soil, or for the cities and forts, that Portugal was valued, but for the human feeling which was there; for the rights of human nature which might be there conspicuously asserted; for a triumph over injustice and oppression there to be atchieved, which could neither be concealed nor disguised, and which should penetrate the darkest corner of the dark Continent of Europe by its splendour. We combated for victory in the empire of reason, for strong-holds in the imagination. Lisbon and Portugal, as city and soil, were chiefly prized by us as a language; but our Generals mistook the counters of the game for the stake played for. (PrW, I. 261–2)

In seeking to win this imaginative war against Napoleon, Wordsworth invokes and quotes from a wide range of poets including Virgil, Dante, Sidney, Petrarch, and Plutarch, as well as the biblical books of Daniel, Matthew, and Acts and also the letters of St Paul. However, it is particularly to John Milton that Wordsworth turns for the poetic language, framework, and structure of his tract, looking to him not only as a model of political prose writing but also as the author of Paradise Lost, the inspirational epic for all the Romantic poets. In a particularly powerful passage, as Wordsworth laments the betrayal of the republican heritage of which Milton was a part, he himself inherits his precursor’s role and voice:

O sorrow! O misery for England, the land of liberty and courage and peace; the land trustworthy and long approved; the home of lofty example and benign precept; the central orb to which, as to a fountain, the nations of the earth ‘ought to repair, and in their golden urns draw light;’—O sorrow and shame for our country; for the grass which is upon her fields, and the dust which is in her graves;—for her good men who now look upon the day;—and her long train of deliverers and defenders, her Alfred, her Sidneys, and her Milton; whose voice yet speaketh for our reproach; and whose actions survive in memory to confound us, or to redeem! (PrW, I. 288)

Wordsworth himself repairs to the language of Milton here, quoting Paradise Lost (VII. 365), as he himself strives to become the latest in the long train of national ‘deliverers and defenders’ whom he had so often invoked in the sonnets of 1802. Milton was not living at this hour, but as a ‘lofty example and benign precept’ he remained the key inspiration for the Bardic strain of Wordsworth’s Convention of Cintra.

Given how close Cintra comes to poetry, it is perhaps fitting that at the conclusion of the ‘Postscript, 1835’, Wordsworth last major piece of political prose, the poet terminates his career in the genre by turning to verse. Prior to this finale, Wordsworth shows a repeated concern with the relationship between verse and prose, commenting in the opening paragraph that he hopes that the ‘state of mind’ produced by having just read the preceding volume of poems will dispose the reader ‘to receive more readily the impression which I desire to make, and to admit the conclusions I would establish’ (PrW, III. 240). In his first draft of the ‘Postscript’ (printed by Owen and Smyser as an ‘Appendix’), Wordsworth opens with an account of his own poetical responses to ‘public Affairs’ and in the essay itself he uses lines from ‘Guilt and Sorrow’ to portray the feelings of those who experience ‘a state of wretchedness…in civilised society’ (PrW, III. 243). Wordsworth also offers an analysis of the political dynamics of the literature of sensibility, arguing that in ‘works of fiction, we are not, indeed, unwilling to have our commiseration excited by such objects of distress as they present to us; but, in the concerns of real life, men know that such emotions are not given to be indulged for their own sakes: there, the conscience declares to them that sympathy must be followed by action’ (PrW, III. 247). As all these examples would suggest, while Wordsworth felt that ‘plain prose’ was sometimes necessary for his textual interventions in contemporary debates (PrW, III. 260), he remained convinced of the political power of poetry throughout his life. Nowhere is this better illustrated than in the conclusion of the ‘Postscript’, when he closes with fifty lines from the still unpublished Prelude describing ‘the individual dignity which humbleness of social condition does not preclude, but frequently promotes’ (PrW, III. 258). The poet has an ideal reader in mind for this piece of verse, commenting that ‘if a single workman—who, being a member of one of those clubs, runs the risk of becoming an agitator, or who, being enrolled in a union, must be left without a will of his own, and therefore a slave—should read these lines, and be touched by them, I should indeed rejoice’ (PrW, III. 258). It is perhaps indicative of Wordsworth’s own sense of where his greatest power lay that, at the very end of his career as a political prose writer, he turns to poetry as the form that will ‘touch’ his reader.
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PART II

POETRY


CHAPTER 7

THE SALISBURY PLAIN POEMS (1793–1842)

QUENTIN BAILEY

WHEN Wordsworth finally published ‘Guilt and Sorrow’ in 1842, nearly fifty years after he had completed the earliest version of the poem, he offered his readers, ‘rather as matter of literary biography than for any other reason’, an account of the work’s origins that highlighted the historical moment at which it was first conceived.1


During the latter part of the summer of 1793, having passed a month in the Isle of Wight, in view of the fleet which was then preparing for sea off Portsmouth at the commencement of the war, I left the place with melancholy forebodings. The American war was still fresh in memory. The struggle which was beginning, and which many thought would be brought to a speedy close by the irresistible arms of Great Britain being added to those of the allies I was assured in my own mind would be of long continuance, and productive of distress and misery beyond all possible calculation. …After leaving the Isle of Wight, I spent two days in wandering over Salisbury Plain, which, though cultivation was then widely spread through parts of it, had upon the whole a still more impressive appearance than it now retains.

The monuments and traces of antiquity, scattered in abundance over that region, led me unavoidably to compare what we know or guess of those remote times with certain aspects of modern society, and with calamities, principally those consequent upon war, to which, more than other classes of men, the poor are subject. In those reflections, joined with some particular facts that had come to my knowledge, the following stanzas originated. (SPP, 215–17)



The poem that Wordsworth eventually published was, in several respects, quite different from the one that had been completed ‘before the close of the year 1794’ (SPP, 215). The earliest version, for example, included none of the material about the discharged sailor’s crime, and was far more strident in its denunciation of ‘certain aspects of modern society’. But in its final form, the poem retained its concern with the lives of the poor and the oppressed, and with the bases on which communities might be established. At the same time, the revisions that Wordsworth undertook in 1841 successfully resolved a number of the difficulties he had confronted in earlier versions and that had, perhaps, contributed to his decision to ‘suppress’ the poem, as he put it in a draft version of the 1842 ‘Advertisement’, for so many years (SPP, 212). As such, it might be said, the publication of ‘Guilt and Sorrow’ in the 1842 collection, Poems, Chiefly of Early and Late Years, offers a glimpse into issues and forms of expression that were crucial to both the early and the late Wordsworth.

‘SALISBURY PLAIN’

Although the 1842 ‘Advertisement’ does not elaborate on the ‘reflections’ that came to Wordsworth as he wandered over Salisbury Plain in ‘the latter part of the summer of 1793’, it is clear he experienced some sort of heightened emotional state during his journey. As he put it to Isabella Fenwick, the adventure ‘left upon my mind imaginative impressions the force of [which] I have felt to this day’ (SPP, 221). In fact, although readers in 1842 would not have known it, the journey across Salisbury Plain already had been identified in The Prelude as the time ‘above all’ when Wordsworth sensed that he had been granted the ability to see ‘Something unseen before’ (Prel-13, XII. 313, 305). As Stephen Gill has pointed out, this claim that the experiences around Stonehenge were the most important of all those described in The Prelude in terms of confirming Wordsworth’s sense of his poetic vocation is, quite simply, ‘astonishing’.2

Indeed, when Wordsworth set off across the Plain in late July or early August 1793 he can hardly have imagined that he was about to have an experience that he would repeatedly look back to as the moment ‘above all’ when he knew he was destined to be a poet. In fact, the ‘melancholy forebodings’ he detailed in the 1842 ‘Advertisement’ were probably informed not simply by a general sense that the war was likely to be ‘of long continuance’, but by an acute anxiety about his own future. He had, as is well known by now, spent much of 1792 in France, becoming an ardent supporter of the Revolution and falling in love with Annette Vallon. He returned to England in late 1792 or early 1793, presumably to secure funds with which to support Annette and his baby daughter, Caroline, who was born on 15 December 1792. The execution of Louis XVI just over a month later, on 21 January 1793, and the subsequent British declaration of war on 1 February, however, made it all but impossible for him to return to France. He found himself, furthermore, at odds with the public mood in England, feeling like an ‘uninvited Guest’ (Prel-13, X. 272) because of his Republican politics. As he put it in The Prelude, in terms that identify both the political and romantic alienation he experienced at this time,


             I felt

The ravage of this most unnatural strife

In my own heart: there lay it like a weight

At enmity with all the tenderest springs

Of my enjoyments.(Prel-13, X. 249–53)



By the middle of the year, a number of Wordsworth’s friends were sufficiently concerned about his depressed mental state to organize for him to accompany William Calvert on a summer tour.3 After a month on the Isle of Wight, where Wordsworth daily saw the preparations of the British fleet, he and Calvert set off for the West Country. What happened next is not entirely clear, but Calvert’s carriage was wrecked and the two friends parted ways, Calvert taking the horse and Wordsworth heading off across Salisbury Plain on foot, ‘the survivor’, as Kenneth R. Johnston has noted, ‘of a dangerous road accident’.4 It was in this state of mental and, perhaps, physical anguish that he had the experiences whose ‘force’ stayed with him for more than fifty years.

The first attempt to articulate these emotional experiences was, as Wordsworth put it in a November 1794 letter to his friend William Mathews, ‘christened…by the appellation of Salisbury Plain, though, A night on Salisbury plain were it not so insufferably awkward would better suit the thing itself’ (EY, 136). This work was most likely composed by the end of that troubled 1793 summer, and a fair copy drawn up, largely by Dorothy Wordsworth, in May 1794. It tells the story of an encounter between a man and a woman. The man’s history and mental state are only sketchily drawn, but the woman’s plight is given in considerable detail and illustrates the ‘calamities’ the poor faced, both in the face of war and, though this is not explicitly mentioned in the 1842 ‘Advertisement’, the vagaries of chance and economic misfortune. She and her father, she tells the unnamed traveller in the part of the poem that was presented to the public from 1798 as ‘The Female Vagrant’, had lived happily ‘By Derwent’s side’, raising sheep and catching fish until ‘by cruel chance and willful wrong’ his property was seized and they were forced to leave their home, taking refuge with the woman’s sweetheart (‘Salisbury Plain’, SPP, 226, 255). After four happy years there, the onset of war brings unmitigated disasters: the children go hungry, the loom ‘stood still’ (296), and her husband joins the army in order to provide some sort of support for his family. The family travels with him as he sets off to fight in America, with tragic consequences:


‘The pains and plagues that on our heads came down,

Disease and Famine, Agony and Fear,

In wood or wilderness, in camp or town,

It would thy brain unsettle even to hear.

All perished, all in one remorseless year,

Husband and children one by one, by sword

And scourge of fiery fever: every tear

Dried up, despairing, desolate, on board

A British ship I waked as from a trance restored.’(‘SP’, 316–24)



The woman returns to England and, in the poem’s most memorable lines, discovers that she is completely alone: ‘And homeless near a thousand homes I stood, | and near a thousand tables pined and wanted food’ (386–7). She has been in this state, friendless and alienated in her own country, for three years when she meets the male traveller and establishes, however briefly, some sort of community.

This tale of woe, which has obvious affinities to the passage about the beggar woman of An Evening Walk (who has also lost her husband in the American Revolution) and to the story of Margaret that forms the basis of ‘The Ruined Cottage’, is framed by the observations and judgements of, as Kurt Fosso has nicely put it, a ‘reformist narrator decrying the disparities of England’s capitalist, class-based system’.5 As a result, the Female Wanderer’s tale works less to establish her as an individual character than to expose the brutality of war and the failure of the state to support its victims. In the concluding stanzas, for example, the narrator criticizes the effects of Britain’s military campaigns—‘what can war but endless war still breed?’ (‘SP’, 509)—and denounces the criminal justice system in strong but stilted terms:


Insensate they who think, at Wisdom’s porch

That Exile, Terror, Bonds, and Force may stand:

That Truth with human blood can feed her torch,

And Justice balance with her gory hand

Scales whose dire weights of human heads demand

A Nero’s arm. Must Law with iron scourge

Still torture crimes that grew a monstrous band

Formed by his care, and still his victim urge,

With voice that breathes despair, to death’s tremendous verge?(‘SP’, 514–22)



Observations such as these, as Mary Jacobus has noted, are of ‘a quite different kind’ to the story told by the Female Wanderer and relate far more to the ‘melancholy forebodings’ with which Wordsworth set off across Salisbury Plain in the summer of 1793 than to the life of either protagonist.6 The additional material—the narrator’s exhortations and the allusions to druidic sacrifice—deepen the reader’s understanding of the poem’s political message, not its central character. Indeed, as Gill has pointed out, Wordsworth’s desire, in this early version, to ‘retain control of all the details and of every interpretation’ ensures the Female Wanderer remains subordinate to the poem’s didactic purpose.7

These authorial interpretations, however, shift somewhat in the course of the poem’s sixty-one Spenserian stanzas, suggesting that Wordsworth’s ideas about how to treat the story of the Female Wanderer evolved as he and Dorothy prepared a fair copy of the poem in 1794. The opening stanza, for instance, as Paul Kelley has pointed out, reveals the importance of Rousseau in Wordsworth’s earliest attempt to provide a socio-political framework for the story of the woman’s suffering, with its focus on the ‘hungry savage, ’mid deep forests’ (‘SP’, 3).8 Indeed, the narrator’s opening declarations rely heavily on sentimental appeals, contrasting the life of the savage with the far harder emotional life of the modern subject:


Hence where Refinement’s genial influence calls

The soft affections from their wintry sleep

And the sweet tear of Love and Friendship falls

The willing heart in tender joy to steep,

When men in various vessels roam the deep

Of social life, and turns of chance prevail

Various and sad, how many thousands weep

Beset with foes more fierce than e’er assail

The savage without home in winter’s keenest gale.(‘SP’, 28–36).



The privations of poverty, in other words, gain a greater acuteness when contrasted with the lives of the wealthy or the happiness of others. The savage, it might be said, suffers, but unlike the contemporary poor, he is not oppressed—and it is in the denunciation of this oppression, which he had delineated earlier in the Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff, that Wordsworth locates the justification for telling the story of the Female Wanderer’s suffering.

By the close of her account, however, at least to judge from the shift in the narrative voice, Wordsworth was less convinced that sentimental appeals were entirely appropriate. Indeed, whereas the opening had been framed in terms of ‘Refinement’, ‘Love’, and ‘Friendship’, the narrator’s second appearance in the poem, after the Female Wanderer has told her story, is guided far more by appeals to ‘Truth’, ‘Justice’, and, perhaps most importantly, ‘Reason’. The final stanza suggests how far the poet-narrator has moved away from the Rousseau-inspired opening:


Heroes of Truth pursue your march, uptear

Th’Oppressor’s dungeon from its deepest base;

High o’er the towers of Pride undaunted rear
Resistless in your might the herculean mace

Of Reason; let foul Error’s monster race

Dragged from their dens start at the light with pain

And die; pursue your toils, till not a trace

Be left on earth of Superstition’s reign,

Save that eternal pile which frowns on Sarum’s plain.(‘SP’, 541–9)



Though the content might be somewhat similar—both the opening and the closing are concerned, to some extent, with equality of experience—the tone is very obviously different, and the concluding verse looks towards reason rather than sentimentality to establish justice.

This shift in tone can, as a number of critics have noted, be attributed to Wordsworth’s reading of Godwin’s Political Justice. When precisely this occurred is unclear, but the available evidence suggests that it was early in 1794—the period, in other words, in which Wordsworth and Dorothy were engaged on producing a fair copy of ‘Salisbury Plain’.9 Certainly the shift to ‘the herculean mace | Of Reason’ as, in Duncan Wu’s words, ‘the chief weapon of radical thought’ suggests that by May 1794, when the fair copy was completed, Wordsworth was well into his reading of Political Justice.10 By then, it seems, the account of the Female Wanderer’s suffering could no longer be justified simply by an appeal to the reader’s sensibility; the transformative possibilities of ‘Reason’ were also being drawn upon to articulate the insights the reader should draw from the woman’s story.

Although Wordsworth thought this poem ‘ready for the press’ (EY, 120; 23 May 1794), he must have changed his mind fairly quickly or been unable to find a publisher. The latter is certainly possible: An Evening Walk and Descriptive Sketches had been published in January 1793 and, as Gill puts it, ‘did not sell’ (Life, 69). But it is also possible that Wordsworth’s reading of Godwin and his correspondence with Mathews as the two outlined plans for The Philanthropist led him to doubt whether the poem really was ‘ready’. In fact, although the appeal to reason seemed to echo Godwin’s philosophy, the militaristic vocabulary and rhetoric of violence was somewhat at odds with the pacifism Godwin advocated and that Wordsworth himself insisted on in a June 1794 letter to Mathews: ‘I am a determined enemy to every species of violence’ (EY, 124). This was a very different kind of claim to that made a year earlier in the unpublished Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff, where Wordsworth had defended the execution of Louis XVI and insisted that revolutionary violence was justified in establishing ‘true Liberty’: the ‘obstinacy & perversion of men’, Wordsworth had then maintained, ‘is such that she [true Liberty] is too often obliged to borrow the very arms of despotism to overthrow him, and in order to reign in peace must establish herself by violence’ (PrW, I. 33). To insist, a little over a year later, that there is ‘no connection…between justice and the sword’ suggests an intellectual journey that might well have led Wordsworth to entertain doubts about a poem that ended by calling for the painful death of ‘foul Error’s monster race’ (EY, 124; ‘SP’, 545).

‘ADVENTURES ON SALISBURY PLAIN’

Wordsworth returned to the poem in autumn 1795, shortly after he and Dorothy had moved to Racedown in Dorset. Work went well and by November he was writing to Francis Wrangham, inviting him to visit and asking if he had ‘any interest with the booksellers’ as he had a poem he wished to publish:

I recollect reading the first draught of it to you in London. But since I came to Racedown I have made alterations and additions so material as that it may be looked on almost as another work. Its object is partly to expose the vices of the penal law and the calamities of war as they affect individuals. (EY, 159)

This poem, ‘almost…another work’, provides additional details about the Female Wanderer’s life in the years since she returned from America. In place of her brief assertion that ‘Three years a wanderer round my native coast | My eyes have watched yon sun declining tend | Down to the land where hope to me was lost’ (‘SP’, 388–90)—a claim with obvious sentimental appeal—the new ‘Adventures on Salisbury Plain’ provided details of her begging, her brief sojourn with a band of thieves, and her final turn to solitary vagrancy. No longer simply identified as a pawn in an argument against the war, her experiences have been individualized, drawing, no doubt, on Wordsworth’s own encounters in the southwest of England with peasants who were, in Dorothy’s terms, ‘miserably poor’ (EY, 162).

But the more substantial change to the poem is the development of the man’s story and the reduction of the role of the reformist narrator. In place of the opening evocation of the ‘hungry savage’, for instance, the new poem begins with an encounter between a ‘Traveller’ and ‘an aged Man with feet half bare’ (‘ASP’, 1–2). The scene serves to portray the essential goodness of the Traveller—he first helps the old man along and then arranges for him to get a ride on a mail coach—before the details of his biography are presented. No longer simply a stranger to whom the Female Wanderer tells her story of hardship and suffering, the Traveller is revealed to be a murderer. Press-ganged into service in the navy, he had been denied his share of the ‘bloody prize of victory’ (‘ASP’, 88) after years of fighting:


He urged his claim; the slaves of Office spurn’d

The unfriended claimant; at their door he stood

In vain, and now towards his home return’d,

Bearing to those he loved nor warmth nor food,

In sight of his own house, in such a mood

That from his view his children might have run,

He met a traveller, robb’d him, shed his blood;

And when the miserable work was done

He fled, a vagrant since, the murderer’s fate to shun.(‘ASP’, 91–9)



He is, clearly, a good man who has been driven to murder by his military experiences and the indifference of ‘the slaves of Office’, and the poem charts, via the night of conversation with the Female Wanderer, a subsequent encounter with a peasant family, and a final meeting with his dying wife, his path to some sort of redemption. The final action sees him turning himself in and accepting his fate:


Confirm’d of purpose, fearless and prepared,

Not without pleasure, to the city strait

He went and all which he had done declar’d:

‘And from your hands,’ he added, ‘now I wait,

Nor let them linger long, the murderer’s fate.’

Nor ineffectual was that piteous claim.

Blest be for once the stroke which ends, tho’ late,

The pangs which from thy halls of terror came,

Thou who of Justice bear’st the violated name!(‘ASP’, 811–19)



As the final two lines of this penultimate stanza suggest, the reformist narrator of the first poem has not been entirely excised, but his indignation is now situated within a more specific and nuanced context that offers fewer clear-cut certainties. Indeed, the poem as a whole asks the reader to think about what the correct response to the Sailor’s crime is. Given the hardships that he so clearly faces in the poem, is justice done when the Sailor is hanged and gibbetted?

This concern with crime and punishment was not necessarily new to Wordsworth—he had contended in the Letter that the ‘penal code [was] so crowded with disproportioned penalties and indiscriminate severity that a conscientious man would sacrifice in many instances his respect for the laws to the common feelings of humanity’ (PrW, I. 39–40)—but the 1795 revisions to ‘Salisbury Plain’ suggest that it had come into much sharper focus in the preceding year and that it offered a context Wordsworth judged more appropriate for the Female Wanderer’s story than the sentimental declamations of a politically-engaged narrator. Indeed, with the Female Wanderer’s extended account of her time as a vagrant and the addition of the Sailor’s story, the poem shifts its attention from the imperial belligerence of the Pitt administration—‘Oh! what can war but endless war still breed?’ (‘SP’, 509)—to the more immediate consequences for the poor and dispossessed of the ruling class’s determination to maintain the socio-economic status quo of the late eighteenth century. In the process, the broad rhetorical question posed in the first version—‘Must Law with iron scourge | Still torture crimes that grew a monstrous band | Formed by his care’? (‘SP’, 519–21)—is replaced by an account that traces the responses of particular individuals to the laws of the land.

The specific features of this shift in Wordsworth’s thinking, from a generalized denunciation of the ‘disproportioned penalties and indiscriminate severity’ to a detailed account of individual cases, might well have been encouraged by Godwin’s claim that the penal code ‘daily and systematically slighted’ the principles of ‘right and wrong’ by ‘confound[ing] together’ offences ‘of a thousand different magnitudes’.11 It was also, however, part of a broader series of complaints against the Bloody Code of late eighteenth-century England, when there were nearly 200 crimes that could be punished with death. In fact, as Leon Radzinowicz has argued, the deliberately loose terms in which capital statutes were written meant that the ‘actual scope of the death penalty was…often as much as three or four times as extensive as the number of provisions would seem to indicate’.12 Though the brutality of the Code was not a relic from some barbarous past—most of the statutes were introduced in the eighteenth century to protect the interests of landowners—it certainly warranted comparison to the sacrifices of the druids and the revisions to ‘Salisbury Plain’ are part of a broader penal discourse that, as Sir William Eden put it, emphasized the ‘cruelty…inconsistency…[and]…folly’ of the system.13

The final stanza of the revised poem, for example, offers a criticism of the effects of public executions that echoes earlier denunciations of the Bloody Code as an ineffective deterrent. Sir Samuel Romilly, who later spearheaded parliamentary efforts to reform the Code, noted despairingly in 1786 that the more capital punishments there were, the more ‘spectators of them must become familiarized with bloodshed’, thereby negating their intended effects, and Jonas Hanway, a decade earlier, deplored the ‘indecent manner of conducting executions’ that ‘serves for little more than to amuse the senses’.14 ‘Adventures on Salisbury Plain’ depicts just such a scene, when the Sailor’s body is on display in a gibbet:


And dissolute men, unthinking and untaught,

Planted their festive booths beneath his face;

And to that spot, which idle thousands sought,

Women and children were by fathers brought.(‘ASP’, 821–4)



Deterrence, clearly, is not the effect of such punishments. In fact, the only person who responds to the gibbet in a manner in any way similar to the one envisaged by lawmakers is the Sailor, who falls into a trance when he sees a ‘human body that in irons swang’ (‘ASP’, 115). But by that point he is already a murderer.

There are other ways, too, in which Wordsworth tied the 1795 poem more closely to contemporary debates about law and order. The additional material about the Sailor’s robbery and murder, not only, as Jacobus has suggested, complicates the ‘artificially clear-cut issues of protest poetry’, but also echoes popular concern about the criminal proclivities of discharged members of the military who were prone, according to Jeremy Bentham, to ‘fancy…themselves obliged, to steal or rob’ as they made their way home from the ports.15 Wordsworth’s own response to the ‘Discharged Soldier’ in The Prelude reveals something of this anxiety, as does his admission that he had ‘In fear…walk’d with quicker step’ past ‘many other uncouth Vagrants’ (Prel-13, XII. 159–60). Released without pay, the Sailor is part of that ‘numerous class of mankind’ that Godwin had identified in Political Justice who are ‘held down in a state of abject penury, and are continually prompted by disappointment and distress to commit violence upon their more fortunate neighbours’ (8). In words that might have resonated with Wordsworth as he set to work on revising ‘Salisbury Plain’, Godwin maintained that

The only mode which is employed to repress this violence [committed by the poor], and to maintain the order and piece of society, is punishment. Whips, axes and gibbets, dungeons, chains and racks are the most approved and established methods of persuading men to obedience, and impressing upon their minds the lessons of reason. Hundreds of victims are annually sacrificed at the shrine of positive law and political institution. (8)

As the poem reveals, not only was this ‘positive law’ ineffective in practice, but its failure to consider the social, political, and economic causes of crime meant that it was inherently unjust. In 1793, before Wordsworth realized the full political and poetic potential of focusing on the treatment of the poor and oppressed, the poem had posed the kind of abstract questions beloved of reformist tracts, but in 1795 this concern was developed into the story of the Sailor’s despair and crime, integrating diverse objections to the Bloody Code’s ‘mass of jarring and inconsistent laws’ in a far more coherent and poetically successful manner.16

This is evident, for instance, in the manner in which the poems incorporate the images of Druidic sacrifice that, according to The Prelude, came to Wordsworth as he himself fell into a trance on Salisbury Plain and saw a ‘sacrificial Altar, fed | With living men’ (Prel-13, XII. 331–2). In 1793, as he first sought to express this experience in poetry, the image of the ‘huge wickers paled with circling fire’ (‘SP’, 424) marks the point in the poem at which the narrator takes leave of the ‘friendless hope-forsaken pair’ (415) and, in impassioned rhetoric, seeks to channel the reader’s presumed compassion for the Female Wanderer towards political activism. There might no longer be ‘horrid shrieks and dying cries’ coming from these wickers (425), the narrator informs us, but the ‘terrors of our way’ (432), revealed to us by ‘reason’s ray’ (429), suggest that there is no great difference between the past and what Romilly ironically referred to as ‘this enlightened, and, as it is called, this philosophical age’.17 For the narrator, though not for the characters in the poem, the deaths of the Female Wanderer’s family during the American War are equivalent to the human sacrifices demanded by the Druids.

In the 1795 revision, however, these Druidic sacrifices are deftly integrated into the narrative in a manner that recalls the Sailor’s crime and anticipates his punishment:


Thou hoary Pile! thou child of darkness deep

And unknown days, that lovest to stand and hear

The desart sounding to the whirlwind’s sweep,

Inmate of lonesome Nature’s endless year;

Ever since thou sawest the giant Wicker rear

Its dismal chambers hung with living men,

Before thy face did ever wretch appear,

Who in his heart had groan’d with deadlier pain

Than he who travels now along thy bleak domain? (‘ASP’, 154–62)



Whilst maintaining the suggestion that the practices of the present are as barbaric as those of the past, the comparison also works to suggest something of the Sailor’s anguish, placing the emphasis on the lived experience of the criminal. The terror of the ‘living men’ imprisoned within the wicker is suddenly transferred to the Sailor. The landscape and visions that Wordsworth experienced on Salisbury Plain—the time ‘above all’ when he recognized his particular talents as a poet—have coalesced around the figure of the Sailor, tying natural features to human emotions in a way that anticipates the art of much of his later poetry.

Wordsworth, however, failed to publish this new poem for reasons that remain unclear. There were certainly positive responses to it in the year or so after its completion. Coleridge claimed in Biographia Literaria that the poem had been the one that revealed to him ‘the union of deep feeling with profound thought; the fine balance of truth in observing with the imaginative faculty in modifying the objects observed; and above all the original gift of spreading the tone, the atmosphere,…around forms, incidents, and situations’ that he identified as Wordsworth’s primary gifts as a poet (CCBL, I. 80). Furthermore, Wordsworth seems to have made several practical attempts to publish the poem: in January 1796, he told the publisher Joseph Cottle that he would be able to send him a ‘Mss copy of my Salisbury Plain…in a few days’ (EY, 163); and a couple of months later he wrote to Wrangham about a proposed subscription publication. Plans were still afoot to pursue publication in May 1798, possibly in tandem with Peter Bell, with Wordsworth writing to Cottle that he was determined ‘to finish it, and equally so that you shall publish’.18 With the publication of the Lyrical Ballads, however, ‘Adventures on Salisbury Plain’ became a far more challenging project as the excerpting of the Female Wanderer’s story as ‘The Female Vagrant’ meant that a new character and story would have to be developed to balance the account of the Sailor’s murder. Wordsworth, it seems, toyed briefly with revamping the poem in 1799, telling Coleridge in February 1799 that he had devoted ‘two days (O Wonder) to Salisbury Plain’ and that he was determined to ‘discard Robert Walford and invent a new story for the woman’ (EY, 256). This never happened; and when the poem was eventually published in 1842 it included an apology for the use of the material known to readers of ‘The Female Vagrant’.

GUILT AND SORROW

When the story of the Female Wanderer and the Sailor was eventually published, as ‘Guilt and Sorrow’, in the final discrete volume of Wordsworth’s life, Poems, Chiefly of Early and Late Years, readers had the opportunity to compare its account of crime and punishment with a sonnet sequence on the punishment of death that was also published in the collection. Unlike ‘Guilt and Sorrow’, however, these pieces did not date from Wordsworth’s early years; they had been composed in 1839–41 and had first been published, in December 1841, in the Quarterly Review. These poems, which Mary Wordsworth claimed ‘required deep thought and to be delicately treated’, have not been popular.19 Mary Moorman, for instance, judged that they could have been written in prose and that they suffer ‘from the same spirit of nervous dread of change which for many years…overshadowed all his political views’ (Moorman, LY, 535). They do, however, indicate that Wordsworth was as concerned in the late 1830s and early 1840s with ‘the causes of crime, the status of punishment, and the psychology of guilt’ as he had been in the 1790s when he had first sought to give poetic expression to his experiences on Salisbury Plain.20

The poem that emerged from the 1841 revisions certainly indicates that Wordsworth was concerned to update the work so that it would speak to readers of ‘the newly hungry 40s’, as Richard Gravil has put it, rather than to the dwindling number who recalled the 1790s and the Bloody Code that had, by the late 1830s, been almost entirely dismantled.21 Indeed, Wordsworth’s revisions ensured that the poem would not be treated as one that spoke solely to outdated concerns with the brutal practices of the eighteenth century, but as one that addressed the same issues that had led Parliament, in 1836, to establish a Royal Commission and, in 1837, to remove the death penalty from all but a handful of crimes. This is clear, for instance, in the revisions that Wordsworth made to the final stanza. In the 1795 version, as noted previously, the Sailor’s gibbeted body had revealed only the failure of the Bloody Code to act as a deterrent; in 1841, however, Wordsworth used the image in a markedly different way:


His fate was pitied. Him in iron case

(Reader, forgive the intolerable thought)

They hung not:—no one on his form or face

Could gaze, as on a show by idlers sought;

No kindred sufferer, to his death-place brought

By lawless curiosity or chance,

When into storm the evening sky is wrought,

Upon his swinging corse an eye can glance,

And drop, as he once dropped, in miserable trance.(G&S, 658–66)



Wordsworth clearly has it both ways here, evoking the image of a body displayed in chains and then announcing that the Sailor did not suffer that fate. But this is not simply a softening of his earlier criticism; rather, it updates the poem by recognizing that gibbeting had been abolished in England in 1834. ‘Guilt and Sorrow’ concludes, in other words, not with a criticism of one of the Bloody Code’s more horrific aspects (as it had in 1795), but with an image that evokes the barbarity of the recent past and integrates it within the Sailor’s own experience of seeing a gibbet on Salisbury Plain and of the broader public awareness of the ancient practices of the Druids. If the 1842 poem makes a less explicit point about the brutality of executions, it is because that point no longer needed to be made. What remains, however, in both the 1795 and 1842 versions of the poem—and an issue that is at the centre of the Sonnets on the Punishment of Death—is the concern with the Sailor’s fate. Is justice done when he is executed?

I think the answer to that question, at least in Wordsworth’s mind, was ‘yes’. In 1795, fresh from his Republican experiences in France, his plans with Mathews to establish a radical periodical, and his reading of—and friendship with—Godwin, his antipathy to the policies and practices of England’s ruling class meant that he preferred to focus on the ‘vices of the penal law’ and the ways in which the poor were oppressed, but the central insight into the rightness of the Sailor’s decision could not ultimately be denied. Indeed, in one of the sonnets on the death penalty that Wordsworth wrote shortly before turning his attention to ‘Adventures on Salisbury Plain’, and which would certainly have evoked memories of the Sailor he had written about nearly fifty years earlier, he noted, in Sonnets upon the Punishment of Death, that


And some, we know, when they by wilful act

A single human life have wrongly taken,

Pass sentence on themselves, confess the fact,

And to atone for it, with soul unshaken

Kneel at the feet of Justice, and, for faith

Broken with all mankind, solicit death.

   (SSIP, 870; Sonnets Upon the Punishment of Death, iii. 9–14)



This might not have been an opinion that Wordsworth wanted to emphasize in 1795, when his focus was far more on the belligerence of the Pitt administration, but it is one that could emerge more fully in the changed penal circumstances of the late 1830s and early 1840s and, as he worked on the revisions in 1841, Wordsworth toned down some of the more blatant criticisms of the 1795 poem—the Sailor’s penniless state, for instance, is the result not of the ‘slaves of Office’ but of ‘fraud’ (‘G&S’, 64)—in order to allow the Sailor’s psychological transformation from fugitive to penitent to emerge more fully.

This long-standing insight into the Sailor—that he has to atone for breaking faith ‘with all mankind’—explains, I think, the presence of one of the more peculiar verses in the 1795 version, where the ‘good cottage pair’ with whom the Sailor and the Female Wanderer have breakfasted (and who take the Sailor’s dying wife into their home), decide to report him to the authorities,


But they, alone and tranquill, call’d to mind

Events so various; recollection ran

Through each occurrence and the links combin’d,

And while his silence, looks, and voice they scan,

And trembling hands, they cried, ‘He is the man!’

Nought did those looks of silent woe avail.

‘Though we deplore it much as any can,

The law,’ they cried, ‘must weigh him in her scale;

Most fit it is that we unfold this woful tale.’(‘ASP’, 802–10)



John Rieder is surely right to point out that ‘such faith in the law clearly separates the characters’ perspective from that of the indignant narrator’ and readers of this stanza have found it hard not to see an element, as Karen Swann puts it, of ‘bad faith’ in the actions of the cottagers.22 But the poem itself works hard to establish the cottagers’ credibility: unlike Robert, the cottager in Wordsworth’s next work, The Borderers, who abandons Herbert on the heath for fear of being blamed for his death, the ‘good cottage pair’ of ‘Adventures on Salisbury Plain’ insist on helping the Sailor’s dying wife. Their decision to report the Sailor is not, in other words, a betrayal, but a recognition that there are deeper claims than the suffering of one individual. As Wordsworth puts it, in the third of the Sonnets upon the Punishment of Death, referring to Brutus’s decree that his sons should die, the Roman did not rest ‘[u]‌pon the surface of humanity’; but ‘its depths his mind explored; | He felt; but his parental bosom’s lord | Was Duty,—Duty calmed his agony’ (5–8). Like the cottagers who note the suffering of the sailor, Brutus ‘felt’, but he did not make this his only principle of action. The cottagers had weighed the claims of the law and the sailor’s woe; Brutus made his decision after a careful consideration of the claims of duty; both, it is clear, have the poet’s approval as they make these difficult decisions and both, it is equally clear, are justified in their determination not to rest on the ‘surface of humanity’. The decision, as the sonnet puts it, ‘Afforded…| A theme for praise and admiration high’ (3-4).

In 1795, with the poem’s focus on ‘the vices of the penal law’, this stanza was necessary to highlight the correctness of the Sailor’s decision, reached independently of the cottagers’ actions, to turn himself in. It is meant to reinforce the reader’s sense that the Sailor has broken a ‘faith…with all mankind’ and, despite all the mitigating factors, to emphasize that the decision he reaches is one that good, caring cottage people would also reach. In 1842, however, Wordsworth was able, because of the reform of the Bloody Code, to tone down the poem’s criticism of the ‘vices of the penal law’ and to allow the story of the Sailor’s journey from fugitive vagrant to honest penitent to emerge more fully. In the new penal context, the stanza about the cottagers was no longer needed to support the correctness of the Sailor’s confession and the poem is able to move more fluidly to its conclusion, with its uninterrupted focus on the Sailor. In so doing, it might be argued, Wordsworth finally discovered a way of ending the poem that justified the choice, made in 1793, to tell these stories of suffering in Spenserian stanzas. For Fosso, whose reading of ‘Salisbury Plain’ details a number of ways in which the poem deliberately evokes the romance genre generally and The Faerie Queene specifically, this decision orients the travels of the Female Vagrant and Sailor ‘toward the romance’s generic trajectory of spiritual and social transformation rather than toward the more likely outcome for a homeless man and woman in late-eighteenth-century Britain’.23 Such a transformation, however, is only tenuously present in the early versions of the poem, which can never quite let the reader overlook the specific social injustices that fuel the sufferings of the poor, but emerges far more convincingly in ‘Guilt and Sorrow’, with its emphasis on the Sailor’s psychological journey.24

This newly-sharpened focus is evident, in fact, from the first lines of the 1842 version where, unlike the earliest draft with its Rousseau-inspired declamations or the 1795 revision’s unwieldy, plot-driven encounter with ‘an aged Man with feet half bare’ (‘ASP’, 2), the poem establishes the Sailor’s intense sense of alienation as he is forced to wander on ‘Where’er the dreary roads their bare white lines extend’ (‘G&S, 18). This line might only lightly revise the 1795 one—‘Where thus the bare white roads their dreary line extend’ (‘ASP’, 36)—but it does so with a simplicity and clarity that is characteristic of the poem as a whole, dropping the slightly ungainly ‘Where thus’ in favour of the more open ‘Where’er’ and switching the adjectives around both to pick up, in the first half of the alexandrine, the open vowel sounds and to make every successive moment on the endlessly extended roads ‘dreary’. Indeed, with its ‘Hardyesque presentation of a man adrift on the heath’, the revised opening is a quietly brilliant achievement, successfully excising the extraneous material of the 1795 version and foregrounding the poem’s concern with the psychological integrity of an individual confronted with invidious choices.25

The Sailor’s transformative insight, reached in the course of his travels along those ‘dreary roads’, that the harsh socio-economic conditions of his life cannot excuse the choices he has made echoes the Female Wanderer’s contention, in material added to her 1795 account and maintained in 1842, that it was her psychological integrity rather than her physical security that she most valued:


‘The fields I for my bed have often used:

But, what afflicts my peace with keenest ruth

Is, that I have my inner self abused,

Foregone the home delight of constant truth,

And clear and open soul, so prized in fearless youth.’(‘ASP’, 545–9)



The Sailor, it is clear, has abused his ‘inner self’ and it is only in confessing the crime and suffering ‘the murderer’s fate’ that he is able to atone for his actions. Wordsworth himself might not have committed a murder—though The Borderers is often read as a meditation on his participation in the dreams of the French Revolutionaries—but it is clear from his treatment of Salisbury Plain in The Prelude that the experiences he had there were the time ‘above all’ when he realized something about his own ‘inner self’. It might have taken him a while to recognize exactly what that insight was, but it is clear that, like his earliest attempts to write about those experiences in the years from 1793 to 1795, it entailed a movement away from broad political denunciations of government policies towards specific accounts of the sufferings of individuals as they sought to remain true to their inner selves. In particular, we might say, this insight into the ‘inner self’ meant recognizing that the call of the 1793 narrator for a violent confrontation with ‘foul Error’s monster race’—an approach advocated in the Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff and one that, on a symbolic level at least, is embodied in the Sailor’s attempt to revenge himself on the ‘slaves of Office’ by murdering a passing traveller and claiming the money that had been denied him—was not one with which Wordsworth could ultimately side.

SELECT BIBLIOGRAPHY

Bailey, Quentin, Wordsworth’s Vagrants: Police, Prisons, and Poetry in the 1790s (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2011).

Benis, Toby, Romanticism on the Road: The Marginal Gains of Wordsworth’s Homeless (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2000).

Canuel, Mark, The Shadow of Death: Literature, Romanticism, and the Subject of Punishment (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007).

Duggett, Tom, ‘Celtic Night and Gothic Grandeur: Politics and Antiquarianism in Wordsworth’s Salisbury Plain’, Romanticism: The Journal of Romantic Culture and Criticism 13:2 (2007), 164–76.

Fosso, Kurt, ‘The Politics of Genre in Wordsworth’s Salisbury Plain,” New Literary History: A Journal of Theory and Interpretation 30:1 (Winter 1999), 159–77.

Gill, Stephen, Wordsworth’s Revisitings (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).

Gravil, Richard, Wordsworth’s Bardic Vocation (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003).

Harrison, Gary, Wordsworth’s Vagrant Muse: Poetry, Poverty and Power (Detroit. MI: Wayne State University Press, 1994).

Rieder, John, Wordsworth’s Counterrevolutionary Turn: Community, Virtue, and Vision in the 1790s (Newark, DE: University of Delaware Press, 1997).

Smith, K. E., ‘“And not in vain, while they went pacing side by side”: Wordsworth’s Salisbury Plain poems’, Charles Lamb Bulletin n.s. 152 (October 2010), 116–28.

Swann, Karen, ‘Public Transport: Adventuring on Wordsworth’s Salisbury Plain’. ELH 55:4 (1988), 811–34.

Thomson, Heidi, ‘A Perfect Storm: The Nature of Consciousness on Salisbury Plain’, in Richard Gravil (ed.), Grasmere 2013: Selected Papers from the Wordsworth Summer Conference (Penrith: Humanities-Ebooks, 2013), 8–28.



1 SPP, 215. References to ‘Salisbury Plain’ (‘SP’) are to the 1793 version of the poem; ‘Adventures on Salisbury Plain’ (‘ASP’) to the 1795 version; and ‘Guilt and Sorrow’ (‘G&S’) to the version published in 1842. For details of the textual history of the poem and, in particular, the reasons for believing that the 1799 fair copy of ‘Adventures on Salisbury Plain’ in MS. 2 represents ‘substantially, if not in every detail’ the version completed in 1795, see Gill’s Introduction to SPP, esp. 9–12.

2 Stephen Gill, Wordsworth’s Revisitings (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 103.

3 For further details, see Gill, Life, esp. 69.

4 Kenneth R. Johnston, The Hidden Wordsworth: Poet, Lover, Rebel, Spy (New York: W. W. Norton, 1998), 345.

5 Kurt Fosso, ‘The Politics of Genre in Wordsworth’s Salisbury Plain’, New Literary History: A Journal of Theory and Interpretation 30:1 (Winter 1999), 159–77, 162.

6 Mary Jacobus, Tradition and Experiment in Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads 1798 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976), 150.

7 Stephen C. Gill, ‘Wordsworth’s Breeches Pocket: Attitudes to the Didactic Poet’, Essays in Criticism 19:4 (1969), 385–401, 400.

8 See Paul Kelley, ‘Rousseau’s “Discourse on the Origins of Inequality” and Wordsworth’s “Salisbury Plain”’, Notes and Queries NS 24 (1977), 323. Duncan Wu, in Wordsworth’s Reading, 1770–1799 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), dates Wordsworth’s reading of Rousseau to spring 1793 at the latest (see 22).

9 For Nicholas Roe’s discussion of the chronology and his argument that Wordsworth had read Political Justice by February 1794, see Wordsworth and Coleridge: The Radical Years (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), esp. 176–83.

10 Wu, Wordsworth’s Reading 1770–1799, 66.

11 An Enquiry Concerning Political Justice. vol. 3 of the Political and Philosophical Writings of William Godwin, ed. Mark Philp. 7 vols (London: William Pickering, 1993), iii. 384. For a fuller discussion of the relationship between the Salisbury Plain poems and Godwin’s work, see my essay ‘“Strike not from Law’s firm hand that awful rod”: Wordsworth’s Salisbury Plain and the penalty of death’, European Romantic Review 21:2 (April 2010), 235–49.

12 Leon Radzinowicz, History of English Criminal Law and its Administration from 1750, i. A Movement for Reform, 1750–1833 (London: Stevens and Sons, 1948), 5.

13 [William Eden], Principles of Penal Law (London, 1771), 12.

14 Samuel Romilly, Observations on a Late Publication Intituled, Thoughts on Executive Justice (London, 1786), 31; Jonas Hanway, The Defects of Police (London, 1775), 240.

15 Jacobus, Tradition and Experiment, 145; Bentham, Writings on the Poor Laws, ed. Michael Quinn (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2001), I. 94.

16 Romilly, Observations, 15.

17 Romilly, Observations, 27.

18 EY, 218. For details of the possible publication with Peter Bell, see Coleridge’s letter to Joseph Cottle, 4 June 1798, CL, I. 411–12.

19 The Letters of Mary Wordsworth, 1800–1855, ed. Mary Burton (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1958), 244.

20 Roe, Wordsworth and Coleridge: The Radical Years, 132.

21 Richard Gravil, Wordsworth’s Bardic Vocation, 1787–1842 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 249. Gill, too, in a reading that draws attention to Wordsworth’s continued engagement in the 1840s with the effects of the New Poor Law, notes that the revisions to the poem do ‘not mean that this final version has been depoliticized’ (Gill, Wordsworth’s Revisitings, 206).

22 John Rieder, Wordsworth’s Counterrevolutionary Turn: Community, Virtue, and Vision in the 1790s (Newark, DE: University of Delaware Press, 1997); Karen Swann, ‘Public Transport: Adventuring on Wordsworth’s Salisbury Plain’, ELH 55:4 (1988), 811–34.

23 Kurt Fosso, ‘The Politics of Genre in Wordsworth’s Salisbury Plain’, New Literary History: A Journal of Theory and Interpretation 30:1 (Winter 1999), 159–77, 160–1.

24 For an alternative reading of the poetic consequences of Wordsworth’s decision, and of some of the reasons that might have informed this choice, see Swann, ‘Public Transport’, esp. 817–20.

25 Gravil, Wordsworth’s Bardic Vocation, 252.


CHAPTER 8

THE BORDERERS (1796–1842)

FREDERICK BURWICK

UNLIKE that of The Prelude, Wordsworth’s composition of The Borderers, from 1796 to 1842, was not a long-term activity of revision, but rather a revisiting and revising of the play after it had long lain dormant. Even the radical rewriting during his first year of work on the tragedy indicates less a re-conceptualization and more a concern with adjusting the circumstances of the plot to deepen the dark psychological assault of one of the main characters on the other. Much of the previous discussion of the play has revolved around its performability, a discussion which also implicates stage drama vs closet drama. Critical reception has also addressed similarities of his characters with Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Macbeth, Lear, Iago, Prospero, and Pericles, Schiller’s Karl Moor and Spiegelberg in The Robbers, or Godwin’s Caleb Williams. Critics have also suggested (A) that Rivers is autobiographical, the dark side of the egotistical sublime; or (B) that the rebellion in The Borderers reflects events in the French Revolution; or (C) that Rivers’s mutiny is a replay of the mutiny on the Bounty led by Wordsworth’s Hawkshead schoolmate, Fletcher Christian; or (D) that The Borderers prompted a response from Coleridge in ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’.1 Not entirely avoiding these topoi, I argue that, in consequence of the cunning usurpation of action by Rivers, Mortimer is held hostage as a character emotionally paralysed in inaction.

Following his revisions of Adventures on ‘Salisbury Plain’, Wordsworth commenced composition of The Borderers at Racedown in the autumn of 1796 and completed it the following March. Wordsworth’s interest in the latter work contributed to his neglecting publication of Salisbury Plain, and Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s rejection of The Borderers at Covent Garden, left both works among Wordsworth’s unpublished papers where they remained until 1842, when both were revised and published, the former under the new title, ‘Guilt and Sorrow’. In both works the futile quest for truth and justice becomes a debilitating torment. That debility reflected Wordsworth’s own mental crisis in response to conditions in France and his disappointment in Godwin’s ideal of Political Justice. In spite of an inherent benevolence, the sailor of the ‘Salisbury Plain’ poems has been driven to murder by social injustice. In The Borderers Rivers recounts his own murderous act as the result of the duplicity of his comrades, but rather than renouncing deceit and false evidence, Rivers adopts them as his own tools in coercing Mortimer to commit a similar crime.

Although Wordsworth establishes the opposition between Rivers and Mortimer much in the manner of an Iago preying upon Othello, he gives more emphasis to the dilemma of inaction, or rather the Hamlet-like inability to act, as the central dilemma. As leader of the outlaws of Liddesdale, Mortimer would have been a man of action. Under Alexander II of Scotland and Henry III of England, the border between Scotland and England was fixed in 1240. In 1215, while King John ruled in England, Alexander II launched border warfare trying to claim Northumberland. In 1237 he signed the treaty of York, giving up his claims to the south. But even after the fixing of the border in 1240, continuing border raids prompted the betrothal of the three-year-old future Alexander III with the four-year-old Princess Margaret, daughter of Henry III.2 A shrewd leader in the midst of the border forays, Mortimer was by no means a passive figure, but the action of this play is initiated exclusively by Rivers, and that action is dedicated, again exclusively, to his instigating Mortimer to an act of murder. As Wordsworth explains in his prefatory essay, Rivers exercises those actions ‘which best exhibit his own powers’, and he exults most in exerting that power over Mortimer to compel him to a re-enactment of the crime that determined Rivers’s own life of evil (CBord, p. 67). The representation of action intersects again and again with a deferral and dismantling of action.

As motto to the early version, Wordsworth cited lines from Alexander Pope’s Moral Essays, Epistle I:


On human actions reason though you can,

It may be reason, but it is not man:

His principle of action once explore,

That instant ’tis his principle no more.(23–8)3



Pope discriminates between the ability to reason about action and the ability to rely upon reason as a principle of action. Upon conducting an introspective exploration into the springs of action, one discovers that reason was not consulted. That discrimination is thoroughly relevant to the course which Rivers pursues in undermining Mortimer’s rational thought and pushing him into an emotional reaction to the siege of deceptions. Once the act has been committed, Rivers knows, there is no calling it back. Supplying the motto for The White Doe of Rylstone (1815), Wordsworth quoted from his own as yet unpublished tragedy, The Borderers:


Action is transitory—a step, a blow,

The motion of a muscle—this way or that—

’Tis done, and in the after-vacancy

We wonder at ourselves like men betrayed:

Suffering is permanent, obscure and dark,

And shares the nature of infinity.(III. v. 60–5)



These words are pronounced by Rivers confident that his deception has ensnared Mortimer as co-dweller in the living hell of self-torment. In recontextualizing the passage, Wordsworth introduces hope, prayer, and ‘peace divine’ as alternatives to the dark damnation that had seemed to be a permanent suffering:


Yet through that darkness (infinite though it seem

And irremoveable) gracious openings lie,

By which the soul—with patient steps of thought

Now toiling, waked now on wings of prayer—

May pass in hope, and, though from mortal bonds

Yet undelivered, rise with sure ascent

Even to the fountain-head of peace divine.(CWD, 76–7)



No such alternatives were part of the scheme conceived by Rivers, yet Rivers’s pronouncement of the irrevocable consequences of an act of evil suited well the opening of Wordsworth’s narrative of the fate that befell Francis Norton, who was killed because his action was in fact the mere motion of a muscle, grounded neither in his nature nor in his conscious commitment.4

Borrowing Pope’s scepticism concerning the rational principle of human action, Wordsworth constructs in The Borderers a character driven to undermine Mortimer’s moral justification of his role as leader of the Borderers. With his conviction that passion not reason motivates action, Rivers is also certain that once the passions are perverted reason will follow the same corrupt course, not simply as the tool for deliberation and decision, but also as the tool for rationalizing and justifying actions. As the controlling principle of Wordsworth’s tragedy, the Aristotelian definition of the drama as ‘imitation of human action’ undergoes a significant disruption. While Pope cautioned against the arrogant pretences of rational action in his Moral Essays, he nevertheless in the Essay on Criticism advocated Aristotelian principles: an adherence to the requirements of probability and verisimilitude, as well as to the three unities, and the principle of decorum. Duncan Wu, citing W. J. B. Owen (PrW, I. 79), points out that it is unlikely that Wordsworth read Aristotle’s Poetics before 1800, but he had read John Dryden’s Essay of Dramatick Poesie, which reasserts Aristotle’s definition of a play as ‘a just and lively imitation’ of human nature in action.5 The crucial point is that the action to be imitated was not the mere end, but the process, be it rational or emotional; in Aristotelian terms, not the praxis but the proairesis. Action as praxis is simply the deed: brandishing a sword, striking an enemy. To imitate human action as proairesis, the playwright must reveal the process that gives rise to action: responding to a circumstance, deliberating about it, choosing what to do (Poetics, 2 II 1448a; 6 II 1450b).6 Moreover, as Aristotle also argues in the Nichomachean Ethics, a choice may have good or evil consequences for which a person must assume responsibility. In the motto borrowed from Pope, as well as in Rivers’s grim pronouncement on ‘transitory action’, Wordsworth challenges confidence in the role of rational deliberation and ethical determination in human action.7 In The Borderers deliberative action competes with impulsive action. Mortimer’s physical inaction is a condition of proairesis conflicted and protracted by Rivers’s constant intrusions.

Anticipating the scene with Mortimer and Herbert at the ruined castle and on the heath (II. ii and III. iii), Wordsworth’s ‘Fragment of a Gothic Tale’ (1796), composed of twenty-five modified Spenserian stanzas (ababcbcdd), narrates the situation of the young man thinking of murdering the blind old sailor whom he guides on a dangerous passage (CBord, 746–57). In the subsequent drafts of the ur-Borderers, Wordsworth sketched out several scenes and laid the ground for the relationship of the central characters, first called Ferdinand and Danby (CBord, 45–60). In the early version of The Borderers they are renamed Mortimer and Rivers; and they will again be renamed as Marmaduke and Oswald in the late version. As becomes evident in the successive modifications, the plot became increasingly centred on these two characters. Herbert and Matilda, although indispensible to the plot, function primarily as the pawns in Rivers’s deception of Mortimer.

Once Mortimer’s childhood playmate, Matilda has now become the woman whom Mortimer loves. Her father, Herbert, has returned blind and frail from the crusades to find that his lands and wealth have been confiscated. Matilda is his sole succour. As Rivers tells it, Herbert is a ‘wily vagrant’ who has adopted Matilda with the intent of selling her as a courtesan to a corrupt nobleman, ‘that cold voluptuary, | The villain, Clifford’ (I. ii. 249–54).8 Clifford never appears in the play, but Rivers uses Clifford’s reputation as a sexual predator to stir Mortimer to vengeance. Rivers tells of innocent maids ensnared by Clifford only to be cast off when he tires of them. He assembles further testimony by bribing a beggar woman to declare that Matilda is her own daughter whom in poverty she has surrendered to Herbert. Believing that he has stirred Mortimer to the appropriate degree of outrage, Rivers proposed that they conduct Herbert to the very ruined castle where Clifford intended to take Matilda for his pleasure (II. i. 117–22). According to Rivers’s plan, Mortimer is to murder Herbert in the dungeon of this ruined castle, but just as in Wordsworth’s earlier Gothic Tale (stanza xxii, CBord, 756), a star shining through a crevice in the dungeon vault evokes in Mortimer a sudden change of heart (II. iii. 289–91).

Rivers may be seen as the sole mover and manipulator of the plot and action. Yet as each stratagem goes awry, it is Mortimer’s inaction and indecision, the deliberations and doubts of proairesis, that drives Rivers to further assault. In the essay ‘On the Character of Rivers’, Wordsworth endeavoured to explain the criminal impulses and malignancy of his master villain. To attribute his malevolence to ‘particles of that poisonous mineral of which Iago speaks gnawing his inwards’ makes sense in the context of Iago’s own explanation that nothing can still or content this inward ravening ‘Till I am even’d with him’ (Othello, II. i. 307–12). Iago does not mean ‘getting even’, in the sense of revenge, but ‘being even’, standing on equal footing. Acknowledging that ‘after these general remarks’, he might still be asked ‘what are Rivers’s motives’, Wordsworth returns to the problem of reason in relation to human actions, and specifically ‘the dangerous use which may be made of reason when a man has committed a great crime’ (CBord, p. 67). Because Mortimer has saved his life, Rivers is caught in a bond of dependency. Because of that relationship he hates his rescuer. Thus he plots to reverse the dependency by driving Mortimer to commit a crime as reprehensible as his own. The rescue and Rivers’s crime are revealed in two back-flashes. In the opening of the revised version, Wordsworth added a bit of dialogue between members of the outlaw band concerning their leader and the company he keeps with one of ‘perverted soul’. But even in the early version, Wordsworth has Wilfred caution his captain of the malice that Rivers bears (I. i. 5–11). Rivers is so filled with hate that he generates hate among those around him. He has joined the band of Borderers for the opportunity to join in the mayhem of the skirmishes across the newly established border.

At the beginning of Act II, Rivers finds it easy to renounce his former hatred of the band for having stupidly chosen the wrong man as their leader. Let Mortimer lead them, for he is even now leading Mortimer with ‘a few swelling phrases, and a flash | Of truth, enough to dazzle and to blind’ (II. i. 10–12). Half in pride over his own persuasive skills, half in scorn over Mortimer’s gullibility, Rivers had Mortimer lead Herbert to the dungeon of the ruined castle where, so he informs Mortimer, Herbert would have led his daughter to be debauched by Clifford. As Rivers awaits Mortimer’s return, he recalls his former feeling of resentment and declares his former hate has been transformed: ‘I hate him not—now I begin to love him’ (II. iii. 220–5). For Rivers love is a narcissistic self-gratifying love, subject to his own will and control. In such terms he explains Herbert’s love for Matilda as a love that could exploit her devotion, ‘find delight to nurse itself so strangely, | And thus to plague her with inventions’ (I. i. 207–8). Herbert’s paternal love, Rivers also declared, would admit no rival, so that he alone could ‘torture thus the heart of his own Child’ (I. i. 243).

At his first entrance in Act I, Rivers has been collecting herbs—‘The wild rose, and the poppy, and the night-shade’—declaring that his favourite is ‘That which, while it is | Strong to destroy, is also strong to heal’ (I.i. 17–19). Not the wild rose, used as a tea or tonic, nor the sleep-inducing poppy, but rather the hallucinogenic belladonna is ‘Strong to destroy,…also strong to heal’ (I. i. 19).9 At the inn and again at the ruined castle, Rivers has occasion to administer an herbal potion. When they arrive at the ruins, Mortimer complains, ‘These drowsy shiverings, | This mortal stupor which is creeping over me, | What do they mean?’ (II. iii. 57–9). He suffers ‘a most strange faintness’ and pleads for ‘a draught of water’ (II. iii. 82–3). Rivers descends to the waterfall and returns with a filled horn: ‘Here it is, my Friend, | A charming beverage for you to carouse, | This bitter night’ (II. iii. 135–6). In the closing scene, Rivers repeats the line, ‘Strong to destroy—strong also to build up’ (V. iii. 223). Juice from the berries of belladonna in a light dose induces disorientation, dizziness, and drunken staggering. A heavier dose engenders hallucinations and delirium, heavier yet and the victim suffers narcosis, paralysis, and death. In the border wars of the eleventh century, Macbeth used an elixir of belladonna during a truce to drug Harold Harefoot’s Danish troops. In their bewildered stupor, they were easily vanquished.10

Although Wordsworth in the 1796 version included several references to Rivers and his simples, that reliance on ‘strong’ medicines almost vanishes from the 1842 revision. In 1796 Rivers is introduced gathering the herbs that he administers to control and manipulate others. By 1842, Wordsworth judged that Rivers’s medicinally induced mind-control distracted from the psychological ploys that, in the later version, are accomplished exclusively through Oswald’s insinuations and staged deceptions. Wordsworth also omitted the scene in which Rivers drugs Herbert. In the 1796 version, when Rivers tells Mortimer that they must ‘cure’ Herbert of his nocturnal wanderings, he immediately produces a phial, ‘a sovereign remedy’ he keeps at hand for a possible ‘tooth-ache’. Fearing Rivers’s intent, Mortimer cries out ‘Poison! Poison!’. Rivers answers that he would not with his potion ‘defraud that sword of yours so vilely’. His intent, Rivers insists, is merely to make Herbert’s last hours ‘A time of peace’. Unconvinced, Mortimer tells him that ‘it is a thought | Conceived in hell’. Again Rivers answers that the potion will ease his suffering, ‘’Tis mercy, | ’Tis very mercy’. Then in an aside Rivers imagines the consequences: ‘’Tis an odd thought—I like the color of it; | To have an old man drugged that he may kill him’. After giving Herbert the ‘cool refreshment’, Rivers informs Mortimer, ‘A gentle dose! That will compose him to a child-like sleep’ (II. iii. 148–74). Rivers’s goal is to compel Mortimer to murder an innocent man and thus render him the twin of his former self. In pondering the triggers to action, Rivers knows that Mortimer’s strong moral character will require the fabrication of a seemingly moral justice. He must perceive the murder as an act of fitting retribution. Herbert must be guilty of a crime deserving execution. Certain that he has convinced of Mortimer of Herbert’s intention to deliver Matilda to Clifford’s vile pleasures, Rivers gloats in anticipation of Mortimer emerging from the dungeon of the ruined castle as stained with crime as himself. Adept in deceiving others, Rivers fails to recognize his own self-deception. He has convinced himself that through his crime he has gained a power over the slaves of morality. Mortimer will one day be grateful to Rivers for having initiated him into the sacrificial rites of murder (II. iii. 238–41). Mortimer, however, remains unbloodied. Even if Herbert’s words had not made him doubt the old man’s guilt, he declares himself incapable of killing him as he slept. Herbert’s declaration of his devotion to his daughter further compromises Mortimer’s belief in his guilt.

Although Rivers has already commenced his devious and insidious invasion of Mortimer’s brain, he momentarily hesitates to launch a more brutal attack on that vulnerable organ. Angered that Mortimer has left Herbert still alive in the dungeon, Rivers repeats his lie that Herbert is about to deliver Matilda to be Clifford’s harlot (II. iii. 282). After threatening to expose Mortimer’s weakness to the outlaw band, Rivers then tells him that they are surrounded by ‘stones and fragments, | The least of which would beat out a man’s brains’. If he lacks the courage, Rivers suggests that Mortimer might choose to bash his own head against a stone wall (II. iii. 315–17). Turning from his vicious verbal assault, Rivers adopts the opposite approach, offering conciliatory apology (II. iii. 294–304). This turn of plot is brilliant, as much so for the playwright as for his character. Rivers praises Mortimer for not acting, not ‘shedding human blood’, and proposes that not acting is the right and proper action. The case is beyond mortal judgement. If Heaven has witnessed the crimes of this ‘foul wretch’, let Heaven decide his fate. Rivers’s endeavour to bring about Mortimer’s ruin is now served by Mortimer’s inability resolve his deliberation in the step from proairesis to praxis.

Rivers need not tell Mortimer’s band of Borderers that their Captain is distracted. Mortimer himself reveals his agitation when Lacy calls him to lead them in protecting the villagers against harm as the troops sent by King Henry endeavour to reclaim previously usurped lands. Mortimer’s reply is one of resignation. It is meaningless to struggle against pervasive evil. ‘The deeper malady is better hid’, he argues, ‘The world is poisoned at the heart’ (II. iii. 343–4). With Rivers joining the argument, they convince the band that Herbert must be brought to justice. Because there is still the possibility that Matilda might intervene and convince them of her father’s innocence, Rivers must further discredit her. Justice, he insists, ‘weighs them in one scale’. Matilda together with Herbert is a guilty co-conspirator. ‘The wiles of woman, | And craft of age’ join in ‘seducing reason’ and obscuring ‘The moral shapes of things’ (II. iii. 388–91). To keep Mortimer from again wavering from this purpose, Rivers must continue to assemble his evidence of Herbert’s treachery. Doubts work as effectively as proofs, and emotions are more persuasive than reason. Because his ‘proof’, the bribed testimony of the beggar woman who claimed to be Matilda’s mother, has not sufficed to compel Mortimer to the murderous act, Rivers must increase his assault on Mortimer’s emotional vulnerability. In the monologue that opens Act III, scene 2, Rivers reviews the two paths of deliberation, choice, and action: the one directed by thought and proof, the other by feeling and passion (III. ii. 4–20). ‘Proof’ is no longer relevant for the emotional assault. The bribed testimony, the false witness, the forged evidence, ‘and all | The dull particulars’, can now be dismissed. Once he succeeds in debilitating Mortimer’s mind with misery, Rivers will no longer need the fabricated ‘demonstration’ of Herbert’s villainy. Nothing will prompt misery more effectively than gossip of Matilda’s perfidy.

For Rivers, the psychological assault on Mortimer is a laboratory experiment, a surgical dissection and probing of the neural circuits of thought, feeling, and memory. Probing the brain, tweaking the nerves so that muscles twitch and the body acts, Rivers resorts to an anatomical language. The pool of Mortimer’s mind has been shaken, ‘the dregs | Float on the surface’, and Rivers appraises its murky and befouled depths. Even the shapeless ‘Thoughts and feelings’ become altered in consciousness and take on a physical and palpable form before they drift back down to forever haunt the memory (III. ii. 20–32).11 Rivers’s next task, then, is to summon an image of a wanton Matilda, coyly surrendering to Clifford’s embraces. With no more substance than the gossip that Rivers pretends to have overheard from two of Clifford’s servants, his conjured image will persist as vivid ‘proof’ in Mortimer’s mind (III. ii. 41–56). This vision of the lecherous lord, the conniving father, and his all-too-willing daughter is enough to eradicate the momentary remorse Mortimer had felt upon seeing the star shining down on Herbert. He now declares himself ready to dismiss sentiment and adopt a philosophy of life’s meaninglessness (III. ii. 79–82). The corner stone of his philosophy, he goes on to declare, is that life itself has neither meaning nor value. Thus morally equipped, Mortimer leads Herbert out into the barren heath and abandons him. This is murder by inaction. Mortimer brandishes his sword, but sheathes it without harming the blind old man. Fully aware of the consequences, Mortimer tells him that ‘three days | Will be the limit of thy mortal course’ (III. iv. 143–4). Although he appeals to the Heavens for divine justice, Rivers is the only character in the play who does not believe in it. He knows that Herbert, even in his innocence, will not survive the ordeal on the heath. Yet Herbert, Matilda, Mortimer, the cottagers Robert and Margaret, even the members of the outlaw band, all make their appeals to Heaven. Even if he does not believe in God, Rivers certainly believes in sin. Action and inaction have their counterparts in sins of omission and commission: failing to do something good, as opposed to actually doing something evil.12 The sin of inaction functions as partner to the sin of action. Failing to rescue Herbert, leaving him to perish on the heath, is itself an act. As Edmund Burke had observed, all that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing.13

Wordsworth had good reason to take as his motto Pope’s observation that man acts on impulse rather than rational deliberation. It was a characteristic of behaviour that he acknowledges elsewhere, as for example in ‘Nutting’. Coleridge affirmed it, too, in ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’. The impulsive act may be an evil trespass against moral order, or it may be the inspired overthrow of oppression. These opposing possibilities fed the debate over the French Revolution and the extremes of the Reign of Terror. Wordsworth’s evocations in The Prelude of the ‘high-souled man’ rising up in tyrannical times and the ‘Voice of Freedom’ ringing through France have their antecedents in Rivers’s rhetoric of individual freedom and the overthrow of tyranny:


You have taught mankind to seek the measure of justice

By diving for it into their own bosoms.

To day you have thrown off a tyranny

That lives but by the torpid acquiescence

Of our emasculated souls, the tyranny

Of moralists and saints and lawgivers.

You have obeyed the only law that wisdom

Can ever recognize: the immediate law

Flashed from the light of circumstances

Upon an independent intellect.

Henceforth new prospects ought to open on you,

Your faculties should grow with the occasion.

  (Altering the tone of his voice as before)

I still will be your friend, will cleave to you

Through good and evil, through scorn and infamy.(III. v. 24–37)



With such lines Rivers could be cheered as a friend of liberty. But the rationale that justice and law are to be found within one’s own bosom and one’s own ‘independent intellect’ is also aligned with the rationale of Milton’s Satan that ‘The mind is its own place, and it itself | Can make a Heaven of Hell, a Hell of Heaven’ (Paradise Lost, I. 254–5), lines thrice echoed in Byron’s Manfred (I. i. 252; III. i. 70–3; III. iv. 129–32). As Peter Thorslev pointed out, Wordsworth created in Rivers another version of the archetypal Romantic rebel. Rivers’s emphasis is on the individual not the society. Good and evil are irrelevant. Rivers advocates instead the bold and daring act:


Great actions move our admiration, chiefly

Because they carry in themselves an earnest

That we can suffer greatly(III. v. 57–9)



When Rivers adds in the next lines that ‘Action is transitory—a step, a blow, | The motion of a muscle—this way or that’ (III. v. 60–1), Mortimer responds, ‘I do not understand you’. Mortimer’s latter-day counterpart, Marmaduke, is more alert to Oswald’s words, readily exclaiming ‘Truth—and I feel it’ (1545). Rivers goes on to explain that those who respond with feeling remain caught in ‘the light dancing of the thoughtless heart’ (III. v. 68) and are therefore doomed to be manipulated by their emotions. Those who transcend compassion, pity, and other useless feelings escape the weak subjugation and become capable of commanding action (III. v. 70–3).

Act IV commences with a scene on the heath. Herbert, still alive, hears the sound of a chapel bell and struggles to reach its source. Robert, a Cottager, discovers him in his dying moments. In the second scene, Rivers narrates a second back-flash, the crux of the play. His first back-flash was a monologue in which he recalled the munity of the band from which Mortimer rescued him. This second back-flash tells of an earlier mutiny which sent Rivers on a course of evil and determined his efforts to recreate the circumstances in order to entrap Mortimer in the very same fate. Now assured that Mortimer has left Herbert to perish on the heath, Rivers describes his motives. Listening to Mortimer expressing his doubts over the ‘proofs’ of Matilda’s perfidy, Rivers explains his entire plot, beginning with the candid confession: ‘I am a murderer’ (IV. ii. 2–4). On a voyage to Syria, the crew plotted ‘a foul conspiracy |…against my honour’. Tricked into believing the captain was the instigator, Rivers secretly rages against the injustice waiting the opportunity for vindication.

The ship becomes becalmed, ‘Beneath the burning sky on a dead sea’. Soon there is no water to drink. Mortimer, impatient as Coleridge’s Wedding Guest, interrupts: ‘Quick—to the point—if any untold crime | Doth haunt your memory’. The ship drifted by a barren rock, where the captain hoped to dig for water. Rivers accuses his captain of treachery and is on the point of killing him when the crew intervenes. Instead of killing the captain outright, Rivers insists ‘That we should leave him there, alive!—we did so’ (IV. ii. 31–6). Mortimer slowly comprehends the similarities to Herbert abandoned on the heath. The captain was ‘A man by men deserted’, whose calls for mercy were ignored, who was utterly forsaken (IV. ii. 44–9). Recognizing a guilt much like his own, Mortimer grapples with excuses that might justify the act. Rivers keeps repeating the crucial circumstances: ‘The man was famished, and was innocent’ (IV. ii. 61–3); ‘The man | Had never wronged me’ (IV. ii. 65). The crew had lied to him, used him as their tool in a ‘plot | To rid them of a master whom they hated’. When they docked they let it be known that Rivers was the instigator of the mutiny and the perpetrator of their captain’s death. To complete the parallel, Rivers adds a final detail: ‘The unhappy man, | He had a daughter’ (IV. ii. 79–80).

The back-flash at an end, Rivers has confessed only the first stage of the consequences of his crime. In the next stage guilt and remorse are transformed into a thrill of power:


Three sleepless nights I passed in sounding on

Through words and things, a dim and perilous way;

And wheresoe’er I turned me, I beheld

A slavery, compared to which the dungeon

And clanking chain are perfect liberty.

You understand me, with an awful comfort

I saw that every possible shape of action

Might lead to good—I saw it and burst forth

Thirsting for some exploit of power and terror.(IV. ii. 102–10)



He feels himself free, liberated from the moral constraints that enslave others. Although verbally akin to Wordsworth’s celebration of liberty in The Prelude (Prel-13, IX and X), Rivers’s philosophy of freedom is not only revolutionary and iconoclastic, it is radically immoral. When he declares that he discovered ‘that every possible shape of action | Might lead to good’, he does not mean morally ‘good’, but rather ‘good’ as the gratification of his own desires. ‘Thirsting for some exploit of power and terror’, he feels assured of his irresistible skill in influencing others: ‘my brain | Was light and giddy, and it teemed with projects | Which seemed to have no limits’ (IV. ii. 115–17). His exhilaration is defined explicitly in terms of mental prowess, ‘a fire | Of inextinguishable thought’ and ‘a mind | That never rested’ (IV. ii. 115–17).

An evil alter ego of the Wordsworth of The Prelude, Rivers is fostered not ‘by beauty and by fear’ (Prel-13, I. 307) but by exploits of ‘power and terror’. Rivers, too, affirms the ‘huge and mighty forms’ (Prel-13, I. 426) that work upon the mind:


In these my lonely wanderings I perceived

What mighty objects do impress their forms

To build up this our intellectual being,

And felt if aught on earth deserved a curse,

’Twas that worst principle of ill that dooms

A thing so great to perish self-consumed.(IV. ii. 133–8)



But for Rivers terrors and miseries are not to be resolved through regret or remorse, they are to be appropriated into the tools of action:


When from these forms I turned to contemplate

The opinions and the uses of the world,

I seemed a being who had passed alone

Beyond the visible barriers of the world

And travelled into things to come.(IV. ii. 141–5)



Not with the ‘Blank misgivings of a Creature | Moving about in worlds not realised’,14 but as one who has gained superior wisdom through crime and realized a new world of his own, Rivers affirms that hate is empowering:


I had been nourished by the sickly food

Of popular applause. I now perceived

That we are praised by men because they see in us

The image of themselves; that a great mind

Outruns its age and is pursued with obliquy

Because its movements are not understood.

I felt that to be truly the world’s friend,

We must become the object of its hate.(IV. ii. 150–7)



Preoccupied with his own guilt, Mortimer repeatedly expresses his sympathy for Rivers’s similar fate. Like the poet who fails to listen to the tale of the old leech-gatherer, Mortimer suddenly realizes that his has missed the awful import of River’s words: ‘I have not heard aright. …What did you say?’ (IV. ii. 168, 170).

Wordsworth does not situate dramatic recognition or discovery (ana-gnôrisis) in a single moment. Rivers’s deceptions fall away, just as they were imposed, one after another. Upon realizing that he had been tricked into abandoning Matilda’s father, Mortimer shouts out, ‘Monster, you have betray’d me’ (IV. ii. 182). A worse revelation follows when Rivers tells him that the sole purpose of sacrificing the innocent old man was to render Mortimer like himself:


I’ve join’d us by a chain of adamant;

Henceforth we are fellow-labourers—to enlarge

The intellectual empire of mankind.

’Tis slavery—all is slavery, we receive

Laws, and we ask not whence those laws have come.

We need an inward sting to goad us on.(IV. ii. 187–92).



In the late revision, Wordsworth has his villain make his motive even more explicit: ‘I saw | In you a mirror of my youthful self’. (1864–5). Earlier Rivers declared that ‘I am bound to you by links of adamant’ in reiterating his pledge to Mortimer:


           I’ll cleave to you

In camps and cities, in the wood and mountain,

In evil, and in solitary pain,

You still shall find that I will cleave to you.(III. v. 19–23)



This cleaving is more vampiric than symbiotic or even parasitic. ‘I would have made you equal with myself’, Rivers says in praising Mortimer for his crime, then quickly praises himself as instigator, ‘Therein must you ever yield to me’ (IV. iii. 200, 203). Rivers claims to be creating a man as free as himself, yet forever linked ‘by a chain of adamant’, forever yielding to his liberator. Rivers has contrived the situation so that Mortimer’s act of leaving the blind old man alone on the heath replicates his own act of deserting his captain on a wave-washed rock (IV. ii. 21–36). Mortimer is thus made to share with Rivers the experience of having abandoned to the elements an innocent victim. Rivers insists that this experience brings knowledge, power, and pleasure:


Enough is done to save you from the curse

Of living without knowledge that you live.

You will be taught to think—and step by step,

Led on from truth to truth, you soon will link

Pleasure with greatness(IV. ii.204–8).



The scene closes with Mortimer’s frantic departure: ‘Alive or dead, | I ‘ll find him’ (IV. iii. 220–1). This is action, but it comes too late.

In the ensuing cottage scene, Wordsworth develops the contrary example of the consequences of crime: not the empowering exaltation, but the cowering debasement. Robert has found Herbert still alive, but fears that his previous imprisonment will arouse suspicions that he is responsible for the old man’s death. His wife, Eleanor, has taken in Matilda for the night. Once Robert has related his discovery, the three leave to search for him. Meanwhile, Rivers searches for Mortimer, who, according to three woodmen, is wandering in delirium. Rivers explains that he is simply ‘a poor wretch of an unsettled fancy | Who has a trick of straying from his keepers’ (V. i. 26–7). Complete control of his guilt-crazed victim assures Rivers of his absolute victory. Claiming the power of ocular control, ‘an eye that will take care of him’, Rivers reasserts his success in transforming Mortimer into his former self, ‘A shadow of myself, made by myself’ (V. i. 30–3).

Absent throughout the following scene (V. ii), Rivers returns to the stage mid-way through the final scene (V. iii). He returns powerless to assert his control over Mortimer. In the interim, in his dialogue with the guilt-ridden cottager and more importantly with the grief-stricken Matilda, Mortimer regains full awareness of his own responsibility. Rivers’s lies about Matilda are quickly dispelled when they meet again. As the one to whom she has always turned in her troubles, she asks him whether he has ‘pursued the monster’ responsible for her father’s death. ‘Aye, and found him’, Mortimer answers, ‘And he must perish’ (V. ii. 79–80). He then confesses, ‘I am the murder of thy father’ (V. ii. 99). Knowing Mortimer’s character, she realizes that there is more to be told. He must confess not only to the crime, but also to being too easily persuaded by ‘These horrid charms of thought’ (V. ii. 141). At this moment, Wordsworth brings back the beggar woman, who admits to having accepted Rivers’s bribe and telling the lie about surrendering her daughter to Herbert. The question must be asked again: ‘Did you murder him?’ (V. iii. 165–70). When Rivers re-enters, he is muttering ‘Buzz, buzz’, as did Hamlet upon the arrival of the actors (Hamlet, II. ii. 421). As mentioned earlier, Rivers is first introduced collecting herbs—‘The wild rose, and the poppy, and the night-shade’—declaring that his favourite is belladonna, the deadly night-shade which is ‘Strong to destroy,…strong to heal’ (I. i. 17–19). The intervening events provide only oblique hints of administering the hallucinogenic potion to Mortimer, but is explicit in drugging Herbert. In this final scene Rivers must utter its praise once more: ‘Strong to destroy—strong also to build up’ (V. iii. 223). The stage direction states: ‘MORTIMER and RIVERS mutually fasten their eyes on each other for some time’. The purpose, apparently, is to show Rivers trying to reassert his ocular control, but on this occasion the coup d’œil fails, as do his other efforts to regain dominance. When Rivers refers to Herbert as ‘Sickly and blind’, Mortimer adds the telling details that he was also ‘Drugged, betrayed, and starved!’ (V. iii. 241–2). There is no need for Mortimer to take revenge, his men do that quickly, as in the earlier mutiny recalled by Rivers (II. iii. 220–4), but this time without Mortimer’s intervening rescue. Matilda is shielded from this final scene by several friars, and Mortimer bids farewell to his band, declaring his intent to wander ‘till heaven in mercy strike me | With blank forgetfulness’ (V. iii. 265, 274–5).

With the deletion of the scene of drugging Herbert, the lines must also be omitted in which Mortimer accuses Rivers of having ‘drugged’ Herbert (V. iii. 242). Gone too is the dialogue with Robert in which Mortimer laughs hysterically at having lost the woman who was to have been his wife, and begs to be led to the court and executioner. The banter about following Rivers to Syria has also been deleted. Instead the lines of guilt, remorse, accusation, and self-accusation are accompanied by a voice of heroic resolve that was withheld from Mortimer until the very close of the early version of the play. Both versions conclude with Mortimer/Marmaduke declaring his decision to wander to his death as a penitent with the ‘Spectre’ of blind Herbert as his guide. But Wordsworth in the revised conclusion also gives to Marmaduke lines in which he repudiates the power that Oswald claims.’ Twas nothing more’ he asserts, ‘than darkness deepening darkness, | And weakness crowned with the impotence of death!’ (2253–4). Identifying himself ironically as Oswald’s ‘pupil’ and ‘apt proficient’, he forces Oswald to look upon the corpse of Herbert:


   Men are there, millions, Oswald,

Who with bare hands would have plucked out thy heart

And flung it to the dogs: but I am raised

Above, or sunk below, all further sense

Of provocation. Leave me, with the weight

Of that old Man’s forgiveness on thy heart,

Pressing as heavily as it doth on mine.(2260–6)



Invoking the link that Oswald supposes to exists between them, Marmaduke condemns him


To feed remorse, to welcome every sting

Of penitential anguish, yea with tears.

When seas and continents shall lie between us—

The wider space the better—we may find

In such a course fit links of sympathy.(2272–6)



That Oswald scorns the fate of penitential wandering matters little, for he is quickly dispatched by Marmaduke’s loyal followers.

Although Wordsworth made perfectly clear the triggers of Rivers’s character and the consequences of sin, be it omission or commission, he nevertheless found it necessary to pen a prefatory essay, ‘On the Character of Rivers’. Again, in publishing the revised version in 1842, he recalled a need to illustrate ‘those tendencies of human nature which make the apparently “motiveless” actions of bad men intelligible to careful observers’. On this latter occasion Wordsworth declared that plot and action were indeed drawn from personal recollections of his experiences in France in 1790 and again in 1791–2, of his separation from Annette Vallon and Caroline, of the mass slaughter at the guillotine, and Godwin’s useless doctrine of Political Justice. The Borderers was written, he says, to exhibit that ‘sin and crime are apt to start from their very opposite qualities’, and that ‘there are no limits to the hardening of the heart, and the perversion of the understanding to which they may carry their slaves’. During his residency in France during the early years of the Revolution, he had been ‘an eye-witness to this process’, and The Borderers was composed ‘while that knowledge was fresh upon my memory’.15

From beginning to end, however, the play is about Rivers’s determination to turn Mortimer into a dependent likeness of himself. The Borderers is thus a drama of attempted mind-control, in which Rivers, like a Svengali with Trilby, or a Count Dracula with Renfield or Lucy, endeavours to keep another subject to his will. In developing the relationship of his two major characters, Wordsworth does not reduce Mortimer to a merely passive role, rather the protracted proairesis displaces the resolving praxis. In the 1842 version, Marmaduke confesses that he was ‘Too quickly moved, too easily giving way’ (2201). Even so, his doubts, hesitations, and second thoughts force Rivers to extend his strategies of deception. The tension between engagement and withdrawal from action are relentless throughout the first four acts. The reader is very soon aware of Rivers’s plot, but like Mortimer the reader too must await Rivers’s flashback and confession in Act IV to comprehend why he is so fanatically determined to drive Mortimer into this heinous crime. Through the interplay of doing and suffering, action is repeatedly defused. Instigating and forestalling action become thematically dominant.
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9 Reflecting contemporary accounts of a drug’s capacity to stimulate as well as sedate or even poison, River’s phrase, ‘Strong to destroy,…also strong to heal’, anticipates De Quincey’s repeated descriptions of the dual effects of opium. In apology to James Ferrier for not completing his promised letter of recommendation, De Quincey wrote ‘I have failed by the very means which I used as extra resources for succeeding—viz. sitting up all Saturday night, and (secondly) using stimulants. But that, which vivifies, also kills’.

10 George Buchanan, The History of Scotland from the Earliest Period to the Present Time, 2 vols (Glasgow: Blackie and Son, 1856), II. 336.

11 Prel-13, I. 157; Wordsworth again makes the waters of consciousness his metaphor, imagining himself peering into his own mind where the waters are perfectly clear but nonetheless perplexing (Prel-13, IV. 252–5).

12 James 4:17: ‘Therefore to him that knoweth to do good, and doeth it not, to him it is sin’.

13 Edmund Burke, Thoughts on the Cause of Present Discontents (London: Printed for J. Dodsley, 1770), 26.

14 ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality’, 149–50.

15 See the Fenwick Note: Wordsworth says, ‘to preserve in my distinct remembrance what I had observed of transition in character, and the reflections I had been led to make during the time I was a witness of the changes through which the French Revolution passed’ (CBord, 813–14).


CHAPTER 9

WORDSWORTH AND COLERIDGE’S LYRICAL BALLADS, 1798

DANIEL ROBINSON

THE 1798 Lyrical Ballads appeared anonymously because, as Coleridge explained to the printer Joseph Cottle, ‘Wordsworth’s name is nothing, and to a large number of persons mine stinks’ (CL, I. 142). What Wordsworth had published by then had made little impact on anyone other than Coleridge, whereas Coleridge himself achieved this sense of his own ignominy by implicating himself, in verse, with the already unfashionable style associated with Robert Merry’s ‘Della Crusca’ poems (see ‘Songs of the Pixies’) and the mawkish poetry of sensibility (see ‘Address to a Young Jack-Ass’). In prose, Coleridge also had contributed some polemical articles and pamphlets to the Revolution debate that provoked accusations of Jacobinism from the Tory press. Of course, Wordsworth and Coleridge have long been recognized for this watershed of Romantic-period literature and for its use of more colloquial, less affected language (‘the real language of men’). It continues to be an object of scholarly interest for its portrayal of the poor and of other disenfranchised, marginal figures, and for perhaps less obvious hints of the submerged or subliminal political agendas lurking within the perspectives of its characters, its narrators, or its authors. As scholars such as Robert Mayo, Mary Jacobus, Paul Sheats, John E. Jordan, and Heather Glen have shown, what makes Lyrical Ballads remarkable is how daringly it reworks the existing poetic conventions of the late eighteenth century, the period that Northrop Frye dubbed the age of sensibility.1 As Wordsworth wrote in the 1798 ‘Advertisement’, one principle aim of Lyrical Ballads was to challenge its readers’ ‘pre-established codes of decision’, enlarged in 1800 to an assault on their (admittedly ‘honourable’) ‘bigotry’. What he does not say but certainly implies is that this challenge includes subverting not only the aesthetics but possibly also the ethics of 1770s, 1780s, and 1790s popular culture.

Although critical opinions on the extent to which Lyrical Ballads is innovative or revolutionary, either poetically or politically, have varied, the consensus, since Jacobus’s 1976 book, is that there is both ‘tradition and experiment’ in Lyrical Ballads. Judging from the most important studies of Lyrical Ballads, the poet most responsible for the traditional and the experimental would seem to be Wordsworth. Indeed, the preponderance of scholarship elides Coleridge, giving the balance of authority to Wordsworth and the consequent impression of a primogenitary Lyrical Ballads of 1798 that either belongs to Wordsworth or was salvaged by him.2 As is evident by my title, however, I want to keep in sight a view of Coleridge as a bit more than a foil to Wordsworth and to recover a sense of the book as, if not a true collaboration, a shared endeavour, the first and last major project the two men worked on as ‘joint-labourers’ (Prel-13, XIII. 439). To do so, however, requires more than a little imagination. As disjointed and motley as the 1798 Lyrical Ballads may appear to be, it is, nonetheless, the only product of the famous collaboration that exists in any definite form; and because it is itself so different from the second volume added in 1800, which, authored solely by Wordsworth, has a more apparent unity of purpose, it is the only Lyrical Ballads that may be said to be Wordsworth and Coleridge’s Lyrical Ballads. As such, it may not reflect a shared aesthetic, poetic, or polemic, but it is all we have of the Lyrical Ballads that was.3

As its contents were being finalized, at least one of the authors saw Lyrical Ballads as a joint endeavour. In June of 1798, Coleridge described Lyrical Ballads to Cottle as ‘one work, in kind tho’ not in degree, as an Ode is one work—& that our different poems are as stanzas’ (CL, I. 412). Coleridge’s description of Lyrical Ballads as ‘one work’ is especially provocative when one considers that most of the contents already had been written by this time—all, in fact, except for the one that would result from Wordsworth’s revisiting of the Wye, later in July. Coleridge’s description of Lyrical Ballads suggests that he saw a coherence in the volume—or at least recognized an underlying theorization of what they were trying to do. Indeed, Lyrical Ballads might have seemed more like Wordsworth and Coleridge’s Lyrical Ballads without the addition of ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’, which was the latest poem to be written.

‘THAT SUMMER’

It was not a dark and stormy night; but, according to Dorothy Wordsworth, 12 November was a ‘dark and cloudy’ one during which, on a walk of eight miles or so, Wordsworth and Coleridge ‘employ[ed] themselves in laying the plan of a ballad, to be published with some pieces of William’s’ (EY, 194). This ballad became ‘The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’, originally intended for the Monthly Magazine in the hope of making some money from it. Wordsworth had yet to write any of his best-known contributions: those would follow in the spring and summer of 1798. In The Prelude, or the ‘Poem to Coleridge’ as it was known for many years, Wordsworth pays tribute to those days when the collaboration was taking shape, the time he shared with Coleridge in Somerset, where the two poets rambled, talked, and eventually conceived Lyrical Ballads. Wordsworth looks back at those days as a fulfilment of the poetic project that began on that walk in November:


That summer when on Quantock’s grassy Hills

Far ranging, and among the sylvan Coombs,

Thou in delicious words, with happy heart,

Didst speak the Vision of that Ancient Man,

The bright-eyed Mariner, and rueful woes

Didst utter of the Lady Christabel;

And I, associate in such labour, walked

Murmuring of him, who, joyous hap! was found,

After the perils of his moonlight ride,

Near the loud Waterfall, or her who sate

In misery near the miserable Thorn…(Prel-13, XIII. 393–403)



Wordsworth singles out Coleridge’s ‘The Rime of the Ancyent Mariner’ and ‘Christabel’ which, to everyone’s disappointment, Coleridge failed to complete. Of his own productions, Wordsworth cites ‘The Idiot Boy’ and ‘The Thorn’. As Lucy Newlyn points out, Wordsworth engages in a kind of mythmaking of his own, presenting himself and Coleridge as ‘companions in their pre-lapsarian state’. Presumably, the poems cited here are those that epitomized, to Wordsworth, the ‘joint-labour’ of Lyrical Ballads. However, rather than the real-life collaboration that, according to Newlyn, ‘could never have worked’, Wordsworth instead imagines an idealized parallel partnership.4 Generously perhaps, Wordsworth juxtaposes the two poems by Coleridge with the two he wrote to imply a division of labour that the actual record does not support. But Wordsworth’s portrait of the two poets bringing their fictional characters to life works nicely to envision an ideal Lyrical Ballads realized in the way Coleridge describes in the Biographia. The symmetry Wordsworth draws in the passage suggests a thematic parallelism that might have been effective—and that validates to some extent Coleridge’s description of their plan years later—but that does not really exist in the book: the adventures of Coleridge’s mariner are recapitulated in a different key by those of Wordsworth’s idiot; similarly, the supernatural persecution of Coleridge’s Christabel finds a more commonplace but no less catastrophic analogue in the seduction and abandonment of Wordsworth’s Martha Ray. These four poems, then, well may be the chief exemplars of the nonce form either or both of the two men invented and dubbed ‘lyrical ballad’.

Wordsworth’s reference to ‘That summer’ is a synecdoche for an especially creative year, sometimes called the annus mirabilis, from the summer of 1797 to the summer of 1798. Frequent walks and conversations concentrated the two poets’ minds on what Coleridge calls, in the Biographia Literaria, ‘the poetry of nature’ (BL, II. 5). During that year (or so), Coleridge wrote his finest poems, including ‘Kubla Khan’, ‘The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’, ‘Frost at Midnight’, and the first part of ‘Christabel’. According to Coleridge, the two poets distinguished in conversation ‘the two cardinal points of poetry’: these are, as Coleridge describes them, ‘the power of exciting the sympathy of the reader by a faithful adherence to the truth of nature, and the power of giving the interest of novelty by the modifying colours of the imagination’ (BL, II. 5). As he tells us, it was the ‘sudden charm’ of ‘accidents of light and shade’ upon the Quantocks that urged them to attempt combining these two poetic powers in one book, with Wordsworth devoting himself to subjects ‘chosen from ordinary life’ and Coleridge to ‘incidents and agents…in part at least, supernatural’ and to ‘persons and characters supernatural, or at least romantic’ (5–6). Wordsworth’s own take on the initial aims of Lyrical Ballads, according to his 1800 and 1802 preface, suggests moreover that, while Coleridge’s contributions were supposed to make the unreal or supernatural seem real, his were intended to portray the usual in an unusual manner, to give ordinary experience a fresh expression in the minds of their readers, and to make ordinary or humble life interesting by showing ‘the primary laws of our nature’ in it (LBOP, 743). The afterlife of Lyrical Ballads as a collaborative project rather than a collaborative product, therefore, was conditioned by both of its creators’ representations of the book as something that was and as something that might have been. By reconstructing the summer of 1798 in this way, from his perspective just a few years later, Wordsworth, ‘associate in such labour’, offers a vision of how the collaboration and the resulting product was supposed to work.

‘LOOK ROUND FOR POETRY’

The 1798 Lyrical Ballads is prefaced only by a 600-word ‘Advertisement’, in which Wordsworth warns his readers that they ‘will look round for poetry and will be induced to enquire by what species of courtesy these attempts can be permitted to assume that title’. Wordsworth explains that most of the poems are ‘experiments’ and that they ‘were written chiefly with a view to ascertain how far the language of conversation in the middle and lower classes of society is adapted to the purposes of poetic pleasure’ (LBOP, 738). Encouraging readers to ‘look round for poetry’ of various sorts, the title and the ‘Advertisement’ also indicate that the poems are meant to challenge the reader’s expectations for lyric and narrative, including not only stylistic ones regarding diction, form, and genre but also larger, potentially paradigmatic ones involving poetry itself and, more particularly, the interrelations of taste, judgement, and the pleasure one is supposed to derive from reading poetry. This engagement draws the reader into confronting and, perhaps even subconsciously, re-evaluating their expectations for ‘Poetry’, which, Wordsworth notes, is ‘a word of very disputed meaning’ (LBOP, 739). Ultimately, the aim of Lyrical Ballads, then, is to stage that dispute in the mind of the reader, who is time and again urged, admonished even, to ‘think’. Elucidating Wordsworthian irony, Richard Gravil explains that ‘irony’s purpose is not generally the communication of a content but to make the mind aware of its own processes’.5 In the ‘Advertisement’, Wordsworth tactfully (and tactically) prepares his readers for this kind of self-reflexive reading under the guise of requesting their indulgence, and the benefit of the doubt, so that they may enjoy the book: he asks his readers to not allow a narrow denotation of the word ‘poetry’

to stand in the way of their gratification; but that, while they are perusing this book, they should ask themselves if it contains a natural delineation of human passions, human characters, and human incidents; and if the answer be favourable to the author’s wishes, that they should consent to be pleased in spite of that most dreadful enemy to our pleasures, our own pre-established codes of decision. (LBOP, 739)

Wordsworth goes on to explain that an ‘accurate taste in poetry’ is not simply personal preference but, rather, reasoned judgment, ‘an acquired talent, which can only be produced by severe thought, and a long continued intercourse with the best models of composition’. However, the problem is that some people uncritically accept traditional standards and make snap judgements. As he later remarked, citing Coleridge, ‘every great and original writer, in proportion as he is great and original, must himself create the taste by which he is to be relished; he must teach the art by which he is to be seen’ (MY, 150).6 Wordsworth, in 1798, already apprehends the precondition at least for this idea—that taste is a form of judgement that must be learned. So, believing himself to be both ‘great’ and ‘original’, Wordsworth expects ‘the rashness of decision’ to be his greatest obstacle.

In this spirit, the poems repeatedly dare the reader to turn away from the subjects they describe. As they challenge the reader to think, Wordsworth expects that the poems will also inspire the requisite feelings in his reader necessary to validate the ideas he presents. Wordsworth’s first poem in Lyrical Ballads, ‘Lines left upon a Seat in a Yew-tree’, does so explicitly in its opening lines:


Nay, Traveller! Rest. This lonely Yew-tree stands

Far from all human dwelling: what if here

No sparkling rivulet spread the verdant herb?

What if the bee love not these barren boughs?(1–4)



Wordsworth figures metaphorically as a traveller who might not be enticed to stop here and thus pass on to the next poem. The rhetorical questions that follow suggest that this is not a particularly attractive vantage because it is not picturesque. Wordsworth’s first address to the reader reinforces the claims and concerns of his ‘Advertisement’, that the style and substance of his poems may not seem to be appropriate for poetry. But, should the traveller pause here, he or she will find other attractions: ‘Yet, if the wind breathe soft, the curling waves, | That break against the shore, shall lull thy mind | By one soft impulse saved from vacancy’ (5–7). Wordsworth prefigures the idea that he will reassert throughout, culminating at the end of the volume in ‘Expostulation and Reply’, ‘The Tables turned’, and that poem written near Tintern Abbey—the ‘One impulse from a vernal wood’ that teaches more about human morality than the philosophers can do. The yew-tree affords a Wordsworthian experience where only ‘one soft impulse’, one sensation, shall soothe the traveller’s mind and make it receptive to the scene; by extension, the reader’s mind is prepared for the narrative of the misanthrope in the next verse-paragraph and then the moral lesson in the poem’s third and final section.

The latest additions of ‘The Nightingale’ and ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ to the 1798 Lyrical Ballads confirm the stance of ‘Lines left upon a Seat in a Yew-tree’ and clearly altered the tenor of the volume. Moreover, the nature lyrics, most notably ‘Expostulation and Reply’ and ‘The Tables turned’, but also the simpler, less didactic ‘Lines written at a small distance from my House’ and ‘Lines written in early spring’, partake little of narrative and strike the keynotes of faith that so distinguish the concluding poem. Consequently, so that the 1798 poems might cohere better thematically, Wordsworth re-ordered them for the second edition of 1800 according to this germinating system of ecological-metaphysical thought, which, to some, seemed a kind of neo-pantheism but which, imbued with the science of what Wordsworth elsewhere calls ‘this active universe’, inaugurated American Transcendentalism.7 Wordsworthian ideas pervade the writings—not uncomplicatedly—of Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau. Indeed, Emerson’s lyric ‘The Apology’ (1846) is fundamentally a composite revision of ‘Expostulation and Reply’ and ‘The Tables Turned’. 8

In ‘Expostulation and Reply’, the speaker, William, responds to his friend’s charges of indolence,


‘The eye it cannot chuse but see,

‘We cannot bid the ear be still;

‘Our bodies feel, where’er they be,

‘Against, or with our will.

‘Nor less I deem that there are powers,

‘Which of themselves our minds impress,

‘That we can feed this mind of ours,

‘In a wise passiveness.[’](17–24)



These lines reveal an interest in Lockean empiricism and, more strikingly, the associationist psychology of David Hartley, whose writing struck Coleridge so powerfully that he named his firstborn Hartley, and thus also indicate the kind of genial coincidence that existed between Wordsworth and Coleridge in 1798 at a philosophical level. Along with David Hume and Adam Smith, Hartley promoted feeling over reason as the foundation for moral thinking but attempted to provide a physiological explanation for how external stimuli form complex ‘chains of associations’ that engender intellectual functions such as making moral judgements, loving one another, and believing in God. Thus, according to Wordsworth, impressions enable us to ‘feed this mind of ours | In wise passiveness’. These lines become the keynote for the 1800 volume because they are echoed in not only the concluding poem’s article of faith, ‘Nature never did betray | The heart that loved her’—a quintessentially Wordsworthian synthesis of a century of Locke, Hume, Smith, and Hartley—but also in that poem’s epistemology, in which empirical functions cooperate with imagination: Wordsworth asserts that his sense of ‘something far more deeply interfused’ has made him a lover ‘of all that we behold | From this green earth; of all the mighty world/Of eye and ear, both what they half create, | And what perceive’ (106–8). Coleridge later would reject Hartley’s system as too mechanistic, but Wordsworth, believing in physical pleasure as foundational to both ethic and aesthetic, adapted it as a workable compromise between empiricism and its extreme antithesis articulated by, for example, Blake: ‘As a man is So he Sees’ (whereas Locke might have said ‘as a man sees, so he is’).9 The nature lyrics in Lyrical Ballads, including ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ (which Wordsworth considered a kind of ode in blank verse), show that he could conceive of a similarly contrary, almost rationalist position to Locke’s tabula rasa and meet it halfway. As ‘The Tables turned’ reveals, Wordsworth and Blake would have agreed that ‘Our meddling intellect | Mishapes the beauteous forms of things; |—We murder to dissect’ (26–8). None of these lyrics, however, warrant the nomenclature of ‘ballad’.

‘LYRICAL AND RAPID METRE’

None of the original reviewers seem to have been troubled enough by the volume’s full title, Lyrical Ballads, with a Few Other Poems, to ask which are the ‘lyrical’ ballads and which are the ‘other’ poems—or even, more to the point, what is a ‘lyrical ballad’? As Peter de Bolla points out, it is unclear in the ‘Advertisement’ whether the ‘lyrical ballads’ of the title are ‘experiments’ or whether some of the ‘other poems’ might also be too?10 If the latter is the case, then, are all of the ‘lyrical ballads’ experimental? Probably—because otherwise they would be ordinary ballads. The distinction between ‘lyrical ballads’ and poems that are ‘other’ is made nowhere but the title. In fact, the words lyrical or lyric do not appear anywhere in the ‘Advertisement’ or in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads. Neither Coleridge nor Wordsworth is anywhere interested in explaining the title or its derivation. The wordplay implicit in the phrase suggests the likelihood of its being Coleridge’s invention. In one of his Imaginary Conversations, Walter Savage Landor claims to have heard from Coleridge directly that it was his phrase—and that Wordsworth regretted using it.11

As Landor notes, ‘lyre and ballad belong not to the same age or the same people’.12 An accomplished classicist, he understood lyric to be the more sophisticated, refined form with origins in ancient Greece and ballad to have folksier roots in the minstrel traditions of late-medieval Europe. Of course, the yoking of such disparate forms must have been part of the original plan for the volume and the ‘experiments’ contained therein. In the 1800 note to ‘The Thorn’, Wordsworth gives an explanation at least of what he considers lyrical to entail, writing that he needed to employ ‘Lyrical and rapid Metre’ to make the poem ‘appear to move quickly’. Note that he does not necessarily mean that ‘lyrical’ and ‘rapid’ are synonymous, although it is only the effect of quickness that he mentions specifically. The poem needs to ‘appear to move quickly’ because of the character-speaker’s heightened emotional states, including fear (LBOP, 351). As Parrish explains,

The ballad, for Wordsworth, was a version of pastoral, and a ‘lyrical’ ballad was lyrical in two respects—its passion (‘all poetry is passion’, Wordsworth declared) arose, as in any lyric, from the mind of the speaker or the dramatic narrator of a ballad tale, and it was heightened by the employment of ‘lyrical’ or rapid metre so as to convey this passion to readers unaccustomed to responding to the common language of men in common life.13

The innovation, as Parrish points out, is the fixing of metrical form—metrical rules—upon language that is not adorned with poetic diction or ‘other artificial distinctions of style’.

As Wordsworth implies, in the Preface of 1800 and 1802, the conception of these ballads as lyrical involves a more sophisticated approach to metre and form than is typical in traditional ballads, citing ‘Goody Blake and Harry Gill’ as having ‘a more impressive metre than is usual in Ballads’, despite being ‘one of the rudest of this collection’; in other words, this poem’s lowly subject matter is enhanced by the technical virtuosity of its poetic form. The ‘impressive metre’ of ‘Goody Blake and Harry Gill’ is an eight-line stanza of short four-beat lines, with an augmented, or feminine, rhyme (indicated with an underscored space) in the first and third lines: 1a_4 2b4 3a_4 4b4 5c4 6d4 7c4 8d4.14 In addition to these features, Wordsworth is also primarily counting stresses with an irregular number of total syllables per line. This allows him to perform occasional exceptional metrical feats such as employing trochaic sounds in the lines that follow the extra unstressed syllables at the end of the augmented lines, as for example, ‘That evermore his teeth they chatter | Chatter, chatter, chatter still’ (3–4), or ‘Right glad was he when he beheld her: | Stick after stick did Goody pull’ (81–2). But mostly, what seems to be ‘impressive’ about the metre is the length of the stanza and the interplay between the bisyllabic augmented rhymes and the monosyllabic standard rhymes. The effect is a chatty, gossipy tone essential to the narrative irony of the poem.

A ‘lyrical’ poem, then, is one in which a poet demonstrates a more sophisticated technical virtuosity deliberately to achieve specific, desired effects—and these techniques are not subject to the traditional folk melodies or tunes that ballad (or hymnal) measures easily accommodate. In addition to its archaic diction, Coleridge’s ‘Rime’ also employs the traditional ballad stanza, a quatrain of alternating four-beat and three-beat lines but rhyming only at the end of the second and fourth lines—but Coleridge establishes this matrix only to disrupt it at key moments throughout with additional lines, odd emphases, and internal, hemistich-like rhymes. In other words, these are not traditional ballads; they are lyrical because the formal features, particularly metre, stanza, and rhyme, make the music on their own, as it were, immanently. Lyric also involves the imparting of something more than an entertaining story, which means that the more consumable elements of plot, character, setting, and theme are conditioned, modified, by something outside of those elements or something that is meant to be drawn out from them. The wordplay ‘lyrical ballads’ thus indicates a privileging of lyric over narrative. 15 They are ballads that have been modified—literally—so that the generic or formal designation signified is no longer sufficient to identify what kind of poem they are. A ‘lyrical ballad’, therefore, makes a greater demand on the reader, who must manage the lyrical, and thus interpretative, complexities and ambiguities that interrupt the usual course of storytelling.

‘PERHAPS A TALE YOU’LL MAKE IT’

Of its first reviewers, Robert Southey, friend and brother-in-law to Coleridge, gave the book its harshest notice, declaring the experiment a failure—not because of the claims made about language in the ‘Advertisement’—but because the ballads are ‘uninteresting’ and ‘bald in story’. Southey faults ‘the author’ for not being a good storyteller (Woof, 65–8). The qualifier ‘lyrical’, however, ought to signify that there is, quite literally, more to these ballads than story; but Southey seems to have overlooked the adjective or assumed that it simply signifies a modern ballad that is not set to music. Clearly influenced by Lyrical Ballads, both Mary Robinson and Southey use adjectival modifiers in the titles of their collections, respectively, Lyrical Tales (1800) and ‘Metrical Tales’ (1803), that appear to specify little more than the generic distinction of these ‘tales’ being narratives in poetic form rather than in prose.16 Ballads, however, already are poems, usually songs that tell stories; clearly, therefore, the intention of Wordsworth and Coleridge’s volume is to modify—in more ways than one—the ballad tradition. Southey failed to grasp precisely what is lyrical about these ballads and that it is the modifier rather than the noun that counts most. The characteristic ‘lyrical ballads’ are those that exploit an unconventional relationship between narrative, narrator, and poet that contributes to the complexity of the reader’s response. On the one hand, what is lyric, then, is mental space where, as always in Wordsworth, the most important action takes place. On the other hand, ballads require narrative—and in those poems that have narrative elements, both Wordsworth and Coleridge subvert the reader’s expectations for story as well as for poetry. The ‘lyrical ballads’ are those poems that rhyme, that build on or play off of the traditional four-line ballad stanza, and that have character-narrators who attempt to represent incidents, situations, episodes, experiences, etc. that have occurred in a fictionally realized past, although they may be based on actual events just as the narrator may be some refraction of the poet’s identity or his autobiographical self.

Or not. Wordsworth’s practice of writing poems that are ‘not supposed to be spoken in the author’s own person’ flummoxed Southey and exasperated Coleridge (LBOP, 739). For a poet so commonly associated with the ‘egotistical sublime’ (Keats) or presumed to be ‘Spectator ab extra’ (Coleridge) to employ speakers or narrators who are meant to be characters may be surprising. Can Wordsworth convincingly ventriloquize a fictional being not himself? In ‘We are Seven’ an adult speaker scoffs at the little girl’s belief that her deceased siblings still count in the tally of children in her family. ‘If two are in the church-yard laid’, the adult belligerently avers, ‘Then ye are only five’. Practically apoplectic by the end of the dialogue, the speaker gives up his futile attempt to reason with the child, concluding ‘’Twas throwing words away; for still | The little Maid would have her will, | And said, “Nay, We are Seven!”’ As U. C. Knoepflmacher aptly puts it, ‘the speaker who belabors the uncomprehending girl ironically exposes his own, far greater incomprehension’ (400).17 A deliberate misprision of ‘We are Seven’, Max Beerbohm’s caricature entitled ‘William Wordsworth in the Lake District, at cross purposes’ (c.1904) depicts the elderly poet with top hat, walking stick, and thick spectacles ‘at cross purposes’ with the forest girl from ‘We are Seven’ (written when the poet was just 28 years old). So, Beerbohm merges the poet and the speaker into one and thus overwrites the ironic distance of the original to satirize the older Wordsworth, a possibly senile laureate who has devolved into that which he once had denounced. Wordsworth once remarked, ‘Nothing was more difficult for me in childhood than to admit the notion of death as a state applicable to my own being’ (FN, 159). The little girl similarly cannot apply such a state to herself or to her family. The bigger point is that mature reason depends too much upon counting, measuring, and delimiting.18 ‘We are Seven’ represents the poet’s concern that Enlightenment empiricism and Enlightenment capitalism threatened to narrow the bounds of imagination, thus circumscribing humanity in a stultifying materialism.

As ‘experiments’, the poems that most appear to be ‘lyrical ballads’ combine traditional folk storytelling with a more sophisticated, ironic position on the part of the poet. Coleridge’s ‘Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’, as the opening poem, introduces the complex relationship between narrative, narrator, and poet that pervades the rest of the volume. Most of the story is told by a character-narrator who appears to be operating under supernatural agency, who has ‘strange power of speech’ to compel his listener to stay to the end of his tale. However, the poem closes with a sense that its meanings are to be perceived by the reader, not necessarily by anyone inside the story-world of the poem.19 The enduring mystery at the heart of the poem is the possibility that the Mariner, compelled as he is to repeat the same story over and over again, may not understand the significance of the story any more than we do hearing it the first time and that the Wedding Guest, who turns away from the ceremony he wanted to attend after hearing that story, invites us to find that significance in his seemingly ineffable response. In the most compelling of the Lyrical Ballads, the ‘lyrical’ insight imparted to the reader is not necessarily discernible in the narrative itself

The quintessential ‘lyrical ballad’ in this respect is ‘Simon Lee, the old Huntsman with an incident in which he was concerned’. It begins as a ballad in the strain of the rustic and antiquarian poetry that was popular in the second half of the eighteenth century, such as Percy’s Reliques (1765) or Robert Burns’s Tam o’Shanter (1791). And, as Mayo has shown, the subject would have been familiar to readers of newspapers and magazines of the day, which frequently depicted the hardships of the poor. Wordsworth plays upon his readers’ familiarity with such poetry, as Sheats points out, ‘to elicit a stock response’ that the poet then proceeds to undermine in order to make a stronger point about the hardships of the poor (189).20 Wordsworth presents a portrait of an elderly huntsman by juxtaposing almost comic descriptions of his decline—‘And, though he has but one eye left, | His cheek is like a cherry’ (15–16)—with contrasting descriptions of the former glories of his younger days, his ‘hunting feats’, and the times when ‘He all the country could outrun, | Could leave both man and horse behind’ (25, 41–2). The augmented, or feminine, rhymes and the speaker’s gossipy, familiar tone contribute to the disorienting, almost bathetic quality of the description. After four eight-line stanzas, the speaker informs the reader of the pathos of Simon’s situation: age and infirmity have left his body twisted ‘half awry’ so that his elderly wife, Ruth, must do most of the work to earn what little they can from their ‘scrap of land’ (34, 61). The diction Wordsworth employs to describe Simon’s decline, such as in the line ‘His ancles they are swoln and thick’ (35), is of the kind that he expected some readers to find ‘not of sufficient dignity’ for poetry. Although part of his experiment with poetic diction, the use of such ‘low’ and ‘familiar’ phrases has a political—even an ethical—dimension. The reader thus far expects a story from the ballad, but Wordsworth’s speaker interrupts with a surprising address to his ‘gentle reader’ who has waited ‘patiently’ for ‘Some tale [to] be related’ (69–72). Wordsworth uses these formal and generic expectations to assert that readers ought to care about the poor without the requirement of a remarkable incident or entertaining narrative: he sarcastically admonishes the reader, ‘Perhaps a tale you’ll make it’ (80). The speaker-narrator describes first-hand the ‘incident’ alluded to in the title: the younger man finds Simon struggling with an old tree stump and easily severs the root. Simon’s tearful gratitude is overwhelming to the speaker; and just as we expect the moral of the poem to be that the young should help the old, Wordsworth refuses to sentimentalize the situation or to suggest such a simple solution to the problems of the poor. Echoing Godwin’s Political Justice, Wordsworth’s ‘Simon Lee’ finds gratitude on the part of the poor to be deeply troubling because it is based on the unequal distribution of wealth and power and is thus degrading.21 But the poem is also formally innovative as a ‘lyrical ballad’ because it seems to be a ballad that tells only a very slight story, privileging instead the speaker’s moment of lyrical insight at the end.

‘I CANNOT TELL; I WISH I COULD’

Whereas the narrator of ‘Simon Lee’ is a puckish guide to serious moral reflection—ultimately a lyric speaker—the narrator of ‘The Thorn’ is an ignis fatuus that could mislead even Wordsworth’s closest poetic comrades, Southey and Coleridge. In particular, commenting on the poem in the Biographia Literaria, Coleridge refuses to accept the narrator, whom Wordsworth patently announces as a character, as legitimately fictional on the specious presumption that the poem is more lyric than ballad (BL, II. 49–52). However, as Gravil points out, he ought to have known better since ‘The Thorn’ and his own ‘Rime’ are ‘a twin birth’.22 After ‘The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’, ‘The Thorn’, perhaps, is the most disorienting of the Lyrical Ballads. Like the Marinere, this storyteller, also a mariner but of the more mundane variety, seems not to understand the story he tells. In the ‘Advertisement’, Wordsworth advises the reader that ‘the character of the loquacious narrator will sufficiently shew itself in the course of the story’ (LBOP, 739). In 1800 Wordsworth added a lengthy note in which he describes the narrator as a retired ‘Captain of a small trading vessel’ who has become ‘credulous and talkative from indolence’ and ‘prone to superstition’. The story of ‘The Thorn’ involves a woman named Martha Ray who, after being deserted by her lover twenty-two years prior to the narrator’s account, is still seen grieving by the thorn tree and thus is the subject of much curiosity and gossip in the rural community, which has concluded that she was pregnant at the time of her lover’s departure and that she murdered the baby. What story there is in Wordsworth’s adaptation is grounded in speculations about Martha Ray’s sexual indiscretions. While it may be slight, the real story is in the amplification of what little there is; the telling of the narrative itself is its import. The language of the poem emphasizes the subjectivity of the narrator’s perspective and the way he associates ideas and images; as the poem proceeds the narrator imagines his listener’s interlocutions, questions, and responses, revealing the limits of his knowledge in replies such as ‘I cannot tell; I wish I could’ and ‘I’ll give you the best help I can’ (89, 111). His narration of the woman’s story is also marked by equivocations such as ‘’tis said’ and ‘some say’. The narrator, himself not fully integrated into the community but speaking for it nonetheless, tells the tale using a collective ‘we’ and, as is often the case with gossip, expresses certainty on the most titillating details: for example, everyone knows that Martha Ray ‘Gave with a maiden’s true good will | Her company to Stephen Hill’ (117–18) who, as it turns out, already was engaged and who subsequently marries another girl. As a result of this betrayal, the community, uncertain whether or not she actually has brought the child to full term, believes she has murdered the child who is the offspring of the liaison. On that ‘woful day’ when Martha Ray learns her lover has married another woman, the narrator reports,


A cruel, cruel fire, they say,

Into her bones was sent:

It dried her body like a cinder,

And almost turned her brain to tinder.(129–32)



Everyone knows this because, after her jilting, ’Tis said, a child was in her womb’, a comment paired with a misleading confirmation, ‘As now to any eye was plain’, that is itself only hearsay because the narrator was not there to see it (137–8). In the reading of Martha’s situation put forth by the narrator, the bifurcation of body and mind in this second-hand description stresses a prurient fascination with how this erotic deprivation supposedly perverts the woman’s natural maternal instincts. The ‘almost’ here potently suggests repression, but it is only presumed sexual desire and activity, and only presumed crime and presumed guilt, then, that presumably actuates the supernatural phenomena the community associates with Martha Ray. When the community decides she must be brought to justice, the narrator reports that, upon their approach, ‘for full fifty yards around, | The grass it shook upon the ground’ (238–9). What is important here is the community’s belief—or possibly only the narrator’s belief—in the powerful supernatural expression of Martha’s sexuality and how it is associated in their minds with her supposed crime. The narrator of ‘The Thorn’ becomes complicit in guilt—not the supposed guilt of Martha Ray, but the guilt of the community—similar to the way the other sailors share in the Mariner’s guilt once they condone his crime.

In ‘The Thorn’ gossip and superstition derive from similarly occlusive tendencies in human nature. The poem, therefore, explores the effect of not only superstition but also prurient speculation on the imagination, and thus on the narrator’s ability effectively to see, to interpret, and to explain. Despite his protestations of sympathy and concern, the narrator, whom Wordsworth later revealed, in an obligatory explanatory note, to be a retired sea captain prone to credulity and superstition, is an unreliable one. While perhaps the accompanying explanation appended in 1800 speaks to some deficiency of characterization, Wordsworth’s interest is not really in the possibly more interesting but only implied story; as in ‘Simon Lee’ the interest is in the mind of the speaker and his feelings, not in the objective character who may or may not have a compelling story but, as far as the poem reveals, has nothing more than ‘an incident in which he [or she] is concerned’. The poem thus explores the way this narrator uncritically has absorbed the community’s gossip and speculation, and how it has coloured his perspective and insidiously damaged a woman’s reputation. Or the poem may be more about his mind than her situation and his erotic subconscious; in this light, she may not even exist.23 The narrator is finally a foolish figure—whom Sheats describes as an ‘amateur detective’ and whom, Wordsworth worried, readers would take to be himself.24

The superstitious mariner of ‘The Thorn’ and the supernatural mariner of ‘The Rime’ are ludicrous in potentia.25 Indeed, despite its darker themes, its humanitarian pathos, and its proto-transcendental meditations, Lyrical Ballads is also marked by a distinct playfulness that coordinates with its serious underlying messages—the ‘purpose’ of each poem. Elements of ‘We are Seven’, ‘Simon Lee’, and ‘Goody Blake’ are comic, in style and substance, without undermining their ostensible aims. In this light, the volume’s longest poem, ‘The Idiot Boy’, also Wordsworth’s comic masterpiece, would not seem so anomalous, a judgment of the latter that may cloud our perception of what else may be funny or playful in Lyrical Ballads. A ‘direct burlesque of the ballad form’, as Gravil describes it, ‘The Idiot Boy’ also has something of the spirit of Burns’s Tam o’ Shanter and elements of mock epic. When read aloud, the rhyme and metre capture the great delight Wordsworth took in its composition (FN, 55–6). As the longest ballad by Wordsworth in the volume, ‘The Idiot Boy’ makes for provocative comparison with the other long ballad, Coleridge’s ‘Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’—particularly in the way both Johnny and the Marinere have imaginative experiences illuminated by moonlight. Johnny, who has never been out at night, is struck by how ‘the sun did shine so cold’ (460), while the Marinere’s blessing of the water-snakes is predicated upon his seeing them by the light of the moon. Both poems also conclude with a provocative undercutting of narrative expectations. As he is delighted by the sights and sounds of nature on his night-time ride, Johnny’s irrationality, Wordsworth shows, is his saving grace. The poem is playful, a bit silly, and that may be its saving grace.

It is surprising how few readers have taken heed of David Perkins’s advisement, in The Poetry of Sincerity, to consider how the comic, or what we might even call the ludic, in Wordsworth may open up interpretative possibilities, ‘nuances’, that may correct a too ‘strenuous earnestness’.26 Although calling Johnny an ‘idiot’ seems callous, or tasteless, to twenty-first-century readers, the poem nonetheless presents a mentally challenged young man in a mock-heroic episode, but without sentimentality or pathos and with great respect for his intuitive, imaginative, and joyful experience of life. As Danby remarks, it is its tone is ‘beautifully mock-solemn and yet indulgently ready with its sympathy’.27 In this respect Wordsworth’s emphasis is on Johnny’s mother, Betty Foy, and on her concern for her son. In his comments on ‘The Idiot Boy’, Coleridge appreciates the comedy but misses the corresponding compassion the poem demands. Admitting the poem fails to avoid ‘disgusting images of ordinary, morbid idiocy’, he nonetheless found it to be a successful caricature of ‘the folly of the mother’ and thus ‘a laughable burlesque on the blindness of anile dotage’ (BL, II. 48). In other words, Johnny’s idiocy is a foil for Betty’s foolishness. The challenge for readers always has been marrying the poem’s humour with its humanity so that we may enlarge our capacity for sympathy. A seventeen-year-old John Wilson, writing to Wordsworth, objected to ‘The Idiot Boy’ and found it disgusting, incredible, and ‘unnatural’ that ‘a person in a State of complete idiotism [sic], should excite the warmest feelings of attachment in the breast of even his Mother’.28 Perhaps a reader cannot be blamed for not expecting a Wordsworth poem to require a sense of humour. The callow Wilson received a tutorial on the poem from the poet himself that ‘I have indeed often looked upon the conduct of fathers and mothers of the lower classes of society towards Idiots as the great triumph of the human heart. It is there that we see the strength, disinterestedness, and grandeur of love’. In rejoinder to Wilson’s complaint, Wordsworth asserts that such a display of human compassion is natural and, for him at least, obviates ‘every feeble sensation of disgust and aversion’ (EY, 357). In ‘The Idiot Boy’, Wordsworth shows how the boy’s differentness does not exclude him from the community and certainly does not mitigate the love he deserves as a human being. As Jacobus and Glen demonstrate, ‘The Idiot Boy’ subverts the sentimentality readers would have expected from a poem on mental disability in a newspaper or magazine of the time.29 As James Averill puts it, the poem overwrites the ‘empty fictions’ of romance and ‘neutralize[s]‌ the ‘exploitative relationship of poet and reader to suffering’.30

The most charming quality of ‘The Idiot Boy’ is that the warm comedic tones, which never mock the boy, complement perfectly the affection his mother feels, and the affection reader ought to feel, for him. But it raises the familiar questions about the interrelatedness of narrator/speaker, poet-maker, and reader that many of the other poems do. ‘The Idiot Boy’, then, is another fine example of what a ‘lyrical ballad’ might be because taking its sense of fun seriously as a poetic will highlight the whimsy and sarcasm, the parody and the starting shifts in perspective and tone that characterize the 1798 volume.31 It makes the same demands of narrative hermeneutics that so many of the other poems do by eradicating the distance and the distinctions between the polite poet, his readers, and common folk. Wordsworth seems to present himself as the narrator of the poem with his proto-Byronic attempt to invoke the muses—‘I to the muses have been bound, | These fourteen years, by strong indentures’ (347–8); his failure to capture suitably epic inspiration is made all the more comic by the fact that the usual term of service for an apprentice was seven years, suggesting that whoever this poet-narrator may be, he has not been a quick student at his labours.32

In Lyrical Ballads Wordsworth incongruously places himself as poet-maker and his similarly displaced speakers and narrators among the rural poor to suggest to his middle-class readers that his lower-class characters may be more humane, if not more human, than they are. Poem after poem asks, who is the narrator? is the speaker the poet? what is this persona’s relationship to the persons of the poem? Participating in the formal and generic play, therefore, is an important part of reading Lyrical Ballads. The challenge to reading may be as great as that presented by those scriptible modern(ist) texts that, according to Frank Kermode, following from Barthes, ‘the reader has virtually to write himself’.33 What seemed to Emile Legouis as ‘somewhat random and incongruous assemblage’ may be the ineffable innovation of Lyrical Ballads, ever uncovering itself as something strange and compelling—particularly when the poems are read in the 1798 sequence, and thus not-yet-modulated by the new commitment Wordsworth makes to his vocation and his vision in 1798–9, which is then reflected in his representation, reordering, and reclassifying of the poems starting in 1800 and continuing until his death.34 The recurring ambivalence regarding the ‘person’ of those speakers and narrators in relation to ‘the author’s own person’, like the indeterminacy of the volume’s title, is a unique ingredient of whatever Wordsworth and Coleridge’s Lyrical Ballads is—as a collection of poems or, possibly, as Coleridge once believed it was, as ‘one work’.35
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CHAPTER 10

‘POEM UPON THE WYE’

SUSAN J. WOLFSON

LYRIC/BALLAD/LYRICAL-BALLAD/ODE/LINES?

LINES

Written a few miles above TINTERN ABBEY, on revisiting the Banks of the WYE during a Tour. July 13, 1798

A generic anomaly for sure, Wordsworth’s unexpected addition to Lyrical Ballads 1798 might even be a generic intervention. By 1800, his shorthand was ‘Poem On revisiting the Wye’, as if there were no difference between the theme and its site of inspiration—each the place of memory’s summons.1 The formal title was strung on a ruin, a river, a calendar: ‘Lines, written a few miles above Tintern Abbey, On revisiting the Banks of the Wye during a Tour, July 13, 1798’. When ‘W. Wordsworth’ appeared on the 1800 title-page, the poem’s ‘I’ gained this referent. The most sustained, most invested autobiographical venture in Lyrical Ballads, it would hold this status throughout the lifetime publications.

With its inscriptive precision, the long title is where ‘Lines’ has to begin—and not without complication.2 Take written. While the representation is on-site, inspired composition (so, too, the 1815 modulation, Lines composed (2:73)), it was ‘written’ days later. In 1843, as Wordsworth recalled his poem having been ‘composed under circumstances’ most ‘pleasant for me to remember’, he made no claim for its having been ‘written’ or ‘composed’ upriver, but rather along increasing distance from this site: it was begun ‘upon leaving Tintern…concluded…just as I was entering Bristol in the evening…written down’ in Bristol, and handed to the printer on July 14 (FN, 66).3

Even the on-site capture was not immediate, but was filtered through tour-books and memory, through the voices of Hamlet, Macbeth, Lear, and Milton, and a verse-fragment of Wordsworth’s own that strikingly audits this echoing:


Yet once again do I behold the forms

Of these huge mountains, and yet once again,

Standing beneath these elms, I hear thy voice,

Beloved Derwent, that peculiar voice

Heard in the stillness of the evening air,

Half-heard and half-created.4



As the temporal tuning ‘Yet once again’ sounds ‘yet once again’ in line 2, it sounds out its lineage of ‘once again’-poetry (to be heard ‘once again’ in ‘Lines’, 4–15). Turning to the voice of the river, the verse activates the influencing: ‘I hear thy voice’, ‘that peculiar voice | Heard’, ‘Half-heard and half-created’. When Wordsworth half-heard the last line (with another beloved river) again in ‘Lines’—


       all the mighty world

Of eye and ear, both what they half-create,

And what perceive  (106–8)



—he was moved to a rare footnote (1798, 207), admitting ‘half-create’ as half-created for him, almost an allusion: ‘This line has close resemblance to an admirable line of Young, the exact expression of which I cannot recollect’. Such a peculiar aside for a poet who would soon ascribe poetic origins to ‘emotion recollected’ (1800, Preface, I. xxxiii)! The Preface here and the footnote are volume I’s sole sites of the verb ‘recollect’.

The textual distance of allusion’s play helps explain the unrecollected ‘exact expression’ in Wordsworth’s notice of ‘close resemblance’. Reflecting what he confessed, just before in the Preface, as the mind’s ‘pleasure’ in ‘the perception of similitude in dissimilitude’ (xxxii), the line in Young’s Night-Thoughts comes as a refraction rather than a duplication. Young was hymning the agency of the ‘senses, which inherit earth, and heav’ns’. Such heirs at once ‘Enjoy the various riches Nature yields’ and, in return,


‘Far nobler! give the riches they enjoy…

And half create the wonderous world they see’.5



Young’s first version was ‘wonderous World, they see’—the comma suggesting that seeing might not recognize its creative agency.6 By cancelling the comma (as above), he allowed a tacit modifier—the world [that] they see—that tunes the report toward a Wordsworthian phenomenology wise to the cooperation:


         all the mighty world

Of eye and ear, both what they half-create,

And what perceive; well pleased to recognize

In nature and the language of the sense(105–9)



With a pleasing addition, Wordsworth hyphenates half-create and arrays two half-lines for the mighty cooperation of ‘half-create, | And what perceive’.7 If his audit of Young stops short of allusive credit, it goes far in allusive reimagining.8

Is the exact name ‘Tintern Abbey’ an allusion? Within a generation, this was the title—paradoxically, because it is nowhere in ‘Lines’.9 It’s a downriver reference-point. On this day, Wordsworth wanted to turn his lines toward a ‘wild green landscape’ (15) in categorical difference from human presence, undisturbed even by traces of pastoral farms, orchards, hedge-rows, cottage-grounds:

a very inchanting [sic] piece of scenery. …Every thing around breathes an air so calm, and tranquil; so sequestered from the commerce of life; that it is easy to conceive a man of warm imagination in monkish times might have been allured by such a scene to become an inhabitant of it.

So William Gilpin’s guide to the Wye reports the potential allure for a poet of warm imagination, one prone (even) to surmise a hermit’s retreat.10

Tintern Abbey is otherwise, a scar of human history: the dissolution of Church properties in the revolution of the sixteenth century, the vanishing of abbey-charities, and a devolution into a ‘picturesque’ ruin now popular with tourists and artists, populated by vagrants and beggars. Some critics have arraigned its absence in ‘Lines’ as Wordsworth’s investment in a ‘grand illusion’ of escapism—or worse, a bad-faith ‘suppression’ of the dreadful matter that even Gilpin took care to record:11

in this scene of desolation, the poverty and wretchedness of the inhabitants were remarkable. They occupy little huts, raised among the ruins…no employment but begging…we found the whole hamlet at the gate, either openly soliciting alms; or covertly, under the pretence of carrying us to some part of the ruins. …One poor woman…engaged to shew us the monk’s library. She could scarce crawl; shuffling along her palsied limbs, and meagre, contracted body, by the help of two sticks…pointing to the remnant of a shattered cloister,…her own mansion. All indeed she meant to tell us, was the story of her own wretchedness; and all she had to shew us, was her own miserable habitation. We did not expect to be interested: but we found we were. I never saw so loathsome a human dwelling. …At one end was an aperture; which served just to let in light enough to discover the wretchedness within.——When we stood in the midst of this cell of misery; and felt the chilling damps, which struck us in every direction, we were rather surprised, that the wretched inhabitant was still alive. (50–2)

This Hell on earth, this mansion of darkness visible, could well have supplied another of those Lyrical-Ballad interviews with abject humanity—cause enough, perhaps, for a ‘historicist’ reprimand. Yet it’s worth remembering that Wordsworth had Gilpin’s Wye with him on this tour, visited the ruin, named it in his title.12 Worth noting, too, is how readily Francis Jeffrey could brand Lyrical Ballads as the poetic wing of the French Revolution: its pitying, even dignifying, representations of the wretched and outcast was work to stir ‘splenetic…discontent’ with ‘the present vicious constitution of society.’ Two hundred years on, in Poland, even the better-off poet’s ‘Lines’ could seem subversive.13

‘Tour’ might signal the escapist recreation of tourism and tourists (fairly new words in the 1790s, neither in Dr. Johnson’s Dictionary):


These Tourists, Heaven preserve us! needs must live

A profitable life: some glance along,

Rapid and gay, as if the earth were air,

And they were butterflies to wheel about

Long as their summer lasted…



grouses a Lakelander at the start of ‘The Brothers’ (1800). Yet the Wordsworths were not of this swarm. On ‘the tether of a slender income’ (said Dorothy, 13 June 1798; EY, 221), they had to ‘make a tour on foot’ (said William); though no vagrants, they had lost a happy Alfoxden residence and were ‘utterly unable to say where we shall be’ (6 March 1798; EY, 211). Their departure on 25 June faced ‘many wanderings’ (‘Lines’, 157; this is the sole instance of wanderings in 1798). The spiritual anchor of that ‘wanderer through the woods’ (57), the sylvan Wye, was less a mirror of assurance than an extravagance of fancy—one haunted, moreover, by the flow of vagrants across the preceding pages of Lyrical Ballads.

For the day of revisiting ‘nature’ wild and green, Wordsworth was testing a conspicuously fragile romance, shadowed by a recognition, dim and faint, of ‘Nature’ as an impossible escape from everyday life. This beholder of woods and copses, mountain springs, steep and lofty cliffs and vast sky, is also invaded by ‘many shapes | Of joyless day-light’ (52–3), and is turning to this ‘secluded scene’ (6) in wishful alternative, all too mindful that the eighteenth century had primed the genre of ‘revisit’ for elegy. A weight of history surely impresses the title’s ‘July 13, 1798’ and the first line’s chronology, ‘Five years have passed; five summers, with the length’: six stresses, the last punctuated by the page-space beyond.14 For any reader in 1798 or decades after, ‘July 13’ would conjure July 14: the day in 1789 that launched the French Revolution, that in 1790 marked Wordsworth’s ecstatic arrival in France on the Fête de la Fédération. ‘Five years’ ago, in 1793, he was just months past abandoning, in a France that had become too dangerous for Englishmen, his pregnant lover; the hopes of a generation turned to dismay as England and France went to war and the Terror sent France’s king and queen, and thousands more, to the guillotine. On ‘July 13’ 1793, Charlotte Corday assassinated Terror-promoter Jean-Paul Marat. By 1794, Prime Minister Pitt’s measures to suppress dissent, public assembly, and the press—a British Terror—were in full force. By 1798, Napoleon was the face of France and exporting a long war across the continent, not sparing republics.15

Wordsworth couldn’t tune out history. His title writes it and his lines register its pressure, as they explore a wish, for some halcyon hours or days, to ease his ‘hearing oftentimes | The still sad music of humanity’ (91–2). A ‘sad music’ may seem culpable aestheticizing, but the modifiers defeat mystification: ‘still’ is the adverbial ‘forever’, not an adjectival ‘immobilized’ or ‘silent’. Even Wordsworth’s post-Waterloo arrangement of 1815 can’t forget history. Preceding ‘Lines’, two poems back, is a retrospect: ‘French Revolution, as it appeared to enthusiasts at its commencement’ (II. 69–71). Then follows a lyric on Hesperus (72), this star, sole possessor of the evening sky, inspiring ‘a thought | That even I beyond my natural race | Might step, as thou dost’—just a ‘thought’, sighed as ‘might’, between the wry and wistful retrospect on 1789 and the chastened ‘Lines’ of 1798 (73–80), all bringing to a close ‘Poems of the Imagination’.

No wonder ‘Lines’ eludes generic slotting: not lyric (feeling song), not ballad (narrative action), not hybrid. ‘Lines’ is the vaguest of indices; even iambic pentameter won’t rule the dramatic rhythms of the blank-verse. The closest kin may be Shakespearean or Miltonic crisis-soliloquies. It would be up to the 1800 Preface to retroject a poetic principle: ‘the fluxes and refluxes of the mind’ (xv), the development of ‘feeling’ giving ‘importance to the action and situation’ (xvii–xviii), or even asserting its equivalence. On ‘the banks of the Wye’ is the bare situation; the only action, active verbs: I hear; I behold; I see; I stand; I suffer; I catch; this prayer I make. It is the motions of mind and feeling that shape and power the lines. Wordsworth himself hedged on the genre. ‘I have not ventured to call this Poem an Ode’, he said in an 1800 endnote, only to add, ‘it was written with a hope that in the transitions, and the impassioned music of the versification would be found the principal requisites of that species of composition’ (I. 215). The equivocation is apt. Across the versification, most of those ‘transitions’ are too weirdly abrupt, disjunctive, oddly stressed, peculiarly voiced, for this species.

How canny of Walter Pater to see a Wordsworthian signature in the way such poetry gets one ‘to look beneath the surface’, ‘begets…a habit of reading between the lines…something very peculiar, to give us if we will follow a certain difficult way’.16 Even as ‘Lines’ argues to ‘chearful faith’ in ‘Nature’ to prevail over dreary ‘daily life’ (123–34) and a supply ‘abundant recompense’ for lost ‘boyish’ vitality (74–89), the poetry halts in (uncertain) difficult ways: syntactic tortures and self-interruptions, qualifications of if and perhaps, restraints of may and might, assertions pouncing on hesitations, affirmations by denial.17


some uncertain notice, as might seem(20)




          such, perhaps,

As may have had no trivial influence(32–3)




         Nor less, I trust,

To them I may have owed(36–7)




And now, with gleams of half-extinguish’d thought,

With many recognitions dim and faint,

And somewhat of a sad perplexity(58–60)




       And so I dare to hope

Though changed, no doubt, from what I was(66–7)




          Not for this

Faint I, nor mourn, nor murmur

…for such loss, I would believe,

Abundant recompense(86–9)




        Nature never did betray

The heart that loved her(123–4)




         Nor, perchance,

If I should be, where I no more can hear

Thy voice

      …wilt thou then forget (147–50)




       Nor wilt thou then forget (156)



This Wordsworthian species of composition subverts even as it evokes the conventional Odal orchestration of turn, counterturn, stand.18

Or strains it outrageously. Most remarkable are two sudden line-breaks launching new verse paragraphs. Each half-utters then half-extinguishes a doubt. The first—


         If this

Be but a vain belief, yet oh!(50–1)



—ending in ‘How often has my spirit turned to thee!’ Wordsworth defended in 1817 as ‘not formally put…but ejaculated as it were fortuitously in the musical succession of preconceived feeling’ (MY, II. 385). Not formally put, but still artful: ‘as it were’ admits poetic work ‘fortuitously’ responding to some unspoken, but not unwritten, ‘preconceived feeling’. So, too, the second break:


        Nor perchance,

If I were not thus taught …(112–13)



‘Not a line of it was altered’, Wordsworth said of the original (FN, 66). This habitual reviser would pretty much leave ‘Lines’ unaltered—letting stand that hazy footnote on Young; one ‘passionate expression uttered incautiously’; and, not the least, its writing into, and never completely out of, what Keats called ‘dark Passages’.19

KEATS’S LINE ON ‘TINTERN ABBEY’

On 3 May 1818, Keats wrote to his friend and fellow poet J. H. Reynolds of his striving to become a poet of sharpening vision into a ‘world…full of Misery and heartbreak, pain, Sickness and oppression’, without summoning the lores of religion or other ‘resting places and seeming sure points of Reasoning’.20 Nor did he like ‘the wordsworthian or egotistical sublime’ and its ‘palpable design’ on a reader’s compliance.21 But ‘Tintern Abbey’ was something else. Keats first invokes it to explain why he kept his medical books after abandoning the vocation:

extensive knowledge is needful to thinking people—it takes away the heat and fever; and helps, by widening speculation, to ease the Burden of the Mystery. (127)

He is citing line 39, and is tuned to Wordsworth’s ensuing apostrophe to the ‘sylvan Wye’, in verse mindful of Hamlet and Macbeth at their lowest ebbs:


            how oft,

In darkness, and amid the many shapes

Of joyless day-light, when the fretful stir

Unprofitable, and the fever of the world,

Have hung upon the beatings of my heart,

How oft, in spirit, have I turned to thee(51–7)



Joyless is one of those Wordsworthy measures by antithesis; its only other event in Lyrical Ballads (all editions) is ‘No joyless forms shall regulate | Our living Calendar’ (1798, 96), a double-negation on behalf of ‘living’. The frame-work how oft…How oft gives this effect with a difference: for all its syntactic drive from In darkness to in spirit, the phrases in between weigh in (what Wordsworth would indict in a unpublished manuscript) with ‘a counter-spirit, unremittingly at work to subvert, to lay waste, to vitiate, and to dissolve’22—not just in memory but also once again (as the have-progressives confirm) in the present turns of verse.

Keats’s ‘Ode to a Nightingale’, composed in 1819, takes this double pulsation. A heartache ‘to leave the world unseen’ and ‘fade away’ into nightingale-happiness concludes the second stanza, the third cued for a musical succession of this preconceived feeling. But as the verse pauses to spell out ‘the world’, it brings it all, indelibly, back home:


Fade far away, dissolve, and quite forget

What thou among the leaves hast never known,

The weariness, the fever, and the fret

Here, where men sit and hear each other groan;

Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs,

Where youth grows pale, and spectre-thin, and dies;

 Where but to think is to be full of sorrow

    And leaden-eyed despairs,

Where Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes,

 Or new Love pine at them beyond to-morrow.



What Keats saw in Wordsworth’s lines was the information to forget in the wish to forget. Line by line, his stanza unfolds an odal-epic catalogue of remembering. Sounding Here into memory’s hear, Keats adds a devastating anaphora of sight-rhymed (four times) Where, with ‘here’ literally inside. ‘Where but to think’: Wordsworth’s ‘Lines’, surprisingly, don’t use the verb think; instead, thought and thoughts succeed ‘the hour | Of thoughtless youth’ (90–1), or a sublimity impels ‘All thinking things, all objects of all thought’ (102). Keats’s infinitive writes the infinite condition of human consciousness. He is not quarreling with ‘Tintern Abbey’ but amplifying the core of what it knows.

Keats’s second allusion on 3 May returns to ‘the burden of the mystery’ to take a full measure of this poetic expression:


      that blessed mood,

In which the burthen of the mystery

In which the heavy and the weary weight

Of all this unintelligible world

Is lighten’d.(38–42)



As a medical apprentice before anaesthesia, before modern cures, as a young man surviving the death of both parents, with a beloved brother’s life failing as he was writing this letter, Keats felt the blessed mood that could lighten—not ‘ease’, the verb in his first mention, but just brief relief—inescapable burdens. In the middle three lines of his sentence (39–41) Wordsworth’s draws out and feels (once again) the weight. It’s not every poet whose metres can accommodate unintelligible. Wordsworth’s could and did, borne on the sound-wave of mystery, heavy, weary. Keats caught the deepest drift of this linear unfolding: blessing is felt within and by antithesis. Churchman Benjamin Bailey recollected in 1849 that whenever Keats talked about this passage (quite ‘often’), he would turn to ‘the burthen of the mystery’.23

This is the power of Wordsworth’s ‘Lines’: no escape, let alone escapism, but a venture of relief perplexed by verse that feels the burdens. This is poetic knowledge: ‘burthen’ is an undersong, sometimes a refrain, sometimes a theme. No less than Wordsworth, Keats hearkens to Hamlet at his world-weariest. A few sentences on from thinking of easing a burden, Keats sighs, ‘it is impossible to know how far knowledge will console us for the death of a friend and the ill “that flesh is heir to”’ (Hamlet, III. i. 63). ‘I will return to Wordsworth’, he says a few paragraphs on, now to admire the existential achievement of ‘Tintern Abbey’:

We see not the ballance of good and evil. We are in a Mist. We are now in that state—We feel the ‘burden of the Mystery,’ To this Point was Wordsworth come, as far as I can conceive when he wrote ‘Tintern Abbey’ and it seems to me that his Genius is explorative of those dark Passages. …he is a Genius…in so far as he can, more than we, make discoveries, and shed a light in them—Here I must think Wordsworth is deeper than Milton. (130)

Milton’s ‘Philosophy’, Keats proposes, does ‘not think into the human heart, as Wordsworth has done’ (130). If Wordsworth’s active verbs managed to omit ‘I think’, Keats’s ‘I think’ and Milton’s ‘not think’ supply it with prepositional sharpening: think into. Keats measures Wordsworth’s ‘lighten’d’ in relay with ‘darkness’ (52); it is the poetry, not Philosophy that sheds ‘a light’ in ‘dark Passages’. By 1814, Miltonic Wordsworth was declaring an ‘intent’ ‘To weigh the good and evil of our mortal state’.24 Keats takes ‘Tintern Abbey’ off this scale and reads it in ‘a Mist’ of ‘Mystery’. His verbal doublings (Mist in Mystery; ‘Passages’ as experiential trial and its poetic trail; light as illuminate and ease) express a conversation with a poem that has proven powerful and arresting less for a secured ‘belief’ than for a brave double-ledger of light and burdens.

THE POEM OF 1798

‘Lines’ opens in repetitions of ‘again’ and ‘once again’ (four times: hear, behold, repose, see) and gestures of ‘these’, ‘this’, and ‘here’—the array not only marking a return but making it a poetic event. The ‘mind luxuriates in the repetition of words which appear successfully to communicate its feelings’ (Wordsworth wrote in defence of the poetics of repetition).25 At the same time, however, repetition may sound overdriven, disturbed by uncommunicated stress:


         —Once again

Do I behold these steep and lofty cliffs,

Which on a wild secluded scene impress

Thoughts of more deep seclusion. …(4–7)



As steep echoes down into deep, the grammar becomes mysterious: is ‘more deep seclusion’ the object of thoughts, or is it the quality of yet deeper seclusion?26 An uncertain involution of these senses inscribes the last sight of this survey:


        wreathes of smoke

Sent up, in silence, from among the trees,

With some uncertain notice. …(18–20)



No better instance of Pater’s ‘look beneath the surface’ than this prepositional succession. If a tourist would behold a picturesque detail, a sociologist discern a sign of poor charcoal-manufacturers, this poet half-creates a notice from his thoughts of more deep seclusion:


          as might seem

Of vagrant dwellers in the houseless woods,

Or of some hermit’s cave, where by his fire

The hermit sits alone.(20–3)



A hermit is one surmise: voluntary resolution and independence. But ‘vagrant dwellers’ is a wrenching oxymoron, with a Shakespearean echo in ‘houseless’ so audible as to count as an allusion:


Poor naked wretches, whereso’er you are,

That bide the pelting of this pitiless storm,

How shall your houseless heads and unfed sides,

Your loop’d and window’d raggedness, defend you

From seasons such as these?(King Lear III. iv. 30–2)



The deposed king’s shock at the world outside his castle retracts the romance of pastoral ‘woods’ (13) into the severe sociology of ‘houseless woods’.

The first paragraph stops at ‘The hermit sits alone’, but the new paragraph still completes the metrical line, and carries ‘alone’ into the new turn: the poet’s memory of himself in ‘lonely rooms…mid the din | Of towns and cities…| In hours of weariness’ (26–8), dreaming of the scene now before him. When, two paragraphs on, his lines return to this scene, it is in the filter of this memory:


And now, with gleams of half-extinguish’d thought,

With many recognitions dim and faint,

And somewhat of a sad perplexity,

The picture of the mind revives again…(59–62)



This is such dense filter for any revival that its array of with clauses compels a symmetry on behalf of the main investment at hand:


While here I stand, not only with the sense

Of present pleasure, but with pleasing thoughts

That in this moment there is life and food

For future year's. And so I dare to hope…(63–6)



The lines no sooner dare than hesitate: ‘Though changed, no doubt, from what I was’ (67). Wordsworth’s infrastructure of hope is also a structure of doubt. The artful chiasmus that projects present pleasure into pleasing thoughts (recalling even ‘unremembered pleasure’ (32)) ebbs into an accounting of difference in the self—whether from five years ago or boyish days.

Boyish days may be indexed as ‘gone by’ (75). A more troubling ledger is the young man’s boyish bounding five years ago, in 1793, where nature, it seems, wrote no joyous refuge, but impressed some burden not bygone:


I bounded o’er the mountains, by the sides

Of the deep rivers, and the lonely streams,

Wherever nature led; more like a man

Flying from something that he dreads, than one

Who sought the thing he loved.(69–73)



A world of ‘lonely rooms’ returns to these ‘lonely streams’ in a ‘nature’ that offers no antithesis. The simile’s vehicle draws on (or nearly draws) a tenor that William and Dorothy knew: the bounder of 1793 was ‘a man’ in flight from a France in shambles and a romance in disarray. The odd chime of nature led/he dreads spells a thought in deep seclusion rising against the ‘all in all’ (76) of no ‘thought’, no ‘interest | Unborrowed from the eye’ (81–4), as if the visit of 1793 were a late return of boyhood’s ‘hour | Of thoughtless youth’ (90–1).

Of both eras, the overt argument would mark the loss, to cut its losses:27


     —That time is past,

And all its aching joys are now no more

And all its dizzy raptures.(84–6)



Yet the disciplinary stresses of ‘That time is past…now no more’ hardly prevail over the yearning lilts of ‘And all its aching joys…| And all its dizzy raptures’. With such pressure of contradiction, affirmation has to take the form of denial:


      Not for this faint I

Nor mourn nor murmur: other gifts

Have followed, for such loss, I would believe,

Abundant recompense.(86–9)



There is the ledger-entry Not/Nor, transvaluing change into growth, and there is the poetry, which sounds a mourn and a murmur as it insists it doesn’t. Even as the baseline, ‘for such loss’, draws a chiasmus of assurance—‘gifts…for such loss’; ‘for such loss…| Abundant recompense’—an intervening ‘I would believe’ attenuates. The metre could have accommodated something like ‘there is ever | Abundant recompense’, but Wordsworth wanted this murmur, however it would haunt his ensuing affirmations of ‘therefore’ (103, 135).

The first of these cues a summary accounting. ‘Therefore am I still | A lover of…all that we behold | From this green earth’ (103–6),


        well pleased to recognize

In nature and the language of the sense,

The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse,

The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul

Of all my moral being.(108–12)



Not only ‘Lines’ but even Lyrical Ballads could have ended here, in concert with its poet’s recent dedication to an epic ‘poem in which I contrive to convey most of the knowledge of which I am possessed’ on ‘Nature, Man, and Society’ (6 March 1798; EY, 212). It didn’t. Line 112 awaits three more syllables.

OTHER READERS

To invest ‘Nature’ as anchor, nurse, guide and guardian, is also to conjure a self unanchored, unnursed, unguided, unguardianed. Line 112 was not conclusive, but prone to a paragraph that entertains a devastating thought:


         Nor, perchance,

If I were not thus taught, should I the more

Suffer my genial spirits to decay:

For thou art with me, here, upon the banks

Of this fair river; thou, my dearest Friend,

My dear, dear Friend.(112–17)



The poet can’t quit while he is ahead, because it turns out that he’s not ahead: the argument of abundant recompense has been contending all along with decay. The grammar of ‘If I were not thus taught’ is a symptom: is this a phantom negative? or is the teaching in doubt? No help either is the qualifier perchance, especially amid a nonce envelope-rhyme Nor/more. If more denotes ‘moreover’, it is also grade-mark of decay.

The stop-loss is a companion heretofore unmarked, a Sister suddenly invested as alter-ego of a ‘former’ revivable heart, present mediator of Nature’s guarantees, and a counterpoint to what the poet is suffering. Yet as the poetry elaborates this stay against decay, it faces a conflict in the paradigm of alter ego: a fancied mirror of self (ego) contending with ineluctable alterity (other).


       in thy voice I catch

The language of my former heart, and read

My former pleasures in the shooting lights

Of thy wild eyes. Oh! yet a little while

May I behold in thee what I was once,

My dear, dear Sister!(117–22)



Not only is catch strained—capture/grasp for/glimpse—but the bargain is also for just ‘a little while’. And if former self and former pleasures may be read in the Sister’s ‘wild eyes’ (and soon, ‘wild ecstasies’ (139)), wild also evokes the ‘wild secluded scene’ of nature’s difference from human life (6). Alterity is aggravated by gender difference no less than by ‘Nature’, which this poet is about to give a deifying capital letter and a feminine marking for the first time (123).28

Thomas De Quincey used an extreme to recall this wild Sister: ‘as a companion…she was the very wildest (in the sense of the most natural) person I have ever known’.29 The wild company in Lyrical Ballads verges on the uncompanionable. A cottage maid possessed of an alien spiritual arithmetic is ‘wildly clad’ (‘We are Seven’, 10). ‘Her eyes are wild’ introduces a deranged woman, kin only in ‘English tongue’.30 De Quincey’s account of wild companionship is, moreover, no record of ‘sweet sounds and harmonies’ (‘Lines’, 143), but of a ‘temperament’ sometimes ‘impassioned’ and sometimes ‘irritable’:

She was all fire…and, as this ardour looked out in every gleam of her wild eyes (those ‘wild eyes,’ so finely noticed in the ‘Tintern Abbey’)…as it gave a trembling movement to her very person and demeanour—easily enough it might happen, that any apprehension of an unkind word should with her kindle a dispute. (247)

Across this fire falls the poet’s prayer that ‘Nature’ will repair ‘the many shapes | Of joyless day-light’ that vex life in the world (52–4):


Knowing that Nature never did betray

The heart that loved her; ’tis her privilege,

Through all the years of this our life, to lead

From joy to joy…(123–6)



The agency of ‘Nature’ has such a peculiar predicate. In a chance of verse, betray sounds a retro-endrhyme with decay (114). This affirmation (notes Onorato, 37) is bent by grievance, with the delimited past tense, did, implying no secure future.

‘Nature’, in this aspect, is an overburdened investment


       that neither evil tongues,

Rash judgments, nor the sneers of selfish men,

Nor greetings where no kindness is, nor all

The dreary intercourse of daily life,

Shall e’er prevail against us, or disturb

Our chearful faith that all which we behold

Is full of blessings. Therefore let the moon

Shine on thee…(129–36)



This is the second Therefore, wrested from a negative litany. In Wordsworth’s ‘Lines’ every flux in thought bears a reflux, every movement an undertow. Faith has to rehearse all it would prevail against, in a phonic tide that washes dreary across daily. The social existence that is daily trial (blind Milton’s political afflictions echo here31) is the very grammar of Wordsworthian credo, auditing everything unnatural with which faith must contend. The full sentence does not track ‘from joy to joy’, but rather the opposite, the syntax of argument more than half-extinguished by the course of four lines (129–32) of denial. The poetic complexity of this credo, as Keats saw, issues Wordsworth’s fullest ‘credit for writing for the sake of truth’ (MY, II. 385).

Deeply affected by the drama of these lines, Felicia Hemans told the poet of her solace from reading ‘Tintern Abbey’. What she writes out is, tellingly, the language of the dark passages, the


refuge which it has offered me in many an hour when

   ______________‘The fretful stir

   Unprofitable, and the fever of the world

   Have hung upon the beatings of my heart’32



Hemans was an alter-ego, too, but not of ‘former pleasures’; she was a companionate veteran of the dark passages. In 1825 ‘Tintern Abbey’ was in her heart as she met a friend’s plea that she temper her habitual ‘melancholy subjects’, her ‘dwelling on what was painful and depressing’, by ‘giving more consolatory views of the ways of Providence, thus infusing comfort and cheer into the bosoms of her readers, in a spirit of Christian philosophy’.33 She obliged with Our Daily Paths, getting off a few game stanzas about the beauty abiding even in the dark paths. But it’s those dark passages that keep pulling her back in: ‘we carry our sick hearts abroad amidst the joyous things’ (15). For an epigraph, she pruned Wordsworth’s prayer to its bottom line:


Nought shall prevail against us, or disturb

Our cheerful faith, that all which we behold

Is full of blessings



Yet the ghost of Wordsworth’s fuller text keeps its disturbance. A reader as subtly tuned to the dynamics of Wordsworth’s ‘natural delineation of human passions’ (1798, ‘Advertisement’, ii) as Hemans—admiring the ‘power Wordsworth condenses into single lines’34—grasps the full powerline of faith’s daily struggles.

This was Wordsworth’s irreducible struggle, and would be a struggle for the Sister in whom his tender faith was lodged. Forty-three years on, he visited the Wye once again, with a new throb of loss amid the pleasures of memory:

He was delighted to see again those scenes (and they were beautiful in their kind) where he had been so happy—where he had felt and thought so much. He pointed out the spots where he had written many of this early poems…what his sister, who had been his companion here, was then and now is, seemed the only painful feeling that moved in his mind.35

Painful feeling was sharpened, no doubt, by memory of his prayer that his sister might find ‘healing thoughts’ in remembering the place and his benediction. The benediction’s darker passage proved prophetic:


If solitude, or fear, or pain, or grief,

Should be thy portion, with what healing thoughts

Of tender joy wilt though remember me,

And these my exhortations!(144–7)



Dorothy remembers and answers, years later, with ‘Thoughts on My Sickbed’, written sometime between 1829 and 1833, when her life was cruelly reduced to a ‘remnant’ (1) of bodily decrepitude.36 What abides is a strength of ‘Memory dear’ (35) that strives for her brother’s capacity, ‘oft in lonely rooms’, to recall the ‘forms of beauty’ that ‘Nature’ had stored in his mind, and recalls his wish for her mind to ‘be a mansion for all lovely forms’, her memory ‘a dwelling-place | For all sweet sounds and harmonies’ (140–3).

William’s wish draws on repetitions with a difference: the abject dwellers in houseless woods (21) yield to a sublime presence whose ‘dwelling is the light of setting suns’ (98) and then memory as a sweet-stored dwelling-place fortified against life’s ruinings. Yet the way others may read is indeterminate, an activity that the poem on the Wye sets in motion but cannot ultimately govern. Rehearsing its verse, Dorothy adds, across the years, her voice to her brother’s, ‘recalling’ to call back, with her own supplement of experience:


I trod the Hills again;—




No prisoner in this lonely room,

I saw the green Banks of the Wye,

Recalling thy prophetic words,

Bard, Brother, Friend from infancy!




No need of motion, or of strength,

Or even the breathing air:

—I thought of Nature’s loveliest scenes;

And with Memory I was there.(44–52)



Not in memory but with ‘Memory’, personified presence and company, and travel-agent to the occasion of 1798. Her thoughts have their own deep seclusions, however.

Manuscripts show her rewriting her last stanzas, rehearsing, again and again, her striving for consolation:


        immortality growing

Strengthening as the Body decays—feelings kept down &

repressed by exuberant health & thoughts



The oft-taught spiritual consolation for bodily decay is wisdom of one sort, but as in William’s poetry, contrary feelings said to be ‘repressed’ are not quite so, but named. If in ‘Lines’ the Sister was the poet’s alter-ego screen against loss, in her own poetry he becomes the alter ego of her struggle with loss. The ‘prisoner’ in ‘bondage’ is tormented by ‘Thoughts images of early youth’ and a lament that cannot be muted, even in reproach: ‘Why should I then repine?’ she asks in three different fragments, including one she fair-copied. Repine she does.


  Sense of pleasure we may well

Spare out of life perhaps, and not repine,

But live content, which is the calmest life:

But pain is perfet miserie, the worst

Of evils, and excessive, overturnes

All patience.



So sighs one of Milton’s defeated angels (Paradise Lost, VI. 459–64), the sole event of repine in this epic: given as a negative prescription but taken as inescapable experience. The balance of faith remains precarious, for Dorothy no less than for William. The poet of 1798 knows, in the murmur of mourning that he is at pains to deny, that all selves in time fall to elegy, all mansions (like abbeys) to ruin.

In ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’, the impassioned wishes for a future on the promise of memory work along, not completely and forever through, fluxes and refluxes of feeling: misgiving and uncertainty about loss and recompense, about regeneration and decay, about desire and disturbance. What impressed William Wordsworth’s most impassioned, most alert readers—from Keats to Hemans to his dearest sister, and all for whom these first responders proved proxies—was a language for the lonely rooms, for the lights that flicker in dark passages, and the turn of memory, for some moment, to other scenes.
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CHAPTER 11

WORDSWORTH’S LYRICAL BALLADS, 1800

JASON N. GOLDSMITH

PRELUDE

IN the dense tracts of woodland that stretch south from Esthwaite Water, a young boy pauses amidst a copse of hazel. His chest heaves; his heart races. Brake, bramble, and thorn. Exhaustion and expectation gather in each breath, course through his body and deeper still into his soul. He eyes the trees, fingers the milk-white flowers that hang in clusters, and knows joy. His breathing slows. Leaves murmur in the breeze. His heart fills with kindness. Taking up the crook that lies in the long grass, he swings it wide. Petals fill the air, swirl around him like snow. The hazels give themselves up. Sweat beads his brow as the boy swings the crook again, and again, and again, pulling the branches to earth.

I

Thank goodness Wordsworth never learned German. Had he and Dorothy not been so constrained by financial worry; had they not parted company with Coleridge in Hamburg; had they settled in a university city rather than taking rooms with a draper’s widow in the provincial town of Goslar where foul weather and poor roads conspired to detain them for five months, Wordsworth might have gained a middling fluency with the language, equipped himself with a thimbleful of philosophy, and, with Coleridge whispering in his ear, devoted himself more fully to The Recluse, a poem he was ill-equipped to write. As it was, Wordsworth found Germany ‘a sad place’ (EY, 199). Goslar was ‘a lifeless town’ with ‘no society’ according to Dorothy, where the coldest winter of the century offered a palpable reminder of their isolation (EY, 203). In such conditions, to our good fortune, Wordsworth, according to Coleridge, ‘employed more time in writing English [tha]n in studying German’ (CL, I. 459). Stranded by the weather, short on cash, and unable to communicate with the locals, the poet turned inward, writing a series of autobiographical blank verse fragments meditating on his childhood that would become part one of the 1799 Prelude, as well as nearly a dozen poems that would appear in the second volume of the 1800 edition of Lyrical Ballads.

Completed over the eighteen months following his return to England in May 1799, the 1800 Lyrical Ballads is the fruit of that long winter abroad. It marks both a literal and a literary homecoming. Living in Germany made clear to Wordsworth that you do not simply inhabit a landscape. Rather, a landscape inhabits you. Inspired by memories of his childhood amongst lake and fell, he was determined to return to what he increasingly saw as his paternal home. In poem after poem he speaks to us in a voice that emerges out of and celebrates lives shaped by the Lake District. But Wordsworth’s relationship to this landscape was by no means secure. It existed in memory, the felt pulse of a distant past. The work of the poems is to manifest this feeling. And this is what makes the 1800 Lyrical Ballads so compelling. In the months following his return to England, Wordsworth took up residence at Dove Cottage and with painstaking honesty began to map the place of memory across territories of earth and bone, writing it deep into the heart.

II

On 20 December, 1799, William and Dorothy Wordsworth arrived at Dove Cottage, their home for the next eight and a half years. Four days earlier they had set out from Sockburn-on-Tees, where they had been staying at the Hutchinson family farm since their return from Germany. On the road between Richmond and Askrigg, they paused beside a small spring and a broken wall where they heard the tale of Hart-leap Well, which Wordsworth would memorialize in the poem of the same name. The initial poem of the second volume of the 1800 Lyrical Ballads, ‘Hart-leap Well’ teaches us how to read this collection. The poem is in two parts. The first recounts a medieval hunt in which Sir Walter tracks a hart to the top of a hill, where, exhausted, it leaps to its death beside a spring. To commemorate this ‘remarkable chace’ (17), Sir Walter erects three stone pillars, a basin for the spring, a ‘Pleasure-house’, and a ‘small Arbour (57, 58). This is no ordinary chase, however. As the speaker informs us, ‘This race it looks like not an earthly race’ (27). The repetition of three—as the poem opens Sir Walter rides his third horse; he is accompanied by three dogs; the hart leaps in three enormous bounds leaving three hoof-prints in the turf that Sir Walter marks with three pillars after three turnings of the moon—situates the poem within the tradition of Gothic romance.

The second part of the poem opens by rejecting these Gothic tones. ‘The moving accident is not my trade’, admits the lyric speaker, ‘To freeze the blood I have no ready arts; | ’Tis my delight, alone in summer shade, | To pipe a simple song to thinking hearts’ (97–100). With these lines, Wordsworth delivers us from the past tense of the tale to the present moment of its narration, and in so doing effectively distances himself from that tradition, which had figured prominently in the 1798 edition in works such as Coleridge’s ‘The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’ and Wordsworth’s ‘The Convict’. Rather, the ‘principal object’ of these poems, declares Wordsworth in the Preface, is ‘to make the incidents of common life interesting by tracing in them, truly though not ostentatiously, the primary laws of our nature’ (LBOP, 743). What follows is a ‘simple song’ that replaces supernatural effect with lyric meditation. Wordsworth disavows Sir Walter’s naming—‘And they…shall call it Hart-leap Well’ (63–4)—thereby recuperating the commemorative gesture for his own poetic practice. The speaker encounters a shepherd who relates the site’s history—the tale of Part I—and speculates on why the hart was so desperate to reach this spring before it died:


Here on the grass perhaps asleep he sank,

Lull’d by this fountain in the summer-tide;

This water was perhaps the first he drank

When he had wander’d from his mother’s side.




In April here beneath the scented thorn

He heard the birds their morning carols sing,

And he perhaps, for aught we know, was born

Not half a furlong from that self-same spring.(149–56)



In contrast to Sir Walter’s pleasure garden, which emphasized human dominion over the natural world, the shepherd, and by extension the poem, restore a sympathetic connection between the human and the natural. Although we can never know ‘What cause the Hart might have to love this place, | And come and make his death-bed near the well’ (147–8), the shepherd’s speculations provide a model for Wordsworth’s imaginative engagement with the local environment. The shepherd and the speaker sympathize with the hart despite this uncertainty. ‘This beast not unobserv’d by Nature fell, | His death was mourn’d by sympathy divine’, observes the speaker (163–4). This is the fundamental gesture of the poem.

This is also the gesture that we find in the Lucy poems, which ask us to cultivate sympathy for ‘the meanest thing that feels’ (180). These brief lyrics illustrate Wordsworth’s claim that ‘the feeling…developed [in these poems] gives importance to the action and situation and not the action and situation to the feeling’ (LBOP, 746). The opening stanza of ‘Strange fits of passion I have known’ confides the imaginative intensity of emotional experience while simultaneously establishing a sympathetic community receptive to the poem’s insights:


Strange fits of passion I have known,

And I will dare to tell,

But in the lover’s ear alone,

What once to me befel.(1–4)



Cultivating the very intimacy it describes, this address is made more persuasive by the incidental frame of the narrative. On the way to visit his beloved, the speaker watches the moon sink behind her cottage roof, which leads him to fear that she has died:


What fond and wayward thoughts will slide

Into a Lover’s head

‘O Mercy!’ to myself I cried,

‘If Lucy should be dead!’(25–8)



The speaker’s emotional intensity seems disproportionate to the event. Which is, of course, the point. ‘Strange fits of passion’ traces the coordination of perception and feeling, the extent to which experience is shaped by our immediate surroundings. The poem drifts along familiar paths, past the orchard plot, and over the hill finally to arrive at the marked emotional strain that becomes the condition of its telling.1

The imaginative experience played out in ‘Strange fits of passion’ is further developed in the brief ‘Song’, ‘She dwelt among th’ untrodden ways’:


She liv’d unknown, and few could know

When Lucy ceas’d to be;

But she is in her Grave, and Oh!

The difference to me.(9–12)



As much indictment as elegy, ‘Song’ sets the speaker’s feelings for Lucy against her social insignificance. By placing Lucy ‘Beside the springs of Dove’, Wordsworth situates her within a specific natural setting while at the same time generalizing her condition: there are numerous Doves throughout England just as there were, undoubtedly, numerous Lucys, young women of little social significance who were cherished nevertheless by those close to them (2). Wordsworth directs us away from Lucy’s death to the speaker’s emotional response. What matters is not so much the loss in itself, but rather, as the last two lines state, its effect on the speaker. In both poems, the speaker tells us exactly and painstakingly how the event made him feel.

In ‘A slumber did my spirit seal’, Wordsworth refuses to editorialize. And it is for this reason that it is the most affecting of the Lucy poems:


A slumber did my spirit seal,

I had no human fears:

She seem’d a thing that could not feel

The touch of earthly years.




No motion has she now, no force

She neither hears nor sees

Roll’d round in earth’s diurnal course

With rocks and stones and trees!



Both ‘Song’ and ‘Strange fits of passion’ lead us from the material world to the speaker’s mental state. ‘A slumber’ inverts this trajectory. We begin with the speaker’s emotional state and conclude in the external world. But this is not quite right. What Wordsworth depicts in the first stanza is an amalgam of emotion, perception, and cognition. With astonishing precision, he identifies how we live insensible to death. The second stanza calls us back to the things of this world too late. We are drawn into the blank space between these two trim stanzas as Wordsworth works the edges of an emotion too raw to find expression in words. Hauntingly modern, ‘A slumber did my spirit seal’, marks a progressive refinement of Wordsworth’s investment in ‘feelings’ over ‘incidents’ towards increasingly imagistic expressions of inner states. Written while Wordsworth was pent up in Goslar, the Lucy poems suggest the extent to which Wordsworth’s sense of displacement and alienation during his time in Germany encouraged the poet to reflect on place, memory and loss, on grieving and reconciliation, on the ties that bind us to one another and how easily those ties might unravel at any moment.2

III

The intense association of person and place that is the strongest through-line in the second volume of the 1800 Lyrical Ballads is most clear in the ‘Poems on the Naming of Places’, a series of commemorative acts through which Wordsworth would consecrate the fells and dales around Grasmere as the well-spring of his poetic practice. Written shortly after Wordsworth and his sister set up house in Dove Cottage, these five poems memorialize actual places visited by the poet—a glade in the woods of Rydal Upper Park, the banks of Far Easedale Gill, the garden at Dove Cottage, the weir near White Moss common, a stretch of the River Rothay—and the incidents that gave them ‘a private and peculiar interest’ (LBOP, 241). What is important for Wordsworth, however, is the way in which naming, and by extension the composition of poetry, can perpetuate the emotions elicited by what we might call incidental locations, places that elude our notice because they are isolated or unremarkable. Unremarkable, that is, until we stop and take notice.

‘To M.H.’, for instance, describes ‘a slip of lawn | And a small bed of water in the woods’ far from frequented trails, reached only by a track of ‘soft green turf’ beneath ancient trees (6–7, 4). In this ‘calm recess’ (13), the speaker observes that the man attentive to its quiet charms might so love this place that he would on his deathbed picture it in his mind. ‘And, therefore, my sweet MARY’, the poem concludes, ‘this still nook | With all its beeches we have named from You’ (23–4). By naming this place from Mary Hutchinson, Wordsworth associates his future wife’s nurturing qualities with those of the glade which takes her name. This act of naming might seem to despoil the very thing Wordsworth celebrates about this place: the lack of human presence. But the conditional mood of the speaker’s imaginative act—‘And if a man should plant his cottage near | Should sleep beneath the shelter of its trees, | And blend its waters with his daily meal’ (18–20)—suggests that Wordsworth is not inscribing the landscape with the names of himself and his friends, so much as he is interweaving personal associations and local topography. This is reinforced by the poem’s imagery. The cottage is planted. The meal is blended. Through such figures Wordsworth assimilates the individual to the place just as the place is imaginatively incorporated in the act of poetic composition. Naming, here an act of loving grace, recognizes correspondences. It proposes a sympathetic intermingling of the human and the natural. Written in the understated blank verse that characterizes much of Wordsworth’s best poetry, ‘To M.H.’ naturalizes the poet’s voice. That voice pivots, as does the poem, on the syntax of the final sentence, which begins: ‘This spot was made by Nature for herself: | The travellers know it not, and ‘twill remain | Unknown to them; but it is beautiful’ (15–17). The passive construction of this simple declarative statement effectively emphasizes Nature by pairing the prepositional phrases ‘by Nature’ and ‘for herself’ at the end of the poetic line. The colon, however, hurries us to the subsequent lines where we discover that the spot is ‘natural’ not because it lacks human presence, but because it is unknown to travellers. Wordsworth, on the other hand, is familiar with this place, and the poem presents his response as part of the natural order. It also presents Wordsworth as a local inhabitant with long ties to the area.

IV

One of the first poems Wordsworth began upon taking possession of Dove Cottage was ‘The Brothers’. ‘I have begun the pastoral of Bowman’, he wrote to Coleridge on Christmas Eve, referring to the accidental deaths of Jerome Bowman, who slipped off a crag near Scale Force, and Bowman’s son, who, in a separate incident, broke his neck falling from Pillar while walking in his sleep (EY, 237). The poem starts abruptly:


These Tourists, Heaven preserve us! needs must live

A profitable life: some glance along,

Rapid and gay, as if the earth were air,

And they were butterflies to wheel about

Long as their summer lasted; some, as wise,

Upon the forehead of a jutting crag

Sit perch’d with book and pencil on their knee,

And look and scribble, scribble on and look,

Until a man might travel twelve stout miles,

Or reap an acre of his neighbour’s corn.(1–10)



In what is perhaps the most peculiar beginning to one of his poems, Wordsworth presents us with two kinds of tourists. The first, compared to a butterfly, flits from sight to sight with little but his own pleasure (or a guidebook) to direct his course. The second sketches the scene spread out before her. She passes the day in aesthetic detachment, reducing the landscape to a reproduction she might pocket and carry home. Neither demonstrates more than a passing interest in the actual landscape they have come to see.

What Wordsworth found so troubling about such figures can be seen in his fragment-poem, ‘On Seeing Some Tourists of the Lakes Pass by Reading, a Practice Very Common’. The phrase that concludes this descriptive title suggests that this behaviour was fairly typical while at the same time communicating Wordsworth’s contempt for the traveller who would bury his nose in a guidebook, oblivious all the while to the very place being described. ‘On Seeing Some Tourists’ was never published in his lifetime, but the event it describes likely occurred in July 1800, when Coleridge, who was visiting Wordsworth at the time, recalls seeing ‘Ladies reading Gilpin’s &c while passing by the very places instead of looking at the places’ (CN, I. 760 5½.16). At around the same time that they saw those ladies reading Gilpin, Coleridge recounts another incident. The subsequent entry in his notebook reads: ‘Poor fellow at a distance idle? in this haytime when wages are so high? Come near—thin, pale, can scarce speak—or throw out his fishing rod’ (CN, I. 761 5½.17). This encounter would form the basis of ‘Point Rash-Judgment’, the fourth of the ‘Poems on the Naming of Places’. In that poem, as Wordsworth recounts, he, Dorothy, and Coleridge ‘Saunter’d’ along the eastern shore of Grasmere (9). The poem emphasizes their leisure. They ‘Play’d with [their] time’, wandering aimlessly (11). In the course of their ramble that morning, they see in the distance a peasant ‘Angling beside the margin of the lake’, the figure from Coleridge’s notebook (52). That Wordsworth chose to describe him as angling implies that there is something untoward in his behaviour. Wondering at his idleness mid-harvest when he might earn a decent wage for his labour, they draw near, full of reproach, only to find an old man too frail to work the fields. He fishes so that he might eat. The peasant stands as a rebuke both to their rash judgement and to their own leisure. With this discovery, the poem and the walkers grow sombre.

Until this encounter they had ‘stroll’d along’, ‘indulg’d’ themselves by pointing out flowers, ‘trifling with a privilege’, as the speaker puts it (ll. 11, 29, 28). ‘And in our vacant mood’, he recounts:


Not seldom did we stop to watch some tuft

Of dandelion seed or thistle’s beard,

Which, seeming lifeless half, and half impell’d

By some internal feeling, skimm’d along

Close to the surface of the lake that lay

Asleep in a dead calm, ran closely on

Along the dead calm lake, now here, now there,

In all its sportive wanderings all the while

Making report of an invisible breeze

That was its wings, its chariot, and its horse,

Its very playmate, and its moving soul.(16–27)



Counterpointed by the ‘busy mirth’ of men and women reaping, the speaker’s ‘vacant mood’ appears self-indulgent (42, 16). But the poem, let us recall, admonishes those who decry what seems like idleness. ‘Angling beside the margin of the lake’, as it were, the speaker notes that ‘it was our occupation to observe’, juxtaposing the usual work or business of earning a living with the quality and intensity of perception (52, 12). Unhurried by any goal, they were employed with the simple act of seeing. Wordsworth thus presents himself at leisure while insisting at the same time that this leisure is productive. In the lines above, what else is Wordsworth describing but the poet he had become? His own ‘sportive wandering’ impelled by an unseen force. Like the dandelion seed, the poet gives report of an ‘invisible breeze’, calling to our attention that ‘which you might pass by | Might see and notice not’ (‘Michael’, 15–16). As the speaker has been taught not to mistake the peasant’s angling as idle, the reader is instructed not to mistake as idle the poet’s occupation. Wordsworth allows the rebuke he received to stand in for that of his readers knowing that he was justifying his own occupation as a form of productive labour, a rich harvesting.

We find a similar gesture in ‘The Brothers’, where the activities of the picturesque tourist, that ‘moping son of Idleness’, is weighed against the more productive figure who might travel twelve ‘stout’ miles or take in the harvest (11, 9). Wordsworth, let’s be honest, wasn’t likely to reap an acre of his neighbour’s corn. Yet he did like to walk, and the poem establishes this activity as productive poetic labour by associating it with a local agrarian community that derives its wealth, both material and spiritual, from the land. ‘The Brothers’ was to be the final poem in a series of pastorals set amongst the scenery of the lakes. And although he wrote only one other, ‘Michael’, the pastoral mode was central to Wordsworth’s poetic project in the 1800 Lyrical Ballads.3 In treating what Wallace Stevens would later call ‘the exquisite environment of fact’, ‘The Brothers’ and ‘Michael’ focus on the intensity of the ordinary and mark a turn toward a more realistic version of pastoral compared to the genre’s classical antecedents.4

Wordsworth’s realism is in part an effect of how he depicts place. ‘The Brothers’ identifies specific topographical features of Ennerdale such as Great Gable, the River Leeza, and the Enna. Both poems take place in locations we might visit were we so inclined. ‘Michael’ direct us ‘from the public way…Up the tumultuous brook of Green-head Gill’ to ‘a hidden valley’ amidst the ‘pastoral Mountains’ (1–2, 8, 5). Although it begins in the manner of a tour guide, ‘Michael’ emphasizes two very different relationships to the land. ‘[A]‌t all times’, notes the narrator, ‘the storm that drives | The Traveller to a shelter, summoned [Michael] | Up to the mountains’ to tend his flock (74–6). ‘The Brothers’, too, contrasts the leisure of tourists to the labour of those who call the Cumbrian landscape home. ‘One roaring cataract’ swollen with May rains and ‘January snow’, remarks the priest of Ennerdale, might afford the tourist a spectacular visual ‘feast’, but for the Shepherd who works the hills it is an occupational hazard: ‘twenty score of sheep [are sent] | To feed the ravens, or a Shepherd dies | By some untoward death among the rocks’ (152, 153, 154–6).

As Bruce Graver has demonstrated, although Wordsworth called these works pastorals, they are more accurately georgic pastorals, generic hybrids that celebrate the toil of rural labour as both inherently heroic and morally necessary.5 Much has been made of Wordsworth’s development of this genre. Without recovering this ground, I want to suggest that we might understand Wordsworth’s turn to the pastoral as a response to the picturesque tradition.6 That tradition was essentially anti-georgic.7 William Gilpin acknowledged that ‘Moral, and picturesque ideas do not always coincide’. The ‘waving corn field, and rows of ripened sheaves’, he explained, ‘these, the picturesque eye…looks at with disgust’ (Observations, ii. 44).8 Wordsworth’s pastorals emphasize this as a working landscape. Michael’s was ‘a life of eager industry’ and domestic affection (124). He worked his paternal lands ‘toiling more than seventy years’ (238). Returning home at evening, ‘their labour did not cease’ (100); Michael, Luke, and Isabel employed themselves carding wool or repairing tools. They ‘were as a proverb in the vale | For endless industry’ (96–7).9 Such work was by no means easy. Michael explains his relationship to his patrimonial fields:


But ’tis a long time to look back, my Son,

And see so little gain from sixty years.

These fields were burthen’d when they came to me;

’Till I was forty years of age, not more

Than half my inheritance was mine.

I toil’d and toil’d; God bless’d me in my work,

And ‘till these three weeks past the land was free.(382–8)



Similarly, in ‘The Brothers’ the Ewbanks


  toil’d and wrought, and still, from sire to son,

Each struggled, and each yielded as before

A little—yet a little—and old Walter,
They left to him the family heart, and land

With other burthens than the crop it bore.(211–15)



As these passages make clear, both poems also emphasize the legal and financial threat to this world of work in the acerbic references to mortgages, security, and forfeiture in ‘Michael’ and to Walter ‘buffeted with bond, | Interest and mortgages’ in ‘The Brothers’ (217–18).10 If both poems reveal the precarious financial condition of dalesmen at the turn of the century, so too do they underscore that their land had been in the family for generations, worked by fathers and sons alike. Property functions as a rallying point for familial connections. As Wordsworth explained in a letter to the liberal Whig politician Charles James Fox: ‘In the two poems, “The Brothers” and “Michael” I have attempted to draw a picture of the domestic affections…[of] small independent proprietors of land here called statesmen, men of respectable education who daily labour on their own little properties’ (EY, 261). Domestic affections flourish when the land is unencumbered. The tragedy of both poems is that once the land becomes entailed the men are no longer free—physically, emotionally, imaginatively. What is to become of our ability to feel for one another, Wordsworth asks, when independent statesmen are replaced by hired farm labourers whose only attachment to the land they work is a daily wage?

Reimagining the pastoral involved, for Wordsworth, the interpenetration of the personal and the natural. Leonard Ewbank’s ‘soul was knit to this his native soil’ (305). The fields and hills that Michael trod ‘were his living Being’ (75). For Wordsworth, the rhythms of rustic life fostered honour, integrity, and virtue. As he explained in the Preface, ‘in that situation the passions of men are incorporated with the beautiful and permanent forms of nature’ (LBOP, 743). ‘Michael’ and ‘The Brothers’ reflect Wordsworth’s belief that one’s character is conditioned by one’s environment. The narrator of ‘Michael’, for instance, reveals that his capacity to sympathize developed from ‘the gentle agency | Of natural objects’ which led him ‘to feel | For passions that were not [his] own’ (29–31). The deep paternal love Michael feels for Luke is an extension of the love he received as a child from parents who, on this same plot of land, ‘liv’d | As all their Forefathers had done’ (377–8). And when Luke departs for the city, the sheepfold is meant to be a symbol of the inherently moral disposition of rural life, ‘Thy anchor and thy shield;’ as Michael tells his son:


          amid all fear

And all temptation, let it be to thee

An emblem of the life thy Fathers liv’d,

Who, being innocent, did for that cause

Bestir them in good deeds.(418–22)



What is passed down from one generation to the next is more than cottage, field, and pasture. It is a moral capacity. To work the land is to work one’s soul. Wordsworth’s letter to Fox offers us a more detailed account of how the land shapes our temperament. ‘Their little tract of land’, he claims, ‘serves as a kind of permanent rallying point for their domestic feelings, as a tablet upon which they are written which makes them objects of memory in a thousand instances when they would otherwise be forgotten’ (EY, 262). The land perpetuates the emotional attachments that join us to others in bonds of domestic affection because the land, free of encumbrances, plays host to memory.

This is true for Michael. Wordsworth recalls how ‘the hills…had impress’d | So many incidents upon his mind | Of hardship, skill or courage, joy or fear’ (67–9). The setting for numerous events that Michael recalls, the hills are, in essence, the things remembered. But the hills also ‘like a book preserv’d the memory | Of dumb animals, whom he had sav’d, | Had fed or shelter’d’ (70–2). More than just remembered objects, the hills preserve experiences long after the events have passed. For Wordsworth, the landscape was an archive of memory, its very condition.

It would be easy to say that Wordsworth places ‘Michael’ and ‘The Brothers’ within the pastoral tradition in order to shore up his own literary authority. And this is true. But that would fail to acknowledge the extent to which Wordsworth’s poems work the land. Rejecting the picturesque eye’s preference for wildness over work, Wordsworth aligns himself with the hard-working dalesmen in his poems. Michael toils to free his land from debt, and so too does Wordsworth.11 In his own manner turning the soil, he writes to reclaim his patrimonial inheritance, clearing the land of picturesque association, making a place for memory to ripen.

V

To wander the hills around Grasmere was, for Wordsworth the poet, to work the land. And so he produces a kind of local itinerant whose movement through the landscape offers a marked contrast to the glancing tracks of the tourist. It is a movement similar to that of the Old Cumberland Beggar, one of a class of beggars who, Wordsworth’s prefatory note to the poem tells us, ‘confined themselves to a stated round in their neighbourhood’ (LBOP, 228). Wordsworth here re-imagines movement in terms of local connections. Traveling a familiar circuit, the old Cumberland beggar embodies collective memory, inspires individual charity, and teaches us how to endure hardship. His ‘weary journey’ becomes an allegory of productive labour (53). Anchoring movement in the local and assimilating to it both memory and morality, Wordsworth justifies the ‘unproductive’ idleness he described in ‘Point Rash Judgment’, the same idleness that many must have attributed to Wordsworth himself.

We find a similar sense of movement in ‘The Two April Mornings’, one of the Matthew poems written during Wordsworth’s tenure in Germany. The poem recounts an early morning ramble over the local fells. Matthew and the youthful speaker had no destination, no aim other than ‘merrily to pass | A day among the hills’ (11–12). In the course of their walk, Matthew saddens when the scenery reminds him of another day, thirty years ago. ‘And on that slope of springing corn’, he explains to his companion, ‘The self-same crimson hue | Fell from the sky that April morn, | The same which now I view!’ (25–8). Matthew’s sensitivity to the atmospheric conditions that colour our experience of the landscape is astonishing. It is also reminiscent of William Gilpin, who observed that ‘we sometimes see (in a mountainous country especially) a variation of light alter the whole disposition of a landscape’ and that ‘These local variations cannot be too much attended to by all lovers of landscape’ (Observations, I. vii, viii). But Matthew isn’t walking these hills in search of picturesque effect. In fact, the visual appeal is incidental to the experience of the poem, which translates their excursion on the fells into a rich sequence of memories. There is Matthew’s memory of the day, thirty years earlier, when fishing along the Derwent’s shore he came to the grave of his young daughter. There is his memory of her nightingale voice, and the love he felt for her at the moment, fuller than it had ever been. Turning from her grave he catches sight of a young girl. ‘To see a Child so very fair’, he exclaims, ‘It was a pure delight!’ (47–8). Her presence elicits a pleasure that highlights but can not counteract the sorrow of his daughter’s absence:


There came from me a sigh of pain

Which I could ill confine;

I look’d at her and look’d again;

—And did not wish her mine.(53–6)



In resisting the impulse to imagine the girl as his daughter, Matthew betrays an extraordinary capacity for emotional restraint. It is not that he no longer feels her loss. As the first two lines of this stanza indicate, the acute emotional ache is irrepressible. That ache, however, leads to an insistent gaze, a gaze repeated and deliberate that forgoes any desire to possess. Matthew has learned to accommodate his daughter’s death. It has become part of his emotional landscape. This allows him to acknowledge the beauty of the world as inherent in its objects rather than in his need. What visual pleasure he receives is purely local. It belongs to this girl and cannot be transferred, not even imaginatively, to his daughter.

As the poem concludes we pass through its initial sequence and the progressive action that it described to discover that Matthew is ‘in his grave’ (57). And yet the speaker sees him ‘As at that moment, with his bough | Of wilding in his hand’ (59–60). But which moment does he mean: walking on the fells relating the memory, or along the Derwent deep in the memory? Those two April mornings have fused in the speaker’s memory of that day. Correlating the natural landscape with the inner landscape of memory, Wordsworth invests the scenery of the lakes with an intimacy inaccessible to picturesque travellers. Theirs is a passing interest. They may sketch the scene. They may, in fact, remember it fondly. ‘The Two April Mornings’ suggests something much more complex. We do not simply remember a place. Place is both the thing remembered and that which makes remembering possible.

The interplay of memory and place is the focus of ‘Poor Susan’, a reverie in which the concrete fact of place becomes indiscernible from a landscape glimpsed in memory. The plot is simple enough. Susan has been living in London for three years. Hearing the song of a thrush she remembers fondly her rural home. But, as with the best of Wordsworth’s work, this simplicity belies a complexity easily lost on the inattentive reader. A poem of subtly disconcerting contrasts, ‘Poor Susan’ begins:


At the corner of Wood-Street, when day-light appears,

There’s a Thrush that sings loud, it has sung for three years.

Poor Susan has pass’d by the spot and has heard

In the silence of morning the song of the bird.(1–4)



The thrush ‘sings loud’ because the streets are quiet at daybreak. This seems clear enough. But at the same time that silence envelops the song, disturbing our sense that everything is as it seems. How can the morning be silent if a thrush is singing? Is it that the very silence of the morning—the absence of the ordinary din and clamour of the city—allows Susan to hear in her mind the thrush’s song? These two couplets balance two very different realms: the narrative present of London and the rural home brought to life in Susan’s daydream.

The distinction between these two locations is complicated by the poetic act as Wordsworth has framed it. The second stanza describes the birdsong as ‘a note of enchantment’ that has bewitched Susan:


         what ails her? She sees

A mountain ascending, a vision of trees;

Bright volumes of vapour through Lothbury glide,

And a river flows on through the vale of Cheapside.(5–8)



The rhythm of the final line sweeps us along to the unsettling ‘vale of Cheapside’, the visual disparity of that phrase stressed by the rhythmic disturbance of the word Cheapside. Evoking a mist-shrouded morning in the mountains, the second stanza situates us, however incongruously, in the financial centre of London, bounded by Cheapside to the south, Wood-Street to the west, and Lothbury to the north. And yet.

Susan is enchanted by the song of the thrush. We are enchanted by the poet’s song, transported to the imagined scene:


Green pastures she views in the midst of the dale,

Down which she so often has tripp’d with her pail,

And a single small cottage, a nest like a dove’s,

The only one dwelling on earth that she loves.(9–12)



Juxtaposing rural and urban life, ‘Poor Susan’ repeats, in a minor key, ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’. In that poem, Wordsworth recalled how ‘oft, in lonely rooms, and mid the din | Of towns and cities’ he turned for sustenance to nature, to those ‘forms of beauty’ stored up in his memory (26–27, 24). ‘Poor Susan’, however, offers no such comfort:


She looks, and her heart is in Heaven, but they fade,

The mist and the river, the hill and the shade;

The stream will not flow, and the hill will not rise,

And the colours have all pass’d away from her eyes.(13–16)



Still, it is astonishing for its visionary quality and the attendant dislocations it enacts. The poem reiterates Wordsworth’s belief in the restorative qualities of nature. As in ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’, ‘Poor Susan’ emphasizes the extent to which our character is shaped by our environment. But the poem’s failure to sustain this vision suggests that Wordsworth was working through the limits of memory, questioning its transformative potential. Wordsworth, in his poem on the Wye, turns to his sister, who extends the poet’s imaginative transformation of experience. Susan’s tragedy is that she suffers by herself. Although the poem opens her imagination to the reader, it fails to overcome the solitary nature of her experience. Her memory remains hers alone.

VI

The native setting for which Susan pines is an unspecified rural landscape, but the scenes to which Wordsworth turned were specific to the Lake District. Of the ‘Poems on the Naming of Places’, ‘There is an Eminence,—of these our hills’ is the briefest. It is also one of the most telling. It suggests something of the lyric project that Wordsworth was engaged in: the cultivation of an aesthetic based in individual memory yet expressive of communal sympathies. ‘There is an Eminence,—of these our hills’, he declares, ‘We can behold it from our Orchard-seat’ (1, 3). ‘We’ and ‘our’ bind the poem’s syntax to a community rather than a single individual. We might think of this as a rather limited community consisting of William and Dorothy, ‘they who are all to each other’ as Coleridge once put it (CL, I. 484). But their lives in Grasmere differed greatly from the five months they spent in Goslar, physically and culturally isolated. Hosting numerous visitors at Dove Cottage, the siblings were, for the first time in many years, the centre of a thriving community.

And in fact the poem broadens from their private residence at Dove Cottage into the public way, where the two walk at evening beneath the cliff which ‘seems to send | Its own deep quiet to restore our hearts’, providing the speaker a model of emotional stability (7–8). Notice, too, how the imagery of the poem directs our attention upwards, from the public path to the distant cliff and the meteors that haunt about it. This rising motion connects the earthbound and the heavenly. Such movements in Wordsworth typically map an internal progression as well. The lyric speaker arrives at some insight, and that seems to be the case here as well. Having described Stone-Arthur and its restorative qualities, the speaker declares: ’Tis in truth | The loneliest place we have among the clouds’ (12–13). This description echoes that of the tall peak singled out in ‘The Brothers’, ‘(It is the loneliest place of all these hills)’, where it comes to signify the death of Leonard’s younger brother James (140). Two springs used to flow down that mountain, ‘brother fountains’ (144). But now, ‘one is dead and gone’, the peak having been struck by lightning (145). In the churchyard, not sure whether his sibling is alive, Leonard wonders at absence of headstones or other identifying markers. ‘[T]‌he dead man’s home’, he remarks to the priest, ‘Is but a fellow to that pasture field’, cinching Wordsworth’s assimilation of the individual and a landscape defined in terms of agrarian labour (174–5). ‘We have no need of names and epitaphs’, he is told, ‘We talk about the dead by our fire-sides’ (179–80). Local in its commitments, this practice forgoes memorials for memory, a lived experience that depends upon and constructs community, here stressed by the priest’s use of we and our. Although he learns of his brother’s death from the priest, Leonard is no longer a part of this community. The memory of home, family, and loss proves too painful and he departs, returning to a life on the seas.

In ‘There is an Eminence’, Wordsworth transforms Leonard’s despair. ‘(It is the loneliest place of all these hills)’ becomes ‘’Tis in truth | The loneliest place we have among the clouds’, the potentially painful isolation implied by ‘loneliest’ contained by the plural pronoun. Solitude becomes a shared experience:


And She who dwells with me, whom I have lov’d

With such communion, that no place on earth

Can ever be a solitude to me,

Hath said, this lonesome Peak shall bear my Name.(14–17)



To dwell is to reside but also to linger over or to ponder in thought, and Wordsworth here conjoins these two meanings to suggest the imaginative potential he is proposing: that memory stands in for physical location. His use of ‘communion’ asserts the sacramental nature of their bond, a metaphorical consubstantiation as it were in which the poet’s love assumes divine proportions. These lines suggest that the intimate relationship brother and sister share can overcome any isolation. But the emotional trajectory of the poem counteracts this possibility.

‘There is an Eminence’ reflects deeply and unsparingly on solitude, articulating the fragile intersection of love, community, and place. On the one hand, the poem seems to resist the pull of place. It suggests that love trumps location, that Wordsworth will never feel lonely because of the intimacy he and Dorothy share. It stands on an interfusion of spirit. Each lives in and through the memory of the other, no longer bound by physical place. And yet this is belied by the movement of the poem, which pulls us back to rutted paths and heathered hillsides, back to Town-end, back to ‘this our little domestic slip of mountain’ (EY, 235). As in Keats’s ‘Ode to a Nightingale’, the impulse to slip the orbit of our material existence is rejected.

‘There is an Eminence’ insists on the importance of place, of home and local surroundings. It concludes with the naming, which anchors the individual self to the local topography. The ‘lonesome peak’ thus becomes a metonym for the poet speaker. The peak, the poet, the poem are filled with a solitude only overcome in and through specific acts of remembrance and imaginative extension. What remains, of course, is the longing. By consecrating the place of memory, Wordsworth finds community, and communion, in solitude. Solitude is not a condition but a mood, an emotional receptivity. The poem holds that solitude, savours it, and at the same time opens it to others and welcomes them inside.

CODA

It is winter at Goslar. How often must Wordsworth have sat alone beside the fire lost in memories of his childhood in the Lake District, of flowers swirling like snow, while the rain, half frozen, tapped out weary hours on the window-pane? A blank-verse meditation on one of his favorite pastimes, ‘Nutting’ was intended for the Prelude but found its place in Lyrical Ballads. And here it belongs. Wordsworth believed that it and ‘Joanna’ ‘show the greatest genius of any poems in the second volume’ (quoted in Moorman, EY,506). The precision with which ‘Nutting’ evokes the flush of boyhood experience is striking. But the poem’s genius is contemplative, not descriptive. ‘[A]‌nd unless I now | Confound my present feelings with the past’, Wordsworth reasons:


Even then, when from the bower I turn’d away,

Exulting, rich beyond the wealth of kings

I felt a sense of pain when I beheld

The silent trees and the intruding sky.(47–52)



How much this is wishful thinking—Wordsworth’s desire to see the child as father to the man—we can never know. What we do know is that Wordsworth’s poetry affirms the authenticity of experience in the face of such uncertainty—is, in fact, underwritten by this very uncertainty. If the 1800 Lyrical Ballads teach us anything, it is that the place of memory is the time being. It is scored by forgetting. It confounds present feelings and past experience. It is all that we never were, which is to say, all that we have become. In memory we are displaced. And then we find our way home.
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CHAPTER 12

THE LYRIC IMPULSE OF POEMS, IN TWO VOLUMES

GREGORY LEADBETTER

THE MINISTRY OF SONG

A poet’s sense of his poems’ destiny might somewhere haunt every act of publication, but it is rare to find so sure a faith as Wordsworth declares in his letter to Margaret Beaumont, writing of Poems, in Two Volumes, within a month of their appearance in 1807. No stranger to adverse criticism, Wordsworth had more than an inkling of what reviews might lie in wait for the book—and he was braced for it: ‘It is impossible that any expectations can be lower than mine concerning the immediate effect of this little work upon what is called the Public’, given ‘the pure absolute honest ignorance, in which all worldlings of every rank and situation must be enveloped, with respect to the thoughts, feelings, and images, on which the life of my Poems depends’ (MY, I. 145). Despite this, he assures his admiring friend of his ‘calm confidence that these Poems will live’—nay, of his ‘invincible confidence that my writings (and among them these little Poems) will co-operate with the benign tendencies in human nature and society, wherever found; and that they will, in their degree, be efficacious in making men wiser, better, and happier’ (MY, I. 150).

This astonishing optimism derives in part from the poetic self-belief that Coleridge, pre-eminently, had inculcated in Wordsworth, over more than ten years of dialogue—but it is also the language of a man willing to stake his claim as a poet, independently of his friend, on the basis of distinct methods and resolute purpose. Building on principles developed in Lyrical Ballads, by 1807 Wordsworth was confirmed in his sense of the poet as ‘a Teacher’ (MY, I. 195), whose art should ‘rectify men’s feelings’, ‘give them new compositions of feeling’, and ‘render their feelings more sane’ (EY, 355). ‘There is scarcely one of my Poems’, he told Lady Beaumont, ‘which does not aim to direct the attention to some moral sentiment, or to some general principle, or law of thought, or of our intellectual constitution’ (MY, I. 148)—and rather less austerely, he wished his Poems, in Two Volumes to ‘console the afflicted, to add sunshine to daylight’, and ‘to teach the young and the gracious of every age, to see, to think and feel’ (MY, I. 146).

Modern critics, at least, have tended to agree that Wordsworth succeeds in his ambitions. Kenneth Johnston goes as far as describing Poems, in Two Volumes as ‘arguably the single greatest collection of his works’, while for Alun Jones, together ‘with The Prelude, the poetry of the collection represents the most achieved accomplishments of Wordsworth’s romanticism’.1 M. H. Abrams sums up the characteristic quality of that romanticism in these now familiar terms: ‘in his ability to perceive the inherent sublimity in the common and lowly, and the charismatic power in the trivial and the mean, lies his essential originality as a poet’.2 That focus, however—on the ‘common and lowly’, ‘the trivial and the mean’—so evident in the 1807 collection, brought it precisely the ‘immediate effect’ Wordsworth had anticipated. The reviewers did not pull their punches. The poems consisted of ‘flimsy, puerile thoughts’ in ‘feeble and halting verse’ (British Critic), surely ‘calculated to excite disgust and anger in a lover of poetry’ (Poetical Register); James Montgomery wrote that a ‘more rash and injudicious speculation on the weakness or the depravity of the public taste has seldom been made’ (Eclectic Review); Francis Jeffrey dismissed the poems as ‘namby-pamby’, addressing ‘low, silly, or uninteresting’ subjects, built upon ‘forced, strained, and unnatural’ associations (Edinburgh Review) (Woof, 230, 231, 210, 191, 189). Anna Seward was not to know that Richard Mant would soon parody Wordsworth in The Simpliciad (1808) when she wrote, of ‘I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud’: ‘Surely if his worst foe had chosen to caricature this egotistic manufacturer of metaphysical importance upon trivial themes, he could not have done it more effectually!’ (Woof, 251). Writing to Seward in December 1807, Southey echoed her complaint: ‘It is the vice of Wordsworth’s intellect to be always upon the stretch and strain—to look at pile-worts and daffodowndillies through the same telescope which he applies to the moon and the stars…Had I been his adviser, a greater part of his last volume should have been suppressed’.3 As Geoffrey H. Hartman observes, holding up Wordsworth’s ‘vice’ to more sympathetic examination: ‘What is so precariously spiritual about Wordsworth, and so difficult to separate from egotism, is the minute attention he gives to his own most casual responses’.4

Coleridge, though willing to pick out what he called the ‘mental bombast’ of ‘thoughts and images too great for the subject’ in his friend’s verse (BL, II. 136), had fostered Wordsworth’s watchfulness over the ‘flux and reflux of [his] inmost nature’ (BL, II. 147) more than anyone, and was ready to diagnose the hostility of the critics in damning terms: ‘his works make them restless by forcing them in on their own worthless Selves—and they recoil from their Heart, or rather from the place where the Heart ought to be, with a true Horror Vacui’ (CN, III. 3965). Coleridge praises the ‘perfect truth of nature’ in some of the ‘simplest’ of the Poems, in Two Volumes (‘The Green Linnet’, ‘The Kitten and the Falling Leaves’, and ‘To the Cuckoo’); the ‘meditative pathos’, ‘union of deep and subtle thought with sensibility’, and ‘sympathy with man as man’ in ‘The Affliction of Margaret’; and ‘the gift of IMAGINATION’ in the ‘Ode’ (BL, II. 148–9, 150, 151–4).

Despite this admiration, for Coleridge the lyrics of Poems, in Two Volumes were the blossoming of an already blunted purpose. Many of the poems collected there date to the spring of 1802, and Wordsworth’s apparently determined effort to swerve from Coleridge’s poetic demands, as well as his burgeoning dejection: for Jonathan Wordsworth, these poems were ‘written despite him, almost against him’.5 Since 1799, Coleridge had been impatient with any hint of Wordsworth side-stepping the great calling he had projected for him—the production of ‘the FIRST GENUINE PHILOSOPHIC POEM’ (BL, II. 156), the work of epoch-healing magic to be known as ‘The Recluse’. Of Wordsworth’s lyric poems of 1802, Coleridge acknowledged ‘the greater number of these to my feelings very excellent Compositions’ as valuable—but also detected ‘here & there a daring Humbleness of Language & Versification, and a strict adherence to matter of fact, even to prolixity, that startled me’ (CL, II. 830)—symptoms, for him, of a slippage. The following year Coleridge tells Poole that Wordsworth is responding to ‘my urgent and repeated—almost unremitting—requests and remonstrances’ to ‘go on with the Recluse exclusively’, while he regrets that Wordsworth ‘ever deserted his former mountain Track to wander in Lanes and alleys’—even though ‘in the event it may prove to have been a great Benefit to him’ (CL, II. 1013).

Coleridge’s mixed feelings about the direction of Wordsworth’s writing find a telling echo in Montgomery’s review of Poems, in Two Volumes. These pieces, he complains, are ‘mere reveries in rhyme, in which the Poet’s mind seems to be delightfully dreaming, while his thoughts are romping at random…assuming at pleasure the most antic shapes, tricking themselves with the gaudiest colours, sporting at large in every field of fancy, and spurning with gallant independence every rule of art’ (Woof, 210). Notice the verbs and their qualifying words here: ‘delightfully dreaming’, ‘romping at random’, ‘assuming at pleasure’, ‘tricking’, ‘sporting’, ‘spurning’. Even as he objects to what he’s reading, Montgomery’s language seems to want to join in. Surely this lyricism was mere self-indulgence—however tempting—for a ‘man of genius’ tasked with ‘awakening unknown and ineffable sensations in the hearts of his fellow-creatures’ (Woof, 208)?

Wordsworth himself was painfully self-conscious of this charge. ‘I publish with great reluctance’, he told Scott of the collection, though ‘I put some value upon it’ (MY, I. 96). In the cancelled Advertisement to the poems, Wordsworth had planned to tell his readers that they were written ‘to refresh my mind during the progress of a work of length and labour, in which I have for some time been engaged’ (CP2V, 527). Wordsworth is, of course, half-guiltily referring to ‘The Recluse’—and its intended precursor, the ‘Poem to Coleridge’, in which he hoped to prove to its only begetter that he was worthy to convey its ‘high argument’ (CExc, 40). Although he wisely withheld this Advertisement, he substituted a Latin motto of similar import, translated here by Jared Curtis: ‘Hereafter shall our Muse speak to thee in deeper tones, when the seasons yield me their fruits in peace’ (CP2V, 26). ‘The Recluse’ would remain for Wordsworth the Poem behind his poems: in the preface to The Excursion of 1814, he wrote that his ‘minor Pieces’ were to be seen as ‘little Cells, Oratories, and sepulchral Recesses’ within the ‘gothic Church’ of the greater work (CExc, 38).

Wordsworth’s reticence over the authority of his lyric verse reveals a productive tension in his poetry, in which ‘The Recluse’ was both an enabling ideal and a burden to be perpetually (even necessarily) deferred.6 Wordsworth’s sense that these poems refreshed his mind—and Coleridge’s acknowledgement that they might be of ‘great Benefit to him’ (CL, II. 1013)—bear analogy with the agricultural principle of rotation, with the shorter poems providing the necessary variation to prevent the soil in which the great work might grow from becoming exhausted. At the same time, such poems were nourished by an apparatus of purpose they shared with ‘The Recluse’: the vast, subterranean mycelium of ambition that constituted Wordsworth’s identity as a poet. Although he never quite seems to have linked the two this way, Wordsworth found something of what he was looking for in the very act of turning from his task.

In Hartman’s terms, Poems, in Two Volumes might also be read as the work of a poet as much in flight from the ‘awful promise’ (Prel-13, VI. 534) of the imagination, as seeking it as the thing he loved: part of Wordsworth’s ongoing attempt to ‘draw closer to his kind’, in his ‘relentless humanising of imagination’.7 At the same time, the poems sustain the characteristic focus on personal experience found in the Prelude, and intended as the basis of ‘The Recluse’ (for example in ‘Home at Grasmere’). This, of course, is a feature of lyric: the connection Abrams notes between lyric poetry and ‘the state of mind of its author’.8 Robert Rehder observes that the section entitled ‘Moods of My Own Mind’ ‘is promised on essentially the same theory as the autobiographical poem’.9 The same might be said of many other pieces in the collection, which situate the self in dialogue with non-human natural forms. More strikingly, however, it does not seem fully to have dawned on Wordsworth that the lyric verse of Poems, in Two Volumes might itself embody, in another form, that ‘philosophic Song | Of Truth that cherishes our daily life’ (Prel-13, I. 230–31), which he both longed to produce, and tried to escape.

In the vatic language in which he expected to fulfil his calling, Wordsworth had ‘felt the sentiment of being spread | O’er all that moves, and all that seemeth still’, and upon the strength of this insight, determined that he should find ‘For this uneasy heart of ours…| A never-failing principle of joy’ (Prel-2, II. 450–51, 494–95). Poems, in Two Volumes bears witness, in another voice, both to that ‘sentiment of being’ and ‘principle of joy’—with a playfulness that belies Wordsworth’s struggle to discover and to sustain these, in and through his poetry. The task itself is in the poetry: as Simon Jarvis writes, ‘instead of being a sort of thoughtless ornament or reliquary for thinking, verse is itself a kind of cognition, with its own resistances and difficulties’.10 In these poems, Wordsworth is forcing the issue, insisting upon song, upon the elastic music of rhyme and metre—and in so doing, produces work in which the lyric principle itself becomes an agency of hope and affirmation.

This lyric impulse and the formal variation it realized were features of a decisive shift in Wordsworth’s poetic development after 1800, in which the prophetic ambition ‘to step beyond my natural race’ (‘It is no Spirit’; CP2V, 217) was at once tempered by and located in ‘lowlier pleasure’ (‘To the Daisy’; CP2V, 67).11 Wordsworth evidently found release in diverting from his ‘awful burthen’ (Prel-13, I. 235), which Coleridge detected as a not entirely welcome ‘Bravado’ in his style (CL, II. 1013). Wordsworth’s quiet defensiveness in the unpublished Advertisement of 1807 records that its poems ‘were composed with much pleasure to my own mind’ (CP2V, 527), and for Jonathan Wordsworth, personal happiness is the key to the collection: ‘To mark his pleasure he is writing in rhyme’.12 Yet there is more to these ‘new experiments in extreme and provocative simplicity’ than so stark a correlation might suggest.13 Rather, these poems are a counterpoint to the siren-call of Coleridgean complexity, as represented by the vertiginous allure of ‘The Recluse’ and the troubling voice of ‘Dejection: an Ode’: the pursuit of a certitude that might allow Wordsworth to contain Coleridge’s disturbing presence, as much as to affirm what he had first gained from their friendship.

As a testimony to the processes I have described, Poems, in Two Volumes—when considered as a whole—achieves a very distinct character. Its ‘incessant, if eccentric, variety’ (as Nicola Trott puts it) is part of that character.14 Likewise, it is striking that among such ‘variety of subject matter, form and versification’, there is no blank verse.15 This in itself communicates—not as a point of dogma, but as a constant reel of rhythms to which the nervous system responds—highlighting, in Brennan O’Donnell’s words, the ‘fundamental relationship between the sound of Wordsworth’s verse…And the matter of his poetry’.16 Wordsworth remarked that in lyric forms, ‘for the production of their full effect, an accompaniment of music is indispensable’ (PrW, III. 27)—but his practice brings him closer to the modern understanding of lyric verse, summed up by Don Paterson, that ‘Poetry is already set to music’:17 that is, the music of the language itself. In this, as Cleanth Brooks wrote long ago, ‘form is meaning’.18 In Poems, in Two Volumes Wordsworth performs—in Coleridge’s phrase—a ‘Ministry of Song’ (CL, II. 863), in which the momentariness and vulnerability of lyric is blended with its spontaneous resilience, in all its surprise. As Fiona Stafford writes, ‘the very delicacy of poetic form is the secret of its strength’.19 Stafford highlights the continuing truth of this paradox in the work of Seamus Heaney, for whom ‘adequate poetry’ requires and affirms ‘a self-delighting quality that cannot be cowed by contemporary destruction’.20 This virtue is fundamental to the character of Poems, in Two Volumes and its relationship not only to Wordsworth’s inner struggles, but to the historical moment that impinged upon them. The lyricism Wordsworth hits upon in these poems makes their playfulness serious, and their seriousness playful. Lyric, music, hope, and life are bound with one another: where it feels light, it is because of the burden the collection is carrying, not in spite of it.

So it is, that even at its darkest moments, the lyric impulse—the impulse to ‘sing’—is the hidden subject of Poems, in Two Volumes: a sprite at play in the verse, at once embodied in the poetry and examined there, as if it had independent life, which the poet knows he must also allow to be free.

In the remainder of this chapter, through accumulating, interpretative perspectives, I sketch the distinct character of that elusive sprite, as it emerges.

PLAY

‘To the Daisy’ is well chosen as the opening poem, because it contains—as if in genetic code—the movement fundamental to the entire collection. Its first few lines reveal the turn upon which it proceeds:


In youth from rock to rock I went,

From hill to hill, in discontent

Of pleasure high and turbulent,

  Most pleas’d when most uneasy;

But now my own delights I make,

My thirst at every rill can slake,

And gladly Nature’s love partake

  Of thee, sweet Daisy!(CP2V, 65)



The paradox in Wordsworth’s language—‘discontent | Of pleasure’, ‘Most pleas’d when most uneasy’—presents precisely the Coleridgean knot he is about to cut. The aural connection between ‘pleas’d’ and ‘uneasy’ is displaced by the pairing of ‘thee’ and ‘sweet’, on its corresponding rhyme-line—a movement performed by a bluntly decisive shift: ‘But now my own delights I make’. The metrical stress of that simple line carries propulsive force: ‘But’, though unstressed, enacts the turn, and each element of what follows drives its meaning home: ‘now’ (as opposed to ‘then’), ‘my own’ (no one else’s) ‘delights’ (not restless discontent), ‘I make’ (I am a poet). Then, very quickly after that brief spell of self-liberation, Wordsworth brings the parabola of the stanza down from its peak of individuation, to focus on the humble daisy—and thus locate the source of his relief in something outside himself.

Wordsworth’s manoeuvre is also in dialogue with his earlier autobiographical history. If, in the spring of 1802, when ‘To the Daisy’ was written, he is pleasing himself by distinguishing his methods from what he now saw in Coleridge, Wordsworth is also negotiating the complexity of his own feelings. The language of contrast with a past self echoes the change from ‘when like a roe | I bounded o’er the mountains’, recorded in ‘On revisiting the Wye’ (68–9). Having attuned, however, since then, to the ‘still, sad music of humanity’ (‘On revisiting the Wye’, 92), ‘To the Daisy’ reveals a further, more determined change: ‘not used to make | A present joy the matter of my Song’ (Prel-13, I. 55–6), now Wordsworth is actively concerned with shaking off ‘That burthen of my own unnatural self’ (Prel-13, I. 23) which haunts his self-representation—the unspecified sense of transgression, which seems linked to his wandering or idling hours: ‘like a sinful creature pale and wan’ who would ‘Look at the common grass from hour to hour’ (‘Within our happy Castle there dwelt one’, 21, 23). ‘To the Daisy’ quietly acknowledges a mind in need of consolation: ‘oft alone in nooks remote | We meet thee, like a pleasant thought, | When such are wanted’; the poet ‘need but look about, and there | Thou art! a Friend at hand, to scare | His melancholy’ (CP2V, 66, 67).

Besides its comforting presence, the daisy’s ‘sweet power’ is the source of other insights: ‘Some apprehension; | Some steady love; some brief delight; | Some memory that had taken flight; | Some chime of fancy wrong or right; | Or stray invention’ (CP2V, 67). The rich dance of thought in this list includes intuition, love, delight, memory, fancy, invention—presented as unpredictable forms of grace derived from its contemplation, with an unfixedness that allows for the ‘stray’ and even the ‘wrong’. The word ‘fancy’ is prominent throughout the collection—linked, as it is in the Prelude, ‘To the involuntary sympathy | Of our internal being’ (Prel-13, XIII. 302–3).21 As such, the daisy even functions as a corrective to any ‘stately passions’ that ‘burn’ in the poet—one of Wordsworth’s clearest counterpoints to his own prophetic ambition (and ensuing inner conflicts) bound up with the ‘Poem to Coleridge’ and the phantom ‘Recluse’. These are extinguished by a ‘chance look’ at the flower, and ‘The homely sympathy that heeds | The common life’ (CP2V, 67). Note the difference in effect between the phrase ‘common life’ and its more often-revered cousin, the ‘one life’: there is less implication of supernal metaphysical insight here. Without exactly rejecting that order of experience, Wordsworth is adapting his antennae to perceive his habitat on a different frequency.

In making the daisy—and the nature of his response to it—the emblem of ‘A wisdom fitted to the needs | Of hearts at leisure’, Wordsworth presents a resistance to an industrial-age work ethic that runs throughout the collection. Poem after poem cherishes the value of leisure—or, more accurately, the space-time of playfulness: a child-like idleness, which is inward and watchful, and entirely distinct from laziness in a pejorative sense. This is what Lin Yutang called ‘the romantic cult of the idle life’22—a receptivity best fostered by time unchained by obligation: ‘Wisdom doth live with children round her knees: | Books, leisure, perfect freedom…this is the stalk | True Power doth grow on; and her rights are these’ (‘I griev’d for Buonaparte’; CP2V, 158).

In Poems, in Two Volumes such ‘rights’, upon which ‘True Power’ depends, are above all animated by the principle of play. Again, the daisy teaches. The flower’s response to the morning sun also rouses the watching poet: ‘my spirits play | With kindred motion’ (CP2V, 68)—just as the daffodils will catch and lift the poet’s feelings in their dance (CP2V, 208). Wisdom itself needs play—those ‘children round her knees’: an image which deftly implies that ‘wisdom’ learns from them, as if they were avatars of herself, at once reminders and agents of the freshness necessary to renewed acts of knowing. Similarly, in acknowledging ‘another debt’ he owes the daisy, Wordsworth must remain susceptible to the flowers around him, to receive his mysterious gift: ‘An instinct call it, a blind sense; | A happy, genial influence, | Coming one knows not how nor whence, | Nor whither going’ (CP2V, 68). Wordsworth refuses to enquire too far or too deeply into this influence—summed up in that disarming paradox of ‘blind sense’—as if frightened that it might abandon him if he did. Intuiting that ‘a sense for the otherness of nature…is a spiritual fact linked vitally to the growth of the mind’, Wordsworth writes as if his own vital capacity for play—and hence for lyric poetry—depends upon the play of the life beyond him.23

FAERY

The playfulness of that life is also a trickster—self-delighting, fascinating, and elusive. In ‘Beggars’, Wordsworth never departs from realistic description, but the land becomes a place where things may not be as they seem: whether or not the striking woman the narrator meets is a ghost of the road, he walks into the force-field of the ‘little Boys at play’, and becomes their plaything—until, at their will, they abandon him, in awkward mid-sentence, for ‘some other play’ (CP2V, 114–15), and he is left elf-struck, his perception flipped.

Elsewhere, the poet pursues the life he finds with a wish. ‘Louisa’—one of the collection’s most remarkable poems—describes a figure practically indistinguishable from the landscape to which she belongs: ‘she is ruddy, fleet, and strong; | And down the rocks can leap along | Like rivulets in May’ (CP2V, 69). The elements do not faze her: she is resilient as if to the point of being indestructible, and as she ‘strains’ against the wind, she inspires the speaker’s desire: ‘Oh! might I kiss the mountain rains | That sparkle on her cheek’ (CP2V, 70). She is the poet’s link to the forces she inhabits. He ‘met Louisa in the shade’ (CP2V, 69)—as if she were a secret, even illicit discovery—and, following the fairy-tale pattern, is so besotted that he would give up ‘all that’s mine’ to sit with her ‘but half a noon’ (CP2V, 70). The poet’s love for her is a form of wonder: ‘she hath smiles to earth unknown’, ‘with motion of their own’, ‘That come and go with endless play’ (CP2V, 69–70). He sees in her a force, a joy, and limitless spirit of play to which his awe-struck language can only give room, and (we are made to feel) never delimit—making the poem (to borrow a phrase of Michael O’Neill’s) one of those ‘Romantic lyrics which haunt the space between what is barely sayable and what lies on the other side of words’.24 Louisa is a kind of living lyric, whose perpetual motion is sustained by the poem’s final two lines: ‘When up she winds along the brook, | To hunt the waterfalls’ (CP2V, 70). She is—as the sound of her name subtly suggests—a faery variant of ‘Lucy’.

The fusion of life, landscape, and such female figures continues in Poems, in Two Volumes. Placed just ahead of ‘Among all lovely things my Love had been’ (a ‘Lucy’ poem by name, if not quite in spirit) and ‘I travell’d among unknown Men’, ‘The Seven Sisters, or The Solitude of Binnŏrie’ also ghosts the landscape, with a technique fundamental to the ‘Lucy’ poems.25 In folk-song style, it tells the story of other girls lost to human life and transmuted there, as a stream that ‘Repeats a moan o’er moss and stone’ and ‘Seven little Islands, green and bare’, rising out of the lake where they drowned: ‘The Fishers say, those Sisters fair | By Faeries are all buried there’ (CP2V, 99–100).

With a certain foreboding, that tale is followed by a poem that finds a ‘Faery Voyager’ in the home (CP2V, 100): ‘To H.C., Six Years Old’. Here, Coleridge’s eldest son, Hartley, becomes another self-delighting embodiment of lyric, ‘whose fancies from afar are brought’, and who ‘fittest to unutterable thought | The breeze-like motion and the self-born carol’ (CP2V, 100). The child is a mythologized iteration of his father’s way with words—and echoes Coleridge’s own poem on his son, eventually published as the Conclusion to ‘Christabel’, Part II: ‘A little Child, a limber Elf, | Singing, dancing to itself, | A fairy Thing with red round Cheeks, | That always finds, and never seeks’ (CCPW, I. pt. 1, 503). Like his father, however, the boy stirs portentous feelings in Wordsworth, as well as wonder: ‘happy Child! | That art so exquisitely wild, | I think of thee with many fears | For what may be thy lot in future years’ (CP2V, 100)—as if Wordsworth knows that this being will struggle in the quotidian world, will be somehow let down and left unaccommodated. Unlike the trickster-children of ‘Beggars’, who are practically emblems of survival, Hartley is prodigally vulnerable. The poem’s attempt at solace is uneasy: the child will either live with all his faery-power intact—‘A young Lamb’s heart among the full-grown flocks’—or simply dip out of existence, as ‘at the touch of wrong, without a strife’, he ‘Slips in a moment out of life’ (CP2V, 101).

In ‘To a Sky-Lark’, the ‘self-born carol’ is found beyond human form, once more ‘laughing and scorning’ (CP2V, 118), teasing the poet into wishing for its ecstasy: ‘Had I now the soul of a Faery, | Up to thee would I fly. | There is madness about thee, and joy divine | In that song of thine’ (CP2V, 117). It brings a prayer for release from the mundane, to be uplifted by song itself: ‘Singing, singing, | With all the heav’ns about thee ringing, | Lift me, guide me, till I find | That spot which seems so to thy mind!’ (CP2V, 117). In poems which have their own tricking simplicity, Wordsworth calls to the song that calls to him, as ‘a hope, a love; | Still long’d for, never seen!’ (‘To the Cuckoo’; CP2V, 215). If the sky-lark is a figure of Dionysian delight, the cuckoo’s call is a haunting one: ‘Even yet thou art to me | No Bird; but an invisible Thing, | A voice, a mystery’ (CP2V, 214). Its sound crosses worlds of consciousness, figuring ‘Echoes from beyond the grave, | Recogniz’d intelligence’ (‘Yes! full surely ’twas the Echo’; CP2V, 256). At the touch of this voice, ‘the earth we pace | Again appears to be | An unsubstantial, faery place’ (CP2V, 215).

SONG

Set on unfamiliar ground, Wordsworth describes a cognate power ‘Breaking the silence of the seas | Among the farthest Hebrides’ (CP2V, 184). Often recognized as a ‘Wordsworthian myth of poetry’, ‘The Solitary Reaper’ uses a line from Thomas Wilkinson’s then unpublished Tours to the British Mountains as the occasion for an encounter with lyric.26 The ‘solitary Highland Lass’ is blended with her song, and her song with the landscape: ‘O listen! for the Vale profound | Is overflowing with the sound’ (CP2V, 184). Working alone, ‘single in the field’ (CP2V, 184), without any other figures with which she might be socially triangulated, she has uncanny definition. J. H. Prynne notices the ‘counter-georgic’ strangeness of the scene, in which conventional pastoral is displaced from the poem by absences that ‘provoke anxiety in place of explanation’. Crucially, given its effect on the poet-speaker, her Gaelic song is incomprehensible to him: ‘Will no one tell me what she sings?’ (CP2V, 185). It is not only that ‘her song comprises a potent alternative reality, her world and its buried story’.27 It is also, as Alan Bewell writes, ‘a primordial song whose power over the listener is prelinguistic’.28 Its affective otherness embodies a language beyond language—a music of humanity that nevertheless conjures its own beyondness, and peculiar independence of the poet.

If the woman’s ‘Reaping and singing by herself’ is an emblem of a practical self-sufficiency, her song seems self-sufficient too: ‘the Maiden sang | As if her song could have no ending’—and once he comes within its hearing, the song’s autonomous life takes hold of the traveller’s being: ‘The music in my heart I bore, | Long after it was heard no more’ (CP2V, 185). The poem accentuates the source and silent counterpoint of song, in listening—as Wordsworth frames the sanctum of this act in ‘silence long, | Long, barren silence’ by the home-fire, attuned ‘to the flapping of the flame, | Or kettle, whispering its faint undersong’ (‘I am not One who much or oft delight’; CP2V, 253). ‘The Solitary Reaper’ gives song an authentically alien power within human experience, often too slicked with the ‘film of familiarity’ (BL, II. 7) to be heard.

LIBERTY

Writing in 1802, Wordsworth remembered the last time he travelled on the road to Ardres, in 1790:


A homeless sound of joy was in the Sky;

The antiquated Earth, as one might say,

Beat like the heart of Man: songs, garlands, play,

Banners, and happy faces, far and nigh!(‘To a Friend’; CP2V, 157)



‘Songs’, ‘play’, the ‘homeless sound of joy’: these scions of the lyric principle itself were betrayed, for Wordsworth, in the betrayal of liberty that followed the French Revolution. ‘“Good morrow, Citizen!”’ is now ‘a hollow word, | As if a dead Man spake it!’—and yet the poet remains resolutely cheerful: ‘despair | I feel not: happy am I as a Bird: | Fair seasons yet will come, and hopes as fair’ (CP2V, 157).

In bearing witness to this spectrum of feelings, Wordsworth wrote that the sonnets of Poems, in Two Volumes ‘collectively make a Poem on the subject of civil Liberty and national independence’ (MY, I. 147). In Stuart Curran’s assessment, they established Wordsworth ‘as Milton’s legitimate heir as master of the sonnet in English’ with ‘an audacity that is breathtaking’.29 With his exemplar in mind, Wordsworth attempts to sing the nation into modes of being conducive to his vision of the English political imaginary. He chooses the sonnet as a form of ‘solace’ for those ‘Who have felt the weight of too much liberty’ (‘Prefatory Sonnet’; CP2V, 133). In that loaded line, looking askance at his own past, Wordsworth presents a politics based on the paradox well known to poets, that the demands of form are forms of freedom. In these, his years of political betweenness, Wordsworth’s sonnets resonate with the elusive promise of English constitutionalism: the union of liberty and order.

The poems are clear on the enemy their lyric resources oppose—unflinchingly alert not just to political oppression on the continent of Europe, but also the more nebulous tyranny of social and economic oppression in Britain. England is ‘a fen | Of stagnant waters’ and ‘selfish men’ (‘London, 1802’; CP2V, 165). New gods rise: ‘Rapine, avarice, expence, | This is idolatry; and these we adore: | Plain living and high thinking are no more’ (‘Written in London, September, 1802’; CP2V, 165). The people forget ‘That virtue and the faculties within | Are vital, and that riches are akin | To fear, to change, to cowardice, and death!’ (‘October, 1803’; CP2V, 169). In the face of these threats to authentic freedom, the poems’ thematic content highlights the formal character of the sonnet as a self-enclosing and self-sufficient voice: each a realm subject to its own law, which collectively comprise a fleet of ‘little songs’ (as its etymology recalls), resilient messengers impregnably secure within their devices of metre and rhyme.

Amid all its diversity of interest, the sonnets give Poems, in Two Volumes its social and historical moment—at the scale of one man’s voice, in the ‘sundry moods’ (‘Prefatory Sonnet’; CP2V, 133) of his mere circumstance. Passing feelings are given pause and the weight of lasting vision (as in ‘Westminster Bridge’; CP2V 147), and wisdom is located in the inner life: ‘Happy is he, who, caring not for Pope, | Consul, or King, can sound himself to know | The destiny of man, and live in hope’ (‘Calais, August 15th, 1802’; CP2V 159).30

GRACE

If Poems, in Two Volumes ‘sounds’ the self, it does so in pursuit of the sources of happiness, and the kind of responsiveness that constitutes a form of psychological resilience. Wordsworth’s wish ‘to teach the young and the gracious of every age, to see, to think and feel’ (MY, I. 146) manifests in a fascination with ‘grace’—not only as beauty with no dependence on money, but as something given, in a doubled sense: where something given from beyond ourselves meets and combines with something given from ourselves. The two poems to the daisy in the second volume, ‘overflowings of the mind’ from the original, which opens the collection (CP2V, 238), are testaments to the pattern I describe: ‘Do thou, as thou art wont, repair | My heart with gladness’ (‘To the Daisy’; CP2V, 239). The need for personal ‘repair’ is fundamental in Wordsworth—an acknowledged human condition that here, finds in the flower a living talisman against despair. Its ‘function apostolical’ teaches the broken spirit ‘how to find | A shelter under every wind, | A hope for times that are unkind’ (‘To the Same Flower’; CP2V, 241, 240).

Bearing in mind Seward’s withering criticism, there is a defiance in Wordsworth’s methods, which can still raise an eyebrow in any adult reader—from the unashamedly child-like personification in ‘To the Small Celandine’ and ‘To the Same Flower’ (CP2V, 79–83) to the dubious rhymes (‘blisses’/‘this is’) of ‘The Sun has long been set’ (CP2V, 204–5), and the bare lines of ‘Written in March’ (CP2V, 206–7). If this handful of poems strain the technique, however, one of its most daring examples is pivotal to the collection. ‘The Kitten and the Falling Leaves’, placed straight after ‘The Affliction of Margaret’—who feels her troubles lie ‘beyond relief’ (CP2V, 93)—gives the ‘Kitten’s busy joy’, and the ‘infant’s laughing eye | Sharing in the extacy’ a therapeutic force, and calls on the reader, ‘spite of grief, | To gambol with Life’s falling Leaf’ (CP2V, 97). The jump from iambic tetrameter in the preceding poem to the ‘Kitten’s’ trochaic tetrameter catalectic gives the verse spring—which deftly comes to rest in the regular iambic tetrameter of the final line. The poem witnesses the ‘light of gladness’ that comes ‘with such a living grace | O’er my little Laura’s face’, when she sees the kitten play—and translates her spontaneous response into a decided playfulness: ‘And I will have my careless season | Spite of melancholy reason’ (CP2V, 96, 97). Like a splash of water in the face, the poem is an invitation to play, not with the poet, but with the given world. Wordsworth is particularly drawn to ‘the prime of glee’ when found in old age and difficult circumstance, as in the celebratory ‘Matron of Jedborough’: ‘Her buoyant Spirit can prevail | Where common cheerfulness would fail’ (CP2V, 189, 190). That grace in adversity—the elixir of lyric—is the secret the poems seek out.

Even in the most unlikely of contexts, Wordsworth insists upon the primacy of ‘peculiar grace’ (‘Character of the Happy Warrior’; CP2V, 85)—and in ‘Resolution and Independence’, using the very same words, he presents an encounter with the ‘peculiar grace’ of ‘something given’ as a parable of ‘human strength, and strong admonishment’ (CP2V, 125, 128). Its title (like ‘Ode to Duty’, CP2V, 104–6) may mark another turn in Wordsworth’s pedagogic aim and direction as a writer, towards abstract virtues—but the poem itself keeps faith with the imagination as its mode of invisible repair. Its figures have a visionary quality, where the ‘mind’s eye’, though predominant, is haunted by dead versions of what the poet aspires to: ‘We Poets in our youth begin in gladness; | But thereof comes in the end despondency and madness’ (CP2V, 129, 125). The ‘playful Hare’, raising from the ‘plashy earth’ a glittering mist that runs with her wherever she runs, is another emblem of the self-delighting lyric principle, with whom the poet both identifies and contrasts himself (CP2V, 124).31 Although his spontaneous empathy protects him from ‘the ways of men, so vain and melancholy’, he is nonetheless vulnerable to ‘Dim sadness, and blind thoughts I knew not nor could name’, ‘the fear that kills; | The hope that is unwilling to be fed’ (CP2V, 124, 128). His meeting, however, with a human figure who seems to bear a ‘more than human weight’ (CP2V, 126), leads him beyond play, and towards its endurance. Over the course of the poem, its self-haunting lyric condenses upon the figure of the old leech-gatherer, to become its own ‘help and stay’, at once imaginary, and as resilient as a ‘huge Stone’ in the ‘naked wilderness’ (CP2V, 129, 125–6).

PRIMAL SYMPATHY

The acknowledgement of human suffering and loss grows stronger towards the end of the second volume, and may seem at first sight to threaten the various and delicate forms of joy developed in the preceding lyrics. As I hope will by now be clear, however, Wordsworth’s lyricism in Poems, in Two Volumes has been primed with a graphene-like strength all along. Interweaved with the elegiac turn, the figure of the wise child—an emblem of our innumerable, ongoing beginnings—emerges to fuse with the very fact of change, holding out an irrepressible youth in age. With a feel for structure that he never bettered, Wordsworth brings the latent psychomachia of these adventures in lyric to a head with the ‘Ode’.

‘There is a change—and I am poor’ (CP2V, 253): the opening line of ‘A Complaint’ both sounds a lament and signals a reluctant divergence from Coleridge, to whom it is anonymously addressed. If the poem mourns a loss, its elegiac act also gives that loss an afterlife, mythologizing Coleridge’s presence as a ‘consecrated Fount | Of murmuring, sparkling, living love’—as if he embodied lyric itself: a guarantor of grace, ‘not taking heed | Of its own bounty, or my need’ (CP2V, 253). In learning to live without that ‘consecrated Fount’—now ‘A comfortless, and hidden WELL’, whose ‘Waters sleep | In silence and obscurity’ (CP2V, 253)—Wordsworth sings it into imaginative life. Similarly, in ‘Elegiac Stanzas’, which contemplates the death of his brother John, ‘the gleam, | The light that never was, on sea or land, | The consecration, and the Poet’s dream’ flashes into that gorgeous formulation at the point, it seems, of its extinction: ‘I have submitted to a new controul: | A power is gone, which nothing can restore; | A deep distress hath humaniz’d my Soul’ (CP2V, 267). The force that holds these points in tension is also the secret of their consolation: they are lifted into hope through the impulse and effort that gives them form. The touch of oblivion discovers the reflex to make, and the power to begin.

The ‘Ode’ lays bare the urgent, uneasy basis—and hence the hidden poetic imperative—of the preceding poems. It is the prize of the hard-won ethos to which Wordsworth had struggled, in pursuing solutions to the dilemmas of his own experience (not least, as I have described, Coleridge’s provoking presence—and absence—in his life). As if to face the moment of most extreme challenge head-on, the ‘Ode’ echoes the lament of ‘Elegiac Stanzas’: ‘there hath pass’d away a glory from the earth’; ‘Whither is fled the visionary gleam? | Where is it now, the glory and the dream?’ (CP2V, 271–2). At once its own ‘thought of grief’ and restorative ‘timely utterance’ (CP2V, 272), however, the ‘Ode’ gives form and name to the animating spirit of the entire collection, in its central figure: ‘the Child among his new-born blisses’ (CP2V, 273).

The ‘Ode’—and with it, implicitly, the rest of Poems, in Two Volumes—proposes that child as ‘Father of the Man’ (‘My heart leaps up when I behold’; CP2V, 206), not only chronologically and psychologically, but in the form of a present attitude and a present power. The child is rhapsodized, as ‘best Philosopher’ and ‘Eye among the blind’ (CP2V, 274), because of the perpetual freshness of perception it symbolizes—irrespective of actual age: ‘It is the Spirit of Paradise | That prompts such work, a Spirit strong, | That gives to all the self-same bent | Where life is wise and innocent’ (‘Who fancied what a pretty sight’; CP2V, 209). Blending youth and years in their imaginary being, Wordsworth’s wise children quietly perform the task of ‘The Recluse’, to find ‘Paradise…A simple produce of the common day’ (CExc, 40). In this, they possess a power that ‘looks through death’ (CP2V, 277), even as they walk through worlds they do not know—feeding not only on ‘Delight and liberty’, and ‘new-born hope’, but on the ‘obstinate questionings’ and ‘shadowy recollections’ which ‘Are yet the fountain light of all our day, | Are yet a master light of all our seeing’ (CP2V, 275–6). If Wordsworth describes an essentially poetic strength here, he presents the same power as fundamental to human well-being.

The secret in the child is also the secret of the lyric principle, spun through the best of Poems, in Two Volumes—and it has a name ‘In the primal sympathy | Which having been must ever be’ (CP2V, 276). In ‘primal sympathy’, the poet finds his matter, and the very force that lyric plays upon, yields to, and extends. Wordsworth’s insistence upon its abiding possibility constitutes the empathic faith at the at the heart of his calling as a poet, and hence at the root of the 1807 collection. It is the charged sensitivity with which ‘To the Daisy’ begins, to which the poems that follow lead back—its half-exposed burden once again revealed: ‘To me the meanest flower that blows can give | Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears’ (CP2V, 277).32 With exemplary control, Wordsworthian lyric closes around its preverbal source—finding in its own impulse to sing, a perpetual renewal of seeing, thinking, and feeling.
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CHAPTER 13

‘ODE: INTIMATIONS OF IMMORTALITY FROM RECOLLECTIONS OF EARLY CHILDHOOD’

MICHAEL O’NEILL

INTRODUCTION

WORDSWORTH’S use of the elegiac genre involves deliberation, reconsideration, resolve. In turn, this chapter will involve circlings and eddyings, as it explores how Wordsworth’s elegiac trajectory is often productively at odds with linear progression. The chapter is divided into three sections: an introduction; a section on critical responses to the ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood’ (hereafter ‘Intimations’); and a reading of ‘Intimations’ which discusses questions of poetry and religion, brings it into connection with two other major poems by Wordsworth, and analyses its unfolding turns and returns.

Vision and revision lie close to the heart of ‘Intimations’. Loss of vision means that the poet can no longer ‘see’ as once he saw (9); yet the longing to recover vision sponsors and passes into revisionary considerations, culminating in the assertion that ‘Our Souls have sight of that immortal sea | Which brought us hither’ (166–7).1 This re-seeing is available only ‘in a season of calm weather’ (164) that permits us ‘in a moment’ to ‘travel thither’(168); ‘in a moment’ suggests both a crystallization of vision that gets the better of time as linear process and, less affirmatively, an experience that occurs momentarily.2 Appropriately for a poem much concerned with time’s multiple modes, Wordsworth began ‘Intimations’ in 1802, when he composed the first four stanzas, then completed it in 1804, when he added a further seven stanzas.3 The poem was first published in the 1807 Poems, in Two Volumes, ‘the culminating poem in the volumes’, under the title ‘Ode’, with an epigraph from Virgil’s Eclogue, IV. 1: Paolò majora canamus (‘Let us sing a loftier strain’).4 It was then published with the fuller title given above in Wordsworth’s 1815 Poems. The 1815 version replaced the Virgilian tag with a new epigraph, three lines from the poet’s short lyric ‘My heart leaps up’.

‘Intimations’ has a fraternal, rivalrous relationship with Coleridge’s ‘Dejection: An Ode’ which it both spurs into being and seeks finally to refute. Coleridge is aware of his current creative state as merely a ‘vain endeavour’ (42), though he should ‘gaze for ever’ (43).5 Wordsworth traces a difficult route to the discovery of ‘truths that wake, | To perish never’ (158–9), truths which cannot be annulled by ‘listlessness, nor mad endeavour’ (160), his rhyme overturning the yearning hopelessness of Coleridge’s lines. Coleridgean ‘joy’ sounds through his poem’s close as an ideal from which he is exiled. Wordsworthian ‘joy’ springs from something not unlike dejection, from the residual hope that there is, as one of the major transitions of a poem rich in abrupt and affecting transitions has it, ‘in our embers |…something that doth live’ (132–3).6

The poem’s cumulative yet fractured mode of composition fits its matter. Like Rilke’s Duino Elegies, composed over a much longer span (the sequence was started in 1911 and completed in 1922), ‘Intimations’ took time to arrive at a precarious solution to the problem of temporality. Stroking ‘the little tower of Muzot as if it were a large animal’, Rilke felt, as he put it later, that his passionate meditations had shown how ‘Everywhere transience is plunging into the depths of Being’ and that ‘We of the here-and-now are not for a moment satisfied in the world of time, nor are we bound in it’.7 Their phrasing may differ radically, but Wordsworth and Rilke both quest for a way of dealing with ‘the world of time’ that is never simply the discovery of a satisfying pattern.

The initial four stanzas of ‘Intimations’ left questions hanging in the air: ‘Whither is fled the visionary gleam? | Where is it now, the glory and the dream?’ (56–7) As often in the poem, apparent restatement admits difference, here between the visionary gleam’s fleeing and the enquiry into the current whereabouts of the glory and the dream. In an initial version that last line read, ‘Where is it gone, the glory and the dream?’8 By altering ‘gone’ to ‘now’, Wordsworth allows, in Rilke’s terms, for the barest hint that ‘depths of Being’ will be able to accommodate ‘transience’. The wording supposes that the ‘glory and the dream’ exist somewhere, even if they are ‘now’ inaccessible to the poet; we are reminded, too, that the poem opened with an account of present loss, but also of past possession, though that possession is qualified as a possible ‘seeming’. Once, ‘The earth, and every common sight, | To me did seem | Apparelled in celestial light, | The glory and the freshness of a dream’ (2–5).

The answers offered in the final seven stanzas have, then, to some degree been heralded by a poem alive to the shifting meanings of words. Replies to the fourth stanza’s questions are housed in stanzas whose construction depends on quasi-Platonic scaffolding, in the form of suspended disbelief in the pre-existence of the soul. In the relevant Fenwick note, Wordsworth asserts that he ‘took hold of the notion of pre-existence as having sufficient foundation in humanity for authorizing me to make for my purpose the best use of it I could as a Poet’ (PW, IV, 463–4). The question arises, whether the ‘notion’ does, indeed, have ‘sufficient foundation in humanity’ to persuade the reader that the poet has not simply pulled off a verbal trick that leaves the foundations insecure and the structure rickety. The poem’s answers problematize, one might retort, without wholly invalidating their status as answers. If ‘Intimations’ illustrates something of ‘the wordsworthian or egotistical sublime’, it has also more than a smack of ‘Negative Capability’ about it, that supposedly unWordsworthian capacity being defined by Keats as ‘a condition ‘when man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason’.9 Wordsworth may express an unirritable ‘reaching after’ comprehension, but he is prepared to allow his poem to dwell among ‘uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts’. His forms of resolution lodge themselves in ‘uncertainties’, ‘Fallings from us, vanishings; | Blank misgivings’ (146, 147), where a semi-colon takes a breath that makes us check any impulse simply to see the phrases as an appositional glissade. Or they dwell among near-tragic yet enigmatically accepting ‘Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears’ (206), where the poem’s accent falls with un-melodramatic, trochaic emphasis on strangely nourishing ‘Thoughts’. William H. Galperin is surely right to contend that these final lines ‘retain an indeterminacy both of thoughts and the blessedness they would confirm’.10 But any ‘indeterminacy’ is not a matter of playing safely on a deconstructive shore; this is a poem that plunges into a sea of ‘Mysteries’; ‘deep’ calls out to and undermines ‘deep’ as the ‘Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears’ contend with the way in which ‘custom threatens to ‘lie’ upon the soul ‘with a weight’ (130) that is ‘deep almost as life’ (131).11

CRITICAL RESPONSES TO ‘INTIMATIONS’

‘Intimations’ incites ‘obstinate questionings’ (144) in the writings of interpreters, and it is possibly the case that the poem is more admired than loved by many readers of Wordsworth. It refuses to settle for one style, one mode, one idiom; it mingles monosyllables and more elaborate diction, shorter and longer lines, heraldic pentameters and alexandrines, and more questioningly uncertain shorter lines, satire and high rhetoric, stoicism and terror. Yet this refusal gives it an audacious, unsettling ability to plumb depths and attain heights, and when it strikes home, it has prompted eloquent praise, perhaps most memorably from Gerard Manley Hopkins. Courteously but firmly rebuking R. W. Dixon’s scepticism about Wordsworth, Hopkins praises ‘Intimations’ as a poem in which ‘human nature…saw something, got a shock’ and as ‘better than anything else I know of Wordsworth’s, so much as to equal or outweigh everything else he wrote’. For Hopkins, Wordsworth’s ‘powers rose…with the subject; the execution is so fine. The rhymes are so musically interlaced, the rhythms so happily succeed (surely it is a magical change ‘O joy that in our embers’), the diction throughout is so charged and steeped in beauty and yearning (what a stroke “The moon doth with delight”!)’.12 This response is itself ‘steeped in beauty and yearning’, its uses of ‘so’ responding in an uplift of the voice to the sense of a rare masterpiece in which the poet’s ‘powers rose’. It serves as a critical torch that illuminates the hiding places of the poem’s hold over the reader, one gained through a fineness of ‘execution’ in which, among other things, ‘rhymes are…musically interlaced’ and ‘rhythms…happily succeed’.

How the poem ‘succeeds’, or fractures, or succeeds by fracturing, in attempting to plot a successions of feeling is a major concern of critical writing on ‘Intimations’. Most critics sense a tripartite structure, in accord with the traditional divisions of the ‘irregular Pindaric of the Cowleyan tradition’, the poem falling into ‘a recognizable triad of stanzas’: a triptych of strophe, antistrophe, epode.13 On this account, stanzas 1–4 present the loss of the ‘visionary gleam’ associated with nature in childhood; stanzas 5–8 supply an explanation and severe lament for that loss; and stanzas 9–11 recover and assert recompense, ‘joy’ (132) that ‘something’ lives on ‘in our embers’, memory offering a way back to what had seem utterly irrecoverable and fortifying the poet’s trust in ‘the primal sympathy | Which having been must ever be’ (184–5). Lionel Trilling contested this tripartite division, detecting two movements, one posing a question, the other ‘divided into two large movements, each of which gives an answer to the question with which the first part ends’. For Trilling, these two answers ‘contradict each other’. The one, set out in stanzas 5–8, is ‘supernatural’; the other, adumbrated in stanzas 9–11, is ‘naturalistic’.14

Helen Vendler delivers a weighty rebuttal of this view in her ‘Lionel Trilling and the Immortality Ode’. For Vendler, the correct ‘counter-structure’ to Trilling’s view is one in which the poem is viewed as a ‘cumulative experience’ that succeeds through its enactment of ‘succession’. She attends to the way in which Wordsworth first deals with ‘a succession of wounds to the spirit’, then allows us to ‘witness the healing of those wounds’. As she points out with keen alertness to the poetry’s use of words, ‘Intimations’ consists of a ‘powerfully plotted succession of…“wounds” and “cures”’.15 For his part, Jared Curtis had already paid valuable attention to the syntax of the poem, displaying how the poem’s manner ‘conveys the semblance of reasoning in all its experiential variousness and richness and drama’. In Curtis’s view, the close loops back circumspectly to the start: ‘There was brilliance, here are the pale remains’.16

Other major interventions include the reading offered by William A. Ulmer who thoughtfully emphasizes the poem’s Christian inflections and purposes, and reads it as ‘a celebration of a child’s innate spiritual privilege’ that served ‘to ease the spiritual disquietude of [Wordsworth’s] age’.17 In an illuminating review of critical approaches, Daniel Robinson comments that ‘a definitive reading of the poem remains elusive’.18 What follows cannot pretend to be ‘definitive’, but it seeks to respond to the poem’s own ‘elusiveness’, questioning whether it can be read, as Alan Grob has it, as a ‘spiritual record of the mind’s advance from doubt to certainty’, while agreeing with Leon Waldoff that ‘the art of self-representation in the poem involves self-dramatization, not simply self-expression’, with Thomas Raysor that the poem is distinguished by what Wordsworth in his 1815 ‘Essay Supplementary to the Preface’ refers to as ‘meditative pathos’, with Geoffrey Hartman who finds in ‘Intimations’ a fulfilling of the odic genre’s interest in ‘irregular rhythms’ and ‘reversal’, and with James Chandler that ‘the styles and forms attempted in what seem to be the poem’s various false starts constitute not only the point of departure for a progress narrative but also its end point’.19 The poem seems intent on foiling the critical imposition of a plot; ‘Intimations’ does indeed seem plotted, but often in order to point up the futility of any homiletic ‘plan or chart’ (90). Its movement towards consolation, much discussed, is also a movement into the past. The poem locates a now lost light among the ‘shadowy recollections’ (152) that memory consisted and consists of and recalls, summoning them up like ghosts woven from its own baffled and baffling materials.

Those ‘recollections’ may have a Platonic tinge, relating to the idea of anamnesis advanced in the Meno and Phaedo, that one recovers the knowledge one had in a former state, a form of knowledge that transcends knowledge derived from sense-impressions. Yet Wordsworth’s own gloss on ‘recollections’ in a letter focuses, it must be said, on a child’s experiences, on ‘two recollections of childhood, one that of splendour in the objects of sense which is passed away, and the other an indisposition to bend to the law of death as applying to our own particular case’. A subsequent sentence points up how the word ‘recollections’ is used with some suggestive blurring about whether the recollections are ‘of childhood’ from the perspective of an adult: ‘A Reader who has not a vivid recollection of these feelings having existed in his mind cannot understand that poem’ (CP2V, 428–9). We are allowed by this passage and the poem to hover between worlds, that of sense and that of soul, that of the experiencing child and that of the re-experiencing and differently experiencing adult. The allowance is imaginatively enriching.

‘INTIMATIONS’: A READING

‘Not in entire forgetfulness, | And not in utter nakedness, | But trailing clouds of glory do we come | From God, who is our home’ (62–5): Wordsworth’s lines from ‘Intimations’ could scarcely be more emphatically convinced of the existence of ‘God, who is our home’. Coleridge’s ‘Semi-atheist’ is, one might suppose, many strides across pantheist and necessitarian fells away (CL, I. 216). In their assertion of ‘a common divinity’, as Ulmer agues, the lines rebuke a ‘humanistic’ discomfort with religious faith. For Ulmer, in this all-important fifth stanza of ‘Intimations’, a ‘Christianizing of Plato produces a Platonized Christianity’.20

Yet an opposing view looms into sight. The first two lines quoted above may flaunt their negations only to underscore the positive nature of what follows. But negation gives to that which is negated an un-ignorable substance. The lines haul us back to the states they would overpass: ‘entire forgetfulness’ (62) and ‘utter nakedness’ (63). These vacancies bequeath their unhallowed spirits to the reader in the act of being exorcized by the two lines (64–5) that follow. Moreover, the lines just quoted pass into a different register: ‘the promise of immortality fades’ as the stanza continues, miming the declension into the ‘light of common day’ (76).21 Near-religious assertion passes into assurance of loss. The Logos proves elusive; God as our home occupies another, scarcely imaginable country. At the same time, the onset of loss is itself a discovery; of ‘the vision splendid’ (73), Wordsworth writes, ‘At length the Man perceives it die away, | And fade into the light of common day’ (75–6). The man ‘perceives’ the loss; what has faded away, the poem will go on to hope, memory can restore.

The function of loss, then, on one reading of this endlessly fascinating poem, is to prompt recovery of a former glory. But that recovery depends on the memory of ‘Blank misgivings of a Creature | Moving about in worlds not realized’ (147–8). It is as though glory and misgivings were entwined round one another. David Duff sees in such ‘misgivings’ an ‘astonishing paradox’: the ‘seemingly negative experiences’ depicted are, for him, ‘the “intimations of immortality” of the title’. He suggests ‘immortality’ bears two meanings: ‘the literal, theological sense’ and ‘the figurative sense of literary immortality (these are early manifestations of the visionary gift that will ultimately enable Wordsworth to write great, canonical poetry’).22 The comment is suggestive, and brings to light a concern with the poet’s individual experience, which, true to the poem’s stern, even stoical commitment to a principled vacillation, plays against yet allies itself with the discovery of what makes possible spiritual vision for humanity in general. But only in poetry and through its expressive movement and figurations can such a possibility be conveyed. As Wordsworth’s syntactically intricate sentence unravels in this ninth stanza, he gives further thanks ‘for those first affections, | Those shadowy recollections, | Which, be they what they may, | Are yet the fountain light of all our day, | Are yet a master light of all our seeing’ (151–5). Those ‘recollections’ defy definition (‘be they what they may’); their illumination derives from their ‘shadowy’ status.

At one level, these ‘recollections’ are not merely ‘the master light’ of a poet’s ‘seeing’; rather, they enable ‘all our seeing’. At another, the poem insists that its way of ‘seeing’ is poetic rather than theological. In his 1815 ‘Essay Supplementary to the Preface’, Wordsworth reflects on the way in which ‘religion’ and ‘poetry’ are at once a little more than kin and less than kind in their relations. In describing ‘the affinity between religion and poetry’, he finds common ground in the idea of ‘incarnation’, but he also implies that religious and poetic modes of incarnation do not bear an exact resemblance. He discerns a likeness ‘between religion—whose element is infinitude, and whose ultimate trust is the supreme of things, submitting herself to circumscription, and reconciled to substitutions; and poetry—ethereal and transcendent, yet incapable to sustain her existence without sensuous incarnation’ (PrW, III. 65) This formulation implies connections, yet it also uncovers and, indeed, sows the seeds of an acute quarrel. Wordsworth goes on to speak of ‘the lurking incitements of kindred error’, as though, like disputants over the nature of the Eucharist, ‘poetry’ and ‘religion’ were doomed to divisive argument. He notes, too, that ‘no poetry has been more subject to distortion, than that species, the argument and scope of which is religious; and no lovers of the art have gone farther astray than the pious and the devout’ (PrW, III. 66).

Here Wordsworth seems to shun religion as theme and as the basis of response to poetry, to suggest that whereas religion is condescendingly ‘reconciled to substitutions’, poetry cannot live ‘without sensuous incarnation’. This is less to deny that Wordsworth is a Christian than to assert that he is not prepared to see poetry as performing a secondary, supplementary, or illustrative role. Revealed religion depends on belief in the Incarnation by which, as Wordsworth puts it, ‘the infinite Being accommodates himself to a finite capacity’ (PrW, III. 65); poetry thrives on ‘sensuous incarnation’, on embodiments of the spiritual in what ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ (hereafter ‘The Wye’) calls ‘the language of the sense’ (109). ‘Words are too awful an instrument for good and evil, to be trifled with’, Wordsworth urges in the third of his Essays upon Epitaphs: ‘If words be not (recurring to a metaphor before used) an incarnation of the thought, but only a clothing for it, then surely will they prove an ill gift’ (PrW, II. 84). Words must not, then, merely serve as ‘a clothing’ of the thought. They do not dress up a previously formulated position; they incarnate the thought. This idea, one notes, is more than an idea; it is itself ‘a metaphor’. If ‘metaphor’ provides a means of incarnating thought, then the figurative loses its secondary status in relation to that which it figures.

One implication of these notions for a reading of Wordsworth’s ‘Intimations’ (and other elegies) is that the poet defends poetry against turning into a form of religion, even when the ‘ethereal’ transcendence of the one seems most to tally with the longing for ‘infinitude’ of the other. His dealings with the genre of elegy, a genre that thrives on the movement between sorrow and consolation, are a case in point. In Wordsworth’s hands, elegy may turn out to be an art that finally and finely seeks to resist loss and sorrow, even as it acknowledges and, indeed, amply gives them their due. But its resistance does not involve playing the trump card of placing an ‘ultimate trust in the supreme of things’, not, that is, in any abstractly doctrinal way. ‘Life must be undergone’, Keats writes, and it is among the achievements of ‘Intimations’ to make us feel this existential truth on our pulses.23

Often resistance to and acknowledgement of sorrow and loss inhabit one another in Wordsworthian elegy. ‘Not without hope we suffer and we mourn’ (60), the last line of ‘Elegiac Stanzas, Suggested by a Picture of Peele Castle, in a Storm, Painted by Sir George Beaumont’ (hereafter ‘Elegiac Stanzas’), is an example. The line acknowledges that ‘we suffer and we mourn’, where ‘suffer’ brings out the full implications of the just-recommended ‘patient chear’ (57); yet it resists the absence of hope that the negative construction ‘Not without hope’ brings to mind. This duality extends to the poem’s understanding of consolation; consolation is the more credible for its near-exhausted, clung-to nature; Wordsworth insists that religious consolation inhabits the experiential realm in which consolation is needed.

Supporting a religious reading of the ‘Elegiac Stanzas’, Edward Wilson has noted the echo of St Paul’s admonition in his First Epistle to the Thessalonians (as alluded to in the Book of Common Prayer’s Order for the Burial of the Dead) ‘not to be sorry, as men without hope, for them that sleep in him’.24 Stubborn hope is certainly an ember fluttering on the grate of the poem’s mood. Less certain is how the poem wishes the reader to understand such ‘hope’. The ‘fortitude’ (57) which sustains it might be Christianized. Wilson claims that it possesses for Wordsworth ‘a quality dependent on divine grace’.25 But it might also describe the bearing properly to be adopted by one who has ‘submitted to a new controul’ (34) in the aftermath and as the result of ‘deep distress’ (36).

This ‘controul’ has ‘humanized’ the ‘Soul’ with which it rhymes; the ‘Soul’ exists as a ‘Soul’, the rhyme suggests, through being ‘humanized’, an unusual word, not at odds, ultimately, with theological precept, but laying immediate emphasis on the soul’s (and the poet’s) humanity. The OED’s range of meanings and examples suggests the room that Wordsworth has given himself to operate. Edmund Burke in his A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful (1757), speaks of a time ‘Before the christian religion had, as it were, humanized the idea of the divinity’, where the verb points to the central paradox of Christianity, that God took on human form, as it draws on the meaning ‘to make human’ (quoted in OED v 1). But the less evidently religious meaning, ‘To make more humane’ (OED v 2), is also present. ‘Elegiac Stanzas’ exemplifies Wordsworth’s way of making poetry out of reaching back into the past while living with great intensity in the present. The poem is affecting because it evokes with delicate power the poet’s attachment to a contented outlook before ‘distress’ in the form of the death of John Wordsworth at sea took over. At the same time, this outlook is ultimately rebuked as involving ‘the fond delusion of my heart’ (29).

It is a poetry, like that of ‘Intimations’, of ebb and flow. In considering the double presence in ‘Intimations’ of yearning and acceptance, turning and returning, it is instructive to recall that in a note added to the 1800 edition of Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth writes of ‘The Wye’ that he had ‘not ventured to call this Poem an Ode, but it was written with a hope that in the transitions, and in the impassioned music of the versification would be found the principal requisites of that species of composition’ (PW, II. 517). In doing so, he undesignedly offers a way of appreciating his achievement in ‘Intimations’, a poem that relies on ‘impassioned music’ and on ‘transitions’. Like ‘The Wye’, ‘Intimations’ thematizes transition and composes itself out of transitions; both poems capture a looking before and after that is highly conscious of change. In ‘The Wye’, Wordsworth ‘cannot paint | What then I was’ (76–7), yet that unpicturable former identity haunts the poem ‘like a passion’ (78), so that when the past is dismissed, it equably but poignantly reasserts its continued existence in the present: ‘That time is past, | And all its aching joys are now no more, | And all its dizzy raptures’ (84–6).

As in ‘Intimations’, the word ‘now’ elicits a catch in the voice as it alights on a sense of bereftness in the present. So, in ‘Intimations’, Wordsworth asserts at the end of the opening stanza, ‘The things which I have seen I now can see no more’ (9), almost an allusion to the previous poem with its privileging of visionary moments when we ‘see into the life of things’ (50). Yet in ‘Intimations’ the emphasis is firmly on a subjective impairment, an ability to ‘see’, in the first of the poem’s significant references to vision. The alexandrine is monosyllabic, heavy with loss as it trails its expressively cumbersome length from past ability to present incapacity. In ‘The Wye’, the loss is spoken of as though it possessed objective temporal reality: ‘That time is past’, yet in both poems the seemingly objective quickly concedes its roots in subjective impression. Thus, ‘Intimations’ begins: ‘There was a time when meadow, grove, and stream, | The earth, and every common sight | To me did seem’ (1–3), the definiteness of ‘There was a time’ coexisting with the concession that it was ‘To me’ that the ‘seeming’ occurred.

Loss in ‘Intimations’ is more absolute, even if the phrase ‘I now can see no more’ holds open the slim possibility that lost sight may be restored. ‘The Wye’ may use the word ‘loss’ (88), but its movement into ‘Abundant recompence’ (89) is always more immediate than in ‘Intimations’. Whereas ‘Intimations’ expresses a bewilderment close to bereavement, ‘It is not now as it has been of yore’ (6), the blank verse of ‘The Wye’ orchestrates the relationship between past and present with an effect of oscillating modulation. Both poems in lines already quoted may contain the phrase ‘no more’, but in ‘Intimations’ it completes the sentence, the rhyme with ‘yore’ having an effect of bolted finality. In ‘The Wye’, the phrasing, as if reluctant to concede that what has gone has gone completely, spins on, reawakening wonder at the ‘dizzy raptures’ and their continued hold over the poet’s memory.

Syntax obeys feeling and behaves with complex intent in both these elegiac poems. In ‘The Wye’ Wordsworth deploys intricate effects of negation and readjustment:


         For I have learned

To look on nature, not as in the hour

Of thoughtless youth, but hearing oftentimes

The still, sad music of humanity,

Nor harsh nor grating, though of ample power

To chasten and subdue.(89–94)



What the poet has ‘learned’ marks an advance on ‘the hour | Of thoughtless youth’ in which nothing mattered that was ‘Unborrowed from the eye’ (84); it involves, this lesson in maturation, ‘hearing oftentimes | The still, sad music of humanity’, a hearing that is less abrupt capture than a pervasive attunement to a ‘music’. The poet immediately qualifies the music as ‘Nor harsh nor grating’, bringing into play what he gratuitously excludes, before he affirms its ‘ample power | To chasten and subdue’. This ‘ample power’ recalls the ‘Abundant recompence’; as that ‘recompence’ derives its ‘abundance’ from its compensating relationship with ‘loss’, so this ‘power’ possesses an amplitude inseparable from its capacity to ‘chasten and subdue’. Affirmations tie themselves to and yet just about get the upper hand over negations through the interwoven rhythm of the blank verse.26

In ‘Intimations’, Wordsworth finds a form that allows for a greater declarative force, a fuller weighting of propositional utterance. ‘The Wye’ works within a loco-descriptive tradition. ‘Intimations’, by contrast, occupies the present-tense in a way that is tethered more to the inner time of the poem itself. Though it is, as noted, composed of transitions, moves through stages, and reshapes its argument, it also ascribes a complete unanswerability to each phase—and phrase. Wordsworth’s 1815 change of title was made, in order, according to Henry Crabb Robinson, to satisfy Robinson’s wish that the title should ‘guide the reader to a perception of its drift’ (HCRCorr, II. 839). Writing of the altered epigraph in the same 1815 volume, namely, ‘The Child is Father of the Man; | And I could wish my days to be | Bound each to each by natural piety’ (CP2V, 271n.), Peter Manning has argued that the new epigraph ‘evades in its epigrammatic density the conflicts acted out by the Ode’, but, as he himself observes, the phrase ‘I could wish’ itself serves as a ‘trace of the gaps between the sublime and the world around him in the Ode’.27 Any effect of attempted clarification takes its place in a series of powerful gestures of definition.

The opening stanza of ‘Intimations’ is marked by directness of address to its theme. Its assertions bear out Harold Bloom’s observation that ‘The given…is presented, without images, as “The things which I have seen”’.28 Or, rather, imagery is unspecific, the loss a question of ‘celestial light, | The glory and the freshness of a dream’. In place of the sinuous rhythms of ‘The Wye’, Wordsworth uses ‘musically interlaced’ rhymes, in Hopkins’s phrase. They clinch statements that, turn whereso’er they may, hammer into shape absence and loss. Whatever the final countervailing attitude arrived at by the poem, its discovery of trust in ‘the faith that looks through death, | In years that bring the philosophic mind’ (188–9), the initial stanza has an ungainsayable authenticity, vital for the poem as whole; the feeling of loss is incontrovertibly transmitted. Wordsworth may work in the tradition of the irregular Pindaric ode. But his poem begins with no call for inspiration; rather, it asserts, with authority, that the source of the poet’s inspiration has gone.

Coleridge found ‘Intimations’ accessible mainly if not only to those who have ‘been accustomed to watch the flux and reflux of their inmost nature, to venture at times into the twilight realms of consciousness, and to feel a deep interest in modes of inmost being, to which they know that the attributes of time and space are inapplicable and alien, but which cannot be conveyed, save in symbols of time and space’ (CCBL, II. 147). The readership he envisages may be over-exclusive; Wordsworth does, after all, go to some pains to engage here and elsewhere with what is ‘common’, even as he concedes the fact that his experience is inescapably his own (‘To me did seem’, ‘I now can see no more’). But Coleridge’s sense of a gap between ‘modes of inmost being’ and the necessary but inadequate ‘symbols of time and space’ helps in characterizing Wordsworth’s use of diction and rhythm in the opening four stanzas. The poetry presents the ‘flux and reflux’ of Wordsworth’s ‘inmost nature’ with an expectation that we will discern such a gap. The flux and reflux communicate through the movement of the second stanza; the ‘symbols of time and place’ might be the diction itself, with its careful delimiting of resonance. The diction parades its inadequacy: ‘The Rainbow comes and goes, | And lovely is the Rose’ (10–11); ‘Waters on a starry night | Are beautiful and fair’ (15–16). The verb ‘to be’ has lost any contact with the near-miraculous fact of being in that second example; ‘beautiful and fair’ does toneless justice, at best, to the ‘Waters on a starry night’. The restlessness shows in the tidal pull of the syntax towards knowledge of loss: ‘But yet I know, where’er I go, | That there hath passed away a glory from the earth’ (17–18); ‘there hath passed away’ repeats but develops the opening line, ‘There was a time’; ‘a glory’ snubs what now seems the merely superficial lure of ‘glorious’ (in the line, ‘The sunshine is a glorious birth’, 16), the internal rhyme of ‘know’ and go’ enacts the sense of an inescapable, dragging ache.

Syntax and diction are, in fact, working hand in glove, since the turn proposed by ‘But’ must be expressed linguistically. In the third stanza, Wordsworth seeks to cancel that betraying ‘But’ through a re-emphasized conviction of recovered strength, ‘Now while the Birds thus sing a joyous song’ (19); the poem enters a specific present, as though to disavow pervasive malaise, only immediately to recur to the past: ‘To me alone there came a thought of grief: | A timely utterance gave that thought relief, | And I again am strong’ (22–4). The effect is to disrupt the attempted entrance into a ‘Now’ free of ‘grief’ since the tenses suggest something of an iterative drama, one in which every ‘Now’ immediately clouds with the memory of a ‘thought of grief’ before ‘timely utterance’ makes possible renewed strength.

For Jared Curtis, the effect is ‘only to indicate a distinct interval or series of specific moments, one following upon the other, first the “thought of grief” then the “timely utterance” offering “relief,” which are separate from the fictional present only in this verbal way’.29 Yet this ‘verbal way’ brings out the inexplicable but deep, and deeply affecting, links between the spectacle of natural joy and the ‘thought of grief’ and, further, the way in which this link in turn generates the need for ‘timely utterance’ if that ‘relief’ for the ‘grief’ which hurts it into song and rhyme is to be found. Suddenly laid bare is the connection between ‘grief’ and the need for ‘utterance’. That ‘utterance’ is ‘timely’ in that it occurs at the right moment and takes place in time, conceding the poet’s privileged vulnerability to experience the shifts of feeling that are attendant upon temporality. Yet it is also ‘untimely’ since, whatever the ‘timely utterance’ was—‘My heart leaps up’, written the day before, the speech of the Leech Gatherer, whose words emerged ‘With something of a lofty utterance drest’ (‘Resolution and Independence’, 101), or ‘the very sounds that surround the poet’—it cannot resolve the present dilemma.30 It may have once been timely, but the unease which permeates the rhetoric of the rest of the third and fourth stanzas suggests that its time has gone. In these ensuing lines, Wordsworth evokes a poet’s failure to right the vessel of his soul’s distress. Numinous hints remain one-off brilliances: ‘The Winds come to me from the fields of sleep’ (28); they fail, at this stage, to take on an ampler resonance. Those ‘winds’ speak of inspiration as a random straggle of enigmatic notes, at once like and unlike ‘intimations’.

It is with an effect almost of ‘relief’ that Wordsworth returns to or, rather, allows himself to confront what the reader senses is his abiding ‘thought of grief’. This it does in the concluding lines of the fourth stanza, where the poet alights upon ‘a Tree, of many one, | A single Field which I have looked upon’ (51–2) and asserts that ‘Both of them speak of something that has gone’ (53). The blurred static of previous lines, in which insistence on recovered well-being dominates, resolves into plangency of utterance. The earlier lament over the generalized loss of ‘things’ turns into regretful naming of specific and ‘single’ objects that endure through their capacity both to be present and to ‘speak of something that has gone’. ‘Tree’, ‘Field’, and ‘The Pansy at my feet’ (54) all turn away from emblematic, allegorical status; they remain staunchly, even defiantly literal, obstinately singular, refusing to encode the larger cultural meanings with which the reader may be tempted to endow them. Ulmer, for example, refers to the Tree as possessing a ‘suggestion of the Fall’, yet this suggestion seems, if anything, excluded by the poem’s mode at this stage.31 The individual Tree, Field and Pansy betoken the larger absence defined by the closing questions, but they do not, as, say, Vaughan’s ‘gilded cloud, or flower’ (11) do in ‘The Retreat’, serve as figures for ‘shadows of eternity’ (‘The Retreat’,14).32

When Wordsworth begins the poem’s rallying in stanza 5, he works, by contrast, with a more elaborated set of metaphors:


Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting:

The Soul that rises with us, our life’s Star,

  Hath had elsewhere its setting,

     And cometh from afar(58–61).



The idea of ‘a prior state of existence’ was described by Wordsworth to Isabella Fenwick as ‘far too shadowy a notion to be recommended to faith as more than an element in our instincts of immortality’ (CP2V, 428). But if the notion is ‘shadowy’, the writing has clarity. This clarity extends to the working-out of the image and into the subsequent stanzas describing the socialization of the child in stanza 7, where the idiom seems regretfully ironic, even satirical.33 It even informs the conceit of the child in stanza 8 as a ‘best Philosopher’ (110), and ‘Eye among the blind’ (111). But it portrays itself, in effect, as poetic artifice; as the ‘Soul’ assumes her ‘earthly freight’ (129), the opening metaphor of stanza 5 seems to lose authority, to seem merely a conceit, creaking underfoot like a loosening plank.

At this stage, when a yawning gulf threatens, the poet turns at the start of stanza 9 to an elusively heartening language of remembered memory; if, earlier, memory triggered awareness of ‘something that has gone’, it is now responsible for the conviction that ‘in our embers | Is something that doth live’. The poem seems to find its way into a new state of understanding. Seeing and loss of sight have been rendered in relatively straightforward if bewildered and affecting terms. But in stanza 9 apprehension takes on a remarkable complexity, involving itself in ‘obstinate questionings | Of sense and outward things’ (144–5). If this is the language of the soul, it is the soul as it discovers itself through its difficult relationship with material reality. The poem entrusts its convictions to a syntax that feels its way forward, doing so through an appositional grappling with a rock-face that admits no hand-holds. The discovery of ‘High instincts, before which our mortal Nature | Did tremble like a guilty Thing surprized’ (149–50) emerges from this grappling, sustaining the poem’s combination of effects. A possible echo puts poet and the reader in the position of ghost-watchers, troubled like Horatio when the spectre of Hamlet’s father ‘started like a guilty thing | Upon a fearful summons’ (Hamlet I. ii. 129–30).34 These ‘instincts’ even seem to track on their radar the scene of some original trauma. But trauma evolves into, is the basis of, poetic discovery, one marked, in these two lines, by a return to the pentameter which serves throughout the poem to emblematize the attempted taking of a stance, the recovery of a conditional assurance, the prospect of ‘Perpetual benedictions’ (137). The passage finds its way, via affectingly precarious links in a not wholly logical series, to the ‘Hence’ (164) that turns ‘moments in the being | Of the eternal Silence’ (157–8) into the ‘season of calm weather’ of the stanza’s close.

That such ‘calm weather’ allows for the hearing of ‘mighty waters rolling evermore’ (170) as well as for the sight of ‘Children’ sporting ‘upon the shore’ (169) reminds us that the poem sustains its ambivalences and surprises to the end. The ‘season of calm weather’ allows for access to a near-apocalyptic ‘rolling’ of ‘mighty waters’ that dwarfs as it solemnizes and, in a sense, validates the ephemerality of ‘Our noisy years’ (157). Those ‘mighty waters’ suggest, however, the degree to which consolation is to be found in a majestic, almost appalling sublimity; the ‘Children’ seem both threatened by and revelatory of such sublimity, and the rhyme of the life-giving but impinged-upon ‘shore’ and the sounds of ‘mighty waters evermore’ plaits these contrary suggestions.

Return dominates the penultimate stanza: return to the first part of the poem, to the ordinary, to a renewed sense of loss, to ‘the primal sympathy | Which having been must ever be’ (184–5). Such returns are complicated by the poem’s own discoveries. ‘Then sing ye Birds, sing, sing a joyous song! | And let the young Lambs bound | As to the tabor’s sound’ (171–3) recalls the opening of stanza 3 in concessive mood, as though to affirm what at the time had seemed questionable. Retrospective validation, however, comes at a price, as the poet asserts: ‘We in thought will join your throng’ (174), a way of putting matters that permits the earlier ‘thought of grief’ subliminally to resurface and to concede that consciousness interposes itself between poet and any instinctive joy. As the passage continues, the subliminal hint of ‘grief’ turns up the volume until it breaks out openly in lines that affect, through their opening ‘What if’ construction, to strike themselves from the record, only to achieve a more aching eloquence:


What though the radiance which was once so bright

Be now for ever taken from my sight,

Though nothing can bring back the hour

Of splendour in the grass, of glory in the flower;

   We will grieve not, rather find

   Strength in what remains behind(178–83).



The post-Miltonic ‘celestial light’(4) of the opening (see Paradise Lost, III. 51), with its anticipation of the poem’s emphasis on the soul’s pre-existence, has evolved into a more generalized ‘radiance’. The idea of pre-existent ‘light’ drops away, leaving a human-centred sorrow at an unaccountable deprivation. Yet the peculiar personal sadness evident in ‘my sight’ moves into the solidarity with others, as with stoic resolve, Wordsworth declares, ‘We will grieve not’. With typical sensitivity to the feel and weight of words, the enjambed phrase ‘find | Strength’ speaks, in its searching across the line-ending, of a necessary quest for ‘Strength’. The poetry fuses robustness and delicacy in a wholly original and poignant way in this section; affirmation recognizes its near-illogicality in the very ring of a rhyme (‘soothing thoughts that spring | Out of human suffering’, 186–7), before, in looking ahead through its prizing of ‘the faith that looks through death’ (188) and ‘years that bring the philosophic mind’ (189), it implicitly concedes the unavoidable connection between loss and diminution, and recompense and development.

Peter McDonald notes ‘that “Death” is unrhymed’ and half-rhymes with ‘faith’. If ‘faith’ serves as ‘death’s counterweight and rebuke’, it also allows the poet, albeit indirectly, to look at, as well as through, ‘death’.35 Death has entered the poem only in the form of the seemingly euphemistic conceit attributed to the child for whom ‘the grave’ (120) is said to be ‘but a lonely bed’ (121). Coleridge found those lines ‘frightful’ (CCBL, II. 140–1), and Wordsworth accordingly excised them after 1815, but the ‘frightful’ and the calmly endorsed each hold our attention with a steady gaze. Again, collateral, incompatible, and inseparable, ‘faith’ and ‘death’ prompt an enhanced awareness of one another, each, like every stage in this poem, ‘A Presence which is not to be put by’ (119). ‘The Wye’ weaves different notes of music together; ‘Intimations’ holds to each position it avows with trenchant partiality.

The final stanza first broaches a rapprochement with the natural world, denying ‘any severing of our loves’ (191), phrasing which catalyses lines that border with dramatic art on the over-protesting: ‘I love the Brooks which down their channels fret, | Even more than when I tripped lightly as they’ (195–6). The individual voice, which has been apart from and at one with the collective ‘We’, of the poem, now comes, with restraint and authority, to the fore. This ‘I’—half-punningly—belongs to a man whose ‘eye |…hath kept watch o’er man’s mortality’ (200–1), a keeping watch which is that of someone nursing a patient and someone seeking to hold at bay, to guard. In the following line, ‘Another race hath been, and other palms are won’ (202), love for the natural seems to set itself aside as biblical echo (compare 1 Corinthians 9:24) implies severer tasks, higher duties, running so that the poet ‘may obtain’ the grace of chastising knowledge. Finally, Wordsworth brings his poem to a conclusion that both values ‘the human heart by which we live’ (203) and recognizes the privateness, the utter uniqueness of the fact that ‘To me the meanest flower that blows can give | Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears’ (205–6). The close restores the connection between the ‘human’ and nature, the latter at its most eloquent and value-giving when at its ‘meanest’. It is hard, however, not to suppose that the depth of those concluding ‘Thoughts’ derives from the fact that ‘tears’, grief, and poetry itself cannot assuage the departure of an original glory, a departure without which ‘Intimations’ could not exist and a loss that the poem seems compelled to restate and—stoically, desperately, humanly—to resist.
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CHAPTER 14

WORDSWORTH’S CHARACTERS

MATTHEW C. BRENNAN

IN describing the effect of the characters in The Excursion, William Hazlitt complained that Wordsworth’s ‘intense intellectual egotism’ merges all ‘the dialogues’ of his characters into ‘soliloquies of the same’ voice.1 Nevertheless, even during the great decade Wordsworth wrote much poetry that is character-driven, including the blank-verse play The Borderers, which dramatizes the tragedy of a conflicted murderer, Mortimer.2 In the Preface to Lyrical Ballads Wordsworth identified as ‘part of my general purpose’ ‘the attempt to sketch characters’ (LBOP, 746). Besides the Female Vagrant, the Forsaken Indian Woman, and the Mad Mother from Lyrical Ballads, between 1797 and 1807 Wordsworth created other memorable characters—not only the Pedlar, who becomes the Wanderer of The Excursion, but also the Old Cumberland Beggar, Peter Bell, Benjamin the Waggoner, the Leech-Gatherer, and the Discharged Soldier. As J. Hillis Miller says of the ‘personages’ of Dickens’s Bleak House, Wordsworth’s characters represent ‘types’. For Miller, Dickens’s mimesis allows for idiosyncrasies of character, but each representation retains ‘the essence of the type’, so that Mrs. Pardiggle, for instance, stands for ‘the model of a Puseyite philanthropist’.3 Comparably, Wordsworth’s figure in ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ (written 1798) exemplifies the homeless poor suffering the effects of enclosure and the poor laws, but his significance lies in evoking our sympathy. Similarly moral is the essence of the narratives Peter Bell (1799) and Benjamin the Waggoner (1806). The character of Peter Bell dramatizes how the exercise of sympathy can be transformative whereas Benjamin both evokes readers’ sympathies and practises sympathy himself, embodying what Charles Lamb called ‘a spirit of beautiful tolerance’ (CBW, 3). But the most powerful and iconic of Wordsworth’s characters are the Leech-Gatherer of ‘Resolution and Independence’ (written 1802) and the Discharged Soldier of The Prelude (first drafted in 1798). Like the other three figures, these complex characters have grounding in reality with links to the dire social circumstances of the times as well as to Wordsworth’s life and sometimes Dorothy’s journal; nevertheless, they function not simply as realistic types but rather as uncanny archetypes, projections of the poet’s own psyche. Wordsworth encountered models for all five characters on the road, and as he gave them his sympathy they requited him with subjects for his poems.

I

‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’, first published in the Lyrical Ballads of 1800, fits the aims that Wordsworth says in the Preface guided the poems in both early editions. One aim, as Wordsworth puts it in the ‘Advertisement’ of 1798, is to delineate ‘human passions, human characters, and human incidents’ (PrW, I. 116); another aim, broached in the 1850 Preface, is ‘to excite rational sympathy’ (PrW, I. 143). After drafting ‘Description of a Beggar’ by mid-1797 and creating from its discarded lines ‘Old Man Travelling’, which appeared in Lyrical Ballads (1798), from January to March 1798 Wordsworth revised and completed ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’. Like ‘Simon Lee’ and ‘Goody Blake and Harry Gill’, this poem serves Wordsworth’s goal ‘to sketch characters’ (PrW, I. 128). As Willard Spiegelman maintains, Wordsworth used the word character with full knowledge of its Greek origin denoting ‘to scratch’ or ‘to etch’. For Wordsworth, ‘characters’ may encompass engravings, words, or simply ‘the people one meets’; and ‘character is moral worth drawn from characters, witnessed, read, and dramatized’.4 Hence in etching his characters Wordsworth wanted to force readers to see the marginal figures of society as individuals and thus as deserving of sympathy.

Both the character of the beggar and the economic hardships he endures are based in reality. Wordsworth told Isabella Fenwick that the old man had been ‘Observed & with great benefit to my own heart when I was a child’ (LBOP, 393), which corroborates his claim in the poem, ‘Him from my childhood have I known’ (LBOP, 22). Entries from May to October 1800 in Dorothy’s Journal lend further evidence of her and William’s dealings with beggars who travelled their roads and received alms and food from them during the period Wordsworth was preparing the second edition of Lyrical Ballads and the Preface.5 Toby R. Benis explains that Wordsworth’s beggar would have suffered from the poor laws and vagrancy laws that subjected homeless wanderers who begged to incarceration, resettlement, or placement in workhouses.6 Consequently, in ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’, after describing the beggar, Wordsworth addresses his primary audience, ‘Statesmen’ (66),7 whom he identifies in the Fenwick note as ‘the political economists’ waging ‘war upon mendicity in all its forms’ (LBOP, 393). Through the sketch of the old man, then, Wordsworth hopes to elicit such statesmen’s sympathy. Moreover, as he explains in his ‘Postscript’ of 1835, unlike in works of fiction evoking ‘our commiseration’ with characters of ‘abject misery’, in ‘real life’, he underscores, ‘sympathy must be followed by action’ (PrW, III. 247). Ultimately, Wordsworth wants laws that give value to the lives of people who need relief, a political goal he consistently held during his evolution from young radical to middle-aged Tory. It is as if Wordsworth believes that, first, fiction and poetry can evoke sympathy for literary characters and, next, this feeling of imaginative sympathy developed in readers can lead to application in the real world—acts of charity, or Acts of Parliament.

‘I have’, Wordsworth says, ‘at all times endeavoured to look steadily at my subject; consequently I hope it will be found that there is in these Poems little falsehood of description’ (PrW, I. 132). Nonetheless, he never gives this character dialogue and provides few details about his ‘helpless appearance’, other than ‘his palsied hand’, ‘his grey’ hair, and his ‘wither’d face’ (25, 16, 169), which helps render the beggar less a fully rounded character than a type as if he were a figure in an etching. Still, the poet—apparently on the road himself—captures the old man by sympathetically observing his movements and thereby illuminating his helplessness. Through imaginative sympathy, Wordsworth etches the figure’s essence and fixes him as a type representing the victims of economic change. As he eats ‘seated by the highway side’, ‘his palsied hand’ scatters crumbs that fall to the ground ‘in little showers’ (15–19). The homeless wanderer most shows his need for relief when Wordsworth concretely describes the way he walks:


        Thus, from day to day,

Bowbent, his eyes for ever on the ground,

He plies his weary journey, seeing still,

And never knowing that he sees,…(51–4)



Moreover, though the beggar lives by walking, Wordsworth underlines how ill-equipped he is to live by the road. As he proceeds, the old man remains still enough ‘In look and motion that the cottage curs, | Ere he have pass’d the door, will turn away | Weary of barking at him’ (60–3). Wordsworth’s description of the old solitary—in appearance and in movement—leads Gary Harrison to claim that in this poem, unusually, Wordsworth assumes ‘the privileged gaze of the external spectator’.8 Rather, Wordsworth is exercising imaginative sympathy: in rendering his character so vividly, he adopts the beggar’s point of view, bringing ‘his feelings near to those of the’ person ‘whose feelings he describes’, and even for the span of several lines Wordsworth seems to identify ‘his own feelings with’ the beggar’s (PrW, I. 138).

The blank-verse poem not only enables its intended readers, the ‘Statesmen’, to see the beggar and to imagine his perspective; it also leads them to see his positive effects on the community that enfolds him, including the Cumbrian ‘statesmen’ in a different sense of the term. For one thing, in his begging for alms the old man prompts the villagers ‘to tender offices’ (163). Furthermore, as the aged beggar wanders ‘Among the farms and solitary huts’, his begging ‘compels’ his benefactors ‘to acts of love’, acts of imaginative sympathy (88–92): the horseman, the gatekeeper, ‘the Post-boy’ (26–43). So, as the Old Cumberland Beggar threads his way through the villages, he evokes the ‘mild touch of sympathy’ that makes all of humanity ‘kindred’ and manifests the belief ‘That we have all of us one human heart’ (106–7, 146). The beggar’s utility, then, ultimately lies in fitting the community to ‘Nature’s law’ (73):


That none, the meanest of created things,

Of forms created most vile and brute,

The dullest or most noxious, should exist

Divorced from good, a spirit and pulse of good,

A life and soul to every mode of being

Inseparably link’d. …(74–9)



David Simpson cites these lines to illustrate Wordsworth’s dearth of sympathy for the aged beggar, arguing that ‘there is something uncomfortably harsh in the association (even as it is no more than that) of the old man with the “dullest and most noxious” of created forms’.9 But surely the linkage Wordsworth invokes parallels the pantheistic thought of ‘One life within us and abroad’ and does not necessarily imply that the old man himself is ‘noxious’, but rather that others less sympathetic than he, who also form part of the ‘One life’, similarly lay claim to humanitarian concern, such as the figure in ‘The Convict’. Wordsworth’s poem implants the beggar into his ecosystem.

Though Wordsworth’s purpose in ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ is to make his character a type, a moral exemplum for a humanitarian cause, some readers find fault with Wordsworth’s approach. Simpson, who finds that ‘the speaker’s account lacks any expressed sense of sympathy or fellow feeling’, keeps company with Coleridge.10 Wordsworth possesses ‘an utter non-sympathy with the subjects of [his] poetry’, Coleridge concluded in Table Talk; he is spectator ‘ab extra,—feeling for, but never with, [his] characters’ (TT, II. 200). More perceptive and fair-minded have been Jonathan Wordsworth, who credits the poet with ‘feeling intensely with his character’ of the beggar, and Richard Gravil, who asserts in a more general judgement that ‘no poet, certainly no Romantic poet, was ever inclined to suffer so much with his characters’.11 As James Averill explains, Wordsworth’s opening description may betray an interest in ‘the pathetic object’, but as the poem unfolds it raises ‘questions of tragic response’ and ‘the imagination’s relation to suffering’.12 Indeed, if with no other character, with the Cumberland beggar Wordsworth builds into the didactic poem his desire that sympathy lead to corrective action—legal reforms, almsgiving, and acts of love.

II

Unlike in ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’, which promotes character over incident or plot, in Peter Bell, A Tale in Verse and Benjamin the Waggoner and His Waggon the central characters of Peter and Benjamin work as parts of longer narratives. One commonality between the potter and the waggoner inheres in how their character types exhibit sympathy for others and elicit it from at least some readers for themselves. Whereas in ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ Wordsworth relies on description of character and persuasion of argument to make his moral point, in the narratives his strategy centres on how character unfolds through plot: Peter typifies a ‘savage’ man redeemed by nature and sympathy for others while Benjamin typifies ‘a spirit of beautiful tolerance’.

Although in his Notebooks Coleridge privately called Peter Bell ‘Wordsworth’s most wonderful as well as admirable Poem’ (CN, II. 2583), the poem proved a critical debacle. Nevertheless, one apparent appeal of the best-selling poem lay in its character of the potter, a two-dimensional type with grounding in reality, like Wordsworth’s other major characters. He is yet another wanderer of the road, though Wordsworth melded Peter from multiple sources, unlike his beggar. The central incident of the ass looming over the underwater corpse of its owner came from a newspaper article, Wordsworth told Isabella Fenwick. Wordsworth added that ‘the countenance, gait, and figure of Peter’, however, ‘were taken from a wild rover with whom I walked from Builth, on the river Wye, downwards nearly as far as the town of Hay’. And Wordsworth appropriated the detail of Peter’s twelve wives from ‘a lawless creature who lived in the county of Durham’ (CPB, 3–4). On the other hand, the theme of superstition, the supernatural, and redemption through sympathy bears the literary influence of ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’; yet, Wordsworth’s note to the Preface about the lack of ‘distinct’ characterization in the main figure of Coleridge’s narrative suggests he strove to base the potter’s type on reality and to make him more recognizable than the Gothic sailor.

Wordsworth portrays Peter Bell as a prototype of insensitivity to nature but openness to imagination, which ultimately can work through nature to transform character. Early in the tale the narrator describes Peter’s character: thirty-two years old, he ‘Had been a wild and woodland rover’, like the man Wordsworth accompanied along the Wye (CPB, 177), and as Wordsworth noted, the fictional Peter shared characteristics with his historical model.13 ‘A carl as wild and rude’ as a felon (243, 245), Peter betrayed a countenance of ‘hardness’ and ‘cunning’ and a ‘spirit cold’ (291, 280, 284). Moreover, Wordsworth underscores Peter’s ‘savage character’ (269) by limning his initial insensitivity to nature. Even though ‘he roved among the vales and streams’, ‘Nature ne’er could find the way | Into the heart of Peter Bell’ (211–15). Peter Bell sees the world through ‘a film of familiarity’, his devil within suspending his access to nature and the power of sympathy it can nurture.

Nevertheless, like the narrator of ‘The Thorn’, Peter is ‘superstitious’ and possesses ‘a reasonable share of imagination’ (PW, II. 512), which renders his receptiveness to nature and his redemptive transformation eventually possible. Through the symbolic power of moonlight, Peter is led to recognize the devil within after coming upon a ‘solitary ass’. After beating it with a sapling in a failed attempt to seize it, Peter begins his change of consciousness. Beneath an uneasy moon, Peter sees in a stream the corpse of the ass’s owner, retrieves it from the water, and rides the ass toward the dead man’s home. His superstitious imagination, abetted by the moonlight, leads to a series of supernatural scares that ultimately transform his ‘savage’ character to one capable of sympathy for others. Finally, the underground rumblings of miners’ explosions heighten Peter’s fear and evoke his transformative remorse and resulting sympathy for the ass, the orphans, and the dead man’s widow. When Peter hears ‘a murmur in the earth’ (1034), he concludes, ‘“I know the truth. I know it well, | Through meadow-ground and rock and dell | A devil is following me”’ (1053–55). Psychologically Peter is coming to terms with the devil within. He soon feels remorse for the Highland girl whose heart he broke long ago and then has a ‘miserable vision’ of himself and the moment the girl died (1171–85). As John E. Jordan explains, ‘Peter’s seeing himself outside of his body may presage his death—he dies a spiritual death and is reborn’ (CPB, 134n).

As a result, his imaginative experiences produce several epiphanies. As for the ass, Peter realizes—sounding like the Ancient Mariner—it was ‘“Made by the God that made us all’” (1134), and once the ass reaches the widow’s cottage, Peter ‘feels what he for human kind | Had never felt before’ (1294–5). Jordan maintains that this Wordsworthian parable fails to show how ‘love of nature leads to love of man’ since it is ‘fear of nature’ that causes Peter’s change in consciousness.14 Still, Wordsworth may intend readers to attribute Peter’s transformation to the ‘Severer interventions’ of nature’s ‘ministry’, like those he exemplified in the boat-stealing episode of the 1799 Prelude, composed in Goslar while he made revisions on the early draft of Peter Bell (Prel-2, I. 79). Transformed, Peter now sees that ‘The heart of man’s a holy thing’ as ‘Nature through a world of death | Breathes into him a second breath’ (1311–14). So here Nature fosters love of man more through fear than beauty, though the moonlight acts as an unconscious influence throughout the poem, as it does in the boat-stealing episode of The Prelude. Consequently, nature prompts Peter, a type of evil man transformed, to become ‘a good and honest man’ (1380) who both exhibits sympathy and earns it from some readers, if not from all critics. Though not fully rounded and perhaps too quick in losing his savage insensitivity and gaining a love of nature and of man, Peter is based partly on reality, a truth for all of Wordsworth’s characters, unlike Coleridge’s mariner and Bürger’s Lenore, characters Wordsworth criticized. Perhaps readers, unlike critics, could identify with the flawed potter and enjoy his moral transformation from a type of evil to one of goodness, much as the next generation of English readers embraced the transformation of Dickens’s type of stingy greediness, Ebenezer Scrooge.

If Peter Bell ends comically, Benjamin the Waggoner ends with a sense of loss and thus affects both the speaker of the poem and the implied readers more deeply than the tale of the superstitious potter. As with other literary characters he created from figures on the road, with Benjamin Wordsworth drew on reality. Stephen Gill indicates that Benjamin parallels ‘the waggoner who plied between Keswick and Kendal’ (Gill, Life, 247). Also rooted in reality is the waggoner’s ‘Sour and surly’ Master, whose unfeeling firing of ‘the good, | The patient and the tender-hearted’ Benjamin evokes the speaker’s and our sympathy and sadness (CBW, 104, l. 675; 108, ll. 737–38). Paul F. Betz cites Carol Landon’s suggestion that at the time Benjamin lost his job his employer was ‘John I’Anson, the innkeeper of the Royal Oak, from which many Keswick coaches and wagons originated’ (CBW, 104n). His lack of sympathy, then, serves as a foil that generates ours for the generous waggoner, for Benjamin shows, as Wordsworth put it years before to Charles James Fox, with Michael in mind, that ‘men who do not wear fine cloaths can feel deeply’ (EY, 315). Wordsworth thus makes Benjamin a type of the spirit of tolerance.

Wordsworth’s plot underscores Benjamin’s inherent if ultimately self-destructive goodness through his feelings for both his horses and the vagrants—the mother, her babe, and her husband-sailor—and through the contrast to the self-centred sailor. Approaching Dunmail Raise en route to Castlerigg, Benjamin acknowledges that though his Master may make ‘a mighty noise about me’, his ‘jolly Team’ will only ‘work for’ him (115–18). The narrator goes so far as to call him ‘their father and their friend’ (45). To be sure, Benjamin, the horses, and the roads they traverse are inextricably and sympathetically tied together, as the waggoner proclaims: ‘And for us all I’ll sing the praise | Of our good friend here Dunmal-raise’ since ‘plain it is that’ the local landscape forms ‘the tether | By which we have been kept together’ (129–33). This sense of organic unity leads the tolerant Benjamin to take in a mother and her babe, who shelter from the storm in his covered wagon. Soon after, Benjamin invites the woman’s abusive husband on board as well, but he simply follows with his ass. Wordsworth heightens our sense of Benjamin’s depth of feeling by contrasting him with the sailor. The sailor appears to repay the waggoner’s act of sympathy by sharing bowls of ale with him when they come upon the Cherry Tree tavern, but his drunken egotistic display of his scale model, Admiral Nelson’s Vanguard, delays them for two hours, thereby risking Benjamin’s position with his employer; moreover, all the while the sailor neglects his wife and baby sleeping outside in the waggon, a sharp contrast to Benjamin’s treatment of his horses. When they resume the trek, Benjamin asks the sailor to travel by his side ‘as Brother should with Brother’ (536). Interestingly, Benjamin’s tolerance of the selfish sailor helps undo him, for the waggoner’s weakness for drink and compassion for others both part him from his job. As the poem ends the poet stresses that he misses Benjamin most when he sees the figures of homeless wanderers ‘perch’d upon the naked height’, vagrants who in the past, like the sailor and his family, would have found safe harbour in Benjamin’s waggon (796–803). So, fittingly, the poem ends elegiacally with the poet lamenting the loss of Benjamin but also replicating his powers of imaginative sympathy and ‘spirit of beautiful tolerance’, which Benjamin’s character typifies.

III

The characters of the Leech-Gatherer and the Discharged Soldier originate in reality as do the Old Cumberland Beggar, Peter Bell, and Benjamin, and like them the poet meets these two figures on the road. Furthermore, like the beggar, both the Leech-Gatherer and Discharged Soldier are wandering solitaries who suffered the economic hardships widespread in England during the Napoleonic wars. They are also ‘boundary beings’, as Geoffrey Hartman calls them, embodying an ‘ambivalence in mode of being’ that makes them ‘seem to possess a supernatural element’.15 In other words, they occupy a liminal space, the leech-gatherer ‘the lonely moor’, the soldier the dark shadows of night. Harrison’s application of this idea of liminality to the Leech-Gatherer fits the Discharged Soldier as well, for both manifest an indeterminate status not only socially but also phenomenologically, ‘betwixt and between the inanimate and animate, natural and human worlds’.16 These iconic characters, then, function both as objective beings grounded in reality and as symbols—in particular, as Gravil explains, as archetypes of Wordsworth’s ‘own psychological needs’.17

As Wordsworth told Isabella Fenwick, the inspiration for ‘Resolution and Independence’ came from an encounter with ‘this Old Man I met a few hundred yards from my cottage at Town-End, Grasmere’. He added that ‘the account of’ the old man derived ‘from his own mouth’ (FN, 63). This fact is confirmed by Dorothy’s journal entry of 3 October 1800. She describes him at length, offering some details that survive in the published version and some that Wordsworth ignored or cut from the early draft. She notes his ‘Dark eyes & a long nose’ and his ‘coat thrown over his shoulders’—facts the poem omits—as well as the telling image of his being ‘almost double’ (DWJ, 23), which Wordsworth renders to emphasize ‘his extreme old age’: ‘His body was bent double, feet and head | Coming together in their pilgrimage’ (CWRT, I. 626; 72–4). But most of Dorothy’s entry paraphrases what the old man said. For instance, she relates that he explained how ‘His trade was to gather leeches, but now leeches are scarce and he had not strength for it. He lived now by begging and was making his way to Carlisle where he should buy a few godly books to sell’. As Jared R. Curtis shows, however, Wordsworth ultimately discards much of the documentary realism of Dorothy’s report, including almost all of the old man’s own words.18 Wordsworth, as Gravil puts it, ‘silences the leech-gatherer’ and restores his former occupation as his sole identity.19 Furthermore, Wordsworth elides the setting of Grasmere by aptly placing ‘Resolution’ in the section of Poems, in Two Volumes titled ‘Poems Composed During a Tour, Chiefly on Foot’ (CP2V, 111), which makes the moor of the poem indeterminate and evocative of the liminal. Moreover, whereas Dorothy’s prose account and to an extent William’s early draft present the old man as an object of pathos and sympathy—a type akin to the Cumberland beggar and Benjamin—the poem ‘Resolution and Independence’ transforms him into a symbolic projection of Wordsworth’s psyche.

‘Resolution’ is a poem about a psychological crisis resolved through Wordsworth’s encounter with a border being, an old man who seems dreamlike or ‘from some far region sent’ and who supplies the melancholy poet with both a model of ‘human strength’ (117–19) and a means to deepen his psychic awareness. Travelling ‘upon the moor’ the morning after a storm, the poet broods ‘in this lonely place’ on his ‘dim sadness’ and on earlier poets who endured ‘despondency’ and poverty and died young (15, 52, 28, 49). The context of Wordsworth’s life in spring 1802 reveals that these worries were no fiction. On the brink of marriage with an expanding household to support, Wordsworth felt economic pressure and rightfully feared for his livelihood, if not to the extreme of Coleridge, whose ode about dejection Wordsworth answers here. Though Lyrical Ballads eventually if slowly sold out, his brother John remarked in 1801 that William’s work ‘certainly does not suit the present taste’ (Woof, 98). In this mood, then, Wordsworth comes upon the Leech-Gatherer, who, ‘not all alive nor dead’, looks as if his frame carried ‘a more than human weight’ (71, 77). Wordsworth charges the meeting with sacramental potential from the start, casting what befalls him as ‘A leading from above, a something given’ (51). His description of the old man in the bleak landscape of the moor—a liminal space—comprises the double simile comparing him to a huge stone on a cliff and a sea-beast emerged from the water, images that lend the Leech-Gatherer a chthonic power. Stirring the muddy pond with his staff in search of hard-to-find leeches, he speaks in phrases ‘above the reach | Of ordinary men’, like ‘Religious men’, and despite his hardships and homelessness, he tells the poet ‘“Yet still I persevere”’ (101–5, 133).

Thus, the poem converts the old man described in Dorothy’s journal into a symbol of endurance and, in a Jungian sense, an archetype of the Wise Old Man. In ‘The Phenomenology of the Spirit in Fairy Tales’, Jung explains that this archetype takes the form of priests, teachers, ‘or any other person possessing authority’ and ‘appears in a situation where insight, understanding, good advice, determination, planning, etc., are needed but cannot be mustered on one’s own resources’.20 Thus, through the poem Wordsworth integrates this symbol of the Wise Old Man, which Jung says ‘is like a still small voice’ that ‘sounds from afar’, thereby regaining his equilibrium and moving toward maturity.21 As Morris Dickstein observes, by ‘mythicizing and distancing the old man’ Wordsworth shifts ‘the center of interest from’ the character of ‘the Leech-Gatherer to the growth of a poet’s mind’.22

Wordsworth’s narrative of encountering the Discharged Soldier similarly centres not on the character, but rather on the poet’s assimilation of the figure into his own consciousness. As with the Leech-Gatherer, Wordsworth presents the character of the Discharged Soldier ambiguously, so that the soldier simultaneously exists as a real person and symbolizes a previously hidden or repressed element of Wordsworth’s psyche.23 The blank-verse poem, which exists as a self-contained, unpublished version from 1798 and, in revision, as part of Book 4 of The Prelude (1805), narrates a night walk in which the youthful poet on summer vacation comes upon a diseased veteran, who needs lodging and food.24 One thing that establishes a sense of realism is the setting of time and place, which are historically and topographically precise. The soldier has been serving in the West Indies, putting down slave rebellions, and upon returning to England has been discharged, having possibly contracted yellow fever.25 As Wordsworth discovers upon hearing the ‘Soldier’s tale’, the man was now ‘travelling to his native-home’ (IV. 445–9).26 This information pins the depicted period to the early 1790s, though as Gravil points out the episode corresponds to a similar encounter in The Vale of Esthwaite (1787), written before Wordsworth left Hawkshead for Cambridge, a fact that leads Gravil to suggest that the meeting may have been more imagined than reported.27 Nevertheless, the poem is tied to particular biographical landscapes: the ‘ascent’ of Brier’s Brow, above Windermere Ferry; and within three miles of Hawkshead the abrupt turn past Far Sawrey, the vantage of the soldier.28 In addition, entries in Dorothy’s Journal for 27 and 31 January 1798 mention components of the landscape near Alfoxden that inspired the early draft: the howling mastiff, the moon, the road that ‘glittered like another stream’, and the hawthorn Wordsworth hides behind when gawking at the soldier—images corresponding to lines 7–9, 40, and 135–6 of the 1798 poem (DWJ, 142–3).

Wordsworth’s concrete descriptions of the soldier, especially in the 1798 version, also lend realism to the character. The early poem describes his ‘stature’, ‘A foot above man’s common measure tall’ (LBOP, 278, ll. 41–2), his ‘military garb’ (54), his ‘long’ arms (48), and ‘his mouth’ that ‘Shewed ghastly in the moonlight’ (50–1). However, while The Prelude retains these details, it omits others that make the soldier seem even more distinctively alien in the 1798 poem. For instance, Wordsworth’s original but later deleted elaboration of the soldier’s anatomy makes him strikingly grotesque:


         You might almost think

That his bones wounded him. His legs were long,

So long and shapeless that I looked at them

Forgetful of the body they sustained.(44–7)



In addition, unlike the depiction in The Prelude, which lacks most of the soldier’s dialogue, in 1798 Wordsworth attributes to him not just indirect speech but also direct speech uttered in ‘a tone | Of weakness’, thus underscoring his verisimilitude (128–36).

If these details show Wordsworth, through the gawking youth, portraying a real, suffering soldier, the poem nevertheless stresses the soldier’s role as a boundary being, a psychic projection of the youth’s unconscious that he can integrate into self-awareness by the end of the episode, much as the poet in ‘Resolution and Independence’ transforms the real leech-gatherer into a symbol he needed for psychic growth. In all three versions Wordsworth introduces the encounter through the youth’s sublime response to landscape and thus prepares for the uprising—as if from the unconscious—of the ghastly soldier who seems ‘a man cut off | From all his kind’ (58–9). In the opening lines of ‘The Discharged Soldier’, Wordsworth focuses on how the solitary young poet experiences the sublime in a moonlit landscape:


I slowly mounted up a steep ascent

Where the road’s watry surface to the ridge

Of that sharp rising glittered in the moon,…(6–8)



And as he walks on the moonlit road, he feels dreamlike sensations, his ‘body from the stillness drinking in | A restoration like the calm of sleep’ (22–3). Furthermore, surrounded by ‘solitude’, he responds not with sight, but with insight:


What beauteous pictures now

Rose in harmonious imagery—they rose

As from some distant region of my soul

And came along like dreams, yet such as left

Obscurely mingled with their passing forms

A consciousness of animal delight,…(28–33)



This inward imagery connects to the external image of the soldier, for as the young poet turns a corner the ‘uncouth shape’ of the veteran rises from the shadows. Indeed, just when Wordsworth finally leaves the shadows and shows himself, overcoming the ‘specious cowardise’ of his extended ‘watch’, the soldier ‘rose’ from the milestone that propped him (83–8). Thus, the dreamlike context shades the soldier with symbolic overtones, projections of Wordsworth’s psyche.

The soldier’s ambiguity as both real and archetypal gains further force as the encounter continues. In search of shelter for the soldier, ‘Together’ they move ‘through the shades gloomy and dark’; and with the ‘ghastly figure moving at’ the poet’s ‘side’ (148–9), they form an ego and alter ego. In the 1805 Prelude the episode ends with the college student—the recent recipient of the dawn dedication in which he found his calling to poetry—overcoming his condescension and thereby withdrawing his projected dark side from the homeless soldier. After narrating the scene of his dedication, which precedes the scene with the soldier, Wordsworth generalizes that he ‘slighted and misused’ his ‘worth’ as privileged poet that summer, his mind being both ‘inconsiderate’ and ‘sedate’ (Prelude, IV. 349–52), and he uses the encounter with the veteran as an illustration. Psychologically, the young poet is full of himself as a dedicated spirit and so projects his dark side—in part his own homelessness as orphan—onto the poor, homeless soldier; as a result, the projection suggests that his being chosen simultaneously created in him both a condescending superiority and an immature disgust for lower, destitute beings. The alter ego of one chosen is, of course, one abandoned.

In 1805, however, because Wordsworth could now recognize that the Discharged Soldier personified something unpleasant about himself, he makes the youth’s concluding speech and actions—if not his initial gawking—more sympathetic to the soldier. In so doing, he begins to assimilate his shadow. For instance, though both the 1798 version and the 1805 revision include the young poet’s final ‘reproof’ to the veteran before they part, in The Prelude instead of calling the soldier ‘feeble’ (161) he more mildly ‘entreated that henceforth | He would not linger in the public ways’ (Prelude, IV. 489–90). So, having narrated the moral effort taken to face the shadow, Wordsworth makes the youth, through his charitable feeling and action, morally worthy of the vocation of Poet. Ultimately—‘disposed to sympathy’ by the landscape of the moonlit road, as Wordsworth describes the poet-to-be in the 1798 version (16)—the youth settles the soldier for the night in a temporary home. Then, instead of immediately parting as he does in the 1798 poem, in The Prelude he sympathetically pauses, assimilating what he has just experienced:


And so we parted. Back I cast a look,

And lingered near the door a little space,

Then sought with quiet heart my distant home.(Prelude, IV. 502–4)



These images of ‘quiet heart’ and ‘home’ psychologically unite the boy and the soldier, ego and alter ego, so that Wordsworth integrates the shadow archetype and achieves equilibrium, much as he does three years earlier in ‘Resolution and Independence’ in which he writes about encountering on the road the other iconic boundary being, the Leech-Gatherer.

Even as Wordsworth began writing The Prelude and the lyrical Lucy poems in Goslar in the winter of 1799, he speculated on the importance of character in poetry. He laid down his aesthetics of character in a letter to Coleridge. Wordsworth insisted in a critique of Bürger’s Lenore, ‘I do not perceive the presence of character in his personages’. Moreover, Wordsworth continued, ‘It seems to me, that in poems descriptive of human nature, however short they may be, character is absolutely necessary’ (CL, I. 565–6). Though Wordsworth is less than clear about what he means, contrasting his own characters to those of Bürger and of Coleridge’s mariner suggests that the latter lack both grounding in reality and significance as types. For Wordsworth, characters must above all manifest feelings that readers can identify with. By this time he had already written some of his finest character-driven works, including ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ and the early versions of Peter Bell and ‘The Discharged Soldier’, and before the great decade ended he would apply this aesthetics of character to his creations of the iconic Leech-Gatherer and the Waggoner. All these figures not only share the road as objects of sympathy in bad economic times but they also represent ‘types’, just as do Dickens’s best characters, such as Scrooge, who exemplifies miserly avarice. Whereas the Old Cumberland Beggar serves as a moral exemplum and the characters of Peter and Benjamin develop through a narrative of incidents, the Leech-Gatherer and the Discharged Soldier fill a more complex and significant literary role. They assume a vivid, physical presence, but in revision Wordsworth enhanced their psychological power by turning them into archetypal symbols.
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CHAPTER 15

THE WHITE DOE OF RYLSTONE AND LATER NARRATIVE POEMS

PETER J. MANNING

I

THE Advertisement to The White Doe of Rylstone; or The Fate of the Nortons recounts that in the summer of 1807 Wordsworth visited ‘for the first time, the beautiful Scenery that surrounds Bolton Priory’, and continues: ‘the Poem of The White Doe, founded upon a Tradition connected with the place, was composed at the close of the same year’.1 The complex reasons for the delay between the projected appearance of the poem in 1808 and its publication have been explored by many scholars.2 A poem conceived in the wake of Scott’s The Lay of the Last Minstrel (1805) and inevitably challenging comparison with it through its origin in the ballad The Rising in the North, which Wordsworth printed among other historical notes, and in the quarto format Scott employed, would lead—so Wordsworth’s family hoped—to some kindred financial reward. Coleridge, who in 1808 had charge in London of the publication of the poem in its original (reconstructed) six-canto state, found the fate of the Nortons ‘comparatively heavy’ and ‘quite obscure, as to Francis’s motives’, and the reaction by Charles Lamb and others to the poem also raised flags. Coleridge ‘conceived two little incidents…I had thought would have removed the defect…and bring to a finer Balance the Business with the Action of the Tale’ but as he told Wordsworth: ‘I felt my courage fail—and that what I deemed a harmonizing would disgust you, as a materialization of the Plan, and appear to you like insensibility—to the power of the history in the mind’.3

Wordsworth deliberately transformed the genre of the Tale, setting the rebellion, capture, and execution of Norton and eight of his sons against the sufferings of the two Protestant siblings who stand apart from the rebellion, Francis and Emily, who embroiders the banner bearing ‘The Sacred Cross’ and the ‘five dear wounds’ (356–7) that her father elevates to the symbol of the Catholic rebellion. Years later in the notes recorded by Isabella Fenwick Wordsworth defended his intention against the template Scott’s success established:

The course I attempted to pursue is entirely different. Everything that is attempted by the principal personages in ‘the White Doe’ fails, so far as its object is external and substantial. So far as it is moral & spiritual it succeeds. The heroine of the Poem knows that her duty is not to interfere with the current of events either to forward or delay them…How insignificant a thing, for example, does personal prowess appear compared with the fortitude of patience & heroic martyrdom, in other words with struggles for the sake of principle, in preference to victory gloried in for its own sake. (FN, 102–4)

The expectations aroused by the format and the materials can be seen from the opening of Francis Jeffrey’s review of The White Doe when it finally appeared, in seven cantos, in 1815: ‘This, we think, has the merit of being the very worst poem we ever saw imprinted in a quarto volume’ (Woof, 539). Had the poem appeared in 1808 Jeffrey would also have resisted Wordsworth’s refusal to meet convention, but by 1815 his attitudes had hardened. The White Doe now followed, rather than preceded, The Excursion, which he had savaged the year before, and by a few weeks the publication of the two-volume canon-forming Poems (1815). The lapse of time enabled Jeffrey to make another invidious comparison: ‘The story of the poem, though not capable of furnishing out matter for a quarto volume, might yet have made an interesting ballad; and in the hands of Mr Scott, or Lord Byron, would probably have supplied many images to be loved, and descriptions to be remembered’ (Woof, 540). Jeffrey was as dismissive of the verse of the poem as he was of the story, charging that Wordsworth had imitated ‘the style and manner’ of ‘the ancient historical ballads of “the north countrie”’ but had succeeded only in copying ‘the hobbling versification, the mean diction, and the flat stupidity’ of his models while losing ‘their rude energy, manly simplicity, and occasional felicity of expression’ (Woof, 540).4

Jeffrey’s denunciations often specify what is distinctive in Wordsworth’s work: one can refuse his evaluations while still admiring his acuity. Most readers today will not find verse as uncharacteristically fluid as this description of the doe in the first canto ‘hobbling’:


The day is placid in its going,

To a lingering motion bound,

Like the river in its flowing;

Can there be a softer sound?

So the balmy minutes pass,

While this radiant Creature lies

Couched upon the dewy grass,

Pensively with downcast eyes.(149–56)



The ‘lingering’ and irregular motion of the verse, owing more than a little to Coleridge’s as yet unpublished ‘Christabel’, is intrinsic to the generic shift the poem performs, moving ballad, with its emphasis on action, ever more toward lyric. The ‘placid’ yet minutely disrupted rhythms, like the unexpected eruption of Gothic type in the seventh canto, insinuate pauses that invite the reader to ponder significance rather than to rush forward with what in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads Wordsworth had scorned as torpor-inducing ‘extraordinary incident’.5

Wordsworth opens the poem in the far aftermath of the crushing of the Rising of the North, a clue to the emphasis already developed in Lyrical Ballads on tale-receiving even more than on tale-telling. Jeffrey’s synopsis reduces to Wordsworth’s ‘marvell[ing] and moraliz[ing] about her’ the active interpretive engagement with the mystery of the regular return of the doe to Bolton Abbey of ‘a variegated band | Of middle-aged, and old, and young, | And little children by the hand | Upon their leading mothers hung’ (163–6): ‘The First canto merely contains the description of the doe coming into the church-yard on Sunday, and of the congregation wondering at her’ (Woof, 541). If the tale flows from the ‘undeceived’ minstrel-poet’s determination to correct the ‘strange delusion here, | Conjecture vague, and idle fear, | And superstitious fancies strong, | Which do the gentle Creature wrong’ (216–19), it is the phenomenon of the return and the attempts to understand it that is primary, not the events of 1569. The title signals the hierarchy, highlighted by the fonts on the title-page of the first edition: THE |WHITE DOE |OF |RYLSTONE;| OR |THE FATE OF THE NORTONS. Wordsworth articulated his position in repudiating the information Scott offered about the historical fate of the Nortons, who were not executed, as in The White Doe, but escaped:

Thank you for the interesting particulars about the Nortons; I shall very much like to see them for their own sakes; but so far from being serviceable to my Poem they would stand in the way of it; as I have followed (as I was in duty bound to do) the traditionary and common historic records—. Therefore I shall say in this case, a plague upon your industrious Antiquarianism that has put my fine story to confusion.—(MY, I. 237)

Wordsworth’s commitment to the ‘traditionary’ and legend over ‘antiquarianism’ or merely positivist accuracy was a defence not only of imagination but also of what Coleridge called ‘the power of the history in the mind’ (quoted above), that is, the history formed by accumulated, transmitted affective and imaginative responses, however mistaken their factual basis might prove.6

The White Doe, moreover, raises a further question about history. The poem is followed in the first edition by a shorter one: The Force of Prayer; or The Founding of Bolton Priory. A Tradition. The poem recounts the drowning of young Romilly when his attempted bound across The Strid, a turbulent section of the River Wharf, is undone by his dog: ‘But the Greyhound in the leash hung back, | And checked him in his leap’ (31–2). Overcome by grief, his mother Lady Aaliza, founds Bolton Abbey:


Long, long in darkness did she sit,

And her first words were, ‘Let there be

In Bolton, on the field of Wharf,

A stately Priory.’




The stately Priory was reared,

And Wharf, as he moved along,

To Matins joined a mournful voice,

Nor failed at Even-song.(53–60)



Readers of the first edition would have noted the connection between the greyhound whose default dooms Romilly and the dog in the second epigraph, from Bacon, to the chief poem, that gathers strength from his association with man, as man is to gather strength from God; nor would those readers have missed the arc from the greyhound who hangs back and what Wordsworth in a letter to Wrangham described as ‘the Apotheosis of the Animal’, the doe whose companionship consoles Emily after the death of her father and brothers (MY, II. 276).

In this arc the story of The White Doe begins with the death of Romilly and the founding of Bolton Priory (historically in 1154), the last poem in the first edition, and ends with the indefinitely chronologically placed gathering of the congregation at Bolton Priory, Canto I of The White Doe. In this long view the fate of Richard Norton and his sons, the business of the tale as Jeffrey and other readers who expected ballad-like bustle and a clear beginning, middle, and end understood it, is only an episode. What thus far I have called the genre-shifting mode of The White Doe might more deeply be considered as Wordsworth’s inquiry into the borders of an event: when and how does an action begin? When and how does it end? How is one to isolate or connect it to other doings, or to declare its consequences or causes? ‘Hard task to analyse a soul’, the 1805 Prelude acknowledges, ‘in which, | Not only general habits and desires, | But each most obvious and particular thought, | Not in a mystical and idle sense, | But in the words of reason deeply weigh’d, | Hath no beginning’. 7 ‘How shall I trace the history, where seek | The origin of what I then have felt?’ (Prel-13, II. 365–6). As this second formulation suggests, the perplexities of autobiography and of history converge. We might approach the sonnet that makes the first epigraph to The White Doe in this perspective; it opens with a quatrain that the remainder of the sonnet repudiates: ‘“Weak is the will of Man, his judgement blind; | “Remembrance persecutes and Hope betrays”’ (1–2). What guards against the mistaken despair is ‘the glorious faculty, assigned | To elevate the more-than-reasoning Mind’:


Imagination is that sacred power,

Imagination lofty and refined:

’Tis her’s to pluck the amaranthine Flower

Of Faith, and round the Sufferer’s temples bind

Wreaths that endure affliction’s heaviest shower,

And do not shrink from sorrow’s keenest wind.(9–14)



Weak will and blind judgement here seem less the product of sin than of limitation: will cannot compass its ends because it operates with inadequate knowledge of cause and effect, in the world and in the mind. Imagination and Faith do not so much reach truth as enable the inevitably suffering human to endure the ‘transien[ce]’ of joy (in a line not quoted) or ‘affliction’s heaviest shower’. Lofty imagination, faith, and acceptance that the patterns of the world exceed the individual’s control seem virtually indistinguishable.

‘The heroine of the Poem’, Wordsworth told Isabella Fenwick in the excerpt quoted above, ‘knows that her duty is not to interfere with the current of events either to forward or delay them.’ He adds, ‘How insignificant a thing, for example, does personal prowess appear compared with the fortitude of patience and heroic martyrdom; in other words, with struggles for the sake of principle, in preference to victory gloried in for its own sake’ (FN, 103–4). The echo of Book IX of Paradise Lost marks Wordsworth’s revision of northern ballads, as Milton’s of epic:


Since first this subject for heroic song

Pleased me long choosing, and beginning late;

Not sedulous by nature to indite
Wars, hitherto the only argument

Heroic deemed, chief mast’ry to dissect

With long and tedious havoc fabled knights

In battles feigned; the better fortitude

Of patience and heroic martyrdom

Unsung.(IX. 25–33)



The narrative of Emily counters that of her father, spiritual development against conspiratorial, unyielding violence in which she is entrapped by daughterly devotion:


For She it was,—’twas She who wrought

Meekly, with foreboding thought

In vermeil colours and in gold

An unblessed work; which, standing by,

Her father did with joy behold–

Exulting in the imagery,

A banner, one that did fulfil

Too perfectly his headstrong will(346–54)



Likewise her brother Francis, who opposes their father’s outbreak because ‘A just and gracious queen have we, | A pure religion, and the claim | Of peace on our humanity’ (387–89) as well as for the good of the family and ‘most of all, for Emily!’ (398), is drawn by filial loyalty into accompanying his father and brothers to ‘See, hear, obstruct, or mitigate’ (518), a solicitude for which he pays with his life. The irresolvable conflict between family and principle throws him into a nightmarish fantasy from which Francis emerges


       leaning on a lance

Which he had grasped unknowingly,—

Had blindly grasped in that strong trance.

That dimness of heart agony(436–39)



I read this unknowing less as a disavowal of violent unconscious urges than as Wordsworth’s intimation of the insufficiency of analysis in such extreme situations as that in which Francis is caught. Its predecessors are the Mariner’s unexplained shooting of the albatross in ‘The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere’—an incident that Wordsworth suggested to Coleridge—and his equally unpremeditated blessing of the water-snakes ‘unaware’. In the moment tale-telling is tale-receiving: Francis discovers himself with the lance as if it were the act of another.

Harrowing as his fit may be, the narrator warns that a sterner test awaits:


But where will be the fortitude

Of this brave Man, when he shall see

That Form beneath the spreading tree,

And know that it is Emily?

Oh, hide them from each other, hide,

Kind Heaven, this pair severely tried!(443–8)



Bravery shows itself not in battle, but in adherence to principle, and ‘fortitude’ is required in proportion to attachment, separation, and anxiety for another. The White Doe measures the radical isolation of its central figures through the strength of their ties. Francis’s closing address to Emily is the most powerful in the poem:


Hope nothing, if I thus may speak

To thee a woman, and thence weak;

Hope nothing, I repeat, for we

Are doomed to perish utterly:

’Tis meet that thou with me divide

The thought while I am by thy side,

Acknowledging a grace in this,

A comfort in the dark abyss:

But look not for me when I am gone,8

And be no farther wrought upon.

Farewell all wishes, all debate,

All prayers for this cause, or for that!

Weep, if that aid thee; but depend

Upon no help of outward friend;

Espouse thy doom at once, and cleave

To fortitude without reprieve.(534–49)



‘[E]‌xpecting a new set of Wordsworth’s poems’ in July 1835, Sara Coleridge, the poet’s daughter, recurred to this passage of The White Doe: ‘The first and last cantos are much superior in point of imaginative power to the others upon the whole; but the speech of Francis to his sisters [sic] is in the second is beautiful. I remember that it was greatly admired by dear Hartley’.9 Sara’s recall of a poem published twenty years before attests its capacity to affect, and the refiguring of the relationship between Emily and Francis in that of Sara and her brother suggests the peculiar intimacy of the affect. Still more remarkable is the unpublished reminiscence that she recorded in her copy of the first edition:

This Canto & the first I used continually to repeat to myself in my solitary walks & on my sleepless pillow at a time when I felt bereaved, aimless, almost hopeless—I strove to gain the pure resigned unearthly spirit which enabled Emily to support her bitter sufferings; I strove to occupy my thoughts & keep the tears from my eyes, but with such sorrow at my heart it was a vain attempt & I used to repeat line after line thinking not of Emily & her Doe but of Henry, of his sufferings, his possible estrangement, his anxieties and gloomy prospects. These griefs are past, I pray they may not return for either of us—I fear my spirit is now less subdued than formerly—it has learnt to hope again. I fear the cup would be bitterer than ever where [sic] it now presented to me. But I will not anticipate evils—pray, my beloved with me that they may be averted.10

One reader does not make a reception history, but Sara Coleridge’s response shows how The White Doe spoke to later readers; Coleridge re-symbolizes the poem to resonate with her own prolonged and difficult secret engagement to her cousin, Henry Nelson Coleridge. Engaged by 1825, the two did not marry until his law career enabled Henry to support a wife, in autumn 1829. From sixteenth-century Britain to nineteenth-, from rebellion to blocked romance, would seem to be a re-symbolization in an entirely different frame, yet Coleridge’s absorption of and into the poem catches the eroticism that suffuses the poem, from its aural beauty to its scenic description, from Emily’s closeness to her brother to her communion with the Doe. If the poem speaks to Coleridge, she also speaks through it, repeating its words and treating the physical text as an intimate journal in which she can address her beloved.

Sara Coleridge’s passionate appropriation of the poem underscores that Francis’s stern counsel—‘Hope nothing, I repeat, for we | Are doomed to perish utterly…Espouse thy doom at once, and cleave | To fortitude without reprieve’ occurs in the second canto, not at the conclusion. It is the task of the Doe by her silent faithful companionship to restore Emily:


But here her Brother’s words have failed,—

Here hath a milder doom prevailed;

That she, of him and all bereft,

Hath yet this faithful Partner left,—

This single Creature that disproves

His words, remains for her, and loves.(1804–9)



Although ‘to the world returned no more’, Emily gives help ‘at need, and joined | The Wharfedale Peasants in their prayers’ (1879–82) until her death: ‘At length, thus faintly, faintly tied | To earth she was set free, and died |…|—In Rylstone Church her mortal frame | Was buried by her Mother’s side’ (1883–9). The ‘tied/died’ rhyme seems pat, especially surrounding the lines that I have not quoted: ‘Thy soul, exalted Emily, | Maid of the blasted Family, | Rose to the God from whom it came’ (1885–7). This transcendental affirmation casts Emily as the sufferer released from earthly bonds, but the verse paragraph ends by turning the ‘tied/died’ rhyme into a triplet with the delayed appearance of ‘side’ and the vision of Emily reunited with her Protestant mother, not the risen soul but the natural remains.

John Danby, declaring The White Doe ‘in many ways…Wordsworth’s strangest, and in some ways his profoundest, exercise of the spirit’, proposes that with it the poet ‘realizes a new co-adunation of his major meanings. Human, natural, and divine, are brought into a final relationship’.11 Geoffrey Hartman memorably connects the emphasis on the natural with the contest between Catholic and Protestant in the plot:

Wordsworth may even have glimpsed the possibility of breaking through to a new mode, of changing the ‘Catholic’ romances to a ‘Protestant’ form—more Protestant than Spenser’s. …The white doe is a romance apparition carried into his ‘mortal song’ with daring literalness. The Pagan animal guide, or the suffering Nature of the romances, is transformed by him into the Protestant Comforter. Wordsworth’s doe…helps the betrayed soul to renew its kinship with nature. The doe’s strange humanity, however, retains a natural basis: having been raised by Emily and her brother, the doe is to that extent humanized and already merged with Emily’s life. It is always our own human sympathy which nature reflects by drawing out our love toward itself.12

Nature is not the terminus of that love: Wordsworth’s wager, as the larger argument of Hartman’s book develops, is that love of nature may lead us to love of man against our own isolating transcendental impulses. Emily dies, but the example of Emily inspires Sara Coleridge to hope, and to marry. ‘Mr. Wordsworth’, she writes in the letter cited above:

opens to us a world of suffering, and no writer of the present day, in my opinion, has dealt more largely or more nobly with the deepest pathos and the most exquisite sentiment; but for every sorrow he presents an antidote; he shows us how man may endure, as well as what he is doomed to suffer.

II

‘Dear Hartley’, as Sara Coleridge called her brother above, in 1827 composed one of the most brilliant contemporary parodies of Wordsworth. ‘He Lived Amidst th’Untrodden Ways’ applies Wordsworth on Lucy to Wordsworth himself: ‘A bard whom there were none to praise, | And very few to read’. Its final stanza turns to The White Doe:


Unread his works—his ‘Milk white Doe’

With dust is dark and dim;

It’s still in Longman’s shop, and Oh!

The difference to him!13



The quatrain is perhaps just revenge on a poet who declared in 1820 that he had published his poem in a very expensive quarto, thus triggering Jeffrey’s wrath, to show the world his opinion of it. Copies of the printing of 750 were still available in 1831, but by then the point was largely moot. The White Doe appeared in the collected editions of 1820, 1827, 1832, 1836 (presumably the set that Sara Coleridge was expecting), the one-volume edition of 1845, 1846, and the final lifetime edition of 1849–50. After Wordsworth’s death Longman, drawing on the visuality of the poem, issued a handsomely illustrated edition in 1859. By that time J. W. Inchbold, inspired by the poem, had already painted Chapel, Bolton (1853) and in 1855, another view of the abbey with a deer in the foreground, and now usually known as The White Doe of Rylstone. Ruskin, who was a mentor of Inchbold, had praised The White Doe in 1843 as ‘a poem of equal grace and imagination, but how pure, how just, how chaste in its truth, how high in its end’.14 These bare facts suggest that the poem that Jeffrey scorned was finding its readers. In ‘The Task of the Translator’ Walter Benjamin postulated that ‘the range of life must be determined by history rather than nature’ and he continues of the work of art:

For in its afterlife—which could not be called that if it were not a transformation and a renewal of something living—the original undergoes a change. …For just as the tenor and the significance of the great works of literature undergo a complete transformation over the centuries, the mother tongue of the translator is transformed as well.15

In 1989 in his Life of Wordsworth Stephen Gill observed of The White Doe that ‘it has never been loved even by readers who enjoy the whole range of Wordsworth’s poetry’ yet nine years later in his ‘exploration’ of ‘Wordsworth’s cultural significance in his last twenty-five years’, the most far-ranging and searching study of its topic, The White Doe is the first poem discussed, and Inchbold’s painting is reproduced on the cover.16

Wordsworth might take this delayed appreciation as vindication of his maxim, reaffirming Coleridge, ‘that every Author, as far as he is great and at the same time original, has had the task of creating the taste by which he is to be enjoyed: so has it been, so will it continue to be’.17 Yet some enabling conditions of the developing and fructifying exchange between texts and their readers (translating, as Sara Coleridge did The White Doe, into her own situation) should be specified. Jeffrey read The White Doe as a single pricey quarto, challenging comparison to Scott’s wildly popular verse romances. The introductory poem, ‘In trellis’d shed’, an intimate address to Mary alluding delicately to the deaths of Wordsworth’s brother John and children Catherine and Thomas while invoking Spenser’s Una as the predecessor for a story of ‘female patience winning firm repose’ (50) marked the alternate context in which Wordsworth wished his poem to be read, but it might also have aggravated a critic already disposed to find him self-indulgent. Once inserted in the collected editions of 1820 and after, other contexts presented themselves; the devoted reader whom Wordsworth sought could easily have brought the poem into conjunction with, for example, ‘Hart-Leap Well’ originally from Lyrical Ballads, or Margaret in Book I of The Excursion. As Wordsworth’s canon expanded across the nineteenth and twentieth centuries The White Doe disclosed new facets: the posthumous publication of the Prelude in 1850 threw Francis’s monitory speech to Emily into conjunction with Wordsworth’s own guilt-laden apocalyptic visions in the midst of the French Revolution (Prel-14, X. 48–93). The wider availability of Wordsworth’s polemic The Convention of Cintra, contemporaneous with the first phase of composition of The White Doe, further drew out the relations between the handling of the Rising of the North and Wordsworth’s evolving politics between the 1790s, the Peninsular War, and 1815, when The White Doe appeared roughly two weeks before Waterloo.

Perhaps the most provocative shift occurred in 1836, when the prefatory sonnet ‘Weak is the will of man’, omitted in 1827, was replaced with a new verse epigraph:


Action is transitory—a step, a blow,

The motion of a muscle—this way or that—

’Tis done; and in the after-vacancy

We wonder at ourselves like men betrayed:

Suffering is permanent, obscure and dark,

And has the nature of infinity.

Yet through that darkness (infinite though it seem

And irremoveable) gracious openings lie,

By which the soul–with patient steps of thought

Now toiling, wafted now on wings of prayer—

May pass in hope, and, though from mortal bonds

Yet undelivered, rise with sure ascent

Even to the fountain-head of peace divine.



The first six lines come from The Borderers, Wordsworth’s as yet unpublished drama of 1797–9; the final seven, which pass from permanent suffering to hope and peace, suit the narrative of Emily and are not to be found in the speech of Rivers/Oswald, Wordsworth’s villain, in the text of The Borderers as published in 1842 in Poems Chiefly of Early and Late Years. The textual flux suggests how The White Doe becomes ever more salient to the issues of fixed guilt and reparative interpretation, of meditation and action that animate Wordsworth’s poetry. As the poem and its textual embodiment altered and the career lengthened, the exact location of The White Doe fluctuated: does the ‘and’ in the title of this essay—The White Doe of Rylstone and later Narrative Poems—point to one category or two? In an 1882 essay devoted to the poem J. C. Shairp observes that it is ‘of especial importance’ with Wordsworth ‘to note at what period of his life each particular poem was written’ because ‘he had at least two distinct periods’.18 For Jeffrey The Excursion and The White Doe manifested Wordsworth’s decline into incurable malady; for those who subscribe to the myth of the great decade (1798–1808) fixed by Matthew Arnold in 1879 The White Doe lies just beyond; for Sara Coleridge indignantly rebutting in 1846 the argument of Aubrey de Vere that the later poetry has ‘more latent imagination’ it is an early poem, classed with ‘Tintern Abbey’, ‘The Leech-Gatherer’, ‘The Brothers’, and ‘Three Years She Grew’.19

Coleridge was not alone among the Victorians in loving The White Doe. The number of significant essays that the poem has inspired since Geoffrey Hartman’s in 1964 shows that the poem continues to compel attention.20 Stefanie Markovits begins The Crisis of Action in Nineteenth-Century Literature with a chapter titled ‘Wordsworth’s Revolution: From The Borderers to The White Doe of Rylstone’.21 Markovits pursues with subtlety the antitheses of the 1836 epigraph from the connection between The White Doe and The Borderers to the larger questions of the relation between action and intent they raise:

The White Doe works to push action off its narrative surface by internalizing it. I have argued for a sequential reading of the above passage: action is transitory, but it causes permanent suffering, and hence self-consciousness. …But now, I shall demonstrate that in The White Doe of Rylstone, Wordsworth attempts to do away with the need for action altogether.22

I would modify her position in two ways, both already hinted, and which seem to me to alter one’s sense of The White Doe and of Wordsworth generally. The interiority that Emily exemplifies remains tied to the affections and to community. The second canto opens with a statement of the structural principle of the poem:


And first we sang of the green-wood shade,

And a solitary Maid,

Beginning where the song must end,

With her, and with her sylvan Friend(339–42)



The solitary maid is re-tied to the earth by the Doe, and then, though at a distance, to the congregation at Bolton Priory. It is the briefly but vividly characterized speakers and their suppositions about the meaning of the doe that fill the first canto: the doe and Emily’s grave may signal solitude, but the doe becomes the focus of a communal activity. And as in The Force of Prayer the river that has caused the death of Lady Aaliza’s son joins in the rituals in the Priory she has built in memorial, ‘And Wharf, as he moved along, | To Matins joined a mournful voice, | Nor failed at Even-song’ (58–60), so The White Doe reports that decades later, the churchgoers, the priest, and nature, are joined in the Sunday service:


For, though the priest more tranquilly

Recites the holy liturgy,

The only voice you can hear

Is the river murmuring near.(44–7)



The transhistorical constancy of this tableau suggests that the two differences I emphasize are aspects of a single phenomenon: a longer scale than “action” usually implies in the ballad or in everyday usage. Sara Coleridge singled out the ‘address of the father to Francis in the fifth canto’ as ‘a favourite of mine’:23


Might this our enterprise have sped,

Change wide and deep the land had seen,

A renovation from the dead,

A spring-tide of immortal green.(1276–9)



The failure of young Romilly’s leap across the Strid, a name derived from an Anglo-Saxon word meaning turmoil or tumult, produces the tranquil Priory in which the opening action of the poem is set; the failure of the rebellion spawned by earls ‘fast leagued in discontent’ (369) and supported by ‘noisy swarms | Of Peasants’ (632–3), assures the stability of ‘great Eliza’s golden time’ (41), the ‘verdant sod’ (55) of the Priory, the renovation of Emily from the (virtual) dead, the beautiful scenery that drew Wordsworth to the Priory, and the England of which he was feeling, after the alienation of the Revolutionary years, increasingly a part. Jeffrey particularly mocked the end of the poem:

In consequence of all which, we are assured by Mr Wordsworth, that ‘she [the doe] is approved by Earth and Sky, in their benignity;’ and moreover, that the old priory itself takes her for a daughter of the Eternal Prime—which we have no doubt is a very great compliment, though we have not the good luck to understand what it means.


And aye, methinks, this hoary Pile,

Subdued by courage and decay,

Looks down upon her with a smile,

A gracious smile, that seems to say,

‘Thou, thou art not a Child of Time,

But daughter of the Eternal Prime!’(Woof, 147–8)24



A critic less determined on a striking conclusion might have taken ‘methinks’ as the sign of fantasy and noted Wordsworth’s tactful standing-aside to give the final word to the Priory. ‘Eternal Prime’ nicely sidesteps doctrinal controversy, blending the natural and the eternal, and perhaps even suggesting that the religious wars of the sixteenth century have yielded to the ecumenical harmony of a Priory on a Catholic foundation saluting a Protestant heroine. Or perhaps one should only say that imagination here seems connected to the capacity to take a long view beyond personal considerations and acknowledge those diffusive energies that nineteenth-century science, geological and evolutionary, was more and more revealing to continue to act in channels apart from an original intention.25

III

The remaining narratives to be discussed do not have the weight of The White Doe, nor the subsequent afterlife, but they all display Wordsworth diversifying his style and subject matter. Of The White Doe he wrote to Wrangham in the letter already cited that he hoped ‘it will be acceptable to the intelligent, for whom alone it is written’, echoing the motto affixed to his Pindaric odes by Thomas Gray, from whom Wordsworth in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads had striven to differentiate his plain style (MY, II. 276). The late narratives represent a move in the opposite direction, an accommodation to the popular tastes that he had earlier depreciated. In the Isabella Fenwick notes Wordsworth described ‘Artegal and Elidure’ as having been written ‘as a token of affectionate respect for the memory of Milton’ (FN, 52), and his acknowledgment at the head of the poem of its sources in ‘The Chronicle of Geoffrey of Monmouth, and Milton’s History of England’ show Wordsworth taking up the role of national poet. The impulse was consonant with The River Duddon volume in which it was first published in 1820. The Dedication to his brother the Reverend Christopher Wordsworth, D.D., shortly to become Master of Trinity College, Cambridge, described the sonnets as ‘called forth by one of the most beautiful streams’ of the poet’s ‘native county’, and the volume ended with a ‘Topographical description of The Country of the Lakes’. Artegal and Elidure are the sons of good King Gorbonian, at whose death the elder, Artegal, succeeds but when ‘A hopeful reign, auspiciously begun, | Was darkened soon by foul iniquity’ (76–7) he is driven abroad and replaced on the throne by his brother.26 The exiled brother returns home, and by chance encounters Elidure, who unexpectedly offers him the crown. The drama arises from Artegal’s resistance, and Elidure’s patient and resourceful persuasion. Among Artegal’s apprehensions one stands out: his awareness that even if restored Elidure would be ‘Lifted in magnanimity above | Aught that my feeble nature could perform’: ‘I, Brother! only should be king in name, | And govern to my shame”‘(177–8, 182–3). Though Elidure prevails and ‘Artegal became | Earth’s noblest penitent’ his premonitions of being overshadowed are borne out when the poem ends with the focus on his brother:


Thus was a Brother by a Brother saved;

With whom a Crown (temptation that hath set

Discord in hearts of men till they have braved

Their nearest kin with deadly purpose met)

‘Gainst duty weighed and faithful love, did seem

A thing of no esteem;

And, from this triumph of affection pure,

He bore the name of ‘pious Elidure!’(234–41)



When Wordsworth folded ‘Artegal and Elidure’ into his collected editions he placed it as the second work in Poems Founded on the Affections, immediately after ‘The Brothers’, which displays some of the same fraternal cross-currents. Leonard returns home seeking his brother James, only to discover that he has sleep-walked to his death. ‘Often’, the priest tells the unrecognized Leonard, ‘He in his sleep would walk about, and sleeping | He sought his brother Leonard’ (351–3). The ‘old tradition’ of ‘happy Britain’ (57, 25) is not wholly unshadowed, by Lear’s ungrateful daughters, by murderous Guendolen who kills her husband’s mistress and throws her blameless daughter Sabrina into the Severn, ‘vowing that the stream should bear | That name through every age, her hatred to declare’ (38–40)–a counter-symbol to the Duddon–by brotherly tensions.

King Arthur figures in the legendary world of ‘Artegal and Elidure’, and again in The Egyptian Maid; or the Romance of the Water Lily. Written in 1828, four years before the publication of Tennyson’s ‘Lady of Shalott’ and probably intended for The Keepsake, it finally appeared in the Yarrow Revisited volume of 1835 listed in capital letters in the Table of Contents and warranting its own title-page.27 In the headnote Wordsworth acknowledges his debt to the ‘History of the renowned Prince Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table’, which the Cornell editors identify with the edition of Malory published in 1816 by Walker and Edwards (LP, 124). A second edition, edited by Southey ‘from Caxton’s edition’, appeared the following year from Longman, Wordsworth’s own publisher. The Egyptian Maid stands near the head of the rising nineteenth-century fascination with chivalry documented by Mark Girouard.28 The appeal to popular taste is augmented by a second strain: the editors note that the motif of the sleeping maid awakened by the kiss of her destined lover is not in Malory, and they suggest sources in the tale Briar Rose collected by the brothers Grimm and translated by 1825 and in Charles Perrault’s La Belle au bois dormant (LP, 124). A seventeenth-century copy of Perrault was in Wordsworth’s library, and in the Prelude he defended fairy-tales and romances as the nurturers of childhood imagination (Prel-14, V. 491–533). The Egyptian Maid joins the Matter of Britain to fairy-tale: a vessel with a pagan symbol bearing an Egyptian maid to Arthur’s court, Merlin and his flying car drawn by swans, a magic boat responsive to ‘Nina, the Lady of the Lake, | A gentle sorceress, and benign’ (94–5), an almost-death and resurrection by a knight’s kiss, a wedding and happy ending. The romance, which he described as rising ‘out of my mind like an exhalation’ (LY, I. 665), showed the fifty-eight-year-old Wordsworth on holiday from the Sage of Rydal Mount. But not entirely. At the outset of the poem Merlin is drawn by the sight of ‘a bright Ship’ (4) named The Water Lily: ‘Her lineaments, thought he, surpass | Aught that was ever shown in magic glass’ (14–15). The very beauty and energy of the ship tempt Merlin, ‘subject to a freakish will’ (22), to destroy her: ‘Behold, how wantonly she laves | Her sides, the Wizard’s craft confounding’ (42–3) but she can only postpone her doom: ‘Ah! What avails that She was fair, | Luminous, blithe, and debonair’ (51–2). The sinking is followed by the arrival of Nina, who briskly—‘hear me, Merlin!’ (74)—informs Merlin that the ship sailed ‘under high protection | Though on her prow a sign of heathen power [the sacred Lotus]’ because of the ‘Damsel peerless’ she was carrying to Arthur’s court to seal a marriage that would confirm the conversion of the King of Egypt to Christianity (74–5, 80, 225). Nina commands Merlin’s aid, and between them the Maid is found, brought to court, and resuscitated by the kiss not of Launcelot, tainted by his affair with Guinever, but by Galahad, emblem of purity.

For the maid all ends well; not so for her ship. The chorus of angels that closes the poem is shrilly moralistic:


Alas! The bright Ship floated,

An Idol at her Prow.




By magic domination,

The Heaven-permitted vent

Of purblind mortal passion

Was wrought her punishment.(361–6)



The smug sectarianism of these lines is fuelled by the gender fears in the double valence of the lotus. A symbol of purity in eastern religions, the lotus and the genus Nymphaea to which it belongs root in mud and are also a widespread symbol of the female genitalia.29 Wordsworth divides the exotic eroticism and energy of the ship and its cargo. Sexuality is stabilized and legitimated through Christian marriage; woman’s energy is approved in Nina ‘Who ne’er embittered any good man’s chalice’ (95) but not in the wanton, captivating spectacle of the ship, which ‘Breasts the sea-flashes…Like something for ever fresh and young’ (45–6, rearranged). The ship is punished even though the poem had earlier observed that ‘No heart had she, no busy brain’ (56) and can scarcely be said to have consciously chosen a pagan symbol. Merlin’s wilfulness seems less ‘Heaven-permitted’ than a panicky response to a powerful beauty that challenges his authority.30

Two other narratives in Yarrow Revisited extend Wordsworth’s exploration of the attractions and gender complications of romance. The Russian Fugitive also merited capital letters in the Table of Contents and a separate title-page. The source of the story, as Wordsworth indicated in the headnote, was the Memoirs of Peter Henry Bruce, Esq., a Military Officer, In the Services of Prussia, Russia, and Great Britain…(1782). In the Fenwick notes he recalled that the story had interested in him early in life, adding, ‘I often thought it would make a pleasing subject for an opera or a Musical drama’ (FN, 140), genres one scarcely associates with Wordsworth, but the title remained in his library and he returned to it under the same stimulus as The Egyptian Maid, lucrative publication in The Keepsake. The story is a familiar one of Female Virtue Endangered: the daughter of a French merchant in Moscow, having attracted the illicit desires of Peter the Great, flees ‘at dead of night’ (10) and travels for a week on foot by herself to the hut of her former nurse in a straggling village. The Woodman, her foster-father, builds her a secret sanctuary on an island in the middle of a swamp:


And Ina looked for her abode,

The promised hiding-place;

She sought in vain, the Woodman smiled;

No threshold could be seen,

Nor roof, nor window; all seemed wild

As it had ever been.(131–6)



In this solitude, sustained only by visits from her foster-parents, she


Rejoiced to bid the world farewell,

No saintly Anchoress

E’er took possession of her cell

With deeper thankfulness.(157–60)



Yet this ‘vestal’ (240) isolation is not a final resting-place, as a divergence from the source makes clear. Ina dreams of her childhood in France and of ‘mingl[ing] in the rustic dance, | The happiest in the band’ (246–7) and her memories darken her retreat into a ‘lonely Cell’ (252). As with Emily, solitude prepares for reconnection, and not simply with Ina’s guardians. Bruce recounts that a year after her disappearance a colonel ‘going a hunting…came to the hut, and looking into it saw a pretty young woman in a mean dress” (LP, 445). Wordsworth changes this ‘accident’ of the colonel into a deliberate self-revelation by Ina. The hunter has pursued his game into the marsh, and


Then, resting on her upright mind,

Came forth the Maid—“In me

Behold,” she said, “a stricken hind

Pursued by destiny!”(277–80)



Ina tells her tale; the hunter knows the story; ‘The soul’s pure brightness he beheld | Without a veil between: | He loved, he hoped,—a holy flame | kindled’ (323–6). He returns to Moscow and obtains the intercession of the Lady Catherine with her husband Peter, through which Ina is reunited with her parents and a wedding ensues. The repentant ‘Czar bestowed a dower; | And universal Moscow shared | The triumph of that hour’ (366–8), which includes the attendance of the foster-parents.

Withdrawal from the world is not the end, but desire sanctioned by marriage and community. In ‘Artegal and Elidure’ the potential violence between the brothers is sublimated into the ceremonial hunt on which Elidure is engaged when he encounters Artegal; in The Russian Fugitive likewise Peter’s erotic violence is diffused in the passions of the hunter: he kills his stag but rescues, and obtains, the ‘stricken hind’. The play-space of the hunt, and of the romance form, enables the poems to broach but contain serious matters. The airy surface of The Egyptian Maid similarly softens destruction and punishment for readers who choose to take the poem on its face.

As Patrick Waddington shows in From The Russian Fugitive to The Ballad of Bulgarie, Wordsworth’s poem had a certain resonance with contemporary politics.31 In the post-Napoleonic world the British Empire became ever more concerned with the eastern Mediterranean, Persia, the Ottoman Empire, and Russia. The same general halo of interest attaches to the third romance in Yarrow Revisited, ‘The Armenian Lady’s Love’; though it is shorter than the other two poems here discussed and lacks their prominence in the book, it is interesting. In the headnote Wordsworth inscribes the poem to Kenelm Henry Digby, from whose Orlandus, the fourth book of Digby’s The Broad Stone of Honour: The True Sense and Practice of Chivalry (1826–9) the story is taken. The Armenian lady of the poem is an Egyptian in Digby, so that one sees the multiple filiations in this group. In the poem a Muslim lady approaches an enslaved Frank, now a gardener for her father, and offers to flee with him: ‘Leading such Companion I that gilded Dome, | Yon Minarets, would gladly leave for his worst home’ (41–2). Though disappointed to learn that the object of her affections has a spouse she persists:


‘Prisoner! Pardon youthful fancies,

 Wedded? If you can, say no!—

Blessed is and be your Consort;

 Hopes I cherished let them go!

Handmaid’s privilege would leave my purpose free,

Without another link to my felicity.’(55–60)



Two stanzas later, the pair flee: ‘Tears not wanting, nor a knell | Of sorrow in her heart while through her Father’s door, | And from her narrow world, she passed for evermore’ (76–8).

I risk quoting at length to show how nervously the poem circles about the impropriety of the elopement:


But affections higher, holier,

 Urged her steps; she shrunk from trust

In a sensual creed that trampled

 Woman’s birthright into dust.

Little be the wonder then, the blame be none,

If she, a timid Maid, hath put such boldness on.




Judge both Fugitives with knowledge:

 In those old romantic days

Mighty were the soul’s commandments

 To support, restrain, or raise.

Foes might hang upon their path, snakes rustle near,

But nothing from their inward selves had they to fear.




 Thought infirm ne’er came between them,

Whether printing desert sands

 With accordant steps, or gathering

 Forest-fruit with social hands;

Or whispering like two reeds that in the cold moonbeam

Bend with the breeze their heads, beside a crystal stream.(79–96)



The editorial apparatus in the Cornell and the Oxford editions notes the revision from ‘mingled’ to ‘social’ in line 94, but neither does justice to the vacillation of the process shown in the manuscripts. The act of holding hands opens the body to the other; in Victorian literature hand-holding between men and women both stands in for sexual encounter and was understood to be the thing itself.

The Lady and the Frank take ship for Venice and are soon welcomed at Stolberg, his castle:


On the ground the weeping Countess

 Knelt, and kissed the Stranger’s hand;

Act of soul-devoted homage,

 Pledge of an eternal band:

Nor did aught of future days that kiss belie,

Which, with a generous shout, the crowd did ratify.




Constant to the fair Armenian,

 Gentle pleasures round her moved,

Like a tutelary Spirit

 Reverenced, like a Sister, loved.

Christian meekness smoothed for all the paths of life,

Who, loving most, should wiseliest love, their only strife.(139–50)



In many ways this resolution is the happiest of any poem discussed in this essay: an inclusive union of lovers, an ongoing life, an absence of the religious narrowness and gender conflict of The Egyptian Maid.

There is, however, one more stanza in the poem:


Memento of that union

 In a Saxon Church survives,

Where a cross-legged Knight lies sculptured

 As between two wedded Wives—

Figures with armorial signs of race and birth,

And the vain rank the Pilgrims bore while yet on earth.(151–6) 32



The decline from the charged dialogue of the opening of the poem to the carved sculpture of the ending registers as a loss, and that the Lady, in particular, should quit her home because her culture does not honour women and yet once she reaches Stolberg never speak again undercuts the superior appeal of Christian marriage affirmed by the Frank. What begins as a love story ends as a mute monument, the eloping couple energetically traversing deserts, forests, and oceans together turned into pilgrims on their way to the other world. The sexlessness of the union seems to prefigure this stasis; as the poem observes of the triumphant return to Stolberg: ‘The devout embraces still, while such tears fell | As made a meeting seem most like a dear farewell’ (131–2). If I may appropriate that final image, the poems in which Wordsworth confronted the conflicts that romance released—between aggression and piety, eros and family, the here and the hereafter—reveal their ‘cross-legged’ fascination to those who leave the beaten track to explore them.
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CHAPTER 16

THE RIVER DUDDON AND WORDSWORTH, SONNETEER

DANIEL ROBINSON

Our inability to catch a phantom of no value may prevent us from attempting to seize a precious substance within our reach.

—Wordsworth to R. P. Gillies in 1814 (MY, II. 179)

IN 1820 Wordsworth finally gave up on ‘The Recluse’—even if he did not admit it. There would be no more attempts at epic in blank verse, only revisions to The Prelude and The Excursion; no more long narrative poems on the scale of Peter Bell, The Waggoner, or The White Doe of Rylstone, only significant revisions of long narrative works, the ‘Salisbury Plain’ poems and the tragedy The Borderers, that he had written nearly 50 years prior to finally publishing them. Instead, the final decades of Wordsworth’s career would be dominated by hundreds of new sonnets, a poetic form he once considered ‘egregiously absurd’ (LY, I. 125). This new phase is marked by the publication and relative success of his sonnet sequence The River Duddon in 1820, whereupon Wordsworth effectively resigned his post as epic poet, looked forward to The Excursion eventually finding its proper audience, and began a new career as sonneteer. Although Wordsworth probably would deplore the epithet ‘sonneteer’—defined by Samuel Johnson as ‘a small poet’—it is an appellation well earned by any poet who writes so many sonnets.1 Wordsworth is known for some of the most famous and, I would add, most successful sonnets in the English language—sonnets such as ‘Composed upon Westminster Bridge’, ‘The world is too much with us’, ‘It is a beauteous Evening’, and ‘Surprized by joy’. But Wordsworth had written these already by 1815, the year his first collected poems appeared, the year after The Excursion dropped ‘stillborn from the press’.2 At that time, more than 400 sonnets were yet to issue from Rydal Mount. Those sonnets are not nearly as well known; only a handful from that mass of sonnets appear in anthologies, usually the ‘Mutability’ sonnet from Ecclesiastical Sketches (1822) or ‘Steamboats, Viaducts, and Railways’ from the Yarrow Revisited volume (1835). Still, to most readers, Wordsworth the sonneteer remains a shadowy figure.

‘SCORN NOT THE SONNET’

In 1827, Wordsworth, by then up to over 300 sonnets, was compelled to admonish an imaginary critic, or possibly the ghost of Dr. Johnson, ‘Scorn not the Sonnet[!]‌’ (Johnson’s disapproving remarks on Milton’s sonnets—‘of the best it can only be said, that they are not bad’—recently had been republished in a new twelve-volume edition of Johnson’s complete works.)3 By then, Wordsworth had written the 33 Duddon sonnets and the 102 sonnets that comprise the first sequencing of the Ecclesiastical Sketches, as well as the 22 sonnets that appear in Memorials of a Tour on the Continent, 1820 (1822), in addition to having completed nearly 100 sonnets on the Napoleonic conflict written from 1802 to 1816, plus dozens of ‘miscellaneous’ sonnets that include the best known ones cited above. In ‘Scorn not the Sonnet’, Wordsworth therefore seems particularly defensive of what has become his preferred form; to justify the practice, Wordsworth’s sonnet goes on to list significant sonneteers in ascending order of their importance to Wordsworth—Shakespeare, Petrarch, Tasso, Camoens, Dante, Spenser, and at last Milton, in whose ‘hand | The thing became a trumpet’ (LP, 82). Although the emphasis falls on Milton’s sonnets here, Petrarch’s role in Wordsworth’s transference of ambition from epic to sonnet ought not be underestimated, for it is also the political Petrarch who appeals to Wordsworth; it is that Petrarch—the Latin-essayist of De Vita Solitaria, not the vernacular-sonneteer, whom Wordsworth cites near the close of the Convention of Cintra as a model of the honourable recluse, ‘who withdrew from the too busy world’. Wordsworth here pairs a long quotation from De Vita Solitaria with one from Milton’s History of Britain to conclude his own treatise (WPW, 234–5). Moreover, the procession of accomplished sonneteers that makes up the litany of ‘Scorn not the Sonnet’ is surely, therefore, meant to include Wordsworth himself—much the way that Dante cheekily includes himself among the great poets who dwell in Limbo. This is, after all, a poet who, as a teenager, signed his first published poem—a sonnet—‘Axiologus’ a transliterated pun on his own name, ‘words’ worth’.

Yet as ‘Scorn not the Sonnet’ demonstrates, Wordsworth did not give up ‘the hope of being enabled to construct a literary Work that might live’, his ambition for ‘The Recluse’ (CExc, 38). Nor did he completely give up on the ideas and ambitions for ‘The Recluse’ that he and Coleridge shared during the early days of their friendship and collaboration. He basically transferred them from the hope of writing the great philosophical poem of his age to creating a new poetic identity for himself, relinquishing the ambition Coleridge had designed for him. Back in 1802, Coleridge had been chagrined, even hurt, to learn that Wordsworth had been ‘writing such a multitude of small Poems’, among them sonnets, instead of moving forward with ‘The Recluse’ and admonished his charge accordingly. Fifteen years later, in the Biographia Literaria (1817), Coleridge alludes to the non-existent ‘Recluse’ with some vexation: ‘What Mr. Wordsworth will produce’, he writes, ‘it is not for me to prophesy: but I could pronounce with the liveliest convictions what he is capable of producing. It is the FIRST GENUINE PHILOSOPHIC POEM’ (CCBL, II. 155–6). And by that, Coleridge does not mean another sonnet.

Instead of culminating in this massive accomplishment, Wordsworth’s career turns out to have been framed by sonnets. His former opinion of the sonnet as ‘egregiously absurd’ derived no doubt from his early attempts at the form, which include the ‘Axiologus’ sonnet, ‘On seeing Miss Helen Maria Williams weep at a Tale of Distress’, and only a handful of sonnets written before 1801, all of which evince the mode of sensibility.4 The sonnet to Williams appeared in the European Magazine in 1787; one of the last of his poems to appear in print by itself during the poet’s lifetime was the sonnet beginning ‘Proud were ye, Mountains, when in times of old’, written to protest the extension of a railway into the Lake District and published in the newspaper The Morning Post at the end of 1844. Furthermore, most of the new poems to appear in Wordsworth’s successive editions during the 1820s, 1830s, and 1840s are sonnets; a single-volume collection, The Sonnets of William Wordsworth, appeared in 1838. Wordsworth, having realized finally that he was more successful at sonnets than at ‘The Recluse’, encouraged an association of himself with Milton through the sonnet (even though Milton only wrote twenty-four sonnets). Wordsworth’s debt to Milton as sonneteer stretches back to 1802 when his sister read Milton’s sonnets to him. Wordsworth later recalled that he was struck with ‘the dignified simplicity and majestic harmony’ of them; he says he ‘took fire’ and, with his sonnet on Napoleon, ‘I grieved for Buonaparte’, began what is his most extensive formal obsession (FN, 19). In the advertisement to the 1838 collection of sonnets, Wordsworth noted this connection, calling it ‘one of the innumerable obligations, which, as a Poet and a Man, I am under to our great fellow-countryman’.5 Just two years later, Ebenezer Elliott, the notorious ‘Corn-Law Rhymer’, praised Wordsworth in ‘Powers of the Sonnet’, a sonnet-on-the-sonnet, as ‘another Milton’ in the form, asserting that in the hands of two such poets ‘The sonnet’s might is mightier than it seems’.6 By the end of the century, Wordsworth’s pre-eminence in the form had overshadowed completely Charlotte Smith and her imitators as well as every other sonneteer between Milton and Wordsworth. A. T. Quiller-Couch, for instance, credits Wordsworth for the Romantic-period revival of the form, writing, ‘When, after a slumber of a hundred years, the sonnet awoke again in England, it awoke with Milton’s seal on its brow’.7 Wordsworth’s Miltonic aspirations as an epic poet are evident—particularly in the ‘Prospectus to the Recluse’—but, as it turned out, it was the sonnet that established Wordsworth as Milton’s ‘second peer’, as Elliott calls him.

As Wordsworth’s and Elliott’s sonnets on sonnets suggest, Wordsworth felt comfortable working within the sonnet’s miniature strictness as much as he seems to have been overwhelmed by the scope of ‘The Recluse’. Whereas Wordsworth explains that ‘The Recluse’ is metaphorically ‘a gothic Church’, he otherwise uses the image of the narrow room to describe the sonnet. He described Milton’s sonnets as having the ‘energetic and varied flow of sound crowding into narrow room’ with ‘the combined effect of rhyme and blank verse’—a musical effect that also manages to be temperate and dignified (EY, 379). Similarly, for the ‘Prefatory Sonnet’ that heads the sonnet series in 1807 Poems, in Two Volumes, Wordsworth justifies the pleasure he takes in writing sonnets by pointing out that ‘Nuns fret not at their convent’s narrow room’. In so doing Wordsworth displays a sprezzatura worthy of his Renaissance predecessors, claiming an easy virtuosity in the form:


In sundry moods, ’twas pastime to be bound

Within the Sonnet’s scanty plot of ground;

Pleas’d if some Souls (for such there needs must be)

Who have felt the weight of too much liberty,

Should find short solace there, as I have found.(10–14)



Wordsworth here disavows ‘the fascination of what’s difficult’ that Yeats declaims in his own contradictory sonnet-on-the-sonnet as well as, it would seem, the formal difficulty of ‘the sonnet’s claim’ that Anna Seward celebrates in her sonnet to Henry Cary; according to Seward, the sonnet promises fame only to those, like Milton, who successfully and lawfully follow ‘that arduous model’.8 Wordsworth considers, by contrast, the sonnet as mere ‘Pastime’, which seems a disingenuous stance to take in a sonnet that prefaces nearly fifty sonnets; more than half of these are ‘Dedicated to Liberty’, responding to his country’s ongoing conflict with France. One of them, ‘London, 1802’, invokes Milton as a national messiah and prays for his return as a kind of second coming.9 Here, the formal demands of the sonnet provide ‘short solace’ for a poet who feels ‘the weight of too much liberty’—the same weight that drives Wordsworth’s poetic impulse in the first book of The Prelude. Wordsworth considered the sonnet no mere plaything, even as he found sonnets easier to write than, say, ‘the FIRST GENUINE PHILOSOPHIC POEM’.

All sonneteers exploit the sonnetness of the sonnet, its self-reflexivity, an architextual ontology peculiar to itself. Even the famous sonnet ‘The world is too much with us’ (1807) is in its own way about being a sonnet and not being an epic. Wordsworth charges a collective ‘we’, himself and his fellow countrymen, with a venal fixation on ‘getting and spending’. This sonnet, one of the best examples of Wordsworth following Milton’s example, turns not at the end of the octave but in the middle of the ninth line with the exclamation ‘Great God! I’d rather be | A Pagan suckled in a creed outworn’. Effectively enjambing the octave and sestet, Wordsworth achieves the effect of ‘intense Unity’ that he admired in Milton’s sonnets, which he compared to ‘the image of an orbicular body,—a sphere—or a dew drop’ (LY, II. 604–5). In so doing, moreover, Wordsworth disconnects himself from his contemporaries so that he might have something more spiritually rewarding in which to believe than the spirit of the age as he sees it. But this turn, marked by the shift from the first person plural to the first person singular, is wonderfully paradoxical: the absurdity of the time-squish of being a pagan of the past ‘suckled’, raised, by a belief system that is now ‘outworn’ means that he would have to go back to a previous state—centuries ago (the ancient world) or decades ago (his own infancy)—to be able to believe in something now. There is a winking intertextuality amidst all of this indignation. Moreover, just as he claims his pagan ‘birthright’ in wishing to catch sight of Proteus or Triton, he ironically disavows it in favour of his beloved English poets, Milton and Spenser, by alluding to their poetry via verbal echoes of Paradise Lost—an epic—and ‘Colin Clouts Come Home Againe’—a pastoral—in his sonnet, which is the only modern form of the three. Wordsworth’s speaker longs to catch ‘sight of Proteus coming from the sea’ but the allusion to Milton points out the polymorphous nature of the god that Wordsworth elides: Milton remarks that the ancient alchemists supposedly could ‘call up unbound | In various shapes old Proteus from the sea’ (III. 603–4) Wordsworth’s sonnet concludes with a desire to recognize a shape-shifting, elusive Proteus. The problem is how to recognize his true form in order to receive his prophecy. Moreover, what is it precisely that Wordsworth wants to hear from Triton’s horn, the allusion to Spenser (who merely uses Triton as a simile for the shepherd calling home his flock)? Does he want it to calm the waters or to frighten away the monsters? Perhaps the answer is to be found in ‘Scorn not the Sonnet’, written twenty-five years later:


         and when a damp

Fell round the path of Milton, in his hand

The Thing became a Trumpet, whence he blew

Soul-animating strains—alas, too few!(11–14)



The sonnet thus is reified as that all-important Wordsworthian ‘thing’, becoming through Milton’s handling of it an instrument of ‘soul-animating’ influence—or possibly also what Shelley calls the ‘trumpet of a prophecy’ in ‘Ode to the West Wind’, which is a mini-sequence of terza rima sonnets. Wordsworth wants ultimately to be able to do what Milton could do with this ‘Thing’—to animate the soul, to bring the spiritually dead back to life—or, more specifically, to embody himself the looked-for second coming of Milton, even if it is only within the bounds of the sonnet.

‘A SORT OF POEM IN THE SONNET STANZA’

Jonathan Bate calls the Duddon sequence ‘a public counterpart to the private fluvial movement of The Prelude’ (Song 221).10 If the poem to Coleridge, The Prelude, is Wordsworth’s private and personal prelude to writing the great epic, then The River Duddon began as a public and professional one. Both ‘preludes’, personal and professional, prelude a project that never would proceed from them. Moreover, the conception of The River Duddon, like The Prelude, is entwined with Coleridge’s ambitious programme for Wordsworth as a philosophical poet. As Wordsworth freely admits, the concept for The River Duddon series is borrowed from Coleridge’s idea for a projected poem ‘The Brook’. In Biographia Literaria, Coleridge explains that ‘The Brook’ was to be an improvement upon Cowper’s Task in giving

equal room and freedom for description, incident, and impassioned reflections on men, nature, and society, yet supply in itself a natural connection to the parts, and unity to the whole. Such a subject I conceived myself to have found in a stream, traced from its source in the hills [to the sea]. (CCBL, II. 195–6)

Coleridge’s description of a long poem, presumably in blank verse like The Task, with rumination on ‘men, nature, and society’, probably also refers to the plan for ‘The Recluse’. In the postscript to The River Duddon, Wordsworth explains that his poem will differ greatly from Coleridge’s projected poem ‘The Brook’ due to ‘the restriction which the frame of the Sonnet’ has imposed upon him, ‘narrowing unavoidably the range of thought, and precluding, though not without its advantages, many graces to which a freer movement of verse would naturally have led’ (River Duddon 38). For Wordsworth, the sonnet’s advantages derive precisely from that narrowness and those limitations of movement. The indirect communication here—between Coleridge in the Biographia and Wordsworth in the Duddon volume—situates The River Duddon series as a revisiting. Such a gesture, after all, is one of the most common tropes in loco-descriptive river poetry; here Wordsworth also revisits ‘The Recluse’, its thwarted ambitions, and its connection to Coleridge, whose own projected epic also failed to materialize. But Wordsworth has at least finished The River Duddon—a project salvaged from the ruins of his and Coleridge’s shared vision—as preparatory to writing finally ‘The Recluse’. Upon Wordsworth’s completing the Duddon volume for press, Sara Hutchinson wrote sceptically that ‘he says he will never trouble himself with anything more but the Recluse’.11 Her sarcastic emphasis suggests that she knew not to hold her breath.

Nearing the age of 50, having been a sonneteer in earnest for almost twenty years, Wordsworth thus began writing his first proper sonnet sequence, The River Duddon. This would be followed by another, much longer group of sonnets explicitly designated as a coherent work, the Ecclesiastical Sketches of 1822. During the composition of the former, his wife, Mary, wrote to her sister that Wordsworth ‘has written 21 sonnets (including 2 [o]‌ld ones) on the river Duddon—they all together compose one poem’.12 When the book was published in April of 1820, the series had expanded to thirty-three sonnets that Wordsworth had subtitled ‘a Series of Sonnets’. In a note, Wordsworth explains that the sonnets ‘together may be considered as a poem’. Similarly, Wordsworth explained, in an 1822 letter to Walter Savage Landor, that he thought of the Ecclesiastical Sketches as ‘a sort of Poem in the sonnet stanza’ (LY, I. 124), and again, in a brief introduction to the sonnets in 1827, as ‘a poem in a form of stanza’.13 Although the phrase ‘sonnet sequence’ was not yet in use, Wordsworth considered the Duddon sonnets to be a coherent work like Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella, Spenser’s Amoretti, or Drayton’s Idea. Following from the traditional organization of Petrarch’s Canzoniere into two parts, before and after Laura’s death, these sonnet sequences are poems that have (or imply) narrative arcs developed in numbered, sequential lyric instalments, each of which may be read on its own but that, together, make up a larger whole. Unlike these earlier works, however, The River Duddon consists solely of sonnets, whereas the others mentioned above, even the Canzoniere, contain other lyric forms. During the English Renaissance, sonneteers frequently combined sonnets with pastoral poems in these sequences to emphasize the interplay of the erotic and the idyllic. Other series that play on conventions of the pastoral (if not the erotic so much), such as the two Memorials, Of a Tour on the Continent, 1820 (1822) and Of a Tour in Italy, 1837 (1842), are predominantly sonnets but feature interpolated lyrics. These two series, unlike the Duddon sonnets, obviously emphasize the inclusive rubric ‘memorials’ rather than the sonnet-ness of most of the poems. The Ecclesiastical Sketches, which eventually become the Ecclesiastical Sonnets when Wordsworth rechristened them in 1837, are manifestly sequential because they proceed chronologically through history. While later series Sonnets Dedicated to Liberty and Order (1835) and Sonnets upon the Punishment of Death (1842) comprise sonnets that together make a broad argument, The River Duddon and Ecclesiastical Sketches are unique in that they are composed wholly of sonnets and are sequenced according to a necessary order.

Practically from the moment of his rediscovering and taking up the sonnet in 1802, Wordsworth presents the form as portable, perfectly suited for itinerary poems. Although he did not have the terms at his disposal, Wordsworth seems to have made a distinction between what I would call a series—that is, a group of disparate poems thematically or topically arranged in a particular order—and what he calls a series—that is, a sequence of uniform poems arranged according to an implicit or explicit narrative arc that comprise a single work, wherein the individual poems serve as stanzas. A sequence, therefore, implies a movement, and a movement from one place to another implies a journey. So, it is not only that, as Andrew Bennett puts it, Wordsworth ‘devoted significant amounts of time…to writing sonnet sequences that commemorate his presence at certain places’;14 Wordsworth’s increasing use of the sonnet for travel writing images the form itself as portable, as a handy poetic vessel for recording moments spent at specific sites and vantages and for expressing the movement from one place to another, from one spot or vantage to another—as, in a sense, carried by the poet as Gilpin might have carried a sketchbook—and documenting points of lyric perspective along the way. As early as 1785, a young Richard Polwhele (like Wordsworth, inspired by Charlotte Smith) thought the sonnet ideally suited for sketches of nature because ‘smaller Pieces of Composition seem absolutely to require the minuter Touches of the Pencil. …In this Light, the Sonnet seems peculiarly turned to the Beautiful;—and (in the Province of the Beautiful) the more picturesque Objects of still Life’.15 Thus, each sonnet itself is a sketch of the scene at hand. The effect of ordering them is something like a montage—or a slideshow of one’s travels. Moreover, Wordsworth’s conception of the sonnet as a stanza (as opposed to strophe) for a collective, coherent work is particularly astute since the word stanza is derived from the Italian for ‘standing place’. If a single sonnet is a ‘scanty plot of ground’, more than one of these plots together makes a broader poetic terrain. Sequencing them in order makes a journey along a specific path.

Wordsworth frequently composed series as a way of linking poems about specific places and journeys, beginning with ‘Poems on the Naming of Places’ in the 1800 Lyrical Ballads (which includes no sonnets), and then the short travel series ‘Poems, Composed during a Tour, Chiefly on Foot’ and ‘Poems Written during a Tour of Scotland’ that appeared in the 1807 Poems, in Two Volumes. The latter two series consist of various lyrics and, respectively, only a fifteen-line sonnet-like poem that refers to a sonnet by Sir Philip Sidney (‘With how sad steps, O moon thou climb’st the sky’) and one sonnet on Neidpath Castle in Scotland (‘Degenerate Douglas! oh, the unworthy Lord!’). However, the ‘Miscellaneous Sonnets’ and the ‘Sonnets Dedicated to Liberty’ are travel poems too, if obliquely: these sonnets plot a course to London and on to Calais and back, capturing points of lyric insight from the 1802 journey Wordsworth and Dorothy made to France prior to his wedding.16 Wordsworth’s poetics of portable sonnets derive from the adaptability of topographical poetry as sonnets to his later conception of a series of sonnets as a whole journey, as a unified work of travel writing.

For Wordsworth poetic composition at times was literally, physically peripatetic. He was able to put sonnets together in his head while walking. When this composition involved travel writing, these poems were ‘recollected in tranquillity’, or they were ‘suggested during a tour’ and then written down as ‘memorials’. Earlier travel series such as the two cited above from 1807 conjure a fiction of poetic creativity taking place ‘during’ the travelling. In ‘Poems Written during a Tour of Scotland’, for instance, many of the experiences described in the sequence are invented, supposed, repeated second-hand, drawn from a written source, or represented out of order. Wordsworth’s later itinerary poems are more explicitly personal in the sense that they aim to record an actual person’s lived experiences in verse through processes of memory and to package those experiences as memories, as actual memorials shaped by poetic form. For example, Wordsworth wrote only one sonnet during the tour of Europe in 1820, and it was about Oxford; the Memorials of that tour were composed after returning home. The Memorials of 1820 opens with a dedication to the poet’s ‘Fellow-Travellers!’ (being his wife, his sister, H. C. Robinson, and others) in sonnet form, offering the volume as a collection of ‘memorial Lays’ that can serve merely as souvenirs. For these readers, whom Wordsworth addresses directly, the Muse figured in the poems inevitably must fail because ‘ye only can supply | The life, the truth, the beauty’ (9–10). While this is a lovely tribute to their camaraderie, this risks having the effect of excluding other readers who have no other reason to read the poems than as ‘a mirror that gives back the hues | Of living Nature’ (4–5). The entire series thus ostensibly is marked as semi-private, almost as an inside joke. Conversely, however, its importance as semi-public poetry is registered at the conclusion of the dedicatory sonnet with a quote from Milton’s L’Allegro: Wordsworth hopes that the ‘verse | Shall lack not power the “meeting soul to pierce!”’ The conspicuous quotation marks make a palimpsest that, directed back to Milton’s poem, discovers the pleasure the joyful man takes in listening to ‘soft Lydian airs, | Married to immortal verse | Such as the meeting soul may pierce’ (136–8). As usual, the sonnet is employed as the vessel for such immortal longings, but here especially so in the link the reference makes between music and lyric, all combined in the figure of the sonnet, or ‘little song’.

The River Duddon sequence is unique in Wordsworth’s specific adoption of the sonnet—and strictly sticking to it—for this particular travel poem. The Duddon sonnets follow a necessarily chronological, geographical, and archetypal sequence as the poet follows a specific course from the river’s headwaters to its estuary. Wordsworth constructs the series as a walk that begins in the morning on the fells near Grasmere and follows the river to the Duddon sands, which he reaches at twilight. Wordsworth’s description of the poem as a sonnet series, then, explicitly tropes a record of movement from place to place, geographically and chronologically, while pausing to fix specific moments in form. Individual sonnets pause at specific locations, ‘loitering’, as Wordsworth puts it, and others present broader vantages as mini prospect poems—such as Sonnet XIII, subtitled ‘Open Prospect’, or Sonnet XX on ‘the Plain of Donnerdale’. Ostensibly, Wordsworth associates his sequence with a ‘loco-descriptive’ lyric tradition rather than with the Petrarchan sonnet tradition. In his preface to the 1815 Poems Wordsworth idiosyncratically classifies the sonnet among other ‘loco-descriptive’ poems under the rubric ‘The Idyllium’. In his ‘Postscript’ to the Duddon sonnets, Wordsworth specifically aligns himself with this tradition when he praises William Crowe’s 1788 blank-verse poem, Lewesdon Hill, as an ‘excellent loco-descriptive Poem’ along with The Ruins of Rome, a 1740 poem by John Dyer, whom Wordsworth considered one of the best English poets since Milton and, he writes, ‘whose works are not yet known as they deserve to be’ (37). Adam Potkay points out that Wordsworth’s discussion of both Crowe’s and Dyer’s poems as ‘loco-descriptive’ suggests two ‘subdivisions’ of this kind of poetry: The Ruins of Rome is a peripatetic poem, in which the poet guides the reader on a tour through a particular region and offers ‘moral lessons’ occasioned by the sites, and Lewesdon Hill is a prospect poem, in which the poet describes a particular vantage and also offers ‘moral reflections’ on the history of the locations in view.17 Generally speaking, The River Duddon is a peripatetic poem; but, in specific instances, Wordsworth enjoys the practical convenience of writing a series of individual poems that may be one or the other—a sonnet or a stanza.

‘BROOK, WHOSE SOCIETY THE POET SEEKS’

The River Duddon follows the course established by sonneteers such as Thomas Warton and his imitators (whom David Fairer dubs ‘the Warton school’) who established for the period the figurative association of the native or natal river with memory and the use of the river as the symbol for the flow of life.18 Wordsworth also has his eye on a more extensive course to which these are only tributary. The river sonnet belongs to a sonnet tradition that stretches back to Petrarch and the Sorgue at Vaucluse. In sonnet 148, Petrarch lists rivers much like Wordsworth would later list sonneteers in order to find the most companionable and the most inspirational, until finally the ‘watery sounds’ of the Sorgue promise to help the poet ‘write high and happy thoughts’. One of Wordsworth’s sonnets to the Derwent opens with an echo of Petrarch’s sonnet in its address, ‘Brook, whose society the Poet seeks, | Intent his wasted spirits to renew’. As Petrarch does, Wordsworth emphasizes the spiritual and creative renewal offered to the poet by the beloved stream. To do so in a sonnet is to evince an awareness of how Petrarch’s river sonnet demonstrates the metonymic and otherwise metaphorical relationship between the poet who writes sonnets about Laura, thus earning for himself the poetic laurel by way of a pun that works better in Italian. By the banks of the Sorgue, Petrarch figuratively plants a sonnet that will contribute to his ongoing poetic enterprise of immortality. This is generally the course of the river sonnet.

The English river sonnet derives possibly from Drayton’s sonnets ‘To the River Anker’, one of which, in the manner of Petrarch, lists English rivers to praise finally his native Anker. Closer to Wordsworth’s own time, Warton’s sonnet ‘To the River Lodon’ developed further the English river sonnet with its emphasis on a specific locale, the poet’s ‘native stream’, and the power of memory acting through poetry in the present. As A. Harris Fairbanks and, more recently, Fairer have shown, Warton’s sonnet directly influenced Bowles’s ‘To the River Itchin’ and Coleridge’s imitation of it, ‘To the River Otter’. Fairer makes a convincing case for Warton’s influence, moreover, on Wordsworth’s most famous river poem—the one on ‘revisiting the Wye’ (not a sonnet).19 But Warton’s sonnet is also pertinent to The River Duddon in the relationship between the native river and the poet’s subsequent vocation, figured as always by the Muse: while the river reminds the poet of the loss of youthful perception and while ‘pensive Memory’ plumbs the depths for pleasure, Warton’s ‘Lodon’ sonnet concludes with the only recompense the poet could consider abundant—that he has lived a long life crowned by ‘the Muse’s laurel’. In light of this tradition, The River Duddon seems all the more a self-conscious literary performance. If so, it was well timed, for this public re-presenting of Wordsworth not as the ponderous would-be sage of the Lake School but as the Poet of the Duddon earned him some of the best reviews of his career.20 Moreover, at the end of his life, Wordsworth remarked, ‘My sonnets to the river Duddon have been wonderfully popular. Properly speaking nothing that I ever wrote has been popular, but they have been more warmly received’ (PW, III. 505).

If the sonnets were a pitch at popularity, it is noteworthy that Wordsworth chose to construct a path along the Duddon instead of the Derwent, his natal river. He already had written sonnets about both. By conspicuously avoiding the personal childhood associations he would have held with the Derwent, the poet of the Duddon becomes more impersonal than the Lodon’s Warton, the Arun’s Charlotte Smith, the Itchin’s William Lisle Bowles, or the Otter’s Coleridge. Despite the distinction The River Duddon has as a major work devoted to a single river, Wordsworth did not visit the Duddon as often as one might expect. He was near it for most of his life, but his latest known visit to the river was in 1811, some seven years before he began to expand his already written sonnet on the Duddon (‘O Mountain Stream! the Shepherd and his Cot’) into a sequence of sonnets that follow the river on its course. In the private writing that would become The Prelude, Wordsworth associates the Derwent with his grand ambitions and his potential for achieving them but also with, as he puts it in an 1805 letter to George Beaumont, feeling ‘diffident of [his] own powers’ (EY, 586). The 1799 Prelude begins in self-admonishment with an address to the Derwent as an apology for failing to commence his great philosophical epic. From this vantage he cannot project his own progress to the sea. The River Duddon is not just a counterpart to The Prelude, as Bate suggests, it is practically a foil: the Duddon is significantly not as closely associated with his birthplace so much as it is the place, Grasmere, where he had hoped to begin ‘some work of glory’, ‘The Recluse’.

If the poem to Coleridge recounts the ‘prelude’ to his becoming a poet, The River Duddon finds that poet fully realized—thus the important associative distinction between the Derwent and the Duddon. The Duddon being less familiar and more mysterious than other local rivers gives the poet’s journey greater imaginative potential. The strange timbre of the Duddon sonnets in particular matches the series’ strange disjunction and disembodiment when compared with Wordsworth’s other poems that commemorate specific journeys he made with family and friends. Whereas those are ‘memorials’ recorded by Wordsworth, the Duddon sonnets are more self-consciously made by the poet in the persona of a strange figure that one might describe (somewhat incongruously) as a ‘epic sonneteer’. Wordsworth opens the sequence by announcing his mission: ‘I seek the birth-place of a native Stream’ (I. 9). While seeming to link the river to his own origins, the search for ‘a’ source puts the poet in the role of seeker rather than of native—more particularly of one who makes rather than one who has been made. In following the course, the speaker makes it clear that he is not only the river’s companion but its poet as well: he does not describe the journey so much as he ruminates on the power of the poet to make something out of it: ‘The Bard who walks with Duddon for his guide, | Shall find such toys of Fancy thickly set’ (XII. 11–12). These sonnets strike quite a different note in their confident stride towards the sea than does the image of the poet reclining on his couch and dancing with the daffodils in his mind. The Poet of the Duddon has earned the right to travel with the river.

The voice of The River Duddon sonnets—or, more accurately, their poet—is an oddly distant, formally heroic, syntactically baroque, occasionally pompous, and strangely disembodied voice. The first sonnet of the sequence announces its literariness in its allusion to Horace and his spring, Bandusia, or ‘fons Bandusiae’, which is believed to have been located on Horace’s Sabine farm in what is now Licenza, Italy. Conspicuously he does not allude to Petrarch’s Sorgue because, it seems, he wants the opening sonnet to sound more epic and less sonnet-like. Therefore, syntactically, it also imitates the start of Milton’s proemium to Paradise Lost with a string of dependent clauses to introduce a delayed subject pronoun—the heroic/Homeric ‘I’, which prefaced by such finery sounds quite unlike the poet of the daffodils:


NOT envying shades which haply yet may throw

A grateful coolness round that rocky spring,

Bandusia, once responsive to the string

Of the Horatian lyre with babbling flow;

Careless of flowers that in perennial blow

Round the moist marge of Persian fountains cling;

Heedless of Alpine torrents thundering

Through icy portals radiant as heaven’s bow;

I seek the birth-place of a native Stream.(I. 1–8)



Instead of Milton’s prepositional phrases, however, Wordsworth uses one present participle (‘envying’) and two adjectives (‘Careless’ and ‘Heedless’), with attendant verbiage, in order to modify the speaker of the poem and to distinguish this river, his quasi-epic subject, from other impressive bodies of water, thereby rendering himself quasi-epic poet or epic sonneteer, the Poet of the Duddon.21 This all makes for a rather ostentatious opening to the series, particularly in its outright rejection of everything Wordsworth says about poetic diction in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads and the swapping of Italian precursors. But there is also some clever formal machinery at work here too: the language may be heroic but the rhyme scheme is perfectly Petrarchan; he may not mention Petrarch but the formal allusion does the trick. The octave, however, depends grammatically on the subject and verb of the ninth line, effectively extending the sentence into the sestet and delaying the turn, or volta, until the completion of this independent clause. In this technique he follows Milton, thus managing to classicize and to Anglicize the sonnet all at once. Appropriately, therefore, the sonnet ends with the formal announcement of the heroic argument and the identification of the native river: ‘Pure flow the verse, pure, vigorous, free, and bright, | For Duddon, long lov’d Duddon, is my theme!’ (I. 13–14). Further nationalizing the series, these lines echo strongly Denham’s famous address to the Thames in Cooper’s Hill—‘O could I flow like thee, and make thy streame | My great example, as it is my theme!’ (189–90). Ostentatious or spectacular, the opening sonnet shows a poet with every intention of commanding his subject. Of all of Wordsworth’s long poems, only the Ecclesiastical Sketches opens in such a grand manner.

Since Petrarch, the sonnet has become a particularly self-conscious form. But, curiously, The River Duddon does not draw attention to itself as being part of either the Petrarchan or the Miltonic sonnet traditions. The sequence at times seems to belie its sonnetness: Wordsworth makes allusions to Moschus, Horace, Chaucer, Samuel Daniel, Herbert, Denham, Goldsmith, Milton, and Cumberland poet Joseph Sympson, while specifically referring in the prose apparatus to Virgil, Shakespeare, Burns, Dyer, and Crowe. Several of these poets—Shakespeare, Daniel, Herbert, and Milton—are well-known sonneteers, but Wordsworth makes no reference to their sonnets. Very seldom in any of his sonnets does Wordsworth refer directly to the sonnet’s erotic heritage. But in The River Duddon Wordsworth does provide one Petrarchan interlude with Sonnet VII, featuring a ‘love-sick Stripling’ and his beloved—Laura. The young man’s cry—‘Change me, some God, into that breathing rose!’—evokes Ovid, but more importantly the sonnet alludes to the erotic Petrarchan tradition through not only the naming of Laura but in her characterization as an unattainable object of desire: the lover wants to be the rose pressed close to Laura’s breast. According to Geoffrey Jackson, the reference to Laura invokes ‘the artifice of Petrarchan love-poetry’, which Wordsworth rejects ‘in the closing lines in favour of simple nature’ (SSIP, 102). However, the trope of Ovidian metamorphosis persists until the end; the conclusion, therefore, is not so much a rejection of artifice as it is of the throes of passion. So, the metamorphosis trope is also a deliberate attempt to refashion the Petrarchan form to Wordsworth’s purposes. Wordsworth seems to have accepted the sonnet as his destiny but would do so only on his own somewhat austere terms. It is as if the promise made in the ‘Ode to Duty’, paradoxically perhaps, compelled him to perfect the Wordsworthian sonnet.

Rivers in Wordsworth are frequently associated with his imagination and thus with his poetic powers. In his 1810 ‘Essay on Epitaphs’, later reprinted in a long note to Book V of The Excursion, Wordsworth explains the imaginative appeal of a river as a symbol:

Never did a Child stand by the side of a running Stream, pondering within himself what power was the feeder of the perpetual current, from what never-wearied sources the body of water was supplied, but he must have been inevitably propelled to follow this question by another: “Towards what abyss is it in progress? what receptacle can contain the mighty influx?” And the spirit of the answer must have been, though the word might be Sea or Ocean, accompanied perhaps with an image gathered from a Map, or from the real object in Nature—these might have been the letter, but the spirit of the answer must have as inevitably,—a receptacle without bounds or dimensions;—nothing less than infinity. (CExc, 304)

Wordsworth’s discussion of the river, its progress and influx, as, paradoxically, a ‘receptacle without bounds’ and as a metaphor for infinity practically guarantees that he eventually will work out these ideas in sonnets—another kind of ‘receptacle’. Since he admired Milton for the ‘energetic and varied flow of sound crowding into narrow room’, the sonnet’s appeal for Wordsworth is the opportunity it gives him to play with proportions, allowing him to pour big ideas into small containers. As he writes in The River Duddon,


On, loitering Muse!—The swift Stream chides us—on!

Albeit his deep-worn channel doth immure

Objects immense, pourtray’d in miniature,

Wild shapes for many a strange comparison!(XII. 1–4)



Wordsworth could not have written a better phrase—‘Objects immense, pourtray’d in miniature’—to stand also for one function of the form, the sonnet. Another is of course the eternizing conceit established by Petrarch and carried on by every sonneteer whose names are still known: Wordsworth seeks to immortalize the river, already immortal, ‘Pleased could my verse, a speaking monument, | Make to the eyes of men thy features known’ (III. 3–4). Perhaps echoing Wordsworth, Dante Gabriel Rossetti wrote that ‘A Sonnet is a moment’s monument’. But Wordsworth’s image is better: ‘a speaking monument’ is a paradox, a solid thing that takes action, like the sonnet in Milton’s hands.

‘THE FORM REMAINS’

The Duddon, forever carrying its waters to the sea and somehow always replenishing them, thus also carries the poet, if not necessarily the pedestrian, into eternity with it. The chief innovation of The River Duddon is the taking of the eighteenth-century river sonnet and expanding the river itself further as a symbol for the flow of transitory life and the permanence of the soul, but the poet broadens their canvas by expanding fourteen lines into a sequence of thirty-three sonnets. (He would later add one additional sonnet.) This makes the sequence congenial to the more famous ‘Intimations’ ode. In The River Duddon as elsewhere, Wordsworth has a philosophical and spiritual commitment to the concept of immortality and the river functions effectively as a symbol for this. As Lee M. Johnson explains, ‘The river is the only natural image which effectively bears on all three subjects of man, nature, and human life. Its progress is an analogue to the birth, maturity, and death of man. The river also has a parallel in the course of a day, from twilight at dawn to twilight at dusk’.22 As the poet of the Duddon approaches the river’s estuary he makes explicit what of course he already has implied by choosing his subject and his course, but he does so as a prayer for his own ambitions. ‘The Wanderer seeks that receptacle vast | Where all his unambitious functions fail’ (XXXII. 7–8), Wordsworth writes of the mortal’s hope of immortality, while also implying that the poet’s ambitions may live on where lesser ones must perish:


And may thy Poet, cloud-born Stream! be free,

The sweets of earth contentedly resigned,

And each tumultuous working left behind

At seemly distance, to advance like Thee,

Prepared, in peace of heart, in calm of mind

And soul, to mingle with Eternity!(XXXII. 9–14)



The symbolism of the river suits multiple purposes for a ‘series of sonnets’, not the least of which is as a symbol of immortality both spiritual and literary. For Wordsworth, a river is itself a sequence and sequence implies progress towards perfection. Wordsworth had written in ‘Reply to Mathetes’ (1810) that ‘there is a progress in the Species toward unattainable perfection’ (PrW, II. 11); as Anne L. Rylestone notes, this belief is asserted in the necessarily Christian imagery at the end of Ecclesiastical Sketches where the ‘living Waters, less and less by guilt | Stained and polluted, brighten as they roll, | Till they have reached the Eternal City’.23 (III. XXVIII. 11–13). This conclusion is the symbolism the poet already has arrived at, albeit in secular terms, by the end of The River Duddon.

The poet is literally, of course, mortal and cannot follow the river into the sea. So, in the final sonnet, he turns to retrace his journey only to be reminded that the river still continues its course from its unknowable origin along the path the poet has himself followed. In later editions, Wordsworth would add another sonnet to the sequence, expanding it from thirty-three to thirty-four sonnets. In 1827 and thereafter, the penultimate sonnet in the 1820 sequence (‘But here no cannon thunders to the gale’) is retitled ‘Conclusion’; the ‘Conclusion’ of 1820 becomes instead an ‘After-Thought’. This is one of Wordsworth’s more incisive revisions: the original number of sonnets surely is meant to evoke the Christological number; therefore, by identifying a conclusion at thirty-three, the number of Christ’s years on earth, the allusion strengthens the ontological symbolism of the series as the progression of mortal life. Therefore, the ‘After-Thought’ more directly relates to ‘after-life’ and what Peter Larkin calls the poet’s concern for his ‘after-presence’:24


I THOUGHT of Thee, my partner and my guide,

As being past away.—Vain sympathies!

For, backward, Duddon! as I cast my eyes,

I see what was, and is, and will abide;

Still glides the Stream, and shall for ever glide;

The Form remains, the Function never dies;

While we, the brave, the mighty, and the wise,
We Men, who in our morn of youth defied

The elements, must vanish;—be it so!

Enough, if something from our hands have power

To live, and act, and serve the future hour;

And if, as tow’rd the silent tomb we go,

Thro’ love, thro’ hope, and faith’s transcendent dower,

We feel that we are greater than we know.(XXXIII. 1–14)



The excellence of this sonnet consists chiefly in the important image it develops of the poet having to look backwards in order to see into the future and in the necessary correction it makes to the supercilious portrayal of the poet’s ambitions in the previous sonnets. It is ‘Enough, if something from our hands have power | To live, and act, and serve the future hour’. The poet therefore reintegrates himself as a member of the community of individuals who ‘feel’ immortal while mortal in the certainty that each one may make something that will last.

This is not to say that Wordsworth decries poetic ambition as a will-o-the-wisp. Rather, ‘After-Thought’ seems to imply that ‘something’ will do. It need not be a sonnet or an epic or the achievement of that elusive ambition signified by ‘The Recluse’. Although the sonnet remains the same after its retitling, when it becomes ‘After-Thought’ it somehow signals a resignation on Wordsworth’s part regarding the fate of ‘The Recluse’ or an acceptance of his new poetic identity. In its original moment, for the poet and his family, The River Duddon represented the closure of the first half of the poet’s writing life and the start of a renewed commitment to the great philosophical epic. Wordsworth seems to have been keen to include everything he had on hand that he wanted published. The Duddon sonnets are followed by such works as ‘Vaudracour and Julia’, the most substantial portion of The Prelude he would publish during his lifetime; ‘A Fact, and an Imagination, or Canute and Alfred’, which signals an interest in early British history that would lead to his next major project, Ecclesiastical Sketches; his ‘translation’ of Chaucer’s ‘Prioress’ Tale’; three new odes, including the one ‘Composed upon an Evening of Extraordinary Splendour and Beauty’, which looks back to the ‘Intimations’ ode; and the second version of the prose work he would later call A Guide Through the District of the Lakes.25 Without advertising his intentions for ‘The Recluse’ as explicitly as he had done in the preface to The Excursion, Wordsworth did preface the volume by explaining that it, along with the recent publications since 1815, the Thanksgiving Ode, Peter Bell, and The Waggoner, ‘completes the third and last volume of the Author’s Miscellaneous Poems’. Although a writer for the Eclectic Review cheerfully surmised that this meant Wordsworth was to write no more, Wordsworth wanted to commit himself publicly to writing no more miscellaneous poems and to writing at last ‘The Recluse’. Instead, he wrote the Ecclesiastical Sketches.

So, The River Duddon was preparatory to this substantial accomplishment. This series of 102 sonnets on the history of Christianity in Britain and the progress of the Church of England from the druids through the Reformation to Wordsworth’s day is the most ambitious project after The Excursion that Wordsworth did finish and publish. Though not as ‘wonderfully popular’ as the Duddon sonnets, Wordsworth continued to expand the Ecclesiastical Sketches until well into the final decade of his life, adding thirty more by 1845. Ecclesiastical Sketches might have been some reassurance—to some of his critics and even some of his friends—that Wordsworth was not the deist or atheist they had suspected him of being, particularly after reading The Excursion.26 Longtime admirer John Wilson, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine’s ‘Christopher North’, who would complain later of the lack of religion in The Excursion, found in the series a confirmation of Wordsworth’s Christianity: ‘Here we see the highest intellect bowing down in reverence and adoration before the spirit of Christianity’, he writes.27 A closer look at the Sketches, however, reveals that Wordsworth is celebrating the social, cultural, and even to some extent the political history of England. The series is no declaration of faith, conversion narrative, or expression of private revelation. Instead, we have a considerable amount of regionalism as Wordsworth celebrates wherever he can the roots of the English church in places that are special to him—Cumbria, Northumberland, Kent, Wales. The sonnets of Ecclesiastical Sketches essentially do the same thing as the Duddon sonnets: they seek the birthplace of a native stream. Here that source is the origin of an entire culture. In this way the River Duddon and Ecclesiastical Sketches are public versions of the same kind of ontological inquiry that drives the more personal, private journey through memory in The Prelude. Memory, geography, history—three kinds of journeys into the past. In 1798, Wordsworth wrote of the project that became ‘The Recluse’, ‘My object is to give pictures of Nature, Man, and Society’ (EY, 212). Taken together, The River Duddon, The Prelude, and Ecclesiastical Sketches seem to have accomplished as much. If one recalls the original opening of the two-part Prelude and its private address to the Derwent, the following sonnet takes on added significance as Wordsworth publicly identifies himself strictly as a poet of rivers:


I, who descended with glad step to chase

Cerulean Duddon from his cloud-fed spring,

And of my wild Companion dared to sing,

In verse that moved with strictly-measured pace;

I, who essayed the nobler Stream to trace

Of Liberty, and smote the plausive string

Till the checked Torrent, fiercely combating,

In victory found her natural resting-place;

Now seek upon the heights of Time the source

Of a holy River, on whose banks are found

Sweet pastoral flowers, and laurels that have crowned

Full oft the unworthy brow of lawless force;

Where, for delight of him who tracks its course,

Immortal amaranth and palms abound.(Ecclesiastical Sketches, I. I. 1–14)



No doubt referring to the choice of form, the ‘strictly-measured pace’ of successive fourteen-line stanzas, Wordsworth claims his title as Poet of the Duddon, while also reminding his readers of his series of political sonnets, Sonnets Dedicated to Liberty, begun in 1802 with ‘I grieved for Buonaparte’ and concluded with the Waterloo sonnets of 1816. He also manages to pay homage to the two sonneteers who set him on this course: ‘Immortal amaranth’ is Milton’s phrase (Paradise Lost, III. 353); the conjunction of amaranth and palm, their corresponding symbolism for, respectively, immortality and victory, is found in one of Smith’s Elegiac Sonnets, added to the fifth edition of 1789, a copy of which Wordsworth owned.28 Abbie Findlay Potts, who first noted the references to Milton and to Smith, describes the sonnet’s references to the Duddon sonnets, the Liberty sonnets, and, finally, to the Ecclesiastical sonnets as celebrating ‘the natural, the human, and the divine’, again suggesting a kind of consummation of Wordsworth’s epic project (205).29 Moreover this hypertextuality, linking the three series with the identity of the poet, characterizes that poet as only the author of sonnets. The opening sonnet makes no reference to earlier works—Wordsworth is not the rustic balladeer of ‘Simon Lee’ or ‘The Idiot Boy’; he is not the humanitarian poet of ‘Michael’ or ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’; he is not the sober metaphysician of the ‘Intimations’ ode; and he is not the philosopher-sage of The Excursion. He is only Wordsworth, sonneteer.
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CHAPTER 17

WORDSWORTH’S POETRY OF PLACE

FIONA STAFFORD

FROM An Evening Walk and Descriptive Sketches to The Excursion, The River Duddon, and Yarrow Revisited, the titles chosen for Wordsworth’s successive volumes of poetry demonstrate a life-long fascination with the places where he walked, thought and composed. But even in the less obviously outdoor collection, Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth emerges at once as a poet preoccupied with place. A mere glance at the table of contents discovers titles such as ‘Lines left upon a seat in a Yew-tree which stands near the Lake of Esthwaite’, ‘Lines written near Richmond upon the Thames’, ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey, on revisiting the banks of the Wye’, ‘The Idle Shepherd Boys, or Dungeon-Gill Force’, ‘Inscription for the Spot where the Hermitage stood on St Herbert’s Island, Derwent Water’ as well as an entire sequence of ‘Poems on the Naming of Places’. Not all the locations would have been equally familiar to Wordsworth’s original readers of 1800, but few can have failed to notice the frequent connection between poems and places. Nor would this have seemed strange, given the popularity of loco-descriptive poetry. From Cooper’s Hill and Windsor Forest down to ‘Grongar Hill’, ‘Lochleven’, and Bowles’s river sonnets, the turn towards local scenery was everywhere apparent. Indeed, the fashion for landscape poetry led Samuel Johnson to remark somewhat wearily that his contemporaries had ‘left scarce a corner of the island not dignified either by rhyme or blank verse’.1 What is striking about Lyrical Ballads is not so much the reference to English place-names, but the absence of straightforward topographical description. ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ probably raised expectations of a versified picturesque scene centred on the magnificent ruin by the Wye, familiar to legions of tourists and known to many others through the work of artists, poets and travel writers.2Wordsworth’s poem, however, began not with a depiction of the well-known scene, but with emphatic reference to the ‘five years’ that had passed since the last visit (LBOP, 116). From the opening lines, it is obvious that what matters most to this tourist were not the justly admired beauties of the Wye, but something much more personal.

‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ is a landmark in Wordsworth’s development, and in literary history, because it demonstrates the importance of powerful feeling and private experience in conveying the meaning of a location. It is a poem of ‘place’ rather than ‘landscape’, more concerned with the imaginative than the purely visual dimensions of the Wye valley.3 A true understanding of ‘place’ involves more than an ordinary recognition of streets, villages, or landmarks, or the coordinates of an Ordnance Survey Map. A place is not defined merely by appearance or geography, but by a host of associations, private, public, individual or collective, and encompassing local stories, history, religion, culture, economics or politics. Crucial to any idea of place is the degree of personal familiarity—whether it be birthplace, childhood home, or later residence; somewhere visited, or glimpsed in passing; or known only through books, pictures, songs, and conversation. Am I part of a place, or approaching it from elsewhere? The difference between ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ perspectives has always confronted those grappling with ways of representing their homes or their travels, but it has also exercised modern geographers, historians, and sociologists, who often restrict ‘landscape’ to the visual perception of a defined stretch of land, as distinct from the multi-dimensional associations of ‘place’. The difference has been summarized succinctly by the American artist, Lucy Lippard, who regards ‘landscape’ as ‘place at a distance, visual rather than sensual, seen rather than felt in all its affective power’.4 ‘Place’, on the other hand, is ‘entwined with personal memory, known or unknown histories, marks made in the land that provoke and evoke’. For Lippard, ‘place’ is ‘a layered location replete with human histories and memories…it is about connections, what surrounds it, what formed it, what happened there, what will happen there’. Such an imaginative response to physical surroundings has strong resonances for readers of Wordsworth, whose poetry is similarly concerned with place in its fullest sense, rather than with landscape alone. Wordsworth’s ‘Poems on the Naming of Places’ predate the academic debate by many years, but now seem more aptly named than ever.5

Recently, cultural geographers have come to qualify the distinction between ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ perspectives—partly because of sensitivities over definitions that may exclude those regarded as not belonging. This might mean people from another region or race, or those deemed not to conform to local norms—the homeless, the helpless, the disabled, or any ‘minority’ perceived as somehow ‘out of place’. With such issues in mind, recent work has focused on mobility—questioning whether a ‘place’ is necessarily stable, unmoving, and knowable only to those who belong there, or whether, as Doreen Massey has suggested, it might be a more dynamic, mobile space, open to numerous experiences and characterized as much by the confluence of passing people as by fixed features?6 Tim Cresswell has summed this up as a question of roots versus routes.7 An emphasis on routes and communications as essential to any sense of place means that, far from seeming inauthentic or superficial, the experiences of visitors are as much part of the place as those of the inhabitants, while places themselves thicken with additional layers of meaning and contrasting perspectives. If Lippard’s understanding of layered locations, replete with memory, seems especially relevant to Wordsworth’s Lake District poems, Massey’s ideas of mobility and multiple perspectives can also offer helpful insight. For Wordsworth’s poetry often includes the contrasting perspectives of travellers, natives, and returning sons, whose varied perceptions all contribute to the deeper understanding of his special places.

In ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’, Wordsworth explicitly takes the stance of a visitor, set apart from those whose farms he sees. The poem breaks the insider/outsider dichotomy nevertheless, by emphasizing the returning traveller’s familiarity with the Wye and the rootlessness of some inhabitants—the ‘vagrant dwellers in the houseless woods’ (21). Any simple opposition is further complicated by the speaker’s perspective, divided as it is between present and previous experience of the same scene, while further possibilities appear with his companion, whose perceptions may or may not resemble those of her brother. The movement within the poem also unsettles any sense of a single viewpoint, making it hard to determine whether the speaker on ‘the banks | Of this fair river’ (115) at the end, is still sitting under the ‘dark sycamore’ (10) mentioned at the start. To read the poem as a straightforward representation of ‘landscape’, viewed by an outsider from a fixed spot, is to miss its power and to misunderstand Wordsworth’s imaginative creation of place.

Wordsworth’s return to the Wye in 1798—‘return’ is highlighted in the short title ‘On revisiting the Wye’8—prompted reflection on the difference between his present and former senses of self, but in the process of considering himself in relation to somewhere unchanging and ever in motion, he was also affirming his literary maturity. As his poem makes clear, it was five years since his last visit; less obvious is the fact that it was also five years since the appearance of his first major publications: An Evening Walk and Descriptive Sketches. Both were ambitious works, devoting several hundred lines of rhyming couplets to other beautiful regions, observed by the poet on his walks. An Evening Walk was inspired by the Lake District, Descriptive Sketches by a tour of the Alps, and the character of each differed accordingly. In neither, however, had Wordsworth achieved the power of ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’, where the distinctive voice arrests and retains its readers, compelling them through the immensely fluid lines of blank verse. We know at once that it is a place ‘felt in the blood’ (29), and the poem flows just as naturally and inevitably. Wordsworth’s earlier topographical poems were neither stilted nor lacking in feeling, but when read after his later poem of place (their usual fate since around 1800), they seem less assured altogether. In both An Evening Walk and Descriptive Sketches, Wordsworth drew on personal observation and, as in his later work, blended his experience with his reading. Where the feelings gathered around the Wye are deep, but indefinite, and the literary allusions often barely visible, however, in the earlier poems the presence of distinct emotions and literary precedents is only too apparent. Though stylistically closer to the landscape poetry of the eighteenth century than the work of his maturity, these substantial publications are nevertheless worthy of serious attention in their own right and reveal much about his subsequent achievement as the poet of place.

The opening of An Evening Walk emphasizes a deep familiarity with the Lakes and shows that the author, described on the title-page of the handsome 1793 quarto as ‘‘W. Wordsworth, B. A., of St John’s, Cambridge’, was a long way from home (CEW, 27). Affection for remembered scenes is immediately evident in the reference to ‘my Esthwaite’s shore’ (15), while the well-chosen details convey all the authority of first-hand observation. Line 26, ‘the first woodcocks roam’d the moonlight hills’, for example, carries the following note: ‘In the beginning of winter, these mountains, in the moonlight nights, are covered with immense quantities of woodcocks; which in the dark nights, retire into the woods’. What might appear fanciful is shown to result from close knowledge of the Cumbrian wildlife, which in turn strengthens the preceding image of ‘youth’s wild eye’ (23). ‘Youth’ and ‘wildness’ are common enough companions, but this youth has the kind of eye that detects the movements of hidden birds and the subtle effects of seasonal changes. Again and again, sharp details provide focal points in the shifting, moonlit survey, arresting readers with the conviction of underlying reality. The ‘silver’d kite’ can circle successfully over a cliff because of the specificity of the bird and its environment:


Slant wat’ry lights, from parting clouds a-pace,

Travel along the precipice’s base;

Chearing its naked waste of scatter’d stone

By lychens grey, and scanty moss o’ergrown,

Where scarce the foxglove peeps, and thistle’s beard,

And desert stone-chat, all day long, is heard(91–6).



Such passages reveal the extraordinary perceptiveness of the young poet as well as his command of language and ear for metre.

There are, however, moments where the sounds seem to be echoing more from eighteenth-century poetry than from the Lakeland hills, with the ‘tremulous sob of the complaining owl’ (443), or the brook: ‘How sweet it’s streamlet murmurs in mine ear!’ (418). Nor is the poem helped by occasionally awkward syntactical choices, which betray the demands of the heroic couplet:


Long may ye roam these hermit waves that sleep,

In birch-besprinkl’d cliffs embosom’d deep(219–20).



Adjectives such as ‘sombrous’, ‘twinkling’, ‘glimmering’, or ‘slow-waving’; personified abstract nouns, ‘Memory’, ‘Care’, ‘Mirth’, ‘Hope’, ‘Fear’; wistful imperatives, ‘Return Delights!’, ‘Stay! Pensive, sadly-pleasing visions, stay!’ combine to coat the clear definition of the Lake District with a thick literary varnish. What was designed to render local scenery acceptable to a wide, educated readership often serves instead to detract from the very considerable merits of An Evening Walk.

Wordsworth’s literary allusions were not always so obtrusive, however: if the quarry scene includes somewhat self-conscious reference to Virgilian bees and the myth of Echo, it also evokes Paradise Lost with more subtlety:


I love to mark the quarry’s moving trains,

Dwarf pannier’d steeds, and men, and numerous wains:

How busy the enormous hive within,

While Echo dallies with the various din!

Some, hardly heard their chissel’s clanking sound,

Toil, small as pigmies, in the gulph profound(141–6).9



Since the ‘gulph profound’ is drawn from Milton’s memorable evocation of Hell, the ordinary clanking sounds of the quarry resonate with more ominous undertones.10 The men at work still seem distant, undistinguished figures, whose ‘pannier’d steeds’ would not be out of place in a landscape painting, but sympathy for the very real hardship of their daily tasks emerges quietly through the allusion to Hell.

Personal feelings are generally signalled through more obvious reminiscences of Goldsmith, Gray, and Collins, which create an overall sense of wistfulness for a fondly-remembered region, but avoid any real self-exposure. This is very much a public poem, addressed to a ‘Young Lady’ in terms that could not offend even the most delicate sensibilities. As a verse epistle to the poet’s sister, it seems to anticipate ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ or the gratefully shared celebrations that animate ‘Home at Grasmere’ and Lyrical Ballads. What has long been evident, however, through the meticulous work of Wordsworth’s editors, is that throughout his career as a writer, many poems remained unpublished. Among his earliest works are lyrics such as ‘Beauty and Moonlight’, which remained firmly out of sight in a private notebook, but reveals that, far from finding nature ‘all in all’, the younger Wordsworth sometimes sought her as relief from other intense feelings. Like An Evening Walk, ‘Beauty and Moonlight’ presents the poet wandering alone at night and finding that everything reminds him of ‘Mary’: the moonlit rock behind the ‘boughs of tressy yew’, suggests ‘her forehead smooth and fair | Gleaming through her sable hair’, the moon recalls the ‘lustre of her eye’, the two swans on the swelling tide, ‘her bosom soft and white’ (EPF, 380). That Wordsworth decided not to publish his ‘Ode’ is unsurprising, but modern editions of his juvenilia have allowed a more rounded sense of the young poet. As so often in his later years, explicit, sexual feelings were discreetly hidden, even as the published poems encouraged readers to regard the author as someone capable of deep emotion.

An Evening Walk, with its polite address and overt literariness, is an early manifestation of Wordsworth’s acute awareness of audience and related reticence about public exposure. A few years later, when explaining the choice of highly emotional subjects in Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth referred to ‘maternal passion’, ‘the last struggles of a human being’ and a child’s ‘notion of death’, but omitted sexuality. It then makes a surprising appearance in the analysis of the metrical satisfactions arising from ‘similitude in dissimilitude’ (LBOP, 756): far from being unaware of the ‘sexual appetite and all the passions connected with it’, Wordsworth was only too conscious of their essential relationship with poetry. What is also abundantly clear is a deep reluctance to address certain feelings directly or publicly.

Wordsworth’s apparent willingness to express strong feelings yet real reserve over the most personal matters is obvious in The Prelude, when the story of Julia and Vaudracour stands in for his unwritten relationship with Annette Vallon. The entire poem remained unknown to the reading public throughout Wordsworth’s life, however, and his journey through France, Switzerland, and Italy during the Revolutionary summer of 1790 was known to contemporaries from Descriptive Sketches. Since this poem was largely composed in the Loire in the months following the Alpine tour, we might expect to find some reference to Annette, but though the ‘fair dark-eyed maids’ of Como (94) are mentioned with admiration, she is not. The walking tour recalled in the poem had, of course, taken place before they met, but her striking absence still suggests uneasiness about self-revelation even in poems directly inspired by first-hand experience. Whether or not the powerful emotions that seized the poet during the period of composition affected his Alpine descriptions is impossible to ascertain, though the poem’s first editor, Ernest De Selincourt, suggested that its ‘melancholy tone’ was due partly ‘to his state of mind at the time of its composition, in his love for Annette and enforced separation from her’ (PW, I. 325). Given the political climate and related significance of Switzerland, the tone of Descriptive Sketches may reflect the international uncertainties of 1791–2 as much as the private drama, but though its public tone signals an educated, political consciousness, this does not preclude the presence of personal feelings. At this stage, however, Wordsworth had still to find a language generous enough to accommodate the deepest private feelings within a poem fit for public appearance. His ambitious topographical poem conjures up landscapes more readily than places, its title underlining its character as the record of a visitor’s impressions.11

With none of the fondness for familiar scenery, nor intimate knowledge of the flora and fauna that gives An Evening Walk so much of its underlying strength, Descriptive Sketches evokes the visual immediacy of an artist’s sketchbook. Wordsworth’s astonishment at the vastness of the Alps emerges in his descriptions:


Where danger roofs the narrow walks of death:

By floods, that, thundering from their dizzy height,

Swell more gigantic on the stedfast sight;

Black drizzling craggs, that beaten by the din,

Vibrate, as if a voice complain’d within;

Bare steeps, where Desolation stalks, afraid,

Unstedfast, by a blasted yew upstay’d(CDS, 246–52).



What is presented as the poet’s first-hand response is nevertheless infused with what might be expected: the footnote on the ‘Schreck-Horn’ (564) comes straight from the pages of William Coxe’s popular Travels in Switzerland. The poem is both a personal record and an accomplished exercise in a recognized genre, playing to established tastes. The passage describing the chamois-hunter, frozen to death in the inhospitable Alpine wastes, is indebted to both contemporary Gothic fashion and Thomson’s Seasons. The harsh effects of cold winters on ordinary people acquired a more obvious political significance in the 1790s than when Thomson had composed The Seasons, but the overt literary inheritance helps to contain the radical thrust of Wordsworth’s description. Even the emphasis on Switzerland as the land of liberty, though inspired by the summer following the fall of the Bastille, drew authority from Coxe’s pre-Revolutionary Travels. Potentially inflammatory sentiments were also rendered safe for British readers by Wordsworth’s adherence to the traditions of landscape poetry. As the poem sweeps from sublime scenery to cameos of human misery to reflections on social injustices, it offers a return to the public and political ambition of early eighteenth-century topographical poems, while rejecting their conventional endorsement of aristocratic power. Wordsworth’s description of the Grand Chartreuse echoes Windsor Forest in the ‘shuddering fane’ of the monastery and ‘thundering tube’ that alarms the nearby angler; but where Pope incorporated scenes of violence into an overarching celebration of peace and plenty secured by a benevolent monarchy, Descriptive Sketches concludes with a vision of a new world arising after every presumptuous ‘sceptred child of clay’ (806) had been swept away in readiness for the reign of ‘Nature’ (784).12

Descriptive Sketches provides numerous opportunities for political, moral, and social comment, but not for personal attachment—everything is observed or considered rather than being ‘felt in the blood and felt along the heart’. The very detachment, however, smacks of the need for restraint. Wordsworth’s notes acknowledge the overwhelming nature of the Alps and feelings too powerful for conventional representation:

I had once given to these sketches the title of Picturesque; but the Alps are insulted in applying to them that term. Whoever, in attempting to describe their sublime features, should confine himself to the cold rules of painting would give his reader but a very imperfect idea of those emotions which they have the irresistible power of communicating to the most impassive imaginations. (l. 347n)

Wordsworth’s frustration with picturesque convention may stem from other frustrations, as De Selincourt’s insight suggests, but it also reveals an awareness of the inadequacies of contemporary poetic language. Although the footnote is a defence of his poem, Wordsworth had yet to find the true medium for his profound responses to particular places. The claim to be rule-breaking invites critical attention to his description of the Alpine sunset:


’Till the Sun walking on his western field

Shakes from behind the clouds his flashing shield.

Triumphant on the bosom of the storm,

Glances the fire-clad eagle’s wheeling form;

Eastward, in long perspective glittering, shine

The wood-crown’d cliffs that o’er the lake recline;

Wide o’er the Alps a hundred streams unfold,

At once to pillars turn’d that flame with gold;

Behind his sail the peasant strives to shun

The west that burns like one dilated sun,

Where in a mighty crucible expire

The mountains, glowing hot, like coals of fire.(336–47)



Wordsworth might reject the picturesque as inadequate to the awe-inspiring sunset, but still his lines recall Milton, Gray and Ossian as much as the Alps. As the focus turns to the ‘boatman, over-aw’d’, who ‘suspends his oar’ before the ‘pictur’d fane of Tell’ (348–9), we are firmly in the company of eighteenth-century English poets, with the recollection of Collins’s ‘Ode on the Death of Thomson’ (‘oft suspend the dashing oar’, 15). This line had already been recalled in a sonnet, which subsequently developed into ‘Lines written near Richmond, upon the Thames’.13 As he wrestled to find words for the Swiss vista, Wordsworth seems to have remembered another stunning sunset, dazzling reflection and solitary boat, and accompanying literary associations. Since he was later able to transfer the sunset lines from the Cam to the Thames, their adaptability to an Alpine setting was perhaps as easy. The insistent allusions in Descriptive Sketches, however, underline the Englishness of the speaker and his distance from the spectacle. Wordsworth may have argued against picturesque principles, but he had yet to find a successful alternative for the representation of the physical world in all its beauty and variety.

Five years later, when Wordsworth took his tour of the Wye, things were very different. The ‘other gifts’ acknowledged in 1798 must include the extraordinary development of his own poetic achievement, for the poem itself is evidence of the ‘abundant recompense’ that followed any perceived loss. The young man, who had bounded o’er the mountains, was also the young man who had laboured hard to polish his thoughts into acceptable couplets for publication. Now, the thoughtful older man, apparently chastened and subdued by lived experience, seemed capable of a much greater spontaneity in his poetry. It was as if the uncontrollable energy of previous years was now being channelled into the astonishingly powerful verse of his maturity. How this happened is open to speculation—part of the impulse behind The Prelude was Wordsworth’s own surprise at the growth of his poetic mind. Reunion with Dorothy Wordsworth and Mary Hutchinson, friendship with Coleridge and their creative collaboration, must all have contributed to the confident new voice that dares to speak so fluently of personal experience, while maintaining a deep sense of something not yet fully accessible. ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ may be a poem of retrospection, but it was also an affirmation of the present and pledge of future endeavour.

Wordsworth’s return to the Wye was the forerunner of a more momentous return—to the region of his childhood. In December 1799, William and Dorothy Wordsworth returned to the Lake District to set up home, to dwell in the most congenial place on earth and to write (Gill, Life, 173–84). In poem after poem, Wordsworth expressed his delight in his surroundings and his gratitude for the dear place which now embraced him. Scenes known from his earliest days were enhanced by experience of elsewhere, enabling Wordsworth to see more clearly, more intensely and more distantly. During his trip to Germany, Wordsworth had been seized by memories of home, which inspired the earliest passages of The Prelude; but once back in England, he was able to see all these remembered spots again. The powerful creative effects of revisiting had already been felt in the Wye, but two years on, Wordsworth seemed capable of feeling and analysing concurrently. The resulting poems were recreations of place not landscape. ‘Home at Grasmere’, ‘Michael’ or ‘The Brothers’ drew directly on the local hills, valleys, and people, cumulatively recreating a profound and multi-dimensional sense of place rather than merely representing surface beauties. And with this new found depth, the need to exhibit poetic credentials melted away.

Though Wordsworth’s version of the pastoral adopted a plainer language than his earlier topographical poems, his advocacy of the ‘real language of men’ did not entail any real rejection of his copious reading. The preface to Lyrical Ballads denounced ‘poetic diction’, but the new poems were just as indebted to literature as the early ones. Wordsworth’s engagement with literary texts was, however, much more subtle and unpredictable. ‘The Idle Shepherd Boys’, for example, alludes to the same line of Paradise Lost as that in the quarry cameo of An Evening Walk, but is perfectly integrated into the gentle drama of Dungeon Ghyll Force:


The lamb had slipped into the stream,

And safe without a bruise or wound

The cataract had borne him down

Into the gulf profound.

His dam had seen him when he fell,

She saw him down the torrent borne;

And, while with all a mother’s love

She from the lofty rocks above

Sent forth a cry forlorn,

The lamb, still swimming round and round,

Made answer to that plaintive sound.(67–77)



The simple, graphic description of the lamb’s accident and its mother’s distress are tautened by the elaborate stanza form, whose shorter lines combine with dim literary recollections to heighten the moment of disaster. Readers may sympathize intensely with the lamb and its mother, though such feelings are tempered both by awareness that such mishaps are common in mountain areas and by the jubilant tone of preceding stanzas. The special character of Dungeon Ghyll Force, with its sheer rockfalls and deep, dark pools, is nevertheless essential to the narrative, its insistent presence ensuring that the passing Miltonic allusion to ‘the gulf profound’ serves to accentuate rather than dominate the deft choice of physical details. It’s very much a poem of place, though as far removed from the topographical tradition of the eighteenth century as could be. The apparently straightforward language of the poem carries the force of immediate experience and the unpretentiousness of the everyday.

When he settled in Grasmere after a decade of travelling and temporary lodgings, Wordsworth was powerfully affected by the realization that certain features had special meaning for those who lived there. For Michael, the hills ‘were like a book’ preserving local memories, while the ‘Poems on the Naming of Places’ are a personal record of an environment turning into a home. The poems mediate between private and public, because although they describe the spots named after family incidents, they also appeal to unknown future generations:


Years after when we are gone and in our graves,

When they have cause to speak of this wild place,

May call it by the name of Emma’s Dell.

(‘It was an April Morning’, 45–7)



These are at once light-hearted, domestic poems and profound meditations on the relationship between human beings and their environment, on generations who may be linked by a common understanding of the same places and on the role of poetry to preserve such connections.

The plain language and physical detail of the ‘Poems on the Naming of Places’ gives them an authenticity that seems to require no external investigation. However, as David McCracken makes plain, not all the poems are equally easy to locate. Joanna’s Rock is not a single identifiable spot, but an image in a poem powerful enough to transform numerous inanimate features into ‘living stone’.14 Mary’s Nook has also proved elusive, despite Wordsworth’s later comment that the pool was in Rydale Upper Park. Since ‘To M.H.’ comments that ‘travellers know it not, and ‘twill remain unknown to them’, it seems appropriate that no one has yet discovered the ‘slip of lawn | And a small bed of water in the woods’. It is indeed possible that the description owed more to the poet’s feelings than to the park. Whether or not Mary’s Nook existed at Rydal, delicate feelings are expressed in language that tactfully respects the privacy of lovers while overflowing with a tenderness that seems to demand public expression. There is no grand gesture of carving Mary’s name in rock, but the quiet celebration of personal happiness makes it as lasting a love poem as any more extravagant declaration. Much subtler than ‘Beauty and Moonlight’, ‘To M.H.’ reveals that Wordsworth was discovering places not only invested with deep feelings, but also with physical features that offered ways of conveying the personal without inappropriate exposure. Increasingly, his poems included physical details and objects which carried a powerful emotional charge, while defying translation into more explicit, analytical language. Michael’s unfinished sheep-fold, like the primrose in Peter Bell, was still a sheep-fold, but it meant a great deal more to those who understood its human dimensions.

Wordsworth’s mature poetry of place is often based on real, identifiable spots, but though visiting them is often illuminating, it rarely provides complete meaning. Attentive, habitual observation of natural features meant that Wordsworth’s poems possessed an instantly recognizable truth, but transparent documentation was never the only truth. The way in which landscapes could remain in the poet’s memory for many years before inspiring a poem has been beautifully demonstrated by Stephen Gill, and has an important bearing on the poetry of place (Gill, Revisitings, 155–8). For although some poems were composed as he walked, and many were presented as spontaneous effusions, others were written weeks, months, even years later, making the representation of place as much a matter of memory and maturation as of immediate response. ‘Glen-Almain’, for example, though inspired by the Wordsworths’ Scottish tour of 1803, was composed in the Lake District, two years later. Since it is one of the best examples of Wordsworth’s ability to create a poem of place in the fullest sense, even though he visited the Glen only briefly, it offers an especially illuminating destination.

The reality of Glen Almond is not in question: also known as the ‘Sma’ Glen’—the ‘Narrow Glen’ of Wordsworth’s subtitle—it lies south of Dunkeld, in rural Perthshire. A vivid description of the unspoiled valley survives in Dorothy Wordsworth’s Recollections of a Tour in Scotland:

The road led us down the glen, which had become exceedingly narrow, and so continued to the end: the hills on both sides exceedingly hilly and rocky, very steep, but continuous; the rocks not single or overhanging, not scooped into caverns or sounding with torrents; there are no trees, no houses, no traces of cultivation, not one outstanding object. It is truly a solitude, the road even making it appear still more so: the bottom of the valley is mostly smooth and level, the brook not noisy: everything is simple and undisturbed, and while we passed through it the whole place was shady, cool, clear and solemn. At the end of the long valley we ascended a hill to a great height, and reached the top, when the sun, on the point of setting, shed a soft yellow light on every eminence. The prospect was very extensive; over hollows and plains, no towns, and few houses visible—a prospect, extensive as it was, in harmony with the secluded dell, and fixing its own peculiar character of removedness from the world, and the secure possession of the quiet of nature more deeply in our minds.15

This is a prose counterpart of much of what would be distilled in Wordsworth’s poem and, as such, sheds helpful light on Wordsworth’s creative practice. For where Dorothy recalls ‘the quiet of nature’, ‘Glen-Almain’ explicitly qualifies this sense: ‘It is not quiet, is not ease; | But something deeper far than these’ (P2V, 25–6, pp. 187–8). What Dorothy terms ‘a peculiar character of removedness from the world’ becomes in Wordsworth’s poem, the ‘separation…of the grave.’

Since the Sma’ Glen was the traditional burial place of Ossian, the Celtic Bard, it is unsurprising that Wordsworth should associate its profound silence with ideas of death, and his poem begins with direct reference to the legend: ‘In this still place, remote from men, | Sleeps Ossian, in the NARROW GLEN’ (1–2). When the Wordsworths travelled through Perthshire in 1803, they were unaware of Ossian’s Grave and according to Dorothy’s Recollections, the poem was ‘written by William on hearing of’ the tradition (175). ‘Glen-Almain’ was composed in June, 1805, a moment when the arguments over the authenticity of Macpherson’s translations of Gaelic poetry were once again raging, as the long awaited Report of the Committee of the Highland Society into the Authenticity of the Poems of Ossian finally appeared. The Wordsworths’ friend, Walter Scott, a best-selling poet since the publication of The Lay of the Last Minstrel in March, fuelled further excitement by reviewing the Report for the Edinburgh Review in July. With interest in Ossian at its highest for half a century, it was understandable that Wordsworth’s attention should be caught.16 ‘Glen-Almain’s ‘Does then the bard sleep here indeed? Or is it but a groundless creed?’ (17–18) is at once a version of the contemporary debate over Macpherson’s veracity and a more personal consideration of the relationship between belief and place. For early nineteenth-century readers, the idea that Ossian belongs


Where rocks were rudely heap’d and rent

As by a spirit turbulent;

Where sights were rough, and sounds were wild,

And every thing unreconciled(9–12)



suited the ancient world conjured by Macpherson, as well as registering the ongoing controversy, in which ‘everything’ was decidedly ‘unreconciled’. But Wordsworth’s meditation on the Narrow Glen was ‘deeper far than these’.

If Wordsworth seemed to be reflecting the unsettled nature of the controversy, he was also creating inner tensions of his own, making ‘Glen Almain’ far less smooth and consistent—less internally reconciled—than it appears at first. For no sooner has the poem suggested that Ossian’s final resting place should be rough and wild, than it reminds us that ‘this is calm; there cannot be | A more entire tranquillity’ (15–16). The last line of the first stanza returns to the opening repetitions, ‘In this still place…in this still place’ (1–3). The ‘spirit turbulent’ is enclosed by somewhere still and tranquil—a place very much of reconciliation. But this produces the internal disjunction—as the physical present contrasts with the idea of a place appropriate to Ossian. The first stanza is presenting a puzzle, which leads onto the bemused questions of the second stanza—does the bard sleep here or not—which again reverts directly to the opening couplet, raising doubts about its apparent rightness. The sceptical voice is stilled, however, by a simple question—‘What matters it?’ (19) Wordsworth seems to dismiss the entire argument over Ossian’s authenticity as irrelevant—shifting attention away from historical fact to a different kind of truth. His own admiration for the responses of ordinary people to their landscape enabled Wordsworth to approach Ossian in an entirely different way from his contemporaries, for he understood that the legendary burial site was an imaginative expression of feelings. He may not have known whose ‘Fancy in this lonely spot | Was moved’ (20–1), but understood how Ossian’s grave was a site of special significance for those who lacked the means to record their thoughts and feelings, but still possessed essential truths.

For Wordsworth, Glen Almain suggested the ultimate stillness of death. This was not a cause of agitation or fear, but associated rather with ‘austere | And happy feelings’ (28–9)—perhaps of the kind articulated by the Priest in ‘The Brothers’: ‘the thought of death sits easy on the man | Who has been born and dies among the mountains’ (180–1; LBOP, p. 148). In his great ‘Ode’, completed the year before ‘Glen-Almain’, Wordsworth had dwelt on the immortality brooding over a child, ‘To whom the Grave | Is but a lonely Bed’ (120–1), and contrasted the ‘noisy years’ of a man’s life with ‘the being of the eternal Silence’ (157–8). His concluding ‘Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears’, echo in the background of ‘Glen-Almain’, where ‘something deeper far’ than either quiet or ease exists. It is as if Wordsworth felt something profound and eternal, but far from easy, when he visited the Glen, and so when he later learned of the legendary grave of Ossian, he understood at once what it really meant. Far from being a ‘groundless creed’, it was a creed entirely grounded, and because he had responded to the very ground in which it had its being, Wordsworth recognized its essential truth—which had nothing to do with ancient Celtic warriors or the survival of manuscripts. Wordsworth’s poem is called ‘Glen-Almain, or the Narrow Glen’, not ‘Ossian’s grave’—it is a poem of place, showing how places are imbued with deep, hidden emotions and how local stories can transform memories of personal experience. The land often held truths much deeper and truer than paper records and as Wordsworth responded powerfully to this special place, he also demonstrated the way in which local myth was a means to express profound human concerns. What Ossian meant for those who lived in this remote Perthshire valley was a language, a narrative, a means to communicate feelings too deep for ordinary language. In effect, Wordsworth was laying Ossian to rest in his proper surroundings by quietly suggesting that the controversy was misplaced, stirring up inappropriate feelings, when all the time, something simpler, but deeper and more essential was being overlooked.

A legendary glen both dwarfs and redeems human history, because successive generations participate in the same communal truths by inhabiting the same place as their predecessors: ancient and modern are linked by places that form permanent bridges across the gulf of time. The people come and go, contributing to the traditions, but the hills and rocks remain. Immortality was not an exclusively metaphysical question, and Wordsworth was preoccupied with different kinds of inheritance and memorialization. The concerns of Lyrical Ballads continued to absorb him in 1805, as he explored the workings of his own memory and the places that shaped it in The Prelude. ‘Glen-Almain’ was one of the first poems to be written after The Prelude, and so its profound explorations of place and memory were at the forefront of his mind. But there was another personal dimension to his desire to express the separation of the grave—and that was the recent and devastating loss of his brother, John.

In February 1805, the Wordsworths had received the news that their brother had gone down with his ship, the Earl of Abergavenny, in the English Channel. It took a month for the body to be recovered and brought ashore at Weymouth, before being buried in Dorset, on 21 March. The few surviving letters reveal the intense grief experienced by the family—and also the difficulty Wordsworth found in trying to write about John. He had more or less finished The Prelude when the news arrived and its completion seems to have been driven by Wordsworth’s need to fulfil a covenant with his brother.17 In April and May he re-ordered lines, writing the final passages with a grim determination to complete the promised task. Dorothy was similarly engaged, doggedly trying to finish Recollections of a Tour in Scotland. Wordsworth wanted to write a proper tribute to his brother, but all he could manage was ‘To a Daisy’ and ‘Distressful Gift’—both too painful and, he felt, inadequate. The poem Wordsworth was able to write was ‘Glen-Almain’. It was also the first poem he was prepared to show to others after John’s death—sent by Dorothy to Lady Beaumont on 16 June. In the same letter, she mentions William’s return from Patterdale—a reference to his most recent trip over the fells to Grisedale Tarn (EY, 602). This was the place he visited repeatedly in early June, where they had last seen John, who then continued to Patterdale and Keswick, while William and Dorothy returned to Grasmere. It is a remote spot, in a bleak, enclosed valley, with a single beck running through it—not unlike the Narrow Glen. What seems very likely is that as Wordsworth sat alone at Grisedale Tarn, remembering his lost brother and trying to find a language for his utter desolation, thoughts of Ossian’s grave were somehow there as well.

When, in ‘Glen-Almain’, Wordsworth speaks of the ‘separation…of the grave’ (27–8), he was surely not just thinking about the physical remoteness of the narrow glen. ‘Separation’ has different connotations from remoteness, and the image of a grave would be a sombre way of indicating that the glen is a long way from Crieff. In June 1805, Wordsworth was preoccupied with what separates the living from the dead and, at Grisedale Tarn, in memories of the Sma’ Glen, he was able to dwell on the fundamental questions, the thoughts that lie too deep for tears, the something deeper than quiet or ease. The stillness of Glen Almain is an image of the ultimate stillness, and the ‘Narrow glen’ recalls Ossian’s metaphor for the grave—the narrow house. The only sound is that of the River Almond—or perhaps Grisedale Beck—but it is another image of isolation, there ‘murmurs on | But one meek Streamlet, only one’ (3–4). Given Wordsworth’s recurrent use of the river image as a metaphor for both human life and for the poet, we can hear the voice of the bereft poet in this lonely stream. This is surely what lay at the heart of his sudden interest in Ossian, who, as the sole survivor of all his family and friends, sat quietly by a single stream, composing poems from his memories.18 That the murmur of the single stream represents Ossian just as much as it represents Wordsworth offered a discreet cover for the raw personal emotions that threatened to rend the poem: very few contemporary readers could decipher its personal dimensions.

‘Glen-Almain’ seems to have sprung from an intensely personal situation and yet the specifics are hidden beneath the simple images of the stream running through a remote valley and the idea of the sleeping Ossian. These are images that any reader of 1805 would recognize and understand on some level—but the rhythm of the poem and its strange juxtapositions—austere and happy, turbulent and still, everything unreconciled—convey a sense of something deeper far. For Wordsworth, the legendary burial site allowed expression of loss, loneliness and death, without requiring any reference to his own great grief. Through the landscape and the communal stories that made it a place, he found images for what he needed to utter. If the closing lines of ‘Glen-Almain’ initially seem a rhetorical flourish, drawing on contemporary commonplace, they read very differently when understood as a profoundly personal utterance.


And, therefore, was it rightly said

That Ossian, last of all his race!

Lies buried in this lonely place.(31–2)



Wordsworth, too, felt buried in a lonely place—and yet, by finding the right words for what he was struggling to articulate, he was also finding some sort of renewal.

As the years passed, bringing more deep losses, Wordsworth responded in numerous, very varied poems, but with all his painful awareness of what had gone, his habitual recourse to the consolations of place remained. The ‘Conclusion’ to The River Duddon looks unflinchingly at the human condition: ‘We Men, who in our morn of youth defied | The elements, must vanish;—be it so!’ (SSIP, 75, 8–9). And yet, the river remains: ‘Still glides the stream, and shall for ever glide’ (5).19 The stillness of the Duddon is more fluent than the ‘still place’ in ‘Glen-Almain’, but in its calm acceptance of the passage of time and life, the later sonnet brings out the double meaning of ‘still’ with much more assurance. The unassuming Cumbrian river has the power to reassure its passing visitors that although all human journeys end at ‘the silent tomb’, ‘Thro’ love, thro’ hope, and faith’s transcendant dower, | We feel that we are greater than we know’ (13–14).20 Later still, in Yarrow Revisited, Wordsworth continued to find consolation in the places he visited, as evident in sonnets such as ‘The Earl of Breadalbane’s Ruined Mansion and Family Burial Place, near Killin’. Thirty years after the painful composition of ‘Glen-Almain’, he wrote


Well sang the bard who called the Grave, in strains

Thoughtful and sad, the ‘Narrow House’. No style

Of fond sepulchral flattery can beguile

Grief of her sting’(1–4; SSIP, 502).



But if this seems far from the discretion of ‘Glen-Almain’, the sestet conjures up somewhere strongly reminiscent of Wordsworth’s other special places:


  looked down upon by ancient hills,

That, for the living and the dead, demand

And prompt a harmony of genuine powers;

Concord that elevates the mind, and stills.(11–14)



For Wordsworth, the still place was not just a site of quietness, but somewhere that endured.

SELECT BIBLIOGRAPHY

Bate, Jonathan, Romantic Ecology: Wordsworth and the Environmental Tradition (London: Routledge, 1991).

Bate, Jonathan. The Song of the Earth (London: Picador, 2000).

Cosgrove, Denis, Social Formation and Symbolic Landscape (London: Croom Helm, 1984).

Cresswell, Tim, Place: A Short Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004).

Gill, Stephen, William Wordsworth: A Life (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989).

Gill, Stephen, Wordsworth’s Revisitings, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).

Hartman, Geoffrey, Wordsworth’s Poetry 1787–1814 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1964).

Lippard, Lucy, The Lure of the Local (New York: New Press, 1997).

McCracken, David, Wordsworth and the Lake District: A Guide to the Poems and their Places (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985).

Moore, Dafydd (ed.), Ossian and Ossianism, 4 vols (London: Routledge, 2004).

Sha, Richard, The Visual and Verbal Sketch in British Romanticism (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1998).

Stafford, Fiona, Local Attachments (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010).

Wu, Duncan, Wordsworth: An Inner Life (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002).



1 Samuel Johnson, The Lives of the English Poets, ed. Roger Lonsdale, 4 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2006), I. 268.

2 Thomas Whately, Modern Gardening (London, 1770); William Gilpin, Observations on the River Wye…Relative Chiefly to Picturesque Beauty (1782). See also Robert Woof and Stephen Hebron, Towards Tintern Abbey (Grasmere: The Wordsworth Trust, 1998); Mary Jacobus, Tradition and Experiment in Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads, 1798 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976), 104–30; Crystal Lake, ‘The Life of Things at Tintern Abbey’, Review of English Studies 63 (2012), 444–65; Damian Walford Davies, Presences that Disturb (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2002).

3 See also Susan Wolfson’s essay (chapter 10) and James Heffernan’s essay (chapter 35) in this volume.

4 Lucy Lippard, The Lure of the Local (New York: New Press, 1997), 8.

5 See also Jason N. Goldsmith’s essay (chapter 11) in this volume.

6 Doreen Massey, Space, Place and Gender (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1994).

7 Tim Cresswell, Place: A Short Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004), 13.

8 The short title was introduced in Lyrical Ballads (1800), I. 215 and retained in the editions of 1802 and 1805.

9 On Virgil’s importance to Wordsworth at this period, and for the allusiveness of An Evening Walk, see Duncan Wu, Wordsworth: An Inner Life (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002), 25–34, 43–68.

10 John Milton, Paradise Lost, II. 592.

11 Richard Sha, The Visual and the Verbal Sketch in British Romanticism (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1998), 1–22, 171–9.

12 On the Chartreuse, see Wu, Wordsworth: An Inner Life, 69–78.

13 EPF, 684–5; LBOP, 104–7; Wu, Wordsworth: An Inner Life, 52.

14 David McCracken, Wordsworth and the Lake District: A Guide to the Poems and their Places (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), 194. See also Jonathan Bate, Romantic Ecology: Wordsworth and the Environmental Tradition (London: Routledge, 1991).

15 The Journals of Dorothy Wordsworth, ed. Ernest De Selincourt, 2 vols (London: Macmillan and Co., 1941), I. 175.

16 See Dafydd Moore (ed.), Ossian and Ossianism, 4 vols (London: Routledge, 2004); Howard Gaskill (ed.), The Reception of Ossian in Europe (London: Thoemmes Continuum, 2004).

17 See Gill, Life, 239–46.

18 James Macpherson, The Poems of Ossian, ed. Howard Gaskill (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1996); Fiona Stafford, The Last of the Race: The Growth of a Myth from Milton to Darwin (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 101–8.

19 The sonnet’s connection to a reference to the Duddon in An Evening Walk (171) is pointed out by Gill (Life, 333).

20 See also Daniel Robinson’s essay (chapter 16) in this volume.


CHAPTER 18

WORDSWORTH’S LATER POETRY

PAMELA WOOF

FOR me, and I suspect I am not alone, entering upon Wordsworth’s late verse is a journey into a new country. I recall Dorothy Wordsworth on the edge of the Highlands: ‘On going into a new country I seem to myself to waken up’.1 And for me, in exploring this verse, there is a good deal to waken up to. I need Wordsworth’s sister again: ‘I felt that it was much more interesting to visit a place where we have been before than it can possibly be the first time’.2 Thus, the lingering traces of Wordsworth’s early writing that surface in the late verse become friendly points of recognition as well as signposts of difference. Attitudes that have changed and those that remain unchanged in Wordsworth’s meditations on religion, nature, and time will be discussed in this essay. Of particular interest will be some of the Ecclesiastical Sketches, ‘The Cuckoo at Laverna’ and ‘Musings near Aquapendente’. I begin with the cuckoo.

Here is the bird in the opening lines of a sonnet of 1827:


Not the whole warbling grove in concert heard

When sunshine follows shower, the breast can thrill

Like the first summons, Cuckoo! of thy bill,

With its twin notes inseparably paired.(LP, 83)



Shadowing these inseparably paired twin notes is 1802’s


While I am lying on the grass,

I hear thy restless shout:

From hill to hill it seems to pass,

About, and all about!(‘To the Cuckoo’, 5–8; CP2V, 213–15)3



That ‘About and all about’ of March 1802 will soon become ‘At once far off and near’. By 1815, line 6’s ‘I hear thy restless shout’ will be ‘Thy loud noise smites my ear’ and in an 1827 revision, even as the new cuckoo sonnet appears,


Thy twofold shout I hear,

That seems to fill the whole air’s space

As loud far off as near.(CP2V, 214n.)



And now in that new sonnet of 1827 the ‘twin notes’ are said to be ‘inseparably paired’. This is concise summary, yet we are glad to have behind it those doublings that demonstrate the bird’s sound: ‘From hill to hill’, ‘About, and all about!’, ‘At once far off and near’, ‘twofold shout’, ‘As loud far off as near’.

The second four lines of the 1827 sonnet give us rather types than individuals; these are people at their most miserable who yet are glad of the cuckoo’s voice:


The Captive, ‘mid damp vaults unsunned, unaired,

Measuring the periods of his lonely doom,

That cry can reach; and to the sick man’s room

Sends gladness, by no languid smile declared.(LP, 83)



‘That cry’ in 1802 had brought passionate engagement; it was


      That cry

Which made me look a thousand ways

In bush, and tree, and sky.(‘To the Cuckoo’, 17–20)



Such personal urgency has gone by 1827: the captive and the sick man are rhetorical props, and the cuckoo can tell no longer of visionary hours, or transport the adult poet to ‘that golden time’ of boyhood. There is no particular relationship. The cuckoo is everyone’s cuckoo. Yet if, Wordsworth continues, some ecological catastrophe were to render extinct the eagle or the lion, the cuckoo with its ‘erratic voice’ would still announce the spring as surely as the cock does dawn. But is the bird totally reliable? The word ‘erratic’, Wordsworth’s late variant on the ‘wandering’ of 1802, carries a Latinate, Miltonic, perhaps even mischievous suggestion that the cuckoo might just be wrong; a hint of humour perhaps, yet the sonnet is firmly in the tradition of spring-welcoming poetry stemming from the medieval ‘Sumer is icumen in | Lhude sing cucu’.

And some ten years later, in May 1837, Wordsworth again wrote on the cuckoo. He and his companion, Henry Crabb Robinson, part walking, part riding through the Apennines towards Rome, stayed a night in small cold cells at the monastery of La Verna. A cuckoo was heard and Wordsworth quickly started on a blank verse meditation, ‘The Cuckoo at Laverna’. His poem begins in immediate joy:


List ’twas the Cuckoo.—O with what delight

Heard I that voice! And catch it now, though faint,

Far off and faint, and melting into air,

Yet not to be mistaken. Hark again!

Those louder cries…(‘The Cuckoo at Laverna’, 1–5, SSIP, 766–72)



As the bird moves, its cries change from faint to louder, from far to near, and back again and the poet similarly has been ‘allured | From vale to hill, from hill to vale led on’; these mirroring repetitions conjure up for us the boy Wordsworth who would follow after the voice, would


         often rove

Through woods and on the green;

And thou wert still a hope, a love;

Still long’d for never seen!(‘To the Cuckoo’, 21–4)



Unlike thrush, wren, linnet, or robin, birds written about by Wordsworth, the cuckoo does not sing largely from a single place, the garden at Dove Cottage for example; it might even be found, ‘Breaking the silence of the seas | Among the farthest Hebrides’, as Wordsworth had it in his ‘Solitary Reaper’ of 1805.

Here, in ‘The Cuckoo at Laverna’ in 1837, the poet knows again the old joy at hearing the bird. It is the same with flowers. The strange flowers of Italy have been best liked


      when they drank the dew

In a sweet fellowship with kinds beloved,

For old remembrance sake.(14–16)



Among the glowing orange trees and twinkling olives,


     where’er my feet might roam,

Whate’er assemblages of new and old,

Strange and familiar, might beguile the way…(24–6)



Wordsworth still needed the reassurance of the customary; he was homesick: ‘that vagrant Voice | Was wanting’ (28–9). Then it came, the wandering voice, the erratic, and now the vagrant. And so, the cuckoo having spoken, Wordsworth was released and could give attention to the Monastery of Laverna. He had always loved monasteries, especially ruined ones. Furness Abbey with its roofless walls, shuddering ivy and its wren, the invisible bird that sang, had been significant for him as a boy. It was not its troubled history that touched him; writing his two-part Prelude in 1799, he chose rather to explore time’s movement into decay, nature’s transformation of that decay into beauty and simultaneously the feeling that time can for a moment stop, can, through a bird’s song, become eternity:


      that there I could have made

My dwelling-place, and lived for ever there

To hear such music.(Prel–2, 128–30)



His view of the Monastery at Laverna ‘on these sterile heights of Apennine’ is different. More than forty years have passed and Wordsworth has exchanged that first intuitive sense of timelessness for an acknowledgement of history and time. The Monastery of Laverna is a ‘Christian Fortress’, still ‘garrisoned | In faith and hope, and dutiful obedience | By a few Monks’ (32–4); long ago it had been the retreat of St. Francis and the birthplace of the Franciscan Order. It is now a place of ‘severe restraints’ and ‘dread heart-freezing discipline’ (43–4), though Wordsworth, thinking about the thirteenth-century St Francis and his ‘divine affections’ for ‘beast and bird’ stresses love, not discipline (54). He repeats the praise of the first Franciscans, who thought that, under St Francis, ‘the darkened Earth’ resembled ‘Eden’s blissful bowers’ before the Fall (64–5). Such a celebration of love within a monastic context was uncommon; was Protestant England in 1837 really ready for so high a regard for St Francis? Wordsworth himself would feel warm towards St Francis; he had long known of him from Dante’s Paradiso (Canto XI) where St Thomas Aquinas tells his story.

Wordsworth’s regard for the medieval saint extends to contemporary monks at Laverna, men ‘who breathe the air he breathed, tread where he trod’, and among these will be ‘some true Partakers of his loving spirit’ (67–8). He notices two solitary monks, one old, the other ‘a young Ascetic—Poet, Hero, Sage, | He might have been, Lover belike he was—’ (86–7) and rejoices that these men, with their ‘baptised imagination’ can ‘catch from Nature’s humblest monitors’, the birds, ‘impulses sublime’ (71–3). Will they—and the poet returns to the voice that made the poem burst into life, ‘List—’twas the Cuckoo’—will these modern monks be thrilled with joy as he was? And that most humble monitor, the cuckoo with its voice of glad tidings, its wandering solitude, its forever foretelling and proclaiming, should it not, Wordsworth queries fancifully, be rather named ‘the Voice of One | Crying amid the wilderness’ (93–4). The cuckoo’s astonishing elevation to the role of St John the Baptist allows its message to be universal: of Spring, Life, Christ. It is for everyone; no longer as in 1802 does the cuckoo speak so personally to Wordsworth alone of his own particular sense of eternity. Its message is general. The poem returns, in the way of conversation poems, to its beginning, to the bird’s cry far off and faint, caught, melting, loud, and finally, its mission over, silent and in ‘blest repose’.

Wordsworth loved birds:


Whoever lived a Winter in one place,

Beneath the shelter of one Cottage-roof,

And has not had his Red-breast or his Wren?

I have them both, and I shall have my Thrush

In spring time…(‘Home at Grasmere’, MS. B, 733–7)



And he loved animals, both ‘the beast and bird’ of St Francis; he wanted a relationship even with the cripple’s ass, the blind man’s dog and the dogs of Grasmere shepherds (‘Home at Grasmere’, 720–32). And so we are not surprised to sense his sympathy for St Francis, but his regard for institutionalized Catholicism does at first surprise. Wordsworth had despaired at the Catholic Relief Act of 1829, and the Parliamentary Reform Act of 1832; he had written letters of fierce hostility against both these movements, but by 1837 and Laverna his outrage had quietened and the calm of the Ecclesiastical Sketches reappears.

Most of these hundred and more sonnets were published in 1822 before the Catholic Question really threatened. Wordsworth was always an experimental poet: what poet else would see fit to write so many sonnets on the history of the English Church, a poet’s history, not a historian’s. For Wordsworth the Reformation had to be; it had to root out Church corruption, destroy and rebuild, and for him the English Church, Anglicanism, could then stand out clear as the true church of the early Fathers. He found much in the distant past to value. Of old abbeys, for instance, he says, ‘Once ye were holy, ye are holy still; | Your spirit freely let me drink and live’ (Ecclesiastical Sketches, III. XVII. 13–14; SSIP, 197–98). His stance in the same sonnet is that of those like himself ‘in life’s declining day’, ‘by discipline of Time made wise’. History in the Sketches is forgiving; there is little theology, little of the numinous or spiritual either in Nature or in doctrine. George Herbert would not recognize these sonnets as spiritual expressions. They appeal to a lifetime’s love of rural community and of England,


Her spires, her Steeple-towers with glittering vanes

Far-kenned, her Chapels lurking among trees,

Where a few villagers on bended knees

Find solace which a busy world disdains.(III. X. 11–14; SSIP, 193)



Worshippers in King’s College Chapel, at the other end of Anglicanism, pay their tribute less to God than to artistic creativity, to the architect,


   the Man who fashioned for the sense

These lofty pillars—spread that branching roof

Self-poised, and scooped into ten thousand cells

Where light and shade repose, where music dwells

Lingering—and wandering on as loth to die,

Like thoughts whose very sweetness yieldeth proof

That they were born for immortality.(III. XXIV. 8–14; SSIP, 202)



Rising out of the Ecclesiastical Sonnets, and just as they arose out of the search for an epic subject in the 1804/5 Prelude, Book I, are single heroes, individuals who have marked history. There, for instance, is the ghost of the Venerable Bede, and the sonnet-writer’s self-rebuke for his own poor show of industry when face to face with Bede. There is no exchange; Wordsworth is not Wilfred Owen talking with the dead enemy in ‘Strange Meeting’, nor Eliot looking into the face of a ‘familiar compound ghost’, nor Heaney taking advice from the spirit of James Joyce. Even so, the sonnet, almost witty, envisages the meeting of a writer with a dead master, both of them tackling the same subject, in this case the History of the English Church:


But what if One, thro’ grove or flowery mead,

Indulging thus at will the creeping feet

Of a voluptuous indolence, should meet

The hovering Shade of venerable Bede;

The Saint, the Scholar, from a circle freed

Of toil stupendous…(I. XXIII, 1–6; SSIP, 152)



There is no charm of detail in this Elysian ‘grove or flowery mead’, no dandelion seed or thistle’s beard, no feather or leaf, weed or withered bough to amuse idle friends such as those of 1800, Coleridge, Wordsworth, Dorothy, as they sauntered in a similar ‘voluptuous indolence’ by Grasmere Lake; still, the fantasy meeting with the Shade of Bede, even as it goes back to Dante, is an echo of the self-reproach in ‘Point Rash Judgement’. Wordsworth gives the sonnet the title ‘Reproof’.

Other solitaries are admired in the Ecclesiastical Sketches for their courage: Alfred, Canute, Wycliffe, a Crusader, Edward VI, the Protestant Thomas Cranmer holding his upbraided hand further into the fire as he burnt, the Catholic Archbishop Fisher and the ‘unbending’ Thomas More, Milton himself. Milton’s inclusion shows Wordsworth’s own courage, for Milton was detested by some among Wordsworth’s readers, especially by those in sympathy—as Wordsworth at that time was himself—with the Oxford Movement. A Puritan Nonconformist such as Milton was hated much as was a Popish Romanist. But, for Wordsworth, strength of faith, of whichever persuasion, is what nourishes courage and this inspires him to celebrate within his history of the English Church so many disparate individuals.

He has no name for the young nun, the ‘noviciate of cloistral shade’, who is forced to leave her convent at the Dissolution of the Monasteries. Where will she go? The poet uses a rare extended image to describe her possibilities: she might exult in her new freedom, like ships ‘before whose keels, full long embayed | In polar ice, propitious winds have made | Unlooked for outlet to an open sea’. But what hope for the old nuns? ‘Whither shall they turn’, asks Wordsworth, ‘to find | The hospitality—the alms?’ (II. XVI. 11; SSIP, 172). He still has a heart for the aged, those on the fringes of society. It is rather this human feeling and faith, and less a landscape alive and numinous with spiritual presence, that permeates the later poetry. The sounding cataract is long past, its haunting like a passion, and the stationary blasts of waterfalls have lost their tumultuous place among ‘The types and symbols of Eternity’ (Prel-13, VI. 571).

But there is a cataract which Wordsworth quietly remarks near the town of Aquapendente in the Apennines; he writes about it in 1841:


Yon snow-white torrent-fall, plumb down it drops

Yet ever hangs or seems to hang in air,

Lulling the leisure of that high perched town.(‘Musings near Aquapendente’, 9–11; see SSIP, 742–56)



This cataract drops with a weight of monosyllables; ‘plumb down it drops’, while paradoxically it lacks or seems to lack movement, ‘ever hangs or seems to hang in air’; Wordsworth had always been good with the verb ‘to hang’ liking it particularly to enact itself and hang at the end of a line: ‘Oh, when I have hung, | Above the raven’s nest…’. Or, of the owl-hooting boy ‘While he hung | Listening’ (Prel-13, I. 341–2; V. 406–7). This cataract of Aquapendente (which means, of course, hanging water), this torrent-fall has not that end-of-line pause after its hanging, but it hangs twice and it hangs with some effect, for its rhythm recalls a rhythm of Milton whose belated peasant in a simile ‘sees or dreams he sees’ (Paradise Lost, I. 784–5) the revels of faery elves. Milton’s words in their turn recall Aeneas’ doubting sight of the shade of Dido among the dead; he is like a man, again in a simile, wondering whether or not he sees or thinks he has seen the rising new moon: ‘aut videt aut vidisse putat’ (Aeneid, VI. 454). Yet one wonders quite why Wordsworth should make that double rhythmic and syntactical allusion, ‘hangs or seems to hang’, to Milton and Virgil—the fallen angels small as faery elves in Milton’s hell and the unforgiving dead in Virgil’s underworld—what do these momentous contexts add to the cataract of Aquapendente as it falls, ‘Lulling the leisure of that high-perched town, | Aquapendente in her lofty site’ (‘Aquapendente’, 10–11), alliteration continuing the rhythmic musicality of the lines. Is it that Wordsworth in his later poems is extraordinarily careful to build up his verbal music even when that music is not driven by passion? Writing to Henry Crabb Robinson in the early 1840s, he puts the opposite case: ‘Let me say…that my ear is susceptible of the Clashing of sounds almost to disease’ (PW, III. 490).

Pleasing sound indeed, but what depth of passion can Wordsworth have for this landscape and this lulling cataract of Aquapendente? He never knew it in youth, but the ‘varied scene | May well suffice, till noon-tide’s sultry heat | Relax, to fix and satisfy the mind | Passive, yet pleased’ (‘Aquapendente’, 23–6). This is not the ‘wise passiveness’ of 1798 where Nature had active powers to ‘feed this mind of ours, | In a wise passiveness’ (‘Expostulation and Reply’, 23–4). In any event, the ‘varied scene’ at Aquapendente fails to fix the poet’s mind, for the broom in flower reminds him of the hills of home, the ‘golden blossoms opening at the feet | Of my own Fairfield’, and in an instant the ‘local Genius’ of memory and imagination transports the poet


      over that cloud-wooing hill,

Seat Sandal, a fond suitor of the clouds,

With dream-like smoothness, to Helvellyn’s top,

There to alight upon crisp moss, and range,

Obtaining ampler boon, at every step,

Of visual sovereignty—hills multitudinous,

(Not Apennine can boast of fairer) hills

Pride of two nations, wood and lake and plains,

And prospect right below of deep coves shaped

By skeleton arms, that, from the mountain’s trunk

Extended, clasp the winds, with mutual moan

Struggling for liberty, while undismayed

The shepherd struggles with them. Onward thence

And downward by the skirt of Greenside fell,

And by Glenridding-screes, and low Glencoign,

Place forsaken now, but loving still

The muses, as they loved them in the days

Of the old minstrels and the border bards.(‘Aquapendente’, 36–52)



Wordsworth’s love for the known hills is expressed in his turning back to the old phrases: ‘that cloud-wooing hill, | Seat Sandal, a fond suitor of the clouds’ echoes a line of forty years before, in 1800, written for ‘Michael’: ‘that cloud-loving Hill, a fond lover of the clouds’, also written of Seat Sandal but not included in ‘Michael’. Some of those ‘Michael’ 1800 lines are used here in ‘Aquapendente’ 1841, while most became part of ‘The Matron’s Tale’ (Prel–13, VIII) not published until 1926; only Wordsworth, therefore, in 1842 when ‘Aquapendente’ was published would know of his earlier ‘cloud-loving hill, the fond lover of clouds’.4 I like that old cloud-loving, fond lover, and prefer it to the later cloud-wooing, fond suitor because of the near identical sounds of ‘f’ and ‘v’, ‘fond lover’, the repetition of loving and lover as well as the witty, incongruous application of Suckling’s seventeenth-century ‘Why so pale and wan, fond lover’ to clouds nestling on a hill. In any event, lover or suitor, the hill is in active relationship with the clouds, as nature had often been for the younger Wordsworth, and is again here in memory as Wordsworth in this Italian land of strange places recalls Helvellyn’s top and mountain structure, and likens it to a human body whose thin, skeleton arms (Striding and Swirrel Edge) reach out and ‘clasp the winds, with mutual moan | Struggling for liberty, while undismayed | The shepherd struggles with them’. It is as though earth, air and human being are in a tangled heap of energy which is both loving—the arms that clasp the winds making an ambiguous half-erotic sound of mutual moan—and yet embroiled in a fierce struggle for liberty. These known hills remembered rouse the old poet’s memory more particularly as he includes, quoted above, three mellifluous 1800 lines: lines written for ‘Michael’ but not wanted there:


Places forsaken now, but loving still

The muses, as they loved them in the days

Of the old minstrels and the border bards.(‘Aquapendente’, 50–2)



This forty-year-old passage about the connection between poetry and lonely places, takes Wordsworth from nature to humanity and he remembers one border bard and old minstrel, Sir Walter Scott, now dead some ten years. Scott, too, had travelled to Italy, but too late, ‘when disease | Preyed upon body and mind’ (‘Aquapendente’, 58–9). Wordsworth, however, still envisages that Scott’s ‘sunk eye’ would have ‘kindled’ had he heard in Italy those words about the muses and the border bards, and his spirit


Had flown with mine to old Helvellyn’s brow

Where once together, in his day of strength,

We stood rejoicing, as if earth were free

From sorrow, like the sky above our heads.(‘Aquapendente’, 62–5)



Wordsworth remembers that distant day when he and Scott (along with Humphry Davy) had climbed Helvellyn in August 1805 and he had quoted then his 1800 words discarded from ‘Michael’ about the forsaken places, minstrels and the border bards. And again it is in rhythm and echo that Wordsworth’s human feeling for Scott and for Helvellyn comes out: ‘Nor…wilt thou then forget | That on the banks of this delightful stream | We stood together’ (‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’, 155–7). Thus Wordsworth in ‘Tintern Abbey’ projects into the uncertain future his sister’s memory of how once they had shared something: they had stood together on the banks of the Wye. And so it was with Scott, on Helvellyn. He and Wordsworth had stood together. Their standing was more than casual; it is as though these poets were making, taking a stand, and associated with that stand is rejoicing and a reaching towards freedom. It is how Abdiel stood against Satan and the rebel angels; it is how others serve who only stand. It is a Miltonic standing.5

Scott’s sunk eye kindled when it was Wordsworth who visited him in 1831 and he, Scott, remembered then the lines that Wordsworth had recited to him in 1805 about the border bards and the old minstrels. In 1841, Wordsworth puts these into ‘Aquapendente’, and then quotes more; he quotes Scott’s 1831 recollection in conversation of lines from an early poem by Wordsworth, his 1803 ‘Yarrow Unvisited’; this was now in connection with Scott’s imminent visit to Italy. Such movement up and down time in 1841 has made ‘Aquapendente’ a poem not only of mutual compliment between the poets but an elegy for Scott. Wordsworth remembers Scott’s


Tone of voice which wedded borrowed words

To sadness not their own, when, with faint smile

Forced by intent to take from speech its edge,

He said, ‘When I am there, although ’tis fair,

’Twill be another Yarrow.’(‘Aquapendente’, 73–7)



And it was; Italy for Scott could not match the expectation of it, and he returned to Abbotsford a dying man in 1832.6 But Wordsworth, though himself ‘near the term to human life’ (‘Aquapendente’, 91) is


        Free to rove at will

O’er high and low, and if requiring rest,

Rest from enjoyment only.(‘Aquapendente’, 98–100)



This is honest; there are no ambitious declarations, as earlier in 1805, that he and Coleridge, ‘Prophets of Nature’, would be ‘joint-labourers in the work’ (Prel–13, XIII. 438–42). There is no work; The Prelude has been finally revised in the late 1830s, and Wordsworth in the 1841 poem roams in holiday fashion in North Italy. He finds in Pisa a


 blest tranquillity that sunk so deep

Into my spirit, when I paced, enclosed

In Pisa’s Campo Santo, the smooth floor

Of its Arcades paved with sepulchral slabs,

And through each window’s open fret-work looked

O’er the blank Area of sacred earth

Fetched from Mount Calvary…(‘Aquapendente’, 153–9)



The faith of thirteenth-century Crusaders who brought fifty-three shiploads of earth back from the Holy Land becomes for Wordsworth a ‘mute memento’, ‘More touching far than aught which on the walls | Is pictured, or their epitaphs can speak’ (‘Aquapendente’, 164–66). On the walls are the marvellous frescoes which had so moved, for instance, the poet Gray in the 1740s; but they cannot give the ‘blest tranquillity’ that Wordsworth absorbs when he contemplates the power of faith.

From Pisa Wordsworth and his companion wander to the cliff of Savona, west of Genoa, with a shattered convent at its crest, and


Clinging to its steep sides a thousand herbs

And shrubs, whose pleasant looks gave proof how kind

The breath of air can be where earth had else

Seemed churlish. And behold, both far and near,

Garden and field all decked with orange bloom,

And peach and citron, in Spring’s mildest breeze

Expanding…(‘Aquapendente’, 213–19)



This pleasant place, we discover, is where Chiabrera lived, the sixteenth-century writer of sepulchral lyrics whose epitaphic verses Wordsworth chose to translate in 1809–10; Chiabrera was a poet, says Wordsworth, with skill ‘to couple grief | With praise’ (245–6). Wordsworth does not speak particularly in ‘Aquapendente’ of his own acquaintance with the work of Chiabrera, but goes on to give ‘glory to words, | Honour to word-preserving Arts’. He conjures up writers: Cicero, Horace, Virgil and the historians of ancient Rome. And his language is appropriately Latinate, abstract, and general:


Verily, to her utmost depth,

Imagination feels what Reason fears not

To recognise, the lasting virtue lodged

In those bold fictions that, by deeds assigned

To the Valerian, Fabian, Curian Race,

And others like in fame, created Powers

With attributes from History derived,

By Poesy irradiate, and yet graced,

Through marvellous felicity of skill,

With something more propitious to high aims

Than either, pent within her separate sphere,

Can oft with justice claim.(‘Aquapendente’, 277–88)



It is a fine thought, when untangled, about the gracious and creative links between Imagination and Reason, Poetry and History, but its sub-Miltonic mode is exhausting. The verse becomes more alive towards the end of the poem, for Wordsworth calls on what now moves him most, Christian Traditions,


     stoop ye from your height

Christian Traditions! at my Spirit’s call

Descend, and, on the brow of ancient Rome

As she survives in ruin, manifest

Your glories mingled with the brightest hues

Of her memorial halo, fading, fading,

But never to be extinct while Earth endures.

O come…(‘Aquapendente’, 290–7)



The tribute here is to history and to pre-Christian classical civilization inevitably fading, fading, but not, Wordsworth hastens to assert, to extinction. But it is the voices of the devout in the catacombs, the sanctities of Peter and Paul martyred in Rome that excite the poet. He turns then to his own generation, and judges ‘full surely’ that for all the ‘innumerable gains’ that time has brought to us ‘who now | Walk in the light of day’, we live in


  a chilled age, most pitiably shut out

From that which is and actuates, by forms,

Abstractions, and by lifeless fact to fact

Minutely linked with diligence uninspired,

Unrectified, unguided, unsustained,

By godlike insight. …(‘Aquapendente’, 325–30)



‘Shut out | From that which is’; the simple language, the basic verb, say it all. Wordsworth’s judgement is wholesale: everything has succumbed to the age’s governing principle, the ‘pur-blind guide Expediency’, and so, ‘Suffers, religious faith’. The condemnation is equivalent to his 1802 view of England as a


             fen

Of stagnant waters: altar, sword and pen,

Fireside, the heroic wealth of hall and bower,

Have forfeited their ancient English dower

Of inward happiness. …(‘London’, 2–6; CP2V, 165)



There is no calling on Milton in 1841 and the 1802 situation of ‘Little we see in nature that is ours’ is if anything worse in 1841, for Wordsworth is more negative: we are totally shut out from that which is, and actuates, lost to our essential being. The negatives are overwhelming: ‘uninspired, | Unrectified, unguided, unsustained,| By godlike insight’ (‘Aquapendente’, 328–30). The rhythm here is reminiscent of that of the despairing ghost of Hamlet’s father, ‘Unhouseled, disappointed, unaneled, | No reck’ning made’ (Hamlet, I. v. 77–8). And we suspect that Wordsworth scented even blasts from hell in the contemporary world. His prayer in ‘Aquapendente’ is heart-felt, ‘raise us from the mire, | And liberate our hearts from low pursuits’ (‘Aquapendente’, 346–7). He ends by trusting that his meditations may shed influence and returns to the varied landscape about him, the flowering broom and the pendent flood. And so, farewell to Aquapendente and hail to tomorrow’s object, Rome. The voice of the poem has been largely public, moral and hortatory, yet alongside this is the more private voice of loss and lament. ‘Musings’ is Wordsworth’s word in his title and this perhaps best describes his several voices. Would one call ‘Musings near Aquapendente’ a religious poem? It was Wordsworth’s own contention in a letter of 21 September 1842 that ‘there is little I hope in my poetry that does not breathe more or less in a religious atmosphere’ (LY, iv. 372).

He was when young, Coleridge thought, a semi-atheist and nature had all his heart and soul. When old as in these ‘Musings’ his spirituality is channelled into Christian ways and traditions. Consequently, the natural world generates less passion. But it is no less exquisitely observed; Wordsworth cannot close his eyes, and no more than in 1798 can he ‘bid the ear be still’. The smallest observation, purely occasional, can give rise to a bigger thought, or, as Dora Wordsworth styled it in a letter to Wordsworth’s god-daughter Rotha Quillinan, to ‘a little good moral advice’. This bit of good moral advice of four lines was written by Wordsworth into Rotha’s Album on 3 July 1834:


Small service is true service while it lasts;

Of Friends, however humble, scorn not one:

The Daisy, by the shadow that it casts,

Protects the lingering dew-drop from the Sun.

(‘Written in an Album’, LP, 268)



Wordsworth did not forget the daisy’s tiny short-lived but beneficent shadow, and ten years later, in 1844, after a walk over Loughrigg Fell with a group of theologically-inclined friends, he noticed such a shadow again. ‘Not shall we ever forget’, wrote Archdeacon Julius C. Hare to Wordsworth in September 1844, ‘Your stopping and drawing our attention to the exquisitely-pencilled shadow which the daisy cast on the neighbouring stone…“We shall have a sonnet upon it”’ (MS Wordsworth Library, quoted LP, 501–2). It was not a sonnet that Wordsworth wrote, but a rhyming lyric beginning with the wish that the things of nature down to the very least of them might have consciousness:


So fair so sweet, withal so sensitive,

Would that the little Flowers were born to live

Conscious of half the pleasure which they give;

That to this mountain Daisy’s Self were known

The beauty of its star-shaped Shadow thrown

On the grey surface of that naked stone!

(‘Suggested upon Loughrigg Fell’, 1–6; LP, 387–9)



Nearly fifty years earlier Wordsworth had made clear his personal intimacy with nature’s being: ‘To her fair works did nature link | The human soul that through me ran […]; it was his faith, he said then, ‘that every flower | Enjoys the air it breathes’ and that when ‘the budding twigs spread out their fan, | To catch the breezy air; |…I must think, do all I can, | That there was pleasure there’ (see ‘Lines written in early spring’, LBOP, 76).

A reciprocal consciousness between man and nature was not a problem for the early Wordsworth. The later star-shaped shadow of the daisy on the stone, with now only a whimsical hope that the daisy might enjoy the consciousness of the pleasure that its tiny shadow gives, leads Wordsworth later in 1844 to similar questions: might the Sun itself be conscious of the difference that it makes? Might the moon feel a delighted consciousness at the pleasure humans feel when they see the moon break clear of clouds? These speculations are dismissed as ‘Fond fancies’, and the poet advises himself to ‘Converse with Nature in pure sympathy:’ and to have ‘A thankful Heart, all lawless wishes quelled’. It is as though Wordsworth is rewriting Raphael’s advice to Adam, after rather too much speculation about the heavenly bodies: ‘Solicit not thy thoughts with matters hid, | Leave them to God above, him serve and fear’ (Paradise Lost, VIII. 167–8). And Wordsworth often does write about nature ‘in pure sympathy’, presenting the seen world as far as he can as itself—as he does here in ‘Airey-force Valley’:


       —Not a breath of air

Ruffles the bosom of this leafy glen.

From the brook’s margin, wide around, the trees

Are stedfast as the rocks; the brook itself,

Old as the hills that feed it from afar,

Doth rather deepen than disturb the calm

Where all things else are still and motionless.

And yet, even now, a little breeze, perchance

Escaped from boisterous winds that rage without,

Has entered, by the sturdy oaks unfelt;

But to its gentle touch how sensitive

Is the light ash! that, pendent from the brow

Of yon dim cave, in seeming silence makes

A soft eye-music of slow-waving boughs,

Powerful almost as vocal harmony

To stay the wanderer’s steps and soothe his thoughts.(LP, 285)



This is a study in stillness or seeming stillness. Even the moving brook is kin to what is motionless in the surrounding glen and distant hills. There is, as one might say in everyday talk, ‘Not a breath of air’; but then a closer look reveals that there is just a breath of air. Some wisp of the boisterous winds beyond this haven has entered, and the light ash branches, always responsive, so move that to the eye of the wanderer they make an image of sound, a visible movement that evokes a music powerful as vocal harmony. How bold Wordsworth is to make harmony from the interchange of sight and sound, and how honest he is that the imagined harmony is powerful ‘almost’ as actual vocal composition. Powerful enough to hold the wanderer still and soothe his thoughts, and powerful enough for the reader, at the end of an imaginative exploration of ‘seeming silence’ and stillness, to reach out for the condition of music. But there is no further reaching out in this 1835 poem nor in many others of the later years to a metaphysical level. The immediate moment is enough: the present tense, the common language: ‘Old as the hills’, living trees astonishingly ‘stedfast as the rocks’, a harmonious calm suddenly existing with ‘boisterous winds that rage’ close by. It is enough; it soothes the thoughts but one registers a dimension gone from when, in an early poem, A Night-Piece, similar oppositions of sound and silence, stillness and movement caused ‘the musing man’ of that poem to realize as he reacted with disturbance as well as joy, that he had had something more than soothing thoughts: he had had a ‘vision’ (LBOP, 276–7).

There must always be in any depiction of nature at least the brush of human presence—poet, reader, musing man or wanderer. Usually the presence is more definite. Take ‘The Pine of Monte Mario at Rome’, a sonnet from Memorials of a Tour in Italy that directly follows ‘Musings’ and opens a series (SSIP, 757). Wordsworth comes upon the tree of this sonnet soon after leaving Aquapendente in April 1837. He begins directly:


I saw far off the dark top of a Pine

Look like a cloud—a slender stem the tie

That bound it to its native earth—poised high

‘Mid evening hues, along the horizon line,

Striving in peace each other to outshine.(1–5)



The flattened, cloud-like shape of the stone Pine’s foliage, its seeming eagerness, tethered only by its slender stem to earth, to join the real clouds as part of the brilliant evening sky is Wordsworth’s immediate picture. But then this aesthetic account is overwhelmed by the pine’s discovered association with Sir George Beaumont, Wordsworth’s great friend who had died ten years before, in 1827:


But when I learned the Tree was living there,

Saved from the sordid axe by Beaumont’s care,

Oh, what a gush of tenderness was mine!

The rescued Pine-tree with its sky so bright

And cloud-like beauty, rich in thoughts of home,

Death-parted friends, and days too swift in flight,

Supplanted the whole majesty of Rome

(Then first apparent from the Pincian Height)

Crowned with St. Peter’s everlasting Dome.(6–14)



Beaumont, also liking the tree’s shape on the Rome horizon, had, as it were, bought the Pine so that it could continue in its place during its natural life. Sudden thoughts of friendship and mortality overcame Wordsworth and he wrote to Mary and Dora, ‘I touched the bark of the magnificent tree and could almost have kissed it out of love for his memory’ (LY, III. 398). Momentarily the Tree has supplanted all Rome, including (though it is given the sonnet’s last word) ‘St. Peter’s everlasting Dome’.

Such human and elegiac feeling sorts well with the elderly Wordsworth’s non-dramatic, subdued evocations of nature in her border moods: sounds of day as they drop to silence; sounds of twilight and the coming of night as evening hides the demands of day, and leaves, writes Wordsworth in an Evening Voluntary of 1833, ‘the gentle spirit free | To reassume its own simplicity’ (‘Twilight’ (Text 4), 11–12; LP, 251). Such a lifting of the spirit can happen only after


The dewy evening has withdrawn

The daisies from the shaven lawn

And has restored its tender green

Lost while the sun was up beneath their dazzling sheen.(‘Twilight’ [Text 4], 1–4; LP, 250)



That ability to catch nature’s repeated movements into repose is something Wordsworth retains into old age. He began as early as 1789 when a single sound could emphasize a healing quiet,


How still the only sound,

The dripping of the oar suspended!

A moral darkness deepens round

By Virtue’s holiest Powers attended.(EPF, 39)



In An Evening Walk, 1793, he evoked further final sounds, the ferry-man’s ‘hollow-parting oar, | And echo’d hoof approaching the far shore; | Sound of closed gate across the water born, | Hurrying the feeding hare thro’ rustling corn; | The tremulous sob of the complaining owl’. On 15 June 1802 Dorothy Wordsworth noted in her Journal,

We walked a long time in the Evening upon our favourite path—the owls hooted, the night-hawk sang to itself incessantly, but there were no little Birds, no thrushes. I left William writing a few lines about the night-hawk & other images of the evening, & went to seek for letters—none were come. (DWJ, 109)

Images of evening continued to exercise Wordsworth; here is ‘Twilight by the side of Grasmere Lake’, 1833. It is a poem that registers tiny changes in sound and sight as evening comes on, and we realize how alert we must be simply to notice the small sounds and delicate movements. Nature is never totally still or quiet, as ‘Airey Force Valley’ demonstrates; ‘The Poetry of Earth’ wrote Keats, ‘is never dead’. This 1833 Evening Voluntary has much of that poetry, and only a little that is commentary. It makes its point simply in being what it is, an image of evening:

‘Twilight by the side of Grasmere Lake’


A twofold slumber the huge hills partake

High in the air and deep in the still lake

Look for the stars—you’ll say that there are none

Look up a second time and one by one

You see them twinkling out with silver light

And wonder how they could elude your sight

The birds of late so noisy in their bowers

Are hushed and silent as the dim seen flowers

Wheels and the tread of hoofs are heard no more

One boat there was but it will touch the shore

With the next dipping of its slackened oar

A sound that for the gayest of the gay

Might give to serious thought a moment’s sway

As the last token of man’s toilsome day.(LP, 248–9)



Time’s changes in nature are recurrent. Every day we can witness such images of evening in the space of an hour or two; or changes in the seasons within a year; or in a human being, in ourselves, within a lifetime. These repetitions have a stability; though sad, they are known. History too declares them; the concord shall not fail, reassures Wordsworth in a sonnet of 1821, ‘Mutability’, one of the Ecclesiastical Sketches:


FROM low to high doth dissolution climb,

And sinks from high to low, along a scale

Of awful notes, whose concord shall not fail;

A musical but melancholy chime,

Which they can hear who meddle not with crime,

Nor avarice, nor over-anxious care.

Truth fails not; but her outward forms that bear

The longest date do melt like frosty rime,

That in the morning whitened hill and plain

And is no more; drop like the tower sublime

Of yesterday, which royally did wear

Its crown of weeds, but could not even sustain

Some casual shout that broke the silent air,

Or the unimaginable touch of Time.(III. XVI.; SSIP, 197)



The continuous sinkings, meltings, droppings, breakings, create ‘a musical but melancholy chime’, and there is a pleasure for the reader (pleasure being the essential that the poet must provide, Preface 1800) in finding the large patterns of time within the small patterns of a sonnet. ‘Mutability’ is an image of evening writ large. Wordsworth had earlier articulated ‘the universal instinct of repose’ in an unfinished poem of 1808, ‘The Tuft of Primroses’ (Tuft, 302, 47), and this in the sympathetic context of St Basil, early monasticism, and his own reclusive withdrawal to Grasmere. Here in ‘Mutability’ he uses ephemeral frost to mark the vanishing of the material construct into dissolution. The sad music compels him into images. The later poems tend towards the direct and explanatory in their thrust, but this sonnet is rich in images, and it includes one that Wordsworth rescued from an unpublished poem of his own written years before in 1796, ‘the unimaginable touch of Time’.7 Time, not Eternity, dominates. The poem has no movement towards spirituality or God; it proclaims only the truth of cyclical dissolution.

It was a shock to Wordsworth when staying in autumn 1835 at Miss Fenwick’s home at Edlingham, Northumberland, to read in the Newcastle Journal of the death of James Hogg, the countryman poet, the Ettrick Shepherd. He was surprised by grief, immediately wrote his ‘Extempore Effusion upon the Death of James Hogg’ (LP, 305–7) and sent it to the Newcastle Journal. In the poem he mourns close friends dead within the last few years. There is no sense of resurrection or spiritual life and it is hard to see any strong hope of renewal in the time-worn euphemism applied to Coleridge: ‘the heaven-eyed creature sleeps in earth’ (18). It seems that Wordsworth the Christian laments Mutability’s drive towards cessation and can see little sign of continuation.


Like clouds that rake the mountain-summits,

Or waves that own no curbing hand,

How fast has brother followed brother,

From sunshine to the sunless land!(21–4)



The images emphasize darkness and inevitability. Like leaves and clouds and waves our lives too are part of transient nature and follow nature’s movements from sunshine to the sunless land. Wordsworth saw a darkness that does not lighten; despite his autumn leaves and clouds and waves, he could not reach as far as Shelley had in his ‘Ode to the West Wind’ towards a new spring. This must have surprised Wordsworth himself. He more usually keeps a tighter hold of Christian belief than is apparent here where belief lags far behind, and lurks in darkness amidst remorseless process.

For living creatures the ‘universal instinct of repose’ leads ultimately to a final stillness; no cuckoo can herald spring to the human dead, no dawn replace that dark. Yet there is comfort there too. Among the Ecclesiastical Sketches is one of 1820 celebrating the English Church and describing the parsonage of Wordsworth’s old travelling and Cambridge friend Robert Jones. A focus for the living, the parsonage is a reminder of our end. Death and life, garden and graveyard, are scarcely separate; their pathways intertwine and mingle about the house. Kindred, friends, and neighbours merge and shift from one state into the other, from life into death almost indistinguishably as the merging of many waters or as gently—and here Wordsworth uses an image that will appear in his Evening Voluntaries—as gently as the blending of evening into shady night. Nor is brightness ever quite lost; between graveyard poplars, glorious skies can on occasion fetch reminders of more lasting hope, ‘Bright as the glimpses of Eternity’. Almost hopeful, it is not oppressive, this rural English comfortable community of life and of death alongside the sweetness of nature. It will do; it wears well:


Where holy ground begins—unhallowed ends,

Is marked by no distinguishable line;

The turf unites—the pathways intertwine;

And wheresoe’er the stealing footstep tends,

Garden, and that Domain where Kindred, Friends,

And Neighbours rest together, here confound

Their several features—mingled like the sound

Of many waters, or as evening blends

With shady night. Soft airs, from shrub and flower,

Waft fragrant greetings to each silent grave;

Meanwhile between those Poplars, as they wave

Their lofty summits, comes and goes a sky

Bright as the glimpses of Eternity,

To Saints accorded in their mortal hour.(SSIP, 231–3)8



SELECT BIBLIOGRAPHY

Fulford, Tim, ‘“Long Meg” and the Later Wordsworth’, Essays in Criticism 59:1 (2009), 37–58.

Fulford, Tim, The Late Poetry of the Lake Poets: Romanticism Revised (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013).

Gill, Stephen, Wordsworth and the Victorians (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998).

Gill, Stephen, Wordsworth’s Revisitings (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).

Gravil, Richard, Wordsworth’s Bardic Vocation, 1787–1842 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003).

Manning, Peter, Reading Romantics: Texts and Contexts (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990).

Nockles, Peter B., The Oxford Movement in Context: Anglican High Churchmanship 1760–1857 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994).

Prickett, Stephen, Romanticism and Religion: the Tradition of Coleridge and Wordsworth in the Victorian Church (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976).

Trickett, Rachel, ‘The Language of Wordsworth’s Later Poems’, The Wordsworth Circle 21 (Winter 1990), 46–51.



1 ‘Recollections of a Tour Made in Scotland’, 1803, Journals of Dorothy Wordsworth, ed. Ernest De Selincourt, 2 vols (London: Macmillan and Co.,1941), I. 247
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3 The poem and Wordsworth’s various attempts over more than twenty years to find words to approximate to the cuckoo’s call can be found clearly and editorially presented in CP2V, 213–15. His persistence and frustrating efforts are testimony to his need to be both precise and evocative. The bird, seldom seen, becomes almost ‘dispossess[ed]’ of a ‘corporeal existence’, seems to belong, ‘a wandering Voice’, only to the memory and imagination (Preface of 1815, PrW, III. 32). The intense search to render the voice is what matters.
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6 For a sensitive account of the interweavings of Scott and Wordsworth and the vitality of the past in present time, see the discussion of ‘Musings near Aquapendente’ in Stephen Gill, Wordsworth’s Revisitings (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 155–70.

7 See again Stephen Gill, Wordsworth’s Revisitings; and for Wordsworth’s 1796 interest in ruined towers and the connection of the ‘unimaginable touch of time’ with the unpublished poems of that early period, see particularly pages 22–3.

8 This sonnet appeared in the note to the sonnet ‘Pastoral Character’ (III. XI.); it was later titled ‘A Parsonage in Oxfordshire’.


PART III

‘THE RECLUSE’


CHAPTER 19

THE ‘RECLUSE’ PROJECT AND ITS SHORTER POEMS

RICHARD GRAVIL

WHAT WAS ‘THE RECLUSE’?

WRITING to James Tobin on 6 March 1798, Wordsworth, not quite 28, made the first epistolary reference to ‘The Recluse, or Views of Nature, Man and Society’:

I have written 1300 lines of a poem in which I contrive to convey most of the knowledge of which I am possessed. My object is to give pictures of Nature, Man, and Society. Indeed I know not any thing which will not come within the scope of my plan. …the work of composition is carved out for me, for at least a year and a half to come. (EY, 212; my italics)1

‘At least’, indeed. On 10 September 1799, those eighteen months being up, Coleridge, that conscientious scourge of other men’s procrastinations, wrote to Wordsworth:

My dear friend, I do entreat you to go on with ‘The Recluse’; and I wish you would write a poem, in blank verse, addressed to those, who in consequence of the complete failure of the French Revolution, have thrown up all hopes of the amelioration of mankind, and are sinking into an almost epicurean selfishness, disguising the same under the soft titles of domestic attachment and contempt for visionary philosophes. It would do great good, and might form a part of ‘The Recluse’. (CL, I. 527)

First question (to be answered later): if ‘The Recluse’ was not, prior to this date, to be addressed to a disillusioned generation, offering grounds for hope, what was it to be? Second question: why the implied rebuke? If, as scholars have concluded, the 1300 lines of this ur-‘Recluse’ of March 1798 include ‘The Ruined Cottage’ (c.900 lines according to EY, 199), ‘The Discharged Soldier’ (172 lines), the shorter ‘A Night-Piece’ (then 24 lines), the ‘Old Cumberland Beggar’ (189 lines) and its offshoot ‘Old Man Travelling’,2 ‘going on’ with it is exactly what Wordsworth had been doing, if with rather less despatch than his ambitious schedule required. He had written the two-part Prelude, not far short of a thousand lines, developed both ‘The Ruined Cottage’ and ‘The Pedlar’—and produced numerous passages of manuscript philosophizing, some of which survive in the purplest passages of The Excursion. Mostly to do with the fitting of mind and world, these passages also include the more socially engaged Goslar fragment, ‘There is a law severe of penury’, echoed in later discussions between the Wanderer and the Solitary.

It took six years to arrive at the masterly tripartite form in which Wordsworth told the stories of Margaret and of her narrator in Book 1 of The Excursion (on which see Chapter 20 in the handbook). Partly for this reason, when writing to De Quincey about the project in 1804, Wordsworth can still define his subject no more closely than ‘whatever I find most interesting in Nature, Man and Society’ (EY, 454). In those heady days, with The Prelude in full flow, he could still speak, also of having arranged ‘the plan’ of ‘a narrative Poem of the Epic kind’ (EY, 594), to be embarked upon once ‘The Recluse’ was despatched.3 The planned epic might have celebrated one of Wordsworth’s heroes—Mithridates, Sertorius, Gustavus Vasa, or Wallace—liberators who prepared (romantically) to engage with history by first withdrawing from society.4 A vestige of that ambition can perhaps be glimpsed in the 1808 celebration of a milder philanthropic recluse, Basil of Caesarea, hero of ‘The Tuft of Primroses’.

As Wordsworth explained (most uninvitingly) in his preface to The Excursion (1814) he thought of ‘The Recluse’ itself as ‘a long and laborious Work’ in three parts, to be introduced by a fourth poem of epic length, The Prelude (see Table 1). Though The Excursion is ‘Part Second’ of ‘The Recluse’, it has appeared first simply because as it ‘was designed to refer more to…an existing state of things, than the others were meant to do, more continuous exertion was naturally bestowed upon it, and greater progress made here than in the rest of the Poem’. This hints, usefully, that Part 1 or Part 3 of ‘The Recluse’ might have dealt with imagined futures, fleshing out the ‘milder day’ foretold in ‘Hart-Leap Well’ and echoed in ‘Home at Grasmere’ (hopefully designated The Recluse, Part First, Book First). ‘Part Third’, one may conjecture, would have resolved in the poet’s own voice, and on the grounds of his own experience, issues set out quasi-dramatically, and left unresolved, in The Excursion.5 But there is no evidence that Wordsworth ever sketched an argument for the remainder of ‘Part First’ or any of ‘Part Third’.


Table 1 The Recluse Project 1797~1839: Idea (above), Outcomes (below), and [Digressions]

[image: image]

* for details of compositional history see Prel–NCE, 512–20: ‘Composition and Texts’; Prel-2 and Prel-13, app. crit.



Since the 1960s, beginning in an exceptional PhD dissertation by John Alban Finch, the manuscript history of ‘The Recluse’, and the question of its existence or non-existence, beyond its three substantive components (The Prelude, ‘Home at Grasmere’, The Excursion), has been thoroughly explored by James Butler, Kenneth Johnston, and Sally Bushell.6 Between 1806, when Home at Grasmere and the thirteen-book Prelude were completed, and 1838, when Wordsworth acknowledges to George Ticknor that such a project was beyond his powers to accomplish (LY, III. 583n), the family letters (mostly Dorothy’s) make frequent reference to the poet being at work on, or intending to resume work on, or (most often) not working on, ‘The Recluse’. 7 Those thirty-two years add barely nine hundred further lines, in four separate poems. All four take the form of meditations in the poet’s own person. The first three, ‘To the Clouds’ (88 lines) and ‘St Paul’s’ (a metropolitan ‘Night-Piece’ of 28 lines) and, most promisingly, ‘The Tuft of Primroses’ (592 lines) belong to 1808, and may all have been intended for The Recluse, Part First, Book Second—the first and last having plausible imagistic and thematic continuities from ‘Home at Grasmere’.8 This promising start gave way, however, to much more compelling work on Wordsworth’s major prose work, Concerning the Convention of Cintra in 1808–9. Finally, in 1825–26 came the 202 lines of ‘Composed when the Probability Existed of Being Obliged to Quit Rydal Mount’, known more invitingly at the time as lines ‘To the Nab Well’ and thought of as the preamble to a new Book of the poem (Moorman, LY, 422). The title of Joseph Kishel’s Cornell volume, ‘The Tuft of Primroses’, with Other Late Poems for ‘The Recluse’ seems designed to ratify the myth of continued compositional activity, yet of its four supposedly ‘late’ poems only ‘Nab Well’ is conspicuously ‘late’; the others precede The Excursion by six years. It is a slight harvest, yet both the ‘Tuft’ and ‘Nab Well’, to do Wordsworth justice, have sufficient thematic sinews to ground one ‘book’ of philosophic argument.

Unfortunately, in some thirty years of private composition, re-composition, and reckless raiding of one poem to reinforce another, components of ‘The Recluse’ began to read as a set of variations, rather than as sequential components in an organized whole. Moreover, far from spurring further composition, publication of The Excursion in 1814, which hijacked parts of ‘Home at Grasmere’ and of ‘The Tuft of Primroses’, consigned both ‘books’ to a posthumous existence. Worse still, publishing The Excursion thirty-six years before The Prelude ensured a lukewarm reception for the latter: as Kenneth Johnston memorably said, Wordsworth ‘gave his Victorian epic to the Romantics; his Romantic one to the Victorians’.9 The result pleased neither audience. ‘He is a slave’ was Mary Shelley’s response to The Excursion,10 which did, however, have its defenders in Henry Crabb Robinson, Charles Lamb, John Keats, and John Thelwall. In 1850 The Prelude struck puzzled reviewers as merely offering more of the same, recycling in autobiographical mode the education of the Wanderer, the Solitary’s breakdown, and The Excursion’s rhapsodies on nature. And, though nobody remarked upon it, if Books 7, 9, and 10–12 of The Prelude are read as recycling the experiences of the Solitary in Books 2, 3, and 4 of The Excursion, this confusingly blends the real poet (as opposed to ‘the Poet’) with his ‘Solitary’.

WHAT WOULD A 1799 ‘RECLUSE’ HAVE SAID?

Had The Recluse been writable, and had it been written by September 1799 (within eighteen months of the letter to Tobin cited above), what would it have said? No one imagines that Coleridge or Wordsworth or both already had in mind what Coleridge laid down retrospectively in 1815 as an abstract for ‘The Recluse’: namely a history of philosophy, expounding a ‘system’, as Coleridge understood systems (CL, IV. 540–1). Much likelier is the implication of Coleridge’s confident prophecy in a letter to Richard Sharp on 15 January 1804, based presumably on the five-book Prelude extant at that date and ‘Home at Grasmere’, and in tune with the phenomenological procedures of both texts:

Wordsworth…will hereafter be admitted as the first and greatest philosophical poet, the only man who has effected a complete and constant synthesis of thought and feeling and combined them with poetic forms,…and I prophesy immortality to his ‘Recluse’, as the first and finest philosophical poem, if only it be (as it undoubtedly will be) a faithful transcript of his own most august and innocent life, of his own habitual feelings and modes of seeing and hearing. (CL, IV. 574; my italics)

Direct evidence of the kind of poetry a turn-of-the-century ‘Recluse’ would have contained can be found in the principal components of the ur-‘Recluse’ of 1798. ‘The Ruined Cottage’, ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’, and ‘The Discharged Soldier’ are proclamations that ‘we have all of us one human heart’. Each treats of human nature in extremis: a woman whose husband has taken the king’s shilling, decaying as her cottage decays; a beggar, in an advanced stage of decrepitude, in the last of Shakespeare’s seven ages; and, it would seem, barely conscious—‘seeing still, | And never knowing that he sees’; and a soldier, exposed to war and fever and seemingly ‘half detached | From his own nature’.11 In varying degrees, each poem attends to our modes of relationship to the world of men or of things (what Martin Buber and Karl Jaspers called the I-Thou relationship); and each treatment addresses the question of kinship: Wordsworth appears to be asking himself, on behalf of his reader, ‘what has this man or woman, and their suffering, to do with me’? Some minds, Wordsworth says in the ‘Old Cumberland Beggar’, may have received from this beggar


That first mild touch of sympathy and thought,

In which they found their kindred with a world

Where want and sorrow were.(106–8)



These are not overtly philosophical poems, though in each case one could use terms that barely existed in the philosophy of Wordsworth’s day (they came into philosophy in the era of Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger, Karl Jaspers, Martin Buber, and Jean-Paul Sartre) to define what they are concerned with; and they employ modes of thinking that first came into philosophical currency towards the end of Wordsworth’s lifetime, in Kierkegaard for instance. Running through all of them are questions Wordsworth’s poetry endlessly ponders—what do I mean by the verb ‘to be’? What can I know of lives utterly different from my own? How do beings share in Being? Where do I end and another begin? Is there a boundary to my humanity? What do I call ‘I’? How does what lies beyond that boundary impress itself on what lies within? How shall I conduct myself towards what is other?

The theoretical underpinnings of these ontological and ethical questions are pondered in a second and more overtly philosophical trove of materials indicative of the argument of a 1798/9 ‘Recluse’, namely a cluster of manuscript musings from Alfoxden, Goslar, and Grasmere, variously presented by Ernest de Selincourt in Poetical Works, and by Stephen Gill and Jonathan Wordsworth elsewhere.12 In the Alfoxden and Christabel notebooks (DC MSS 14 and 15) these passages are inscribed alongside such poems as ‘Andrew Jones’, ‘The Discharged Soldier’, ‘Was it for this’, ‘Nutting’, and of course descriptions of the Pedlar/Wanderer and his ability to ‘read the forms of things’ with a worthy eye. Some never leave manuscript; some survive almost unchanged into Books 4, 8, and 9 of The Excursion, and are among the ‘best’ lines spoken by the Wanderer in those books. They seem (unsurprisingly) cognate with the ‘Prospectus’ to The Recluse—which, in effect, endeavours to summarize where these drafts were all heading—and even more so with ‘On Revisiting the Wye’.

What these passages explore ‘Home at Grasmere’ calls ‘being limitless, the one great life’, in which life, according to a passage from the ‘Peter Bell’ MS of 1799, ‘all beings live with God, themselves are God’ (Prel–2, 165). Amounting to a set of variations on Stoic and Spinozist ontology, they define what Stoicism called the pneuma, the divine power that exists in all things, organizing all matter, and in which human and divine being are consubstantial.13 Wordsworth’s drafts argue that human, animal, vegetable, and even mineral being constitute a continuum; that ‘in all forms of things there is a mind’ (DCMS14, 10v, transcribed in CRC, 121); that responding to both the ‘general laws’ and ‘local accidents’ of natural forms energizes our capacity to feel linked to our own kind (CRC, 373–4); that ‘the excursive power | Of intellect and thought’ enables a reciprocal relationship in which ‘All things shall live in us and we shall live | In all things that surround us’ (CRC, 269); that human being is fed and nursed by ‘whate’er we see, | Whate’er we feel’ (CRC, 271); that, climactically, in ‘There is an active Principle’ (DC.MS.15.63r as transcribed in LBOP, 309–10),


All beings have their properties which spread

Beyond themselves, a power by which they make

Some other being conscious of their life;



and that this law underwrites the condition of ‘beneficence’: liberty, in this passage (foreshadowing The Prelude’s ‘genuine liberty’ in Book 14) belongs to he ‘who by beneficence is circumscribed’. Thus, a perfection of sensation and surrender to sensation brings about an almost palpable sense of the individual soul linked with ‘the soul of all the worlds’ (LBOP, 309; adopting this line, the Wanderer will capitalize Soul and Worlds). And in the systole and diastole of losing oneself and returning to oneself, human being may access ‘all shades of consciousness’ and learn ‘Something of what we are’ (‘There is creation in the eye’, Christabel Notebook; LBOP 323–4). In an earlier ‘trance’,


I lived without the knowledge that I lived

Then by those beauteous forms brought back again

To lose myself again, as if my life

Did ebb and flow with a strange mystery.

(Alfoxden Notebook; CRC, 125)14



There is a special mystique to the fragmentary, as Thomas McFarland argued in Romanticism and the Forms of Ruin, and certainly, Wordsworth is barely discussable without reference to such shards of poetry—passages of rhythmic meditation in which poetry and philosophy already demonstrate if not ‘a compleat and constant synthesis’, in Coleridge’s phrase, then at least a fitful and fascinating synthesis ‘of Thought and Feeling…combined…with Poetic Forms’ (CL, II.1034).

Among these passages are two kinds of statement. Some attest that because mind and nature share the same substance, as in Spinoza, Joseph Priestley, and Dugald Stewart,15 Nature can be a source of impulses—impulses from vernal woods, for example—and can communicate her stillness or her energies to us, by some process of equalization, not unlike a heat-pump. And some suggest that the great social principle of life must apply to the human world and that therefore a right relation to the natural world must, by ‘necessity’ (that reliable Stoic–Spinozistic–Shaftesburyan–Wordsworthian–Shelleyan engine of progress) bring about genuine liberté, fraternité, egalité. When the Wanderer attempts in Excursion IV. 1224–71 to unite the lessons to be derived from objects with the spread of universal benevolence, he, too, falls back on something like Shaftesbury’s ‘necessity’ to explain why this is so.

Destined for ‘The Recluse’ such matter rarely surfaces in The Prelude, though in Book 12, Wordsworth begins a meditation on his poetic mission by claiming to have been taught by Nature ‘to look with feelings of fraternal love | Upon those unassuming things, that hold | A silent station in this beauteous world’ (XII. 50–2). He then sets down an astonishing passage on what is to be learned from ‘Wanderers of the earth’ and ‘strolling Bedlamites’, concluding with this manifesto:


Of these, said I, shall be my Song, of these

If future years mature me for the task,

Will I record the praises, making Verse

Deal boldly with substantial things, in truth

And sanctity of passion speak of these

That justice may be done, obeisance paid

Where it is due…(Prel-13, XII. 231–7)



Wordsworth’s mission-exemplifying ‘Song’, that is to say, is heard not in his wrestling with abstractions—these he hands over to the Wanderer, who handles some of them surprisingly well in his more animated harangues—nor only in ‘The Ruined Cottage’, ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’, and ‘The Discharged Soldier’, the major poems of the ur-‘Recluse’, but also in such humbler poems as ‘The Female Vagrant’, ‘The Mad Mother’, ‘Poor Susan’, ‘Michael’, and ‘The Brothers’. One could ask, indeed, whether Wordsworth sees writing such poems not as evading the burden of ‘The Recluse’ but as the proper way to discharge it; or indeed whether while drafting The Prelude he already resented the burden of ‘The Recluse’ as diverting him from his proper territory. One might ask, also, why it never occurred to him that the proper form for ‘The Recluse’ would be an assemblage of such poems, with all the vigour that his mastery of stanzaic variety and his lyric gifts could bring to the enterprise—a verse sequel to Thelwall’s The Peripatetic, as it were, but one with real power. Perhaps it did?16

‘HOME AT GRASMERE’ AND ITS ‘PROSPECTUS’ TO ‘THE RECLUSE’

Whether or not Wordsworth could have constructed a cogent argument at epic length connecting the two halves of his vision—a belief in ‘the life of things’ and a belief ‘that we have all of us one human heart’—‘Home at Grasmere’, begun in January 1800 and completed by September 1806, clearly intends itself to be prelusive to both of these themes. According to John Alban Finch, ‘Home at Grasmere’ is intended to offer ‘experimental proof’ of the rightness of the doctrines first expounded by the Pedlar, of how sympathy for natural objects leads to goodness and a healthier imaginative condition. The argument of ‘The Recluse’ itself, Finch suggests, in a formula redolent of Sartor Resartus, is that ‘by finding the world not dead and mechanical but animate and kindred to him, man could look forward to the realization of all his hopes for happiness’ (Finch, 203, 228).

The poem’s first four hundred lines are an exhibition of exuberance, and delay, and flights of mind, and displays of affection for all living things, that seems designed to open ‘The Recluse’ in a sort of epic reprise of that brief metaphysical masterpiece ‘It is the first mild day of March’ (‘Lines written at a small Distance from my House’, from the 1798 Lyrical Ballads, later entitled ‘To my Sister’). ‘An unmatched lode of Wordsworthian intensity’ and ‘an exultant Kyrie’ as Thomas McFarland has called it,17 ‘Home at Grasmere’ displays its author as tenant of a new Eden, whose own mental acts are embedded equally in a joyful household, in a valley swarming with sensation, and in the lives of men and women who make up Grasmere’s ‘true community’. These, take them all in all, will be found—the poet insists after admitting some unsettling evidence to the contrary—‘not unworthy of their home’.

The Grasmere depicted is a microcosm not of human life, merely, or even primarily, but of a unitary ecosystem. The poet who evokes Grasmere’s plenitude images himself and his own circular flights of mind most of all in its birdlife, ‘the birds that haunt the flood’ whose play and freedom makes the most sustained descriptive passage of the poem at lines 280–314.18 The same circling wildfowl recur as the climax of another hundred lines of celebration of domesticated creatures and creatures of the wild, at lines 720–808; ‘incapable although they be of rest’, they ground the rather Thoreauvian sentiment that ‘solitude is not | Where these things are’. The loved valley that Wordsworth’s lines softly caress—‘But I would call thee beautiful, for mild | And soft and gay and beautiful thou art’ (133–4)—has itself already offered ‘a passionate welcoming’ (260).

The mildness of joy expressed in these several hundred lines of love poetry is overtly related to the poem’s millennial prophecy: the valley, after all, is welcoming a pair who, while travelling to Grasmere, were vouchsafed a vision at Hart-Leap Well and accompanied thence through wintry scenes by a sense of election:


           The naked trees,

The icy brooks, as on we passed, appeared

To question us. ‘Whence come ye? To what end?’

They seemed to say. ‘What would ye?’ said the shower,

‘Wild Wanderers, whither through my dark domain?’

The Sunbeam said, ‘Be happy.’ They were moved,

All things were moved; they round us as we went,

We in the midst of them.(229–36)



This elemental guard of honour serves to introduce an extraordinary self-quotation from ‘Hart-Leap Well’ whose overt critique of class and atavism is now foregrounded as striking precisely the keynote of ‘The Recluse’.19 William and Dorothy, this new Adam and Eve, have been charged by their ‘trance’ at Hart-Leap Well (‘Home at Grasmere’ claims) to broadcast to the world an ‘intimation of the milder day | Which is to come, the fairer world than this’. Their task, ‘seceding from the common world’, is to embody


A portion of the blessedness which love

And knowledge will, we trust, hereafter give

To all the Vales of earth and all mankind.(254–6).



Are Grasmere’s people party to this revelation, or worthy compeers of its bearers? They are not, the poem concedes, exempt from either the follies or the exigencies of mortal life, and man is here ‘the common creature of the brotherhood’ (434). They are, however, blessed with a more egalitarian life than is yet common elsewhere, enjoying in the main, ‘kindred independence of estate’, somewhat fortunately circumstanced in that ‘they who want are not too great a weight | For those who can relieve’, but nonetheless representative of human substance.

Two of the poem’s three human stories (470–646)—a canny proportion—depict humanity as worthy of its dwelling, and the style in which those tales are related gives earnest of a poet whose language honours that of his neighbours. The style constitutes a bridge between The Prelude’s yet-to-be-written announcement of ‘my Song’, and the more numerous tales to be told in The Excursion. Wordsworth is already in 1800 practising a more quotidian, communitarian style than the impassioned blank verse he perfected for The Prelude’s egotistical sublimity—a medium more appropriate to the sociological exactitude of The Excursion’s graveyard colloquies.20 Thus, describing the grove of firs planted by a dalesman and his wife, the poet’s tongue adapts itself to the widow’s discourse:


            The Dame

Who dwells below, she told me that this grove,

Just six weeks younger than her eldest Boy,

Was planted by her Husband and herself

For a convenient shelter, which in storm

Their sheep might draw to. ‘And they know it well,’

Said she, ‘for thither do we bear them food

In time of heavy snow.’ She then began

In fond obedience to her private thoughts

To speak of her dead Husband.(611–20)



A less chatty variant of this workmanlike language—but similarly earthy, plain, dignified and rooted, consonantal, slow-moving, dogged even, emphatic in its redundancies—is employed as Wordsworth (approaching his ‘Prospectus’) speaks of the poetic labour that is to come:


Possessions have I, wholly, solely mine,

Something within, which yet is shared by none—

Not even the nearest to me and most dear—

Something which power and effort may impart.

I would impart it; I would spread it wide,

Immortal in the world which is to come.(897–902)



What this earthy medium says is that the widow’s fir grove, the embellished gardens of a widower’s six daughters, and the sublime thesis of ‘The Recluse’ about to be announced in the ‘Prospectus’, are, alike, labours for futurity, and emanations of love.

The so-called ‘Prospectus’, published as part of the preface to The Excursion, requires a more elevated style. Wordsworth’s answer to the question ‘and what shall be the theme?’ is studded with question-begging phrases. His aim is to ‘sing’


Of joy in widest commonalty spread,

Of the individual mind that keeps its own

Inviolate retirement, and consists

With being limitless the one great Life—(968–71)



The new song, like a new testament, will both surpass and supersede Milton. Milton only promised that man would ultimately achieve, in place of the Garden of Eden, a ‘paradise within thee happier farr’ (Paradise Lost, XII. 587). In the Wordsworthian dispensation man will enjoy title absolute to the paradise he creates in alliance with nature (122–5). Milton, it is implied, was writing in the terms of an outworn creed, which Wordsworth, in 1798–1806, felt he had left far behind:


All strength, all terror, single or in bands,

That ever was put forth in personal forms—

Jehovah, with his thunder, and the quire

Of shouting angels and the empyreal throne—

I pass them unalarmed. The darkest Pit

Of the profoundest Hell, chaos, night

Nor aught of [blinder] vacancy scooped out

By help of dreams can breed such fear and awe

As fall upon us often when we look

Into our minds, into the mind of Man,

My haunt and the main region of my song.(980–90)



As the poem’s working title (The Recluse, or Views of Nature, Man and Society) made clear, the two agencies in Wordsworth’s new mythos are Man and Nature. Society has taken God’s place in the more customary triad (God, Man, and Nature), and, covering Cherub or no covering Cherub, the expulsion of Adam and Eve from their tenancy of Eden was in vain because


Beauty, whose living home is the green earth,

Surpassing the most fair ideal Forms

The craft of delicate spirits hath composed

From earth’s materials, waits upon my steps,

Pitches her tents before me when I move,

An hourly Neighbour. Paradise and groves

Elysian, fortunate islands, fields like those of old

In the deep ocean—wherefore should they be

A History, or but a dream, when minds

Once wedded to this outward frame of things

In love, find these the growth of common day?(991–1001, my emphases)



Paradise (as in Milton), groves Elysian (as in Virgil), fortunate fields (as, inter alia, among the Celts) are neither ‘histories’ (in the sense in which Tom Jones is a history) nor ‘dreams’: Wordsworth is writing in surprisingly Blakean vein. Apocalypse does not take place at the last trump; it takes place when (in Emerson’s phrasing) ‘the axis of vision is brought into alignment with the axis of things’. It happens when I will it. The social element of this millenarian dream seems muted when the ‘prospectus’ is ripped from its Grasmere context, but the poet’s prayer that his ‘life’ (his life-writing) may become a pattern of the man to come and may ‘express the image of a better time’ (1044–5) is addressed in the first place to ‘the soul of man | Thou human soul of the wide earth’, and secondarily to a variously named ‘great God’ (‘Home at Grasmere’) or ‘dread Power’ (Preface to The Excursion)—blending the divine and the human as Blake does when he speaks of ‘The bosom of God, the human Imagination’. God, perhaps, only acts and is, in human Being.21

PARADISE REGAINED?

The Excursion (‘The Recluse, Part Second’) stage-manages its concluding scene to recall The Prelude’s boating episode, now emphasizing beauty not fear, couched in pulsing iambic rhythms, and given a theologically outrageous opening line:


‘Turn where we may’, said I, ‘we cannot err

In this delicious Region’.—Cultured slopes,

Wild tracts of forest-ground, and scattered groves,

And mountains bare—or clothed with ancient woods,

Surrounded us; and, as we held our way

Along the level of the glassy flood,

They ceased not to surround us; change of place,

From kindred features diversly combined,

Producing change of beauty ever new.

      (CWRT, vol. 2; Excursion, IX. 505–12)



It returns us, that is, to the paradisal note sounded ecstatically at the start of ‘Home at Grasmere’, and intended no doubt to permeate that shadowy entity, ‘The Recluse, Part Third’. What Wordsworth now means by paradise is a theme he meditates in both of the major passages of ‘Recluse’ writing that are extant—‘The Tuft of Primroses’ and the ‘Lines to Nab Well’. ‘To the Clouds’, ‘The Tuft of Primroses’, and ‘St Paul’s’, Joseph Kishel points out, are set out in DC MS. 65 with ‘apparently deliberate spacing’ (3r–7r, 29v–70r, 118v–120r) as if awaiting the composition that would transform them into the prelude of ‘an ambitious poem’, perhaps a second book of The Recluse, Part First (Tuft, 15). One of their themes, taken jointly, may be considered a development of how mind may be energized, soothed and spiritualized by the energies and imagery of nature: ‘To the Clouds’, certainly, exhibits a poetic mind that is somehow of a piece with the circling waterfowl of Home at Grasmere, exultant in the clouds and in its own natural energies (‘Ye clouds’, the poet exclaims in his most Shelleyan vein, ‘the very blood within my veins | Is quickened to your pace’ (34–5)). This theme is familiar from the opening lines of The Prelude, the boating spot, and numerous other passages in the oeuvre, but is particularly consonant with those manuscript lines from the Alfoxden and Christabel notebooks, a decade before, dwelling on such interaction of the world of things and the mind of man, and by implication on the circulation of the pneuma.

One aspect of the paradisal that grew in importance in Wordsworth’s mature experience—vide ‘Elegiac Stanzas [Piel Castle]’ and ‘Surprized by Joy’—and gives some unity to the otherwise desultory development of ‘The Tuft of Primroses’, is the yearning for a life beyond vicissitude. ‘Home at Grasmere’ shows a poet much inclined to retreat, deeply inclined to the kind of ecstatic contemplation of solitude that he seems to mock in his contemplation of Blea Tarn in Book 2 of The Excursion, though it does make strenuous efforts to depict a communitarian retreat, a kind of commune in which fellow poets and philosophers might explore the sublime energies of intellectual adventure (Thelwall’s charming ‘Lines written at Bridgwater’ could be slotted into ‘Home at Grasmere’ with the effect of strengthening its integrity as the overture to a philosophical poem). By the time of ‘The Tuft of Primroses’, this impulse in Wordsworth (shared with his Solitary, to whom the following lines are consigned in The Excursion) has reached its apex, though with an ecclesiastical timbre:


What other yearning was the master tie

Of the monastic brotherhood, upon rock

Aerial or in green secluded vale,

One after one collected from afar,

An undissolving fellowship? What but this,

The universal instinct of repose,

The longing for confirm’d tranquillity,

Inward and outward, humble and sublime,

The life where hope and memory are as one,

Earth quiet and unchanged, the human soul

Consistent in self rule, and heaven revealed

To meditation in that quietness!

      (CWRT, vol. 2; ‘Tuft’, 297–308)



Here, the life of Basil of Caesarea (330–79) is chosen to express the ideal of ‘stability without regret or fear’, and—very beautifully—‘the life where hope and memory are as one’, and human life is ‘consistent in self rule’.22

Wordsworth may have learned of St Basil from William Cave’s Apostolici (1716), one copy of which was in the Rydal Mount Library, another in the library of St John’s College, where Cave was an alumnus and Wordsworth a student.23 He may also, Mary Moorman speculates, have read Basil and Nazianzen in a Latin translation, while visiting his clerical brother in London 1806 (Moorman, LY, 133). This seemingly minor matter may have a bearing on disputes about the dating of the ‘Prospectus’, sometimes assigned to September 1806, sometimes to 1800/2.24 Whatever the origin of Wordsworth’s interest—and Coleridge’s interest in a famous scourge of Arianism and champion of Trinitarian theology must be one element—Basil’s monastic rules, which emphasized the life of community and practical service to the common man, a union between the voluntarily and the involuntarily poor, make him a promising model for Wordsworth’s (and the Solitary’s) mode of ‘retirement’. Basil’s commitment to plain living and high thinking found expression in a series of homilies on ostentatious wealth: like the poet of ‘Goody Blake and Harry Gill’, he regarded surplus wealth as belonging to the people, its accumulation as tantamount to theft.25

Basil and his brother founded a community at Annesi in Pontus, in 358, to which, foreshadowing life at Dove Cottage and Allan Bank, came his widowed mother, his sister, other women and eventually his friend, Gregory Nazianzen (between whom and Basil there would later be a legendary breach). De Selincourt’s notes include a lengthy translation (by Cardinal Newman) of one of St Basil’s Letters tempting Gregory from the city:

I departed to Pontus in quest of a place to live in. There God has opened on me a spot exactly answering to my taste, so that I actually see before my eyes what I have often pictured to my mind in idle fancy. There is a lofty mountain covered with thick woods, watered towards the North with cool and transparent streams. …Indeed it is like an island, enclosed as it is on all sides…There is but one pass and I am master of it. (PW, V. 484)

‘Home at Grasmere’ has already pre-echoed Basil’s sense of proprietorship (‘the unappropriated bliss hath found an owner | And that owner I am he’, 85–6). Now, Wordsworth’s versification of Basil’s letter echoes the paradisal and elysian theme of Wordsworth’s ‘Prospectus’: Basil invites Gregory to ‘these happy fields, | To this enduring Paradise, these walks | Of contemplation, piety, and love, | Coverts serene of bless’d mortality’ (‘Tuft’, 361–4). Gregory, however, replied in Elian vein, satirizing this paradisal retreat: ‘This then is what I think of those Fortunate Islands and of you happy people.’

A closing tribute to Basil leads into a celebration of abbeys built on ‘British lawns’, including Wordsworth’s first poetic reference to Tintern Abbey—as opposed to the scenery some miles above Tintern that he celebrated in 1798:


Fallen, in a thousand vales, the stately Towers

And branching windows gorgeously array’d,

And aisles and roofs magnificent that thrill’d

With halleluiahs, and the strong-ribb’d vaults

Are crush’d, and buried under weeds and earth

The cloistral avenues—(478–83)



Abbeys by ‘Severn, Thames or Tweed’ are evoked and the passage concludes:


So cleave they to the earth, in monument

Of Revelation, nor in memory less

Of nature’s pure religion, as in line

Uninterrupted it hath travelled down

From the first man who heard a howling storm,

Or knew a troubled thought or vain desire,

A hope which had deceived, or empty came,

Or, in the very sunshine of his joy

And saddened at a perishable bliss,

Or languish’d idly under fond regrets

That might not be subdued.—(497–507)



What are Abbeys for? What they were for is clear: they were built ‘in monument | Of Revelation’. But that four-word genuflexion is balanced by a nine-line invocation of ‘nature’s pure religion’ which has travelled down uninterrupted, by some kind of apostolic succession, from ‘the first man who heard a howling storm’—and perhaps, as at Stonehenge or Swinside or Long Meg,26 erected stones to worship or propitiate whatever he heard in it—to any would-be poet saddened by thoughts of transience. Of this ‘pure religion’, not the Cistercianism some have affected to find even in the poem on ‘The Wye’, Wordsworth himself in ‘The Recluse’ remains a ‘priest’.

What happened to ‘The Tuft of Primroses’ is sadly symptomatic of the history of ‘The Recluse’. It comprised, after the promising meditation on the eponymous tuft, an account of the extinction of the Sympson family and of ancient trees in Grasmere, a celebration of St Basil’s monasticism, and an ambivalent lament for the destruction of the Chartreuse. The germ of the monastic meditation was transferred to the mouth of the Solitary in Book 3 of The Excursion—making one of several personal investments in that most interesting of the poem’s four characters. The Sympson family migrated to Book 7 of The Excursion, joining other portraits of Grasmere families torn from ‘Home at Grasmere’. The Chartreuse passage went, in 1819, into Book 6 of The Prelude, ineptly lengthened and robbed of much of its force. Such cannibalism, in 1814 and 1819, of the only substantial pieces definitely composed for ‘The Recluse’ itself (‘Home at Grasmere’ and ‘The Tuft’) presents three possibilities.

One is that Wordsworth in 1814, buoyed up by having drafted The Prelude and published The Excursion, felt supremely confident that he could embark on two further epic-length instalments of a philosophical poem more or less from scratch. This notion is belied by the deflation he felt on completing both of those long poems, and finding that they fell far short of his expectations. A likelier possibility is that Wordsworth knew it would never be written, but adopted ‘writing “The Recluse”’ as a useful domestic fiction, designed to placate Mary and Dorothy and even Dora Wordsworth, all of whom subscribed to the notion that only ‘The Recluse’ mattered. A third is that he suspected but dared not claim that The Prelude was in fact ‘The Recluse’. If Wordsworth did fail to recognize this masterpiece of phenomenology as the long-awaited philosophical poem, he has some excuse; Coleridge—despite an insightful response in ‘To William Wordsworth’—kept telling him it wasn’t. Had Coleridge recognized that The Prelude already was the philosophical poem he would not have reiterated—privately to Wordsworth in 1815, publicly in the Biographia in 1817, and quasi-publicly in his Table Talk in 1835—that he was still looking forward to ‘The Recluse’ as ‘the first and only true philosophical poem in existence’.27

The Prelude as it developed in 1804–6, interrupting completion of ‘Home at Grasmere’, pre-empted almost all the programme outlined in the ‘Prospectus’ as the agenda of ‘The Recluse’. It contains meditations, ‘in the author’s own person’, on the effect of landscape on his own constitution, on the mighty world of eye and ear, on Cambridge and Education, on Books, on shepherds, on sorrows ‘barricadoed’ within the walls of cities, on the state of nations, on dreams of perfectibility, on the author’s experience of restorative relationships, on moments of seemingly metaphysical revelation in the Alps and on Snowdon, and most signally on the vital importance of imagination, ‘intellectual love’, and ‘genuine liberty’ of mind, if humanity is to stop the vain retreat of civilization into ‘old idolatry’ and ‘servitude’. In the process, as one professional philosopher has noted, it constructs ‘masterpieces’ of philosophical argument.28 So what was there left for Parts 1 and 2 of ‘The Recluse’ to do at the length of two epic poems? Only a dogged attempt to versify Coleridge’s hobby-horses—his antipathy to empiricism, and his belief in ‘a fall’ and ‘a redemptive process at work’ in human history—neither of which themes is rooted in the loam of Wordsworth’s experience. Instead, Wordsworth revolted. Between November 1808 and May 1809 he wrote a baroque humanist manifesto lamenting the inadequacy of man’s state to his conceptions, and called it Concerning the Convention of Cintra—a ‘self-robbery’, Coleridge aptly (if somewhat tetchily) called it, ‘from some great philosophical poem’ (CL, III. 214).

EPILOGUE: VERSES ‘TO THE NAB WELL’

By 1819, all that was left towards ‘The Recluse’ was 400 lines of ‘Home at Grasmere’ that had not been utilized elsewhere, an ecstatic address ‘To the Clouds’, two pedestrian sketches (in both senses) ‘A Night Piece’ and ‘St Paul’s’, and some 420 orphaned lines of ‘The Tuft’. Yet on 6 October 1826 when Wordsworth introduced Henry Crabb Robinson to his verses ‘To the Nab Well’, he claimed that these lines were ‘to be an introduction to a portion of his great poem’ containing ‘a poetical view of water as an element in the composition of our globe’ (HCR Diary, II. 364). It is clear from this beautiful and profoundly multi-cultural reflection that the argument of the new ‘portion’ would combine the old theme from the ‘Prospectus’, of ‘how exquisitely,…| The external world is fitted to the mind’, with a relatively new one, how—whether beside Rydal or beside the Ganges, in whatever mythos, and in all epochs of deep time—‘Nature deepens into Nature’s God’ (70).29

The threatened expulsion from Rydal Mount threw into relief not its marketable features—(‘detached gentleman’s residence, with elegant reception rooms, ample bedrooms, extensive views of Windermere and Rydal, and mature gardens’)—but the meaning of a feature that few untutored visitors to Rydal Mount will ever have noticed: a ‘pellucid Spring’ just beyond the garden wall,


Who [sic] with the comforts of my daily meal,

Hast blended, thro’ the space of twice seven years,

Beverage as choice as ever Hermit prized,

That Persian Kings might envy…(8–11)



and whose unvarying beneficence, never dry and never overflowing, has regularly blessed ‘the moralizing mind’. To this spring Wordsworth devotes what may be the most microscopic attention in his oeuvre. Who, in our absence, Wordsworth wonders, will notice the subtle transformation of sunken twigs and leaves by ‘a crust of liquid beads’, or the kissing of shadow and substance as a fern bends to touch the water, symbolizing (as, perhaps, do the ram and its reflection in The Excursion) how ‘the residues of flesh | Are linked with spirit’? Such adoration of watery elements, the poem implies, is a universal. It is as appropriate to a British spring as to the Ganges, or wherever ‘shallow life is lost | In being’. The Wordsworths may lose the spring itself, but having for so long derived lessons from the spring’s constancy,


So shall our bosoms feed a covert growth

Of grateful recollections, tribute due,

(Not less than to wide lake and foaming rill)

To thy obscure and modest attributes,

To thee, clear Spring! and all-sustaining Heaven.(97–101).



The millennial impulse having faded, there remains this Ciceronian thanksgiving for what is. The task of ‘The Recluse’, it seems, reflects a quieter imperative: it is now to persuade the reader that the possessor of a quiet, clear spring, with its ‘living chaplet of moist fern and flowers’ already dwells in Paradise.

‘Nature’, in a line just quoted, ‘deepens into Nature’s God’. When ‘Nature’s God’ first appeared in Wordsworth’s poetry, in the third line of Descriptive Sketches, thirty-three years earlier, it denoted whatever beneficent power it is that gives to human being the solace of ‘murmuring rivers’, ‘cataracts’, and ‘quiet lakes’ (CWRT, I. 97). There is undoubted diminution from the ampler waters of 1793—recollected in ‘(Not less than to wide lake and foaming rill)’—to the ‘well’ of 1826, but there is also a marked gain in disciplined attention. Is there, perhaps, also, the same canny equivocation? ‘Nature’s God’ might be a transcendent deity; then again, it might not.

For all its shifting accents there is what Mark Bruhn calls a ‘remarkable inertia at the foundation of Wordsworth’s philosophical thought’ (see chapter 22). The shift is surprisingly slight, for instance, between the DC.MS.14 passage cited on page 351 above, and its revision in the Wanderer’s invocation of an ‘active principle’ as the climax of The Excursion. This power, ‘howe’er removed from sense and observation’ it may be, remains recognizably pneumatic: it


            subsists

In all things, in all natures, in the stars

Of azure heaven, the unenduring clouds,

In flower and tree, in every pebbly stone

That paves the brooks, the stationary rocks,

The moving waters, and the invisible air.

.  .  .  .  .  .  .

Spirit that knows no insulated spot,

No chasm, no solitude; from link to link

It circulates, the Soul of all the Worlds.(IX. 1–15)



Did this resonant opening to Book 9, pre-empting as it does the Pastor’s professional denigration of earthly life later in the same book, help Keats to judge The Excursion as one of ‘the three things to rejoice at in this Age’? The Wanderer’s faith, Keats may have noticed, wonderingly, seems still of a piece with Wordsworth’s 1798 celebration of that Virgilian ‘something far more deeply interfused’ that ‘rolls through all things’ in the poem on ‘The Wye’—which recidivism may well explain, also, Coleridge’s disappointment in The Excursion, and the vehemence of his response.

Tonally, of course, the lines ‘To the Nab Well’ are very different. Their melancholy sense that ‘the residues of flesh | Are linked with spirit’ shows both ageing and transcendental leanings (the ‘link’ in ‘linked with spirit’ lacking the vibrancy of ‘from link to link | It circulates’). But this poet’s days have been linked each to each in natural piety, and his signature theme is still the personhood of things. In 1806 he celebrated ‘the speaking face of earth and heaven’ (Prelude, V. 12); in 1826 he still inclines to Nab Well’s ‘gentle aspect’, its benign ‘countenance’.
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CHAPTER 20

THE PEDLAR, THE POET, AND ‘THE RUINED COTTAGE’

PAUL H. FRY

SINCE Helen Darbishire published ‘The Ruined Cottage’ as a poem pre-dating and differing from Book First of The Excursion in 1949, it has come to be considered one of Wordsworth’s most important works. Over this period, the devoted labours of Jonathan Wordsworth, Mark Reed, John Alban Finch, and—most recently and comprehensively—James Butler, Sally Bushell, and Michael C. Jaye have given us a reliable sense of how ‘The Ruined Cottage’ developed.1 The narrative called ‘The Story of Margaret’ or ‘The Ruined Cottage’ as early as 1797 gradually became the poem of 1804, copied out for Coleridge to take with him to Malta, that was adapted for The Excursion.

In broadest outline the story did not alter, and from the outset it was told to the poet by an old man whose profession as an itinerant pedlar made plausible his repeated visits to the rural cottage. The poet encounters this man on the site of the cottage, and hears from him that its last tenant, Margaret, had been happily married to a weaver whose livelihood was threatened by the local poverty ensuing from two bad harvests, who exhausted his own savings during an illness, lost his sense of purpose and soon deserted Margaret to join the army, having left his small enlistment bonus behind, and never returned. Margaret never got the better of her despondency and her longing for her husband, and the pedlar on visiting and revisiting her cottage bears witness to the gradual decline of her garden and housekeeping, the apprenticeship of her older child at a distant farm, her increasing neglect of her younger child who dies in the course of time, her wandering far from home day by day, compulsively asking everyone she meets for news of her husband, and her eventual death.

The fragment Wordsworth read to Coleridge in early June 1797, during the visit to Racedown that cemented their friendship, was a bleak account of an individual’s decline under the influence of social hardships. In all versions of the poem, war with France, conscription for the war (and enlistment in despair like the weaver Robert’s), economic and demographic threats to cottage industries, and the effect of bad harvests remain reasons sufficient for the plight of Margaret. Elements of Gothic remain the strongest generic determinants of the early plot, the ruin itself being a Gothic motif. More specific traces of horror Gothic like the ones to be found in the ‘Salisbury Plain’ poems are featured in a fragment, ‘Incipient Madness’, concerning the compulsive revisiting of a ruined hut by the poem’s crazed speaker, that is considered the most important point of departure for ‘The Ruined Cottage’. (In MS. A, Wordsworth tried to work lines 1–8 and 13–23 of ‘Incipient Madness’ into his description of the pedlar’s visits to the cottage.)2 The subsequent development of the story, however, tempers the role of Gothic and increasingly reflects Wordsworth’s campaign, as expressed in the 1800 Preface to Lyrical Ballads, to counteract the public ‘thirst after outrageous stimulation’, and soon the growing poem announces that it contains none of the moving accidents of flood or field that the degraded readers envisioned by Wordsworth had come to expect.3 Indeed, as even a summary indicates, learning to be serene in the face of moving accidents is precisely the theme of the poem.

Even in its earliest forms the story of Margaret was narrated in the second person. The old man of the first versions is either a ‘stranger’ or, by February–March 1797, an acquaintance (named ‘Armytage’ in MS. D (RCP, 45)) met by chance at the site of the ruin.4 One may question why, for the first time ever, Wordsworth even in his earliest drafts introduces such a speaker, anticipating ‘The Thorn’ and Coleridge’s ‘Ancient Mariner’ soon to come, and at a time when both poets had also been writing dialogue for plays. Suffice it for the moment that in each of these other works the poet is thinking through the pathological implications of experiences well outside the pale of normal experience; hence he buffers such implications, questioning their objectivity while conceding their fascination, by giving them over to another, possibly unreliable voice. Yet in lacking moving accidents and paring down gothic effects, the Story of Margaret is clearly no such work. This is perhaps why critics emphasize its origin in ‘Incipient Madness’: the sane and considerate old man who has visited the cottage must be distinguished from the crazed first-person speaker who visits a ruined cottage in the fragment. That may well be the motive for Wordsworth’s decision to introduce a narrator at the earliest stages of composition. I shall be arguing, however, that the dramatic form that ultimately governs the whole Excursion will acquire an increasingly significant rationale in the intervening years.

Soon enough in revision the narrator becomes an old acquaintance of the poet and is given a history. By the time the gathering materials could be assembled as MS. B (1798), the narrator is an itinerant pedlar still active in his profession, a ‘Cumbrian’ native of the Lake District—to which Wordsworth has not yet returned to live—with a rather exuberant disposition, having roamed the hills with the poet when a schoolboy, singing ‘the songs of Burns’ (RCP, 46). Increasing emphasis is thrown on this figure’s childhood education by his natural surroundings—the ‘ministry of fear’ featured in Books I and II of The Prelude—and in 1802 several passages composed as backdrop for ‘The Pedlar’ were indeed absorbed into the growing Prelude. Most critics have inferred from these borrowings and from much in the general character of the Pedlar at this point in the poem’s development that there is no fundamental difference between the narrator and Wordsworth, who in introducing the old man is simply making himself old enough to have had the successive experiences that the melancholy retrospect of the plot calls for.

I would not deny that at a certain point as late as 1799 this was Wordsworth’s view of the matter, though I suspect that even then something was nagging at him to revise and revise once again a portrait that may, by the time of MS. D (1801–2), have become the material for what he and his sister considered a separate poem, to be called ‘The Pedlar’. Many terse entries in Dorothy’s journal for 1801–2 express concern for Wordsworth’s health, for her own weariness as a copyist, and for the general strain on their domestic comfort—all arising from his labours over ‘The Pedlar’. Some scholars argue that Wordsworth’s circle used this title and ‘The Ruined Cottage’ indiscriminately for both poems, separately or together, throughout this period; but it is worth noting that whenever Dorothy is herself upset about her brother’s obsessive rewriting she speaks of ‘The Pedlar’. If then William was trying to get himself just right during all this revising, why do we hear of no comparable disquietude while he composed ‘the poem on his early life’ from 1798 to 1805? But if, on the contrary, he is trying to describe a sympathetic, reliable figure with a background in some respects similar to his own but at the same time not himself, we may wonder why this was so.

Why, soon enough, did it become so important to introduce this distance? After Wordsworth himself moved back to the Lake District and settled in Grasmere in 1800, a year when no work on ‘The Ruined Cottage’ appears to have been done, the Pedlar ceased to be a Cumbrian and became a Scotsman (January 1802), temporarily named Patrick Drummond, raised among ‘the hills of Athol’ (‘Perthshire’ at first) by a pious mother, or father, or both plus a stepfather, with from one to three siblings, as a Presbyterian, a grave liver like the leech gatherer who no longer sings the songs of Burns but rather ‘old songs’, ‘Psalms and religious anthems’ (MS. E, 59). To be sure, despite his Calvinist background he does at the same time continue to share—as in earlier drafts—Wordsworth’s ‘natural piety’, pantheistic or otherwise, and his intimation of ‘the One Life’ seems to trump his conservative Christian upbringing, with its emphasis on ‘the written promise’ (MS. E, 213), so that it is almost as though he has forgotten the scriptural basis of his faith, with a certain tension implied between conventional and spontaneous forms of worship:


      in such high hour

Of visitation from the living God,

He did not feel the God, he felt his works.

Thought was not. In enjoyment it expir’d.

Such hour by prayer or praise was unprofan’d;

He neither prayed, nor offer’d thanks or praise;

His mind was a thanksgiving to the Power

That made him: it was blessedness and love.(MS. E, 202–8)



Every version of ‘The Ruined Cottage’ we have locates consolation for Margaret’s unhappy story in the perdurability, beauty, and ghostly intimations of the natural world itself, not in any overt hope for the afterlife or for any other world elsewhere. Only in the latest revisions of The Excursion, in response to ‘Christopher North’s’ (John Wilson’s) complaint of 1842 that there is no decidedly Christian doctrine in the poem (Wilson must have been nodding by the time he got to the Pastor!)—only in those latest revisions do we find, somewhat implausibly, that even in the throes of despondency (as when, for example, ‘for my hope she did not thank me’) Margaret’s ‘soul’ was ‘Fixed on the cross’ (CExc, 35n.). Undoubtedly this is tacked on, and not a necessary part of the Pedlar’s antinomian transports as we have known them hitherto. Yet even without such pious revisions, consistent as they may be after all with the severer side of the Pedlar’s religious upbringing, we cannot disregard the pains Wordsworth has taken to give even a narrator who fully shares his own youthful nature worship a profile not his own.

I have never seen it remarked that at the time Wordsworth removes his Pedlar from Cumbria to Scotland, he introduces in other poems a new imaginary father-figure to accompany him on his schoolboy rambles around Hawkshead: a lusty singer like the Pedlar of earlier drafts but subject also to un-philosophical mood swings. This is the schoolmaster Matthew, a grief-stricken father bereft of his daughter, who eventually dies and is the subject of a series of elegies falling just short of the Lucy poems in intensity. Matthew’s vocation as schoolmaster is attempted unsuccessfully and rejected by the Pedlar in every draft of his biography that mentions it at all. Commentators fail to ask why. Why did the future Pedlar hate the daily propinquity of others in a small room so much? No doubt this was one of the vocations Wordsworth himself rejected during the difficult years of truancy in the Alps, France, and London when his family kept exhorting him, as families do, to get a job. But it is in the impulsive Matthew, a devoted angler who is not averse to leisure and who certainly can not ‘afford to suffer | With them whom he saw suffer’ (first in MS. E, 338–9) that we encounter a figure whose character closely resembles, not that of the Pedlar, but the character of the impulsive, comfort-loving and sociable young poet in ‘The Ruined Cottage’. Someone like this figure does in fact straggle into ‘The Pedlar’ from 1802 until 1804—after Sara Hutchinson on 27 January 1802 had sent Wordsworth the information about her childhood guardian James Patrick that lent detail to the newly Scottish Pedlar—but Wordsworth does not retain these lines in any later revisions. In this passage a little girl of ten (Sara, presumably) visits the Pedlar daily and coaxes him with kisses to sing of ‘Love-Gregory, William Wallace, & Rob Roy’ (MS. E, 87). That is the sort of thing that Matthew does for all the children of Hawkshead, but is most unlike anything we know of the Pedlar once he has left off singing the songs of Burns.

It remains for these introductory remarks to account for the story of Margaret itself, reunited already with the profile of the Pedlar in MS. E, that Coleridge carried off to Malta as MS. DM in 1804. The balance, as many call it, that Wordsworth has achieved in this version consists in his having made of the Pedlar, soon to be called instead ‘the Wanderer’ (DC MS. 71; in revision he has achieved a permanent subsistence and no longer carries merchandise when he travels), a figure who can temper and chasten the excessive emotion of his youthful listener, the Poet, reminding him that the only use of a melodramatic story is to find in it ‘a power to virtue friendly’, not to wallow in the outrageous stimulation it may provide. At the end of the poem the Poet seems convinced, tranquillity of heart is restored, and both figures turn together to fresh woods and pastures new. The Pedlar has admitted to earlier feelings of helplessness and grief, as though acknowledging his present pupil in his former self, but although even now he wonders ‘why…a tear [should] be in an old Man’s eye’ (first MS. B, 250), he for the most part models tranquillity in the face of suffering.

Not all critics, however, prefer the poem of 1803–4 that reincorporates the early life of the Pedlar, the one that points toward Book I of the Excursion.5 Jonathan Wordsworth argues that the best-balanced version of the poem is the Ruined Cottage story in MS. D (1801–2), minus the life story of the Pedlar and the philosophical amplification of his views, which are copied out by Dorothy Wordsworth as a separate poem in MS. D.6 In his view, that is, the consolatory equanimity that both speaker and listener feel to be symbolized by the persisting spear-grass is enough to attenuate the pathos of the story. It is after all the Poet, not the Pedlar, who speaks of ‘the calm oblivious tendencies of nature’ (MS. D, 504–5); and arguably this faith in the continued presence of non-human things, overtaking transitory efforts at human cultivation such as Margaret’s garden, is the only elegiac comfort the poem in any version has to offer. The transformation that speaker and listener experience in common is their gradual reconciliation with a nature that initially seemed hostile: flies, excessive heat, mud, and crackling gorse on the ‘bare wide Common’, together with the gloomy impression of decay surrounding the ruin and the neighbouring well, are replaced by a pervasive atmosphere of peace. The evidence for this transformation is carefully detailed by Wordsworth. The ‘spear-grass’ that concludes the scene at the cottage as a reconciling symbol had made in the Pedlar’s voice a pointedly less comforting scene-setting appearance in MSS. B and D: ‘this poor hut…offers to the wind | A cold bare wall whose earthy top is tricked | With weeds and the rank spear-grass’ (MS. B, 158–62).7

This approach to the poem is certainly persuasive. If one agrees with Jonathan Wordsworth, it is very difficult to see what the amplified role of the Pedlar in other versions, with his dour Christian upbringing resting uneasily alongside his more imaginative and intuitive commitment to ‘the One Life’, is actually for. An undertone of honest bafflement is heard from time to time in even the most perceptive critics confronting the story itself, unhelped as they seem to be by the Pedlar’s guidance in making sense of it. In a fine essay of 1965, Cleanth Brooks says he is ‘not at all sure’ what the point of the story is; and Stephen Gill recently has acknowledged that the questions the poem raises are, ‘though not unanswerable, very difficult to answer’.8 In response to the Gothic melodrama that the story could have been, and of which traces indeed remain, the listener and reader unmoved by the Pedlar’s obscure warnings may continue simply to gratify their emotions, justifying their indulgence perhaps as a healthy catharsis.

But the Pedlar does insist that we consider such tales worthwhile only if we see through their seductive pathos and discover ‘the power’ in them, ‘to virtue friendly’. It is perhaps not easy to guess what this power might be, but—urged on by Gill’s bracing insistence that such questions are not unanswerable—I will guess that the ‘power’ is empathy. Surely empathy has more to do with virtue than what commentators have often called ‘equanimity’. Consider what a perilously fine line is traversed by Reeve Parker’s understanding of the storyteller’s role as ‘the achievement of equanimity (not indifference) in the face of recollected misery that Wordsworth celebrates in his wanderer’.9 Starting with De Quincey, the charge of indifference, not equanimity, has surfaced in the commentaries.10 Most acutely in reaction to the profit-and-loss notion that the Pedlar ‘could afford to suffer | With them whom he saw suffer’, this is an issue that in the end will move us to view Book I of The Excursion not just in relation to earlier manuscripts but also in relation to the entire poem of which it has become a part.

The story itself, in any case, does not just concern Margaret’s protracted decline and death. It is a depiction, both in her husband Robert and in her, of psychological deracination. The narrative tears Robert away from his roots after a period of feverishly unanchored activity—‘He blended, where he might, the various tasks | Of summer, autumn, winter, and of spring’ (MS. E, 504–5)—and leaves Margaret, traversing her neighbourhood in a daze, increasingly a stranger to her continued rootedness, as much a wanderer as the narrator. The story is also a study of unbalanced passion, with Margaret’s longing for Robert, hopeless as she soon enough realizes but impossible to give up, displacing—as she is quite well aware—all natural feeling for her children and for the daily rhythms of life. As these characteristics develop through the drafts, portrayed in finer gradations of decline as Wordsworth keeps adding to the number of the Pedlar’s return visits to the cottage, we see Wordsworth moving away from the sufficient causes of socio-political factors and towards a focus—one is tempted to call it novelistic—that shows outward circumstance to be modified by the vagaries of temperament.11 In a neighbouring cottage a man like Robert might not have bolted for the army and a woman like Margaret might have recovered some balance of feeling after her loss. The story of Margaret becomes less a protest poem and more a Character, or portrait of a lady, which resembles in kind, after all, the Character of the Pedlar that introduces it. As a supplement to the opinion of Jonathan Wordsworth one therefore needs to point out that the unity of MS. DM, as of Book I, consists in its delineation of a group of characters, including the Poet, who lack the Pedlar’s equanimity because they are subject to passion.

Even those critics who acknowledge limitations in the Wanderer’s character leave in place the consensus that the Poet, or ‘speaker’, is a figure whose role in the poem (and to a lesser extent in The Excursion as a whole) consists in being educated by a mentor.12 Coleridge was the first to complain about the dramatic structure of ‘The Ruined Cottage’, seeing it as an immense loss that the intended philosophical poem of which this was to be a part—The Recluse—would fail to present one central speaker, a philosophical poet, who would glorify the truths Coleridge was waiting to hear. Nothing could be gained from ‘ventriloquizing through another man’s mouth’ (Table Talk (1853), VI, 403).13 Perhaps what Coleridge means is what many have dismissively said about The Excursion ever since: the poem is not dramatic because whoever speaks, it’s still unmistakably the ‘ventriloquizing’ Wordsworth whom we hear. But surely what Coleridge means in context is that it weakens a philosophical poem to be—however respectably ancient the genre—a philosophical dialogue. The relativism countenanced if not encouraged by such a dialogue was not part of Coleridge’s system, but it seems to have been part of Wordsworth’s.

In that case, in registering his complaint Coleridge saw clearly, much more clearly than we apparently do, just how truly dramatic the poem was, and was to become. As a former playwright, he knew that dialogue does not consist in perfect minds haranguing imperfect ones, even when the imperfect ones, like the alazons of Plato’s dialogues, venture to respond. Dialogue consists in the give and take of minds with something to say for themselves, some of what is said being no doubt preferable to the rest, but all of it needing to be heard. In other words, if ‘The Ruined Cottage’ really is dramatic, as Coleridge complained, then we must expect that the presence of other characters (and after all Margaret speaks for herself too, for the most part with admirably acute, if helpless, self-awareness) will impose perspective on what the Pedlar says. What the Poet thinks and does must matter, too. It must be considered at least plausible to range oneself on the side of those who can not afford to suffer—or rather who unavoidably do suffer—with them whom they see suffer. I would admit that The Ruined Cottage considered alone does not fully explain why this is the case, although Margaret’s mourning for her lost domestic life in itself may give us a clue; and that is one of the reasons why my approach to the poem must now, as it has in the past, look forward from Book I as well as backward.14

Wordsworth said in the Fenwick note to The Excursion that he considered the Wanderer (the former Pedlar) to be ‘an idea of what I fancied my own character might have become in his circumstances’ (cited in RCP, 17). But Wordsworth did not suppose himself to have been in those circumstances or that his character was now or had ever been the Wanderer’s, and that is what we overlook when we infer from the note that, as we nowadays say, he ‘identifies with’ the Wanderer. In the first place there was the matter of class. It is easy to forget that the orphaned, impecunious, and footloose young Wordsworth came from a family of substance and was destined for Cambridge from the time of his placement in the Hawkshead School. The Pedlar by contrast is a rustic like those who populate Lyrical Ballads. He grew up tending livestock and there was never any question of advanced schooling, although his intelligence and his aptitude for reading did qualify him for a schoolmaster, urged on—until the passage was removed from Book I in 1827—by a stepfather who was the local schoolmaster. For a young person in such circumstances the decision to be a pedlar was not eccentric, and Wordsworth’s defensiveness about this character’s capacity for philosophic sentiment (responding to the incredulity of friends and critics alike) should not prevent us from noticing, especially in the early drafts, that the old sage is inclined to address the poet as ‘Sir’, anticipating his unctuous deference (his ‘mild respectful air | Of native cordiality’ (CExc, 179)) to the well-born Pastor (who receives him ‘with graceful mien’ (CExc, 179)) later in The Excursion. The Wanderer is like a trusted family retainer.

Wordsworth in other words is not supposing naively that his all-wise Pedlar is classless, as his critics derisively claimed. He is only saying, in defiance of neoclassical strictures about literary decorum, that a person suited by birth for a pedlar’s trade—‘He was now summoned to select the course | Of humble industry that promised best | To yield him no unworthy maintenance’ (CExc, I. 334–6, p. 57)—is nevertheless capable of refined and lofty sentiment: ‘He possessed | No vulgar mind though he had passed his life | In this poor occupation’ (MS. B, 65–7). It is interesting indeed that among other signs of tone-deafness revealed during the Wanderer’s socially conservative diatribes of Books VIII and IX, there is his complete failure to notice that the ‘shy compeer’ of the Pastor’s son, a low-bred chum, has a crush on his friend’s sister and is bound to feel hurt when told, by his fellow rustic clown, that when he grows up he will naturally move in a different sphere from that of his genteel playmates.

The Wanderer’s dullness of response to the symptoms of adolescence, like his failure to register the sexual frustration in Margaret’s melancholy,15 brings us to the second fundamental difference between the Pedlar and the Poet, one that is again clarified only as The Excursion unfolds but is already integral to what one might call the structural logic of ‘The Ruined Cottage’. The Pedlar lives outside the zone of the erotic, not to mention the domestic. He has never married and has no close human ties. It is of course chiefly for this reason that he could ‘afford to suffer’ with others, and one might say in his praise that this is what qualifies him for a kind of sainthood, like Jesus and also like St Basil in ‘The Tuft of Primroses’, composed for ‘The Recluse’ and in part absorbed into The Excursion. This is after all what ‘vicarage’ means; but Jesus and the martyred saints must certainly alter one’s sense of what it means to suffer vicariously. Does the Wanderer rise to that standard? To ‘leave father, mother, wife, children’, etc., as Jesus encouraged his disciples to do, is to free oneself to suffer with—and for—all mankind. But it also tempts us to feel that a gulf of unshared experience has been opened up.

The tragedy of Margaret and Robert turns on the abrupt end of a marriage. As The Excursion unfolds, the Solitary’s woes begin with the death of his wife and family, the Pastor’s ‘epitaphs’ of Books VI and VII almost exclusively concern domestic relations and incidents, the Pastor and his wife are a model couple, and—to complete the pattern, we learn that the Poet, like Wordsworth after 1802, enjoys ‘the blessings of domestic love’—although, like Wordsworth after his sojourn in France, he has withdrawn from ‘the passions of the world’ (CExc, V. 57, 50; p. 168). Wordsworth is not as reticent about the relation between passion—including imaginative passion—and the erotic as many critics appear to be. With this in mind, it helps to compare two Wordsworthian passages concerning the experience of a youth of eighteen years. The first describes the Wanderer (when he was still the Pedlar, the experience took place ‘before his twentieth year was pass’d’ (tr. MS. D, 63v, 8)); the second is Wordsworth’s description of himself during his first summer vacation from Cambridge in The Prelude, Book IV (composed probably 1803–4), preceding his ‘morning of election’. Concerning the Wanderer:


And thus before his eighteenth year was gone

Accumulated feelings press’d his heart

With an encreasing weight: he was o’erpow’r’d

By his own nature, by the turbulence

Of his own heart, by mystery, and hope,

And the first virgin passion of a mind

Communing with the glorious universe.(MS. M, 298–304)



This is much the way Wordsworth felt when he walked through the dawn and vowed to be ‘a dedicated spirit’. But unlike the Wanderer, Wordsworth says he had had a youthfully sociable summer, a ‘vague heartless chace | Of trivial pleasures’ (Prel-NCE, 1805, IV. 304–5), seemingly out of tune with his earlier solitary joys. In a flash of insight, however, he realizes that there was in fact somehow a link between social dissipation and the wellsprings of his vocation:


            I had passed

The night in dancing, gaiety and mirth—

.  .  .  .  .  .

        and here and there

Slight shocks of young love-liking interspersed

That mounted up like joy into the head,

And tingled through the veins.(Prel-NCE, 1805, IV. 319–27)



In the ensuing dawn, while walking home, Wordsworth notes, among other glorious effects, that ‘The sea was laughing at a distance’ (Prel-NCE, 1805, IV. 333). We are to suppose that one set of emotions, the erotic, leads to the other, the sublimated ecstasy of Naturgefühl, and to note that the bridge, the common denominator, is ‘joy’. The comparable feeling of the Wanderer, by contrast, is a ‘virgin passion’, entirely sublimated. He is wholly unconscious that the feelings that ‘pressed his heart’ are complex—strange fits of passion, to say the least—and in the solemnity that envelops him experiencing such moments and all others, we perceive what is lacking in his makeup: mirth, not to mention an inclination for domestic ties. Even Robert when far beyond mirth ‘whistled many a snatch of merry tunes’ (MS. B, 215), but the Wanderer has done nothing of the sort since in the course of revision the songs of Burns fell silent. Why does he not offer to marry Margaret? This may be unfair, as we do not know whether Robert is still alive, yet the quality I have here emphasized that sets the Wanderer apart from the poet and everyone else would make it seem unlikely that it would ever occur to him to propose marriage. Certainly he has never had such a thought before.

He is a grave liver (‘Pure livers were they all, austere and grave’ (MS. E, 111), still influenced in temperament if not in doctrine by ‘the Scottish church’. Consider the terms in which he chastises emotional excess even before his puritan upbringing comes to be emphasized in revision: it is ‘“a wantonness”’ to ‘“hold vain dalliance”’ with misery, ‘“a momentary pleasure”’, ‘“barren of all future good”’ (first in MS. B, 280–5). In wanting no part of that sort of feeling, the Wanderer makes plain in the ensuing passage that for him ‘virtue’ (‘a power to virtue friendly’ (MS. B, 288)) has something of the inflection that it had for Pamela and Shamela. His religion—or temperament—lacks the urbanity, the willingness to unbend, and above all the awareness of fallibility, of the need to live with uncertainty, that belongs both to the class and the religion of the Pastor:


‘Love, admiration, fear, desire, and hate,

Blind were we without these: through these alone

Are capable to notice or discern

Or to record; we judge, but cannot be

Indifferent judges.’(CExc, V. 491–5, p. 180)



The Pastor, whose orthodoxy is grounded in this sort of scepticism (hence indicates for the Solitary an alternative path for scepticism to take), is perhaps even less the youthful Wordsworth than the Wanderer is. But consider what a very different guide to our emotions the Pastor would have been in ‘The Ruined Cottage’. If that poem is a protracted epitaph, with its appointed narrator, it is reserved for the Pastor to ‘pronounce authentic epitaphs’ (as the Wanderer asks him to do) in sympathy with his all too human parishioners in Books VI and VII. The Wanderer has been spiritually ennobled by his upbringing and his feeling for nature, much as Wordsworth has been, but unlike the typical adolescent Wordsworth recalls himself to have been, the Wanderer has also been scarred by austerity. He has certainly been moved by suffering (indeed he still is, even while warning the poet against the excesses of sympathy), but for him neither sympathy nor any other emotion—except sublimation in spiritual transport—is anything like a passion.

What then of the Poet? If the Wanderer really is the author’s spokesperson, why is the Poet necessary at all? The overt drama of The Excursion as a whole consists in the struggle to redeem the soul of the Solitary. One could imagine the Wanderer undertaking this reclamation project in his own voice. To look at matters then from a different angle from that of Coleridge (and Jonathan Wordsworth), the real question might not be ‘Why the Wanderer?’ but rather ‘Why the Poet?’ Of course the question has answers, many of which we have touched on. He is needed, it is said, to mediate as a listener the reader’s tendency to wallow in emotion.16 He is also the voice of inexperience, still too easily oppressed by external circumstances, such as the discomfort of crossing the bare wide common as the poem begins. Yet all such answers entail the premise that his viewpoint has no merit other than its openness to correction—with the corollary premise that the Poet can contribute nothing to qualify the Wanderer’s wisdom. Again, I have elsewhere discussed this topic at length as it is reflected in The Excursion as a whole. On this occasion, then, I shall try to tease a more balanced drama out of The Ruined Cottage when reunited with ‘The Pedlar’, pointing toward Book I of The Excursion viewed as a poem in its own right. I shall argue that the ‘reconciliation’ taught by the poem is not taught exclusively by the Wanderer but is rather shared by Poet and Narrator, having been arrived at from different directions.

To see the Poet afresh, I suggest that one must revisit the literary cues by which his behaviour is frequently accompanied. The poet is fond, or over-fond, of pastoral otium. In the Virgilian tradition the wish for tranquil repose is the natural offshoot of hard labour, and provides the opportunity to sing. This tradition is still very much alive in the ‘happier he’ topos (beatus ille), the obverse of which is the Poet declaring ‘Other lot was mine’, having imagined a fortunate soul, happier far, who ‘Extends his careless limbs along the front | Of some huge cave’ with a fine view (first MS. B, 17, 9–10; later cut, restored in Excursion I). But leisure of this kind, the romantic indolence favoured in due season by both Wordsworth and Coleridge and featured as the setting for the Dream of the Arab in Prelude V, comes shadowed by Spenserian warnings (‘careless’), as it were marking the transition from pastoral to epic. Well and good if the Poet is Colin Clout, but if he is Redcrosse, we know that rest from toil is rarely sanctioned; and when it is untimely it lands him in the clutches of Duessa, or of Orgoglio. This must leave us wondering, just as the Poet’s eagerness to fling himself down on the first enticing bed of turf makes us wonder throughout The Excursion, which generic signals should guide us through the poem.

After all, the Wanderer rests too: ‘on the Cottage Bench, | [He w]as lying in the shade as if asleep’ (MS. E, 20–1). His wet hat-brim shows him to have slaked his thirst, as does the Poet as soon as the Wanderer tells him where to find water. The Poet very plainly prefers comfort to discomfort, however, whereas the Wanderer, inured to hard travel in all seasons, appears rather to accept rest as a timely reward, and in any case even in such moments displays continued moral vigilance: he is not actually asleep. Our Spenserian antennae are alerted throughout this poem to activities, or inactivity, out of season (as exemplified by Robert’s capricious behaviour), and indeed we can view the Wanderer as the arbiter of the out-of-season—caprice, slackening, neglect of seasonal chores, and misplaced emotion being his themes and his means of imposing structure on Margaret’s rather linear story. We are likely to feel that when the Poet says he ‘turned aside in weakness’ (MS. D, 495), he has betrayed himself into the ranks of those whose downfalls occasion his unregulated sympathy. It remains a question, however, whether the Poet and the Wanderer belong to quite the same genre.

The answer is significantly rendered a difficult one because in outlook these two have a curious tendency to trade places. If the consolatory lesson of the spear-grass is taught climactically by the Wanderer, and if it is he who says, rather surprisingly for one so carefully attuned to the life of things, ‘She sleeps in the calm earth, and peace is here’ (MS. D, 512), it is the Poet who has already spoken of ‘the calm oblivious tendencies | Of Nature’. If the Poet is moved immoderately but knows he shouldn’t be, the Wanderer for his part is likewise, as we have seen, still visibly moved by his story even though he makes a great point of knowing he shouldn’t be. The two appear to converge on the same conclusion, in short; but here is the difference: the Wanderer attains his serenity along a Spenserian path that hints at moral and spiritual allegory. The consolation he finds in the enduring tranquillity of nature is spiritualized, shot through with the conviction that the One Life persists, and that the emblematic potential of his present surroundings breathes life into all things, perhaps even the dead, who may ‘sleep’ as though alive, like the houses in ‘Composed on Westminster Bridge’. The Poet by contrast is focused on the life of the body. We hear nothing from him of the spiritual, or of spirit in things, except in the formative youthful experiences he eloquently ascribes to the Wanderer. We take notice instead of a certain blithe simplicity, call it perhaps an anti-intellectual tendency in his care for the body and its comforts. He is subject to passion in the same way he is subject to fatigue, thirst, and the swarming of flies around his face. He feels for others because he can all too vividly imagine their plight as his own. He is Margaret, feeling for her ‘a brother’s love’ beyond what the Wanderer can or feels that he should muster. The consolation he himself can find, then, coincident with and oddly the same as the consolation the Wanderer instructs him to find, comes not from Spenser or the residual effects of a pious childhood but rather from Virgil and the sense that otium is a state continuous with the ultimate rest of the body, and with the repose as well of the picturesque ruin that appears more and more tranquil, less desolate, and more sufficient unto itself as the poem progresses. Having reached the same conclusion from different paths, Wanderer and Poet turn away from the ruin on the same path, and earn rest at the same time.

Although I cannot argue with Jonathan Wordsworth’s demonstration that after 1802 Wordsworth introduced more and more turgid writing to the revisions of ‘The Ruined Cottage’, I would claim nonetheless that the best balance was achieved when the characters of the Wanderer and the Poet were most fully delineated. Hence it was wise to restore ‘The Pedlar’ to the Story of Margaret (if indeed we are to suppose that they were ever meant to remain separate), and to work as hard as possible to show how and why the two characters differ from each other and in some degree complement each other. When the poem becomes Excursion I—which it is difficult to view any longer as an ‘independent’ poem for this reason—the Poet is being groomed for a qualifying role in the drama to come. The Poet who tries unsuccessfully to get the Wanderer to join him at a country fair, who delights in a child’s playhouse to which the Wanderer seems indifferent, who flings himself with Spenserian imprudence on all the aforementioned beds of turf, who says ‘Happy he’ more often than anyone else, who falls silent whenever an intellectual or eschatological dispute is afoot, who in Book IX is privately vouchsafed the opinion of the Pastor’s wife that the Wanderer’s eloquence is as evanescent as a reflection in a pool, and who then impulsively seizes the oars from the boys when a picnic has been proposed (boat-stealing once again!)—the Poet is there to sing the body electric, to yield up moral questions not in despair any longer (as in The Prelude), but rather as a child.

The poet Wordsworth is getting older by 1810, when work on The Excursion picks up momentum. Comfortably established, he no longer feels the youthful resentments of his Solitary (a refugee from ‘Lines left upon a Seat’). He is starting to value the comforts of received religion, and wonders whether the visionary imagination as espoused by the Wanderer (and Coleridge), with its shaping, veridical power, is quite the same thing as the religion of the Pastor. His politics have changed, and he now sees the subordination of rank as essential to the organic health of rural communities, a viewpoint that reinforces his admiration for the Pastor and his wife. Eventually in Book IX, the Wanderer falls silent and never speaks another word. The Pastor is henceforth the authorized speaker, but the Poet has seized the oars, and these two very different figures express parallel views: the Pastor’s vespers address a sunset reflected from an absent sun as a parable of the deus absconditus, and the Poet concludes the poem by describing a diminished evening sky, lacking in splendour but making room for ‘inferior lights’. Yet this Poet, who is no more ‘Wordsworth’ than the Wanderer is (let us agree that they are yet they aren’t Wordsworth), is still a child, as unformed and immature now as he was in ‘The Ruined Cottage’. He is a reconsideration of the visionary child in The Prelude—and in the Pedlar’s biography—focused now chiefly on glad animal movements, a happy or impulsively unhappy camper but not at all necessarily nature’s priest, das Kind im Manne rather than father to the man. He knows as little as possible rather than as much, and thus resting in Abraham’s bosom he sets as good an example for the Solitary as their loquacious companion. With the help of this retrospect, it seems to me that the array of viewpoints here outlined can already be glimpsed as The Ruined Cottage becomes Excursion ‘Book First’.
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CHAPTER 21

THE ‘I’ IN THE PRELUDE

ANTHONY JOHN HARDING

I

THE poem that many readers now consider Wordsworth’s greatest single achievement had its beginnings in fragmentary recollections of the poet’s childhood and youth. Its earliest versions were written as preparation before embarking on another, more ambitious and philosophical work, ‘The Recluse’. Already in 1804, however, there were indications that completing ‘The Recluse’ would pose almost insuperable difficulties; and subsequently, with Coleridge away in Malta, continuing to work on the narrative of his own life seemed the more rewarding option. Still, Wordsworth remained ambivalent about the poem, pointing out that it was ‘unprecedented in literary history that a man should talk so much about himself’. By his own wish, it remained unpublished until after his death.

In the early 1800s, even prose autobiography was seen as a new and untried genre, and there were no precedents for the long autobiographical poem. In a letter of 25 December 1804 to Sir George Beaumont, Wordsworth refers to the work as ‘a Poem…on my earlier life or the growth of my own mind taken up upon a large scale’ (EY, 518). To Wordsworth himself, it was the poem ‘on the growth of my own mind’, but in the 1830s Wordsworth’s close associates began to refer to ‘his long auto-biographic Poem’ or ‘his grand autobiographical poem’.1 In this they were followed by twentieth-century critics, who ranked The Prelude alongside other nineteenth-century autobiographical narratives of the development of a single, mature self, surviving the struggles and errors of youth to find the assured faith of maturity. For such critics, as Linda Anderson has argued, autobiography appears to offer ‘an unmediated and yet stabilizing wholeness for the self’.2 Such an approach assumes also that in an autobiographical work, author, narrator, and protagonist are one and the same. Indeed, for many this unity still constitutes the definitive quality of autobiography. Since the 1970s, however, such assumptions have been questioned, and for most critics, are no longer tenable. M. H. Abrams says of the 1805 Prelude that the ‘supervising idea’ of the poem ‘shapes it into a structure in which the protagonist is put forward as one who has been elected to play a special role in a providential plot’.3 But even Abrams has to concede that what is known of the process of its composition makes it difficult to see the protagonist of this ‘providential plot’ as anything other than a fictive self, a ‘construction’. Kenneth R. Johnston, emphasizing the way that Wordsworth’s exile and isolation in Goslar, in the winter of 1798–9, forced him to take up writing recollections of his childhood as a form of self-preservation, comments: ‘Rarely have home thoughts from abroad resulted in such a magnificent creation of a literary personality’.4

Rather than diminishing or belittling the significance of a work such as The Prelude, then, the questioning of the ‘autobiographical subject’ initiated by the new textual criticism (whether bolstered by poststructuralist theory or not) can lead the twenty-first-century reader to appreciate the ‘I’ in The Prelude as, in a real sense, part of the achievement of the poem. Whatever its origins in the life of William Wordsworth, the ‘I’ becomes in the manuscripts a poet’s ‘I’, and the narrative a poetic telling. In the early drafts, the narrator’s ‘I’ takes numerous forms, and in various episodes, or even in the very same one, can refer to different phases of life and kinds of subjectivity. The trapper of birds (‘from snare to snare I plied | My anxious visitation’) is not the same ‘I’ who remarks, retrospectively and with a note of humour, in the same episode, ‘I was a fell destroyer’(Prel-2, p. 231, MS. V). Yet other passages sketch a fragmentary mythos of self-formation, referring to those ‘genii’ or ‘spirits’ which ‘when they would form | A favor’d being open out the clouds’, and to certain others that ‘use…| Severer interventions…& of their school was I’ (Prel-2, MS. JJ, p. 83). In the 1804/5 versions, the creation of a single narrative in which many such episodes are linked necessitates the creation of another narrator-subject, who comments on the progress of the story, and meditates on its meaning, both for himself as a follower of the poetic vocation and for the project on which he and Coleridge have embarked together. This narrator-subject could be considered as, in Susan Wolfson’s phrase, ‘his intended or willed self-image’.5 During the extensive rewriting Wordsworth undertook in the 1830s, a further autobiographical self emerged, a creation of the mature Wordsworth’s concern with his poetic legacy. The narrator-subject of the 1850 Prelude takes a longer view, invoking notions of destiny, and of religious faith.

II

Any reader hoping to get a sense of the uniqueness of The Prelude should start by looking at the surviving early manuscript drafts, as reproduced (with transcriptions) in Prel-2 and Prel-13. The point is not to argue for the greater authenticity or poetic value of these drafts, as compared with either the Two-Part Prelude itself or with the thirteen-book or fourteen-book versions. Most readers will already know that the beginnings of The Prelude were anything but confident and assured. Without looking at the early drafts, however, it is hard to appreciate just how experimental, uncertain, and laborious was the process by which the narrative voices that appear in each later version were formed. As Stephen Gill says, ‘the tone of the verse is awed, reverent, above all grateful for the process by which a 10-year-old could hold “unconscious intercourse | With the eternal beauty”’; yet the manuscript, MS. JJ, proceeds in a ‘zig-zag fashion’ (Life, 161). The difficulty lay in reconciling this intense emotional register of reverence and gratitude with a larger narrative structure which would reflect the growth of the mind over a long period, as well as occasionally attending to more mundane subject-matter.

The most significant early drafts also reveal, both directly and indirectly, the crucial roles played by the poet’s sister and his close friend Coleridge in the formation of the poetic voice of the Two-Part Prelude. The interconnections among the Two-Part Prelude, ‘The Ruined Cottage’, ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’, and the conversation poems of Coleridge have often been noted.6 In many respects, the poetic voice that emerges in the early drafts of The Prelude is developed out of such Cowperian and Coleridgean blank-verse poems as ‘The Nightingale’, ‘Fears in Solitude’, and ‘Frost at Midnight’, as well as from Wordsworth’s own descriptive poems, ‘Lines left upon a Seat in a Yew-tree’, ‘Old Man travelling’, and the 1798–9 version of ‘The Ruined Cottage’. Also of particular interest as experiments towards a Prelude-like poetic voice are the fragment ‘I would not strike a flower’, in MS JJ (LBOP, pp. 312–14); ‘There are who tell us that in recent times’, MS 18A (LBOP, pp. 314–16); and ‘When in my bed I lay’, Peter Bell MS 2 (LBOP, p. 316).

In ‘I would not strike a flower’, for instance, there is the transition from reflection on the character of someone the poet knows well (a ‘beloved maid’—almost certainly Mary Hutchinson) to more generalized reflection on the need to reverence the earth:


For she is Nature’s inmate, and her heart

Is everywhere, even the unnoticed heath

That o’er the mountain spreads its prodigal bells

Lives in her love…(LBOP, p. 313)7



It is clear that Mary exemplifies a wisdom from which all can benefit: but the poet still appears to be addressing a circle of intimate friends. The tone is reflective, but not quite that of a thinker or philosopher. Such a blend of philosophizing with the conversational language that would be used among trusted friends justifies using the term ‘Cowperian’.

The sense of a poet seeking his own true voice is still more evident where the imagined interlocutor is Coleridge. The circumstances in which William and Dorothy lived during those months in Goslar are well known. It is relatively easy for a modern reader to imagine William writing lyrics (early versions of ‘She dwelt among the untrodden ways’ and ‘Strange fits of passion’) alongside the blank-verse recollections of his boyhood that were to constitute the narrative core of the Two-Part Prelude. To most modern readers, the autobiographical impulse is familiar: it is deeply ingrained in present-day culture. It is less easy for us to grasp how much was at stake for Wordsworth the poet, in such fragmentary narratives as the ‘Boy of Winandermere’, boat-stealing, snaring woodcocks, and ravens’-nesting episodes, given the kind of ambition he harboured for ‘The Recluse’.

Much of the correspondence exchanged between the Wordsworths at Goslar and Coleridge at Ratzeburg has been lost, but it is clear from what survives that their conversation must have concerned the future direction of a poetry that would reconcile rigorous, historically-informed thought on ‘Man, Nature, and Society’ with human feeling; and more specifically, Coleridge’s hopes and ambitions for Wordsworth’s role in inaugurating this new poetry (Moorman, EY, 443–4).8 The state of alienation of feeling from thought, of ‘heart’ from ‘head’, brought about by the overthrow of the poets’ hopes for social and political change, and more particularly by the state of war their country had suffered from since 1793, was both the primary impulse that drove Wordsworth’s plan for ‘The Recluse’ (in the hope that a poet might be able to offer reasons for optimism, where the political philosophers had failed) and the main obstacle to writing the poem. Such a daunting task required a poetic voice that could arouse readers’ feelings as well as engaging their rational faculties.

The poetical conversation that had started with ‘Frost at Midnight’, and the poets’ sense of a need for a new poetry, addressing the feelings as well as the intellect, were the context out of which the early Prelude fragments grew. Careful reading of the fragmentary recollections that were shaped into the Two-Part Prelude reveals the gradual, hesitant emergence of a narrative persona: an ‘I’ that eventually finds in the writing of the poem a worthy purpose—to ‘give…| A substance and life to what I feel’ (Prel-13, XI. 339–41). As in the middle section of ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’, but with more extended recreations of particular scenes, Wordsworth is taking stock of the experiences and influences that awoke in him the poetic power:


      And when it chanced

That pauses of deep silence mockd my

            skill

Then, often, <sometimes> in that silence while I hung

Listening a sudden <gentle> shock of mild

            surprize

Would carry far into my heart the

            voice

Of mountain torrents…

          (MS JJ, fol. Sr; Prel-2, p. 87)



Addressing Coleridge many years later, in Book VIII of the thirteen-book Prelude, Wordsworth refers to the rather unusual notion (for the time) that the differences in upbringing between the two men would have made them widely different kinds of poet: ‘I had forms distinct | To steady me…|…did not pine | As one in cities bred might do…’ (VIII. 598–9, 605–6). The suggested contrast between Wordsworth’s rural boyhood and the boyhood of his city-bred friend is perhaps a little too pointed, but the remark does help a reader to understand what might have been the poet’s purpose as he composed the Goslar reminiscences.

Another Goslar passage that more explicitly lays claim to the poetic calling invokes those spirits of the hills with whom the boy would hold ‘communion’:


            I believe

That there are spirits which when

         they would form

A favor’d being open out the clouds

As at the touch of lightning

Seeking him with gentle visitation

         and with such

I Though rarely in my wanderings I have

         held

Communion Others too there are who

         use

Yet haply aiming at the self-same end

Severer interventions ministry

Of grosser kind & of their school

         was I

     (MS JJ, fol. Rr, Prel-2, p. 83)



There is nothing here of the ‘spectator ab extra’. The ‘I’ of ‘I believe’ is fully invested in the experiences it claims for itself, and the experiences are at the same time registered as formative for the poet, the ‘favor’d being’. As addressed in the first instance to Dorothy, who took down these lines from her brother’s dictation, and then to Coleridge as the primary intended reader, the lines have the kind of conviction that is born of implicit trust in the audience’s sympathy. The ‘I’ is immersed in recollected experience. The Wordsworthian poet affirms that he was made a poet not by language or education, in the usual senses of those words, but by what he would call ‘intercourse’ with the forms and powers of nature, as in the lines ‘A child I held unconscious intercourse | With the eternal beauty…’ (MS JJ, fol. Uv, Prel-2, p. 97).

Nevertheless, the passage as drafted here is bound to raise some questions in a reader’s mind. There is a move from present tense (‘there are spirits’) to past tense (‘of their school was I’) by way of past continuous (‘I have held | Communion’). This creates a distancing effect; not as strong as that of the ‘Boy of Winandermere’ passage, as revised in the 1805 Prelude (where it is revealed that this boy is no longer alive), but still locating these experiences in the past. The poet does claim particular affiliation with the ‘Severer’ powers, which could mean both that he was bold enough, as a boy, to put himself in dangerous situations, and that, as a writer, he now takes the sublime as his particular poetic register and mode. In this draft, the passage continues: ‘And oft when on the withered mountain slope | The frost & breath’, an incomplete line evidently intended to lead into the ‘snaring woodcocks’ episode. However, at an early stage (MS V, 3r–3v) the sequence was altered so that it was ‘boat-stealing’ that immediately followed this allusion to the ‘Severer’ powers.

As has often been noted, both episodes follow a familiar pattern, in which the boy transgresses a boyish code of honour—robbing the snares set by someone else, stealing a shepherd’s boat—and is subsequently haunted by vague fears of retribution, and punishment by nameless preternatural beings. The narratives anticipate the twentieth-century interest in the psychological development of children, and have therefore attracted much commentary.9 Post-Freudian interpretations, however, may lead us away from the poet’s focus on the mythos of self-formation, a mythos that provides a foundation for his poetic practice in the claim that, as a boy, he was especially favoured by ‘spirits of Nature’. As they appear in the 1798–9 drafts, both episodes (‘snaring woodcocks’ and ‘boat-stealing’) narrate, from within the poet’s belief in these ‘spirits’ and ‘familiars’, experiences that seem to prove the exceptional quality of the life he led as a boy. (Richard Gravil notes similarities between Wordsworth’s claims of privileged closeness to the spirits of nature and ancient traditions about the bard Taliesin, suggesting that Wordsworth’s ‘bardic’ vocation, as he conceived it in these years, ‘is authenticated by a mythic poetic education amounting to election, a modern Mabinogion—or tale of the hero’s boyhood’.)10

At this point in the evolution of the poem, however, such claims are addressed to a very restricted circle of readers: they are meant for Dorothy’s eyes, and then for Coleridge’s. This circumstance is probably more important than any possibility that the early drafts might be closer to the actual experiences; and it is clear that the episodes are recollected, or re-created, somewhat differently in different drafts. For example, in the lines leading up to ‘boat-stealing’, Wordsworth hesitates between ‘They guided me’ and ‘She’—that is, Nature—‘guided me’. MS V, a fair copy mostly in Dorothy’s hand, has ‘They guided me’, under which William has inserted ‘surely She was then my Guide’ (MS V, fol. 3v; Prel-2, pp. 236–7), the antecedent of ‘She’ being presumably Nature. Only in the 1805 version (MS A) did the poet settle on ‘Nature’ as the agent that ‘seeks’ the boy, so that ‘They guided me: one evening, led by them’ becomes ‘One evening (surely I was led by her)’ (Prel-2, I. 81; Prel-13, I. 373).

In the narrative of the boat-stealing, the boy sets out as a confident actor, proudly asserting his free agency:


         from the shore

I push’d and struck the oars and struck again

In cadence and my little boat moved on

Just like a man who walks with stately step

Though bent on speed…(MS JJ, fol. Sv; Prel-2, p. 89)



These lines are kept virtually unchanged in 1805 (‘Just like’ becomes ‘Even like’). The evident association and analogy between the rhythmic ‘cadence’ of the action of rowing, and the ‘cadence’ of poetic metre, makes the lines hard to improve on as an example of how a boyhood adventure can lay the foundations of the mature man’s creativity. Remarkably, the group of lines describing how the ‘high cliff’ appears to rise above the horizon also remains relatively unchanged in the later, 1805 version:


  from behind that rocky steep till then

The bound of the horizon just between

The summit & the stars a hug<e> high cliff

As if with voluntary power instinct

Upreared its head…(MS JJ, fol. Tr; Prel-2, p. 91)



The dramatic quality is very powerful here. Just as it asserts itself, the boy’s ‘I’ confronts one of the ‘Severer powers’, one that appears to possess ‘voluntary power’ in its own right.

In other fragments, however, the notion of powers or spirits of nature forming the poet’s self entails not a dramatic confrontation with a mysteriously terrifying antagonist, but an altogether gentler, more inwardly nourishing process, as in these lines (written by Wordsworth on the same page as a version of the passage about spirits that ‘open out the clouds | As at the touch of lightning’), describing the ‘soul | Of our first sympathies’:


      —Oh bounteous power

In childhood, in rememberable days

How often did thy love renew for me

Those naked feelings which when thou wouldst

            form

A living thing thou sendest like a breeze

Into its infant being.(MS JJ, fol. Ur; Prel-2, p. 95)



The lines do not appear in this form in the ‘fair copies’ of what we know as the Two-Part Prelude; but the phrase ‘like a breeze’ contributes to the ‘Bless’d the infant Babe’ passage in Part 2 (‘Like an awakening breeze’, II. 275); ‘rememberable days’ becomes ‘rememberable life’ in the ‘spots of time’ passage (I. 298), and later, ‘Rememberable things’ (I. 420).

The 1798–9 drafts, then, show the poet searching for a version of the ‘I’ that can credibly sustain and link together such a narrative about the early development of his poetic powers. The enterprise is in one respect bound to have a tragic ending, since the ‘I’ that is glimpsed and partly recreated in the Goslar fragments can no longer exist. Wordsworth confronted this inevitable reality when he came to revise the ‘Boy of Winandermere’ episode, included in the five-book and thirteen-book versions (though not in Prel-2). By adding the coda describing the boy’s grave (Prel-13, V. 414–22), he placed a symbolic gulf between the originary experience and himself as narrator.11 Whether this version still has the power to evoke the boy’s intimacy with nature is matter for debate. Some readers may feel that the 1804–5 version is elegiac in tone throughout, emphasizing the losses that time brings; others, that the recreation of the boy’s experience empowers the mature poet’s voice.

Another way of recognizing the pastness of the past self is less obviously elegiac, however. It emerges in those lines in which the present self-consciousness of the poet as he writes seems to call up the self-consciousness of the person he once was, now revived through memory, so that he lives simultaneously in ‘Two consciousnesses’:


A tranquillizing spirit presses now

On my corporeal frame so wide appears

The vacancy between me & those days

Which yet have such self presence in my heart

That some times when I think of them I seem

Two consciousnesses, conscious of myself

And of some other being.(MS RV, fol. 1r; Prel-2, p. 169)



The psychological acumen of this passage—part of the opening of Part 2 of the Two-Part Prelude—has often been pointed out, especially by those interested in the poem as an example of the complex operations of memory.12 If the concept of ‘two consciousnesses’ now seems familiar, it is partly because writers of the next two generations after Wordsworth—among others, Thomas de Quincey (Confessions), and Charles Dickens (David Copperfield, 1849–50)—made it a standard trope. Here, in these lines written at Sockburn in 1799 (Prel-2, 27), it is very far from being a standard trope.

Few passages better demonstrate Stephen Gill’s point about the poem ‘proceed[ing] through a sequence of explorations and tentative statements’13 than the thirty or so lines that were used to introduce the ‘two consciousnesses’ passage in Part 2. First, a recollection of thrilling boyhood games and revelry; then, the thought that, if you remember your childhood and youth, you will never grow proud. Then follow five lines expressing regret that the adult, bound by ‘duty’ and ‘truth’, cannot inspire these ideals with the child’s passion and eagerness. Then, as if affirming his right to say these things because his childhood is still a vivid memory, the poet continues with the claim that despite the ‘vacancy’ intervening between ‘those days’ and the present, the days of his childhood have such ‘presence’ to him that he seems the possessor of two consciousnesses. This is remarkable as being the first time in the composition that the poet has explicitly remarked on the act of recuperation itself. The ‘I’ of the fragmentary recollections, seemingly immersed in such experiences of boyhood as are described in the ‘snaring woodcocks’ and ‘boat-stealing’ passages, is here joined by the ‘I’ of the poet in the act of composition. The two are differentiated from each other, but vitally connected.

The fragile hope of recovering a younger self is revisited some years later, in some lines first drafted in 1803 when Wordsworth returned to work on The Prelude. In the 1804–5 versions, these lines were inserted after the episode at Penrith Beacon:


Oh! mystery of Man, from what a depth

Proceed thy honours! I am lost, but see

In simple childhood something of the base

On which thy greatness stands…(XI. 329–32)



III

Even though Dorothy had sent a version of the ‘skating’ and ‘boat-stealing’ scenes to Coleridge in her letter of 14 or 21 December 1798 (Prel-2, 131), it was not until October 1799 that Coleridge learned of the existence of the autobiographical poem addressed to him (Prel-2, 27). The original opening of Part 2—written in one of the Goslar notebooks, MS 16—refers to the ‘cheering voice’ of Coleridge as giving the poet a new impetus to press on with his task. Stephen Parrish suggests that it was meeting Coleridge in Göttingen, in the spring of 1799, as William and Dorothy were on their way home to England, that helped the poet to ‘[look] back with fresh understanding and forward with fresh resolve’ (Prel-2, 27), even though Wordsworth seems not to have mentioned the autobiographical poem to Coleridge at the time.

Part Two makes the poet’s indebtedness to Nature an explicit theme. Writing of himself as he was in his seventeenth year, he remarks:


         now at length

From Nature and her overflowing soul

I had received so much that all my thoughts

Were steep’d in feeling… (MS V, f 20v; Prel-2, 308–9)



This passage, transferred virtually unchanged into Book II of the Thirteen-Book Prelude, reconstructs the adolescent Wordsworth in the mould of Beattie’s Minstrel, a Wordsworthian self also reflected in some lines describing the Pedlar in early versions of ‘The Ruined Cottage’:


To him was given an ear which deeply felt

The voice of Nature in the obscure wind,

The sounding mountain and the running stream.

To every natural form, rock, fruit, and flower,

Even the loose stones that cover the highway,

He gave a moral life; he saw them feel

Or linked them to some feeling.

(MS B ‘Reading Text’, lines 77–83; RCP, 46)



In the 1799 Prelude, this ‘I’ is established as the achieved self of the narrative, the self towards which all of the fragmentary recollections of the Goslar manuscripts move. It is a self also, in 1799, recognized as defined predominantly by what it has received from Nature; by its attachment to a way of perceiving natural phenomena that is pointedly described (in some rather awkward lines, which Wordsworth nevertheless left virtually unchanged in 1805) as ‘poetic’:


         I still had loved

The exercise and produce of a toil

Than analytic industry to me

More pleasing and whose character, I deem

Is more poetic, as resembling more

Creative agency, I mean to speak

Of that interminable building rear’d

By observation of affinities

In objects where no brotherhood exists

To common minds.

(MS V, fol. 20r; Prel-2, 307; compare Prel-13, II. 396–405)



Yet the sense of being set apart from others, of having an uncommon ability to take pleasure in ‘Nature’s finer influxes’ (MS V, fol. 18r; Prel-2, 299), comes with a cost. Though the concluding lines of Part Two are, in the main, celebratory, affirming ‘a faith | That fails not’ (MS V, fol. 21r; Prel-2, 311), one cannot quite read them as secure or triumphal. As addressed to Coleridge in 1799, and still more as revised and expanded in 1804–5, the poem exposes an acute awareness of the fragility of the self. The poet’s ‘creative sensibility’ (MS V, fol. 19r; Prel-2, 305), which kept him ‘unsubdued’ by the world, has a dark counterpoint, its more rebellious side. Coleridge and Dorothy would both have recognized this destabilizing aspect of creative sensibility, and understood how it must at times have threatened Wordsworth’s sense of himself. It is glimpsed in the lines on the ‘self-sufficing power of solitude’ (added apparently as an afterthought in MS RV (fol. 2r; Prel-2, 172–3), after the description of taking boats to race on Lake Windermere), as well as in some of the ‘spots of time’. The history of the Pedlar goes further, suggesting that to some, the Pedlar’s intense sympathies even had the appearance of madness: ‘Such sympathies would often bear him far | In outward gesture, and in visible look, | Beyond the common seeming of mankind. | Some called it madness’ (MS B, lines 90–3; RCP, 46). The character of the Pedlar, which developed out of successive attempts to render the story of Margaret less appallingly dark and nihilistic, seems to have offered Wordsworth the opportunity to put into words certain habits of mind and mental states that were difficult to fit within the framework of an ‘autobiographical’ narrative, precisely because they could suggest to some readers that the poet had at times suffered from a kind of madness.14

IV

The completion by Mary Hutchinson and Dorothy Wordsworth of fair copies of the Two-Part Prelude, towards the end of 1799, marked the culmination of this phase of work on the poem. A long hiatus followed, broken only by the addition of some introductory materials for what was to become Book I, some sketches of what would become Book III, and revisions to the existing fair copies (manuscripts U and V).15 Possibly by the autumn of 1800, but more likely by the spring of 1801, the lines known as the ‘glad preamble’ had been written out as a prefix to the ‘Was it for this’ opening of Part I.

The next major phase of work began in January 1804. In that month, Wordsworth wrote to John Thelwall ‘I am now after a long sleep busily engaged in writing a Poem of considerable labour, and I am apprehensive least the fit should leave me’ (EY, 432). Most commentators take this as referring to the resumption of work on The Prelude, now being conceived as a five-book poem, though still very much a poem addressed (sympathetically and, in intent, at least, encouragingly) to Coleridge, whose own poetic career seemed to be in the doldrums. A fair copy of the five-book version was sent to Coleridge by 18 March 1804 (Prel-13, I. p. 13). But it appears Wordsworth had already decided that the poem would need to be expanded further. The continuation, written while Coleridge was travelling to Malta and during his residence there, resulted in the thirteen-book Prelude of 1805. As Duncan Wu has suggested, Coleridge’s absence was in one sense fortunate, since it allowed Wordsworth to postpone the writing of ‘The Recluse’ once again, and turn back to the sources of inspiration that had prompted him to begin The Prelude.16

The theme that was touched on in the concluding lines of the Two-Part Prelude—how the poet’s vocation grows from the formative power within the poet’s own mind that communes with external things, gaining nourishment from knowledge of their affinities with each other (Part 2, lines 401–514)—is taken up again in the passages written in the spring of 1804. One attempt to describe the process is these lines from MS W, dating from March, 1804:


To feed his soul upon infinity

To deal with whatsoe’er is dim or vast

In his own nature binding in a frame

Of unity…(MS W, fol. 8v; Prel-13, I. p. 375)



The recognition of an interior, subjective world that is as ‘vast’ as the world we perceive—a potential inner sublimity answering to the sublimity of the exterior world—marks a new phase in the poet’s self-understanding. Material from this manuscript also contributed to two of the episodes that become crucial moments in the thirteen-book Prelude; and both of them relate to the poet’s sense of his vocation.

The first is a recollection of walking home at dawn, after passing the night in ‘dancing, gaiety and mirth’. This well-known passage ends,


         bond unknown to me

Was given, that I should be, else sinning greatly,

A dedicated Spirit. On I walk’d

In blessedness which even yet remains.(Prel-13, IV. 320, 342–5)



The second passage, also drafted in MS W, is the narrative of the ‘Climbing of Snowdon’, which in the five-book version takes its place in the final book, just as it eventually would in the thirteen-book version. The same month (March 1804), Wordsworth also wrote the lines about revisiting Penrith Beacon in 1787 in the company of Dorothy Wordsworth and Mary Hutchinson. The Penrith Beacon episode, with the later reminiscence about revisiting the spot, was assigned to Book V of the five-book version, and was eventually placed in Book XI of the thirteen-book version (XI. 179–343). Evidently, although the seed of the idea was planted in earlier drafts, it was in the spring of 1804 that the consciousness of his poetic vocation emerged more clearly as the unifying theme of the poem.

In the Penrith Beacon passage, as newly expanded, the thought that recollection of a past experience of terror might be invested with a quite different significance, on a second visit to the scene under very different circumstances, leads to the related thought that what we can become as adults stands on the ‘base’ of ‘simple childhood’; and that the poet therefore performs a service not only for himself, but for others too, when he gives ‘A substance and a life’ to what he feels. This in turn is linked with the idea of being a ‘dedicated spirit’, or (as the poet claims in Book III) a ‘chosen Son’ (III. 82); and with the Snowdon passage, reflecting on the scene as emblematic of a mind ‘that feeds upon infinity’ (XIII. 69–70).

The claim of a poetic vocation emerges with considerably more clarity and consistency in the five-book Prelude of 1804, then; and through its intimate connection with the developing concept of Imagination, it becomes the most prominent theme of the 1805 Prelude. In January and February 1804, Wordsworth was envisaging ‘a Poem on my own earlier life which will take five parts or books to complete, three of which are nearly finished’ (EY, 436). By the end of March, however, he was starting to see the poem as attempting considerably more than a reawakening, through poetic description and recollection, of states of feeling he had experienced in boyhood. It became a far more ambitious poem ‘on my own earlier life or the growth of my own mind taken up upon a large scale’, as he puts it in a letter of December 1804 to Sir George Beaumont (EY, 518). The new plan meant continuing the story of his life through his years at Cambridge, including the 1790 walking tour through France to the Alps and Italy, and then to his residence in France in 1791–2, and his return to England in the autumn of 1792.

Readers of the 1805 Prelude often remark on the curiously disengaged quality in Wordsworth’s treatments of Cambridge, London, and even some of his time in France. The ‘I’ narrating these sections appears to have preserved a sense of self that remained largely unaffected by his experiences there. As the focus is on the formation of the poet, and the growth of his sense of poetic vocation, the impressions left by Cambridge and London could be considered as secondary to the main theme. The London experiences, in particular, take some time to mature, though at a later stage Wordsworth does return to the topic with reflections on what London history should mean to an English poet who harbours the kind of ambition he does (for instance, VIII. 678–710). Though not particularly memorable, the lines do acknowledge the poet’s having felt, on his first approach to London, the ‘weight of Ages’ descending on him.

The sense of personal poetic vocation appears most vividly and explicitly in recollections of threshold moments, such as the early-morning walk home described near the end of Book IV; implicitly, in clear allusions to the poetic tradition (such as XI. 445–68, with allusions to Ariosto, Tasso, and Spenser); and transformatively, in those moments when the poet speaks directly to Imagination. The most dramatic instance of such an apostrophe to Imagination occurs in the lines that follow the ‘Crossing the Alps’ narrative in Book VI; since Hartman’s landmark essay of 1962, these lines have been recognized as raising Imagination to a high eminence in Romantic-era thinking about the poet’s role.17Finally, in Book XIII, the sense of poetic vocation returns in passages addressed to Coleridge as fellow-labourer in the task of transmitting the knowledge that only poets can communicate, and to Dorothy as the regenerative, stabilizing presence (X. 908–20, XIII. 428–41).

In the ‘dedication’ passage, as in ‘Crossing the Alps’, it is important that the moment was not recognized as transformative at the time; only later, in retrospect, is its significance realized. As Coleridge would later say when writing about biblical texts, the significance of such events is present ‘by Involution’: that is, remains hidden or ‘involved’ in the record and memory of the event, to be disclosed only later, when the interpreter’s mind has developed the ability to understand it.18 The ‘I’ is here represented as subject to powerful influences that appear to be external to it: ‘vows | Were then made for me’.

This is not a tribute to the influxes of nature, whether gentle and benevolent or severe and terrifying, but a hint that the mind of the poet is ultimately to be dedicated to something that can only be found outside or beyond nature; that, as the poet expresses it in Book VI, ‘Our destiny, our nature, and our home | Is with infinitude, and only there’ (VI. 538–9). For most modern readers, the ‘Crossing the Alps’ narrative and its sequel (VI. 525–48) are the definitive expression of this sense, a revelation that comes to the poet in his solitude, but tells him something about all of humanity: that all human beings have a destiny and home outside or beyond nature (‘with infinitude’). It is not only that Imagination is here identified as the power that presides over the formation of the poet, but also that an inner drama is enacted, as if taking place (as Hartman says) ‘in the very moment of composition’ (605): ‘I was lost as in a cloud, | Halted without a struggle to break through, | And now recovering to my Soul I say | I recognize thy glory’ (VI. 529–32).19 For Hartman, the act of identifying ‘Imagination’ as the agent of revelation here makes this a key moment for High Romanticism. Wordsworth’s ‘I recognize thy glory’ is not asserting that he has a soul superior to others, but rather, that he has discovered something about his own soul that is true of all human souls.

The emphasis placed on such threshold experiences also deepens the seriousness of an apparently more modest claim, ‘The Poet’s soul was with me at this time’ (VI. 55). In an elementary sense, this links the evocation of the young poet’s intercourse with nature to the undergraduate’s preference for reading Spenser and the Italian poets over studying the St. John’s College set texts in mathematics (EY, 52). In a context where Wordsworth claims for himself both ‘inner knowledge’ (VI. 113) and a love of poets in the English tradition, possessing a ‘poet’s soul’ clearly means more than merely dilettantish reading:


         My inner knowledge,

(This barely will I note) was oft in depth

And delicacy like another mind

Sequester’d from my outward taste in books,

And yet the books which then I lov’d the most

Are dearest to me now…(VI. 113–18)



For nineteenth-century readers who wanted to see Wordsworth as, above all, the poet who strove to reconnect humankind with nature, such passages as these might reinforce the view that the deepest springs of Wordsworth’s ‘knowledge’ owed little or nothing to the literary tradition. But this is to ignore some salient features of The Prelude in its longer versions. Both 1805 and 1850 raise the question of what kind of poet Wordsworth is to be; and both devote careful attention to the choice of poetic heritage. As with Milton when he wrote Lycidas, Wordsworth’s literary personality is engaged in a complex negotiation with his chosen predecessors, including Milton himself.

One passage that is especially significant in this regard recounts the young Wordsworth’s visit, in 1794, to the grave of his teacher William Taylor, in the churchyard at Cartmel: ‘He lov’d the Poets, and if now alive | Would have lov’d me, as one not destitute | Of promise’ (X. 510–12). Beside the expression of respect and affection for a beloved teacher, who died at a young age (Taylor was thirty-two when he died in 1786), there is in this passage a sense of an enabling connection with ‘the Poets’, mediated by one who also encouraged the youth’s first hesitant efforts.20 Taylor’s own relative youth at the time of his death surely has a bearing on Wordsworth’s own sense of having reached the age of thirty-four with few achievements to his name, despite the claim to be ‘not destitute | Of promise’.

As the larger narrative unfolds, however, this recollection of early encouragement and of ‘vows’ having been made for him has to confront the profoundly disabling shocks of the mid-1790s, the period when British opposition to ‘the Liberties of France’ had ‘Sour’d, and corrupted upwards to the source | My sentiments’ (X. 759, 761–2). This passage makes it clear that from the perspective of 1804–5 the poet sees the British declaration of war against France as having led to his intellectual and moral as well as emotional disablement. With an allusion to Coleridge’s own figuring of the Revolution as an ox that is goaded into madness, Wordsworth describes his own mind as having been ‘both let loose, | Let loose and goaded’ (X. 862–3).21 The allusion (retained in the fourteen-book Prelude) suggests both that the Wordsworth of 1804-5 still felt a strong self-identification with the French people and their hopes of liberty, and that he believed Coleridge would understand and share in this feeling. His aim is still to observe and reflect the poetry of common life, to an extent unprecedented in English poetry, though as political thinker he no longer considers himself a democrat or a revolutionary. The poet of 1804–5 affirms that ten years previously his trust was not in ‘public measures of the Government’, but ‘in the People … | And in the virtues which mine eyes had seen’ (X. 575, 577–8), which clearly does not mean that Wordsworth still adheres to his former political beliefs. He has given up the hope of building a political system founded on democratic principles, and turned towards a more conservative, ‘Burkean’ politics.22

Still, the poetic identity Wordsworth now chooses for himself is one that wishes to stand with, and take strength from, the common people, as a poet of ‘human nature’. Indeed, when the poet begins to write of his recovery from the effects of the internal conflict unleashed on his mind and feelings by the outbreak of war, he recognizes that henceforth his allegiance would not be to abstract political, theological, or philosophical ideals, but rather to ‘the People’; or, as he puts it, ‘To men, as they are men within themselves’ (XII. 225).

Despite the passing allusion to ‘religious hope’—the Cornell editor’s reading, following MS A (Prel-13, p. 310; XII. 242); the Norton editors read ‘religious faith’—the passage announces a humanist, and humanitarian, project:


Of these, said I, shall be my Song, of these

If future years mature me for the task,

Will I record the praises, making Verse

Deal boldly with substantial things

 .  .  .  .  .  .

         my theme

No other than the very heart of man

As found among the best of those who live

Not unexalted by religious hope…(XII. 231–4, 239–42)



The concluding lines of Book XIII echo, in more overtly religious language, this announcement of the humanitarian aim of ‘The Recluse’, the poetic enterprise in which he represents himself and Coleridge as being ‘joint-labourers’. Wordsworth’s ‘I’ is absorbed in the first-person plural, and (more importantly) the voice seems designed to be overheard by a larger audience: ‘we shall still | Find solace in the knowledge which we have’ (XIII. 435–6). From one perspective, this is generously holding out a hand to a fellow-poet, inviting him to be partner in the great work of raising men from their old ‘servitude’. In the preceding verse paragraph, Wordsworth has indeed referred to the entire Prelude as his ‘Gift’ to Coleridge; and, as if to show that (like Coleridge) he too has borne the burden of intense personal grief, the same lines allude to the death of John Wordsworth in February, 1805.23

Yet this recognition of the need to share one’s grief comes with a qualifier that has too often passed unnoticed. His own grief, Wordsworth says, is one ‘which the frame of mind | That in this meditative History | Hath been described, more deeply makes me feel; | Yet likewise hath enabled me to bear | More firmly’ (XIII. 417–21). In other words, to have a poet’s sensibility is to feel grief more intensely than most men; but also, to have the resources to bear it. The poet may not have felt the death of his brother so profoundly, had he not possessed the mind which this poem describes. Yet, through a kind of recompense, having such a ‘frame of mind’ (the phrase echoes the ‘frame | Of unity’ we met in MS W)—perhaps possessing it more fully now through the very writing of the poem—has enabled him to bear the loss ‘more firmly’. So, in the very act of giving Coleridge the gift of The Prelude, Wordsworth takes care to enhance its value.

As with all autobiographical narrative, consideration of the ‘I’ in The Prelude must finally raise questions about the response of ‘the reader’, or rather, about different responses of various readers.24 For any engaged reading to take place, the reader of such a work is surely required to establish some sort of relationship with the ‘I’, the narrator-protagonist. In the nineteenth-century understanding of the genre, the goal of autobiography was none other than to establish the uniqueness of the narrating self, showing its emergence through the phases of a life now nearing its end. But, given that it is now commonplace to regard The Prelude as a poem ‘in process’, existing in several versions, what happens to the idea of the narrator-protagonist with whom the reader forms a relationship? As reader, does one merely experience successive ‘Wordsworths’ in successive versions of the poem? Or does the reader see the poem-in-process as an integral part of the making of ‘Wordsworth’: the textual construction of a self through the writing of the autobiographical work? Whether it is approached primarily as autobiographical narrative or as poem—not that these are entirely exclusive categories—the value of The Prelude may ultimately lie in its ability to raise such questions for successive generations of readers.
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CHAPTER 22

THE PRELUDE AS A PHILOSOPHICAL POEM

MARK J. BRUHN

THE question of The Prelude’s status as a philosophical poem ought not to be vexed. If, as Samuel Taylor Coleridge claimed, ‘the postulate of philosophy and at the same time the test of philosophic capacity, is no other than the heaven-descended Know thyself!’ (CCBL, I. 252), then The Prelude must in fact be William Wordsworth’s most philosophical poem. Yet it was Coleridge himself who cast the first doubt by pronouncing upon Wordsworth’s capacity to write the philosophical poem, ‘The Recluse’, which The Prelude evidently is not.1 The Prelude may be an ‘appendix’, ‘tributary’, or ‘ante-chapel’ to that mostly imaginary edifice and was certainly goaded on by it, but it is clearly not the comprehensive statement of Wordsworth’s views on ‘Nature, Man, and Society’ that Coleridge impatiently expected and against which both he and Wordsworth measured The Prelude (EY, 212, 440, 454; PrW, III. 5). Still, Coleridge admired The Prelude for what it was, and so should we: in the two-book version, a ‘divine self-Biography’, in the five-book version, ‘a philosophico-biographical Poem’, and in the thirteen-book version, ‘A Tale divine of high and passionate Thoughts | To their own music chaunted!’ (CN, I. 1801; CL, II. 1104; Prel-NCE, 543).2

If we can thus easily settle the question of whether The Prelude is a (not the) philosophical poem—even the testy Coleridge classifies it as such, at least in part—we are immediately confronted with the truly debatable issue of what exactly is meant by ‘philosophical’ or, in Coleridge’s more exact phrase, ‘philosophico-biographical’. For example, does the adjective ‘philosophical’ relate to the substantive ‘poem’ with the same transitivity as the adjective ‘biographical’ does? Wordsworth’s autobiographical poem is evidently a poetic autobiography. Is his philosophical poem equally a poetic philosophy? If so, where, when, how, and according to what definition of philosophy exactly?

Taking the last question first—for its answer inevitably determines the answers to the preceding three—is The Prelude to be considered philosophical insofar as it stands in the Socratic tradition to which Coleridge refers? Socrates, ‘in accordance with the Delphic inscription’, made self-knowledge the precondition for all other forms and objects of philosophical inquiry. ‘I am not yet capable of “knowing myself”’, he tells Phaedrus, ‘it therefore seems absurd to me that while I am still ignorant of this subject I should inquire into things which do not belong to me. …I inquire not into these but into myself’.3 Wordsworth offers a similar apology in his Preface to The Excursion, explaining that it was only reasonable that he should pursue a Socratic first philosophy of self-knowledge before undertaking a philosophy of everything else (in his initial excitement about the ‘Recluse’ project, Wordsworth had exclaimed, ‘Indeed I know not any thing which will not come within the scope of my plan’ (EY, 212)). The Prelude was thus ‘preparatory’ in the Socratic sense, ‘a review of his own mind’ undertaken to ‘examine how far Nature and Education had qualified him’ for ‘the arduous labour which he had proposed to himself’ in ‘The Recluse’ (PrW, III. 5).

Wordsworth’s characterization of the ‘long finished’ work as designed ‘to record, in verse, the origin and progress of his own powers, as far he was acquainted with them’ (PrW, III. 5), squares well with his early sense of the poem as an effort to ‘trace’ with ‘my best conjectures…| The progress of our being’ (1799, II. 268–9).4 As the plural pronoun ‘our’ suggests, from the first Wordsworth was concerned with the generic implications of his self-reflexive inquiry and findings. Though ultimately a story of his special election as a philosopher-poet, Wordsworth asserts the admittedly conjectural history of his individual mind as nonetheless exemplary for the kind. ‘Our being’, in Wordsworth’s view, is naturally and primarily creative; we are born poets, not made (to put a Wordsworthian spin on the old adage). In the repetitious course of subsequent development, however, most of us are unmade from this original endowment of our species:


        Such, verily, is the first

Poetic spirit of our human life—

By uniform control of after years

In most abated and suppressed(1799, II. 305–8).



Certain individuals, however, ‘favored…from [the] very dawn | Of infancy’ with the ‘quiet’ ministrations and ‘severer interventions’ of ‘seldom recognized’ ‘powers’, are able to preserve their ‘first poetic spirit’ ‘Preeminent’ ‘Through every change of growth or of decay’ (1799, I. 70–1, 79, II. 309–10). The growth of the poet’s mind therefore provides an instructive exception to the general human rule, showing how ‘the mind of man is fashioned’ and may be ‘built up | Even as a strain of music’ (1799, I. 67–8).

The earliest version of The Prelude accordingly begins with the infant poet’s first creative act, the ‘perceptual blending’ of the river Derwent’s ‘murmurs with my nurse’s song’ (1799, I. 3).5 The evolving poem tracks this imagined ‘stream’ of consciousness ‘From darkness, and the very place of birth | In its blind cavern, whence is faintly heard | The sound of waters’, down to


The time, which was our object from the first,

When we may (not presumptuously, I hope)

Suppose my powers so far confirmed, and such

My knowledge, as to make me capable

Of building up a work that should endure.(1805, XIII. 172–5, 269–78)



The poem’s governing metaphor of ‘the river of my mind’ is not simply rhetorical or structural but also logical, for the philosophical poet’s ‘powers’ and ‘knowledge’ derive their essential force and elemental substance from an identifiable (if not fully scrutable) source: the ‘infant sensibility, | Great birthright of our being, [that] was in me | Augmented and sustained’ (1799, II. 248, 315–17).

The ‘Blest the infant babe’ sequence that precedes and specifies this claim represents one of Wordsworth’s earliest and, from a psychological point of view, most successful analyses of this original dower of ‘our’ human being. ‘Passion’ and ‘feelings’ stimulated by mother-infant interaction ‘awaken’ the infant’s mind to ‘the first trial of its powers’, including those of interest and attention (‘prompt and watchful’), of perceptual integration and categorization (‘combin[ing] | In one appearance all the elements | And parts of the same object’; ‘Tenacious of the forms which it receives’; ‘apprehensive’), and of affect and emotion (‘A virtue which irradiates and exalts | All objects through all intercourse of sense’; ‘feeling has to him imparted strength’; ‘powerful in all sentiments of grief, | Of exultation, fear and joy’). These decidedly active powers of mind cooperate ‘emphatically’ with the no less ‘active universe’, making the infant mind a contributing ‘agent’ in its own perception. Like the poet whom he proto-typifies, the newborn infant ‘Creates, creator and receiver both, | Working but in alliance with the works | Which [he] beholds’ (1799, II. 267–310, passim).

Wordsworth had advanced this very idea only a year before as the ‘elevated thought’ of ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ (1798) concerning ‘the mighty world | Of eye and ear,—both what they half create, | And half perceive’ (105–7); in the ‘infant babe’ sequence, he renders the same insight as it were ab ovo. Henceforth, the originally half-creative nature of the affectively empowered mind forms the principal and single most enduring article of Wordsworth’s philosophical faith. The presupposition of the newborn’s ‘feeling-imparted strength’ undergirds the affective argument of ‘the spots of time’, which iteratively illustrate, as Wordsworth spells out in 1805, how ‘feeling comes in aid | Of feeling, and diversity of strength | Attends us, if but once we have been strong’ (1805, XI. 325–7). This same belief motivates the (to Coleridge objectionable) apostrophe to the ‘little child’ as ‘best Philosopher’ in ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood’ (written 1802–4), which climaxes in a ‘song of thanks and praise’


  …for those first affections

Those shadowy recollections,

  Which, be they what they may,

Are yet the fountain light of all our day,

Are yet a master light of all our seeing(P2V, 151–5).



Later in 1804, as he expanded The Prelude and sought to understand the process by which ‘Love of Nature Lead[s]‌ to Love of Mankind’, Wordsworth returned again to this foundational myth of mental ‘virtues’ or powers rooted in the infant’s ‘first affections’. In the MS. Y sequence ‘We live by admiration and by love’, originally drafted for Book VIII but ultimately rejected (perhaps because, like the ‘infant babe’ sequence, this more extensive developmental meditation is written mostly in the third-person and in the generic aspect), Wordsworth is again intent to trace


What subtle virtues from the first have been

.  .  .  .  .  .

At every moment finding out their way

Insensibly to nourish in the heart

Its tender sympathies, to keep alive

Those yearnings, and to strengthen them and shape,

Which from the mother’s breast were first received(Prel–NCE, 505, ll. 215–19).



Doubly ‘favored’ in development by the ‘constitution of his frame | And circumstances’, MS. Y’s generic ‘child’ ‘Burn[s]‌ within to irradiate all without’, clearly sustaining and even augmenting that infant ‘virtue which irradiates and exalts | All objects through all intercourse of sense’ (Pre–NCE, 503, ll. 125–6, 129; 1799, II. 289–90). Like the infant babe, ‘Working but in alliance with the works | Which it beholds’, the growing and increasingly self-reflective child of MS. Y comes to feel in the ‘season of his second birth’


   that be his mind however great

In aspiration, the universe in which

He lives is equal to his mind, that each

Is worthy of the other—if the one

Be insatiate, the other is inexhaustible.(Prel–NCE, 504, ll. 168–74)



This unpublished work of 1804 looks forward to the ‘high argument’ of ‘The Recluse’ concerning the reciprocal ‘fitness’ of ‘the external World’ and ‘the individual Mind’ and the phenomenal ‘creation (by no lower name | Can it be called) which they with blended might | Accomplish’ (‘Prospectus’, 62–71), but it also looks back to the ‘first creative sensibility’ of 1799 and Wordsworth’s original assertion of ‘that universal power | And fitness in the latent qualities | And essences of things, by which the mind | Is moved with feelings of delight’ (II. 373–5, 409 emphasis added).

Attesting to the remarkable inertia at the foundation of Wordsworth’s philosophical thought, it is precisely this theme—of an essential ‘fitness’ in the ‘qualities’ and ‘essences of things’ that moves the mind ‘with feelings of delight’—that, fifteen years later, Wordsworth will publicly announce as the central philosophical concern of ‘The Recluse’:


On Man, on Nature, and on Human Life,

Musing in solitude, I oft perceive

Fair trains of imagery before me rise,

Accompanied by feelings of delight

Pure, or with no unpleasing sadness mixed;

And I am conscious of affecting thoughts

And dear remembrances, whose presence soothes

Or elevates the Mind, intent to weigh

The good and evil of our mortal state.

—To these emotions, whencesoe’er they come,

Whether from the breath of outward circumstance,

Or from the Soul—an impulse to herself,

I would give utterance in numerous Verse.(‘Prospectus’, 1–13, CExc, p. 39; emphasis added)



Strikingly, Wordsworth’s ‘whether/or’ construction leaves open and unresolved what had been the central issue in metaphysical and moral philosophy since Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding: is the mind a blank slate formed outside-in by circumstance and sensation, or is it rather formed inside-out by its own innate powers and the ‘ideas’ to which they preferentially conduce (of unity, identity, relation, etc.)? Wordsworth subordinates and effectively neutralizes the question, suggesting that the formative ‘emotions’ of ‘pure delight’, ‘pleasing sadness’, ‘affecting thoughts’, and ‘dear remembrances’ may be traced to both ‘outward circumstance’ and ‘an impulse’ provided by ‘the Soul…to herself’. Rather than arguing the precedence of external or internal causes of particular instances of such feelings—he takes both the human constitution and natural circumstances as necessary and given in any case—Wordsworth proposes to investigate the excitatory and inhibitory roles (‘sooth[ing] | Or elevat[ing]’) played by such feelings in human moral and intellectual development.

Insofar as The Prelude was the cradle and proving ground of these developmental ideas—and very clearly it was both, answering the ancient Socratic demand to Know thyself! with a distinctively modern theory of ‘thought’ seeded by and ‘steeped in feeling’ (1799, II. 447–8)—it appears to justify Coleridge’s precise if somewhat cumbersome categorization of it as a ‘philosophico-biographical poem’. But we may well still ask, what then constitutes the poetic dimension of this ‘philosophico-biographical poem’, and how and where does this dimension intersect and interact with the philosophy? As it happens, Wordsworth was occupied with exactly these questions when, late in 1798, he abandoned an ‘Essay on Morals’ in prose to commence composition in the same notebook of the first self-exploratory verses of The Prelude. In the little that survives of the ‘Essay’, Wordsworth insists upon the union of thought and feeling as the sine qua non for any ‘book or system of moral philosophy’: it must be ‘written with sufficient power to melt into our affection[?s], to incorporate itself with the blood & vital juices of our minds’ if it is ‘to have any influence worth our notice in forming those [moral] habits of which I am speaking’ (PrW, I. 103). This remarkably embodied statement of what Wordsworth hoped to achieve in his unfinished ‘Essay on Morals’ antedates his first draftings toward The Prelude by a few weeks at most, if not indeed by days (PrW, I. 101). If The Prelude was to be the poem that would confirm his possession of ‘powers’ and ‘knowledge’ befitting a philosophical poet (‘was it for this…?’), it would need, according to Wordsworth’s own pre-determined standard, to meet or otherwise demonstrate this affective capacity of making the reader feel the truth of its claims. To be designated philosophical by this standard, the poem’s introspective self-reckoning would have to be ‘written with sufficient power to melt into our [i.e. the readers’] affections’ and ‘to incorporate itself’—presumably through the skilful use of imagery and diction, rhythm and repetition—‘with the blood & vital juices of our minds’.

So written, The Prelude would answer more closely to Wordsworth’s own definition of philosophical poetry, set down in the Preface to the 1802 edition of Lyrical Ballads. Echoing the ‘Essay on Morals’ from four years earlier, Wordsworth observes that, though nothing distinguishes poetry’s ‘vital juices from those of prose’ for ‘the same human blood circulates through the veins of them both’, still, ‘Poetry is the most philosophic of all writing:…its object is truth, not individual and local, but general, and operative; not standing upon external testimony, but carried alive into the heart by passion; truth which is its own testimony’ (LBOP, 751–2). Stephen Gill remarks that this is ‘a vision of Poetry as both a species of knowledge and a vehicle for knowledge of the profoundest kind, which in its operation brings into unity mind and heart’.6 This conception of philosophical poetry explains Wordsworth’s particular satisfaction in readers’ responses to the Lyrical Ballads, especially ‘Michael’, confirming the success of ‘my attempt to excite tender sensations in the hearts of my Readers’ and thereby ‘to rectify men’s feelings, to give them new compositions of feeling, to render their feelings more sane and permanent, in short, more consonant to nature, that is, to eternal nature, and the great moving spirit of things’ (EY, 325, 355; see 322). It is this insistently affective moral purpose that justifies Wordsworth’s representation of ‘low and rustic life’ in Lyrical Ballads, for ‘in that situation our elementary feelings…may be more accurately contemplated and more forcibly communicated’ (LBOP, 743, emphasis added). Parsing this poetic transmission from the reader’s perspective, the feeling being communicated must first be strongly felt before it can be accurately contemplated: we are to be moved through ‘essential passions of the heart’ (e.g. ‘feelings of delight’) to a fuller knowledge of our own human nature. Wordsworth aims ‘to describe objects and utter sentiments of such a nature and in such connection with each other, that the understanding of the being to whom we address ourselves…must necessarily be in some degree enlightened, his taste exalted, and his affections ameliorated’ (LBOP, 745). By this more demanding but inarguably Wordsworthian standard of judgement, The Prelude’s claim to being a ‘philosophical poem’ ultimately rests upon the degree of intellectual enlightenment, aesthetic exaltation, and moral amelioration experienced by its reader.

Meeting this standard of philosophical efficacy or potency, Wordsworth wrote in Germany after completing a first book of The Prelude, would require


   that considerate and laborious work,

That patience which, admitting no neglect,

[? By] slow creation doth impart to speach

Outline and substance, even till it has given

A function kindred to organic power—

The vital spirit of a perfect form(Prel-NCE, 495).



Wordsworth envisions a form of utterance that replicates the ‘organic power’ or powers that inspired the underlying thought, which in the case of The Prelude concerns the developmental interplay of mind and nature mediated by strong feelings. If this draft fragment that defines the goal of ‘vital’ or ‘perfect form’ in terms of efficacious power does not itself achieve that goal, this is precisely because it expresses the idea prosaically rather than poetically, with theoretical clarity but without affective force or consequence.

Consider for contrast a passage from Book VIII of The Prelude, composed c.1804–5, in which Wordsworth reflects upon how nature and education cooperated to endow him, even in London, with an overpowering sense of ‘human nature’ as ‘a spirit | Living in time and space, and far diffused’ (1805, VIII. 763–4). In a first pass at this theme, Wordsworth merely asserts and explains, but does not ‘forcibly communicate’, his meaning:


In this my joy, in this my dignity

Consisted: the external universe,

By striking upon what is found within,

Had given me this conception, with the help

Of books and what they picture and record.(VIII. 765–9)



Happily, anything worth saying, Wordsworth is sure to say twice, and in the next pass he scores the same thought (as Coleridge might say) to its own music:


           And less

Than other minds I had been used to owe

The pleasure which I found in place or thing

To extrinsic transitory accidents,

To records and traditions; but a sense

Of what had been here done, and suffered here

Through ages, and was doing, suffering still,

Weighed with me, could support the test of thought—

Was like the enduring majesty and power

Of independent nature. And not seldom

Even individual remembrances,

By working on the shapes before my eyes,

Became like vital functions of the soul;

And out of what had been, what was, the place

Was thronged with impregnations, like those wilds

In which my early feelings had been nursed,

And naked valleys full of caverns, rocks,

And audible seclusions, dashing lakes,

Echoes and waterfalls, and pointed crags

That into music touch the passing wind.(VIII. 777–96)



Thematically, these lines describe self-revelatory experiences in which long-dormant memory traces blossom into active powers of imaginative perception (‘vital functions of the soul’). This has, of course, been a key theme of the poem from the outset—the mysterious workmanship by which the living mind is built up through the accumulation and recuperation of incidental impressions:


           The earth

And common face of Nature spake to me

Rememberable things—sometimes, ’tis true,

By quaint associations, yet not vain

Nor profitless, if haply they impressed

Collateral objects and appearances,

Albeit lifeless then, and doomed to sleep

Until maturer seasons called them forth

To impregnate and elevate the mind.(1799, I. 418–26)



The London sequence, written more than five years later, speaks to the same point: what Wordsworth in his youth had casually absorbed of English history and London hearsay, the dead letter of ‘record and tradition’, comes unexpectedly to life in the ‘maturer season’ of young adulthood, ‘impregnating’ the actual perceptual scenes of London with imagined figures and fabled actions, with a ‘weight’ of history that derives from and makes manifest the depth and force of his own mind. For Wordsworth, the experience affectively confirms a foundational metaphysical truth: ‘human nature’ is ‘not a punctual presence’ delimited by the here and now, but rather ‘a spirit | Living in time and space, and far diffused’, one that answers with memorial and imaginative resources of its own whenever ‘the external universe’ ‘strik[es] upon what is found within’ (VIII. 761–4).

Wordsworth’s metaphor is evidently of a bell or some other resonant object: when external stimuli strike the sensory periphery of the human nervous system, the perceptual signals activate memory traces and emotions within that, like reverberant sound waves, flow back upon the perceptual signals, amplifying and augmenting them. Thus, in the London passage, recollected knowledge endows otherwise inscrutable monuments, place names, and sights with ‘sense’ and ‘weight’, with a conceptual substance and affective heft that originates not in the immediate scene or sign but rather in the mind that beholds and reads it. ‘Not seldom’ the substance and heft of ‘individual remembrances’ seemed actually to overflow upon the perceptual scene, so that ‘the place | Was thronged with impregnations, like those wilds | In which my early feelings had been nursed’. The simile asserts that this instance of the mind’s ‘vital’ contribution of significance and value to its own perceptions is in its essential features comparable to those early experiences of ‘creative sensibility’ or ‘plastic power’ that have been Wordsworth’s theme from the first (1799, II. 409, 411).

‘All objects’, Wordsworth writes in Book VIII, ‘being | Themselves capacious, also found in me | Capaciousness and amplitude of mind—| Such is the strength and glory of our youth’ (757–60). This responsive or ‘correspondent’ power of mind (1850, VIII. 606) originates in the infant ‘virtue’ (or ‘feeling…imparted strength’) that ‘irradiates and exalts | All objects through all intercourse of sense’ (1799, II. 299, 289–90), and it comes to full self-recognition in the vision atop Snowdon, which Wordsworth interprets as ‘the perfect image of a mighty mind’ (1805, XIII. 69):


One function of such mind had Nature there

Exhibited by putting forth, and that

With circumstance most awful and sublime:

That domination which she oftentimes

Exerts upon the outward face of things,

So moulds them, and endues, abstracts, combines,

Or by abrupt and unhabitual influence

Doth make one object so impress itself

Upon all others, and pervades them so,

That even the grossest minds must see and hear,

And cannot chuse but feel.(XIII. 74–84)



If it is to be a philosophical poem on Wordsworth’s own terms, The Prelude must convey this theme of the exertive and self-exhibiting mind in effect by ‘melt[ing] into our affections’ and ‘incorporating itself with the blood & vital juices of our minds’. Only when it is felt, ‘carried alive into the heart by passion’, will Wordsworth’s developmental account of mind register with the self-witnessing force that he requires it to have. The question thus becomes, by what means does he ‘augment and sustain’ the ‘creative sensibility’ and ‘powers’ of his readers, so that ‘even the grossest minds must see and hear | And cannot chuse but feel’ the philosophy he intends to advance?

The London passage under consideration illustrates an array of such poetic means, ranging from immediate and obvious kinds to subtler varieties that are farther to seek and for that reason even more affecting. The sequence is concerned with memorial ‘impregnations’ that augment and amplify immediate experience in ways that will be felt before they can be properly thought. Ideally, a parallel process will characterize a reader’s experience of these verses; if so, his or her unfolding ‘thoughts’ will likewise be ‘steeped’ in memory-stimulated ‘feeling’. An obvious example of this kind of effect may be seen, or rather heard, in the resonant sound structure of the passage’s concluding lines, in which consonance (‘naked’, ‘caverns’, ‘rocks’, seclusions’, ‘lakes’, ‘echoes’, ‘crags’, ‘music’) and internal rhymes (‘naked’/‘lakes’; ‘seclusion’/ ‘music’) create an effect of ambient ‘echoing’ or amplification that is analogous to the one being described. Each successive iteration of /k/ refreshes the previously articulated one(s) in phonetic working memory and is (at least potentially) thereby endowed with a swelling amplitude that is pre-conceptual to begin with, a felt experience of actual or imagined audition that may (but needn’t necessarily) be subsequently thought by being consciously appreciated and conceptually correlated with the semantics of the lines (‘impregnations’, ‘echoes’ and echoing ‘caverns’, ‘dashings’ of oars, the cascading sound of ‘waterfalls’, etc.). These local sound techniques and others—for example the perfect pentameter of the final line, ‘touching into music’ the caesura-punctuated rhythms of the preceding three lines—set Wordsworth’s ‘passionate thought’, his felt experience of a scene ‘thronged with impregnations’, ‘to its own music’. Such harmony of sound with sense the reader and especially the auditor may well ‘see and hear’ but at some pre-conceptual level ‘cannot chuse but feel’.

With less obvious but more far-reaching effect, Wordsworth populates these already resonant lines with diction and imagery drawn from earliest recollection, both the poet’s, who is remembering ‘those wilds | In which my early feelings had been nursed’, and the reader’s, who first encountered ‘those wilds’ and the terms that epitomize them in the now distant opening book of the poem. Thus, ‘nurse’ and ‘naked’ hearken back to what was originally the poem’s opening verse paragraph; ‘audible seclusions’ indexes the following scenes of woodcock-snaring and nest-plundering, with their ‘low breathings’, ‘sounds of indistinguishable motion’, and ‘strange utterance’; and ‘cavern’ and ‘dashing lakes’ recall the subsequent boat-stealing episode (1805, I. 273, 292, 331–2, 348, 389–90, 395). Layered upon local sound effects of consonance, rhyme, and rhythm, these global semantic echoes may refresh mental imagery and emotional responses generated in the reader by the poem’s original episodes, imbuing his or her mental model of Wordsworth in London with elements of the very Lakeland memories that Wordsworth himself (in composition) metaphorically projects upon the scene. What Wordsworth says of his experience of London, the reader might well reiterate to characterize his or her experience of the sequence that describes it:


 With strong sensations teeming as it did

Of past and present, such a place must needs

Have pleased me…I sought not then

Knowledge, but craved for power—and power I found

In all things. Nothing had a circumscribed

And narrow influence; but all objects, being

Themselves capacious, also found in me

Capaciousness and amplitude of mind(1805, VIII. 752–9).



Extending the analogy between the poet’s recollection and the reader’s reproduction: to the degree that we recognize the active powers of imagination, memory, and feeling at work in our conceptualization of Wordsworth’s no less active mental experience, to just that degree will we feel what the poet nominates as ‘the highest bliss | That can be known’: ‘the consciousness | Of whom [we] are, habitually infused | Through every image, and through every thought, | And all impressions’ (1805, XIII. 107–11). Wordsworth ultimately refers ‘such minds’ to ‘the Deity’, but this insight will be clear and convincing only to one ‘whose soul hath risen | Up to the height of feeling intellect’ (1805, XIII. 106, 205). Wordsworth’s immediate poetic goal is thus to cultivate his readers’ sensitivity to ‘feeling intellect’ by producing their direct experience of it.

The most potent poetic strategies by which Wordsworth ‘forcibly communicates’ the experience of ‘feeling intellect’ involve the typological model of predictive type and fulfilling anti-type, which harmonize like call and response across a gapped temporal span or history, whether universal, individual, or, in the reader’s experience, textual. As Erich Auerbach defines it, typological or ‘figural’ signification ‘combines two events, causally and chronologically remote from each other, by attributing to them a meaning common to both’; as opposed to allegory or symbolism, in which ‘at least one of the two elements combined is a pure sign,…in a figural relation both the signifying and the signified facts are real and concrete historical events’.7 The second line of the doxology Gloria Patri—‘as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be’—provides a paradigmatic example, familiar to Wordsworth from the literary as well as the liturgical tradition (e.g. Chaucer, Troilus and Criseyde, 1.245, ‘this was, and is, and yet men shal it see’, personalized by Wordsworth in the final sonnet of the Duddon sequence of 1820, l. 4, ‘I see what was, and is, and will abide’).

In the London passage, Wordsworth invokes the same figural pattern in ironic circumstances and truncated form:


           but a sense

Of what had been here done, and suffered here

Through ages, and was doing, suffering, still,

Weighed with me, could support the test of thought(1805, VIII. 781–4).



These lines embed a structure of chiasmus (‘here done, and suffered here’) within a compound predicate governed, as its biblical archetype is (see Rev. 1:8), by parallelism and inflectional variation (‘what had been…done, and suffered’, ‘and was doing, suffering’). Such semantic and syntactic repetitions tend (like those involved in consonance, rhyme, and rhythm) to increase the amplitude of the reiterated words and phrases through the reactivation of memory traces that re-echo or ‘resonate’ within the present instance. Given its temporal theme and variation at the scale of ‘ages’ and some familiarity with its figural precedents, this passage may additionally generate an expectation of a third rhetorical step that ‘fulfils’ the movement from the perfected past to the still progressing past (or narrative present) by reiterating their terms in the future progressive tense (i.e. ‘and would [continue to] be doing, suffering’). Even if it is registered only pre-conceptually, this prospective or anticipatory orientation will function as a form of suspense, creating an ongoing mental ‘Effort, and expectation, and desire’ for ‘something evermore about to be’ (and typically recognized only in the fulfilment) (VI. 541–2). In this state, as Wordsworth put it earlier using the very same structures of chiasmus and incremental repetition, the mind or ‘soul’—


Remembering how she felt, but what she felt

Remembering not—retains an obscure sense

Of possible sublimity, to which

With growing faculties she doth aspire,

With faculties growing still, feeling still

That whatsoever point they gain they still

Have something to pursue.(1805, II. 334–41)



The figural structure of the London sequence, in which the concrete historical past of London and its concrete historical present share ‘a meaning’—‘suffering’—‘common to both’, may likewise stimulate ‘an obscure sense’ of ‘something’ implied but still to be pursued, in this case, the anticipated but as yet unspoken third term that would project the common meaning of the first two terms into perpetuity. This felt anticipation of a future iteration of the figural pattern is partially but nonetheless pleasurably fulfilled and reinforced when, seven lines on, Wordsworth repeats the two-part structure—‘And out of what had been, what was, the place | Was thronged with impregnations’—but again defers the anticipated third term.

Wordsworth coordinates this prospective typological strategy at various scales throughout The Prelude, from local rhetorical and syntactic patterns like the ones just analysed to global cross-referencing of key motifs. All such techniques involve what Kenneth Burke dubbed the psychology of form,8 whereby the poet plants imagistic and thematic seeds that blossom in a subsequent word, phrase, or episode, redoubling its impact, pleasure, and meaning. A fine example of this is the beautiful sequence of night-time perambulation that prefaces (and makes all the more arresting for both speaker and reader) the Discharged Soldier episode in Book IV. This meditative miniature foreshadows the Snowdon epiphany and explicitly announces its reader-response poetics. Wordsworth here, too, is breasting an ascent in an introspective ‘silence’ that ‘assumes | A character of deeper quietness | Than pathless solitudes’:


I slowly mounted up a steep ascent

Where the road’s wat’ry surface, to the ridge

Of that sharp rising, glittered in the moon

And seemed before my eyes another stream

Creeping with silent lapse to join the brook

That murmured in the valley.(1805, IV. 370–5)



As in the Snowdon episode that will close the poem, the description of the scene is organized vertically from the moon above to the vocal waters below, with a figure of elemental transformation or ‘usurpation’ standing in the middle ground (here, earth mimicking water; on Snowdon, the billowy mist mimicking—simultaneously!—sea and earth). On a first reading of these lines, we are necessarily like the speaker who has not yet encountered Snowdon and so cannot take the immediate scene and signs at their full measure. We too are as yet ‘all unworthy of the deeper joy | Which waits on distant prospect—cliff or sea, | The dark blue vault and universe of stars’ (1805, IV. 382–4). However unwittingly, we are nonetheless being prepared for that experience, stored with resonant memories that the poet will reduplicate on a sublime scale in the later sequence. Wordsworth is creating here the ‘elevated taste’ by which he may be enjoyed there, when these ‘beauteous pictures’ may revive as ‘harmonious imagery…from some distant region of [the] soul | And c[o]‌me along like dreams’ (IV. 392–5).

Because of this scene and related ones throughout the poem, we arrive at Book XIII (XIV in 1850) greatly predisposed to feel, with a premonitory passion carried alive into the heart, the quality and conviction of the poet’s awe-struck response to Snowdon. The opening description emphasizes the ‘close’ and ‘covered’ aspect of the night, the speaker and his companions ‘hemmed round on every side by fog and damp’ through which ‘nothing’ could be ‘either seen or heard’, each ‘silently…sunk |…into commerce with his private thoughts’. The emphatically imageless exposition, ‘dull’, muted, and confined to interiority, sets a cramped and darkened stage for the ‘universal spectacle’ of sight and sound Wordsworth is about to unfurl, ‘at height’ and depth ‘Immense’ (1805, XIII. 41–2, 60). Though the unexpected ‘scene’ ‘Upon the lonely mountain’ is thus ‘Grand in itself alone’ and clearly ‘shaped’ by the poet to win our ‘admiration and delight’, it gains a good deal more in affective potency from the typological precedents it invokes and organizes, including Milton’s impressive rendering of the ‘concrete historical’ scene of creation:


        when God said,

Be gather’d now ye Waters under Heav’n

Into one place, and let dry Land appear.

Immediately the Mountains huge appear

Emergent, and thir broad bare backs upheave

Into the Clouds, thir tops ascend the Sky:

So high as heav’d the tumid Hills, so low

Down sunk a hollow bottom broad and deep,

Capacious bed of Waters(Paradise Lost, VII. 282–90).9



Wordsworth’s vision of ad hoc de- and re-creation from the side of Snowdon accordingly stands as a figural ‘fulfilment’ of Milton’s original type:


A hundred hills their dusky backs upheaved

All over this still ocean, and beyond,

Far, far beyond, the vapours shot themselves

In headlands, tongues, and promontory shapes,

Into the sea, the real sea, that seemed

To dwindle and give up its majesty,

Usurped upon as far as sight could reach.

.  .  .  .  .  .

At distance not the third part of a mile

Was a blue chasm, a fracture in the vapour,

A deep and gloomy breathing-place, through which

Mounted the roar of waters, torrents, streams

Innumerable, roaring with one voice.(XIII. 45–51, 55–9)



Though the elemental events of Milton’s and Wordsworth’s descriptions are ‘causally and chronologically remote from each other’, their typological relation infers that the same essential meaning—divinely inspired creativity—is ‘common to both’.

The Snowdon scene is similarly enriched by typological relations extending back through The Prelude to the ‘genesis’ story of the poet’s ‘first creative sensibility’ (1799, II. 409). For example, Snowdon’s ‘moon…naked in the heavens’ looks back through the glittering moon of the parallel ascent of Book IV to ‘that giddy bliss’ of Book I, ‘when the sea threw off his evening shade | And to the shepherd’s huts beneath the crags | Did send sweet notice of the rising moon’ (1805, I. 596–9). The Snowdon sequence figurally amplifies every one of these themes, from ‘Bethkelet’s huts’ where they ‘Rouzed up the[ir] shepherd’ guide (XIII. 3, 8) to the ‘mountain-crags’ they ascended among (XIII. 24; see IV. 88–9) to the suddenly illuminated ‘sea of mist, | Which meek and silent rested at my feet’ (XIII. 43–4). The child of Book I—and the reader along with him—had unwittingly rehearsed the experience of the man in Book XIII. Similarly, Snowdon’s ‘homeless voice of waters’ traces its source back through Book IV’s ‘brook | That murmured in the valley’ to the poem’s original experience (for the reader no less than the poet) of ‘the fairest of all rivers’ who ‘loved to blend his murmurs with my nurse’s song’ and ‘sent a voice | That flowed along my dreams’ (I. 272–6). Even the sudden ‘light’ that ‘Fell like a flash upon [Snowdon’s] turf’ derives at least half of its charge from typological precedents, extending back through Book VI’s ‘light of sense | Going out in flashes that have shewn to us | The invisible world’ (VI. 534–6) to Book I’s ‘Gleams like flashings of a shield’ (I. 614).

By concentrating so many figural relations in this single sequence, Wordsworth contrives for readers’ experiences of the Snowdon episode to be, analogously to his own, ‘exalted by an under-presence, | The sense of God, or whatsoe’er is dim | Or vast in [their] own being’ (XIII. 71–3). The reader’s conscious ‘sense’ of these ‘exalt[ing]… under-presence[s]‌’ may indeed be ‘dim’—it is more critical for Wordsworth’s purposes that they be intensely felt than immediately understood. In Wordsworth’s theory of philosophical poetry (as in his philosophy of the poetic mind), accurate self-understanding is predicated upon, and therefore logically follows from, originally affective forms of power. As he writes in the concluding lines of Book V, his meditation on ‘Books’,


       Visionary power

Attends upon the motions of the winds

Embodied in the mystery of words;

There darkness makes abode, and all the host

Of shadowy things do work their changes there

As in a mansion like their proper home.

Even forms and substances are circumfused

By that transparent veil with light divine,

And through the turnings intricate of verse

Present themselves as objects recognised

In flashes, and with a glory scarce their own.(V. 619–29).



Thanks to the ‘intricate’ typological and other structural ‘(re)turnings’ of Wordsworth’s verse, the vision of Snowdon may well affect readers as an ‘object recognized | In flashes, and with a glory scarce [its] own’. The glory that does not emanate from the objects of Wordsworth’s description must be imaginatively bestowed by the mind that beholds them, which in that very process exercises and extends, or augments and sustains, its inborn powers, in particular that ‘virtue which irradiates and exalts | All objects through all intercourse of sense’. Affectively prepared by Wordsworth’s prospective art, the reader of The Prelude is, like the poet, ‘By sensible impressions not enthralled’ but rather empowered, ‘quickened, rouzed, and made thereby more fit | To hold communion with the invisible world’ (XIII. 103–5), that is, with the ‘world’ of their own human ‘spirit | Living in time and space, and far diffused’.

Wordsworth’s poetry is thus philosophical both in a ‘general’ Socratic sense of self-knowing and, still more decisively, in an ‘operative’ or self-witnessing sense that stands by ‘its own testimony’ rather than Wordsworth’s ‘external testimony’. Mere ‘systems’ being, as he wrote in 1798 just before commencing work on The Prelude, ‘impotent’ in ‘all their intended good purposes’ and thus incapable of ‘hav[ing] any influence worth our notice’ (PrW, I. 103), Wordsworth set about to adapt the elements of poetic pleasure to philosophical purpose, convincing not by rational argument but instead by irresistible affect. Poetry that attains this excellence, according to Wordsworth, ‘proceed[s]‌ from the depth of untaught things’ and ‘become[s] | A power like one of Nature’s’, ‘Enduring and creative’ (1805, XII. 310–12). The Snowdon episode celebrates these correspondent powers: the power that ‘Nature there | Exhibited’ to the poet and its ‘express | Resemblance’ and ‘genuine counterpart’, the power ‘Which higher minds bear with them as their own’. Such minds, exemplified by the poet’s, ‘from their native selves can send abroad | Like transformation, for themselves create | A like existence, and, whene’er it is | Created for them’, they can, like the affectively empowered reader of Wordsworth’s poem, ‘catch it by an instinct’ (1805, XIII. 86–96). In Wordsworth’s double analogy, nature’s power is to the poet’s power just as the poem’s power is to the reader’s power. Both the naturally disposed poet and the poetically disposed reader ‘build up greatest things | From least suggestions, ever on the watch, | Willing to work and to be wrought upon’ (98–100).

This active state of mind has in both cases been developed, for the poet through interaction with nature, for the reader through interaction with the poem, and in both cases it manifests and exercises the ‘Great birthright of our being’, the inborn ‘Poetic spirit’ based in ‘passion’ and ‘feelings’ that makes even the baby’s mind, ‘in the first trial of its powers’, a ‘creator and receiver both, | Working…in alliance with the works | Which it beholds’ (1799, II. 273–4, 303–5). In The Prelude, M. H. Abrams has compellingly argued, Wordsworth

sets out to show the slow and complex workings of ‘those first-born affinities that fit | Our new existence to existing things’ [1805, I. 582–3]…Natural objects enter, flow, are received, and sink down into the mind, while the mind dwells in, feeds on, drinks, holds intercourse with, and weaves, intertwines, fastens, and binds itself to external objects, until the two integrate as one. These are Wordsworth’s recurrent metaphors, the essential lexicon he developed to enable him to say, about the development of man’s cognitive and emotional involvement with the milieu into which he is born, what had never been said before, and with a subtlety that has not been exceeded since.10

Wordsworth’s subtlety is chiefly one of expression, of finding the verbal means (lexical, yes, but also syntactic, imagistic, metaphoric, phonetic, metrical, typological, etc.) by which to secure his reader’s own ‘cognitive and emotional involvement’ and thereby to ‘communicate to the reader an active “power” to cooperate with the “powers” of the poet’ and bring home the poem’s metaphysical and moral themes.11 Setting his thoughts and feelings ‘to their own music’, Wordsworth in The Prelude orchestrates experiential effects that verify his developmental philosophy of the active mind. He thereby leads readers to experience, as it were on their pulses, how ‘feeling comes in aid | Of feeling, and diversity of strength | Attends us, if but once we have been strong’, and so to have very good affective reason for believing that ‘there are in our existence spots of time, | Which with distinct preeminence retain | A renovating virtue’ (XI. 257–9).12
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CHAPTER 23

THE PRELUDE AS HISTORY

PHILIP SHAW

THE long blank verse poem that was published as The Prelude, or Growth of a Poet’s Mind; An Autobiographical Poem in 1850, just three months after Wordsworth’s death, has its origin in a series of verse fragments composed in the early months of 1798. Comprising little more than 1,300 lines, the majority of these verses were conceived as additions to ‘The Ruined Cottage’, the tale of rural hardship that had begun life in the spring and summer of 1797. That Wordsworth saw these fragments as constituent parts of a larger whole is signalled by his claim in a letter dated 6 March 1798 to have ‘written 1300 lines of a poem in which I contrive to convey most of the knowledge of which I am possessed. My object is to give pictures of Nature, Man, and Society. Indeed I know not any thing which will not come within the scope of my plan’ (EY, 212). This poem, of course, is the unrealized ‘The Recluse’, the vast ‘gothic church’ to which The Prelude was conceived as an ‘ante-chapel’ (PrW, III. 5). The revised, expanded version of ‘The Ruined Cottage’ was eventually published in 1814 as book one of The Excursion, itself intended as the second part of ‘The Recluse’, while the recently composed work that Wordsworth wanted to incorporate within this ambitious tripartite undertaking consisted of verses that would ultimately appear elsewhere, either as self-standing poems in Lyrical Ballads and the Poems of 1815 or as elements of The Prelude. These poems are ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’, ‘Old Man travelling: Animal Tranquillity and Decay, A Sketch’, ‘A Night Piece’, and ‘The Discharged Soldier’. Focused on instances of poverty, grief, and abandonment the thread that binds these works together (the exception is the loco-descriptive ‘A Night Piece’) is a concern with the victims of history. At least three of these poems centre on the sufferings brought about by Britain’s engagement in overseas wars: Margaret, in ‘The Ruined Cottage’, has lost her husband in the American War of Independence; the ailing discharged soldier has returned from suppressing rebellion in the tropics; the old man of ‘Animal Tranquillity and Decay’ is visiting his son, a sailor, ‘“Who from a sea-fight has been brought to Falmouth, | And there is dying in an hospital”’ (LBOP, 110; ll. 19–20), and the aged beggar’s vagrancy is almost certainly a consequence of the social deprivations resulting from hostilities with revolutionary France.

When addressing the treatment of history in The Prelude, therefore, it is worth bearing in mind the sense in which Wordsworth’s stated ambition, to complete a work encompassing ‘pictures of Nature, Man, and Society’, was born out of observations of the effects of state violence on ordinary men and women. Conceived in the midst of Britain’s lengthy and socially debilitating conflict with revolutionary and, later, Napoleonic France, ‘The Recluse’, as it was projected in the spring of 1798, might well have evolved into a mordant ‘delineation of the aggregate calamity of war’, to adopt the phrase that the radical poet and preacher Joseph Fawcett used to describe his own lengthy blank verse poem The Art of War (1795).1 What singles out Wordsworth’s verses from the vast majority of anti-war poems published in the 1790s is a concern with the effects of war on personal identity: the deserted soldier is ‘forlorn and desolate, a man cut off | From all his kind, and more than half detached | From his own nature’ (LBOP, 279; ll. 57–9); there is in all he says ‘a strange half-absence, and a tone | Of weakness and indifference, as of one | Remembering the importance of his theme | But feeling it no longer’ (LBOP, 281–2; ll. 140–44). Margaret, in ‘The Ruined Cottage’, is similarly ‘changed; | And to myself’ (RCP, II. 352–3), and in ‘Old Man Travelling’ the abrupt shift from the lyrical composure of lines 1–14 to the raw facticity of the poem’s closing statement (lines omitted after the fourth and final edition of Lyrical Ballads published in 1805) seems to enact the resistance of wartime experience to narrative inclusiveness. Although, as many critics have argued, the turbulent history of the French Revolution is undoubtedly a problem for Wordsworth, placing considerable pressure on his powers of lyric comprehension, it is war and, in particular, the eruption of war against France in February 1793 that initiates a ‘shock’ in his ‘moral nature’ (Prel–13, X. 233–4).2 Like the traumatized subjects of the early ‘Recluse’ fragments, Wordsworth goes on in book ten of The Prelude to present himself as a victim of war, compelled by internal ‘revolution’ to ‘stride at once | Into another region’ (X. 240–1), but in the winter of 1798, as progress on ‘The Recluse’ stalled, the poet had as yet to come to terms with the significance of this step. The great confessional outburst that initiates the poem that Wordsworth embarked on as a means of compensating for the failure to make progress with ‘The Recluse’—‘Was it for this | That one, the fairest of all rivers, loved | To blend his murmurs with my Nurse’s song?’ (Prel–2, 1–3)—may therefore be read as an attempt to enfold the contingency of historical violence within a mythical narrative of personal development.

History in The Prelude begins, accordingly, with an image of pacific renewal. Readers of the 1799 version of The Prelude will know that Wordsworth is mainly concerned with charting the development of his relationship with nature, from early infancy to late adolescence. In this poem, the outcast figures of the earlier ‘Recluse’ fragments are replaced by the redemptive presence of a ‘Bless’d…infant babe’ (Prel–2, 268):


No outcast he, bewildered and depressed:

Along his infant veins are interfused

The gravitation and the filial bond

Of nature that connect him with the world.(Prel–2, 291–4)



The verse’s subsequent affirmation of ‘bliss ineffable’ (Prel–2, 449) and pantheistic ‘joy’ in the ‘one life’ (460) addresses at least part of the desideratum to present a poem on ‘Nature’ and ‘Man’, but what seems to be missing here is any concerted attempt to engage with ‘Society’, still less on the vitiating effects of Britain’s war on revolutionary terror. Yet, a few lines later, in a passage composed towards the end of 1799, Wordsworth writes of


        these times of fear,

This melancholy waste of hopes o’erthrown,

[of] indifference and apathy

And wicked exultation, when good men

On every side fall off we know not how

To selfishness, disguised in gentle names

Of peace, and quiet, and domestic love,

Yet mingled, not unwillingly, with sneers

On visionary minds…(Prel–2, 478–86)



Wordsworth is responding here to concerns raised by Coleridge in a letter sent to the poet in September:

I wish you would write a poem, in blank verse, addressed to those, who, in consequence of the complete failure of the French Revolution, have thrown up all hopes of the amelioration of mankind, and are sinking into an almost epicurean selfishness, disguising the same under the soft titles of domestic attachment and contempt for visionary philosophes. It would do great good and might form a part of ‘the Recluse’. (CL, I. 527)

One of the ‘good men’ that Wordsworth may have had in mind is his former acquaintance, the Whig reformist turned apostate James Mackintosh, whose lectures on ‘The Laws of Nature and Nations’ had caused ripples among liberal intellectual circles for their criticisms of the French Revolution and for their refutation of the progressive principles advanced in Mackintosh’s own ‘visionary’ pamphlet Vindiciae Gallicae, published just a few years earlier in 1791. Yet the charge also extends to the poet’s more immediate circle: to the poet and radical agitator John Thelwall and to the liberal philosopher William Godwin, both of whom had ‘shifted and trimmed their views’ so as to avoid ‘sliding into despair at the apparent failure of their best hopes for social and human reformation’.3 Still further, Wordsworth may be reflecting on the motivations for his own pending retreat to ‘peace, and quiet, and domestic love’ with Dorothy in the Vale of Grasmere. Since leaving Cambridge in 1791 Wordsworth had led an unsettled, peripatetic life: first in Switzerland and France, then in London, Wales, Dorset, and Germany. These wanderings mirrored, to some extent, the vicissitudes of his commitment to progressive politics which were first aroused then shaken and finally dashed by the turbulent course of the French Revolution. Finding home at Grasmere Wordsworth could begin to take stock of his life, to reflect not only on the influence of nature, books, and formal education on his personal development but also on the psychical fallout of ‘hopes o’erthrown’.

The decisive event that confirmed Coleridge’s assessment of the Revolution as a ‘complete failure’, and that undoubtedly informs Wordsworth’s sense of the current ‘melancholy waste’, was Napoleon’s coup d’état of 9–10 November 1799. By the end of the year, having overturned the Directorate and Legislative Assemblies, Napoleon was presenting himself to the world as the omnipotent First Consul of France: the idea of the French Revolution as, in the opposition leader Charles Fox’s words, ‘the most stupendous and glorious edifice of liberty’ could no longer be sustained,4 leading Robert Southey to proclaim, in a letter to Coleridge, that ‘The cause of republicanism is over, and it is now only a struggle for domination’.5 The pursuit of the war against France that, in February 1793, had sent Wordsworth spinning on a whirligig of conflicted emotions was now regarded as a grim necessity. Towards the close of the decade, an increasing sense of disgust with Napoleon’s territorial ambitions was compounded by alarm at the increasing likelihood of invasion. With the very notion of home under threat, these, indeed, were ‘times of fear’.

When Wordsworth came, therefore, to resume work on his long autobiographical poem in the late winter and spring of 1804 he must have looked back on his youthful enthusiasm for French republicanism with a mixture of pity and contempt or, if not contempt, at least with a sense of unease at the extent to which his identity had been shaped by the forces of politics and history: ‘Great God!’, to adapt book eight’s damning pronouncement on the alienating effects of urban life, ‘That aught external to the living mind | Should have such mighty sway!’ (Prel–13, VIII. 700–3). By the end of the year, as Wordsworth completed work on his narrative of the French Revolution, the news of the crowning of Napoleon as Emperor of the French by Pope Pius VII on 2 December must have sounded as the final, resounding death knell for the progressive ideals that the poet had entertained for most of the previous decade.

That history could betray these ideals so starkly must surely have shaken his faith in his ability to discern meaning and purpose in the story of his own life.Yet, as Wordsworth began to tell the story of his first visit to France in the summer of 1790 there is no apparent indication of disillusionment, either with the Revolution or with his narrative capabilities. Here, as elsewhere in the poem, history is shaped by genre—in this case, by pastoral—and by a narrative process that Coleridge, commenting late in life on what Wordsworth might have achieved with ‘The Recluse’, describes as ‘redemptive’.6 Looking back in book six of The Prelude to his first visit to the continent the student Wordsworth is thus shown rejoicing as France stands ‘on the top of golden hours’ with ‘human nature seeming born again’ (VI. 353–4). There is, however, as Richard Gravil has pointed out, a note of caution sounded in the use of ‘seeming’ as if the poem were looking forward to a subsequent period of post-revolutionary disenchantment.7 Nevertheless, experiencing this peaceful and constitutional period of the Revolution at first hand (King Louis XVI would not be executed until January 1793) France appears to Wordsworth and his companion Robert Jones to be suffused with ‘benevolence and blessedness…like Spring | That leaves no corner of the Land untouched’ (VI. 367–9). In the lines that follow, echoes of ancient Greek pastoral—‘we saw | Dances of Liberty…dances in the open air…| Among the vine-clad Hills of Burgundy’ (VI. 380–3)—transform the nascent republic into a delirious festival of pagan renewal:


We rose at signal given, and form’d a ring,

And, hand in hand, danced round and round the Board;

All hearts were open, every tongue was loud

With amity and glee…(VI. 407–8)



With Wordsworth and Jones welcomed as ‘forerunners in a glorious course’ (VI. 412) the picture of the Revolution that emerges in this account is one of blithe, unthinking joy: the hope at this stage is that France will follow the example of the British ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688 by pursuing a benign course of constitutional reform. However, as caught up as Wordsworth appears in this ceaseless round of pacific delight, he is at pains to aver, towards the end of book six, that he looks upon the changes taking place across Europe as ‘from a distance…touch’d, but with no intimate concern; | I seem’d to move among them as a bird | Moves through the air’ (VI. 694–8). The poet wishes, in other words, to absolve himself of subsequent guilt over his support for the Revolution by presenting himself, by turns, as a naively sensuous participant in festive ‘glee’ and as an impartial onlooker swept up by the elemental currents of history. What connects both of these self-presentations is the desire to escape the historical conditioning of identity and to favour instead a kind of holiday self, observant of but not determined by the effects of time and change. If the older Wordsworth abjures critique of this earlier self it is so that he may retain a sense of history as the sullying of innocence by violent experience. Still, no less than Blake, Wordsworth writes with the full awareness of innocence as the mythical, retroactive origin of experience: a state of being that never was.

Composed intermittently between April and December 1804, after completing work on the summary of the walking tour of 1790, the material that would eventually appear as books nine and ten of The Prelude appears, at first, to sustain book six’s mood of detachment. Announcing that he returned to France in order to ‘speak the language more familiarly’ (Prel–13, IX. 37), Wordsworth represents his younger self as a tourist searching among the ruins of the Bastille for something he ‘could not find’ and ‘Affecting more emotion’ than he ‘felt’ (IX. 71). The poet goes on to state that he ‘scarcely felt’ the concussive ‘shock’ of the changes then taking place around him (IX. 86–7) and earlier, while regarding ‘the revolutionary Power | Toss like a Ship at anchor, rock’d by storms’ (IX. 48–9), he claims to be ‘unconcern’d’, as if watching events unfold in a ‘theatre, of which the stage | Was busy with an action far advanced’ (IX. 88–95; passim). Like the model for the spectator, advanced by Joseph Addison at the beginning of the eighteenth century, the holiday self perceives the revolutionary sublime as a form of theatrical display. Shielded both from joy and pain the spectator is, as a consequence, unable to give ‘form and body’ to his experiences; from this detached perspective the French Revolution appears ‘Loose and disjointed’, and lacking in ‘vital interest’ (IX. 107–8). Only a few lines later, however, Wordsworth announces to the reader that, having wearied of attending tedious artistic ‘societies’, ‘I gradually withdrew | Into a noisier world; and thus did soon | Became a Patriot’ (IX. 122–4). The verb ‘withdrew’, with its connotations of retirement and retreat, rests uneasily with the busy, social implications of the ‘noisier world’ and seems to jar with the actively nominative ‘Became a Patriot’, but in many respects the word choice is on a par with the curiously Virgilian trajectory of the poem’s account of these early months in revolutionary France. The paradoxical nature of Wordsworth’s self-presentation may be paraphrased thus: although at this point I acceded to the name of patriot with the intention of taking an active role in the revolutionary cause I was, as yet, in a state of pastoral enchantment and cannot, therefore, be held accountable for my decisions.

Of critical importance to Wordsworth’s narrative is the description of Michel-Arnaud Bacharetie de Beaupuy (1755–1796), the noble officer hero whose friendship provides the poet with an education in revolutionary politics. Beaupuy, we are informed, has ‘wander’d’ through the Revolution ‘in perfect faith | As through a Book, an old Romance’, or fairy ‘Tale’ (IX. 305–7). Beaupuy’s fashioning as a Spenserian knight, a man acting on selfless principle rather than personal ambition, enables the poet to ameliorate a dominant sense of the Revolution as, from the outset, bathed in blood. A member of the moderate Girondist party, the high-born officer retains a sense of noblesse oblige; the ‘tie invisible’ that binds him in service ‘unto the poor | Among mankind’ is reminiscent of Edmund Burke’s conception of ‘the great primaeval contract of eternal society, linking the lower with the higher natures, connecting the visible and the invisible world, according to a fixed compact sanctioned by the inviolable oath which holds all physical and all moral natures, each in their appointed place’.8 Wordsworth presents his conversation with Beaupuy as philosophical discourses, such as ‘Dion [held] with Plato’ (IX. 416). For reasons that will become clear, the reference to Plutarch’s description of Dion’s liberation of Sicily from the tyrannical rule of his nephew Dionysius the younger, following the failure of negotiations in which Plato had taken a leading part, provides the poem not only with an anchor in the Jacobin discourse of classical republicanism but also with a foundation for its redemptive teleology.

Book nine goes on to provide further justification for the pastoral or romantic conception of the early phases of the Revolution. Commenting, for instance, on the sight of Romarentin, the former seat of ‘ancient kings’, Wordsworth recounts a legend of noble ‘passion’ and ‘deeds’ sufficient to ‘mitigate the force | Of civic prejudice, the bigotry, | So call it, of a youthful Patriot’s mind’(IX. 499–501); on ‘these spots with many gleams’, the poet looks with ‘chivalrous delight’ (IX. 503–4). Alan Liu observes of this passage that ‘surfacing in Wordsworth’s younger mind’ is ‘recognition that the chivalric world is the very emblem of the ancien régime that necessitated revolution in the first place’.9 Accordingly, as if in acknowledgement of this contradiction, the appearance of a ‘hunger-bitten Girl | Who crept along, fitting her languid self | Unto a Heifer’s motion…knitting, in a heartless mood | Of solitude’ prompts Beaupuy to pronounce “‘’Tis against that | Which we are fighting”’ inspiring Wordsworth, in turn, to pledge allegiance to the ‘spirit’ of social reform (IX. 512–34; passim). Although the sight of the starving cowherd is presented as a wake-up call, a bracing alternative to the mood of ‘Fairy’ romance that has dominated the poem thus far, the description of her predicament is not so far removed from the fanciful accounts of damsels in distress that had provided Wordsworth and Beaupuy with distraction during walks in the Loire forests. Earlier in the poem Wordsworth mentions Angelica and Ermine, the respective heroines of Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso (1532) and Tasso’s Gerusalemme Liberata (1580–1), before going on to fantasize about jousting knights and lusty satyrs ‘Rejoicing o’er a Female in the midst, | A mortal Beauty, their unhappy Thrall’ (IX. 463–4). On both counts, the violence of revolutionary action is mitigated by romance.

While this departure into the realms of antique and early modern eroticism seems to be a distraction from the sober business of recounting the progress of the Revolution, and of Wordsworth’s changing responses to the Revolution, one must bear in mind the biographical context that informs these lines. Sometime in the winter of 1791–2 Wordsworth had fallen in love. With Annette Vallon, the lively, articulate, and intelligent daughter of a lawyer’s clerk, Wordsworth embarked on a passionate affair that was to change the course of his life. Unsurprisingly, the relationship between William and Annette, and the illegitimate daughter, Caroline, born as a consequence of this relationship, goes unmentioned in The Prelude. A woman of royalist sympathies who would later receive a pension for her work in the counter-revolutionary underground, Annette seems, at first sight, to be an unlikely lover for a republican sympathizer. Yet, as Kenneth Johnston has pointed out, in the early months of his stay in France Wordsworth’s political opinions were by no means settled; The Prelude records how, at first, the ‘chief | Of my associates…were men well born…the Chivalry of France’ (IX. 129–33)—in other words, military officers loyal to the crown.10

That Wordsworth, as yet uncommitted to the cause of the people, should have associated with counter-revolutionaries is perhaps unsurprising; what is striking about this admission is how the emphasis on Royalist ‘chivalry’ carries over into those passages addressing the poet’s friendship with Beaupuy. Like the younger Wordsworth, Beaupuy may be guilty of over-indulgence in ‘that first poetic faculty | Of plain Imagination and severe’ and consequently, as Gravil conjectures, of ‘wilfulness of fancy and conceit’ from touch of which ‘Nothing’ is ‘safe’ (Prel–13, VIII. 521–6), yet the poem goes to some lengths to establish the military hero as a figure mediating between the realms of ‘old Romance’ and revolutionary actuality.11 At once a knight of the mythical chivalric past and a ‘Patriot’ hero Beaupuy’s ‘ideality’ consists, in Johnston’s words, ‘of his ability to establish correspondence, or continuity, between the old and the new’.12 Earlier in the poem Beaupuy is described as dying, like the ‘worthiest of Antiquity’ (IX. 427), in the service of ‘Liberty’ (433) during the civil war in the Vendée in the spring of 1793. But this act of consecration of the pure or noble phase of the Revolution is founded on the elision of historical actuality; for Beaupuy was in fact killed in October 1796 during the wars of expansion that transformed the Republic into an imperialist power. Were the poem not so eager to impose consistency on revolutionary identity Beaupuy ought rightly to be considered one of those who ‘become oppressors in their turn’, change a ‘war of self-defence | For one of conquest, losing sight of all | Which they had struggled for’ (X. 791–3). Here, Liu’s assessment is apposite: ‘a revolution in which protagonists in one phase of action turn antagonists in the next necessarily perpetuates the state of war as the very condition of its being’.13 It is the knowledge of this condition, manifested in the poem’s bewildering account of conflicted allegiances and covert sympathies, that romance seeks to repress.

Chief among those subterranean sympathies, of course, is the hidden narrative of a young man’s sexual history. As critics have long acknowledged, the story that Wordsworth cannot tell is granted sublimated expression in the ‘tragic Tale’ (IX. 551) of Vaudracour and Julia. The tale, which follows on from a passage outlining a daringly Jacobin programme of constitutional reforms culminating with a call for ‘the People’ to have ‘a strong hand | In making their own Laws’ (IX. 532–3), focuses on the conflict between respect for paternal authority and the necessity of reform. Vaudracour, a member of the privileged Second Estate, fathers a child with his lower-born lover Julia. Falsely arrested, denied a fair trial and prevented from communicating with his beloved, Vaudracour is, nevertheless, an unsympathetic hero; like Hamlet he ‘does not act consistently, flares up heroically only to recoil submissively, and fritters away his many opportunities in an aimless series of comings and goings, hidings and findings, arrests and releases, all caused by the “will of the One” (his father) whom he dreams of reforming by sympathy but fears to rebel against by force’.14 Wordsworth’s stillborn tale abounds with silences and elisions, with hints of psychological motivations that are never satisfactorily developed or explained. At once a veiled account of his illicit relationship with Annette and a commentary on that part of himself that would remain in thrall to paternal power, unable to commit to service in the cause of freedom, the story was omitted from the published version of The Prelude.

Book ten, which continues the narrative of the poet’s residence in France, opens with an account of the events of August and September 1792. Ranging through Paris, the poet surveys the ‘prison where the unhappy monarch lay’ and the Palace of the Tuileries, ‘lately stormed | With roar of cannon and a numerous host’; he crosses the square in front of the palace, just a ‘few weeks back | Heap’d up’ with the ‘dead and dying’ (X. 47–8) bodies of the Swiss guard, and in his narrative recalls a by now familiar sense of numbness and detachment:


           upon these

And other sights looking as doth a man

Upon a volume whose content he knows

Are memorable, but from him lock’d up,

Being written in a tongue he cannot read;

So that he questions the leaves with pain,

And half upbraids their silence.(X. 48–54)



A few lines earlier the poem adopts the tone of a political instrumentalist, excusing the perpetration of ‘Lamentable crimes’—Wordsworth has in mind the September massacres—as ‘Ephemeral monsters, to be seen but once’ so that ‘Earth’ may be ‘free from them forever’ (31–7; passim). ‘[E]‌nflam’d with hope’ the poet believes himself to be immune to the shock of the violent origins of the new republic. But a change has taken place in the way the Revolution is perceived. No longer amenable to the shaping spirit of old romance the descent of the Revolution into violence and factionalism weighs on the poet’s mind, manifesting its traumatic illegibility through a series of biblical and Shakespearean allusions:


‘The horse is taught his manage and the wind

Of heaven wheels round and treads in his own steps,

Year follows year, the tide returns again,

Day follows day, all things have second birth;

The earthquake is not satisfied at once.’

And in such way I wrought upon myself,

Until I seem’d to hear a voice that cried

To the whole City, ‘Sleep no more.’(X. 70–7)



The architect of this change and the personage with whom Wordsworth struggles throughout book ten is Maximilien Robespierre. If Robespierre is the man held responsible for plunging the Revolution into chaos and despair, then it is Wordsworth who will come forward as the Revolution’s redeemer. By way of a continuation of the emphasis placed in book nine on the decisive influence of individuals on world events—a forerunner of Carlyle’s ‘great men’ thesis—book ten lays stress on the role of ‘single persons…| Transcendent to all local patrimony’, bound ‘in self-restraint, | In circumspection and simplicity’, acting in defence of just causes (X. 138–54; passim). The ensuing lines, with their reference to Athenian liberators such as Harmodius and Aristogon, recall the poet’s conversations with Beaupuy concerning the moral superiority of ancient Greek philosophers in the struggle against tyranny. Although Wordsworth acknowledges that such thoughts are ‘common-places’, a ‘theme for Boys, too trite even to be felt’, yet these thoughts inspire him, with ‘a revelation’s liveliness’, to pronounce a hope ‘that the virtue of one paramount mind’ will clear ‘a passage for just government’ (X. 158–85; passim). In addition to classical heroes the poem makes allusions to the redemptive endings of Shakespeare’s tragedies, in particular to Hamlet (ll. 313–14), Julius Caesar (l. 167), King Lear (l. 462) and Macbeth (l.77). That a Fortinbras or Macduff fails to appear to redeem the time marks the limits of the poem’s investment in catharsis as a solution to historical contradictions. Drama is thus no more able than romance to inform the shapeless energies of revolution.15

Among the many events that Wordsworth elides in this narrative of his final months in Paris is the birth of his daughter Caroline. The poet’s biographers record that the father was not present for the birth of his child, and one wonders to what extent the poem’s allusions to ‘solid birth-right…| Redeem’d according to example given | By ancient Lawgivers’ (X. 186–8) is informed by feelings of guilt and concern for ensuring the legitimacy of his progeny. From its inception the French Revolution has been portrayed as a second birth for humanity, but at this stage in the poem, as the political shades over into the personal, Wordsworth’s fantasy of an early death in the service of the people seems, no less than the elicit fruit of his procreation, to be a ‘mistaken and bewilder’d offering’ (X. 196). When Wordsworth returns to England, ostensibly for want of funds to support himself but in truth to seek the means to support both himself and a wife and child, he experiences a further, decisive change in his attitude towards the Revolution:


And now the strength of Britain was put forth

In league with the [confederated] Host;

Not in my single self alone I found,

But in the minds of all ingenuous Youth,

Change and subversion from this hour. No shock

Given to my moral nature had I known

Down to that very moment; neither lapse

Nor turn of sentiment that might be named

A revolution, save at this one time,

All else was progress on the self-same path

On which with a diversity of pace

I had been travelling; this a stride at once

Into another region.(X. 229–41)



The declaration of war against France in February 1793 places the revolutionary ‘patriot’ at a distance from the ‘patriotic love’ (X. 280) of his country. Exiled in this other region—a condition of mind akin to the dissociative states explored in ‘The Discharged Soldier’ and ‘The Ruined Cottage’—the ensuing ‘unnatural strife’ is felt as a ‘weight’ within the ‘heart’, a depressive condition contrasting with the state of enjoyment in which, as a youth, the poet had sported with the ‘breeze’, a ‘green leaf on the blessed tree | Of my beloved Country’ (X. 250–5; passim). Now, cut off from the Burkean image of organic community and ‘toss’d about in whirlwinds’ the poet undergoes a ‘conflict of sensations without name’ as, meditating on the prospect of the deaths of English soldiers, he ‘exult[s]‌ in the triumph of [his] soul’ (X. 257–9).

A further detail repressed in this account is Wordsworth’s authoring of his ‘Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff’ (1793). Written by a self-proclaimed ‘Republican’, the letter mounts a vitriolic attack on the British monarchy and aristocracy and mocks the ‘idle cry of modish lamentation’ for the recent French regicide.16 The endorsement of revolutionary violence proved too extreme for the radical publisher Joseph Johnson and the letter remained unpublished until well after the poet’s death. Had the letter been published it would, as Johnston notes, ‘have been one of the most radical of all responses to Burke, Watson, or any other conservative writer on events in France’ and the author, if identified, would undoubtedly have been subject to severe punishment.17 As it stands, in the account given in The Prelude, Wordsworth’s repressed identity as an advocate of political violence is detectable in the portrait he gives of himself as a young man skulking like an ‘uninvited Guest’ in the midst of a church congregation. As his countrymen offer ‘praises for our…Victories’ the anonymous author of the ‘Letter to Llandaff’ sits ‘silent’, speculating on the ‘day of vengeance yet to come’ (X. 271–3). Looking back with some degree of shame on this period of youthful enthusiasm for the violent promulgation of revolutionary ideals Wordsworth’s perspective is nevertheless informed by an abiding fascination with the spectacle of war. One thinks, for example, of his declaration in the sonnet ‘Anticipation: October 1803’ that ‘even the prospect of our Brethren slain, | Hath something in it which the heart enjoys’ (CWRT I, 651: ll. 12–13), or of his notorious affirmation of ‘carnage’ as ‘God’s daughter’ (SP, l. 282) in the ‘Thanksgiving Ode’ of 1816 written to commemorate the Allied victory over Napoleon at the Battle of Waterloo. Writing of the three revolutionary books of The Prelude Richard Gravil has conjectured that the struggle to reconcile the poet’s early Jacobin and later loyalist selves is complicated by the persistence of a certain apocalyptic tendency in the Wordsworthian Imagination, a tendency manifested initially in the rapt invocation of Druidic sacrifice in the ‘Salisbury Plain’ poem of 1793–4 and later reworked in book twelve of The Prelude:


I ranged, and by the solitude o’ercome,

I had a reverie and saw the past,

Saw multitudes of men, and here and there

A single Briton in his wolf-skin vest,

With shield and stone-ax, stride across the Wold;

The voice of spears was heard, the rattling spear

Shaken by arms of mighty bone, in strength

Long moulder’d, of barbaric majesty.

I call’d upon the darkness; and it took,

A midnight darkness seem’d to come and take

All objects from my sight; and lo! again

The desart visible by dismal flames!(XII. 320–30)



Wordsworth’s insight into the destructive origins of human society is linked here with the Satanic paradox of ‘darkness visible’; momentarily, the poet seems on the verge of a self-cancelling identification with the powers of negation reminiscent, as Geoffrey Hartman, Kenneth Johnston, and many other critics have noted, of the apocalyptic eruption of Imagination during the crossing of the Alps episode in book six. Although at first glance the apostrophe to Imagination seems far removed from the ‘midnight darkness’ of the Salisbury Plain passage, there is a strong family resemblance between the two accounts: in both instances an event occurs that places the poet outside the normative scheme of human development, an event that threatens to jeopardize the idea of history as a progressive march towards enlightenment. As with the Imagination passage, in book twelve the urge to extinction is counterbalanced by ‘sight | Of a new world’ (XII. 370–1), a vision of peaceful renewal not a million miles away from the second birth of the French Revolution as it appeared to Wordsworth in 1790. Yet this second birth is itself informed by memories of the fatalistic prophesying of book ten, lines 70–7: ‘the tide returns again, | Day follows day, all things have second birth; | The earthquake is not satisfied at once’. Wordsworth, it seems, is unable to do away with that part of his mind that would identify with the forces of destruction.

But where does this identification begin? In book six, lines 290–305, Wordsworth recalls the sight of the British fleet, preparing for war off the coast of Portsmouth in the summer of 1793. As the manuscript shows, the image of the light of the setting sun as it struck the warships made a powerful impression on the poet:


While anchored Vessels scattered fa[r]‌ [  ]

Darken with shadowy hulks [    ]

O’er earth o’er air and oce[an] [     ]

Tranquillity extends her [     ]

But hark from yon proud fleet in peal profound

Thunders the sunset cannon; at the sound

The star of life appears set in blood

Old ocean shudders in offended mood

Deepening with moral gloom his angry flood.(EPF, p. 744)



While in one sense, as Johnston has claimed, the breach in the centre of the passage is a demonstration of the violation of the ‘Tranquillity’ of Nature by the forces of ‘history, politics, and war’, it is important to bear in mind that the lines derive their imaginative force from the disjunctive image of the ‘sunset cannon’.18 The violent yoking of nature and culture and life and death encoded in this image is perhaps synecdochal of a deeper, psychological enthralment with self-cancelling extremes. While from a conventional point of view war might ruin a beautiful sunset, in this passage war has becomes a principle of poetic profundity: a harbinger of ‘pain’ imbued with ‘deep | Imagination’ (Prel-13, X. 303–5). Wordsworth claims later on in book ten that the war with France ‘threw’ him ‘out of the pale of love’ (X. 760), opening the way to a brief period of allegiance to the rationalist utopianism of William Godwin’s Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1794), described in lines 847–8 as ‘a work | Of false imagination’. Yet, as jarring as the entry into war undoubtedly was, it also brought the poet into closer proximity with the demonic undercurrents of his creative abilities. As the poem enters into its description of the excesses of Robespierre’s Reign of Terror, the Revolution is presented as a dizzying, unsustainable perversion of childhood pleasures; the delight that Wordsworth took in the festival atmosphere of 1790 is turned in these lines into a fiendish celebration of infantile glee as the revolutionary child sets his windmill ‘against the blast, and runs amain | To make it whirl the faster’ (X. 343–4). As if in acknowledgement of the dangerous appeal of the id-enjoyment of destruction Wordsworth moves to distinguish the ‘Ennobling’ (399), ‘holy passion’ (383) of his own youthful impulses from the savage ‘rage’ (411) of the ‘foul Tribe of Moloch’ (468–9), declaring ‘sympathy’ with divine ‘power’ (415) to rise above the tumult.

As the revisions to this passage indicate, however, Wordsworth appears to have been troubled by the implications of his identification with the ‘enflamed’ visions of ‘the ancient Prophets’ (X. 401). In the 1850 text the prophets are ‘borne aloft’ yet ‘constrained by natural laws’ (Prel-14, X. 437–8); while glimpsing ‘retribution’ they want not ‘humility…pity and sorrow’, and as they claim ‘daring sympathies with power’ their motions are ‘not treacherous or profane’ (X. 447–58). It is possible that the older Wordsworth perceived in the first drafting of this passage visionary promptings that placed his youthful self in uncomfortable proximity to his blood-letting ‘Robespierrean alter ego’. While, Gravil cautions, it would be ‘perverse to argue that The Prelude consciously entertains any doubt’ as to which of these identities is the poet’s ‘true self’ the suggestion constantly presents itself that the revolutionary self, ‘which usurps, by a species of reaction upon the recollecting poet, may in some sense be “truer” than the one it has left behind’.19 In respect of this, the description of Robespierre as the Moloch of the Terror is worth considering further. In Milton’s Paradise Lost Moloch is identified as the ‘horrid king, besmeared with blood | Of human sacrifice’ and the younger Wordsworth may have transferred the grotesque allure of this image to his vision of sacrifice on Salisbury Plain.20 The description of the poet’s discovery of the death of Robespierre that forms the centrepiece of book ten (Prel-13, X. 515–66) has justly been celebrated as a triumphant affirmation of the restorative powers of the Wordsworthian Imagination, but residues of the seductive charm of unbridled potency nevertheless play a part in shaping this vision. ‘Great was my glee of spirit, great my joy | In vengeance’ (ll. 539–40) announces the poet in the first flush of victory before announcing the return of the ‘“golden times”’ (541) of the opening phase of the Revolution. Although ‘vengeance’ is moderated by calmer schemes of ‘renovation’ (556) the first, instinctive response is a reminder of the fatalistic view of history outlined in book ten, lines 70–7; even as Wordsworth declares his faith in the ‘March…towards righteousness and peace’ (553) his vision is tainted by recollections of the ineluctable return of hate and war. Stephen Gill has suggested that the self-quotation of line 566, ‘We beat with thundering hoofs the level sand’—a repetition of the Furness Abbey episode of book two, lines 99–144—is a means of asserting the triumph of the pacific, pre-revolutionary self,21 but the poet who, on 8 June 1794, at the height of the worst excesses of the Terror, declared himself ‘a determined enemy to every species of violence’ knows in his heart that the ‘rage for destruction’ is something he shares.22 The poem’s subsequent denunciation of the Pitt government’s ‘child-like’ (l. 650) mimicry of French belligerence may be read, in light of this, as a criticism not so much of the government’s perfidious undermining of the cause of ‘liberty’ as of its failure to exhibit an equivalent martial zeal.

What, then, are the ‘bitter truths’ that Wordsworth leaves suspended so that he may ‘return | To my own History’ (X. 657–8)? Given the poem’s notorious vagueness over the placing of dates and events I would suggest that what is passed over, at this point, is the extent to which ‘my own History’ is not, wholly ‘my own’ but is, rather, shaped and informed by forces beyond the poet’s conscious control. While the death of Robespierre is presented in The Prelude as a staging ground for the reassertion of the right to tell one’s own story, untainted by the accretions of ‘aught external to the living mind’ (VIII. 701) or, indeed, by ‘unnatural strife’ (X. 250) rising from within, the poet’s retelling of the paradisal ‘dawn’ of his revolutionary hopes (X. 689–756), and the resumption of his attempt to protect these hopes from the shock of ‘open war’ (758), lead only to the same conclusion: that the drive to narrative consistency is baffled by the return of historical ‘contrarieties’ (899). Yet still the poet maintains that ‘saving intercourse’ with his ‘true self’ (X. 914–15), associated with the ‘feelings of my earlier life’, has sustained him in ‘that strength and knowledge full of peace’:


Which through the steps of our degeneracy,

All degradation of this age, hath still

Upheld me, and upholds me at this day

In the catastrophe…(X. 924–30)



Writing in the aftermath of Napoleon’s coronation, Wordsworth contrasts his affirmation of personal consistency with a denunciation of the fatal reversal of the French Revolution ‘into a gewgaw, a machine’ (X. 939), a tawdry piece of theatrical chicanery.

The book concludes with an apostrophe to Coleridge, the absent ‘friend’ who first inspired the poet’s exploration of Man, Nature, and Society. Returning from Malta, the island that Britain refused to cede to the French under the terms of the 1802 Treaty of Amiens, thereby provoking the resumption of hostilities between the two nations, Coleridge had made a stop in Sicily. Wordsworth imagines his friend at large among the ‘lowest fallen | Of all the race of men’, a land strewn ‘with the wreck of loftiest years…| Of simple virtue once…| Now without one memorial hope’ (X. 947–63; passim). Adopting the longue durée the poet regards the fate of Sicily, once a seat of peace and democracy, now mired in ignorance, superstition and poverty, as ‘a far more sober cause…of sorrow’ (X. 958–9) than the present state of France. The passage casts a sceptical pall on the glories of ‘philosophic war’ that Wordsworth had celebrated with Beaupuy during the romance phase of the Revolution. Returning to a theme originating in the 1799 version of the poem, Wordsworth expresses a wish that Coleridge’s presence on the island will purge the ‘Sirocco air of its degeneracy’ and that a reciprocal ‘breeze’ (ll. 974–5) will, in turn, restore his friend, then suffering from the pains of opium addiction and rejection in love, to physical and moral health. The source of Sicily’s ‘restorative delight’ (l. 1005) is the fountain of Arethusa, the mythical source of pastoral poetry. Thus the poem descends from epic heights, through glades of enchanting romance to ‘fancied images’ (l. 1029) of pastoral rebirth. But the poem is not yet at peace, and just as the story of the fount of Arethusa betrays its origins in struggle (in Ovid’s Metamorphoses the nymph Arethusa is changed into a subterranean river to protect her from violation by the river-god Alpheus), so the fountain’s location on the island of Ortygia, just across from the city of Syracuse, recalls a history of incessant violence. Invoked by Pindar as the temple or precinct of Mars, Syracuse was under constant threat of invasion, whether from Carthage, Athens or Rome. Although originally a Greek myth, the story of Arethusa, as popularized by Virgil and Ovid, served as an allegory of the benefits of Roman imperialism, with the vulnerable nymph, an emblem of Greek inferiority, saved from rape by the intervention of ‘higher’ powers. In Pindar’s second Pythian ode Syracuse is described as ‘βαθυπολέμο’ or ‘plunged deep in war’.23 The ancient Greek, transliterated in Latin as ‘bathupolemou’, is a reminder that literary representations of war as peri hypsous, that is as heightened or ‘sublime’, are mired from the outset by unnerving recollections of human suffering. When, in 1798, Admiral Nelson visited the island to water his fleet for the Battle of the Nile he may have reflected on the fountain’s links with this history of violence and, like Wordsworth, he may have realised, with part of his being, that there is no way out of this history, that the ‘airy and fantastical’ path of peace leads ‘but from war to war’.24
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CHAPTER 24

THE EXCURSION AS DIALOGIC POEM

JACOB RISINGER

THE publication of The Excursion in August 1814 must have been marked, for Wordsworth, by a peculiar melancholy. After sixteen years of sporadic composition in which he had amassed over 17,000 lines of a ‘long and laborious Work’ that he hoped would ‘benefit his countrymen’, if not revivify a war-torn generation, Wordsworth could finally share the serious fruits of his poetic retirement with the reading public (CExc, 38–9). By the end of the year, however, critics had followed Francis Jeffrey of The Edinburgh Review in censuring Wordsworth for his affectation, his mysticism, and his prolixity. Feigning indifference, Wordsworth reluctantly consigned to posterity the only portion of ‘The Recluse’ that he would publish in his lifetime: ‘In respect to its final destiny I have neither care nor anxiety being assured if it be of God—it must stand; and that if the spirit of truth, “The Vision and the Faculty divine” be not in it, and so do not pervade it, it must perish’ (MY, II. 181).

As a product of his last-ditch effort to write what Coleridge had anticipated as ‘the first and only true Phil. Poem in existence’, The Excursion seems to shrink from its grand philosophical objective at almost every juncture (CL, IV. 574). If Wordsworth’s readers had expected the versified philosophy of a poem like Alexander Pope’s Essay on Man (1734), the deceptively simple first book of The Excursion would have quickly upset their expectations. Without recourse to abstract speculation, it records the divergent meditations of a novice Poet and the Wanderer—an uncommonly sagacious pedlar, well-versed in ‘the wisdom of our daily life’—as they sit beside the ruins of a humble cottage, safe in the shadows cast by the ‘breezy elms’ (CExc, I. 402, 472). As a prelude to their peripatetic ramble through the countryside, Book I foregrounds the complexity of narrative interpretation in The Excursion by emphasizing their contrasting and nuanced responses to the human suffering that the ruined cottage comes to epitomize.1

In Book II, Wordsworth heightens this interpretive complexity with their decision to seek out another epitome of human suffering in the form of the Solitary, a recluse whose political disenchantment and accumulated disappointments have led to his retirement in a valley whose tranquillity is emphasized by the poet:


           peace is here

Or no where; days unruffled by the gale

Of public news or private; years that pass

Forgetfully; uncalled upon to pay

The common penalties of mortal life,

Sickness, or accident, or grief, or pain.(CExc, II. 384–9)



Capturing the restrained cadence of the poem’s blank verse as well as the pastoral ambience of its unfolding, descriptions like this hint at Wordsworth’s deviation from the scale of Coleridge’s ambition. Conversation ensues, a country parson joins the discussion, narratives from common life are recounted, and the Wanderer, the Pastor, and the Poet attempt to supplant the Solitary’s despondency with ‘principles of truth, | Which the Imaginative Will upholds, in seats of wisdom’ (CExc. IV. 1120–2). But at the end of The Excursion, few conclusions are drawn, the prescribed paths of wisdom prove irreconcilable, and the ‘Totality of a System’ that Coleridge had anticipated never emerges (CL, iv. 574).2

The staggering discrepancy between Wordsworth’s grand philosophical ambitions for ‘The Recluse’ and the mundane narrative of The Excursion has confounded Wordsworth’s contemporaries and his more recent commentators. Disavowing any sort of formal system, Wordsworth assured his readers that they would have ‘no difficulty in extracting the system’ of ‘The Recluse’ for themselves; The Excursion, however, offers few clues about what this extraction might entail (CExc, 39). In the face of this absence, the extended poetic dialogue between the four principal characters in The Excursion has been variously characterized as ‘a tissue of moral and devotional ravings’ and a ‘defensive reaction to strange sympathies and apocalyptic stirrings’.3 In an attempt to counterbalance this infamous critical reception, this essay dwells on two interconnected antecedents for The Excursion: the poem’s affinity with a tradition of philosophical dialogue, and its emergence out of conversation with Coleridge. I argue that a perceived incongruity between Wordsworth’s monologic perspective and the dialogic interplay of his characters grows out of a larger imbalance between the mimetic and didactic ends of philosophical dialogue. Coleridge was one of the most perceptive critics of this imbalance in The Excursion; but as I contend below, Wordsworth’s turn to dialogue in the poem was integrally related to the breakdown of his own extended conversation with Coleridge.

COLERIDGE AND CONVERSATION IN THE EXCURSION

Charles Lamb once described The Excursion as ‘the noblest conversational poem I ever read’ (Lamb, Letters, iii. 95), but in invoking Coleridge’s own generic classification, Lamb’s praise could only point toward a central absence. Estranged from the interlocutor and ‘dear Friend’ whose ideal of conversation had prompted his best poetry even in his absence, Wordsworth was forced to undertake his great philosophical poem alone (CExc, 38). One need look no farther than a comment that Wordsworth made well before their breach, while Coleridge was traveling in Malta, to get a sense of the uncertain imaginative isolation from which The Excursion was born: ‘Within this last month I have returned to the Recluse, and have written 700 additional lines. Should Coleridge return, so that I might have some conversation with him upon the subject, I should go on swimmingly’ (MY, i. 64). For Wordsworth, the final form of The Excursion was intimately related to both the possibility and the breakdown of the sociable conditions that had accompanied its conception.

The Excursion is all too often read in isolation from Wordsworth’s great decade, but its philosophical dialogue is deeply intertwined with the conversations and associated poetic labour that Wordsworth and Coleridge once shared in Somerset ‘on Quantock’s grassy Hills’ (Prel-13, xiii. 393). It would be hard to underestimate the importance of this conversation to the formation of both poets. Their dialogue at Alfoxden was so vital that Coleridge would later describe the preface to Lyrical Ballads as a product of ‘Conversations, so frequent, that with few exceptions we could scarcely either of us perhaps positively say, which first started any particular thought’ (CL, ii. 830). Wordsworth once compared Coleridge’s conversation to ‘a majestic river’ whose meandering course appeared and disappeared in flashes (CCTT, i. xli), but their fervent conversational exchange was characteristic rather than atypical of what John Mee has described as an age invested in ‘the desire for reciprocal dialogue and the understanding of culture emerging out of the everyday worlds of its participants.’4

Wordsworth’s attempt to compose a ‘philosophic song’ was one of the most substantial results of their collaboration, but the reverberations of their shared conversations revolutionized the work of both poets.5 Modern critics have unsurprisingly underscored the significance of their poetic conversation: what Lucy Newlyn has described as a simultaneously private and public dialogue assembled out of shared allusions stood, for Paul Magnuson, as the foundation and ‘essential generative condition for their poetry’.6 Coleridge’s first ‘conversation poem’ predates his acquaintance with Wordsworth, but his generic innovation would, in time, come to both honour and enact their shared dialogue in poems such as ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’, ‘Dejection: An Ode’, and The Prelude. For both poets, the poetic and personal ramifications of their collaboration outlasted even the fact of its existence. The Excursion emerges out of a particularly unusual juncture in their relationship, for much of its composition occurred just after Wordsworth’s formative dialogue with Coleridge had ceased to flow. In 1810, the imperfect sympathies and unexpressed resentments of both Wordsworth and Coleridge led to a breach between the two poets that would never be fully reconciled.7 The year that marked the cessation of Wordsworth and Coleridge’s intimate collaboration also began what both Mark Reed and the Cornell editors have described as Wordsworth’s sustained and concerted work on The Excursion as a ‘clearly distinct poem’ (CExc, 12; Reed, MY, 675–85).

Readers from Francis Jeffrey forward have been attentive to a central interpretive conundrum in The Excursion—a rift between the desire for what Wordsworth, in The Prelude, called the ‘interchange of talk’, and the reality of a sequestered sensibility forced to conjure up a dialogue on its own terms (Prel-13, ix. 401). In this sense, dialogic philosophy in The Excursion pays oblique tribute to Coleridge even as it attests to Wordsworth’s continual dependence on the conversational origins of ‘The Recluse’. While certainly evincing what Sally Bushell has described as evidence of Wordsworth’s growing ‘creative independence from Coleridge’, the dramatic form of The Excursion attempts to replicate in altered guise and less social circumstances the conversational fusion and philosophical conditions that had catalysed so much of his earlier poetry.8

In a clear instance of this retrospective impulse, Wordsworth made ‘The Ruined Cottage’—the long poem that had powerfully inaugurated his collaboration with Coleridge in 1797—the first book and foundation of his new Excursion. Expanding the original poem’s sociable and mildly didactic exchange between pedlar and poet, Wordsworth added a skeptical Solitary and a devout Pastor to the poem’s original two characters, creating a multi-perspectival conversational mode. Whatever the results, his self-conscious adoption of ‘other Characters speaking’ and ‘something of a dramatic form’ stood at the centre of his generic conception for the poem (CExc, 39). He made this abundantly clear in a letter following its publication, reminding Catherine Clarkson that it was ‘never to be lost sight of, that the Excursion is part of a work; that in its plan it is conversational’ (MY, ii. 191). Wordsworth’s attempt to dramatize his ‘system’—his bid to enact a kind of conversational ‘multeity in unity’—stands in The Excursion as an unacknowledged tribute to Coleridge. But in a fashion characteristic of the misunderstandings that marred their later friendship, this dialogic tendency prompted Coleridge to censure Wordsworth for his ‘undue predilection for the dramatic form’ (CCBL, ii. 135).

‘SOMETHING OF A DRAMATIC FORM’

In adopting ‘something of a dramatic form’, Wordsworth acknowledged the conventions of a form that he described in the ‘Preface of 1815’ as one in which ‘the Poet does not appear at all in his own person’ and ‘the whole action is carried on by speech and dialogue of the agents’ (PrW, iii. 27). He had made previous forays in this mode. In early lyrics such as ‘We are Seven’ and ‘Resolution and Independence’, Wordsworth had used dialogue in tandem with the irony it fostered to alienate a poem’s speaker both from himself and his preconceived assumptions. In the specific context of a self-consciously philosophic poem, however, dialogue has a philosophical as well as a poetic function. In subjecting conviction and assertion to the moderating force of multiple voices, dialogue unsettles easy claims upon truth by insisting on the evaluation of ideas at the intersection of two or more perspectives. In Richard McKeon’s terms, it entails ‘statement and counterstatement, based on ordinary ways of life and ordinary uses of language, with no possible appeal to a reality beyond opposed opinions except through opinions about reality. Truth is perceived in perspective, and perspectives can be compared, but there is no overarching inclusive perspective.’9 In taking this conversational ethos seriously, Wordsworth explored the possibilities of a disengaged standpoint, one that seemed at odds with his own earlier celebration of an imaginative subjectivity capable of distorting the external world it sometimes mirrored.10

Wordsworth’s insistent cultivation of this detached perspective in The Excursion helps explain its dissonance with The Prelude. While his autobiographical poem follows Augustine’s Confessions in charting the meandering course and significant milestones of a personal if secular conversion, The Excursion recounts an attempt at conversion through conversation and argument alone. Kenneth Johnston has described its cynical and misanthropic Solitary as an ‘absolute perversion’ of the Wordsworthian notion that the love of nature leads to the love of mankind;11 it falls to the Wanderer and his accomplices to convince him otherwise, correct his despondency, and reason him out of his ‘self-indulging spleen’ (CExc, ii. 328). It is in this sense that David Duff has described The Excursion as a paradigmatic example of the ‘unexpected and paradoxical revival’ of didactic poetry in the Romantic age.12 Restoration of the Solitary’s ‘Imaginative Will’ stands as one of its desired ends, but reasonable conversation trumps imaginative transport as its ultimate means (CExc, iv. 1121).

In diffusing his own subjectivity and authority throughout The Excursion, this disengaged mode blurs any clear sense of Wordsworth’s proximity to each character and obscures the nature of the authority that each speaker wields. Consider, for example, the distribution of his own biography to various members of the poem’s cast. In Book I, the detailed sketch of the Wanderer’s biography resembles Wordsworth’s account of his own childhood in The Prelude. Like Wordsworth, the Wanderer has experienced both fear and ‘the pure delight of love’, a dialectic of experience that manifests itself in the Wanderer’s own pedestrian version of The Prelude’s famous boat theft episode:


He, many an evening to his distant home

In solitude returning, saw the Hills

Grow larger in the darkness, all alone

Beheld the stars come out above his head,

And travelled through the wood, with no one near

To whom he might confess the things he saw.

So the foundations of his mind were laid.

In such communion…(CExc, i. 205, 142–9)



Like the young poet paddling across Ullswater, the Wanderer had experienced moments of natural transcendence and ‘troubled pleasure’, but he is hardly the sole legatee of Wordsworth’s autobiographical backstory in The Excursion (Prel–13, i. 390). The Solitary constitutes a foil for the Wanderer’s reparative wisdom, and Wordsworth’s decision to saddle him with his own revolutionary disappointments sets him up as a kind of scapegoat whose impaired imagination must be restored. At the same time, Wordsworth invests the ‘pensive Sceptic’ with the most recent and startlingly raw facet of his own biography: like Wordsworth, the Solitary endured the sudden death of two children and had to describe what ‘cannot be reviewed in thought; | Much less, retraced in words’ (CExc, viii. 1; iii. 689–90). The Wanderer’s sympathy might remain theoretically unbounded, but the depth of the Solitary’s own experience seems somehow beyond the reach of ‘the Sage’ and his ‘eloquent harangue’ (CExc, iv. 1272).13

In connecting one of his prominent speeches to lines Wordsworth first wrote in 1798, Stephen Gill has described the Wanderer as the poem’s pre-eminent mouthpiece for ‘Wordsworth the Sage’, but similar transpositions throw that hegemony into question.14 In Book III, for example, the Solitary justifies his own purportedly self-defeating retreat with lines that Wordsworth wrote in a reflection on his own poetic retirement in Grasmere. The Solitary defends those hermits who flee not from ‘intolerable pangs’, but out of a greater desire


For independent happiness; craving peace,

The central feeling of all happiness,

Not as a refuge from distress or pain,

A breathing-time, vacation, or a true,

But for its absolute self; a life of peace,

Stability without regret or fear;

That hath been, is, and shall be evermore!(CExc, iii. 386–94)15



Substituting continuity and fulfilment for the imaginative hope of ‘something evermore about to be’, the Solitary sounds a mature Wordsworthian note, one that contests both the limitations of his own perspective and the wisdom of the Wanderer’s declamations (Prel-13, vi. 542). But if this heightening of their affinities risks evacuating their interchange of real contention, it also makes space for the irony that small differences can foster between similar terms.

After all, the Wanderer also indulges in his own pensive exclamations (see CExc, vii. 999), and the reactions of other characters to his extended monologues warn against taking them without a grain of salt. As one character notes, his meditations, however eloquent, ‘Cannot be lasting in a world like ours, | To great and small disturbances exposed’ (ix. 473–4). Indeed, the Wanderer’s ability to maintain his own ‘unvexed’ equanimity falters even in the context of conversation (i. 386).

After the Wanderer’s long disquisition on the power of virtue in Book IV, the Solitary indirectly compares him to a ‘haughty Moralist’ and suggests that his advice ‘bids a Creature fly | Whose very sorrow is, that time hath shorn | His natural wings!’ (CExc, iv. 1080–2). Coleridge often invoked a similar metaphor for dismissing unwelcome wisdom; as he put it in one letter, ‘You bid me rouse myself—go, bid a man paralytic in both arms rub them briskly together, & that will cure him. Alas! (he would reply) that I cannot move my arms is my Complaint & my misery’ (CL, iii. 477). Here, the objection prompts the Wanderer to reply ‘with some impatience in his mien’ that men ‘in the constitution of their Souls | Differ, by mystery not to be explained’ (iv. 1098, 1100–1). Coleridge imagined that a philosophical poem would engage those truths ‘bottomed in our common nature’, but Wordsworth remained attuned to the differences that could separate individuals (CL, iv. 576). Informed by Wordsworth’s perspective but never limited to it, the conversational interchange between the Wander and the Solitary makes authority as shifting as the perspectives that support it. Since he rarely attempts to assert his own authority, the figure of the Poet helps elucidate this impasse in authority, drawing subtle attention to the Wanderer’s inflexible moralism without disregarding the Solitary’s occasional insensibility.16 Surprisingly, the Poet almost seems to have more affinity with the reader than with Wordsworth himself.

In this sense, critical debate over The Excursion turns on the question of whether Wordsworth actually managed to approximate this multi-perspectival ideal. Jeffrey’s early assertion that Wordsworth indulged his own redundant certainties without subjecting them to ‘the collision of equal minds’—like Hazlitt’s witty Trinitarian claim that recluse, pastor, and pedlar were ‘three persons in one poet’—cast a long, monologic shadow over its reception. In 1954, John Jones could suggest without controversy that Wordsworth’s talent ‘was not only undramatic in its kind, but in a positive sense the denial of drama’, but more recent critics have sought to expose a complexity in the interplay of the poem’s characters.17 Alison Hickey and Sally Bushell have been at the forefront of the critical rehabilitation of The Excursion, arguing that its differentiated perspectives both deflect ‘charges of univocality, inflexible authority, and monolithic assertion’ and open up ‘possibilities of complexity and nuance in the poem’s positions—shadings that are brought out through dialogue, though not reducible to it’.18

This critical debate leaves in its wake an unsettled question: in The Excursion, does the interrogatory pressure of a conversation that ranges from ‘trivial themes to general argument’ truly complicate the authority of Wordsworth’s own utterance? (CExc, viii. 530) As in the poem itself, the ‘abstractions’ of argument falter in the absence of ‘solid facts’; coming to terms with Wordsworth’s attempt to revivify the worn-out genre of the philosophical dialogue necessitates a ‘plain picture’ of its operation in the poem (CExc, v. 639).

REVISIONARY COMPANY: DEBATING CHILDHOOD LIBERTY

In both The Friend and the Biographia Literaria, Coleridge expressed his admiration for the imaginative power of Wordsworth’s ‘Intimations’ ode, citing each time a passage that included Wordsworth’s celebration of ‘Delight and liberty’ as ‘the simple creed | Of childhood’ (CCBL, ii. 153). Few articles of philosophic faith were more fundamental to Wordsworth’s scattered reflections on the reciprocity between nature and human life, but in The Excursion, discursive friction disrupts what stands as a foundational premise of his autobiographical account in The Prelude.

The power of dialogue to modulate Wordsworth’s fixed position on childhood liberty emerges most forcefully in Book VIII of The Excursion. After the Pastor has offered up ‘authentic epitaphs’ of his departed flock, the Wanderer turns to confront the condition of England outside of Grasmere’s pastoral zone. Balancing his enthusiasm for the meliorative possibility of man’s ‘Intellectual mastery’ over nature with the ‘strange issues’ of an ‘inventive Age’, the Wanderer nevertheless condemns industrialization’s harsh curtailment of childhood freedom. In his evocation, ominous factories, operating around the clock, become modern-day temples where even children are forced to make ‘Perpetual Sacrifice’ to ‘Gain—the Master Idol of the Realm’ (CExc, viii. 186–7). In describing this transposition, the Wanderer asks whether the rudimentary ‘liberty of mind’ that should characterize childhood can survive enslavement to the cruel necessity that


Blocks out the forms of Nature, preconsumes

The reason, famishes the heart, shuts up

The infant Being in itself, and makes

Its very spring a season of decay?

The lot is wretched, the condition sad,

Whether a pining discontent survive,

And thirst for change; or habit hath subdued

The soul depressed; dejected—even to love

Of her dull tasks, and close captivity.(CExc, viii. 290–8)



In contemplating all at once the faculty of reason, the power of nature’s forms, the function of habit, and the ‘filial bond | Of nature’ that connects a child to the world, the Wanderer goes straight to the heart of Wordsworth’s persistent philosophical ruminations (Prel-13, ii. 263–4)—so much so that many readers are tempted, as Bialostosky notes, to conflate ‘the poet as a representer of speakers’ and ‘the poet as speaking person’.19 After all, the privations that the Wanderer attributes to the ‘pining discontent’ of factory life are notable for their suppression of those forms and faculties that had, in The Prelude, helped liberate Wordsworth himself from ‘the vast City, where [he] long had pined | A discontented Sojourner’ (CExc, viii. 295; Prel-14, i. 7–8). Factory life presents a striking predicament for the Wanderer, threatening to foreground the limited horizons of Wordsworthian natural piety while simultaneously undermining the naturalistic bent of his own advice to the Solitary in Book IV. To those lodged within England’s dark Satanic mills, the Wanderer’s injunction to withdraw ‘from ways | That run not parallel to Nature’s course’ must appear to be yet another example of what Alison Hickey has described as his tendency to disregard particulars in pursuit of universal pronouncements (CExc, iv. 489–90).20 What Hazlitt claimed of Wordsworth looks, at first glance, to be true of the Wanderer as well: in his contemplations of human nature, ‘accidental varieties and individual contrasts are lost in an endless continuity of feeling’ (Woof, 370).21

The dramatic poem’s multiplicity of perspectives, however, complicates any comprehensive equation of Wordsworth and his Wanderer. In accounts of The Excursion’s characters, the figure of the Solitary is often described as an embodiment of sceptical irony in a poem otherwise notable for its insistent solemnity. His biography, like the Wanderer’s, both shadows and refracts Wordsworth’s own, but the Solitary remains impervious to the redemptive faculties that the Wanderer recommends for the alleviation of his despair. Bound in dejection’s ‘close captivity’ even amidst the sublime forms of secluded nature, his very presence in the text subverts any uncomplicated view that access to ‘the visible fabric of the World’ could ever, in itself, promote and sustain true mental stability (CExc, viii. 289; iii. 970). Severed from ‘fostering Nature’, he remains sympathetically conversant with the torpor of factory life in a way that the Wanderer could never be (CExc, iii. 817). Though agreeing with the Wanderer’s critique of industrialization, the Solitary nevertheless questions its specific orientation:


        ‘Hope is none for him,’

The pale Recluse indignantly exclaimed,

‘And tens of thousands suffer wrong as deep.

Yet be it asked, in justice to our age,

If there were not, before those Arts appeared,

These Structures rose, commingling old and young,

And unripe sex with sex, for mutual taint;

Then, if there were not, in our far-famed Isle,

Multitudes, who from infancy had breathed

Air unimprisoned, and had lived at large;

Yet walked beneath the sun, in human shape,

As abject, as degraded?’(CExc, viii. 338–48)



In a critique that anticipates the ‘escalator effect’ described by Raymond Williams in The Country and the City—the idea that each generation imagines authentic contact with nature as a lapsed privilege of the immediate past—the Solitary objects to the Wanderer’s regressive lament for the ‘old domestic morals of the land’ (CExc, viii. 238).22 From the perspective of his own abject isolation, the Solitary recognizes that pitting industry and urbanization against the myth of an innocent idyll only obscures the social pressures that impinge upon true ‘liberty of mind’ (CExc, viii. 436).

While this hardly amounts to a rejection of the Wanderer’s affirmation of faith, the Solitary’s revisionary argument qualifies the integral connection between rural nature and childhood liberty in The Prelude. Nor does his dissension from Wordsworthian orthodoxy go unnoticed in the poem’s dialogue. The Solitary’s objection remains unanswered over hours of unrecorded ‘desultory talk’, but when the Wanderer comes around to delivering his final ‘discourse’ in Book IX, he acknowledges the Solitary’s provocation to his own ‘wide compassion’ (CExc, viii. 529; ix. 156). Though this moment of synthesis and resolution is tucked quietly into a transition away from dialogue in Book IX, it stands as a prime manifestation of the poem’s overriding critical impasse.

How should one make sense of this conversational convergence? On the one hand, the whole debate might be just an exemplary manifestation of what Coleridge called ‘a species of ventriloquism, where two are represented as talking, while in truth one man only speaks’ (CCBL, ii. 135). But Wanderer’s acknowledgment could also be read in the light of more recent commentators, who have seen the dramatic structure of The Excursion as sanctioning a surprising flexibility of thought, one that allowed Wordsworth to confront the limitations of his own perspective and pronouncements.23 In the particular case of childhood liberty, the inclusion of overlapping positions captures Wordsworth’s own suspension between incompatible ideals.

This divergence between Wordsworth’s poetic authority and the poem’s dramatic surface has consistently beleaguered The Excursion’s critics, but a similar tension between consolidated authorial pronouncement and authentic conversation stands as a well-documented formal feature or generic convention of the philosophical dialogue. In an unexpected twist of literary history, Wordsworth tied the fate of ‘The Recluse’ to an antiquated genre that Coleridge had dismissed and that Anthony Ashley Cooper, third Earl of Shaftesbury—a thinker Wordsworth described as ‘unjustly depreciated’ (PrW, iii. 72)—had described as ‘at an end’ more than a hundred years earlier.24 The contours of this anachronistic move offer a new view on an old problem in The Excursion: since the crux between monologic and dialogic perspectives stands as both a normative condition and Achilles heel of the philosophical dialogue, tracing Wordsworth’s engagement with the genre and its constraints offers a surprising glimpse of his manipulation of a tension that is often seen as eluding his notice.

SHAFTESBURY AND THE DILEMMA OF DIALOGUE

In taking his cue from the worn-out genre of the philosophical dialogue, Wordsworth left himself vulnerable to the tension between an underlying, authorial sensibility and the surface play of differing perspectives that had long beset that hybrid mode. What looks, at first, to be a critical vulnerability of The Excursion turns out to be the stumbling block of an entire genre. In Daniel Brewer’s terms, philosophical dialogue’s contested position between philosophy and literature meant that its ‘fictive dialogue’ could easily seem to be a rhetorical screen or ‘philosophical ruse’ that, in the end, could be ‘reduced to monologue’.25 The possibility of such an imbalance set a challenge for an author working in a dialogic mode; as Michael Prince has argued, the central obstacle confronting eighteenth-century authors of dialogue was the question of how one could ‘represent a credible transition from divided opinion to consensus by means of rational debate’.26 The necessity of this precarious balancing act left indelible traces on The Excursion. Wordsworth had to follow the Wanderer in attempting to consolidate all of the poem’s loose threads into a coherent philosophy, like one ‘Who from truth’s central point serenely views | The compass of his argument’ (CExc, viii. 609–10). At the same time, this amalgamating impulse threatened to undercut the conversational facade of the dialogue itself.

Wordsworth’s own familiarity with the dialogues of Plato, Shaftesbury, Berkeley, and Thelwall—all present in the library at Rydal Mount—would have led him to think of this quandary in slightly broader terms.27 Briefly put, the author of a philosophical dialogue effectively had to serve two masters: the advancement of an author’s own intended position made the emergence of a didactic argument imperative, but the story of its dialogic articulation also had to be poetically credible. In this sense, The Excursion falls prey to the double-bind that Prince has described as characteristic of the genre itself: ‘To be didactic, it had to violate mimesis; to be mimetic, it apparently had to abandon didacticism’.28 In attempting to wed philosophy to literature, philosophical dialogue risked the unevenness that might result from the betrayal of one impulse or the other—if not both.

From Plato forward, practitioners of the philosophical dialogue had tempered their deliberative inquiries by attending to their fictional surfaces: dramatic settings, changes of scene, recognizable patterns of speech, and spirited ripostes between characters all enlivened a dialogue’s philosophical content. In praising his inclusion of the action and imitation typically found in epic and dramatic poetry, Shaftesbury had compared Plato to Homer and described his dialogues as ‘in themselves a kind of poetry’.29 Wordsworth would have been attracted to Shaftesbury’s sense of the dialogue as a synthesis of the poem and the treatise. In his fragmentary ‘Essay on Morals’, Wordsworth had dismissed philosophies that ‘contain no picture of human life’, and his lasting scepticism of any philosophy conveyed in the absence of a mimetic frame triumphed over his hard-won awareness of the difficulties that mimesis actually entailed (PrW, i. 103). In Shaftesbury, Wordsworth would have found not just an example of dialogue’s potential, but also a rationale for philosophy’s reliance upon an ‘authentic picture’ of life.30

Wordsworth certainly read Shaftesbury’s great dialogue The Moralists, but he also would have looked past The Moralists to notice Shaftesbury’s sustained reflection on both the feasibility and the concrete practicalities of writing philosophical dialogues in the eighteenth century.31 In Characteristics, for example, Shaftesbury warned potential authors of dialogue to avoid making their characters ‘obsequious Puppets’ or ‘tallies’ of an author’s own perspective. Since characters had to approximate ‘real Men in Voice, Action, and Manners’, Shaftesbury advised an author attempting to ‘to bring his fellow moderns into dialogue’ to present them ‘in their proper manners, genius, behaviour and humour’.32 In more abstract terms, dialogues had to contain realistic characters and speech, but only because this mimetic impulse served a largely didactic end. By increasing accessibility and inciting readerly identification, authentic characters and conversation could drive home a dialogue’s philosophical content. This ability of dialogue to reflect reality allowed it to become ‘a looking-glass’ through which we might ‘discover ourselves and see our minutest features nicely delineated and suited to our own apprehension and cognizance’.33

In Characteristics, however, Shaftesbury contends that finding this sort of balance between representational fidelity and the propriety of good taste was particularly difficult in a modern context that lacked ‘the refined manner and accurate simplicity of the ancients’.34 He wryly notes that it would be almost inconceivable to imagine modern men of ‘any note or fashion’ talking over moral philosophy without interruption for more than three hours. To affect its readers, a dialogue had to present its characters and their manners with a ‘just similitude’; at the same time, to represent modern life with all its flaws and flippancies would violate the decorum and rigour of Plato’s classical ideal. For Shaftesbury, this contradiction seriously imperilled the efficacy of dialogue’s didactic and self-mirroring potential: “The ancients could see their own faces, but we cannot’.35

VENTRILOQUISM, MIMESIS, AND THE POSSIBILITIES OF A GENRE

Shaftesbury’s inquisition of the form remains significant, for it goes straight to the heart of Coleridge’s dissatisfaction with The Excursion. In May 1825, Coleridge sent Wordsworth a letter that explains, at great length, exactly how The Excursion had failed to live up to his longstanding expectations. The letter conspicuously substitutes Coleridge’s own philosophical tenets for Wordsworth’s poetical concerns, but it also betrays a surprising confidence that the claims of poetry and philosophy could be easily reconciled:

Of course, I expected the Colors, Music, imaginative Life, and Passion of Poetry; but the matter and arrangement of Philosophy—not doubting from the advantages of the Subject that the Totality of a System was not only capable of being harmonized with, but even calculated to aid, the unity…of a Poem (CL, iv. 574).

Coleridge had imagined that The Excursion would start with an evocation of concrete reality and gradually expound a series of universal truths: ‘In short, Facts [would be] elevated into Theory—Theory into Laws—& Laws into living & intelligent Powers’ (CL, iv. 575). Wordsworth himself acknowledged the desirability of such a synthesis, but he insisted that true philosophic poetry had to offer more than just a versified system: general principles had to be rooted in ‘particular facts’ (PrW, i. 140). In a letter to Coleridge, Wordsworth described The Excursion as an attempt to bypass ‘recondite or refined truths’ by putting ‘commonplace truths’ into an ‘interesting point of view’ (MY, ii. 238).

In effect, Wordsworth’s letter reiterated Shaftesbury’s acknowledgment of an integral connection between representational and conceptual ends. In mobilizing a variety of accessible perspectives, Wordsworth had hoped to prompt a reevaluation of general or ‘commonplace truths’ through the mimetic particularity of dialogue, but Coleridge objected to the forced particularly of the dialogic mode:

Can dialogues in verse be defended? Wordsworth undertaking a grand philosophical poem ought always to have taught the reader himself as from himself; a poem does not admit argumentation—though it does admit development of thinking. In prose there may be a difference; though I must confess that even in Plato and Cicero, I am always vexed that the authors did not say what they had to say at once in their own persons. The introductions and little urbanities are to be sure delightful—I would not lose them—but I have no admiration for the practice of ventriloquizing through another man’s mouth (CCTT, i. 307).

While framing his assessment of dialogue in terms of its failed intellectual ventriloquism, the subtext of Coleridge’s displeasure turns on the mimetic unevenness that such ventriloquism effectively ensures.

Like Shaftesbury, Wordsworth sidestepped detailed reflection of contemporary manners by making classical seriousness a natural complement to rural retirement, disclosing in the process a picture of ordinary life that might satisfy the mimetic expectations of a ‘a citizen or commoner of the world’.36 Wordsworth’s premise seems relatively straightforward: in carefully delineating the character, manner, and life history of a philosophic pedlar, Wordsworth attempts to increase the Wanderer’s didactic capital by painting a compelling and accessible ‘picture of human life’ (PrW, i. 103). In Shaftesbury’s view, such a move could make the Wanderer himself ‘a looking-glass’ in which a reader might catch his own reflection more clearly than in the untempered meditations of the author in his ‘own Person’.37 Coleridge, however, was quick to detect the difficulties that beset this approach:

Is there one word for instance, attributed to the pedlar in the EXCURSION, characteristic of a pedlar? One sentiment, that might not more plausibly, even without the aid of any previous explanation, have proceeded from any wise and beneficent old man, of a rank or profession in which the language of learning and refinement are natural and to be expected?…For all the admirable passages interposed in this narration, might, with trifling alterations, have been far more appropriately, and with far greater verisimilitude, told of a poet in the character of a poet (CCBL, ii. 135).

In sidelining the question of ventriloquism, Coleridge ties Wordsworth’s ‘incongruity of style’ to the pressure of verisimilitude raised by the dramatic form itself (CCBL, ii. 135). Wordsworth’s attempt to cultivate rural characters introduced a perplexity, for while their mimetic or imaginative potential could generate sympathy, an accurate representation of their speech could be as indecorous as that of Shaftesbury’s obsequious courtiers.

This disparity prompts the most striking irony in The Excursion: unable to achieve the classical synthesis of mimesis and decorum that both Coleridge and Shaftesbury admired, Wordsworth’s turn to dialogue results in a striking departure from his concern with ‘the language really used by men’ (PrW, i. 123). Two ideals clash in The Excursion, and in refusing to let one triumph over the other, Wordsworth has lifelike characters utter an improbably classical speech. One illusion required the sacrifice of another, prompting the emergence of what Judson Lyon called his ‘formal, nonconversational syntactical habits’ in The Excursion: lengthy sentences with awkward connectives, inversions of normal word order, long similes, and a preponderance of ‘qualifying parenthetical clauses’.38 This classical vein transcends the different circumstances and temperaments of Wordsworth’s characters, even as it underlies what Paul Fry has described as ‘the complaint that all the characters sound alike, speaking the same timelessly stately blank verse with no relief to be had even from changes in tone’.39 Coleridge implied that this unchanging verse was ‘indistinguishable’ from Wordsworth’s own voice, but this unvarying tone and the disparity between speech and situation that it represented also betrayed Wordsworth’s awareness that he had inherited a diminished genre, one in which imitating too closely the conversations of real men would preclude their willingness to look into dialogue as if it were a mirror (CCBL, ii. 135, 130).

AFTER THE EXCURSION

The illusion of monological thinking fostered by this impasse between character and style could be seen as a bald assertion of poetic authority, one particularly conducive to the unfolding of a philosophical argument. Wordsworth’s genius, however, diverged from Coleridge’s expectations: he could not ‘deliver upon authority a system of philosophy’ (CCTT, i. 307).40 In attempting to re-envision the didactic potential of the philosophical dialogue, Wordsworth allowed the genre’s classical restraint to compromise his common style. Composed in Coleridge’s absence, The Excursion stands as an elegy for a lost conversation. At the same time, Wordsworth’s final attempt to give ‘The Recluse’ ‘substantial lineaments’ (Prel-13, i. 629) concludes with a nod to the future and the anticipation of ‘further intercourse’ and ‘future Labours’ (CExc, ix. 791, 795).

In his critique of Wordsworth’s effort to transform a pedlar into a philosopher, Coleridge dismissed the anecdotes and autobiographical history that Wordsworth marshalled to solidify the Wanderer’s discourse. For Coleridge, these invented accounts stray from the representative to the unduly individuated, ensuring that the fiction will appear ‘not as fictitious but as false’ (CCBL, ii. 133). Wordsworth operates under no such anxiety, choosing instead to heighten the narrative facets of his philosophical dialogue. In making autobiographical retrospect the occasion for dialogue, and in interweaving biographical backstory with meandering conversation, Wordsworth advanced Shaftesbury’s efforts to amplify the mimetic and didactic potential of dialogue by emphasizing its compatibility with a narrative framework.41 In Books VI and VII, the Pastor’s recital of ‘Authentic epitaphs’ from ‘the mine of real life’ restructures the dialogue just as its ability to affect the Solitary flags (CExc, v. 653, 631). Oral anecdotes supplement argument, and an almost sociological impulse to trace human fortitude across a range of life scenarios suggests that, for Wordsworth, universal conclusions can only be drawn from a plurality of particulars. In emphasizing dialogue’s intersection with narrative, Wordsworth follows closely behind John Thelwall, whose fusion of prose and verse in The Peripatetic (1793) combines a ranging philosophical dialogue with what its narrator calls the ‘improbable fiction’ of a solitary vagrant whose ‘melancholy indifference’ is slowly rehabilitated.42 Wordsworth’s own attraction to the narrative impulse that frames Thelwall’s ‘colloquial mode of philosophizing’ points toward one terminus of The Excursion: in its combination of narrative and dialogue under the aegis of the everyday, The Excursion should be seen as a significant juncture in the novel’s slow annexation of both the dialogue form and its didactic intentions.43

But the poem also stands as a marker on a more private trajectory. Shaftesbury had hoped that the looking-glass of dialogue would, by constant and long acquaintance, give rise to ‘a peculiar speculative habit’ so that its readers would virtually ‘carry about with them a sort of pocket-mirror’, one always ready for the work of self-inspection.44 Years later, Walter Pater took a similar view, describing written dialogue as itself the product of a ‘dynamic, or essential, dialogue of the mind with itself’, a discourse that could very well be ‘co-extensive with life’.45 In its attempt to describe how one might find and inhabit, in ordinary life and in the wake of calamity, ‘central peace, subsisting at the heart | of endless agitation’, The Excursion takes up a question that would become ‘co-extensive’ with the long remainder of Wordsworth’s poetic life (CExc, IV. 1140–1). The Excursion forwards a simultaneously external and internal dialogue that, years later, Wallace Stevens would claim as constitutive of modern poetry itself: ‘The poem of the mind in the act of finding | What will suffice.’46
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PART IV

POETS AND POETICS


CHAPTER 25

WORDSWORTH’S ENGLISH POETS

JONATHON SHEARS

The thought that a new poetry might be founded, peculiarly English, both great and enlightened, enchanting and rational, inspire[d]‌ the hope that culminate[d] in Romanticism…the poetical genius would coincide with the genius loci of England…where landscape is storied England, its legends, history, and rural-reflective spirit.

—Geoffrey Hartman, Beyond Formalism1

WHEN Geoffrey Hartman considered the anglicizing of ‘poetical genius’—or what William Collins had termed the ‘Poetical Character’ in his Ode of that name—within the context of the ‘genius loci of England’, he was, with good reason, thinking firstly of Wordsworth. Wordsworth was a highly allusive poet, which of itself is unremarkable, but while the Augustan writers of the first half of the eighteenth century such as Alexander Pope had characteristically evoked and imitated classical sources such as Virgil, Horace, and Juvenal, it is largely to the work of English poets that Wordsworth was to self-consciously turn for inspiration.2 He informed Henry Crabb Robinson, ‘four English poets…I must continually have before me as examples—Chaucer, Shakespeare, Spenser and Milton’.3 The internal evidence of the poetry largely bears out the claim. Of the 1,300 specific literary allusions reckoned by Edwin Stein, only nine are to Chaucer, but forty are to Spenser, nearly a hundred to Shakespeare and about 550, the overwhelming majority, to Milton.4

Wordsworth undoubtedly felt it was incumbent upon him as an English or British poet (words which he often interchanges) to celebrate and memorialize other, earlier, English poets. In 1801 he worked, for example, on ‘modernising’ a selection of Chaucer’s poetry to enable ‘the fluent reading, and instant understanding, of the Author’ (CWRT, II. 635). Artegal and Elidure retells a tale from Milton’s History of Britain, ‘as a token of affectionate respect for the memory of Milton’ (SP, 531). Emily, the heroine of The White Doe of Rylstone (1815), is directly based upon Spenser’s Una from the first book of The Faerie Queene. The poem was occasioned by reading ‘Spenser’s Lay’ (CWRT, II. 572, line 5) within the context of ‘the beautiful Scenery that surrounds Bolton Priory, in Yorkshire’ that Wordsworth had visited during the summer of 1807 (CWRT, II. 571). The prefatory poem to The White Doe makes it clear that it is only through reading The Faerie Queene ‘once more’ in 1815—wandering with ‘mild Una’, ‘High over hill and low adown the dell’—that Wordsworth’s poem could ‘please’ (ll. 37–8, 41), leading him to reflect on the charms of domestic contentment at Rydal Mount. Here, in a fairly straightforward way, the landscape of Elizabethan epic, Yorkshire and, via the Advertisement, Westmoreland join to become ‘storied England’.

Such an associative leap in Wordsworth’s mind is habitual. Crucial to his self-definition as a poet were the continuities he saw between his own temperament, values, and goals and an ‘English tradition as a whole’ whereby, as Stein argues, its ‘historical character’ could be underplayed in such a way as to make poets such as Spenser and Milton not only forbears, but contemporaries.5 For Dustin Griffin and Peter J. Kitson, the appeal of Milton was partly due to an increased interest in the notion of ‘Britishness’ in the second half of the eighteenth century, something they argue was ‘fuelled by colonial and imperial expansion’.6 As a by-product of this Milton became the ‘British Homer’, who ‘could be said to match the achievements of the ancients’. Wordsworth’s poetry filters some of these issues about national identity, particularly in his sonnets addressing the Commonwealth, but in his hands, what goes for Milton could equally be argued of Shakespeare, Chaucer, and Spenser (‘regularly hailed as the English Homer or Virgil’) at different times, along with the English ballad tradition that Thomas Percy had popularized with his Reliques of Ancient English Poetry in 1765.7

As this chapter progresses I will move towards considering the way that Wordsworth’s imagination tended to collapse the distinctions of specific political moments or exact definitions of Englishness within the crucible of mythopoesis. It is seldom, in fact, that Wordsworth alludes to any English poet without some form of coincidence with the ‘genius loci of England’, whether this is directly to the ‘rural-reflective spirit’ evocative of English pastoral, to proclamations of patriotic republicanism and commonwealth, or, more commonly, to the personal light of inner conviction and conscience that might lead the poet, and others, from a love of nature to a love of mankind, the theme which came to dominate The Prelude. Despite the tendency of poetic allusion to minimize difference or allow poets, as Jonathan Bate has it, to ‘reconstitut[e]‌ their forbears in their own image’, however, it is also the case that when Wordsworth chooses to invoke Spenser or Milton rather than, say, Ariosto or Tasso, there are often important cultural and social factors involved that are also part and parcel of poetic composition.8 In considering Wordsworth’s English poets I will try to make space, where appropriate, for these issues too.

PATRIOT AND POET

One of the dominant narratives of Wordsworth’s life is the one in which, frustrated at the outcome of the French Revolution, his early political radicalism is ‘relocated…in the realm of art and imagination’. The poet finds ‘like Milton’s Adam and Eve “A paradise within…happier far”’.9 Even before that secession, however, Wordsworth’s sense of political commitment and his feelings of patriotism were rarely straightforward or unmixed. Calling to mind political doubts or convictions also meant, for Wordsworth, calling to mind other English poets. Two allusions taken from the poet’s reflections in the 1805 Prelude on his experiences in revolutionary France in 1791 might serve as useful examples of this.

In the first, Wordsworth recounts his forest walks with Michel Beaupuy, the poem’s embodiment of revolutionary idealism, where, amidst the carefree spirit of republican festivity and fraternity, he could imagine a passing traveller was ‘Angelica thundering through the woods | Upon her Palfrey, or that gentler Maid, | Erminia, fugitive as fair as She’ (Prel-13; IX. 454–6); allusions to Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso and Tasso’s Gerusalemme Liberata. This develops into a passage of generalized Spenserian whimsy, which leads the poet to reflect on acts of revolutionary iconoclasm (459–64). The second example comes from Book X when, following the September Massacres, Wordsworth recalls his return to Paris. On this occasion the disquiet, to which his earlier enthusiasm and hope has altered, is recalled as a guilty rebuke through two direct quotations from Shakespeare’s As You Like It (I. i. 13–16) and Macbeth (II. ii. 35–6) that seem to make the poet complicit in bloodshed:


‘The horse is taught his manage, and the wind

‘Of heaven wheels round and treads in his own steps,

‘Year follows year, the tide returns again,

‘Day follows day, all things have second birth;

‘The earthquake is not satisfied at once.’

And in such way I wrought upon myself,

Until I seem’d to hear a voice that cried

To the whole City, ‘Sleep no more.’(Prel-13, X. 70–7)



While the allusion to Tasso and Ariosto adds colour to the first scene of youthful enthusiasm, it is significant that thoughts of Spenser move the poet’s reflections towards the ‘Admonitory’ (Prel-13, IX. 480) sign of a ruined convent. It is just as significant that it is Shakespeare who is impressed upon the poet’s conscience at the top of his moral anxiety, which is also a turning point in the growth of the poet’s mind. Wordsworth’s immediate context is revolutionary France, but his imaginative topography remains English.

The same features can be discerned at other key moments in his poetic career when Wordsworth appears to hold the notion of patriotism, and his faith in a coherent set of national values, up for inspection. In the case of the first version of the ‘Salisbury Plain’ poems, for example, it is Spenser to whom Wordsworth turns. Composed in 1793, with Britain and France now at war, Wordsworth compares and contrasts the savagery and ‘barbaric majesty’ (Prel-13, XII. 326) of Neolithic man with ‘certain aspects of modern society, and with calamities, principally those consequent upon war, to which, more than other classes of men, the poor are subject’, as he later put it in the Advertisement to Guilt and Sorrow (SPP, 217). The story of the female vagrant, who loses her husband and children in the American War of Independence, is narrated to a similarly homeless traveller during an encounter on storm-wracked Salisbury Plain. Adopting the Spenserian stanza, but more importantly the kind of Spenserian landscape ‘which reflect[s]‌ [a] spiritual state’, as Paul Alpers puts it, Wordsworth ‘gives a current form to’ the knight-errant of The Faerie Queene and casts him as an ‘ordinary human being wandering through the wilderness of the world’. ‘There is a sense’, writes Alpers, in which the female vagrant and her story ‘are genuinely discovered and encountered, in the manner of various episodes in The Faerie Queene’, such as Arthur’s encounter with Una (FQ, I. viii. 43–50) and Guyon’s with the dying Amavia (FQ, I. i. 35–55).10

Following ‘several years of uncertainty about revolutionary France and his responsibility as an English citizen…and as the father of an illegitimate French child’, 11 I would argue that Wordsworth looks to Spenser as an English poet and patriot extolling values akin to his own. The psychodrama features compressed Spenserianisms: the disembodied voice of Stonehenge—‘Fly ere the fiends their prey unwares devour’ (SPP; 88)—is given a Spenserian ‘turn’ according to Stephen Gill (SPP, 23), while the male traveller’s fear—‘Till then as if his terror dogged his road | He fled, and often backward turned his face’ (SPP, 127–8)—alludes to Sir Trevisan’s flight from Despair who ‘Still as he fled, his eye…backward cast, | As if his feare still followed him behind’ (FQ, I. ix. 21). The same ‘griesly thing’ (FQ, I. ix. 21), Despair, later informs the ‘griesly phantoms of the dead’ (SPP, 368) victims of war in the vagrant’s story. Similarly, the male traveller, whose ‘hair in horror rose’ (SPP, 134) on encountering the female vagrant, recalls the Redcrosse Knight when ‘vp his haire did houe’ (FQ, I. ii. 31).

It is in the concluding invective against the Pitt administration, however, that Spenser helps Wordsworth to raise a voice against the injustices that see the poor suffer most:


Heroes of Truth pursue your march, uptear

Th’Oppressor’s dungeon from its deepest base;

High o’er the towers of Pride undaunted rear

Resistless in your might the herculean mace

Of Reason; let foul error’s monster race

Dragged from their dens start at the light with pain

And die(SPP, 541–7).



Wordsworth undoubtedly recalls here the Redcrosse Knight’s encounter with Errour (FQ, I. i. 13) and her ‘monsters, fowle’ (I. i. 22) who ‘sought back to turn againe; | For light she hated as the deadly bale’ (I. i. 16), although T. J. Gillcrist has argued that Wordsworth’s ‘Reason’ actually represents the position of the giant who is punished for attempting to overthrow ‘Tyrants that make men subiect to their law’ (V. ii. 38) and so inverts the conservative tenor of Spenser’s patriotism.12 Nevertheless, Gill is right to comment that ‘As all effective moral censors do, Wordsworth was simplifying the past in order to alert the present to its degeneration and to provide a positive image of the better way’ (Gill, Life, 209).

The political and personal uncertainty that found coincidence with a genius loci that alternates Spenserian radiance and gloom in 1793 finds a less claustrophobic setting when Wordsworth returned to France and considered again the nature of his feelings towards English poets and politicians in 1802. Taking advantage of the precarious settlement of the Peace of Amiens, Wordsworth journeyed with Dorothy to re-establish contact with Annette, and meet for the first time his daughter Caroline, in Calais. The creative upsurge of this period resulted, however, in national rather than personal effusions, as Wordsworth turns to prominent English Commonwealthmen of the seventeenth century, rather than to Spenser.

In the sonnet ‘Great Men have been among us’, Wordsworth praises ‘The later Sydney, Marvel, Harrington, | Young Vane, and others who call’d Milton Friend’ (3–4).13 At the head of this list stands Milton himself whose undiminished republican and Nonconformist energies were now celebrated with increased confidence. Dorothy had been reading Milton’s sonnets to her brother during May, when his imagination ‘took fire’ leading to an extended period of experimentation with the form for specific political purposes (DWJ, 101; FN, 73). Not only did Milton become the subject of veneration, but he also offered a form that could focus Wordsworth’s thoughts on the social responsibilities of English poets. Hence in ‘It is not to be thought of that the Flood’, Wordsworth collapses distinctions between ‘Knights of old’, ‘the tongue | That Shakespeare spake’ and ‘the faith and morals…| Which Milton held’ (10–13) to evoke a contemporary unity of purpose. Equally, in ‘London, 1802’, Wordsworth uses the sonnet form to stylishly conjoin the several attractions of Milton, the patriot and poet, listing the, ‘manners, virtue, freedom, power’ of a man that while ‘majestic’ could yet ‘travel on life’s common way’ (8, 11, 12). The Miltonic sonnet also lets Wordsworth move rapidly between invocations to an abandoned spirit of English rectitude and a more critical posture on contemporary warmongering and imperialism such as that seen in ‘England! the time is come when thou shouldst wean’, which acknowledges ‘the freight | Of thy offences be a heavy weight’ (12–13).

As in the allusion to Macbeth in The Prelude, it seems important that increased conviction in an Englishness that ‘would not bend | But in magnanimous meekness’ (‘Great Men’, 8–9) coincided with Wordsworth’s ruminations across the channel in France. What this location suggests to Wordsworth is a striking series of images in which the health of the nation is imagined in terms of both the spirit—or genius—and the geography of England. In ‘London, 1802’, an England without Milton is a ‘fen | Of stagnant waters’ (2–3) wherein ‘Fireside, the heroic wealth of hall and bower, | Have forfeited their ancient English dower | Of inward happiness’ (4–6). An extended version of this metaphor organizes the octave of ‘It is not to be thought of that the Flood’:


It is not to be thought of that the Flood

Of British freedom, which to the open Sea

Of the world’s praise from dark antiquity

Hath flowed, ‘with pomp of waters, unwithstood,’

Road by which all might come and go that would,

And bear out freights of worth to foreign lands;

That this most famous Stream in Bogs and Sands

Should perish(1–8).



A landscape properly cultivated is a nation morally orientated.

Wordsworth never published the first ‘Salisbury Plain’, but five of these 1802 sonnets were published inside a year in The Morning Post. While Wordsworth was still divided, he was becoming more convinced of his own faith in Britain. That vocal support of the notion of Commonwealth was not, of course, to last: Wordsworth’s later conservatism is indicated by the sonnet on Archbishop Laud, supporter of Charles I and ‘Prejudged by foes’.14 It is impossible to conceive of Wordsworth expressing such sentiments in 1802 when Milton provided the guiding light; a reminder of what could be achieved, although Wordsworth and Dorothy had also been reading the Agincourt speeches from Henry V in May. Unable to locate the spirit of liberty on French soil as he once had, English poets and patriots provide recompense. That they do so in topographical terms is characteristically Wordsworthian. In ‘Composed by the Sea-Side, near Calais’, the combination of reflections on Milton and Shakespeare, war and peace, travel and domestic arrangements, finds an emblem in the prospect of the evening star, which appears suspended over ‘England’s bosom’ (4), suggesting a commonwealth under the motto ‘one hope, one lot, | One life, one glory!’ (11–12) Wordsworth envisages a nation shining ‘In splendor’ as it had once ‘rightfully’ (‘Great Men’, 8, 7) to those who called Milton friend. What the sonnet of Milton offers in balance and forthrightness is, however, explored more discursively when Wordsworth embeds his feelings of responsibility as an English poet within the traditions of English pastoral.15

THE RURAL-REFLECTIVE SPIRIT

Pastoral was important to Wordsworth’s sense of his place in an English poetic tradition. According to James A. Butler, this was partly because of ‘The genre’s reputation as a training ground for the epic poet’, particularly as it had been for Spenser and Milton.16 Eighteenth-century readers had primarily constituted Spenser as a poetic sensualist; a ‘confectioner’, as Samuel E. Schulman puts it, of ‘honeyed words’, classical allusion, sensory delight, and the type of artificial beauty found in Acrasia’s Bower of Bliss (FQ, II. xii. 59).17 There was, however, another tradition accessible to Wordsworth in which Spenser was viewed as ‘English, Protestant, rustic, manly, churchwardenly, domestic, thrifty, honest’, which was closer in spirit to that of Milton, John Bunyan, and English dissenting culture.18 If Spenser’s identity appeared, for eighteenth-century readers, to hover somewhere between Acrasia’s emasculated knight who succumbs to ‘lewd loues, and wastfull luxuree’ (FQ, II. xii. 80) and his Guyon who with ‘sober eye’ (FQ, II. xii. 58) upholds temperance, then it might be said to be part of a larger division of English pastoral between ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ varieties—which also incorporates Milton, Shakespeare, and eighteenth-century Spenserians such as James Thomson—and with which Wordsworth felt particularly concerned.

The power of Spenserian pastoral to enchant is made apparent, even as it is rejected as a fit subject ‘to build up a Poet’s praise’ (Prel–13; I. 168), at the opening of The Prelude where ‘often resting at some gentle place | Within the groves of Chivalry, I pipe | Among the Shepherds’ (I. 181–3). So too in the Prologue to Peter Bell, where the possible ‘discoveries rich and rare’ of ‘the land of Fairy’ are material for which ‘The world would count us little thanks’ (CPB, 114, 111, 115). As Wordsworth records in The Prelude, if his purpose is to ‘retrace the way that led me on | Through nature to the love of human Kind’ (Prel–13, VIII. 87–8) then his material will not be found in revisiting the ‘Smooth life’ of ‘Flock and Shepherd in old time’ (VIII. 312) but rather in subjects ‘Of plain imagination and severe’ (VIII. 512). For Wordsworth, as Sue Starke notes of Milton’s Comus, ‘The soft Elizabethan pastoral of ease, exemplified by Sidney’s Arcadian eclogues, is transformed into a tougher landscape’.19 This is often a landscape hardened by ‘blighting seasons’ (RCP, 53; 134) and the shame of poverty, of the kind that deforms the inner serenity of Robert in ‘The Ruined Cottage’, or drives the female vagrant’s story from ‘The merriment and song at shearing time’ (SPP, 239) of her youth to her later nomadic existence. It is a landscape politicized by the Enclosure Acts and peopled not with emblematic types of shepherds and shepherdesses but with ‘ordinary human interests’ (Prel-13; VIII. 167).

These reasons are the occasion for Book VIII of The Prelude, in which Wordsworth gives his most extensive commentary on the literary and social value of English pastoral, ‘query[ing] the role of pastoral in a changing world’.20 The poet describes the rural festival at the foot of Helvellyn. While the glen may be ‘secluded’ and the fields both ‘gay’ and ‘green’ (VIII. 17, 5), this is very much a working landscape where cattle and sheep are livestock and where the holiday spirit evoked is primarily an expression of an agrarian economy at work. The blush of the local beauty is not of a piece with Sidney’s Stella, ‘which guilty seemed of love’ (66, 14),21 but indicates more prosaically her self-consciousness in the business of hawking her father’s apples and pears. Wordsworth’s subsequent reflection on his encounters with shepherds in his youth continues in a similar vein, presenting a community where terrestrial knowledge is deeply embedded in action; where it is ‘the Shepherd’s task the winter long | To wait upon the storms: of their approach | Sagacious’ (Prel-13, VIII. 359–61). This is hard pastoral in which bucolic life is not imagined from an urban centre, but where the shepherd is met with ‘in his own domain’ (VIII. 392).

The attractions of Sidney’s Arcadia, Shakespeare’s Arden, and Spenser’s Fairy Land (along with Virgil’s Georgics) are dismissed as working models for the production of modern pastoral. The shepherds, who first pleased the poet, are


Not such as in Arcadian Fastnesses

Sequestered, handed down among themselves,

So ancient poets sing, the golden Age;

Nor such, a second Race, allied to these,

As Shakespeare in the Wood of Arden placed

Where Phoebe sighed for the false Ganymede,

Or there where Florizel and Perdita

Together danced, Queen of the Feast and King;

Nor such as Spenser fabled.(Prel-13, VIII. 183–91)



Wordsworth instead contrasts this version of English pastoral with the story he had heard from Ann Tyson concerning the shepherd’s son who became stuck on an outcrop in a rushing mountain torrent. The latter is a local tale whose hazards are not the allegorical scenes of temptation of The Faerie Queene but the landscape of the Lake District. Wordsworth makes the tale a living part of ‘storied England’ by carrying it with him ‘in my walks…among crags and woods’ (VIII. 218–19).

If, however, Wordsworth gives to English pastoral a social conscience, the trajectory of Book VIII of The Prelude also demonstrates ‘how well Wordsworth understood the debate…between “soft” and “hard” versions of pastoral’,22 carrying with him imaginative continuities with Spenser too. On several occasions, for example, Wordsworth revisits Spenser’s own debate on ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ pastoral from ‘May’ in The Shepherds’ Calendar, and not merely by way of rejection.

Spenser’s allegory is cast as a conversation between two shepherds, Palinode and Piers, who reflect on the behaviour of shepherds during ‘the mery moneth of May’ where ‘long prosperity; | (That nurse of vice…)’ (‘May’, 117–18)23 has tempted them ‘to look aloft, | And leave to live hard, and learn to ligge soft’ (‘May’, 124–5). The allegorical debate is between Catholic action and Protestant faith, when Pan or Christ ‘account of shepherds shall ask’ (‘May’, 54). In The Prelude, Wordsworth specifically echoes the lines of Palinode that celebrate the ‘Youngthes-folk’ who ‘flocken in everywhere, | To gather May buskets and smelling briar, | And home they hasten the posts to dight, | And all the kirk pillars ere day light’ (‘May’, 9–12). ‘True it is’ writes Wordsworth


That I had heard, what [Spenser] perhaps had seen,

Of maids at sunrise bringing in from far

Their Maybush

.  .  .  .  .  .  .

Had also heard, from those who yet remembered,

Tales of the May-pole Dance, and flowers that decked

The Posts and the Kirk-pillars(Prel-13, VIII. 191–3, 197–9).



In Spenser’s allegory the soft option is overturned by the Protestant argument of Piers, but it seems important for Wordsworth not to revisit this victory as though it were already won, but rather to keep the debate alive. In terms of poetic allusion, this means as much a return to Spenser as a revision of his purposes.24

When considering the charms of English landscape in Book VIII, the same pattern is observable. Wordsworth requires an antagonist against which to present his Lake District, which he conjures firstly from his reading of Barrow’s Travels in China (1804), mediated by the exotic Paradise of Milton (Prel-13, VIII. 119–43). But behind the Oriental scene lurks, undoubtedly, the temptation of Spenser’s Bower of Bliss—‘the most daintie Paradise on ground’ (FQ, II. xii. 58)—particularly the emphasis on the baffling intertexture of art and nature:


One would have thought, (so cunningly, the rude,

And scorned parts were mingled with the fine,)

That nature had for wantonesse ensude

Art, and that Art at nature did repine;

So striuing each th’ other to vndermine,

Each did the others work more beautifie(FQ, II. xii. 59).



In the equivalent passage from The Prelude we find


Rocks, Dens, and Groves of foliage taught to melt

Into each other their obsequious hues,

Going and gone again, in subtile chace,

Too fine to be pursued(VIII. 131–7).



Taking on the role of Spenser’s Guyon, the poet, in rejecting this bower, is significantly led on, like his ‘man working for himself’ (VIII. 152), by ‘Nature’s primitive gifts’ to ‘simplicity, | And beauty, and inevitable grace’ (VIII. 158), particular themes of the Protestant, manly Spenser. In similar fashion, Wordsworth describes the artificial temptations of his undergraduate days in Cambridge as a ‘state arras woven with silk and gold’, with a ‘wily interchange of snaky hues’ (III. 593–4), deliberately echoing the arras like a ‘discolourd Snake’ in Spenser’s House of Busirane (FQ, III. xi. 28). In instances such as these, the Wordsworthian imagining of temptation and error has a markedly Spenserian colouring.

Querying the modern relevance and social function of English pastoral was not, however, a matter of reflecting upon Spenser alone. Milton, more usually considered as a poet who fired Wordsworth’s vatic ambitions (as we will see below), also had a major part to play. Indeed we might profitably recast some of the terms of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ pastoral, by considering the influence on Wordsworth of Paradise Lost and the bifurcated subject positions on pastoral found in Milton’s ‘L’Allegro’ and ‘Il Penseroso’. In these paired poems, despite the obvious classical erudition, pastoral is made a matter of psychology and self-scrutiny in such a way as to appear more immediately proximate to Wordsworth’s inwardness than seem, at times, Spenser’s shepherds. The ‘heart-easing Mirth’ (‘Allegro’, 13)25 of pastoral invoked by Milton’s speaker in ‘L’Allegro’ (the cheerful man) is equivalent to the ‘vain deluding Joys’ (‘Penseroso’, 1) dismissed by his Penseroso speaker (the contemplative man), which approximates to Palinode’s ‘jolly chere’. Wordsworth celebrates the ‘Lydian airs’ (CWRT, III. 76) that lap the speaker of ‘L’Allegro’ in ‘On the Power of Sound’, along with ‘the dulcet sound’ which ‘listening Dolphins gather round’ to hear, recalling the mermaid on a dolphin’s back, heard by Shakespeare’s Oberon in A Midsummer Night’s Dream (I. i. 150–1). More usually, however, it is the introspection of the Penseroso figure that dominates, as we see, synecdochally, in the ‘pensive sky, sad days, and piping winds’ (Prel–13, VI. 194) [emphasis added] that attract the poet at Cambridge. The latter example is given as a warning against the dangers of dwelling on ‘luxurious gloom’ (VI. 196)—echoing Thomson’s enchanter in The Castle of Indolence (I. xv)26—that complicates any unproblematic endorsement of the Penseroso attitude. It is a drama incorporated by Milton’s pastoral lyrics that we might argue Wordsworth uses several times to work through personal crises wherein feelings of association with, or alienation from, nature are resolved by the imagination. To different ends it can be found in the ‘Salisbury Plain’ poems and ‘Resolution and Independence’.

‘Salisbury Plain’, as we have seen, is Wordsworth’s fullest imitation of a Spenserian plot. But while its conclusion appeals directly to the reader to consider their moral position on the poor, there is another movement in the consciousness of the poem, as the landscape—used à la Spenser to reflect a spiritual state—is revived following the night of storm on the plain by the effects associated with Milton’s lyrics. While the allusions to ‘L’Allegro’ and ‘Il Penseroso’ appear composite—demonstrating how deeply Wordsworth had internalized Milton’s subject positions—they undoubtedly tend towards those experienced by the former, which are at odds with the ‘pensive chear’ (SPP; 341) ineffectually offered by Wordsworth’s traveller. As the female vagrant pessimistically concludes her tale, ‘The city’s distant spires ascend | Like flames which far and wide the west illume, | Scattering from out the sky the rear of night’s thin gloom’ (SPP; 394–6), echoing the ‘lively din’ of L’Allegro’s cock which ‘Scatters the rear of darkness thin’ (‘A’, 49–50). Recalling L’Allegro’s ‘ploughman near at hand’ who ‘Whistles o’er the furrowed land’ (‘A’, 63–4), Wordsworth’s travellers hear ‘The carman whistle…loud his cheerful note’, while ‘The cock scarce heard at distance sounds his throat’ (SPP; 346–7). Wordsworth leaves his pair at a ‘lowly cot’ (SPP; 417) replete with pastoral charity: ‘For you yon milkmaid bears her brimming load, | For you the board is piled with homely bread’ (SPP; 419–20). But this soft pastoral—introduced to a contemporary England of hard labour, mischance and injustice—has a healing function that evokes a much deeper sense of fellowship than the standard pastoral ‘milkmaid’ and ‘mower’ (‘Allegro’, 65, 66), which serve only an emblematic function in ‘L’Allegro’.

If Wordsworth might be seen to put a more caring (as opposed to alluring) face to soft pastoral in ‘Salisbury Plain’, no doubt something of this is lost in the final rallying cry to ‘the herculean mace | Of Reason’. Wordsworth’s critique of the British government overrides the incipient new English pastoral in which he places his wanderers. In the revised ‘Adventures on Salisbury Plain’ (1795–c.1799), the comforting effects of pastoral are further marginalized by the addition of the encounter with the dying soldier’s widow. In ‘Resolution and Independence’, however, it is the ramifications of a Penseroso alienation from nature, and a reflection on how that breach might be healed by an increased effort of the poet’s subjectivity, that dominate.

Written immediately prior to Wordsworth’s marriage to Mary Hutchinson, the poem has been read as a transitional document in the reception of Spenserian pastoral by Schulman, Alpers, and Richard S. Peterson.27 Wordsworth’s uncertainty about his future and of ‘undoing the happy ties’ that bound him to Dorothy is,28 the argument goes, staged in the chastening encounter with the leech gatherer in a Spenserian landscape. Peterson argues that the melancholy/anxious poet echoes the Redcrosse Knight’s encounter with Despair,29 before discovering the healing function of the leech-gatherer, which is prefigured when Redcrosse is cured by leeches in the House of Pride (FQ, I. v. 44–5) and the House of Holiness (I. x. 24–45). Additionally, the leech gatherer recalls the spiritual sustenance of Guyon’s Palmer, who, with ‘haires all hoarie gray, |…with a staffe his feeble steps did stire’ (FQ, II. i. 7). For Schulman, the psychodrama of ‘Resolution and Independence’, whilst set on Barton Fell, is the poet’s destruction of a displaced Spenserian bower of pastoral Grasmere in which the opening of the poem shows Wordsworth ‘marring the landscape with his own unhappy moods’ like Penseroso.30

In the ‘turn’ of the opening section—‘As high as we have mounted in delight | In our dejection do we sink as low’ (CP2V; 24–5)—there is an echo of Thomson’s Spenserianisms where ‘What most elates then sinks the Soul as low’ (The Castle of Indolence; I, lxiii). That this is undertaken in a British poetic context is confirmed by the reference to Chatterton and Burns, representative here of a preceding generation of poets lost too soon. ‘Delight’, however, is specifically the keynote of Milton’s ‘L’Allegro’: ‘These delights if thou canst give | Mirth with thee, I mean to live’ (151–2). While, for the cheerful man, mirth provides ‘secure delight’ (91), Wordsworth finds instead that ‘fears, and fancies, thick upon me came’ (CP2V; 27), in which he seems to be remembering the manner in which, contrastingly, ‘fancies fond’ come upon Il Penseroso, ‘thick and numberless’ (‘Penseroso’, 6–7). The sudden transition from joy to melancholy suggests the unsustainability of the spirit of ‘L’Allegro’—forever living ‘As if life’s business were a summer mood’ (CP2V; 37)—and that, when ‘Far from the world I walk, and from all care’ (CP2V; 33), ‘wrinkled Care’ (‘Allegro’, 31) and the ‘eating cares’ (‘Allegro’, 135) dismissed from ‘L’Allegro’ actually press more strongly for their momentary absence. During the period 1801 to 1802 Dorothy frequently read to Wordsworth from Spenser, no doubt informing the composition of ‘Resolution and Independence’, but she was reading too from Milton (‘I was sitting in the window reading Milton’s Penseroso to William’ she records in early June (DWJ, 105)). The allusions above suggest Wordsworth working through Milton’s opposing pastoral subject positions and using them to query his own vocation as an English poet. But it becomes clear that if Wordsworth is to improve upon his pastoral inheritance, the outlook of Penseroso must be combated by a posture with more teeth than that of ‘L’Allegro’.

In this mode of deepening self-scrutiny, it is perhaps unsurprising to find that Paradise Lost also ghosts the poet’s thoughts. The crucial moment of the encounter with the leech gatherer suggests the force of a Protestant conversion narrative, but its shape owes much to the third book of Paradise Lost. Herein Milton’s Christ responds to God’s appeal for ‘such love’ (PL, III. 213) as will ‘redeem | Man’s mortal crime’ (III. 214–15), by offering his intercession in the form of the Incarnation, Crucifixion and Resurrection (III. 241–3).31 The sacrifice of Christ holds out the promise of grace to the would-be ‘happy’ man (or L’Allegro), unable to save himself:


‘Father, the word is passed, man shall find grace;

And shall Grace not find means, that finds her way,

The speediest of thy winged messengers,

To visit all thy creatures, and to all

Comes unprevented, unimplored, unsought?

Happy for man, so coming…’

(PL, III. 227–32) [emphasis added].



In contrast, Wordsworth’s scene of instruction in ‘Resolution and Independence’ points away from atonement in Christ, to an assertion of the poet’s own spiritual heroism, smuggled into the centre of the allusion and revising Milton’s purpose. ‘My whole life I have lived’, writes Wordsworth, ‘As if all needful things would come unsought | To genial faith, still rich in genial good; | But how can he expect that others should | Build for him’ (38–41) [emphasis added]. Departing from Milton he proceeds ‘By our own spirits are we deified’ (47), before speculating, ‘Now whether it were by peculiar grace, | A leading from above, a something given, | Yet it befell…’ (50–3) [emphasis added]. Enter the leech gatherer. Or rather enter the poet Wordsworth, newly convinced of his own self-determination—‘By our own spirits are we deified’—and ability to relocate his poetical genius within the genius loci of England. Such relocation would not, however, occur for Wordsworth within a pastoral tradition; for this he would need to meet Milton in the larger dimensions of epic poetry.

EPIC

According to Lucy Newlyn there is ‘a powerful syncretist energy’32 in The Prelude, which enables Wordsworth to combine allusions to English writers as diverse as Bunyan, Paine, Burke, Godwin, Shakespeare, Cowper and Coleridge. Heading this list of influences on Wordsworth’s epic ambitions is Milton. Book I of The Prelude demonstrates that while ‘Spenser’s model of chivalric battle is passed over…Milton’s lost paradise seems worth the effort of restoring’.33 Wordsworth felt a particular bond to Milton because he had composed his epic in similar political circumstances, following the disintegration of the Commonwealth and the restoration of the Stuart monarchy. It is for this reason that The Prelude follows a similar pattern of innocence, fall, and redemption to that of Paradise Lost. The Prelude begins with allusion to the end of Paradise Lost where, following their expulsion from Eden, Adam and Eve find ‘The world was all before them, where to choose | Their place of rest’ (PL, XII. 646–7). Wordsworth is correspondingly poised: ‘The earth is all before me…and should the guide I chuse | Be nothing better than a wandering cloud | I cannot miss my way’ (Prel-13, I. 15, 17–19). Having adopted this model, however, the correspondences immediately yield to differences. Almost intuitively Wordsworth shifts the emphasis of Milton from the loss of paradise to the possibility of consolation and gain, not through Christ as in Paradise Lost, but through the natural world and the power of the human imagination.

Consolation is a useful notion for considering Wordsworth’s desire to write an English epic that would rival Milton (and not only because it implicates that ‘turn within’ that replaces political engagement). Cast over The Prelude’s composition is the long shadow of The Recluse; the great philosophical poem, ‘On Man, on Nature, and on Human Life’ (CWRT, II. 300, l. 1), of which Coleridge had suggested Wordsworth might be capable in 1798. Writing, in 1800, the lines that address this plan (eventually published as a ‘Prospectus’ of the final poem in 1814), Wordsworth confidently predicts an epic that will outstrip Milton. Audaciously invoking, before dismissing, Milton’s Christian muse—‘Urania, I shall need | Thy guidance, or a greater Muse, if such | Descend to earth or dwell in highest heaven’ (‘Prospectus’, 25–7)—Wordsworth fixes his sight on ‘the mind of Man, | My haunt, and the main region of my song’ (41). If Milton, reflecting on his blindness, found that ‘nature’s works’ were ‘to me expunged and razed, | And wisdom at one entrance quite shut out’ (PL, ii. 49–50), it is Wordsworth’s purpose to surpass Milton by reopening that ‘one entrance’, overturning in the process the theism of his forbear.

In the kind of movement that indicates a radical reduction of the extent of his claims (to paraphrase Kenneth R. Johnston),34 however, Wordsworth adds the caveat that he might also consider as a subject ‘the Mind and Man | Contemplating’ (‘Prospectus’, 95–6): in other words himself. This was something he had in fact already begun, having composed two books of what would become The Prelude during the frustrating German winter of 1798–9. Here he was prompted into an extended period of self-inspection and re-evaluation of his memories within the context of the genius loci of England. But by 1804 Wordsworth writes apprehensively of whether a poem written to ‘understand myself’ (Prel–13, I. 656) would be met with ‘Harsh judgments’ (659) by Coleridge. As it became increasingly apparent that the compensatory Prelude owed much to demythologizing and psychologizing the Miltonic narrative of the Fall, Wordsworth’s relationship with Milton as epic poet becomes more complex than the forthright one offered in the ‘Prospectus’.

Echoes of Milton and Paradise Lost haunt The Prelude, often suggesting that the terrain of the poem is as much literary as geographical. In Book III, for example, Wordsworth remembers the episode at Cambridge where he shamelessly joined a drinking party in rooms reputed to have belonged to Milton as an undergraduate (Prel-13, III. 294–328). Guilt is of a poetic variety; the ‘pealing Organ’ (III. 322)—a metonym of Milton with whom the instrument was frequently associated—seems to admonish him as he turns to the softer presence of Coleridge hoping for forgiveness (III. 324–8). Less overt, but no less anxious, allusions to Milton haunt the recollected encounter with the discharged soldier in Book IV (IV. 400–504): the sudden intrusion of this ‘uncouth shape’ (IV. 402) on the youth’s Edenic wanderings comes with the power of Milton’s Satan, or perhaps recalls the allegory of Death and Sin from the second book of Paradise Lost. Elsewhere Wordsworth reflects on the naivety of a republican gathering during his Alpine tour, giving short shrift to the ‘boisterous Crew’ (VI. 420) and ‘glad Rout’ (422) of travellers, who rise ‘at signal given’ (406) to toast their companions, recalling any number of descriptions of that other ‘rebellious rout’ (PL, I. 747), Milton’s republic of fallen angels.

At such moments, the morals that Milton held seem to be embedded in the texture of the poem: an admonitory trace upon the landscape that guides the younger poet. Yet the reason why Milton, rather than Spenser (whose narrative of temptation and resilience in The Faerie Queene could be just as easily mapped onto The Prelude as Paradise Lost), is the most significant epic precursor for Wordsworth will be found elsewhere. What Milton offered, more than anything else, was a model of a writer reflecting deeply on his own processes of composition. For Wordsworth, Homer and Shakespeare were to be celebrated for reaching ‘every variety of thought and feeling without bringing their own individuality before the reader’ (the most famous iteration of this is of course Keats’s Negative Capability). Contrastingly, in Milton ‘you find the exalted sustained being that he was’.35 Wordsworth is thinking primarily of the proems to books I, III, VII and IX of Paradise Lost, which are, unsurprisingly, some of the most frequently invoked passages from Milton’s work in The Prelude and elsewhere. In the ‘Essay Supplementary to the Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads, for example, Wordsworth links the poor sales of his own Poems, in Two Volumes to Paradise Lost in which Milton wished his poem might ‘Fit audience find though few’ (PrW, I. 70). In the ‘Prospectus’, Wordsworth asks for the same fate for The Recluse (CWRT, II. 301). In an Ecclesiastical Sonnet titled ‘Latitudinarianism’ (CWRT, III. 402–3), Wordsworth blends allusions to the proem of Book VII—where Milton is situated ‘in darkness and with dangers compassed round’—and Book III in which he hopes to sing of ‘things invisible to mortal sight’. At the opening of The Prelude (I. 180–1), Wordsworth selects his epic theme in exactly the manner of the proem to Paradise Lost, Book IX, while the ‘Orphean lyre’ of Book I (Prel-13; I. 235) invokes the third book of Paradise Lost (III. 17).

It was important that Milton’s construction of the epic poet did not come to influence Wordsworth too strongly or weigh too heavily upon him. The anxiety of being influenced by a strong poetic precursor has been most famously discussed by Harold Bloom.36 According to Joseph Wittreich, however, the Romantics also ‘possessed an audacious independence of mind that worked as a kind of transforming mirror, altering the proportion and shape of the things it reflects’.37 Reflections of Paradise Lost in The Prelude are often, I would suggest, of this sort. Indeed in Book IV Wordsworth produces a naturalized version of this very conceit, as he likens poetic composition to the reflections on the surface of a lake in a Miltonic epic simile. It might be taken as indicative of the way that Wordsworth could refashion the work of his greatest English poetic forbear to suit his own purposes and needs:


 As one who hangs, down-bending from the side

Of a slow-moving Boat, upon the breast

Of a still water, solacing himself

With such discoveries as his eye can make,

Beneath him, in the bottom of the deeps,

Sees many beauteous sights, weeds, fishes, flowers,

Grots, pebbles, roots of trees, and fancies more;

Yet often is perplex’d, and cannot part

The shadow from the substance, rocks and sky,

Mountains and clouds, from that which is indeed

The region, and the things which there abide

In their true dwelling; now is cross’d by gleam

Of his own image, by a sun-beam now

And motions that are sent he knows not whence,

Impediments that make his task more sweet.

– Such pleasant office have we long pursued,

Incumbent o’er the surface of past time

With like success.(IV. 247–64)



Wordsworth’s transforming mirror is firstly his memory—the ‘main region’ of his song—but it is also, and just as significantly, poetic allusion. The poet appears to liken himself to Satan ‘incumbent on the dusky air’ (PL, I. 226) of Pandemonium, while the indistinguishable deeps suggest again the disturbing ‘substance…that shadow seemed’ (I. 669) of Milton’s Sin. The apparent echoes of Milton’s Paradise in Book IV are more alluring: there is a verbal echo of the ‘umbrageous grots’ (PL, I. 257) and more general reminiscences of the lake of ‘crystal mirror’ (PL, IV. 263). ‘Perplexed’ is a word with Miltonic associations (PL, II. 114; IX. 19; X. 979). The figure as a whole seems to also owe something to Milton’s creative spirit that ‘Dove-like sat’st brooding’ (PL, I. 21) at the opening of Paradise Lost (to which Wordsworth had already alluded in Book I).

The primary Miltonic overtones are provided, however, by an extended remembrance of Eve’s infatuation with the ‘watery gleam’ (PL, IV. 461) of her reflection in the lake of Eden that ‘seemed another sky’ (PL, IV. 459). Suitably the proportions of Paradise Lost shaped out on the surface of the lake are altered or redesigned by Wordsworth. Eve’s Narcissus-like dalliance is notably checked by the voice of God, which warns against ‘vain desire’ (PL, IV. 466) and an excess of sympathy, promising to lead her to a place ‘where no shadow stays | Thy coming’ (PL, IV. 470–1): Eve is cautioned against extreme interiority. In contrast, Wordsworth removes the monitory presence of God from his allusion, foregrounding instead the mind of the poet at work, made all the sweeter for its shadows. The difference is one recognized by Keats, for whom Wordsworth was the greater poet than Milton because he had thought more deeply ‘into the human heart’.38

In this instance, and others such as this, we might see Wordsworth reworking Milton in his own image by offering a displaced paradisiacal scene; one at which Milton himself had hinted in his phrase ‘a paradise within’. Unlike the sonnet or the Spenserian stanza, the epic scope of Milton’s blank verse, adopted in The Prelude, provided Wordsworth with the kind of flexibility through which he could strongly invoke a great English poet without becoming overwhelmed by the allusion to his precursor. But where once it appeared that Wordsworth was aiming to situate the poetic genius within the genius loci of England, The Prelude makes the opposite claim: to situate that genius loci within the poetic genius himself. Turning inwards was a sign of independence, of a Protestant variety, but it was also the recognition of a quality felt in earlier English poets, particularly Milton. Wordsworth’s place in the tradition of English poets, to which he so often alluded, is ultimately ensured by the manner in which he makes his own mind a repository of the traditions and values of storied England.
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CHAPTER 26

WORDSWORTH AND SENSIBILITY

DUNCAN WU

THE concept of sensibility has not been the same since Jane Austen’s lampoon in Sense and Sensibility (1811). Who could forget the moment in chapter 16, when Elinor mentions dead leaves to her sister?

‘Oh!’ cried Marianne, ‘with what transporting sensations have I formerly seen them fall! How have I delighted, as I walked, to see them driven in showers about me by the wind! What feelings have they, the season, the air altogether inspired! Now there is no one to regard them. They are seen only as a nuisance, swept hastily off, and driven as much as possible from the sight.’1

It is difficult to know how readers would have reacted to Austen’s burlesque had her novel been published at the time of composition; its bite must have been deeper in 1795, the year she completed ‘Elinor and Marianne’, when sensibility was a more powerful force than it would be fifteen years later. Even then, one could look back at the preceding century and a host of novels it shaped: Tom Jones, Clarissa, Tristram Shandy—some of which, one presumes, Wordsworth read at school in Hawkshead.2 It would be surprising had he reached maturity without reading Sterne’s description of Uncle Toby’s encounter with a fly.

—Go—says he, one day at dinner, to an over-grown one which had buzzed about his nose, and tormented him cruelly all dinner-time,—and which after infinite attempts, he had caught at last, as it flew by him;—I’ll not hurt thee, says my uncle Toby, rising from his chair, and going across the room, with the fly in his hand,—I’ll not hurt a hair of thy head:—Go, says he, lifting up the sash, and opening his hand as he spoke, to let it escape;—go, poor devil, get thee gone, why should I hurt thee?—This world surely is wide enough to hold both thee and me.3

Uncle Toby is never more venerated than when he releases the insect into the grounds of Shandy Hall, nor is Sterne’s narrator more serious than when he congratulates himself on giving a macaroon to a donkey.4

In 1760, when Sterne was writing, sympathy for animals or vegetation was no laughing matter. It certainly wasn’t for William Cowper when he wrote The Task (1784). Cowper’s respect for nature owes much to his evangelical faith. His injunction to acknowledge the sacredness of life becomes elemental to the larger project of arguing for recovery of a prelapsarian harmony between man and nature. He writes,


I would not enter on my list of friends

(Though grac’d with polish’d manners and fine sense

Yet wanting sensibility) the man

Who needlessly sets foot upon a worm.

An inadvertent step may crush the snail

That crawls at evening in the public path,

But he that has humanity, forewarned,

Will tread aside, and let the reptile live.5



Wordsworth read these lines shortly after their first publication in 1784 and never forgot them. He returned to them in memory, if not on paper, when composing ‘Lines Left upon a Seat in a Yew-tree’, which admonishes the reader in the same way as Cowper, to respect even the humblest:


If thou be one whose heart the holy forms

Of young imagination have kept pure,

Stranger! henceforth be warned; and know, that pride,

Howe’er disguised in its own majesty,

Is littleness; that he, who feels contempt

For any living thing, hath faculties

Which he has never used; that thought with him

Is in its infancy. The man, whose eye

Is ever on himself, doth look on one,

The least of nature’s works, one who might move

The wise man to that scorn which wisdom holds

Unlawful, ever. O, be wiser thou!

Instructed that true knowledge leads to love,

True dignity abides with him alone

Who, in the silent hour of inward thought,

Can still suspect, and still revere himself,

In lowliness of heart.(44–60)



Cowper writes (as Coleridge might have put it) sermoni propiora; that is, he is sermonizing, as is Wordsworth.6 Cowper’s religiosity is more obvious than Wordsworth’s because he refers to God (something Wordsworth takes care not to do) but both poets express pieties about good and bad behaviour. In both cases, the reader is urged to respect the lives of ‘things’, however insignificant they may appear. The principal distinction is that, unlike Cowper, Wordsworth does not need to think in straightforwardly religious terms; the ‘silent hour of inward thought’ may be spiritual, but has no necessary connection with religion in a formal sense.

This is a comparatively straightforward example of the way in which sensibility shaped Wordsworth’s thought, as he composed the poems for which he would become best known. Similar examples are not hard to find. To gauge the extent of his immersion in literature of sensibility one need but turn to his boyhood reading at Hawkshead Grammar School. His schoolmaster, Thomas Bowman, apparently encouraged him to read contemporary poets such as Charlotte Smith, Robert Burns, and Helen Maria Williams, all of whom are now considered key exponents of sensibility.7 In the mid-1780s, they were on what we might call the cutting-edge of poetic practice, and a young, sensitive reader would have found them shocking in their newness.

Most representative in a Wordsworthian context is Helen Maria Williams, whose Poems appeared in two volumes in the summer of 1786. Such was Wordsworth’s enthusiasm for modern writing, it is likely he read them soon after they first appeared, in August or September of that year. Williams had for years been read as a poet of sensibility, and young Wordsworth may have known her earlier work. The first volume of Poems contains ‘To Sensibility’, a spirited defence of the cult against the strictures of Frances Greville’s ‘Prayer for Indifference’.8 She made an impression, for Wordsworth’s first published poem, written late 1786 or early 1787, which appeared in the European Magazine for March 1787, implies as much in its title—‘Sonnet on seeing Miss Helen Maria Williams weep at a tale of distress’.


She wept.—Life’s purple tide began to flow

In languid streams through every thrilling vein;

Dim were my swimming eyes—my pulse beat slow,

And my full heart was swell’d to dear delicious pain.

Life left my loaded heart, and closing eye;

A sigh recall’d the wanderer to my breast;

Dear was the pause of life, and dear the sigh

That call’d the wanderer home, and home to rest.

That tear proclaims—[‘]in thee each virtue dwells,

And bright will shine in misery’s midnight hour;

As the soft star of dewy evening tells

What radiant fires were drown’d by day’s malignant pow’r,

That only wait the darkness of the night

To chear the wand’ring wretch with hospitable light.[’]



Its first two words establish the incident described in the title (referring to Williams’s response to something she had read), before Wordsworth turns to himself. Upon seeing her weep—though without having read the same ‘tale’—Wordsworth follows suit (‘swimming eyes’). Imaginative sympathy is, for the young poet, not solely a matter of imitation: he has to go one better. So sensitive is he to Williams’s emotions, so receptive to her distress, that his pulse slows, his heart stops, and his life is ‘paused’. We should read this not as a description of physical breakdown but as one of imaginative intensity, like ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ which describes the condition in which


 the breath of this corporeal frame,

And even the motion of our human blood

Almost suspended, we are laid asleep

In body, and become a living soul.(44–7)



In the sonnet, Williams sighs, at which point Wordsworth revives, summoning the ‘wanderer’ (that is, life) to his breast—which makes line 6 of the sonnet its volta. Wordsworth cherishes the ‘pause of life’ as much as the ‘sigh’ that caused his recovery, and on that note he turns again to the tear with which the poem began. At this point it becomes a character separate from either Williams or Wordsworth, with a speech running from the middle of line 9 to the end of the poem. (In order to assist the reader, I place quotation marks around the speech delivered by the tear in my text of the poem, above.) It begins by articulating Williams’s opinion of Wordsworth: he is the dwelling-place of ‘each virtue’. In a complex metaphor, it elaborates: the exalted nature of that virtuous quality is compared with the evening star, which shines brightly in the midnight sky, the first to appear at dusk, when the weaker light of other stars is rendered invisible by the ‘malignant’ brilliance of the sun. Just as the evening star cheers wanderers with ‘hospitable light’, so the ‘virtue’ recognized by Williams’s tear will in future provide guidance to those who would otherwise be lost.

That this sonnet tends to be invoked only for the purpose of unfavourable comparison with Wordsworth’s mature poetry has distracted critics from attending to what it actually says—a shame, because its sentiments are compelling, and have relevance for how we approach his later writing.9 It describes its author’s initiation by another, more senior writer of the same ilk, while affirming the function of poetry as a moral guide; that is, it demonstrates how, by triggering virtuous responses in the reader, poetry creates sympathy even in those not directly exposed to it, thus bringing people together. This is a sophisticated observation for a sixteen-year-old, and is consistent with commentary for which Wordsworth was responsible in later years. Perhaps the most important point about it, at least for the purposes of this chapter, is that it provides us with his view of poetry of sensibility as he understood it in early 1787. For young Wordsworth, verse of the kind read (and, by implication, written) by Helen Maria Williams is valuable for fostering our engagement with the feelings of others. Being both ambitious and clever, he compounds the conceit in his sonnet, creating a drama featuring two people—his favorite poet and himself—locked in an act of emotional sympathy so acute it takes him to the brink of death.

This trumps anything in literature of the time—and that may be the most important thing about it. For, despite Wordsworth’s appreciation of other writers, he is seldom content to imitate. He wants to distinguish himself. This early sonnet describes the moment at which two sensibilities become entwined, the intense reaction of one provoking that of the other. That is daring enough; as Wordsworth must have sensed, it was almost sexual in its intimacy. The ‘pause of life’ at the heart of the sonnet is, arguably, highly sexual, and a reminder that ecstasies are frequently described in erotic terms. There is also a literary source, again in Williams’s Poems. Volume two of the 1786 edition contains a poem entitled ‘Part of an Irregular Fragment found in the Tower’, describing the fate of a young man admitted to a hitherto enclosed part of the Tower of London, in which he encounters the ghosts of murdered former inhabitants.10 This extraordinary work combines sensibility with the Gothic, an audacious and original stratagem. Wordsworth knew the Gothic from the faux-Celtic rhapsodies of Macpherson, and possibly the novels of Walpole and his numerous imitators (who did not yet include Ann Radcliffe), and to him it was more than mere ornament. He believed in ghosts, and may have retained belief in them as an adult. Brought up with legends of the many spirits believed to haunt the shores of Esthwaite Lake, he had explored dilapidated Calgarth Hall on the banks of Windermere and seen the two human skulls in one of its windows which, according, to a local guidebook, were placed there by ‘some ghost’.11 In short, he was surrounded by evidence of the continuing existence of the dead, and would have approached Williams’s ‘Part of an Irregular Fragment’.


 Ye visions that before me roll,

That freeze my blood, that shake my soul!

 Are ye the phantoms of a dream?

Pale spectres! are ye what ye seem?

 They glide more near—

  Their forms unfold!

 Fix’d are their eyes, on me they bend—

  Their glaring look is cold!

And hark!—I hear

Sounds that the throbbing pulse of life suspend.12



These lines showed Wordsworth how to describe feelings so intense they culminate in suspension of their protagonist’s ‘pulse of life’. (It is no coincidence that he refers to the slow beat of his own ‘pulse’ in the sonnet to Williams.) In the vernacular, one might say Williams’s hero was scared ‘to death’. That may be what she means, but as one of her most imaginative readers young Wordsworth understands by it something more suggestive. The nameless sounds convey the man who hears them to the brink of the world inhabited by the spectres. And for Wordsworth, that is what is most compelling: a hinterland of personal grief prompts his own desire to enter the world of the dead where (so the self-constructed myth ran) he might reclaim the parents taken from him and his siblings.

The most important fact in Wordsworth’s personal history—that he was orphaned at the age of 13—should be uppermost when considering his attraction to poetry of sensibility. As a literary manner it was useful to a young poet whose theme was grief: not only did it license that subject, taking away any impropriety in such unabashed concentration on the self, but it enabled him to formulate ways in which to approach it. A principal guide in this endeavour was Charlotte Smith, whose sonnets address kindred themes.


      Sonnet V.

      To the South Downs




Ah, hills belov’d!—where once, an happy child,

Your beechen shades, ‘your turf, your flowers among,’

I wove your blue-bells into garland’s wild,

And woke your echoes with my artless song.

Ah, hills belov’d!—your turf, your flow’rs remain;

But can they peace to this sad breast restore,

For one poor moment soothe the sense of pain,

And teach a breaking heart to throb no more?

And you, Aruna!—in the vale below,

As to the sea your limpid waves you bear,

Can you one kind Lethean cup bestow,

To drink a long oblivion to my care?

Ah, no!—when all, e’en hope’s last ray is gone,

There’s no oblivion—but in death alone!13



Wordsworth was fascinated by Smith in part because she discovered a way of talking about what we now call depression; she declares as much in her Preface: ‘Some very melancholy moments have been beguiled, by expressing in verse the sensations those moments brought.’14 To our ears, her verse is artificial and mannered, but that is not how it struck contemporary readers. She has in fact managed to get away with a distinctly un-English sentiment, for her strategy is to wish for death. This caused shock at the time of its publication, though not without precedent. Goethe’s Werther first appeared in English in 1779, and Smith indicates her enjoyment of it by including in her volume sonnets ‘supposed to be written by Werther’ which, as Daniel Robinson helpfully observes, ‘reflect the reader’s grief back to Smith herself’.15 That intense feeling certainly caught Wordsworth’s imagination, but there is something else, arguably more important, which seized his attention: Smith sets her poems in the South Downs, where she grew up. This was a potent source of inspiration to Wordsworth, whose grief was complicated by his love of the Lake District.

It is no exaggeration to say it is thanks to Smith that, in Wordsworth’s poetry, feelings of loss are consoled by love of his native hills. Smith’s tones are fondly affectionate—what we would call nostalgic. But that term did not exist in the 1780s. The way Wordsworth would have conceived it was to understand that Smith was expressing love of a spiritual kind for the place of her upbringing.16 Her example is the reason he understood how to write about the landscape to which he was so attached.

The poem in which this occurs, composed within months of publication of his sonnet to Williams, declares its loyalties in its title: ‘The Vale of Esthwaite’. The manuscript is mutilated, leaving the 1787 draft in three discrete fragments. Enough survives, however, to indicate it was conceived as a poem of sensibility which, had it been published at the time of its composition, would have been readily identifiable as such. It contains a number of passages that speak fondly of the Lake District, notably this from the third fragment:


Yet if Heav’n bear me far away

To close the Evening of my day,

Even while my body pants for breath

And shrinks at the dart of death,

My soul shall cast the wistful view,

The lingering look, alone on you—

As Phoebus when he sinks to rest

Far on the mountains in the west,

While all the vale is dark between,

Ungilded by his golden sheen,

A lingering lustre softly throws

On the dear hills where first he rose.



The dramatic situation is contrived so its creator may rehearse the pose struck by Smith in her sonnet on the South Downs, properly that of an adult who has experienced the ups and downs of life, and now imagines the approach of death. Wordsworth’s invocation of ‘the dear hills’ of the Lake District identifies these lines as a form of what scholars taxonomize as loco-descriptive poetry—but the point is that he writes like this in 1787 only because he is immersed also in poetry of sensibility. James Thomson’s The Seasons, which epitomizes the loco-descriptive poem as understood in mid-eighteenth-century England, was known to young Wordsworth, but is impersonal—even dry—by comparison. Smith had given new impetus to the genre by using her native setting as a foil for the turbulent emotions by which she is tormented—and that is the technique Wordsworth has learnt from her. These lines from ‘The Vale of Esthwaite’ are important because they mark one of the earliest, and most effective, uses of it. Wordsworth counted them a success, and reworked them when composing the first version of The Prelude in 1798–9.


           And there I said,

That beauteous sight before me, there I said

(Then first beginning in my thoughts to mark

That sense of dim similitude which links

Our moral feelings with external forms)

That in whatever region I should close

My mortal life I would remember you,

Fair scenes! that dying I would think on you,

My soul would send a longing look to you:

Even as that setting sun while all the vale

Could nowhere catch one faint memorial gleam

Yet with the last remains of his last light

Still lingered, and a farewell lustre threw

On the dear mountain-tops where first he rose.(II. 161–74)



Editors of The Prelude tend not to acknowledge the debt to Smith, but in this instance it is the only one that counts. Wordsworth preserves both her love of her native hills, and her wish to die there, though in adapted form. The passage survives in subsequent versions of his autobiographical poem, including the last (Prel-14, VIII. 462–75), where the debt to ‘The Vale of Esthwaite’ is, if anything, even clearer.

There is something Wordsworth does not imitate: the nakedness of Smith’s confessional manner. Her declarations of misery led critics to express anxiety on her behalf, the reviewer in the Gentleman’s Magazine being moved to remark: ‘We must have perused her very tender and exquisite effusions with diminished pleasure, could we have supposed her sorrows to be real’.17 Wordsworth fights shy of addressing his inner feelings quite as openly as she does, but there can be no doubting his admiration of her doing so. Instead, from the very start, he enshrines his feelings in various myths, the most resonant of which turns up in ‘The Vale of Esthwaite’. As he composes these lines he cannot know he will one day live in Grasmere Vale, nor that he will always be associated with it, but he had almost certainly discovered that evocative place in the incident recalled at the opening of ‘Home at Grasmere’, and fantasized about residing there with his sister. It is appropriate, therefore, that he sets his Gothic incident at Dunmail Raise, which overlooks Grasmere in the heart of the Lake District. The passage describes the tenth-century battle in which the Saxon King Edmund put out the eyes of Cumbrian King Dunmail’s two sons.


I saw the Ghosts and heard the yell

Of every Briton there who fell,

When Edmund deaf to horror’s cries

Trod out the cruel Brothers’ eyes.

With dismal yell and savage scowl,

While Terror shapeless rides my soul,

Full oft together are we hurl’d

Far, Far amid the shadowy world—

And since that hour the world unknown,

The world of shades, is all my own.18



In Wordsworth’s sonnet about Williams, his pulse had been suspended—that is to say, he was transported to the borders of life and death. Here, he is given citizenship of ‘the shadowy world’ inhabited by the ghosts who pass before him: that realm ‘is all my own’. Behind this lies the influence of Williams’s ‘Fragment’, which had taken historical event and incorporated it into a fantasy designed to speak of monarchical injustice. Wordsworth doubtless recognized the republican subtext of Williams’s poem, but that was not the thing that lent it importance, at least not in early 1787:19 at that moment, he sees her recounting of historical fact in Gothic dress as the means by which he can write about everything he has lost. What to Williams was ideological becomes, for Wordsworth, highly personal.

The vision occurs in Grasmere Vale, where young Wordsworth is given permanent contact with the dead: ‘And since that hour the world unknown, | The world of shades, is all my own.’ In the ‘Irregular Fragment’, Williams’s protagonist had also been possessed: ‘Yon bloody phantom waves his hand, | And beckons me to deeper gloom’. Williams’s aim is to terrify her readers, and identify the Tower of London as the site of unjust slaughter; Wordsworth’s is more immediate. To a young man orphaned four years previously, still enduring the consequences of loss, the urge to make contact with the dead is compelled by a freight of grief. Wordsworth has appropriated the paraphernalia of sensibility and turned them to his own purposes, constructing a myth that occurs not only in the poetry of 1787, but throughout that of his maturity. It is a myth by which the dead return and are symbolically reclaimed. The ultimate sources are classical: he has read and translated Virgil, and probably knows by heart the passages in which Aeneas finds Anchises and Orpheus attempts to retrieve Eurydice.20 Perhaps sensing the remoteness of those precedents, Wordsworth domesticates them, transferring them to a time and place less distant, where the connection is more immediate.

He does it again in the thirteen-book Prelude, Book XII, where he describes a ‘reverie’ of stone-age battle followed by the horror of the wicker man experienced on Salisbury Plain.


I had a reverie and saw the past,

Saw multitudes of men, and here and there

A single Briton in his wolf-skin vest,

With shield and stone ax stride across the Wold;

The voice of spears was heard, the rattling spear

Shaken by arms of mighty bone, in strength

Long moulder’d of barbaric majesty.

I call’d upon the darkness; and it took,

A midnight darkness seem’d to come and take

All objects from my sight; and lo! again

The desart visible by dismal flames!

It is the sacrificial Altar, fed

With living men—how deep the groans! The voice

Of those in the gigantic wicker thrills

Throughout the region far and near, pervades

The monumental hillocks; and the pomp

Is for both worlds, the living and the dead.(XII. 320–36)



It is surprising to find the mature Wordsworth returning to the Gothic, the heyday of which was long past by 1805 when these lines were first composed. But he does not read himself as a literary critic would now do. As he saw it, this passage was similar in function to the vision of the Battle of Dunmail Raise in ‘The Vale of Esthwaite’, in that a hallucinatory encounter with ancient history validated his credentials as a poet. Like Grasmere Vale, Salisbury Plain is a Wordsworthian ‘hot-spot’, a place of power, a portal. In that magical place—as enchanted as the historic pass of Dunmail Raise—its spirits grant him access to long-past scenes of bloodshed. As in ‘The Vale of Esthwaite’, we witness a kind of primitive initiation, as well as something more personal. Mention of the worlds of ‘the living and the dead’ recalls ‘the world of shades’ from the earlier poem, suggestive of the desire to enter the realm occupied by those who are lamented by the living. Poetry of this order is powerfully original and did not come from nowhere. Wordsworth could never have conceived it without the example of Charlotte Smith and Helen Maria Williams, both of whom foreshadowed him.

Wordsworth, then, was a receptive interpreter of the poets he encountered in the 1780s. He took their writings and turned them to his own ends. There was nothing presumptuous about this. He was drawn to them because their themes were akin to his: they were concerned with intense emotion—grief, depression, pain felt on behalf on other creatures. And there are verbal constructions common to all, demonstrating Wordsworth to have been acutely aware of their literary power.21 One of the cleverest features of this is the way Wordsworth understood how sensibility and the Gothic could be used jointly as a means whereby he could describe emotional extremity. That insight made possible a range of characters who appear throughout his work—the sailor in ‘Adventures on Salisbury Plain’, Rivers in The Borderers, and the mad mother of the 1798 Lyrical Ballads, to name a few. Although each is in some sense Gothic, they are also characters in whom a concern with psychology can be traced back to Charlotte Smith, desperate for self-annihilation; Helen Maria Williams, her pulse of life suspended by the sight of ghosts; and Wordsworth’s younger self, possessed by a vision of battle that connected the world of the living with that of the dead.

If this is what sensibility meant to Wordsworth when he was sixteen, something happened that enabled him to see beyond it, converting its insights into what we now call Romanticism. At some point, the use of Gothic apparatus came to appear clumsy and distracting, and the emotional states described by Smith and Williams seemed hollow, leading him to formulate what seems to the modern reader a more authentic analysis. The process by which this occurred is complex, though a crucial factor was the influence of another writer of sensibility, if not always considered as such. But then, Robert Burns was so many things. He is admittedly the author of one of the greatest Gothic poems in the language, ‘Tam o’Shanter’ (which Wordsworth loved), as well as a celebrant of Scots nationalism, a remarkable balladeer, obscene lyrist, epistolary poet, and nature writer. His poems of sensibility are thus part of a large and varied output. When young Wordsworth read the Kilmarnock edition at the time of its publication in 1786 (an experience he never forgot), he was struck immediately by ‘Despondency: An Ode’, which begins:


Oppress’d with grief, oppress’d with care,

A burden more than I can bear,

I set me down and sigh:

O Life! Thou art a galling load,

Along a rough, a weary road,

To wretches such as I!

Dim-backward as I cast my view,

What sick’ning Scenes appear!

What Sorrows yet may pierce me thro’,

Too justly I may fear!

 Still caring, despairing,

   Must be my bitter doom;

 My woes here, shall close ne’er

   But with the closing tomb!(1–14)22



The four-stress line and no-nonsense vocabulary are characteristic of Burns’s businesslike approach. He quickly establishes ‘oppression’ as his starting-point, going so far as to contemplate death as the solution to his woes—a gesture readers of Charlotte Smith would have recognized. But ‘Despondency’ does not stop there, for Burns offers another kind of response, which stuck in Wordsworth’s mind.


How blest the Solitary’s lot,

Who, all-forgetting, all-forgot,

Within his humble cell,

The cavern wild with tangling roots,

Sits o’er his newly-gather’d fruits,

Beside his crystal well!

Or haply, to his ev’ning thought,

By unfrequented stream,

The ways of men are distant brought,

A faint-collected dream:

 While praising, and raising

   His thoughts to Heaven on high,

 As wand’ring, meand’ring,

   He views the solemn sky.(29–42)



This is not by any means the first hermit in eighteenth-century poetry (young Wordsworth may have been aware of Thomas Parnell’s ‘The Hermit’, among others), but he is among the more noteworthy to appear in a poem that deals with auctorial depression. The counterpoint in ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ between the bustle of city life and the bliss to be found in the country is prefigured by Burns: in ‘Despondency’, the solitary is ‘distant’ from the ways of men—so far removed as to reduce them to no more than ‘A faint-collected dream’. Likewise, ‘Tintern Abbey’, which Wordsworth was to compose twelve years after first reading Burns’s poem, admits to ‘hours of weariness’ ‘in lonely rooms, and mid the din | Of towns and cities’ (26–7), a coded reference to what poets still called ‘melancholy’, and among its various counter-measures presents, first and foremost, an encounter with the Wye Valley, in particular


          wreathes of smoke

Sent up, in silence, from among the trees,

With some uncertain notice, as might seem,

Of vagrant dwellers in the houseless woods,

Or of some hermit’s cave, where by his fire

The hermit sits alone.(18–23)



Though unseen by Wordsworth, the hermit’s presence is implied by smoke rising from the trees, prompting us to imagine him, in idealized form, part of the natural world. Wordsworth follows Burns’s lead by invoking the ideal of a hermit-like existence as foil to the heavy and the weary weight of all this unintelligible world. Burns had been unusual in regarding the hermit not as solitary and therefore exiled (and implicitly unhappy), but as solitary and therefore blessed. It is a paradox, and one that remained with Wordsworth. If it seems overstated to use the word ‘influence’ as a means of describing that similarity, it is less so in the case of Wordsworth’s Pedlar, the breakthrough character of early 1798, who is the mouthpiece for sentiments relating to the philosophy whereby love of nature will lead to mankind—the thesis of the never-to-be-completed, epic poem, ‘The Recluse’. As Wordsworth imagines the life of his protagonist (and alter ego), he argues that detachment from society is a virtue.


         Among the woods

A lone enthusiast, and among the hills,

Itinerant in this labour he had passed

The better portion of his time, and there

From day to day had his affections breathed

The wholesome air of Nature; there he kept

In solitude and solitary thought,

So pleasant were those comprehensive views,

His mind in a just equipoise of love.(‘The Pedlar’ 260–8)23



Lest anyone doubt his lineage, Wordsworth says he ‘would repeat | The songs of Burns’ (319–20) and adds that, like Burns’s character, the Pedlar sits in caves (47–57) where some of his most intense visions are experienced. Burns offered Wordsworth something he could not have found elsewhere: a means of transcending sorrow and injustice. Burns resolves the self-involved despair of Charlotte Smith’s Elegiac Sonnets (which, though a potent and compelling subject in the 1780s, was a creative dead-end, at least for her imitators) by recasting the eighteenth-century solitary as one whose compact with nature furnishes consolation for ‘grief’ and ‘care’. The idealized version of the natural world in which Burns’s hermit lives, with its ‘tangling roots’, ‘crystal well’ and ‘unfrequented stream’, is symbolic of that optimistic response. It was not until the poetry of early 1798—beginning with ‘The Ruined Cottage’ MS D, ‘The Pedlar’, and ‘Not useless do I deem’—that Wordsworth incorporated it into his work, as part of the redemptive vision that underpinned the poetry he would compose over the next decade.24

Growing up in the 1780s, with a voracious appetite for modern poetry, Wordsworth ate and drank the cult of sensibility; it was impossible for him not to do so. And it is right, as we read those poems that deal directly with his attitude to the natural world, such as ‘Nutting’ and ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’, to bear in mind the poetry of his youth—that of Cowper, Burns, Smith, and Williams—for Wordsworth’s assumption is that his reader, too, will be acquainted with them. The task of uncovering the full extent to which sensibility influenced Wordsworth lies beyond the scope of a comparatively brief essay such as this; instead, I have chosen representative cases, by way of indicating how far-reaching was that influence.

While these writers are, in various ways, remarkable, it does them scant justice to claim for any the status of Romantic. Wordsworth is defined by what they were not, just as their distinction resides in how they differ from him. He was capable of formulating ‘The Recluse’—an epic poem about man, nature and society designed to revolutionize the world in which it was hoped it would be published, and ultimately bring about the eradication of social and financial inequality. Such a notion goes well beyond the gaze of sensibility, claiming for poetry a status of which none of the 1780s writers would have dreamt. No one in 1787, when Wordsworth composed ‘The Vale of Esthwaite’, could have foreseen that Lyrical Ballads would change literature forever, nor that the ideas formulated by Wordsworth and Coleridge would inspire some of the most original poetry in nearly a century. Writers of sensibility in the 1780s were prisoners of their moment: taking inspiration from the novel, they found their theme in the relationship between the natural world, humanity, and God. They did not know there would be a Revolution in France that would alter everything, nor that belief in a better world would incite working people to agitate for improvements that would, eventually, come. Everything would change when revolution occurred on mainland Europe, and it was Wordsworth who would take that experience and turn it, with the lessons he had learnt from their writing, into something rich and strange—something we now identify as Romantic.
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CHAPTER 27

WORDSWORTH’S THEORY OF POETRY

RAIMONDA MODIANO

‘All men feel an habitual gratitude, and something of an honorable bigotry for the objects which have long continued to please them.’

Preface to Lyrical Ballads (LBOP, 760)

WORDSWORTH’S theory of poetry has not fared well with critics. More often than not, and very early in the history of its reception, it was subjected to a wholesale critique from which little of it could be salvaged.1 Negative appraisals of Wordsworth’s views on poetry appeared in the British press shortly after the publication of the second edition of the Lyrical Ballads in 1800, with a new preface featuring Wordsworth’s brazen attack on the deplorable state of contemporary literary practices, and his view that the job of the poet was not to indulge the taste for theatrical plots and florid style in vogue at the time, which left one ‘oppressed with no dishonorable melancholy’, but demonstrate the artistic merits of a novel genre of poetry based on ‘language really used by men’ (LBOP, 749, 743). This genre effectively suspended the boundary between poetry and prose and, more significantly, could give birth to ‘new compositions of feeling’. For Wordsworth, the job of a ‘great Poet’ was not merely to describe, but also ‘to rectify’ and expand the range of ‘men’s feelings’, in order to include not just ‘such feelings as all men do sympathize with’, but also those that ‘all men may sympathize with’, thus taking on the extraordinarily ambitious task of transforming human nature (EY, 355, 358).

Such a daring agenda did not exactly endear Wordsworth to his contemporaries, or even close friends, such as Samuel Taylor Coleridge. In his notorious 1802 review of Southey’s Thalaba in Edinburgh Review, Francis Jeffrey took the lead in attacking Wordsworth’s critical enterprise, labelling the ‘anonymous’ author as one among a group of misguided ‘dissenters from the established systems in poetry and criticism’, who displayed a perverse preference for the ‘language of the vulgar’ over that of ‘the higher and more cultivated orders’ of society (Woof, 153, 155–6). But although Jeffrey’s wholesale rejection of Wordsworth’s project caused the poet great distress, it was actually the legacy of Coleridge’s critique of Wordsworth in Biographia Literaria that had a far more decisive influence on a negative perception of Wordsworth’s critical prowess.

In an influential article that triggered a combative critical exchange in PMLA, Don Bialostosky expressed his frustration at the prevalent misreading of Wordsworth’s theory of poetry under Coleridge’s influence, demonstrating that while Coleridge uses a grammatical concept of language, according to which syntax dictates how ‘words are related to one another’, Wordsworth explores a rhetorical model, being ‘concerned with the way in which a community employs language’.2 In a similar vein, Richard Gravil pointed out that Coleridge’s critique of Wordsworth in the Biographia is ‘perverse’ and ‘impelled by accumulated resentment’, although Wordsworth ‘took the Biographia itself sufficiently to heart to mutilate a number of poems in subordination to Coleridge’s judgment’.3 It appears, therefore, that one must break the spell of Coleridge’s undoubtedly brilliant but distorted analysis of Wordsworth’s enterprise in order to restore some sense of fairness in the evaluation of Wordsworth’ s contribution to a theory of poetry.

In this essay, I will review some of the major documents in which Wordsworth articulates a theory of poetry in an attempt to identify various ambiguities in his investigation of this subject that have rendered it vulnerable to attack. I will pay particular attention to the role played by Coleridge in exploiting these ambiguities and his reasons for undertaking a systematic undoing of Wordsworth’s critical opinions in Biographia Literaria. I will also introduce an uncommon point of reference for understanding some aspects of Wordsworth’s theory of poetry by examining Martin Heidegger’s haunting meditation on the meaning of the words ‘thinking’, ‘thought’, ‘thanks’, and ‘memory’. In particular, Heidegger’s argument that ‘thinking’ and ‘thanking’ are etymologically related in Old English and that ‘memory’ originally meant ‘devotion’, that is, ‘a constant concentrated abiding with something’ in the present rather than ‘something that has passed’,4 opens a new perspective on understanding Wordsworth’s theory of poetry and the history of its reception.

WORDSWORTH’S 1800/1802 PREFACES TO THE LYRICAL BALLADS

One of the most consequential events that altered permanently the literary and personal relationship between Coleridge and Wordsworth was the publication of the second edition of the Lyrical Ballads, for which Wordsworth wrote an extended preface, outlining his theory of poetry. Late in life, Wordsworth disowned the Preface and its theory of poetry, claiming that he ‘never cared a Straw’ about either of them, and took on the project solely to please Coleridge. Although one cannot lend full credence to revisionary histories of earlier events, it is undoubtedly true that the writing of the Preface was a burden for Wordsworth, primarily because it was Coleridge who was supposed to produce it initially.5 Begun on 13 September 1800 (DWJ, I. 61), the Preface was finished under great duress by 30 September to meet the expectations of the publisher T. N. Longman.

At the beginning of his Preface, Wordsworth presents himself as a reluctant proponent of an artistic manifesto, anticipating an especially intense reaction to his claims, whether of a positive or hostile nature. But it would be a mistake to infer from these preliminary remarks that Wordsworth is hesitant about the radical agenda he aims to advance in the Lyrical Ballads. On the contrary, he appears to have no qualms about violating a reader’s expectation that ‘by the act of writing in verse an Author makes a formal engagement that he will gratify certain known habits of association’ (LBOP, 742). As Andrew Bennett notes, ‘in the case of the poems collected in Lyrical Ballads that implicit contract is effectively deemed null and void’.6

Rather than following in the footsteps of other writers, Wordsworth hoped to put in place a new set of artistic standards that would expose the ‘gaudiness and inane phraseology’ of contemporary literature (LBOP, 743) and the taste for vulgar theatricality that such literature inevitably fostered among readers. For Wordsworth, the need to reverse this trend was urgent, as it depleted the mind of its ‘discriminating powers’ to the point of bringing it to a state of ‘almost savage torpor’ (LBOP, 746). It also diminished the role of feeling and (anticipating Heidegger) compromised the intrinsic connection between feeling and thinking. Thus, Wordsworth’s announcement that the ‘principal object’ of his Preface was to trace ‘truly though not ostentatiously, the primary laws of our nature’ essentially targeted ‘the fluxes and refluxes of the mind when agitated by the great and simple affections of our nature’ (LBOP, 743, 745). For Wordsworth, convoluted plots and sensational incidents were therefore superfluous, for the mind can be roused into activity ‘without the application of gross and violent stimulants’. It was ultimately the task of poets ‘to produce and enlarge this capability’, as well as demonstrate that the centre of gravity in all good poetry was located in ‘feeling’, which alone ‘gives importance to the action and situation’ (LBOP, 746).

Wordsworth was fully aware of the risks involved in appealing to a new literary sensibility at odds with prevailing practices, namely that he might end up as a lone voice in the wilderness, a poet without an audience or followers. He anticipated that readers, when confronted with an unfamiliar genre of poetry, might experience ‘feelings of strangeness and awkwardness’, wondering ‘by what species of courtesy’ his productions ‘can be permitted to assume’ the designation of ‘poetry’ (LBOP, 743). The least receptive readers, Wordsworth wrote to John Wilson in 1802, were likely to be from the upper classes, whose typical ‘vanity and self-love’ prevented them from entertaining the view that people unlike themselves ‘in dress, station and way of life’, living in disadvantaged conditions, could experience the most ‘delicate and refined feelings’, and render them in ‘the naked language of some of the most interesting passions of men’ (EY, 354). It was therefore incumbent upon writers to expose their grave error in assuming that ‘human nature and the persons they associate with are one and the same’, which derived from their complete lack of contact with members of the lower classes.

As a test case, Wordsworth describes the conspicuously divergent reactions to mentally handicapped children among members of the upper and lower classes. While the former react to such children with disgust and a distinctive ‘want of comprehensiveness of thinking and feeling’, the latter care for them without any ‘pain or suffering’ and regard them as a ‘blessing to the family to which they belong’, a conduct which in Wordsworth’s view was a sterling example of ‘the great triumph of the human heart’. This example enables Wordsworth to offer one of the most poignant statements on behalf of the high calling of poets, whose main task was to overcome the ‘want of comprehensiveness of think[ing] and feeling’ among their contemporaries, and articulate unfamiliar feelings that ‘all men may sympathize with, and such as there is reason to believe they would be better and more moral beings if they did sympathize with’ (EY, 358). For Wordsworth, the most essential goal for poets was not merely to envision a new horizon for poetry, thematic as well as stylistic, but commit themselves to its implementation regardless of the prevalent ‘want of comprehensiveness of think[ing] and feeling’ among contemporary readers and reviewers.

This ambitious agenda inevitably calls for a poet equipped with commensurate artistic capabilities, one who, writing under a single restriction—that of ‘giving immediate pleasure’ to readers—becomes ‘the rock of defence of human nature,…carrying everywhere with him relationship and love’, and uniting ‘by passion and knowledge the vast empire of human society, as it is spread over the whole earth, and over all time’ (LBOP, 752–3). Only such a vigorous poet, Wordsworth implies, could snub the literary fashion of the day and ground his artistic enterprise in the choice of ‘low and rustic life’, because ‘in that situation the essential passions of the heart…are less under restraint, and speak a plainer and more emphatic language’, and because rustics ‘being less under the action of social vanity’ are able to ‘convey their feelings and notions in simple and unelaborated expressions’ (LBOP, 743–4).

As critics have noted, these observations derive from the popular primitivist aesthetics espoused by Hugh Blair, James Beattie, and Robert Lowth, among others,7 which focused on the connection between poetry and passion and the origin of metre in the earliest stages of human civilization. But this discussion is a mere preamble to what is surely one of the main claims that Wordsworth makes in the Preface, namely that there is no essential difference between the language of poetry and the language of prose. This tenet, while advocated by Wordsworth with much conviction, was actually a commonplace in discussions of the relation between the two genres both in the periodical press and among close associates of Wordsworth, such as Coleridge, Southey, and Thelwall. Furthermore, it constitutes the fault line over which his entire critical enterprise balances itself precariously, a fact which Coleridge exploited without mercy in his scathing attack on Wordsworth’s poetic theory in Biographia Literaria.

DISTINCTION WITHOUT DIVISION

In his Prefaces to the Lyrical Ballads, the subject of the confluence of poetry and prose appears in the context of Wordsworth’s attack on the use of personifications of abstract ideas in poetry, which he rejects as an unfortunate affectation of style that distances literary language from the ordinary language spoken by men. According to Wordsworth, even in poems of ‘the most elevated character’, poetic language can ‘in no respect differ from that of good prose’ (LBOP, 748). As he elaborates in the 1802 version of the Preface in the spirit of ‘honorable bigotry’, for Wordsworth there can be no ‘doubt that…there neither is, nor can be, any essential difference between the language of prose and metrical composition’ (LBOP, 749n) for the following reasons:

They both speak by and to the same organs; the bodies in which both of them are clothed may be said to be of the same substance, their affections are kindred and almost identical, not necessarily differing even in degree. Poetry sheds no tears ‘such as Angels weep’, but natural and human tears; she can boast of no celestial Ichor that distinguishes her vital juices from those of prose; the same human blood circulates through the veins of them both (LBOP, 749–50).

This is a decisive statement about the identity of poetry and prose, but Wordsworth appears to have second thoughts about the dogmatic nature of his utterance, and in trying to fine-tune it, he ends up actually contradicting himself. Thus, in a note to the 1800 edition of Lyrical Ballads (LBOP, 749), Wordsworth specifies (though without conviction, against his ‘own judgment’) that metre is the distinguishing characteristic of poetry, which thus places poetry in a relationship of opposition to prose. However, Wordsworth does not relish this divide and shifts the argument to a different distinction between poetry and science, favouring it as ‘more philosophical’ than the opposition of poetry and prose. But by ending the note with the statement that ‘The only strict antithesis to Prose is Metre’, Wordsworth essentially comes back full circle to the point he argued against, regarding the opposition between poetry and prose. That Wordsworth himself realized this error is clear from his revision of this note in the 1802 version of the Preface, where he fixes the logical flaw of his argument, by suggesting that metre also occurs in prose and is not specific to poetry (LBOP, 749n).

Wordsworth’s view regarding the lack of distinction between poetry and prose, however provocatively phrased, was hardly a novelty at the time. Such a view surfaced practically in every age since antiquity and was as common as the very genre of the ‘lyrical ballads’ he adopted for his volume.8 But while this is an old issue,9 it gained momentum in the eighteenth century and was articulated in two sources with which Wordsworth was well acquainted—the writings of Hugh Blair and an article in the July 1796 issue of the Monthly Magazine that asks ‘Is Verse Essential to Poetry?’, which appeared as the sixth number of a series called ‘The Enquirer’.

It is important to note that while Blair formulated the view that poetry and prose coalesce, he did not have nearly as much of an investment in this issue as Wordsworth, referring to this debate as a typical ‘squabble’ of no particular value among critics.10 Of far greater interest for Blair was the origin of poetry in song and its earliest articulations in primitive civilizations under the influence of passion and imagination. But for Blair, the original language of communication in primitive communities was actually prose rather than poetry, and the transition from prose to poetry was mediated by the language of song which introduced ‘an unusual arrangement of words, and the employment of bold figures of speech’ in accordance with the ‘the Speaker’s imagination’ and ‘the cadence of the passion by which he was moved’. In this manner, primitive people adopted ‘Versification, or Words arranged in a more artful order than Prose, so as to be suited to some tune or melody,’ and ‘Versification, by degrees, passed into an Art’.11

Although Blair shares with Wordsworth the view that passion and imagination are the main sources of poetic composition, he has no stake in suspending the distinction between poetry and prose, being invested in versification as a form of the highest artistic achievement. By contrast, the author of the ‘Enquirer’ essay in the Monthly Magazine has a very different agenda—namely to elevate the status of prose writers and save them from the prejudice to which they have been subjected by the tribe of privileged and self-conceited poets.12 The author indicts poets as an ‘arrogant’ and self-serving lot, who have unfairly treated prose writers as a ‘vulgar, plebeian herd’.13 The celebration of the poet, which is such a prominent feature of the Preface to Lyrical Ballads, is the very target of the author’s criticism in the Monthly Magazine essay.

Like Wordsworth, the author of the Monthly Magazine essay misses few opportunities to suspend the boundary between poetry and prose. The Aristotelian model of art as imitation, for example, is rejected as an inappropriate frame for this discussion, since ‘a prose comedy is at least as perfect an imitation of nature as a tragedy in verse; and a well written novel is as accurate a copy of nature as an epic poem’.14 The author’s most emphatic statement regarding the lack of opposition between poetry and prose appears in the closing paragraph of his Enquirer essay, which I quote in an abbreviated form:

It obviously follows from the point established in this paper, that the terms poetry and prose are incorrectly opposed to each other. Verse is, properly, the contrary of prose; and because poetry speaks the language of fancy, passion, and sentiment, and philosophy speaks the language of reason, those two terms should be considered as contraries, and writing should be divided, not into poetry and prose, but into poetry and philosophy:—a division which might answer a useful purpose, by occasionally reminding both poets and philosophers of the propriety of keeping within their respective provinces.15

This passage, which has been identified as a source for Wordsworth’s theory of poetry, profiles the distinction between contraries and opposites for which we have two familiar models at the time.16 One comes from Blake’s Marriage of Heaven and Hell, in which opposites are presented as entities bent on obliterating each other, while contraries inhabit and sustain polarity. The other version was developed by Coleridge, for whom opposites always share the same essence and can be seen as merely differential poles of a magnet, whereas contraries point to heterogeneous entities arbitrarily yoked together.17 As Coleridge wrote, ‘he alone deserves the name of a Philosopher, who has attained to see and learnt to apply the difference between Contraries that preclude, and Opposites that reciprocally suppose and require, each other’.18

It appears that the author of the Monthly Magazine essay uses a Blakean rather than a Coleridgean definition of contraries in interpreting the relationship between poetry and prose and poetry and philosophy. However, given this equation, it is by no means clear on what ground he proposes a division between poetry and philosophy and not between poetry and prose. Leaving these speculations aside, it is worth asking who wrote ‘The Enquirer’ essay that has such close ties with Wordsworth’s theory concerning poetic language?

In 1939 Dorothy Coldicutt proposed that it was Coleridge who wrote the first seventeen ‘Enquirer’ essays.19 The next year Lewis Patton challenged this attribution, arguing that Coldicutt apparently was unaware that two critics before her, Arthur Beatty and Walter Graham, had attributed the essay to William Enfield, based on an obituary which appeared in the November 1797 issue of the journal, naming the dissenting minister as the author of ‘The Enquirer’ articles.20 It is a bit puzzling that Coldicutt, whose knowledge of every issue of the Monthly Magazine featuring ‘The Enquirer’ series is so detailed, could have missed the obituary of Enfield. If she did not miss it, did she simply not find the information reliable enough to overturn her argument about Coleridge’s authorship of the essay?

While we may not be able to solve the riddle of whether Coldicutt saw or missed the Enfield obituary, the more pertinent question is whether the obituary itself provides indubitable proof that Enfield was the author of all the articles in the series up to the time of his death in 1797. The obituary merely states that there is ‘no better proof’ of Enfield’s ‘manly’ style of writing, ‘free from affectation and singularity’, than ‘those papers, which under the title of The Enquirer have so much gratified the liberal readers of The Monthly Magazine’. The obituary establishes unambiguously that Enfield was a contributor to ‘The Enquirer’ series, but not that he was the exclusive proprietor of it, which continued after his death. This leaves open the possibility that, as Coldicutt claimed, the article could have been written not only by Coleridge, but also by other writers in his circle who were contributors to The Monthly Magazine, such as Charles Lamb, Robert Southey, or John Thelwall.21 After all, Thelwall, as Brennan O’Donnell notes, denied the existence of a distinction between a ‘verse mouth and a prose mouth’.22

Although the authorship of the essay in ‘The Enquirer’ series on the relationship of verse and prose cannot be established with full certainty, the fact that Wordsworth would have been acquainted with it is not in doubt. We know from James Losh’s diary entry of 20 March 1797 that he sent to Wordsworth at Alfoxden all the issues of the Monthly Magazine from February to December 1796. It is no mere coincidence therefore, that Wordsworth’s arguments in the Preface to the Lyrical Ballads about the language of poetry and prose are congruent with the closing paragraph of the ‘The Enquirer’ article cited above. In this context, Wordsworth’s view that there are no barriers separating poetry from prose appears to be less provocative, and more in tune with the theories of the time. Finally, if as Coldicutt speculates, Coleridge was the author of the article in ‘The Enquirer’ series, a view which can be contested (on the ground that his distinction between opposites and contraries is different and less muddled than the version that appears in ‘The Enquirer’ essay), but not completely ruled out, his attack on Wordsworth’s preface on this point in Biographia Literaria would appear to be particularly disingenuous, a subject to which we can now turn.

COLERIDGE’S CRITIQUE OF WORDSWORTH’S THEORY OF POETRY IN BIOGRAPHIA LITERARIA

Coleridge’s analysis of Wordsworth’s theory of poetry in Biographia Literaria has been the target of numerous unfavourable assessments by critics, who have pointed out that Coleridge, partly due to his conservative political views,23 egregiously misrepresented Wordsworth’s opinions on ‘the language of real men’ (Bialostosky), metre (O’Donnell), or the relationship between poetic language and oral discourse.24 But it is important to note that it was not the Preface to Lyrical Ballads that triggered Coleridge’s systematic demolition of it in Biographia Literaria, but rather Wordsworth’s Preface to his 1815 volume of Poems, as well as his ‘Essay, Supplementary to the Preface’. In the former, Wordsworth focuses on the ‘powers requisite for the production of poetry’ (PrW III. 26) as a means of grounding the classification of his poems in this volume, highlighting the importance of the imagination and its distinction from fancy.25 As I have discussed elsewhere,26 Wordsworth, while appropriating this distinction from Coleridge’s own dearly prized philosophic stock, criticizes Coleridge’s view of fancy as ‘too general’, effectively suggesting, as Kenneth Johnston notes, that ‘a Wordsworthian system has corrected a Coleridgean one, or supplanted one that Coleridge failed to supply’.27 On the other hand, in his ‘Essay, Supplementary to the Preface’, Wordsworth advances what appears to be a new approach to Shakespeare’s works as an organically constituted whole, without acknowledging Coleridge’s lectures at the Royal Institution as the direct source for this view, which in turn was indebted to Wilhelm Schlegel.

In Biographia Literaria, Coleridge marshals all available ploys to turn the prized model of organic unity against Wordsworth’s own works and his theory of poetry. The bulk of his critique is focused on the issue of poetic diction, an easy target, having already been singled out for attack in the periodical press. Under the guise of disagreeing with his detractors, Coleridge gives currency to some of the harshest comments made about Wordsworth in reviews of his work, even entertaining the sadistic fantasy of watching Wordsworth’s poems being violently tossed into the air and ‘whirled round and round’ to the point of complete disintegration (CCBL, II. 9). In this context, it is not surprising that positive comments about Wordsworth also contain a poisonous arrow, deftly aimed at undoing Wordsworth’s claims to greatness, either in the domain of poetry or literary theory.

In chapter 17 of the Biographia, Coleridge highlights the two main tenets of Wordsworth’s poetic theory he regards as equally vulnerable to critique, namely: that a poet ought to use diction extracted ‘from the mouths of men in real life’ (CCBL, II. 42), and that ‘there neither is, nor can be, any essential difference’ between the language of prose and poetry (CCBL, II. 55). Coleridge’s main ploy in dismantling these misguided Wordsworthian premises was to show that they were not only conceptually flawed, but also conflicted with his actual artistic practice. In poems such as ‘The Brothers’, ‘Michael’, ‘Ruth’, or ‘The Mad Mother’, for example, the characters cannot by any means be associated with ‘low or rustic life in the common acceptation of those words’ (CCBL, II. 43–4).

Coleridge appears to be quite unsentimental about the allure of primitivist aesthetics, to which in his view Wordsworth mistakenly succumbed. Unlike Wordsworth, he regards the life of country labourers as hardly conducive to incandescent passions, or spontaneous eruptions of poetic lines. According to Coleridge, the daily hardships that characterize the existence of rustics generate ‘selfish, sensual, gross, and hard-hearted’ individuals, to whom the ‘glories’ of nature are as absent as ‘pictures to the blind, and music to the deaf’. Coleridge therefore admonishes Wordsworth to abandon sentimental representations of pastoral life in favour of a more realistic assessment of mindless rural labours. At the same time, he recommends as a counter-model Aristotle’s savvy view of poetry as ‘essentially ideal’, a model followed by classical writers, who believed that poetry could not afford to present ‘facsimiles’ of real people in ‘all their existing meanness’, but instead offered extended vistas of the mind’s ‘possible greatness’ (CCBL, II. 45–6).

Coleridge’s assault on the second ruling tenet of Wordsworth’s theory of poetry concerning the lack of an ‘essential difference between the language of prose and metrical composition’ appears in full garb in chapter XVIII of the Biographia. Here he introduces a preliminary distinction between prose and ordinary conversation, based on which the gap between poetry and prose widens to the point of becoming as self-evident as the difference between reading and talking, or, on a higher philosophical level, between existence and essence. As Coleridge explains,

For the question is not, whether there may not occur in prose an order of words, which would be equally proper in a poem. …The true question must be, whether there are not modes of expression, a construction, and an order of sentences, which are in their fit and natural place in a serious prose composition, but would be disproportionate and heterogeneous in metrical poetry (CCBL, II. 64).

For Coleridge, this unresolved issue reflects Wordsworth’s inability to grasp fully the significance of metre in poetry, its power ‘to increase the vivacity and susceptibility both of the general feelings and of attention’, yet as discretely as ‘wine during animated conversation’ (CCBL, II. 66). Coleridge thus capitalizes on what he perceived to be a major flaw in Wordsworth’s theory of poetry, namely his desire to counteract the hierarchical preference for verse over prose, while at the same time realizing that for a poetry that aims to give free reign to unadulterated expressions of intense passion, metre was indispensable in attenuating ‘the painful feelings’ that are the inevitable outcome of such expressions.

The picture Coleridge offers in the Biographia overall is that Wordsworth was a zealous but incompetent theorist and his adherence to misconceived critical principles irreparably damaged his art. In this narrative, Wordsworth succeeded as a poet only in instances where he abandoned in his literary practice the principles he advocated in his theory of poetry. But perhaps one of the more significant shortcomings of Coleridge’s critique was his inability to perceive Wordsworth’s investment in concentrated mental activity that in its very intensity generates affect, uniting the head with the heart. In order to access this feature of Wordsworth’s theory of poetry, it is helpful to turn to the influential twentieth-century philosopher Martin Heidegger, not with reference to Heidegger’s concept of ‘being’ which critics have often examined, but his revisionary investigation of the meaning of the terms ‘thinking’, ‘thought’, ‘thanks’, and ‘memory’.

THINKING AND GRATITUDE

In his lecture ‘What Is Called Thinking?’, Heidegger begins with a factual and uncontroversial premise: in Old English the words ‘to think’ (thencan) and ‘to thank’ (thancian) have a common root. This etymological entanglement suggests that the activity of thinking is itself a manifestation of gratitude, and has as much to do with the heart as with the mind. As Heidegger explains, ‘Thinking, in the sense of that telling root word “thanc”’, is not confined to an act of reasoning as used in philosophic discourse. To view it merely as an intellectual activity is therefore ‘a reduction and impoverishment of the word that beggar the imagination’. Rather, ‘thinking’ is closer in meaning to the ‘thinking of the heart which Pascal…in conscious opposition to mathematical thinking, attempted to retrieve’.28 In this reconstituted meaning, thinking loses the negative implications that the romantics often attributed to purely rational exertions, as in Keats’s sonnet ‘When I Have Fears,’ where ‘thinking’ and ‘sinking’ into the abyss of nothingness are directly connected. By contrast, for Heidegger thinking is the most encompassing and elevated activity that defines our humanity and is dependent on memory, though not as it has been commonly defined. Memory, Heidegger claims, did not originally mean ‘the power to recall’ the past, but designated our capacity to maintain ‘a steadfast intimate concentration upon the things that essentially speak to us in every thoughtful meditation’. As such, memory becomes akin to devotion, ‘a constant concentrated abiding with something—not just with something that has passed, but in the same way with what is present and with what may come’.29

Such a conception of memory explains why for Heidegger ‘to think’ and ‘to thank’ are interconnected, indeed inseparable states, as the root of the word already implies. A ‘thought’ by definition is always ‘a grateful thought’ and dependent on memory, which he defines as ‘the gathering of thought’.30 In making memory a form of devotion, Heidegger is fully aware that he has entered the religious sphere of ‘the pious and piety’, but the main component he extracts from it has nothing to do with some proof of the ontological existence of God. His sole interest is in the capability of the faithful to sustain ‘the all-comprehensive relation of concentration upon the holy and the gracious’. It is this form of patient and prolonged focus on something, to the exclusion of all else, that Heidegger extracts from the religious model he highlights.

Curiously, though consistent with his philosophical premises, the function of memory for Heidegger has nothing to do with the past, but only with the present. ‘The word ‘memory’, he writes, ‘originally means this incessant concentration on contiguity’. It is in this sense that the faithful, as seen above, offer a model of the proper engagement with the sacred. Furthermore, this model also highlights the intimate connection of memory and gratitude. ‘For in giving thanks’, Heidegger writes, ‘the heart in thought recalls where it remains gathered and concentrated, because that is where it belongs. This thinking that recalls in memory is the original thanks’.31

Heidegger’s model, which is steeped in the ethos of disinterested gift-giving, is distinguishable from a self-interested economy, as articulated for example, by Marcel Mauss in his seminal study of the gift. For Heidegger, in contrast to Mauss, a gift does not call for a return gift, nor does it involve physical objects of exchange. It is rather a purely mental process whereby ‘we give thanks for our thinking’:

When the transaction of a matter is settled, or disposed of, we say in Alemannic dialect that it is ‘thanked’. Disposing does not mean here sending off, but the reverse: it means to bring the matter forth and leave it where it belongs. This sort of disposing is called thanking.32

For Heidegger the greatest and ‘most lasting gift’ we receive is ‘always our essential nature,’ a ‘dowry’ for which we indeed owe gratitude ‘first and unceasingly’ and which is ultimately equivalent to thinking itself.33 The only way to acknowledge and honour this dowry is by an unabated devotion to ‘what is the most thought-provoking’, while the greatest ingratitude would be ‘thoughtlessness’ itself. If, in the profane sphere of ordinary transactions, we may engage in rituals of repaying ‘gift with gift’, in the sphere of the Heideggerian sacred, all that is required is that we maintain a focus on ‘present being’. This is what ‘devotion’ really means: that form of ‘concentration’ which ‘the Romans call memoria tenere’ that ‘does not let go of that on which it concentrates’, and pertains ‘as much to what is past as to what is present and to come’.34 As such, this quasi-religious devotion ends up in a tautology of which Heidegger is well aware when he asks: ‘Does the characterization of thanc, memory and thanks…stem from thinking, or does thinking, on the contrary receive its essential nature from the originary thanc as memory and thanking?’35

It appears that Heidegger has reached a logical impasse similar to the chicken–egg conundrum, but he uses it as a platform to propel the essay into what ultimately represents the Heideggerian ideal, which he formulates as follows:

We receive many gifts, of many kinds. But the highest and really most lasting gift given to us is always our essential nature, with which we are gifted in such a way that we are what we are only through it. That is why we owe thanks for this endowment, first and unceasingly.36

For Heidegger, handling objects that belong to the sphere of the sacred entails a great responsibility: that of engaging in a type of thinking that does not violate the nature of the objects observed. The ultimate ideal for Heidegger, therefore, is a type of thinking which, as a manifestation of gratitude, ‘would be the thankful disposal of what is most thought-provoking, into its most integral seclusion, a seclusion where the most thought-provoking is invulnerably preserved in its problematic being’.37

It is possible to see a Heideggerian dimension in Wordsworth’s statement that ‘I have at all times endeavoured to look steadily at my subject’ (LBOP, 748), which enacts a form of mental clinging to an idea, or a thought process that ‘does not let go of that on which it concentrates’ and is similar to the activity of religious devotion, as outlined by Heidegger. Wordsworth’s intensely contested preference for ‘low and rustic life’ as a choice subject for poetry, can thus be seen as a natural offshoot of his claim that the very simplicity of rural life makes possible a more sustained mental activity of contemplation, which resembles the Heideggerian clinging to thought itself with the tenacity and patience of religious worshippers.

There are numerous instances in Wordsworth’s Preface in which the connection between thinking and feeling is so seamless that the mere reference to one triggers the presence of the other.38 For Wordsworth, it is not simply the case that ‘influxes of feeling’ are unilaterally ‘modified by our thoughts’, as ‘the thoughts’ have already been impregnated by and carry the signature of ‘all our past feelings’. Therefore, ‘by the repetition and continuance of this act feelings connected with important subjects will be nourished’ (LBOP, 745). While such meaningful experiences are available to all, poets exhibit ‘a greater promptness to think and feel without immediate external excitement’ and are able to articulate a wide range of sentiments connected with ‘the appearances of the visible universe’, as well as ‘loss of friends and kindred, with injuries an resentments, gratitude and hope, with fear and sorrow’ (LBOP, 753–4).

In this context, we may also address Wordsworth’s statement that ‘all good poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings’, which, upon closer inspection, has less to do with ‘elementary feelings’ than with ‘habits of meditation’ and ‘the fluxes and refluxes of the mind’ that ‘excite those feelings’. For Wordsworth, as for Heidegger, only a person who ‘had also thought long and deeply’ can generate affect, for ‘if we be originally possessed of much organic sensibility, such habits of mind will be produced that…we shall describe objects and utter sentiments of such a nature and in such connection with each other, that the understanding of the being to whom we address ourselves…must necessarily be in some degree enlightened, his taste exalted, and his affections ameliorated’ (LBOP, 744–5). Like Heidegger, Wordsworth adheres to the view that thinking and thanking are inseparable phenomena, both involving the capacity to maintain a focus on and abide with what is worthy of attention.

This aspect of Wordsworth’s philosophy of poetry is powerfully conveyed in a letter to Lady Beaumont of 21 May 1807, in which Wordsworth highlights the intimate connection between thinking and affect, claiming that ‘we have no thought…but as far as we have love and admiration’. For Wordsworth, one of the most unattractive features of the reading public of his time was ‘heartlessness’, which automatically translated into ‘thoughtlessness’, as well as the incapacity to isolate from a multitude of objects a single ‘image’ which, in Heideggerian language, would qualify as ‘thought provoking’. But while Heidegger privileges the figure of the totally absorbed religious devotee, Wordsworth’s emblem is that of a lover for whom the object of love might be as ordinary as a ship. In the letter, Wordsworth traces the stages of the process whereby a subject moves from a state of ‘dreamy indifference’ to one in which an object captures more than his attention, as he pursues it with ‘a lover’s look’. Imperceptibly however, this ‘object love’ transforms into self-love, the mind luxuriating ‘with grateful joy in the exercise of its own powers, and, loving not the object it pursued but its own creation’ of it (MY, I. 149).

It should be obvious that this exercise in thinking as proposed by Wordsworth cannot be spread too thinly among a multitude of objects, but requires the concentrated attention on single objects, ‘for the mind can have no rest among a multitude of objects, of which it either cannot make one whole, or from which it cannot single out one individual’ (MY, I. 148). From this platform, Wordsworth sees the possibility of reforming taste and putting an end to the senseless chatter ‘about things nobody cares anything for’ (MY, I. 145–51).

That Coleridge did not find Wordsworth’s programme for reforming taste persuasive is not particularly surprising, given the history of increasing alienation between the two writers over the years, and especially from 1815 on, when Wordsworth, according to all appearances, was bent on displacing Coleridge in the arena of philosophy and literary criticism. But even as in Biographia Literaria Coleridge summons all his critical powers to diminish (under the guise of praise) Wordsworth’s artistic stature, his comments nonetheless bring us closer, via negativa, to the core of Wordsworth’s beliefs regarding poetry. These include the views that poetry is the proper habitat for the language of passion and imagination; that it is born out of the interaction of ‘certain indestructible qualities of the human mind’ with ‘the great and permanent objects’ [of nature]; that its diction need not differ from the language used by ordinary people; that there is no unsurpassable divide between the language of poetry and the language of prose; that thinking and feeling are interrelated phenomena; and that a poet ‘writes under one restriction only’, namely ‘the necessity of giving immediate pleasure to a human Being’ (LBOP, 752).

In advocating these principles, Wordsworth wondered whether he was ‘fighting a battle without enemies’, a legitimate question in 1800, when the reviewers of the Lyrical Ballads were moderately kind to his endeavours, but quite inaccurate by 1802, when Francis Jeffrey published his notorious review of Robert Southey’s Thalaba, which included a vituperative refutation of Wordsworth’s opinions on poetry, heartily embraced by Coleridge in his systematic demolition of these opinions in Biographia Literaria. What irritated Jeffrey in particular was not just the substance of Wordsworth’s remarks on behalf of the cult of simplicity and ordinary language, but the zeal with which he articulated them. In this, Jeffrey was not mistaken. As Wordsworth himself admitted ‘all men feel an habitual gratitude, and something of an honorable bigotry for the objects which have long continued to please them’ (LBOP, 760).

It is fair to say that both Jeffrey and Coleridge practise their own kind of ‘bigotry’, which, as Wordsworth explains in the preface, arises from a preference for the type of poetry one has grown ‘accustomed to be pleased’. It deserves to be labelled ‘bigotry’ because, as Jeffrey claimed without a trace of doubt, the standards for writing poetry were not in need of being altered at that time. However, as unappealing as the term ‘bigotry’ sounds, it takes on a positive connotation when Wordsworth uses it with reference to his own experimental project in the Lyrical Ballads, conveying his commitment to a set of dearly held beliefs he was not willing to alter ‘on the simple authority of a few individuals, or even certain classes of men’ because

where the understanding of an Author is not convinced, or his feelings altered, this cannot be done without injury to himself: for his own feelings are his stay and support, and if he sets them aside for one instance, he may be induced to repeat this act till his mind loses all confidence in itself and becomes utterly debilitated (LBOP, 758).

A good dose of ‘honourable bigotry’ is therefore necessary to offset what would otherwise become ‘dishonourable melancholy’, a state in which a writer would be entirely overtaken by hopelessness about the current condition of literature, and ineffective in changing the mentality and vitiated literary taste of his contemporaries. The antidote to such an unproductive mentality would be an unwavering faith in the ‘indestructible qualities of the human mind, and likewise of certain powers in the great and permanent objects that act upon it which are equally inherent and indestructible’ (743). One may call such faith ‘bigotry’ but only in the sense of the term used by Isaac Watts in 1755 according to the OED (i.e. ‘bigotry to our own tenets’) rather than the more common meaning as ‘obstinate and unenlightened attachment to a particular creed, opinion, system, or party’).39 Such a faith could only develop to the extent to which one is capable of sustaining an interest in, and a thoughtful concentration on, an object or idea, until a meaningful connection with it is achieved. For Wordsworth, Joshua Reynolds represented such an example, when he observed that an ‘accurate taste in Poetry and in all the other arts…is an acquired talent, which can only be produced by thought and a long continued intercourse with the best models of composition’ (LBOP, 759). But we can also add a different figure to the mix, albeit anachronistically, namely Martin Heidegger, with the understanding that joining Reynolds with Heidegger constitutes a rather peculiar (or shall we say ‘unholy’) alliance. And yet it is in Heidegger that Wordsworth would have found a counter-model to his contentious contemporaries, caught in senseless squabbles about original artists they failed to understand, one in which ‘thinking’ and ‘thanking’ form the main clauses of a bible one could safely adopt.
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CHAPTER 28

WORDSWORTH AND COLERIDGE ON IMAGINATION

ALEXANDER SCHLUTZ

HEARING THE VOICE OF POETRY

IN a letter to Lady Beaumont of 21 May 1807, William Wordsworth assures his friend that he holds the lowest possible expectations about the reception of his just-published Poems in Two Volumes and is hence inoculated against any possible disappointment. Even within the small group of contemporary readers potentially open to his work, Wordsworth asserts, most will be unable to enjoy his poems because ‘their imagination has slept; and the voice which is the voice of my Poetry without Imagination cannot be heard’ (MY, I. 146). In other words, imagination as Wordsworth conceives it here, is the conditio sine qua non without which his poetry is not accessible, a connection he emphasizes typographically through the capitalization of both terms. If poetry might have success with the reading public as entertainment in the ‘senseless hurry of their idle lives’ (MY, I. 150), Wordsworthian Poetry, with its intended transformative effects on vision, thought, feeling, and moral disposition, can only come into being if not only imagination, a faculty seen as necessarily active in any act of perception and cognition in the eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century framework of faculty psychology, but Imagination is ‘awake’ in both poet and reader.1

By making imagination the precondition for literary taste, Wordsworth places himself in a long line of British eighteenth-century critics, poets, aestheticians, and philosophers, from Joseph Addison and Francis Hutcheson to Mark Akenside, Alexander Gerard, and others, who had, in a process well documented by James Engell in his study The Creative Imagination, established the faculty as essential for aesthetic judgment, and both the production and reception of creative works of art.2 But the specific conception of a productive imagination, necessary for the successful communication of a text’s ‘spirit’ in the hermeneutical process of reading Wordsworth puts in play here, has its origins in German Idealism and Early German Romanticism, and Wordsworth’s evaluation in his 1807 letter in fact closely echoes the position formulated with respect to the successful communication of philosophical tenets by Johann Gottlieb Fichte in his Science of Knowledge (Wissenschaftslehre), which Samuel Taylor Coleridge had read as early as 1801, sharing his thoughts and observations with William and Dorothy Wordsworth in letters as well as conversation as he did so.3 The influence of German Kantian and post-Kantian philosophy—direct and of fundamental importance for Coleridge, indirect and mediated through his friend (though for that reason by no means marginal) for Wordsworth—accounts to a large degree for the exalted powers both Wordsworth and Coleridge could ascribe to the faculty of imagination in their poetry and prose. The philosophical positions formulated in Germany, and the specific conceptualizations of imagination developed in the texts of Kant, Fichte and Schelling, provided both writers with the means to counter a strict British empiricism that seemed to confine the mind to an illusory passiveness.

The philosophical questions and the high stakes at play are concisely captured by Wordsworth in book 2 of The Prelude, when he affirms in an apostrophe to Coleridge, that ‘Thou art no slave | Of that false secondary power, by which | In weakness we create distinctions, then | Deem that our puny boundaries are things | Which we perceive, and not which we have made. | To thee, unblinded by these outward shows, | The unity of all has been revealed’.4 There are other avenues to a philosophico-poetical position from which the reification of cognitive boundaries produced by the understanding (Wordsworth’s ‘secondary power’) constitutes a form of mental ‘slavery’—William Blake for one would undoubtedly second Wordsworth’s assessment. But for Coleridge, the addressee of Wordsworth’s lines, the requisite opening was afforded by Kant’s ‘Copernican Revolution’ in philosophy and the argument in the Critique of Pure Reason that the objects we perceive by means of the senses are pre-structured by our mental categories, through which the mind determines the shape of its own objects. For Kant, however, things as they might be in themselves, independent of the categories our consciousness imposes on them, let alone ‘The unity of all’, are categorically out of our cognitive reach and cannot become objects of knowledge at all. In a Kantian framework, no more can be ‘revealed’, even by the faculty of reason, than the epistemological boundaries beyond which the philosopher dare not and cannot venture. The visionary claims entailed in Wordsworth’s formulation, and the promise that a unity beyond the ‘blinding’ distinctions of our consciousness could be made accessible after all, a promise also upheld by Coleridge, are quite un-Kantian, but share affinities with the post-Kantian philosophical systems of German Idealism, which revolve in shifting ways around the intellectual intuition of an ‘Absolute’, and in which imagination—now indeed a ‘main essential power’ as Wordsworth describes the faculty in book 13 of the 1805 Prelude—is valorised in ways that go beyond those endorsed by Kant.

Kant’s first critique, however, if unintentionally, does pave the way for such Idealist and Romantic valorizations. In particular, Kant’s crucial distinction between an empirical, reproductive and a transcendental, productive imagination is the precondition for philosophical views of imagination such as those of Fichte, who sees the faculty as foundational for ‘the whole business of the human spirit’ and who asserts, in words that could also be those of Wordsworth on imagination and poetry, that ‘the whole enterprise of the human spirit issues from the imagination, while the imagination cannot be grasped save through the imagination itself’.5 For Kant, the synthesis of imagination, the way it combines various sense impressions into a unity that can then be taken up by the faculty of understanding in the processes of rational thought, is only in its empirical incarnation bound by the laws of association and the principles of resemblance, contiguity and cause and effect central to the empiricist philosophical approaches of John Locke, David Hume, David Hartley, and others. On the transcendental level, however, on which the a priori conditions of experience as such are at stake, the imagination’s synthesis provides the conditions of possibility for the laws of association and grounds the unity of all our judgements in consciousness.

It is this fundamental moment of freedom in the act of cognition itself, not bound by the empirical laws of cause and effect, in which the mind actively shapes the empirical data it receives, that opened the door to the idealist systems of Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel, and that so profoundly affected Coleridge. Kant’s transcendental response to empirical philosophy gave Coleridge the tools to ground his own ‘suspicion’, invoked by Wordsworth in the passage from book 2 of The Prelude quoted above, ‘that any system built on the passiveness of the mind must be false, as a system’ (CL, II. 706). These philosophical discoveries also leave their trace in Wordsworth’s views on the workings of imagination in poetry and as essential to the active processes of the mind. For both Wordsworth and Coleridge, to ‘awaken’ the mind of the reader and to rouse his or her faculties from metaphorical sleep is one of the crucial tasks of poetry and the poet. Without such an active conception of the mind—Coleridge contends that it is construed as merely ‘a lazy Looker-on on an external World’ in materialist accounts such as Newton’s—poetry’s role in the moral improvement of the reader by means of imagination, as Wordsworth conceives it, is not plausibly thinkable (CL, II. 709). ‘The poet’, Coleridge famously asserts in chapter 14 of the Biographia Literaria, ‘described in ideal perfection, brings the whole soul of man into activity, with a subordination of its faculties to each other, according to their relative worth and dignity. He diffuses a tone, and spirit of unity, that blends, and (as it were) fuses, each into each, by that sympathetic and magical power, to which we have exclusively appropriated the name of imagination’ (CCBL, II. 15–16).

CORRESPONDING ENERGIES

The holistic ‘activity’ Coleridge attributes to the poetic mind in its ideal state would remain stillborn, however, were it not recreated in subsequent acts of reception. This position has a precedent in Fichte, who calls the active, imaginative participation required on the part of the reader of his philosophical texts a ‘self-activity’ (‘Selbstthätigkeit’). As a spontaneous activity, it constitutes the essential freedom that distinguishes for Fichte the human individual from the non-human world, and which alone can give access to the ‘spirit’ of a text that otherwise remains a mere assemblage of dead letters, arbitrary signifiers that cannot point beyond their customary signifieds to reveal the non-representational and non-linguistic realm the philosopher set out to elucidate. The text’s ‘meaning’ lies in an active process that readers need to experience for themselves if comprehension is to be possible.

Wordsworth makes similar demands on the readers of his poetry, if not in the letter to Lady Beaumont, then quite explicitly eight years later, in his ‘Essay, Supplementary to the Preface’ of 1815. The language employed by the poet, too, can only discharge its affective energy, Wordsworth holds here, if the reader extends the mental effort necessary to turn signifiers and their arbitrary connections to signifieds into vehicles for an ‘energy’ that can affect ‘the heart’: ‘the medium through which, in poetry, the heart is to be affected—is language; a thing subject to endless fluctuations and arbitrary associations. The genius of the Poet melts these down for his purpose; but they retain their shape and quality to him who is not capable of exerting, within his own mind, a corresponding energy’ (PrW, III. 82). The habitual associations of arbitrary signifiers, the way we assume words commonly ‘make meaning’, stand in the way of the energy the poet attempts to transmit. Their coinage, to stay within Wordsworth’s metaphor, is of no value once they are used for the purposes of poetry, which seeks to transport, not meaning, but ‘voice’, which cannot be ‘heard’ referentially and which is not connected to the ‘stamp’ that gives each word its distinguishing shape. Arbitrary signifiers, words, taken as representational entities cannot signify voice, but rather have to be ‘melted down’, liquefied and bent out of their ordinary shape in the mind of the reader, Wordsworth suggests, to make that voice and energy accessible. Since poetry, for Wordsworth, is an exchange of energy in the medium of language, it cannot be properly understood if it is read as an act of verbal representation. The creative ‘heat’ of imagination, Coleridge’s ‘sympathetic and magical power’, is necessary in Wordsworth’s view to allow an affective charge to pass from the words on the page to the heart of the reader.6

This need to undo habitual associations is also at the heart of Coleridge’s description of Wordsworth’s charge in the Lyrical Ballads in chapter 14 of Biographia Literaria:

Mr. Wordsworth, on the other hand, was to propose himself as his object, to give the charm of novelty to things of every day, and to excite a feeling analogous to the supernatural, by awakening the mind’s attention from the lethargy of custom, and directing it to the loveliness and the wonders of the world before us; an inexhaustible treasure, but for which in consequence of the film of familiarity and selfish solicitude we have eyes, yet see not, ears that hear not, and hearts that neither feel nor understand (CCBL, II. 6–7).

Here as in Wordsworth’s letter to Lady Beaumont, a mind asleep prevents vision, hearing and feeling beyond the confines of familiarity and custom. And just as Wordsworth’s poetry is not to be read by those committed to the ‘world’ and social advancement, Coleridge’s description, too, moves us into the realm of the extra-ordinary, while associating poetry with religious prophecy through its allusion to the book of Jeremiah.7 In his 1807 letter, Wordsworth, too, openly invites such religious valences when he tells Lady Beaumont that ‘to be incapable of a feeling of Poetry in my sense of the word is to be without love of human nature and reverence for God’ (MY, I. 146). ‘Imagination’ is hence indispensable to awaken ‘the mind’s attention from the lethargy of custom’ and to enable the kind of transformative vision poetry in both Wordsworth and Coleridge’s sense is meant to effect.

THE POVERTY OF LANGUAGE AND THE MYSTERY OF WORDS

The ‘lethargy of custom’ also stands in the way of an adequate understanding of the word ‘imagination’ itself, whose linguistic limitations point to the underlying problem of representation. As a word, Wordsworth points out in the ‘Essay’, imagination ‘has been overstrained, from impulses honorable to mankind, to meet the demands of the faculty which is perhaps the noblest of our nature’ (PrW, III. 81). Images as well as mental acts of representation and recall are too easily associated with a word that is meant to denote a non-representational activity of the mind essential both for artistic creation and for producing deep feeling, sympathy, and active compassion. Since a more appropriate term is not available, Wordsworth concludes that ‘Poverty of language is the primary cause of the use which we make of the word, imagination’ (PrW, III. 81). He would work the same caveat into the final, 1850, version of The Prelude, when, in the lines immediately following the speaker’s anti-climactic realization of having crossed the Alps in book 6, the word ‘imagination’—used without qualification in the 1805 version—is now highlighted as an inadequate verbal signifier, designating ‘the Power so called | through sad incompetence of human speech’ (Wordsworth, Prelude, VI. 592–3). Imagination, as Wordsworth conceives the term in the 1815 Preface, is not a mental faculty producing images or copies of previously received sensory data, but an active mental process that can work with and transform existing sense impressions in order to produce new ones. Only in this sense, he asserts, could it be used as a classifying title for a set or poems in the 1815 volumes: ‘Imagination, in the sense of the word as giving title to a Class of the following Poems, has no reference to images that are merely a faithful copy, existing in the mind, of absent external objects, but is a word of higher import, denoting operations of the mind upon those objects, and processes of creation or of composition, governed by certain fixed laws’ (PrW, III. 30–1).

When Wordsworth attempts to give the word ‘imagination’ a ‘higher import’ in this passage, he is not only concerned with distinguishing images called up in consciousness from the meta-cognitive processes that produce and modify them, a concern that links the interests of Romantic poets and philosophers to those of contemporary cognitive science, as Mark Bruhn has argued.8 A brief scan of Wordsworth’s central references to the faculty in the Preface highlights the additional, distinctive difference from contemporary analyses of cognition: ‘the Imagination’, Wordsworth claims, ‘is conscious of an indestructible dominion;—the Soul may fall away from it, not being able to sustain its grandeur, but, if once felt and acknowledged, by no act of any other faculty of the mind can it be relaxed, impaired or diminished’ (PrW, III. 36–7). Imagination, in other words—strikingly a mental faculty with a consciousness of its own in Wordsworth’s rendition here—provides the mind with a form of religious inspiration. In this conception, which has its roots in Platonic and Neoplatonic views of the faculty, as well as in their post-Kantian transformations in the discourse of German Idealism, imagination gives the mind access to a super-sensible realm not usually available to conscious experience. Such moments of inspiration may be brief, but their effect is lasting, Wordsworth asserts, and they serve as a reminder that our existence is not merely temporal. The poet thus appropriates the qualities of the prophet and the religious visionary, while reference to ‘imagination’ can underwrite the myth of the poet’s election.9 If ‘fancy’, the other creative faculty from which Wordsworth seeks to distinguish imagination in the Preface, appropriating the intellectual capital of his ‘philosophical friend’ Coleridge, ‘is given to quicken and to beguile the temporal part of our Nature’, imagination in contradistinction serves ‘to incite and to support the eternal’ (PrW, III. 37).10

As such, however, imagination also refers to an absolute alterity that cannot be assimilated by the conscious mind or the structures of the poetic text. It ‘lifts’ itself up in the moment of inspiration, as Wordsworth puts it in the well-known passage of book 6 of the 1805 Prelude already referred to above, ‘Before the eye and progress of my Song | Like an unfathered vapour’ and comes ‘Athwart’ the poetic I, which is consequently ‘lost as in a cloud, | Halted, without a struggle to break through’ (VI. 525–30). Wordsworth’s retrospective assertion that such ‘strength | Of usurpation’ ultimately reveals ‘Our destiny, our nature and our home’ cannot undo the uncanniness of the original visitation, in which the self is overcome by the ‘might’ of an Other lifting up from its very core. Unconfined by conscious control and the mechanical laws of association, imagination simultaneously invokes the transcendent and the uncanny, both offering a spiritual home for the soul and the poet’s vocation, and threatening a loss of self and a complete ‘halting’ of progress in a realm without boundaries or points of orientation. As David Collings has suggested, Wordsworth’s lines hence effectively define ‘the imagination as a poetic mind divided from itself’.11

In the 1850 version of this passage, Wordsworth depicts imagination as an ‘awful power’ that ‘rose from the mind’s abyss’, reinforcing the idea that if in that moment ‘infinitude’ is revealed as ‘our being’s heart and home’, the ensuing loss of all spatio-temporal markers simultaneously transforms the self-reflecting mind into an unfathomable chasm (VI. 595, 604–5). Geoffrey Hartman reads The Prelude as a mystical ‘movement of transcendence’ in which nature leads Wordsworth’s narrative persona ‘beyond nature’ in a via naturaliter negativa.12 ‘[T]‌he light of sense | Goes out in flashes that have shewn to us | The invisible world’, Wordsworth writes, describing a revelatory annihilation of the world of sense-experience that Hartman attributes to imagination’s and consequently the mind’s ‘apocalyptic vigor’ (Prelude, VI. 534–6).13 Working on the apostrophe to imagination of book 6 in early 1804, Hartman holds, Wordsworth was ‘literally’ blinded by ‘the independence of imagination from nature’.14 From this perspective, which locates Wordsworth’s blinding insight in the moment of composition, imagination’s ‘visiting’ is a textual event—Collings calls it a moment of ‘hyperbolic textuality’—in which Wordsworth is confronted with the dislocating autonomy of poetic language and the processes of writing.

In this context, a passage at the end of The Prelude’s fifth book becomes particularly pertinent, where ‘visionary power’ is explicitly connected to the mysterious textual processes that allow ‘motions of the winds’ and their metaphorical equivalents, voice, spirit, pneuma, to find expression in the ‘body’ of verbal signifiers: ‘Visionary power | Attends upon the motions of the winds | Embodied in the mystery of words;’ (V. 619–21). Ready to serve these ‘winds’, such ‘visionary power’ again proves deeply uncanny, linked as it is to an ambiguous, non-locatable ‘there’ of ‘darkness’, ‘shadowy things’, and ‘changes’, for which there can be no ‘proper home’, only the unstable ‘mansion’ of metaphor, constantly deferred from any self-same origin by a self-doubling simile: ‘There darkness makes abode, and all the host | Of shadowy things do work their changes there, | As in a mansion like their proper home’ (V. 622–4). ‘Here’ and ‘through’ this abode of darkness, which is simultaneously, in a metaphorical fusion one might expect from P. B. Shelley, a ‘transparent veil’, even the seemingly primordial building blocks of traditional metaphysics and ontology—forms and substances—are ‘circumfused’ by a ‘light divine’ reflected in ‘the turnings intricate of Verse’, ‘through’ which alone anything from this troped and figurative place might be ‘recognised, | In flashes’:


Even forms and substances are circumfused

By that transparent veil with light divine;

And through the turnings intricate of Verse,

Present themselves as objects recognised,

In flashes, and with a glory scarce their own.(Prelude, V. 625–9)



The verbal echoes that link this passage to the apostrophe to imagination in book 6—‘abode’, ‘home’, ‘light’, ‘in flashes’, ‘glory’—turn both into each others’ inverted verbal mirrors, a textual linking that erases, in the ‘mystery of words’, the distinctions between the divine and the uncanny, nature and text, an inside and outside of the mind. The voice that emerges through such linkings can only provide a home in its very homelessness, and Wordsworth’s brilliant rendering of the workings of poetic language itself, performs as accurately as possible, what also he, for lack of a better word—‘through sad incompetence of human speech’—otherwise designates by the term ‘imagination’.

DESYNONYMIZATIONS

If a full understanding of Wordsworth’s concept of imagination requires an analysis of the way in which the poetry of The Prelude performs the meaning of the term, Coleridge’s influential definition of imagination in the Biographia Literaria gathers its resonances from the textual echo-chamber of philosophy. In the much-discussed two paragraphs at the end of chapter 13 of the Biographia, Coleridge not only distinguishes imagination from fancy but also introduces a further differentiation between a primary and a secondary form of imagination itself, an additional distinction for which the reader of the Biographia is unprepared and to which Coleridge himself would nowhere return in his work. Coleridge’s equally important distinctions between understanding, imagination, and reason, in Appendix C of The Statesman’s Manual for example, include no such internal differentiation of the faculty.15 In the Biographia, Coleridge holds the primary imagination to be ‘the living Power and prime Agent of all human Perception, and as a repetition in the finite mind of the eternal act of creation in the infinite I AM’, connecting the unconscious, living power of the individual mind to a living nature created by a personal God. The secondary imagination is defined by Coleridge as the primary imagination’s ‘echo’ on the level of the conscious will, ‘yet still as identical with the primary in the kind of its agency, and differing only in degree, and in the mode of its operation. It dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in order to re-create; or where this process is rendered impossible, yet still, at all events, it struggles to idealize and to unify. It is essentially vital, even as all objects (as objects) are essentially fixed and dead’. As a vital force, imagination is distinguished from fancy, which is for Coleridge merely a mode of memory, with ‘no other counters to play with, but fixities and definites’ (CCBL, I. 304).

Nigel Leask refers this passage back to the most important of its sources, Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling’s definition of Poesie in chapter 6 of the System of Transcendental Idealism, which is designed to explain how art can ‘reconcile the primary, unconscious being of the Absolute with the secondary, conscious activity of the intellect.’16 At this point in his protean philosophical career, Poesie is for Schelling both the ‘primordial intuition’, the active power of the natura naturans, or the unconscious, objective pole of the Absolute, and the highest degree of productive power of the perceiving intellect, the Absolute’s conscious and subjective pole. One and the same capacity, imagination, is active in both poles of the Absolute, which only appear separate from the point of view of a consciousness that has not yet come to understand the illusionary nature of the subject–object distinction with which it operates. Poesie and imagination hence allow for the squaring of the circle around which the various systems of German Idealism revolve: a reconciliation of Kantian first principles of individual (moral) freedom with the deterministic unity of Spinoza’s metaphysical system. Coleridge’s secondary imagination, as a poetic and creative power, serves to dissolve the illusionary divisions of empirical consciousness—Wordsworth’s ‘puny boundaries’ of book 2 of The Prelude—in order to re-create an ideal unity in the work of art, and is thus an aesthetic and poetic principle. It operates in the realm of consciousness and will, but serves to make the self aware of its intimate connection to the divine, the ‘infinite I AM’ that transcends and permeates both mind and nature, and whose vital, creative power is ‘repeated’ in the finite mind in the subconscious principle of the primary imagination at work in every act of perception.

It is important to note here that Coleridge carefully changes Schelling’s text in the process of translation throughout the relevant passages of the Biographia, in order to make Schelling’s Absolute, which is decidedly not a theological term, compatible with the Christian concept of a personal God, distinguished—as the source of creation—from the totality of the universe. Such distinctions and the defence against the spectre of philosophical pantheism they provide are of utmost importance to Coleridge, who would continue to refine the still relatively crude concept of an ‘infinite I AM’ to develop a complex, dynamical conception of the Godhead he termed the ‘divine tetractys’.17 For these reasons, Wordsworth’s poetic rendition in The Prelude’s ‘Bless’d the infant Babe’ passage, which I will discuss in more detail below, of the individual mind in the act of perception as an active ‘agent of the one great mind’ is not equivalent to Coleridge’s primary imagination in the Biographia. It may have been Coleridge who introduced Wordsworth to the notion of the ‘One Life’ in the late 1790s, and the concept of ‘one mind, one omnipresent mind | Omnific’ is central to Coleridge’s Religious Musings of 1796. But even in this early stage of his philosophical and theological thought Coleridge is careful to assure that the ‘God | Diffus’d thro’ all’ is simultaneously conceived as separate from the totality of creation, upholding the crucial distinction between panentheism and pantheism.18 By the time he is writing the Biographia, Coleridge has left his former Unitarianism behind, and The Statesman’s Manual of 1816 is already informed by Trinitarian conceptions of the divine that would be central to his thinking until the end of his life. Wordsworth’s ‘one great mind’ in the ‘bless’d Babe’ passage is not truly distinguishable from ‘Nature’ and much too close to a Spinozan divine substance or Schellingian Absolute to be of comfort for Coleridge’s religious sensibilities. While it would be inaccurate to portray Wordsworth as a pantheist, one would be hard-pressed to track a clear and consistent distinction in The Prelude between a transcendent, personal God-as-creator and a Nature ‘infused’ with immanent, divine creative energy yet separate from its creative source. Wordsworth is not particularly concerned about fully controlling the potentially troubling religious and theological implications of his formulations, implications that would have greatly worried his friend.

The role of Coleridge’s secondary imagination in turn can only be properly understood in its relation to fancy, since the dual properties of imagination depend on their distinction from this purely mechanical faculty, which ‘has no other counters to play with, but fixities and definites’ and which ‘must receive all its materials ready made from the law of association’ (CCBL, I. 305). Only by dissolving these ‘fixities and definites’ can secondary imagination free the self from its limitations within the empirical realm of cause and effect and awaken ‘the mind’s attention from the lethargy of custom’ while removing from habitual perception ‘the film of familiarity’ (CCBL, II. 7). Just as Wordsworth’s poet and reader need to ‘melt down’ the customary ways of seeing and reading, Coleridge’s secondary imagination ‘dissolves’ the habits of empirical perception in order to recreate the relations between thoughts and things and to return the self to its true origins in the divine and living Law of reason. Passion is the crucial ingredient in this process for Wordsworth, but Coleridge, for both philosophical and religious reasons, is first and foremost concerned with preserving the autonomy and freedom of the will. ‘There exists in the human being, at least in man fully developed, no mean symbol of Tri-unity, in Reason, Religion, and the Will’, Coleridge proposes in The Statesman’s Manual, making these three interconnected ‘agencies’ the connection between the human and the divine (CCLS, 62). In the context of The Statesman’s Manual, imagination takes on the role of a ‘completing power which unites clearness with depth, the plenitude of sense with the comprehensibility of understanding’ (CCLS, 69). Subordinated to and contained within the overarching sphere of reason, imagination nevertheless remains closely associated with the principle of life. Coleridge conceives it here as a mediating faculty that brings understanding in contact with reason by rendering this usually ‘discursive’ faculty ‘intuitive’, thus bringing it to life: ‘impregnated’ with imagination, Coleridge writes, ‘understanding itself becomes intuitive, and a living power’ (CCLS, 69). The distinction between the discursive and the intuitive is derived from Raphael’s Christian Neoplatonic account of the scale of nature in book 5 of Milton’s Paradise Lost, which also serves as a motto for chapter 13 of the Biographia. Here, reason, ‘discursive, or intuitive’, the ‘being’ of the soul, is the pinnacle of the successive stages of creation that proceed from and return to the ‘one almighty’, and Coleridge’s theological commitments clearly frame his definitions of imagination.19 For both Wordsworth and Coleridge then, the processes attributed to imagination are essential to overcome the ‘blinding’ and ‘dead’ distinctions of empiricism and associationist psychology, but the spiritual valences of the non-empirical realm to be made accessible by these means are conceived quite differently by both writers. These considerations, in which matters of poetics, philosophy, theology, and religion intermix and overlap, are essential if one seeks to desynonymize not only fancy from imagination but also Wordsworth’s and Coleridge’s respective concepts of these faculties.20

‘THE IMAGINATION OF THE WHOLE’

In book 13 of The Prelude, Wordsworth declares imagination to have been ‘our theme’ and ‘the moving soul | Of our long labour’ (XIII. 171–2). He now equates the faculty with reason, asserting that ‘in truth’ imagination ‘Is but another name for absolute strength | And clearest insight, amplitude of mind, | And reason in her most exalted mood’, and makes it co-extensive with ‘intellectual love’, explaining that both these mental capacities ‘are each in each and cannot stand | Dividually’ (167–70, 186–8). Among Wordsworth’s potential sources for the Neoplatonic concept of intellectual love thus emerging in the closing pages of The Prelude as analogous with imagination is the Ethics of Benedict Spinoza. In book 5 of the Ethics, Spinoza is concerned with a form of intuitive knowledge that gives us access to the essence of our body-mind, allowing it to realize that it inheres and subsists in the eternal substance of God or Nature. Spinoza asserts that from this kind of knowledge ‘there necessarily arises the intellectual love of God’.21 In contradistinction from love as a human passion, this intellectual love is eternal and constitutes the same love ‘by which God loves himself…in so far as he can be explained through the essence of the human mind’ (Spinoza, Ethics, 310 [5P36]). When experiencing intellectual love, the individual mind for Spinoza hence both actualizes its own essence and understands this essence to be non-individual and eternal. Wordsworth clearly has such principles and distinctions in mind when he refers to a ‘higher love’ in book 13, not ‘human merely’, which ‘proceeds | More from the brooding Soul, and is divine’ and which ‘cannot be | Without Imagination’ (XIII. 161–7). Only in the experience of intellectual love, in other words, made possible through imagination, ‘the unity of all’ might be revealed.

The intimate connection of intellectual love and imagination here invoked by Wordsworth resonates with the ‘discipline of love’ and the ‘first | Poetic spirit of our human life’ developed in the ‘Bless’d the infant babe’ passage that immediately follows the apostrophe to Coleridge discussed at the beginning of this chapter. If Wordsworth has indeed, as he claims, ‘traced the stream’ of imagination ‘From darkness, and the very place of birth | In its blind cavern, whence is faintly heard | The sound of waters’ through the many ‘turnings’ of The Prelude all the way to the faculty’s apotheosis in book 13 and the revelation on Mount Snowdon, it will be important to trace that development back to Wordsworth’s speculations about the pre-conscious origins of the process (XIII. 173–5).

In the hymn to the ‘Blessed Babe’, the mysterious sympathetic exchange through which the infant ‘Doth gather passion from his Mother’s eye’, allowing feelings to ‘pass into his torpid life | Like an awakening breeze’, is instituted as the crucial distinction from the ‘outward shows’ and ‘puny boundaries’ of empirical science dismissed in the preceding passage (The Prelude, II. 243–5). Through this ‘passing’ of passion and feeling between mother and infant by means of a shared gaze, Wordsworth suggests, the mind is enabled to produce the cognitive unity of the objects of its perception that would otherwise remain disparate aggregates of individual sense-data; it is ‘eager to combine | In one appearance, all the elements | And parts of the same object, else detached | And loth to coalesce’ (II.247–50). This combination, or fusion, as Coleridge might say, of separate sense data into one object of empirical intuition is precisely the synthesizing work in the process of cognition Kant attributes to the faculty of imagination, a synthesis here attributed by Wordsworth to the unifying power of passion. The eye, from which passion is ‘gathered’, thus suggests ‘one beloved presence’ as its origin, a synecdoche, as Paul De Man has argued, that is then metaphorically transposed to all objects of the infant’s perception as a ‘virtue’ that ‘irradiates and exalts | All objects through all intercourse of sense’ and which ensures that the infant experiences the world and its objects as unified (II. 255, 259–60).22 Through such substitutions, the mother in Wordsworth’s speculative scenario then becomes interchangeable with nature itself, whose ‘gravitation and filial bond’ ‘Along his infant veins are interfused’ (262–4). ‘Nature does not begin to seem “external” to the infant’, Frances Ferguson comments on this process, ‘because it is always perceived as already internalized by the mother’s eye’.23 Passion, perception, and language are intimately bound up in Wordsworth’s rendering of this pre-conscious poetic process through which the infant mind produces a world that seemingly knows no separations. The affective exchange Wordsworth proposes places the infant ‘Emphatically’ in an ‘active universe’, in contradistinction to the ‘falsest of all worlds’, ‘a universe of death’, produced by ‘The tendency…| Of habit to enslave the mind’ and to ‘Oppress it by the laws of vulgar sense’ evoked later in book 13 (II. 265–6; XIII.139–2). Here, the mind is conceived as essentially creative, working ‘Even as an agent of the one great mind’ as ‘creator and receiver both’ (II. 272–3). ‘Such, Wordsworth asserts, in an analogical gesture that spans the entirety of this complex passage, ‘verily, is the first | Poetic spirit of our human life’ (275–6).

But Wordsworth’s account is of course, like all accounts of origins, a narrative fiction and imaginary construct, produced in retrospect by a consciousness that no longer experiences the complete unity it here projects. Wordsworth’s assertion that the infant is ‘No outcast…bewildered and depressed’ (261) strongly implies that the poetic I speculating about such an edenic state has in fact become just such an outcast. The ‘awakening breeze’ of passion gathered by the infant is also the ‘gentle breeze’ that brings its blessing in the opening line of the 1805 and 1850 versions of The Prelude, awakening a ‘corresponding mild creative breeze’ that ultimately turns into ‘A tempest, a redundant energy | Vexing its own creation’ (I. 43–7). Such redundant energies and self-reflexive metaphorical structures can never quite return to the origins they promise, and imagination in The Prelude cannot be separated from such vexations, as consciousness and language necessarily betray their presence in the very account of a pre-verbal and pre-conscious origin. The mature poet who composes the autobiographical epic is of necessity already present in the acts of pre-conscious memory he recreates.24

If the hymn to the infant babe is a poetic ‘conjecture’, the recuperation of its imagined state of unity is attempted in the ‘meditation’ of book 13, ‘rising’ in Wordsworth’s poetic self after the experience of an ephemeral constellation of natural phenomena on the top of Mount Snowdon—the moon unexpectedly emerging from behind the clouds, its light falling ‘like a flash’, illuminating ‘a huge sea of mist’ covering and blending into the ‘real sea’, the ‘roar of waters’ ‘mount[ing]’ through ‘a blue chasm, a fracture in the vapour’, a ‘dark deep thoroughfare’, where ‘Nature’ had ‘lodged | The soul, the imagination of the whole’ (XIII. 40–66). In the ensuing meditation, this display of natural phenomena famously ‘appear[s]‌’ to the poetic I as


The perfect image of a mighty mind,

Of one that feeds upon infinity,

That is exalted by an under-presence,

The sense of God, or whatso’er is dim

Or vast in its own being’(68–73).



What the poetic self reads ‘above all’ as ‘exhibited’ by Nature in the Snowdon scene is ‘One function of such mind’: its imaginative capacity. The combination of moonlight, mist, and sound, Wordsworth asserts, constitutes a ‘domination’ exerted ‘upon the outward face of things’ that makes seemingly empirical ‘things’ the vehicle of ‘true’ seeing, hearing, and feeling in the sense that Coleridge calls for in his allusion to Jeremiah in the Biographia quoted earlier: Nature


So moulds them [things], and endues, abstracts, combines,

Or by abrupt and unhabitual influence

Doth make one object so impress itself

Upon all others, and pervades them so

That even the grossest minds must see and hear,

And cannot chuse but feel(79–84).



Nature, Wordsworth suggests, by echoing Coleridge’s lines ‘The wedding-guest sate on a stone, | He cannot choose but hear’ from The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, has ‘great power of speech’ and accomplishes the same ‘melting down’ of arbitrary distinctions Wordsworth demands of poet and reader for the successful communication of affective energy in the medium of poetry. The natural display is consequently


      a genuine counterpart

And brother of the glorious faculty

Which higher minds bear with them as their own.

This is the very spirit in which they deal

With all the objects of the universe:

They from their native selves can send abroad

Like transformation, for themselves create

A like existence(88–95).



The circle is completed, and Wordsworth here proposes a similar unity underlying subject–object distinctions to the one Schelling claims to be revealed by imagination and Poesie in the System of Transcendental Idealism: in the free creative act of producing a work of art the artist enacts the same power also active in living nature. Unlike Schelling, however, Wordsworth suggests consciousness already in the processes of nature itself—Nature ‘lodges, moulds, embues, abstracts, combines’—giving it considerably more agency than Schelling’s subconscious pole of the Absolute could exhibit and transferring to Nature the creative attributes Coleridge reserves for ‘the infinite I AM’, echoed twice removed in the poetic processes of the secondary imagination. The ‘higher minds’ that are in this way doubly connected to Nature—both mirrored in Nature’s creative activity and repeating it in their own work—Wordsworth contends ‘are truly from the Deity, | For they are powers’, and they achieve what Spinoza calls ‘blessedness’, the imperishable joy that attends upon the experience of intellectual love, ‘the highest bliss | That can be known is theirs’ (XIII. 106–8).

The dangers of imagination invoked in book 6—its apocalyptic erasure of nature, its ‘vexing’ alterity, disrupting the self at its very core and pitting nature against itself—have seemingly disappeared, giving the last word to a unifying, reconciling vision of the faculty that rewrites the threat recollected before. Geoffrey Hartman sees the ascent of Snowdon as ‘culminating evidence that imagination and the light of nature are one’ and declares that ‘The episode is Wordsworth’s most astonishing avoidance of apocalypse’.25 This avoidance is unsettled, however, by Hartman’s suggestion that—‘if we can trust the extant manuscripts’—Wordsworth composed the Simplon Pass episode after he wrote the Snowdon ascent. For Hartman, Wordsworth hence encounters imagination only once, in book 6, when the faculty appears in its figurative form, while imagination’s defining attributes—the flash, the mist, the vapour—‘are still a literal part of the landscape’ in the Snowdon scene. William Ulmer by contrast takes to heart Wordsworth’s decision to place the Snowdon scene chronologically last and hence as the culminating scene of the composed sequence in the 1805 and 1850 versions of The Prelude and suggests that ‘the climbing of Snowdon in book 13 corrects the interrelated errors of book 6’, the latter being for Ulmer the apocalyptic dangers encountered in the Alps: ‘the temptations of power mistaken as a hallmark of spiritual and political heroism’.26 David Collings argues in turn that while Wordsworth could close book 6 with an assertion of the self-alienating aspects of imagination, ‘he cannot allow The Prelude as a whole to do so’.27 For Collings, the many reversals the carefully crafted Snowdon scene enacts with respect to imagination’s figural appearance in book 6 thus serve to domesticate an uncanny force that nevertheless persists precisely because of the concerted effort to control it. While the ‘deep and gloomy breathing place’, ‘That dark deep thoroughfare’, and ‘the roar of waters, torrents, streams | Innumerable, roaring with one voice’ that mount upwards from it no longer openly threaten the self, which now finds rather than loses itself, their uncanny resonances remain undiminished. Ulmer recognizes as well that ‘the central feature of Wordsworth’s mistscape—a ‘blue chasm’ formed by a ‘fracture’ in the vapour—appears to ground presence disconcertingly in absence’, so that ‘the Snowdon prospect virtually solicits deconstructive reflection’. He insists, however, that such fracturing is essential to allow ‘the mind access to the divine’, making the chasm ‘No locus of absence’ but rather teeming ‘with superabundant energies’.28 The attempt to represent such energies in poetic language, however, remains a textual phenomenon, while the mutual implication of the whole and the fracture, plenitude and absence, is an essential feature of particularly the early German Romantic aesthetics of the fragment, in which the infinite is of necessity only representable by way of the incomplete.

Whichever reading one follows, the textual and artfully constructed ‘nature’ of imagination in The Prelude is inescapable, and the movement of its ‘waters’, emerging here in a roar after their long journey from ‘the very place of birth | In its blind cavern’ is also the movement of Wordsworth’s text itself. And even if these waters now roar with one voice, audible in and through the fracture where Nature had ‘lodged | The soul, the imagination of the whole’, this voice is conspicuously ‘homeless’, as Nature has ‘lodged’ imagination in ‘that breach | Through which the homeless voice of waters rose’ (XIII. 62–5). Even in their seeming return to unity and wholeness, imagination and the voice of poetry thus remain without a place of rest. Eternally on the move, they are outcasts, unsettling habit and familiarity with a voice of mist and water.
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1 The complex history of the term ‘imagination’ and the shifting roles it plays in epistemology, rhetoric, aesthetics, and metaphysics within the framework of faculty psychology cannot be addressed in the context of this essay; for an account of the term’s Greek origins see the first chapter of my Mind’s World. Imagination and Subjectivity from Descartes to Romanticism (Seattle, WA: University of Washington Press, 2009). For a concise overview of the at times dramatically changing assessments of the concept in Romanticist scholarship see Alan Richardson, ‘Reimagining the Romantic Imagination’, European Romantic Review 24:4 (August 2013), 385–402.
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CHAPTER 29

WORDSWORTH’S PROSODY

RUTH ABBOTT

‘Prosody consists of two parts; the first teaches the true pronunciation of words, comprising Accent, Quantity, Emphasis, and Cadence; and the other, the laws of versification.’

Lindley Murray1

IT was Wordsworth himself who first suggested that readers might not be willing to call his writing poetry. In 1798, the ‘Advertisement’ to Lyrical Ballads warned:

Readers accustomed to the gaudiness and inane phraseology of many modern writers, if they persist in reading this book to its conclusion, will perhaps frequently have to struggle with feelings of strangeness and awkwardness: they will look round for poetry, and will be induced to inquire by what species of courtesy these attempts can be permitted to assume that title (LBOP, 738).

But when Charles Burney was induced to inquire how Lyrical Ballads could be called poetry, his problem was not with the volume’s ‘phraseology’, but with its versification. ‘Though we have been extremely entertained with the fancy, the facility, and (in general) the sentiments, of these pieces, we cannot regard them as poetry, of a class to be cultivated at the expence of a higher species of versification’, his review explained (Woof, 74). Objections to Wordsworth’s versification were common among his contemporaries: Coleridge complained to Robert Southey of Wordsworth’s ‘daring Humbleness of Language and Versification’, Francis Jeffrey argued that Wordsworth had ‘scarcely ever condescended to give the grace of correctness or melody to his versification’, Walter Scott lamented his ‘harsh and rugged versification, often reduced in harmony several steps below well-written prose’, Leigh Hunt felt that he ‘does not seem to have exercised his reflections much on the subject of versification’, and Samuel Rogers was heard ‘affirming that Wordsworth is a careless versifier’ (Woof, 118, 188, 298, 334, 949). By 1888, even editions of Wordsworth came with a caution: ‘Whatever definition of poetry we fix upon…there are great tracts in Wordsworth which, by no definition and on no terms, can be called poetry’, declared John Morley’s Complete Poetical Works.2 And nothing elicited such responses like Wordsworth’s blank verse.

Wordsworth himself thought extensively about versification, especially in blank verse: he wrote to Catherine Clarkson in 1815 claiming that The Excursion ‘has one merit if it has no other, a versification which for variety of musical effect no Poem in the language furnishes a parallel’ (MY, II. 187); in 1844 his wife still complained of his ‘too long-continued labour in the attempt to correct what he deems to be faults (chiefly in the versification) of the Excursion’ (LY, IV. 542). But negative reviews by a writer’s contemporaries can point to much that is significant in that writer’s style—in particular, to the precise ways in which it preserves or tramples on practices current at a given writing and reading moment. So I think it is worth asking what Wordsworth’s contemporaries were so offended by. This is not a simple question to ask, let alone answer: the nineteenth century was replete with incompatible accounts of and experiments in versification. But the various expectations and beliefs held by critics of Wordsworth’s verse in this period must have shared at least enough for that verse to disappoint them all.

What they shared was a reading practice that Wordsworth’s verse resisted. Some critics of Wordsworth’s versification were still influenced by eighteenth-century thinking about the subject; others were converted to new ways of thinking about versification theorized by Coleridge. But almost all derived their sense of a poem’s versification from their sense of the usual pronunciation of its words—from their sense of which syllables would be accented more than others, wherever those words were used. This had been key to Samuel Johnson’s popular discussions of versification. Writing on Milton in The Rambler, he described blank verse as ‘heroick measure’, which was ‘pure when the accent rests upon every second syllable through the whole line’, as exemplified in a line from Paradise Lost, ‘His constant lamp and waves his purple wings’.3 Accents might be said to ‘rest’ on even-numbered syllables here because the even-numbered syllables are syllables which readers would almost always give more weight to, in one way or another, when reading or speaking in almost any context—some form of accentuation seems to be part of the very existence of the first syllables of ‘constant’ and ‘purple’, the nouns ‘lamp’ and ‘wings’, and the verb ‘waves’.

As Johnson’s Dictionary affirmed, many words in the English language have fixed cadences; the Dictionary marks where accent falls in every polysyllabic word it lists.4 English speakers also tend to accent verbs and nouns. Johnson therefore listened for lines in which these sorts of accents, accents that would be perceived wherever readers came across a word, coincided with the idea he had about where accents should fall in any line of that kind. For blank verse, this idea was that every even-numbered syllable in the line should be accented more than every odd-numbered syllable. It is an idea implicit in Burney’s suggestion that the ‘higher species of versification’ that Lyrical Ballads should have adopted was ‘the sweet and polished measures, on lofty subjects, of Dryden, Pope, and Gray’ (Woof, 74). Aged 73 when he reviewed Lyrical Ballads, he had been a friend of Johnson’s, and expected the words of a poem to produce the pattern heard in the opening lines of, say, Dryden’s Fables Ancient and Modern, Pope’s The Rape of the Lock, and Gray’s ‘Elegy written in a Country Churchyard’: ‘The Bard who first adorn’d our Native Tongue’, ‘What dire offence from am’rous causes springs’, ‘The curfew tolls the knell of passing day’.5

Not all words are cadenced so consistently; Johnson’s section on ‘Prosody’ in his Dictionary’s ‘Grammar of the English Tongue’ acknowledged that for many words, ‘rules for the accent or quantity are not easily to be given, being subject to innumerable exceptions’, and this is particularly true of monosyllabic words. The opening line of Johnson’s own poem ‘The Vanity of Human Wishes’ includes an even-numbered syllable that wouldn’t necessarily be accentuated in speech or when reading prose: the preposition ‘with’ (‘Let Observation with extensive View’).6 But his ‘Prosody’ entry maintained that ‘Our versification admits of few licences’, instructing that ‘the accents are to be placed on even syllables; and every line considered by itself is more harmonious, as this rule is more strictly observed’. Certainly, ‘with’ could be given a little weight in reading—could have an accent ‘placed’ on it—without that sounding nonsensical, and this seems to be what Johnson felt the ‘rule’ of versification would prompt.

His problem with blank verse, however, was that its prompts were less obvious. Johnson warned in his life of Milton:

The musick of the English heroick line strikes the ear so faintly that it is easily lost, unless all the syllables of every line co-operate together: this co-operation can be only obtained by the preservation of every verse unmingled with another, as a distinct system of sounds; and this distinctness is obtained and preserved by the artifice of rhyme. The variety of pauses, so much boasted by the lovers of blank verse, changes the measures of an English poet to the periods of a declaimer; and there are only a few skilful and happy readers of Milton, who enable their audience to perceive where the lines end or begin. ‘Blank verse,’ said an ingenious critick, ‘seems to be verse only to the eye.’ 7

If, in a passage of prose, you came across a description of someone who lights his constant lamp and waves his purple wings, you would as you read also come across that pattern of alternating unaccented and accented syllables that defines ‘pure’ verse for Johnson, despite the lack of line breaks—this pattern seems like something the words themselves produce, and it makes the phrase sound like verse even if it doesn’t look like it. But according to Johnson, unless ‘all the syllables of every line co-operate together’ like this, unless the ‘pure’ pattern of alternating unaccented and accented syllables is produced effortlessly by the words of the line themselves (‘rests’), blank verse becomes inaudible (‘verse only to the eye’): it doesn’t help you hear how its words should be heard or uttered if those words don’t tell you themselves. In rhyming verse, accents seem to be prompted by precedent, ‘a distinct system of sounds…preserved by the artifice of rhyme’. But as Johnson wrote of the Earl of Roscommon, ‘Blank verse, left merely to its numbers, has little operation either on the ear or mind: it can hardly support itself without bold figures and striking images’:8 without rhyme or poetic diction, blank verse apparently suffered a structural collapse that meant you no longer knew how to hear it.

This makes versification very dependent upon language. Johnson warned while writing about William Somerville that ‘If blank verse be not tumid and gorgeous, it is crippled prose’:9 his Dictionary defined ‘TU’MID’ as ‘Swelling; puffed up’: the implication is that words in blank verse have to swell if it is not to collapse, crippled. Others had said as much earlier in the eighteenth century: Alexander Pope thought blank verse had to be stiffened with strange words, and Joseph Addison believed it needed support from energetic expressions (‘I have nothing to say for rhyme; but that I doubt if a poem can support itself without it in our language, unless it be stiffned with such strange words, as are likely to destroy our language itself’; ‘where the Verse is not built upon Rhymes, there Pomp of Sound, and Energy of Expression, are indispensably necessary to support the Stile, and keep it from falling into the Flatness of Prose’).10 Jeffrey’s review of The Excursion drew on such accounts:

We have imitations of Cowper, and even of Milton here…all diluted into harmony by that profuse and irrepressible wordiness which deluges all the blank verse of this school of poetry, and lubricates and weakens the whole structure of their style. (Woof, 382)

To Jeffrey, Wordsworth’s blank verse was blameable because its very words weakened it structurally: it was ‘diluted’ by a wordiness that also ‘deluges’ and ‘lubricates’; the liquid metaphors, with their implications of fluctuation or changeability, imply that Wordsworth’s words are too indeterminate to support the blank verse itself.

Coleridge echoed Johnson to criticise Wordsworth’s blank verse in Biographia Literaria. He argued that in poetry ‘that aims to identify the style of prose and verse’, such as Wordsworth’s poem ‘The Brothers’,

the metre itself, the sole acknowledged difference, will occasionally become metre to the eye only. The existence of prosaisms, and that they detract from the merit of a poem, must at length be conceded, when a number of successive lines can be rendered, even to the most delicate ear, unrecognizable as verse, or as having even been intended for verse, by simply transcribing them as prose (CCBL, II. 83).

Coleridge believed verse should be audible; ‘prosaisms’ left it unrecognizable as verse ‘even to the most delicate ear’, identifiable only through the visual cue of line-endings. The implication was similar when The Monthly Review remarked in 1820 that ‘Vaudracour and Julia’ was written ‘so very prosaically, that the most fanciful reader shall not be able to imagine it to be in verse, except from the shape and appearance of the lines in the page’ (Woof, 790). Writing prosaically apparently made an audible difference to verse, and meant that Wordsworth’s blank verse sometimes didn’t sound like verse at all, it only looked like it.

Coleridge demonstrated this on a passage from ‘The Brothers’:

‘James, pointing to its summit, over which they had all purposed to return together, informed them that he would wait for them there. They parted, and his comrades passed that way some two hours after, but they did not find him at the appointed place, a circumstance of which they took no heed: but one of them going by chance into the house, which at this time was James’s house, learnt there, that no-body had seen him all that day.’ (CCBL, II. 80)

The patterns Johnson listened for are not evident here. In fact, very little is evident here, since the passage could be read aloud in many different ways, giving different weights to the prepositions ‘to’, ‘for’, and ‘at’, and the passive verbs ‘had’, ‘would’, and ‘did’, for example. You don’t have much choice about how to cadence the words ‘constant’ and ‘purple’, if you want to remain intelligible; you do have some choice about how to cadence an ordinary phrase like ‘informed them that he would wait for them there’: you could weight individual words within this phrase differently depending on what precisely you were trying to convey—on whether it was more important that James agreed simply to wait for them, or to wait for them there, say. Words which are so common that they are emphasized differently in different contexts might indeed leave a passage unrecognizable as verse when written out as prose, simply because they can be read so variously. Unambiguous accents, inherent in the words themselves or suggested by grammar or syntax, are infrequent in this passage, and they would be what a test like Coleridge’s would require.

If you read with the expectation that lines of blank verse should sound like ‘His constant lamp and waves his purple wings’, you might hear or read Wordsworth’s version of the passage with more emphasis on even-numbered syllables than when reading from Coleridge’s prose rendition. Here a Priest is speaking, and he is telling Leonard, whom he does not recognize, the story of Leonard’s brother James’s accidental death:


James, pointing to its summit, over which

They all had purpos’d to return together,

Inform’d them that he there would wait for them:

They parted, and his comrades pass’d that way

Some two hours after, but they did not find him

At the appointed place, a circumstance

Of which they took no heed: but one of them,

Going by chance, at night, into the house

Which at this time was James’s home, there learn’d

That nobody had seen him all that day(LBOP, 156).



There are several ways in which you could cadence the phrase ‘but they did not find him’—you could stress that they did not find him, or that they did not find him, for example—but there is nothing to stop you ‘placing’ accents on even-numbered syllables when reading it here: but they did not find him. Coleridge, however, did not feel that anyone should have to do this.

He expressed dislike for poems ‘to which the generous reader humours his voice and emphasis, with more indulgence to the author than attention to the meaning or quantity of the words’ (CCBL, II. 28). He also objected to ‘metrical deficiency’ in the line ‘The other city on the shield invade’ in William Sotheby’s translation of The Iliad: ‘It consists of ten syllables, doubtless—but can you with fair reading make five honest Iambics out of them? When I have written any number of Verses, I always inflict on myself the penance of reading them aloud to myself in the most unimpassioned newspaper manner possible, in order to detect any prosaisms’ (CCSWF, I. 1491). His objection must have been to the preposition ‘on’, which like ‘with’ in the opening line of ‘The Vanity of Human Wishes’ doesn’t necessarily demand accentuation in and of itself but requires it if you believe every second syllable in the line should be emphasized somehow. But Coleridge did not believe this.

Johnson would probably have found Wordsworth’s occasional lines of eleven syllables rather than the usual ten prosaic, given that ‘The Brothers’ was not written for the theatre: he argued that such lines ‘ought not to be admitted into heroick poetry’, but were only suitable for ‘dramatic lines’, ‘bringing them by that relaxation of metrical rigour nearer to prose’.11 But Coleridge departed from Johnson in discounting syllable counting itself. In fact, he was one of the first writers in this period to popularize an alternative way of thinking about and hearing versification, in which accents were all that mattered. Scribbling on the back of a letter around the turn of the century, he wrote that ‘Our language regulates its metres by the quantity of sound quantity either diffused or intense—the English govern form their laws metrical law entirely by the last—which is the stroke or accent. …From this attention confined to accent to the exclusion of quantity in extension it becomes possible in our language to use a trisyllable for a dissyllable’ (CCSWF, I. 105). If you paid attention to accents alone, Coleridge believed that an extra few syllables became perfectly allowable, ‘not that the difference is not felt, but that the variety is not too great, inasmuch as there is no alteration in the number of strokes of the voice’. Once you start writing and reading like this, however, ‘strokes of the voice’ have to become less ambiguous: you can no longer just give a little more weight to even-numbered syllables; you have to rely on the common pronunciation of words to tell you which syllables to accent, because you don’t know in advance how many syllables there might be between each.

Coleridge explained the versification of one of the poems in which he demonstrated this, ‘Christabel’, when he published it in 1816:

I have only to add, that the metre of the Christabel is not, properly speaking, irregular, though it may seem so from its being founded on a new principle: namely, that of counting in each line the accents, not the syllables. Though the latter may vary from seven to twelve, yet in each line the accents will be found to be only four. (CCPW, I.i. 482)

Writing like this, and reading writing like this, changes the way in which you hear and pronounce lines. There are lines in ‘Christabel’ with ten syllables, but after Coleridge’s insistence that in each line, of their own accord, ‘the accents will be found to be only four’, they sound nothing like blank verse: ‘Then Christabel knelt by the lady’s side’.Coleridge’s account of the poem doesn’t tell you where accents should fall in each line, only how many of them there should be. So you have to go for the less ambiguously strong ones, such as the first syllable of Christabel’s name, the verb, and the two nouns. As Coleridge said of Wordsworth’s attempt at imitating ‘Christabel’ in The White Doe of Rylstone, versification like this relies upon, ‘not such an arrangement of syllables, not such a metre, as acts a priori and with complete self-subsistence…but depending for it’s beauty always, and often even for it’s metrical existence, on the sense and passion’ (Woof, 520). That is, where Johnson implied that versification was made up of a restful coincidence between an idea about the pattern of accents in a line and its usual pronunciation, the versification of ‘Christabel’ as Coleridge described it relies only upon usual pronunciation: its accents are just supposed to be ‘found’ as you read, as the sense and passion of the words produce them.

This means that descriptions of this kind of versification can only be descriptions of how you think words themselves sound. Coleridge explained ‘Christabel’ in terms of classical ‘feet’ in a notebook:

The Verse meter in which I have written it is the common 8 syllable verse, in technical phrase, the tetrameter Iambic acatalectic—the liberties besides of that of using a double rhyme, ad wherever it pleas libitum are that of substituting an anapest or dactyl accompany followed by a trochee instead of two Iambics, either in the beginning or the first or latter half of the verse & sometimes of giving four anapests, sometimes four trochees, instead of the four Iambics—in brief, having no other law of metre, except that of retaining confining myself to four strokes, of the verse or accentuated syllables (CCSWF, I. 442).

What Coleridge meant here by, say, a dactyl is not an idea or pattern but a group of three syllables which would usually be pronounced with a heavier first syllable and a lighter second and third, such as those comprising the word ‘syllable’ itself: foot scansion is being used to describe how Coleridge thought his words would always be read.

The critics of Wordsworth’s versification quoted above are most obviously allied in their obligations to ‘Christabel’: Scott in ‘The Lay of the Last Minstrel’, or Hunt in Imagination and Fancy, for example. Imitating ‘Christabel’ entailed an increased reliance upon words that unambiguously demand some form of accentuation—words such as polysyllables, verbs, and nouns—and upon an assumption that such words will always be heard or said in the same way. When the minstrel begins singing in Canto First of Scott’s ‘Lay’, for example, the versification relies upon a belief that words such as prepositions (‘in’, ‘to’) will always be hurried over lightly: ‘The feast was over in Branksome tower | And the Ladye had gone to her secret bower’.12 Southey was so confident about how the words of his poem Thalaba would sound that he announced in a preface: ‘the dullest reader cannot distort it into discord: he may read it prosaically, but its flow and fall will still be perceptible’.13 His preface to The Vision of Judgment made similar claims:

it is not necessary to understand the principle upon which the verse is constructed, in order to feel the harmony and power of a metrical composition;—if it were, how few would be capable of enjoying poetry! In the present case, any one who reads a page of these hexameters aloud, with just that natural regard to emphasis which the sense of the passage indicates, and the usual pronunciation of the words requires, will perceive the rhythm.14

Southey described The Vision as made up of lines of six feet, of which ‘The four first are disposed according to the judgment and convenience of the writer; that is, they may be all dactyls or all trochees, or any mixture of both in any arrangement’ (535). But these feet, like those Coleridge described in ‘Christabel’, are only descriptions of ‘usual pronunciation’.

Southey wrote comparably about blank verse: ‘iambic it is called, and it is so in its general movement; but it admits of many other feet, and would, in fact, soon become monotonous without their frequent intermixture’; he approved of ‘using two very short syllables in blank verse instead of one’ because ‘They take up only the time of one’, a perception which presumes that ‘short syllables’ would invariably be pronounced or heard that way.15 Coleridge annotated Beaumont and Fletcher with the observation that ‘Since Dryden the metre of our Poets leads to the Sense: in our elder and more genuine Poets the Sense, including the Passion, leads to the metre’ (CCM, I. 377)—the assumption being that sense and passion always make metre perfectly obvious. The elocutionist John Thelwall, a friend and correspondent of Wordsworth and Coleridge, taught his students that ‘VERSE is constituted of a regular succession of like cadences’ but that ‘cadences may happen to be occupied by feet either of even, or of uneven numbers of syllables’.16 What ‘may happen’ in a given line was determined not by a pattern, but by trying to forget patterns altogether:

from my system of reading verse, I preclude all peculiarities of tone, all arbitrary accents, quantities and pauses; all helping out the verse, as it is called, by clenches and closes, independent of the grammatical construction of the sentence. …The meaning should appear to be the only object of the reader’s attention; the harmony (even when most perfect and absolute) should seem to be incidental and unsought. In short—it is the writer who is to make the verse, and not the reader:…I know of no such distinction as a verse mouth and a prose mouth: I want only a distinct, a sonorous, an articulative mouth—a mouth that ‘is parcel of the mind,’ and of a mind that can identify itself with its author, or its subject, and modulate its tones and motions accordingly; so that the manner may be a comment upon the matter—whether that matter be in verse or in prose.17

According to Thelwall, readers should not help verse out, they should not humour it—indeed, they should not be familiar with versification at all, because it is a writer’s business. If a writer did a good job, versification would produce itself, and the test Coleridge conducted upon ‘The Brothers’ would be passed: ‘The lines of well-constructed verse, if the ear of the reader be properly educated, would require no assistance from typographical arrangement’.

Throughout otherwise varying early nineteenth-century experiments in and descriptions of verse, this expectation prevailed: versification should be produced of its own accord: it is something made by the common pronunciation of words, not an idea or a notion, and if it is made by anyone it is by writers in their arrangement of words with particular patterns of emphasis, not by readers in the choices they make about performance or how they hear things. Experiencing the versification of a particular line thus became increasingly reliant upon knowing or believing you knew exactly how that line should sound. So experiencing versification in Wordsworth’s lines, full as they are of ‘prosaisms’ or words used so often that they can be pronounced and heard in several different ways, became increasingly difficult. The passage from ‘The Brothers’ that Coleridge cites presents a genuine problem to these early nineteenth-century models for thinking about and reading verse, because there can be little certainty about exactly where accents should sound in words and phrases such as ‘that he would wait for them there’. Hunt argued that such phrases made verse weak as well as prosaic, because common monosyllabic words could not provide the unambiguous accents he required: ‘Strength is the muscle of verse, and shows itself in the number and force of the marked syllables’; ‘Weakness in versification is want of accent and emphasis. It generally accompanies prosaicalness, and is the consequence of weak thoughts’.18 But Wordsworth was consistently drawn to such ‘prosaicalness’—to words which do not really have a ‘usual pronunciation’, and which are so common that you can pronounce them with several contradictory cadences. If you rely only on unambiguous accents, it is difficult to describe the versification of ‘The Brothers’, or even to claim that it has one: each line might instead be said to have several versifications, or possible ways in which you could describe how it might sound or be said.

What Wordsworth would argue that these lines have instead is metre. When he published ‘The Brothers’ in an expanded two-volume Lyrical Ballads in 1800, its new preface defended against attacks on its language by suggesting that readers ‘greatly underrate the power of metre in itself’ (LBOP, 755). It was possible for Wordsworth to argue here that there is ‘no essential difference between the language of prose and metrical composition’ because he believed metre itself to be so important (LBOP, 748–9). Coleridge dissented: Wordsworth was wrong to rely on ‘metre itself’, he argued, because its effects are ‘conditional’: ‘I write in metre, because I am about to use a language different from that of prose’ (CCBL, II. 71). But then Wordsworth’s conception of metre must have differed from Coleridge’s when Coleridge wrote about ‘the metre of the Christabel’, because for Coleridge metre was dependent upon or created by language in the first place.

The way Wordsworth described metre instead implies that metre and language remain separate. Metre seems to have existed for him as the idea of a pattern of sound, which comes into play when you read anything written as lines of verse, and which is felt as a regular series of impulses underneath or alongside the words of a poem. The ‘Preface’ claimed that metre’s effects result from it being ‘regular and uniform’, from the fact that it ‘obeys certain laws’, providing a ‘co-presence of something regular’ and ‘small, but continual and regular impulses of pleasurable surprise from the metrical arrangement’ (LBOP, 754–6). Wordsworth’s contemporaries don’t seem to have found his metrical arrangements regular at all (‘one who trusts so much to mere metre, should take a little more pains with it’, sneered Lucy Aikin (Woof, 220)). But then they were expecting metre to be produced by language, whereas Wordsworth claimed that metre was ‘superadd[ed]’ to it (LBOP, 754), and that because of its separateness it could act upon language itself: a passage of the ‘Preface’ revised in 1802 observed ‘the tendency of metre to divest language, in a certain degree, of its reality’, and claimed of metre that ‘the co-presence of something regular, something to which the mind has been accustomed in various moods and in a less excited state, cannot but have great efficacy in tempering and restraining the passion by an intertexture of ordinary feeling and of feeling not strictly and necessarily connected with the passion’; in other cases it might act ‘to impart passion to the words, and to effect the complex end which the Poet proposes to himself’ (LBOP, 754–6). For Wordsworth, metre and language therefore affect each other, but they do not necessarily resolve, and one is not produced by the other: they are felt as an intertexture or co-presence, with ‘an indistinct perception perpetually renewed of language closely resembling that of real life, and yet, in the circumstance of metre, differing from it so widely’, which gives a poem its ‘complex feeling of delight’ (LBOP, 757).

Wordsworth wrote to Thelwall in 1804 to distinguish between their conceptions of versification:

[Y]‌our general rule is just that the art of verse should not compell you to read in [tone? some?] emphasis etc that violates the nature of Prose. But this rule should be taken with limitations for not to speak of other reasons as long as verse shall have the marked termination that rhyme gives it, and as long as blank verse shall be printed in lines, it will be Physically impossible to pronounce the last words or syllables of the lines with the same indifference, as the others, i.e. not to give them an intonation of one kind or an other, or to follow them with a pause, not called out for by the passion of the subject, but by the passion of metre merely. This might be demonstrated. As to my own system of metre it is very simple, 1st and 2nd syllables long or short indifferently except where the Passion of the sense cries out for one in preference 3d 5th 7th 9th short etc according to the regular laws of the Iambic. This the general rule. But I can scarcely say that I admit any limits to the dislocation of the verse, that is I know none that may not be justified by some passion or other. I speak in general terms. The most dislocated line I know in my writing, is this in the Cumberland Beggar. ‘Impressed on the white road in the same line’ which taken by itself has not the sound of a verse…The words to which the passion is att[ached?] are white road same line and the verse dislocates [for the] sake of these. This will please or displ[ease by th]e quantity of feeling excited by the image, to those in whom it excites [such? much?] feeling, as in one it will be musical to others not. (EY, 434)

Wordsworth wants to make distinctions here that Thelwall would deny. In the first place, he wants to limit Thelwall’s rule that verse should be read only according to the usual pronunciation of its words. Indeed, he calls it ‘Physically impossible’ to read like this, because the fact of verse being verse to the eye makes him hear it as verse to the ear also: for Wordsworth, intonation is prompted by the passion of metre, as well as by the passion of the subject produced by the words themselves. Secondly, he suggests that these two passions might not always pull in the same direction.

Wordsworth calls his ‘system of metre’ ‘simple’: like Johnson he believes that odd-numbered syllables should be weaker, and like Johnson he believes that this doesn’t have to apply at the beginning of the line (‘In the first pair of syllables the accent may deviate from the rigour of exactness, without any unpleasing diminution of harmony’, Johnson claimed).19 This is ‘the general rule’ of metre in this letter, which is presumably something like what Wordsworth experienced as a ‘co-presence of something regular’ when reading verse. But the letter also implies that verse itself can sound quite different to metre as Wordsworth describes it. ‘I can scarcely say that I admit any limits to the dislocation of the verse’, he claims, instancing this in ‘The most dislocated line I know in my writing…which taken by itself has not the sound of a verse’. The passion of the subject might attach to adjectives and nouns in the line ‘Impressed on the white road in the same line’, and Wordsworth believes that ‘the verse dislocates’ for their sake. But the passion of metre is also still felt, otherwise this line wouldn’t feel dislocated in the first place, and it is this passion that Wordsworth calls ‘Physically impossible’ to ignore. In the pull of one passion against the other in this line, in the tense intertexture between language and metre that it weaves, there can be less confidence about how such a line should sound, and therefore also less confidence about what its words mean in the first place, and what kinds of feelings they excite—less confidence, surely, than that encouraged by Thelwall, Southey, and Coleridge, whose conceptions of versification force you to assume a certainty about the sense and passion of words, because they have to produce their own versification as they are being pronounced.

This loss of confidence is fair, for metre and the English language cannot always resolve and remain fair to each other: words in verse pull against the pattern that verse gestures towards, but the pull itself acts as a reminder that the questions about performance that words raise are not easy to answer. And if you become more conscious of how you say things, you also become more conscious of what exactly you are saying. What does the ‘circumstance of metre’ do to the word ‘circumstance’ in the passage from ‘The Brothers’ that Coleridge criticised, for example?


      but they did not find him

At the appointed place, a circumstance

Of which they took no heed(LBOP, 156).



‘In a polysyllable word consider to which syllable the emphasis is to be given’, warns Johnson’s Dictionary, exemplifying the term’s usage (‘POLYSY’LLABLE’). The eighteenth-century critic Lord Kames argued that English verse ‘excludes the bulk of polysyllables, though the most sounding words in our language; for upon examination it will be found, that very few of them are composed of such alternation of long and short syllables’ as verse required;20 in 1802, when Lyrical Ballads was reprinted, ‘circumstance’ was removed (LBOP, 156). But in 1800, if you attended to both ‘the passion of the subject’ and ‘the passion of metre’ in the way Wordsworth did, their contrasting claims would place ‘circumstance’ into question. Is this ‘circumstance’ central or simply circumstantial, for example? James’s comrades dismiss his deathly absence as the latter, but it turns out to be the former. How you understand a ‘circumstance’ can be a matter of life and death.

Henry Crabb Robinson admitted that he ‘could have wished a somewhat more polished versification’ in ‘The Brothers’ (Woof, 315). Polish might have been achieved with fewer prepositions and copulas and more verbs and nouns, in the lines that follow Coleridge’s passage, for instance:


The morning came, and still he was unheard of:

The neighbours were alarm’d, and to the Brook

Some went, and some towards the Lake; ere noon

They found him at the foot of that same Rock

Dead, and with mangled limbs. The third day after

I buried him, poor Lad, and there he lies.

     LEONARD.

And that then is his grave!—(LBOP, 156–7)



Words such as ‘to’, ‘at’, ‘that’, and ‘there’ do not have unambiguous pronunciations, or much ‘passion of the subject’ in and of themselves. But if metre is allowed to ‘divest language, in a certain degree, of its reality’ in the way Wordsworth described, you might think twice before dismissing the significance of the locations they point to. The ‘co-presence’ of metre here suggests that in such a neighbourhood it might be important to specify that James’s neighbours went to the brook, that he was found at the foot of that same rock, that there he lies, that that then is his grave—and that sheer states of being can be important too: James was unheard of, the neighbours were alarm’d, and that then is his grave, as Wordsworth’s own italics insist.

To a nineteenth-century reader listening for unambiguous accents, some lines here might sound like they had little versification to speak of. But if you read as Wordsworth did, pulled upon by both the passion of the subject and the passion of metre, it might instead sound like metre was reminding you of the difficulty of speaking and hearing anything unambiguously at all. ‘The Brothers’ begins with the Priest assuming, wrongly, that Leonard is a sentimental tourist or ‘moping son of Idleness’ (LBOP, 143). His opinion alters as he hears Leonard speak, but the poem remains troubled by mutual misunderstandings, interjections, and conversational cross-purposes. It ends with Leonard writing to the Priest after he has left the graveyard:


He travell’d on to Egremont; and thence,

That night, address’d a letter to the Priest

Reminding him of what had pass’d between them,

And adding, with a hope to be forgiven,

That it was from the weakness of his heart

He had not dared to tell him who he was.(LBOP, 159)



Does Leonard tell the Priest anything about himself, even here? Or does he simply tell him that ‘He had not dared to tell him who he was’? Thelwall wanted his readers to possess ‘a mouth that “is parcel of the mind,” and of a mind that can identify itself with its author, or its subject, and modulate its tones and motions accordingly’. Wordsworth’s verse alerts you to moments when it might be difficult or inappropriate to think you can fully identify with an interlocutor, author, or subject so swiftly, by allowing metre to place both tones and subjects in question. Believing that you know exactly how ‘He had not dared to tell him who he was’ should sound entails believing that you know exactly who Leonard is—what exactly he means here, and how he would say it. But this is what Leonard says he has not dared to tell.

It may seem contentious to suggest that Wordsworth, of all people, was interested in making reading poetry aloud more difficult. In 1815, he insisted upon vocalization:

Some of these pieces are essentially lyrical; and, therefore, cannot have their due force without a supposed musical accompaniment; but, in much the greatest part, as a substitute for the classic lyre or romantic harp, I require nothing more than an animated or impassioned recitation, adapted to the subject. (PrW, III. 29)

Johnson’s first definition of ‘LY’RICK’ was ‘Pertaining to an harp’. Wordsworth was prepared to modernize this; he chastised poets who ‘represent themselves as singing from the inspiration of the Muse’ as ‘a fiction, in modern times, of slight value’ (PrW, III. 27). Musical accompaniment of some kind was nonetheless of the essence of lyric, to his ears: he claims his poems ‘cannot have their due force’ without it. But this does not mean it is easily accomplished. ‘[I]‌mpassioned recitation’, it turns out, is subject to several passionate influences:

Poems, however humble in their kind, if they be good in that kind, cannot read themselves; the law of long syllable and short must not be so inflexible,—the letter of metre must not be so impassive to the spirit of versification,—as to deprive the Reader of all voluntary power to modulate, in subordination to the sense, the music of the poem (PrW, III. 29).

Poems cannot read themselves: Wordsworth is in direct conflict with his contemporaries here. And he seems to think this becomes truer the better those poems are. They must be read, but they cannot tell you how to read them: reading must negotiate between the letter of metre and the spirit of versification, between music and sense, law and voluntary power.

Wordsworth worked to articulate what metre contributed to this in a complex 1802 addition to the ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads:

the co-presence of something regular, something to which the mind has been accustomed in various moods and in a less excited state, cannot but have great efficacy in tempering and restraining the passion by an intertexture of ordinary feeling, and of feeling not strictly and necessarily connected with the passion. This is unquestionably true; and hence, though the opinion will at first appear paradoxical, from the tendency of metre to divest language, in a certain degree, of its reality, and thus to throw a sort of half-consciousness of unsubstantial existence over the whole composition, there can be little doubt but that more pathetic situations and sentiments, that is, those which have a greater proportion of pain connected with them, may be endured in metrical composition, especially in rhyme, than in prose.(LBOP, 755)

Brennan O’Donnell reads Wordsworth’s aside describing metre’s tendency to ‘throw a sort of half-consciousness of unsubstantial existence over the whole’ as expressing a belief in ‘aesthetic distance’: ‘The presence of metre works continually and subtly to impress the reader with the obviously composed, overdetermined nature of the speech’, he paraphrases.21 But Wordsworth’s words are not so straightforward. Having described metre’s ‘efficacy in tempering and restraining the passion by an intertexture of ordinary feeling’, Wordsworth insists that this account ‘is unquestionably true’, and that from it follows his final claim that ‘more pathetic situations…may be endured in metrical composition’ (‘hence’). But as the dense grammar of the sub-clause makes clear, that pathetic situations may be endured in verse is asserted despite the fact that this ‘opinion will at first appear paradoxical’ because of ‘the tendency of metre to divest language in a certain degree of its reality, and thus to throw a sort of half consciousness of unsubstantial existence over the whole composition’. Metre’s sort of half consciousness is expressed as an argument in apparent opposition to the assertion that it enables more pathetic situations to be endured. That metre divests language of its reality then does not mean that it invests it with ‘aesthetic distance’, or ‘conscious craft and its derealizing effect’, as Susan Wolfson claims.22 For Wordsworth, it means that it invests language with a sort of consciousness, a consciousness that might even be unsettling if it makes pathetic situations harder to bear.

Eric Griffiths’s reading of the passage moves from Wordsworth’s exploration of metre’s intertexture of ordinary feeling to Griffiths’s own exploration of the ‘created double consciousness’ which inhabits much of Wordsworth’s writing—created, as he hears it, ‘to give to the lyric a dramatic self-consciousness of its own voice’. But ‘self-consciousness’ is not the same as a ‘sort of half consciousness’. Griffiths argues that

Metre tends to ‘divest language in a certain degree of its reality’ because it provides, as it were, an alibi for the words in a poem—they are there both as their expressive and significant selves, but also elsewhere, half-absent, tokens of rhythmical units.23

In Wordsworth’s descriptions of metre, the implication of undressing (‘divest’) is coupled with an investing, or re-clothing of words with that ‘sort of half consciousness of unsubstantial existence’ that it can ‘throw’ over language. Griffiths’s account, on the other hand, strips metre of some of its significance: when covered by their metrical alibi, words in metre are tokens, costumes standing in for something half-absent. But Wordsworth’s parenthesis accords metre a capacity to give as well as to empty: words, by metre, are divested in a certain degree of their reality, but they are also, by metre, given a sort of half consciousness of another reality, an unsubstantial existence, the nature of which is not ‘over-determined’, but indeterminate, and significant to how their senses and passions are understood. Wordsworth’s contemporaries would probably never have described the words of his poems as ‘tokens of rhythmical units’—their ‘usual pronunciation’ is not unambiguous enough to determine exactly what rhythmical units they comprise. Negativity aside, I think they recognized something of significance here—something which it is important to remember when trying to describe Wordsworth’s ‘prosody’, in all senses of the word, and which illuminates his controversial account of metre and the half consciousness it might cast upon words themselves.
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CHAPTER 30

WORDSWORTH’S EXPERIMENTS WITH FORM AND GENRE

CHARLES MAHONEY

IN Wordsworth’s writing about his own poetic practice, the word ‘experiment’ occurs most prominently first in the Advertisement to Lyrical Ballads, then two years later in the Preface, when Wordsworth characterizes the earlier edition as an experiment designed to ascertain how much and what sort of pleasure might be imparted ‘by fitting to metrical arrangement a selection of the real language of men in a state of vivid sensation’ (PrW, I. 118; the ‘fit’ or ‘fytte’ in ‘fitting’ summoning an older term for stanza or form). The oft-cited emphasis here on linguistic experiment has had an unfortunate tendency, as Stuart Curran has argued, to obscure from us the radical formal ingenuity of so much of Wordsworth’s poetry not only at this moment but throughout his career: in addition to his revolutionary expansion of the language of poetry, Wordsworth was equally invested in a similar revolution involving the forms of poetry.1 And whereas Hazlitt would have characterized this revolution as a matter of ‘get[ting] rid (at a blow) of all the trappings of verse, of all the high places of poetry’,2 Wordsworth’s ‘blows’ are legible not once but throughout his career in his manipulations, inversions, and reinventions of formal and generic conventions. The ‘trappings of verse’ repeatedly provide Wordsworth with the materials with which to re-fit the formal vocabulary of English poetry.

In an attempt here not to survey all the forms and genres employed by Wordsworth but rather to examine some of the most resounding and innovative ways in which he experimented with—if not in fact rewrote—formal and generic constraints and conventions, I will concentrate on his poetic practice between the 1798 Lyrical Ballads and the 1807 Poems, in Two Volumes. I do so not in order to underscore the well-established argument regarding Wordsworth’s ‘great decade’, but because this trajectory—from the annus mirabilis of 1797–8 with Coleridge through the poetic crisis of 1802 to the assembly and classification of the 1807 volumes—provides a versatile formal perspective on nearly all the important poetic forms and genres used by Wordsworth throughout his career. These are the years of Wordsworth’s most sustained, and self-conscious experimentation with both received and ‘new’ forms. Hence, this trajectory presents us with insights into both such recognizable categories as the ballad (in its numerous stanzaic iterations), the pastoral (variously construed, not least in relation to what Wordsworth in 1815 terms the ‘Idyllium’ (PrW, III. 28)), the sonnet, the ode (both Pindaric and Horatian), the elegy (rather, the elegiac), and blank verse (philosophical and otherwise), as well as a number of forms which, while Wordsworth uses them regularly, have not drawn as much critical attention, such as the Burns stanza (or ‘Standard Habby’, a six-line stanza rhyming AAABAB in which the A lines are tetrameter and the B lines are dimeter), tail rhyme (or ‘Romance Six’, a stanza of six lines in which a rhyming couplet is followed by a shorter line, AABCCB; identified by Brennan O’Donnell as the second most common stanza in the Poetical Works), rhyme royal, tetrameter as well as pentameter couplets, elegiac or heroic quatrains, and various short forms adapted from Elizabethan and seventeenth-century lyrics.3 Integral to Wordsworth’s challenge in ‘creating the taste by which he is to be enjoyed’ (PrW, III. 80) is the education of his own reading public in the histories and conventions of the forms in which he is writing, an education which he undertakes less in terms of direct instruction and more by way of formal allusion and manipulation. Numerous of Wordsworth’s most significant poems position themselves in the margins of the forms they are revising, drawing attention to a generic lineage at the same time as they undercut it, and it is only when we become cognizant of these revisionary experiments that we can break free of what Wordsworth isolates early on as the greatest enemy to our pleasure, ‘our own pre-established codes of decision’ (PrW, I. 116). At the same time, however, Wordsworth is quick to acknowledge that these codes are bound up with salutary, conventional ‘habits of association’ which entail responsibilities for the poet as well, to the degree that ‘by the act of writing in verse an Author makes a formal engagement that he will gratify certain known habits of association’ (PrW, I. 122). The poet’s ‘formal engagement’ is of course double: an avowed commitment to the reader’s gratification that operates through the poet’s experimental engagement with the forms he chooses, thus allowing the reader to perceive at the level of form the ‘similitude in dissimilitude’ which Wordsworth elsewhere identifies as one of the pleasures to be derived from metrical language (PrW, I. 148). That the habits and codes Wordsworth designates are in fact generic becomes apparent when we look systematically at his experimental uses of poetic tradition.

Properly to contextualize the experimental nature of these central years in Wordsworth’s career, it is necessary first briefly to consider the previous ten years, for Wordsworth did not suddenly begin experimenting with poetic forms when he set to work on the poems collected in Lyrical Ballads. Between 1787 and 1797, Wordsworth wrote significant poetry in octosyllabic couplets (‘The Vale of Esthwaite’), decasyllabic couplets (An Evening Walk and Descriptive Sketches), Spenserian stanzas (‘Adventures on Salisbury Plain’, later excerpted as ‘The Female Vagrant’), dramatic blank verse (The Borderers), as well as narrative blank verse (‘The Ruined Cottage’), and in doing so drew on the conventions of the verse epistle, the topographical poem, loco-descriptive poetry, Spenserian romance, Shakespearean blank verse, Gothic drama, tragedy, post-Miltonic blank verse, various pastoral modes, and the elegy. That is to say, by the age of 27 Wordsworth had already tried his hand at numerous major verse forms in the English tradition, and while he would not return to some of these modes (e.g. discursive topographical poetry in couplets), this apprenticeship prepared him for the emergence of a mature poetic voice and vocation, as well as the generic innovation, that is legible in ‘The Ruined Cottage’.

‘The Ruined Cottage’ is simultaneously the culminating work of Wordsworth’s apprenticeship (not least in terms of the traditional inflection of the pastoral as a preparatory undertaking at the beginning of a career) and the first manifestation of the poetry we have come to recognize as characteristically Wordsworthian. (It also marks, most notably in the fragment beginning ‘Not useless do I deem’, the first appearance of Wordsworth’s philosophical blank verse.) Its pastoral modes are numerous. Considered as a dialogue between the older Pedlar and the young poet-narrator, it takes on the appearance of an eclogue. As a narrative of rural life, it resembles an idyll—albeit one in which innocence and tranquillity are quickly compromised. And in its recounting of Margaret’s death, allegorized in the ongoing decay of her cottage and garden, it partakes of the trajectory of the pastoral elegy, one with a startlingly spare, unconventional consolation. Indeed, if ‘The Ruined Cottage’ is, as Coleridge claimed, ‘one of the most beautiful poems of the language’ (TT, I. 306), it is because of its power as a sustained elegiac meditation; it marks Wordsworth’s first exploration of the elegy as both a mode of perception and the organization of experience.

The pastoral is a fundamentally ungovernable, refractory genre (if indeed it is a genre at all), and the complexity of Wordsworth’s engagement with its conventions becomes apparent almost immediately. Painting a picturesque scene of ‘clear and pleasant sunshine’, indolent and ‘Pleasant to him who on the soft cool moss | Extends his careless limbs beside the root | Of some huge oak’, the young poet quickly clarifies that ‘Other lot was mine’ (line 18; all references to ‘The Ruined Cottage’ are taken from MS D). Rather than an idyllic picture of ease, we are confronted with a nature that baffles and vexes, for ‘when I stretched myself | On the brown earth my limbs from very heat | Could find no rest nor my weak arm disperse | The insect host which gathered round my face’ (RCP, 21–4). This abrupt shift in prospect indicates that there is labour rather than leisure ahead, in this case the work of mourning and of coming to an understanding of what the Pedlar terms ‘natural wisdom’ (195). In other words, having acknowledged our idyllic ‘habits of association’ vis-à-vis the pastoral, Wordsworth quickly perverts them in order, in the voice of the Pedlar, to rewrite the principal work of the pastoral in terms of grief and mourning. Trying to inculcate in the young poet a sense of the tranquil sympathies that ‘steal upon the meditative mind | And grow with thought’ (81–2), the Pedlar warns him that the tale he has to tell of Margaret’s suffering and death is


          a common tale,

By moving accidents uncharactered,

A tale of silent suffering, hardly clothed

In bodily form, and to the grosser sense

But ill adapted, scarcely palpable

To him who does not think.(231–6)



The pastoral here has become a scene of instruction, a means of teaching the younger poet (and us) how to think—about Margaret’s scarcely legible tale and about Wordsworth’s elegiac mode of writing the pastoral. His objectives in this regard are manifold: to show him the ways in which the meditative rather than the ‘untoward mind’ can think about human grief without disturbing ‘the calm of Nature with our restless thoughts’ (198); to exhort him that ‘It were a wantonness and would demand | Severe reproof, if we were men whose hearts | Could hold vain dalliance with the misery | Even of the dead’ (221–4); and, crucially, to teach him to ‘no longer read | The forms of things with an unworthy eye’ (510–11). Central to the experimental aspect of ‘The Ruined Cottage’ is the way in which it sets out to teach us how to (re)read the forms of the pastoral with a worthy eye.

Generic revision here involves a new mode of apprehending both human life and literary practice: ‘The Ruined Cottage’ offers us an unmistakably tragic mode of the pastoral and teaches us how to read it. (As is the case with so many of Wordsworth’s pastorals, most conspicuously ‘Michael’, it teaches us simultaneously how to mourn and how to read Wordsworth.) It marks the first sustained indication of Wordsworth’s commitment to revitalizing the genres in which he is working and to revolutionizing our sense of generic hierarchies and formal possibilities—a commitment made doubly legible when in 1802 he appended to Lyrical Ballads the subtitle with Pastoral and Other Poems, thus underscoring that the programme of the Lyrical Ballads is most comprehensively understood in terms of the pastoral. These revisionings of the pastoral are legible not only in Wordsworth’s elegiac mode, but also in the formal range of his pastorals, from the narrative blank verse of ‘The Ruined Cottage’, ‘The Brothers’ (Wordsworth’s most sustained eclogue), and ‘Michael’ to the common metre stanza of ‘The Fountain’ and ‘The Two April Mornings’ (both organized in terms of Matthew’s mourning) as well as the Lucy poems, and the compound eleven-line stanza of ‘The Idle Shepherd-Boys’.

A conventional eighteenth-century hierarchy of genres would have inflected both the pastoral and the ballad as the most modest undertakings, the latter due in part to its non-literary origins in folk and vernacular traditions. With the 1765 publication of Percy’s Reliques of Ancient English Poetry and the ballad revival of the 1790s, the ballad became a site of renewed generic experimentation. Whereas much of this interest was sparked by the vogue created by the supernatural ballads of Gottfried Bürger (translated in 1796 by William Taylor and imitated by Southey among others), it was Wordsworth’s achievement to execute a new kind of ballad, one emphasizing feeling over action—a kind of poetry distinguished from the popular poetry of the day, as he puts it in the Preface, because ‘the feeling therein developed gives importance to the action and situation and not the action and situation to the feeling’ (PrW, I. 128). As Mary Jacobus notes of Wordsworth’s ballad experiment of 1798, ‘Nowhere is his contemporaneity more marked, and nowhere is his divergence more individual’.4 This divergence manifests itself both generically (reshaping the ballad to accommodate subjects, language, and incidents of ordinary life) and formally (the numerous variations on the ballad stanza which are to be found in Lyrical Ballads).

Far more systematically than ‘The Ruined Cottage’, Lyrical Ballads confronts its readers with their ‘habits of association’ at the same time as it refuses to fulfil them. Wordsworth’s ballads from the spring of 1798 are neither supernatural nor pseudo-antiquarian; they do not begin abruptly in the middle of the ‘action’; they do not proceed by means of a third-person narrative regularly interrupted by dialogue; neither do they rely on formulaic expression, incremental repetition, or paratactic syntax. In short, they do not behave like ballads. Instead, poems such as ‘Goody Blake and Harry Gill’, ‘The Thorn’, ‘The Idiot Boy’, ‘We are Seven’, and ‘Simon Lee’ all take upon themselves the work of redefining our understanding of what constitutes a tale, a narrative, or even an action. Nowhere are the reader’s expectations thwarted more prominently than in ‘Simon Lee’, when the narrator taunts the reader by reminding him first what this poem is not, then by instructing him as to his own hermeneutic labour:


My gentle reader, I perceive

How patiently you’ve waited,

And I’m afraid that you expect

Some tale will be related.




O reader! had you in your mind

Such stores as silent thought can bring,

O gentle reader! you would find

A tale in every thing.

What more I have to say is short,

I hope you’ll kindly take it;

It is no tale; but should you think,

Perhaps a tale you’ll make it.(LBOP, 69–80)



There is no tale: after ninety-two lines describing the plight of Simon Lee (lean and sick, ‘his ancles they are swoln and thick’ (35)), the action consists in nothing more the narrator’s severing in one blow the root at which Simon Lee has been labouring in vain. Wordsworth’s achievement in the spring of 1798 consists, as Jacobus puts it, in having jettisoned any expectation of narrative in ‘adapt[ing] the ballad to portraying precisely those states and feelings least susceptible to narrative presentation’5—whether it be the lamentations and inscrutable landscape of ‘The Thorn’ which leave the narrator unable to relate the story of Martha Ray (‘I cannot tell’ (214, 243)) or the reduction of the events of Johnny’s midnight ride, ‘all his travel’s story’ (l. 463), to the cryptic ‘“The cocks did crow to-whoo, to-whoo, | And the sun did shine so cold”’ (460–1), certainly unsatisfying to any reader awaiting a tale. Such a thwarting of expectations is integral to Wordsworth’s ‘purpose’—not simply to ‘illustrate the manner in which our feelings and ideas are associated in a state of excitement’, but more importantly in challenging the reader’s established habits of association to create a ‘healthful state of association’ in which he ‘must necessarily be in some degree enlightened, his taste exalted, and his affections ameliorated’ (PrW, I. 126).

Wordsworth also disrupts our sense of what a ballad should look like: nowhere in his ballads does he employ what his readers would have recognized as the most representative form of ‘ballad stanza’, alternating lines of iambic tetrameter and trimeter rhyming ABCB. More prevalent, according to O’Donnell’s analysis, is the common metre stanza (ABAB, again alternating tetrameter and trimeter lines) which Wordsworth uses for a number of poems at this time, including ‘We are Seven’ and the Lucy lyrics.6 At first glance the difference may seem minimal (the substitution of interlaced for intermittent rhymes), but it represents a conscious divergence on Wordsworth’s part from certain formal ‘habits of association’, as do his longer composite experiments with the possibilities of the ballad stanza. Both ‘The Idiot Boy’ and Peter Bell employ a five-line stanza of tetrameter lines rhyming ABCCB, simultaneously an extension of and a variation on the long meter quatrain, and apparently Wordsworth’s own invention.7 ‘Goody Blake and Harry Gill’ is written in an eight-line stanza of tetrameter lines resembling two long metre quatrains (ABABCDCD) in which the A rhymes are double (‘matter’/‘chatter’), while ‘Simon Lee’ is written in an eight-line stanza comprising variations on long meter (ABAB in which the fourth line is trimeter) and ballad meter (CDED alternating tetrameter and trimeter, in which the D rhymes are double). Finally, ‘The Thorn’ is composed in an eleven-line stanza, ABCBDEFFEGG (all tetrameter lines except the second B and E rhymes) which O’Donnell describes as a singular combination of a quatrain fusing long metre and common metre, a variation on tail-rhyme, and a concluding couplet8—an exemplary instance of Wordsworth’s penchant for creating long stanzas from shorter, more recognizable forms (what O’Donnell terms a ‘cento stanza’).9

What is the point of this degree of experimentation with one of the otherwise most recognizable and reliable forms in the English canon? Beyond demonstrating an impressive technical facility with English metres and forms, Wordsworth here shares with his reader his revisioning of the ballad. In concert with his expansion of the ‘associations’ of the ballad in terms of, for example, its new emphasis on feeling and everyday experience, Wordsworth here expands the formal register of the ballad. All of the variations listed above extend the ballad stanza: metrically as well as visually, they are longer (lending themselves to new experiments with narrative), more capacious and thus more comprehensive. Indeed, as he puts it in the Preface, they are more ‘impressive’. Characterizing ‘Goody Blake and Harry Gill’ as simultaneously one of the ‘rudest’ yet most important poems in the collection (drawing attention as it does to the ‘truth that the power of the human imagination is sufficient to produce such changes even in our physical nature as might almost appear miraculous’), Wordsworth emphasizes that this ‘truth’ has been successfully communicated to hundreds of people not simply because it has been narrated as a ballad, but because it has been narrated ‘in a more impressive metre than is usual in Ballads’ (PrW, I. 150). Ballads usually proceed in quatrains (or even in couplets, if we construe the alternating tetrameter and trimeter pairs as one heptameter line); the significance of Goody Blake’s story, culminating in her prayer, is such that it requires the steady procession of tetrameter lines organized in stately eight-line stanzas. (Adding to the virtuosity here are the doubled A rhymes, underscoring at the outset and in conclusion Harry’s chattering, clattering, and muttering.)

Another form laden with generic associations which Wordsworth fundamentally altered, one even more formally determined than the ballad, is the sonnet. Beginning in 1802, returning to the form he had practiced as a teenager, Wordsworth wrote more than 500 sonnets, the earliest of them collected in Poems, in Two Volumes under the two headings of ‘Miscellaneous Sonnets’ and ‘Sonnets Dedicated to Liberty’. Wordsworth may be said to accomplish three things in his exploration of the sonnet at this time: he liberates it from its late eighteenth-century associations of sensibility and melancholy, most conspicuously identified with Charlotte Smith and the cultivation of what Coleridge termed ‘some lonely feeling’ (CCPW, I.II. 1235); he re-invigorates its Miltonic inheritance, overlooking the rhyme schemes and themes of such other notable English practitioners as Sidney, Spenser, and Shakespeare in favour of the rigour and intensity of Milton; and he develops within its strict constraints a voice that is capable of both private reflection and public exhortation. The result, in Curran’s words, is a ‘complex interplay between a generic tradition and a modern sensibility conditioned by past history and past literature’.10

These sonnets represent the most sustained and successful experimentation with the form since Milton and, according to Wordsworth, they were in no small part occasioned by Dorothy reading Milton’s sonnets aloud to him in the spring of 1802 (PW, III. 417). In a letter from November, 1802, Wordsworth praised them for their ‘energetic and varied flow of sound crowding into narrow room more of the combined effect of rhyme and blank verse than can be done by any other kind of verse I know of’ (EY, 379; see also LY, I. 125–6)—criteria central to any evaluation of Wordsworth’s own sonnets. Integral to the challenge posed for Wordsworth by the sonnet is the question of how simultaneously to abide by and defy its fetters—how to write a poem which does not simply fulfil the obligations imposed by its prescribed rules, but which succeeds in crowding into its narrow room of fourteen lines and 140 syllables the ‘energetic and varied flow of sound’ which results from, among other licenses, variations on the rhyme and violations of the end-stopped lines that its grid seeks to impose. Wordsworth’s techniques for doing so are various, and many of them are on display in a sonnet from 1802 simply designated ‘Prefatory Sonnet’ in 1807, a sonnet notable for the self-reflexivity with which it tropes its own formal enclosure:


Nuns fret not at their Convent’s narrow room;

And Hermits are contented with their Cells;

And Students with their pensive Citadels:

Maids at the Wheel, the Weaver at his Loom,

Sit blithe and happy; Bees that soar for bloom,

High as the highest Peak of Furness Fells,

Will murmur by the hour in Foxglove bells:

In truth, the prison, unto which we doom

Ourselves, no prison is: and hence to me,

In sundry moods, ’twas pastime to be bound

Within the Sonnet’s scanty plot of ground:

Pleas’d if some Souls (for sure there needs must be)

Who have felt the weight of too much liberty,

Should find short solace there, as I have found.



Perhaps the most conspicuous departure here from the dicta concerning the construction of a ‘legitimate’ sonnet is the enjambment of lines eight and nine and the consequent delay of the volta (e.g. a ‘Miltonic turn’). After a series of images of confinement, culminating in the contraction of the heights of Furness Fells into the cups or ‘cells’ of foxglove bells, Wordsworth here overrides the anticipated division of octave and sestet, clarifying as he does that the prison into which we doom ourselves (the octave, the sonnet, any fixed form) in truth ‘no prison is’. It is on the one hand a single instance of enjambment, but it entirely skews if not explodes our sense of the balance and proportion of the sonnet. It allows Wordsworth to exploit what is left of the sonnet’s second prison, the sestet, to celebrate the pleasures of confinement, of being ‘bound | Within the Sonnet’s scanty plot of ground’—another telling enjambment, one which here also serves to bind the rhyme in a sestet that only uses two.

The sonnet simultaneously offers refuge for those who feel the weight of too much personal liberty (it was, he suggested later, a form to which he turned ‘from want of resolution to take up anything of length’ (LY, I. 126)) and provides a manageable formal enclosure in which one can address public liberty. This is the burden of the sequence of twenty-six sonnets dedicated to liberty, nowhere more complicated than in the central four sonnets, numbers thirteen through sixteen—‘Written in London, September, 1802’, ‘London, 1802’, ‘“Great Men have been among us”’, and ‘“It is not to be thought of that the Flood”’—all of which either directly mention or otherwise conjure Milton. At stake in ‘London, 1802’ is both a political and a poetic inheritance and innovation, should Wordsworth successfully be able to ‘return [Milton] to us’:


Milton! thou should’st be living at this hour:

England hath need of thee: she is a fen

Of stagnant waters: altar, sword, and pen,

Fireside, the heroic wealth of hall and bower,

Have forfeited their ancient English dower

Of inward happiness. We are selfish men;

Oh! raise us up, return to us again;

And give us manners, virtue, freedom, power.(1–8)



Though not as formally Miltonic as other of the 1802 sonnets, ‘London, 1802’ is noteworthy for a number of reasons: the Miltonic directness of address; the vigorous reliance on enjambment; the manipulation of strong medial caesurae both to arrest and to propel the lines; the striking resemblance to the prosody of blank verse. It is here, at the outset, that Wordsworth takes the liberty of addressing Milton after the fashion in which Milton addressed Cromwell, Fairfax, and Vane, in the course of forging his own voice after the attributes he assigns to Milton. This single exclamation—‘Milton!’—gathers up all the apostrophes of Milton’s own political sonnets, announces the seriousness of the undertaking, initiates Wordsworth’s critique as well as his panegyric, and succinctly encapsulates the virtues of ‘plain living and high thinking’ (‘Written in London’, 11) which Wordsworth is at pains to adumbrate across the 1802 sonnets. ‘London, 1802’ asks to be read as a crowded yet controlled announcement of Wordsworth’s own national voice.

Whereas the political sonnets allow Wordsworth an opportunity to recast a public voice for the sonnet, with which he can confer a sense of public obligation on a divided England, the miscellaneous sonnets reveal Wordsworth experimenting with modulations of a personal voice, derived in turn from his liberation of the sonnet from a poetics of sensibility as he refits its pensive, melancholy element to the formal demands of the unbalanced Italian sonnet. The political sonnets pit the speaker against his culture; the personal sonnets dramatize the unbalanced equation between the mind and the natural world, whether it is a world, as in ‘“The world is too much with us”’, with which ‘we are out of tune’ (8), or a world, as in ‘“It is a beauteous evening”’, to which we attend ‘Breathless with adoration’ (3). One of the reasons one might plausibly gather such sonnets under the heading of the idyllium, as Wordsworth appears to do in the 1815 Preface, is the degree to which so many of them are concerned with ‘the processes and appearances of external nature’ (PrW, III. 28) and, moreover (as he wrote Lady Beaumont shortly after the publication of Poems, in Two Volumes), with ‘the interest which objects in nature derive from the predominance of certain affections more or less permanent, more or less capable of salutary renewal in the mind of the being contemplating these objects’ (MY, I. 147). This emphasis on renewal explains the prominent role that memory plays in Wordsworth’s sonnets (the tension between the octave and the sestet often turning on the threat of such a loss), whether figured in his numerous returns to the River Duddon (first addressed in the 1802 sonnets), his brooding over the vicissitudes of ‘earthly memory’ in the doubled sonnets on the Hamilton Hills, or, later, in the abruptness with which he chides himself, ‘But how could I forget thee!’ (l. 6) when ‘“Surprized by Joy”’, he realizes that he has, inconceivably, not been thinking of his deceased daughter Catherine. Central to both of the sonnet sequences begun in 1802 is Wordsworth’s insistence that our ‘affections’, whether public or private, can be renewed and renegotiated within the sonnet’s scanty plot of ground.

The sonnets are in many ways the final, arguably the most finished product of a crisis regarding his own poetic vocation that had its origins in the winter of 1801–2. The most significant and innovative poem completed in the spring of 1802 is ‘Resolution and Independence’. Formally recognizable as rhyme royal (pentameter lines rhyming ABABBCC) with a concluding Alexandrine (an unusual variation, but one previously employed before him by Phineas Fletcher and Chatterton, whom he mentions by name), it is generically somewhat more indeterminate. Beginning in the manner of an idyll as a narrative description of a bucolic morning after a storm, it quickly takes on an elegiac tone as the narrator plummets from delight to dejection in contemplating Chatterton, Burns, and the despondency and madness that await poets, only to resuscitate itself as an eclogue (if we construe the narrator’s exchange with the leech gatherer as a dialogue). The narrator’s preoccupation with ‘The Old Man’s shape, and speech’ (l. 135) manifests itself in the numerous doublings in the poem (as the old man is bent double, so is the central simile of the stone and the sea beast) and the ‘shape’, the ‘solemn order’ of the leech gatherer’s ‘stately speech’ (ll. 100, 103). Appropriately, the courteous, solemn leech gatherer speaks and is spoken of in rhyme royal, a heavy, measured movement which underscores his pathos as well as his gravitas. Though his words may come feebly, they do so with solemnity. They are understood to be as lofty and as much above the reach of ordinary men as this august form is presumably above the reach of ordinary poets. It is a singular formal experiment at a pivotal moment in Wordsworth’s career when he was self-consciously putting aside blank verse and the ballad (in whatever stanzaic iteration) to renovate older forms for his experimental poetics. Integral to the achievement of ‘Resolution and Independence’ is that it reveals Wordsworth attempting to resolve his own vocational anxieties of 1802 not in philosophical blank verse but in a lyric.

In a suppressed Advertisement to Poems, in Two Volumes, Wordsworth wrote that ‘The short Poems, of which these Volumes consist, were chiefly composed to refresh my mind during the progress of a work of length and labour, in which I have for some time been engaged; and to furnish me with employment when I had not resolution to apply myself to that work, or hope that I should proceed with it successfully’ (CP2V, p. 541). Of these shorter works, the one which held the greatest significance for Wordsworth was the poem we now know under the name of ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood’ but which he initially knew and published simply as ‘Ode’, prominently positioned as the concluding poem in the 1807 volumes. As David Duff has observed, the fact that Wordsworth initially denominated this ambitious, audacious poem simply as ‘Ode’ ‘emphasizes the importance of this genre in Wordsworth’s thinking’.11 Wordsworth went on to write numerous other odes, but none rivals ‘the Great ode’ for its self-conscious, self-reflexive consideration of its own generic status (specifically, as an irregular Pindaric). The Horatian ‘Ode to Duty’, modelled on Gray’s ‘Hymn to Adversity’, is notable for its modulated renunciation of ‘unchartered freedom’ and ‘chance desires’ for ‘denial and restraint’ (37, 38, 47) as it expands from its tetrameter lines into a concluding hexameter in the eighth line, only to contract with each new stanza; the ‘Ode, Composed upon an Evening of Extraordinary Splendour and Beauty’ consists in four twenty-line stanzas combining common metre and long metre, tetrameter couplets, and elegiac quatrains, a form without parallel in English poetry12 and ‘On the Power of Sound’ is constructed in sixteen-line stanzas over an ‘intricate labyrinth’ (5) of eight rhymes—all structurally ambitious undertakings, but none with the metageneric aspect that distinguishes the ‘Ode’ from the rest of Wordsworth’s experiments with this demanding lyric genre.

The only other lyric of Wordsworth’s that resembles ‘Ode’ in terms of generic complexity is ‘Lines, written a few miles above Tintern Abbey, on revisiting the banks of the Wye during a tour, July 13, 1798’. This title provides several of the numerous generic indicators as to how we might read this poem. It is at once loco-descriptive, a prospect poem, an inscription with a highly epitaphic origin (as Geoffrey Hartman has noted), an exemplary instance according to M. H. Abrams of ‘the greater Romantic lyric’, elegiac throughout (notably in such claims as ‘Not for this | Faint I, nor mourn nor murmur: other gifts | Have followed, for such loss, I would believe, | Abundant recompense’; 86–9), and, according to Wordsworth, complicit in the conventions of the ode.13 As he observes in a note added to the 1800 edition of Lyrical Ballads, where the poem is retitled, ‘On revisiting the Wye’, ‘I have not ventured to call this Poem an Ode; but it was written with a hope that in the transitions, and the impassioned music of the versification would be found the principal requisites of that species of composition’ (LBOP, p. 357). Wordsworth would have us read his poem as an ode due to what he isolates as two of the key conventions of the ‘sublime ode’: the abrupt nature of so many of the transitions as the poem catapults itself forward in a series of continuing reversals from turn to counter-turn (e.g. the dramatic interruption of the pantheistic moment of ‘see[ing] into the life of things’ with the staged doubt, ‘If this | Be but a vain belief, yet, oh!’; 50, 50–1) and the passion of the versification (e.g. the careening blank verse when the breathless speaker tries to convey the ‘sense sublime | Of something far more deeply interfused’ (96–7)). Though Paul Fry maintains that it is ‘nothing like an ode’, or rather ‘too good to be called an ode’, Curran reads it as an ode precisely because of the transitions to which Wordsworth draws our attention in his note, all of which serve to underscore that, characteristically for a Pindaric, ‘no movement in the poem is without counterflow’.14

In terms of the eighteenth-century conventions out of which—and against which—all of Wordsworth’s odes define themselves, the prominence of the transitions immediately clarifies that the odes in question are Pindarics. Whereas the Horatian ode (such as the ‘Ode to Duty’, the formal regularity of which tropes its own strictures) is distinguished by its quiet, often meditative tone and formal regularity, the Pindaric ode is notable for its impassioned tones (reflecting the vocational anxiety that so often informs the Romantic ode), formal complexity, elaborate, oftentimes irregular versification, and the abruptness with which it shifts moods and modes, dramatically giving voice to the contraries from which at some level it is the ode’s work to fashion relief. The genre’s structural complexity is legible in both the complicated triads in which the regular Pindaric is composed (progressing dialectically from strophe to antistrophe to momentary resolution in an epode) and the unevenness of an irregular Pindaric such as Wordsworth’s ‘Ode’, with its varied line lengths (from dimeter to hexameter, within the same stanza), elaborate rhyme schemes (the third strophe is constructed ABBCCADEEDFGGFFHIH), and startling, seemingly impetuous changes in direction (most prominently here when one stanza concludes with the realization that ‘custom [will] lie upon thee with a weight, | Heavy as frost, and deep almost as life!’ only and improbably to resume, ‘O joy! that in our embers | Is something that doth live’; (130–1, 132–3)), all of which combine to exhibit the range of the poet’s anguished voice as it seeks to exert its authority over both the crisis that occasioned the poem and the accumulated weight of literary history.

Integral to what makes ‘Ode’ such a daring poem is Wordsworth’s ability to exploit certain key conventions of the genre in the service of following the ‘fluxes and refluxes of the mind’ (PrW, I. 126; see also CCBL, II. 147). Wordsworth’s own mode here is complicated, abounding in seeming contradictions as it attempts to achieve both a sense of celebration traditionally associated with the ode and a deeply elegiac sense of abiding loss nonetheless. Though he adjures himself and us to ‘find | Strength in what remains behind, |…| In years that bring the philosophic mind’ (182–3, 189), the emphasis remains on the ‘habitual sway’ of suffering and death, and the non-negotiable knowledge that ‘nothing can bring back the hour | Of splendour in the grass, of glory in the flower’ (180–1). The elegiac is not merely the reflux of Wordsworth’s celebratory flux, but the poem’s abiding indeed prevailing counterweight, far more so than in ‘On revisiting the Wye’.

The elegy may be said to be less a genre for Wordsworth than a mode, a way of writing which while it may be perfunctorily explained in terms of recognizable conventions pertaining to lamentation and consolation cannot be confined within one fixed form or any particular genre. It is haunted not merely by a melancholy, penseroso element that informs so many of the lyrics seemingly attuned to present pleasures (e.g. ‘The Solitary Reaper’), but by an acute sense of loss, a sense of the inevitable falling off between past promises and present conceptions. It is audible throughout the odes (‘Ode, Composed upon an Evening of Extraordinary Splendour and Beauty’ concluding characteristically, ’Tis past, the visionary splendour fades, | And Night approaches with her shades’ (79–80)), nearly all the pastorals (most prominently ‘The Ruined Cottage’), various of the sonnets (including not only ‘Surprized by joy’ but in a more subdued register the pair on the Hamilton Hills), the Matthew and the Lucy poems, not to mention those poems formally denominated elegies and other compositions in elegiac quatrains. In the 1815 Preface, Wordsworth identifies the elegy as one of many ‘forms’ of the lyric ‘mould’, locating it in the middle of a continuum that stretches from the hymn and the ode through to the song and the ballad (PrW, III. 27). It is in this regard central to his conception of the lyric.

The five elegies Wordsworth wrote in response to his brother John’s death reveal both an impatience with the conventional expectation that an elegy should provide consolation and a technical restlessness with regard to what an elegy should look and sound like. Two of the four elegies from the summer of 1805, ‘To the Daisy’ and ‘“Distressful gift! this Book receives”’, are written in a seven-line variant on tail-rhyme (AABCCCB), a form he only uses on these two occasions; the other two, ‘“I only looked for pain and grief”’ and ‘Elegiac Verses’, are written in a ten-line stanza, ABBACCDEED (again tetrameter, but for the three-stress fourth and tenth lines), a quatrain followed by another variation on tail rhyme and again a form he does not use elsewhere.15 It is only the following year, with ‘Elegiac Stanzas’ (ABAB pentameter), that Wordsworth extends the formality of his line, employs a recognizably elegiac form, and ritually concludes his mourning. This concentrated experimentation with the formal possibilities of the elegy suggests that Wordsworth is at this time struggling to find a form in which to register the uniqueness of his grief as a brother as well as his virtuosity as a poet. As he writes in ‘“Distressful gift”’ (understood to have been written in a commonplace book intended for John),


And so I write what neither Thou

Must look upon, nor others now,

Their tears would flow too fast;

Some solace thus I strive to gain,

Making a kind of secret chain,

If so I may, betwixt us twain

In memory of the past.(15–21)



Here the ‘secret chain’ consists simultaneously in the inscription of these three poems in a book which no one will read (it was never published by Wordsworth), and the links of the rhyme which Wordsworth has invented for the singular purposes of mourning his brother. Integral to the chain are the B-rhymes, ‘fast’ and ‘past’, two trimeter lines which alter the pace of the poem’s lament, ‘sadly-tuneful line[s]‌’ (10) which simultaneously hasten and arrest the commemoration of the dead. Although the tailed lines do not serve as a refrain, they nevertheless serve to bind the stanza. In ‘“I only looked for pain and grief”’, the repetition of the simple word ‘here’ similarly holds the poem together, rooting it at the spot where Wordsworth last saw his brother (after the fashion of the epitaphic hic jacet), and where he imagines a ‘monumental stone’ with the inscription ‘Long as these mighty rocks endure, | Oh do not Thou too fondly brood, | Although deserving of all good, | On any earthly hope, however pure!’ (93, 97–100). Fond brooding is one of the explicit concerns of ‘Elegiac Stanzas’. Unequivocally acknowledging his loss (‘A power is gone, which nothing can restore’ (35)), Wordsworth renounces what he depicts as his earlier, ‘fond delusion’—namely, a faith and a trust in nature that ‘could not be betray’d’ (29, 32). Central to the radical sense of loss which permeates and threatens to overrun this formally well-regulated elegy is the sense of his inability to believe any longer in the tranquil sympathies with nature which earlier made possible the consolations of ‘The Ruined Cottage’ and ‘On revisiting the Wye’. For this loss, the only seeming recompense, delayed until the closing line, is merely that ‘Not without hope we suffer and we mourn’ (60).

Wordsworth’s elegiac mode may be heard as well in The Prelude, where it informs not merely the spots of time (Wordsworth’s most powerful formulation of the relation between loss and recompense), the boy of Winander, and the drowned man of Esthwaite, but also the elegiac retrospect at the conclusion of book thirteen. Apostrophizing ‘the life which I had lived’, Wordsworth is rewarded with a ‘Vast prospect of the world which I had been, | And was’ (Prel-13, XIII. 379–80), thus positioning the poem less as a prelude to the weighty task of his philosophic song, ‘The Recluse’, and more as an elegiac retrospect. In its incorporation of this and other elegiac modes, The Prelude is a prominent example of what Wordsworth called in 1815 a ‘composite species’ (he lists Cowper’s The Task as a prominent example (PrW, III. 28)). In explicit as well as less conspicuous ways, the innovative generic hybrid that is The Prelude arguably incorporates all the ‘moulds’ he sets forth in the 1815 Preface. It is in its own way a ‘lyrical romance’ (Wordsworth’s designation for The White Doe of Rylstone), a sustained idyllium, and at the same time a poem of epic pretensions masquerading as a verse epistle. In this regard it provides another opportunity, for the original poet, to create ‘the taste by which he is to be enjoyed’ (PrW, III. 80).

Shortly after this oft-cited announcement in the ‘Essay, Supplementary to the Preface’, Wordsworth goes on to write that

The predecessors of an original Genius of a high order will have smoothed the way for all that he has in common with them;—and much he will have in common; but, for what is peculiarly his own, he will be called upon to clear and often to shape his own road:—he will be in the condition of Hannibal among the Alps. (PrW, III. 80)

Clearing and shaping his own road: this is precisely what Wordsworth does in his experiments with the pastoral, the ballad, the sonnet, the ode, the elegy, and nearly every form he simultaneously inherits and transforms. Integral to this call (and it is a vocational call) is the work of ‘shaping’ the way forward, with shape understood in the most formal sense. Substituting an ACCA second quatrain for the expected ABBA in an otherwise ‘legitimate’ sonnet; insisting on the Alexandrine in the last line of rhyme royal in order to convey the stateliness of the speech contained therein; conspicuously relying on tail-rhyme to curtail and control the pace of an elegy—these are but a few of Wordsworth’s shape-shifting experiments with form, all of which reveal him breaking the bonds of poetic custom in the name of rearranging his readers’ understanding of the numberless possibilities of English poetry. Epitomizing the Romantics’ investment in and reorganization of ‘poetic pains’, Wordsworth’s experiments with form and genre radically shape and reshape the road of British poetry.
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CHAPTER 31

WORDSWORTH’S COMMUNICATIVE STRATEGIES IN HIS EXPERIMENTAL POEMS

DON BIALOSTOSKY

THOUGH familiar to us now, when many poets declare themselves experimental and many readers expect poems to be difficult, the problem Wordsworth posed in his series of prefatory remarks to Lyrical Ballads was new when he framed it. He was the first poet publicly to present his poems as experiments testing what might give poetic pleasure to readers and, at the same time, the first to anticipate that his readers would not be pleased with his experiments. No poet before him had explicitly envisioned this gap between the habitual satisfactions his readers would expect from poetry and the sorts of satisfactions he proposed for them to try in his experimental poems. No poet had both thrown down a gauntlet challenging his readers to learn to like poems that would not at first seem like poetry to them and opened himself to their failing to do so and blaming him for the failure. That not just hostile reviewers but ultimately his collaborator in the project declared the experiments failures and blamed Wordsworth for misguidedly attempting them shows that the risk was real; that so many scholars and critics followed Coleridge for so long in sharing this judgement shows that the habitual expectations that Wordsworth anticipated and that Coleridge reinforced were powerful and difficult to dislodge.

Wordsworth recognized from the outset that, though his prefatory writings could alert readers that he meant to write as he did and thought that doing so was better for his readers and for public taste than writing the sorts of poetry his readers were disposed to enjoy, he nonetheless could not ‘reason’ them into enjoying his experiments. As one of a band of readers who found themselves excited by the arguments of his prefaces, excited enough in my case to write a dissertation defending and explicating them, I can testify that he was correct in this judgement. Unpacking Wordsworth’s arguments and disentangling them from the misreadings that accompanied Coleridge’s influential refutation of them left me still baffled when I first taught the poems in Lyrical Ballads;1 admiring the prefaces made me question myself instead of rejecting the poems, but it did not initially teach me to read them.

I would like to be able to say that the poems themselves taught me what the prefaces could not, and to some extent this is true. The poems interrupt themselves to admonish the reader to think and to look for tales in ‘every thing’. They question their own premises and enact their own triumphs over resistant opponents. They retell the stories they have told in terms incompatible with the first tellings and conclude their tellings with ‘morals’ that seem obtuse to the stories they have told. They sometimes represent the same things in conflicting terms and sometimes insist on imposing consistent terms on things that won’t be settled by them. All of these provocative moves have been deemed signs of failed experiments by some readers, and all of them point, I believe, toward new kinds of interesting successes. Some of the first readers willing to find the experiments interesting—I think especially of John Danby, Paul Sheats, and Stephen Parrish—noticed some of these peculiarities and began to make something of them.2

If it were just established habits of reading that prevented the appreciation of the experimental poems, the poems themselves could at least trip up readers who read with them and call attention to the stumbling blocks that tripped them, but those established habits have long been guided and reinforced by more explicit, even systematic, accounts of what to expect in and from poems, accounts that rationalized habitual pleasures and blocked discovery of new ones. Wordsworth demurred from providing such a rationale for his experimental poems in his prefaces to Lyrical Ballads—he failed to fully elaborate the theory that informed the hypothesis the poems were designed to test—but by his ‘Essay, Supplementary to the Preface’ of 1815, he was imagining a readership that would someday bring to these poems just such a theory to reorient its expectations and discover the sort of pleasures his experiments could prompt.3

I believe that such a theory has emerged in the last half century (though in some sense it has been available for much of the two and a half millennia of Western thought), but it has cropped up in places distant from Wordsworth and the Romanticists who have studied his poems. I first met a version of it (and a pointer toward the ancient rhetorical tradition) studying with Wayne Booth in the sixties and seventies and getting an orientation toward the rhetorical repertoire of fictional narration from his Rhetoric of Fiction, which defended the devices of ‘the intrusive author’ that Geoffrey Hartman identified as causes of the experiments’ failure.4 Booth pointed to rhetoric but focused his defence on the novel. His rhetorical argument subordinated the devices he noticed to guiding the readers’ evaluations of characters in plots, and he did not notice the great rhetorical storehouse of figures of thought that had long called attention to and named a panoply of them. His great contribution was to call attention to them himself and to argue that they were not, as so many of the critics he cited took them to be (critics schooled in the dominant Coleridgean line), automatic marks of artistic failure. His naming of the ‘unreliable narrator’ was a crucial contribution. His students learned to notice telling while most students of narrative were exclusively attuned to showing.

The belated emergence in English of the Bakhtin School’s work in the seventies through the nineties—mostly on the novel and mostly set against both poetry and rhetoric—offered another apparently distant but highly relevant theoretical turn. These works showed that what was narrated could be someone’s speaking rather than their acting in a plot, that the one being spoken about could, in effect, talk back to the one telling about him or her, that even monologues could be dialogic in their evident responsiveness to those who had spoken before or would speak after them, and that the responsive interactions of speakers’ reporting or responding to one another’s words could be interesting artistic events. Poems could slip through a large loophole to be dialogic, too, and the dialogic discourse that opposed itself to rhetoric could in another sense be understood as a more comprehensive rhetoric in its account of both ends and means than the classical rhetoric from which it distinguished itself. Poetry would be one more kind of utterance in this more comprehensive rhetoric, a kind that incorporated into itself kinds of utterances from everyday exchanges not unlike those that interested Wordsworth in ‘the real language of men’, that incorporated ‘discourse in life’ into ‘discourse in art’.5

I have elaborated elsewhere how these theoretical resources help to clarify where Wordsworth’s thinking was going in his prefaces to Lyrical Ballads and how his poems gain interest and provide pleasurable occasions for reading when approached in their terms.6 I will say here that I think the best name for these terms is finally ‘rhetorical’ in the comprehensive sense that emerges from my account of the Bakhtin School. Calling this theory a ‘poetics of speech’ or a ‘dialogic poetics’ as I did in earlier work highlights its distinctiveness at the expense of identifying it with the long intellectual line in which Wordsworth was educated and with which he was actively engaged, a line with which in the last half century we have begun to reacquaint ourselves. I do not think that rhetorical criticism thus understood of Wordsworth’s poems is one ‘approach’ among many that might be brought to them but that it underwrites his approach to them and orients us most appropriately to reading them. This is not to say that it answers all the questions posed by his poems but rather that it guides us to ask questions about them that help us activate the ‘communication strategies’ I have been asked to discuss in this essay and make the poems interesting and enjoyable to think with.

I shall highlight those questions and strategies as I touch on several experimental poems to which they pertain. ‘Simon Lee, the old Huntsman, with an incident in which he was concerned’ is perhaps the decisive one to start with, a poem that directly confronts its readers with the problem of reading it and poses for them a choice about how to ‘take’ and what to ‘make’ of it that bears on all the experimental poems.7 In the middle of the ninth eight-line stanza, the 1798 version of the poem turns from a rambling presentation of its titular hero and his wife to a surprising direct address to the reader—an ‘intrusion’ in the terms that deprecate such moves, or perhaps, as the ‘Forest of Rhetoric’ defines the figure, an epitrope, ‘referring to the abilities of the audience to supply the meaning that the speaker passes over. …Epitrope can be either biting in its irony, or flattering in its deference’:8


My gentle reader, I perceive

How patiently you’ve waited;

And I’m afraid that you expect

Some tale will be related:




O reader! Had you in your mind

Such stores as silent thought can bring,

O gentle reader! you would find

A tale in every thing.

What more I have to say is short,

I hope you’ll kindly take it;

It is no tale, but should you think

Perhaps a tale you’ll make it.(69–80)



Readers may well wonder, as the definition suggests, whether the speaker is throwing down the gauntlet to them or throwing up his hands at what he has been trying to tell. Is he ragging them for their mistaken thoughtless expectations or urging them thoughtfully and kindly to make something of his telling that he is somehow unable to tell? They must decide, and the choice makes all the difference. If they don’t take this gesture kindly and resent his calling them on their conventional expectations, they have decided to blame the poet for his intrusion and, if I may, his confusion in this poem, and they are not likely to grant him the presumption that he might be doing something worth thinking about in it or any of his other experiments. If they are willing to look closely at the non-tale that comes next and back at what had led up to this moment, they may find many provocations to think, including instances of the ‘similitude in dissimilitude, and dissimilitude in similitude’ that Wordsworth, rather enigmatically declares in his preface to be ‘the great spring of the activity of our minds and their chief feeder’—a phrase we might gloss as the great provoker and sustainer of thought.9

Let me raise questions posed by some of the provocations I notice—moments when the poem opens alternative possibilities of how to take and what to make of them—starting with the personal anecdote that follows the epitrope. What should we make of the speaker’s using the same epithet, ‘old’—a word whose application to Simon Lee is called into question in the first stanza of the poem and yet there and subsequently applied to him and his ankles—for both the ‘man’ he met and the ‘tree’ whose root the man was struggling with? What should we make of the speaker’s saying of that root that the old man ‘might have worked for ever’ at removing it when just a few stanzas earlier he had said that the man has ‘Few months of life…in store’? What tone should we attribute to the speaker’s command to Simon Lee to give him his tool? Is it kind? What connection should we make, if any, given the earlier linking of man and tree, to description of the rapid outflow of thanks and praises from the man’s heart at the speaker’s abrupt severing of the tree’s root? Just what has been cut? How, again, should we read the tone of the speaker’s ‘I thought they never would have done’ in relation to his earlier thought that the old man ‘might have worked for ever’ at removing the root and his still earlier comment that the old man had but a short time to live? And what should we make of the convoluted ‘moral’ that concludes the anecdote with its periphrasis for ingratitude, ‘hearts unkind, kind deeds | With coldness still returning’ and its direct lament at gratitude? If ingratitude is thus expressed, would gratitude, its opposite be kind hearts returning unkind deeds with warmth?

A lot to think about in the three final stanzas, but a further question arises from the turn in those stanzas to an unanticipated first-person account of the speaker’s encounter with Simon Lee from the third-person pseudo-narrative of the stanzas before the epitrope. In the wake of the poem’s final anecdote, we realize that the speaker’s effort to tell about Simon has come after the speaker’s encounter with him and can be read in some way as a response to that encounter. What is it responding to and what sort of response is it? In the 1798 version of the poem, which Wordsworth later revised into an orderly sequence that obscures the confusion of the earlier version, the telling seems to waver, even in the first stanza, between the point that Simon appears decrepit and old but somehow remains cheerful, proud, and pleasurably attached to his younger role as a running huntsman and the point that Simon, though he puts on the appearance of pride, is reduced to abject poverty and decrepitude in a world where his former prowess and pleasure have no place. How would these unresolved alternative points have emerged from the speaker’s encounter with Simon and why, in particular, would the speaker dwell on the former point—the one that would not justify his abrupt assumption of Simon’s tool and sudden completion of his task—that despite miserable appearances, Simon, his cheek like a cherry, keeps up his livery coat, lies about his age, and rejoices still at the voices of the ‘chiming hounds’ in chase, hounds that just a few stanzas earlier we were told were all dead? How should we take this? What tale make of it?

I have elsewhere and long ago written a reading that offers my then answers to these questions; and I have asked these questions many times of students, who have worked their way through them to answers that might justify Wordsworth’s hope that the poem might place its readers ‘in the way of receiving from ordinary moral sensations another and more salutary impression than they are accustomed to receive from them’.10 I have laid them out here to show the kind of inquiry and attention the experimental poems call for, inquiry into their speakers’ ambivalent evaluations of their subjects and of themselves, discovered through close attention to details of word choice—epithets, hyperboles, circumlocutions—to shifting narrative points of view, and to the sequence in which both the telling and the events narrated unfold. For me and many of my students, as well as many other readers of Wordsworth for whom this poem has been a touchstone, taking seriously the speaker’s call to think and to make something of what seems to have been difficult for him to order into a tale or an anecdote or, as one might imagine, a confession or a self-justifying retelling, rewards the attention and the effort. And doing so alerts us to how we may want to inquire into other experimental poems and what features we may want to attend closely to as we think about them. These poems do not yield themselves to a straightforward read-through or recitation but offer themselves as prompts for thought.

Only one other poem in Lyrical Ballads directly calls its readers to think, and it oddly delimits the readers it addresses in its final stanza as ‘ye farmers all’—something for the rest of us to think about in a poem that up to then has not had any farmers in it, though a ‘lusty drover’ who owns property divided by hedgerows is one of its main two characters. I turn to ‘Goody Blake, and Harry Gill, A TRUE STORY’, a poem Wordsworth called ‘one of the rudest in this collection’,11 to highlight some additional devices that it deploys and to raise a few questions toward a reading of it. The poem begins with a question posed by an unspecified voice that calls out the narration of the rest of the poem:


Oh! What’s the matter? What’s the matter?

What is’t that ails young Harry Gill?

That evermore his teeth they chatter,

Chatter, chatter, chatter still.



Direct questions from what seems to be an addressee punctuate and prompt the primary speaker of ‘The Thorn’, too, and something like unspoken questions or objections from another voice (what Jonathan Wordsworth dismissively called ‘other people’s views’)12 even motivate the reformulative turns of the speaker in ‘Tintern Abbey,’ who can’t rest in his first assertions, after those questions occur to him, but qualifies and reframes them in new surges of eloquence. The explicit or implied questioner or objector can be a crucial figure to orient or reorient the speaker’s utterance.13

The opening questions in this poem give rise first to an extended amplification of the chattering of Harry’s teeth, then to a half-stanza introduction to his healthy condition before whatever caused the chattering, followed by five and a half exculpatory stanzas introducing Goody Blake’s deprived living circumstances and explaining why she might be tempted to pick up a few sticks of firewood that didn’t belong to her. At this point the story promised in the title begins, or almost begins. What we get before the opening ‘Once’ in the next stanza is an account of Harry’s long suspecting that Goody had been taking sticks from his hedge, of his vowing that ‘he on her would vengeance take’ for her transgressions and of his ‘oft’ leaving hearth and home on cold nights to wait in hopes of seizing her. What sort of story is this going to be, one wonders, when its main character is obsessively set on vengeance for transgressions so short of calling for such a response? He suspects she’s been picking up a few sticks, after all, not that she has killed someone he is close to or treated him with spite and contempt. We needn’t know that in Wordsworth’s source for this ‘true story’ the farmer (there is one in the source) was only concerned to ‘convict…of theft’ the woman he waited for in order for us recognize the excess of Harry’s desire toward Goody, but knowing it makes it clear that Wordsworth means to up the ante here. The story begins, but after four lines and a dash, it shifts from a past tense account of Harry’s actions to a present tense sharing of his perceptions and responses:


—He hears a noise—he’s all awake—

Again?—on tip-toe down the hill

He softly creeps—‘Tis Goody Blake,

She’s at the hedge of Harry Gill.



As much a departure from straightforward story telling as an ‘intrusion’ that takes readers out of the emerging action, this move brings them closer to it, as it shows the narrator entering into the immediacy of his character’s attention, while still maintaining the distinction of person. The intimate sharing intensifies our sense of Harry’s anticipation of catching Goody, and the stanza that follows, back in the past tense, narrates his pleasure in watching her commit the transgression and his deliberate delay in extending his observation until finally he ‘started forward with a shout, | And sprang upon poor Goody Blake’.

The next two stanzas are at once climactic and anti-climactic. Their narration of Harry’s fierce taking of Goody by the arm, holding her and crying, ‘I’ve caught you then at last!’ seems to bring his obsessive passion for vengeance to fulfilment. The ‘at last’, like the ‘forever’ and ‘never’ in the narration of ‘Simon Lee,’ bespeaks a subjective relation to time that reveals its speaker’s feelings toward what he is talking about or to, in this case fulfilment of long deferred desire to take vengeance on Goody, and the direct address to Goody, I think, anticipates a response from her. What does the avenger want to hear from his long-sought victim when he finally has her in his power? That is the question on which the transformative power of this moment turns, unless, as we are allowed to believe, Harry’s chill is God’s answer to Goody’s prayer. We may also imagine, however, that her turn away from Harry to God, her failure to act the abject part of the captive wrongdoer, her third-person pronoun for the avenger who has just spoken directly to her, so completely disappoints the desire that Harry has been stoking that he is left open to the suggestion that Goody’s prayer speaks into the void it has left: ‘“O may he never more be warm!”’ It is not hard to see, once we have followed the poem’s narration closely, how what it depicts could be read as a study in ‘the manner in which our feelings and ideas are associated in a state of excitement’.14 Again and again phrases from Wordsworth’s prefaces suddenly speak to what we are making of the poems, though they might not initially have guided us to read the poems in this way.

The narrators of Wordsworth’s experimental poems not only repeat, with a difference, gestures like the call to readers to think; they also report gestures of the characters in their poems similar to the gestures of other characters, again always with a difference. Harry’s fierce taking and holding of Goody by the arm comes back to mind in ‘Anecdote for Fathers, shewing how the art of lying may be taught’, as the father-narrator of the poem reports his having taken and held and still held his boy by the arm in three successive stanzas in which he reports his interrogation of the boy about whether he would prefer being where he is now at Liswyn farm or where he was a year before at Kilve. The gesture bespoke an excessive intensity in ‘Goody Blake’ and its repeated mention here followed by the narrator’s telling that when his boy answered, ‘five times did I say to him, | ‘Why? Edward, tell me why?’ reveals troublesome intensities in this exchange as well, again between a more powerful figure and a weaker one. These almost violent intensities are especially provocative in a poem that begins and ends with its narrator first complacently asserting appreciation for his boy, who ‘dearly loves’ him, and finally apostrophizing the boy with the lines that emphasize his love for the boy:


Oh dearest, dearest boy ! my heart

For better lore would seldom yearn,

Could I but teach the hundredth part

Of what from thee I learn.



Here is yet another enigmatic concluding gesture, one that leaves uncertain both what the speaker imagines he has learned and reminds us that he feels unable to articulate even a small part of whatever it might be. Coming in the collection immediately in the wake of ‘Simon Lee,’ this poem too invites comparable questioning of its teller’s ability to tell a straight story.

A few questions here are worth thinking about. What should we make, in the speaker’s setting of the scene, of his emphasis on how his thoughts as he walked with his boy dwelt upon his former pleasures a year ago at Kilve? When he says next that it was a day when he


          could bear

To think, and think, and think again;

With so much happiness to spare,

I could not feel a pain.



should we wonder at the other sorts of days that made this one so emphatically noteworthy for its painless thinking, days when happiness was in short supply and thinking (about what?) painful? And should we ask what in that unusual painless thinking should have prompted him to ask his boy whether he preferred their prior life at Kilve or their present life at Liswyn farm? If we read here with the kind of attention that rewarded us in reading ‘Simon Lee’, we will notice that the three arm-holding askings put all the positive evaluative weight on Kilve and leave Liswyn farm unmodified. It appears that the questions are leading, and so it is all the more surprising that when the boy answers as he has been led to, the father is so insistent in asking for a reason for the answer when the boy confesses not to have one. There is less to think about here in why the boy, hard pressed for an answer, is said to have looked about him for a way to end the questioning and arbitrarily lit upon one than there is in why the father has grilled him as he has, and, even more, in why the father is telling this blithely framed narration of an exchange in which he comes off as something like a brute.

The immediately following companion poem to ‘Anecdote for Fathers’, ‘We are Seven’, presents another adult’s narration of an exchange with a child in which he has played the part of insistent, even brutal, questioner. This time the narrator, in the 1798 poem addressing his ‘dear brother Jim,’ frames the relation of his exchange with the child with a question that might be taken in several ways:


A simple child, dear brother Jim,

That lightly draws its breath,

And feels its life in every limb,

What should it know of death?



The metrical stress on ‘should’ in the first foot of the last line might, in light of the exchange that follows, be taken to ask, what could such a child be expected to know? as if the point of the narrative were to explain the child’s resistance to the narrator’s insisting that she acknowledge that two of her siblings, being dead, should not be counted. But the same emphasis on ‘should’ might also be taken to ask, what should such a child be taught to know? as if the narrator were attempting to justify what might otherwise seem to be his forceful attempt to catechize her on death and the afterlife. Again what has made this issue urgent enough for the narrator to have insisted upon it as he did and what has made it unresolved enough to compel him to try to tell about it are for me the most pressing questions raised by the poem, as the answers to them remain uncertain and thought-provoking.

All the experimental poems we have considered so far are responsive to inquiries that attend closely to the relation between their narrators’ tellings and the thoughts and feelings—spoken, inferred, or imagined—of the characters they are telling about toward other people and things toward whom the characters themselves are attending—in ‘Simon Lee’, the narrator’s belated attention to Simon’s feelings about the narrator’s ‘help’ and about the trappings of Simon’s former life, in ‘Goody Blake’ the narrator’s participation in Harry’s thoughts and feelings about Goody, in ‘Anecdote for Fathers’, the narrator’s attention to his own conduct and to the boy’s responses to him and to the places he asks him about, in ‘We are Seven’, the narrator’s attention to the girl’s account of her dead siblings and her relation to them. It pays to attend both to the language in which the narrators evaluate their characters and to the language attributed to the characters’ evaluations of the things that matter to them. All these poems, too, begin or end with framing introductions or concluding ‘morals’ that may suggest things to think about but never simply resolve the points of the tellings. Alerted to these features, we can turn to the poems that frame the second volume of Lyrical Ballads, ‘Hart-leap Well’ and ‘Michael’, to see whether the lessons we have learned from the radical experiments of the first volume may bear on reading the less controversial poems of the second.15

‘Hart-leap Well’ is a poem in two marked parts that concerns four parties. Its first part tells the tale of Sir Walter’s chase of a hart to its death on a spot that the victorious hunter chooses to commemorate by building there a pleasure-house and a fountain. Its second part introduces its narrator, who tells of coming on the spot centuries after the story told in the first part had taken place, noticing signs of some ruined structure there, and conversing with a shepherd about what happened there and what it means. The poem ends with a ‘lesson’ which, like the morals and frames we saw in the 1798 volume, seems at first straightforward but leaves us with much to think about:


One lesson, Shepherd, let us two divide,

Taught both by what she [Nature] shews, and what conceals,

Never to blend our pleasure or our pride

With sorrow of the meanest thing that feels.



I will pose the question that this stanza raises for me at the end of forty-four stanzas we have not yet considered: how evenly will this lesson be divided, and, if unevenly, who will get the larger share? Let me also, before we have the context we need to appreciate it, raise the other big question, related to this one, that arises as the second part of the poem reorients us to the story told in the first part: who is responsible for the story told in the first part? The narrator seems to be the same person through both parts, ending the first part with the declaration that ‘there is matter for a second rhyme, | And I to this would add another tale’, but he begins the new tale of the second part with a declaration that disavows the tale of the first part as being his sort of tale:


The moving accident is not my trade,

To freeze the blood I have no ready arts;

’Tis my delight, alone in summer shade,

To pipe a simple song to thinking hearts.



The phrase ‘thinking hearts’ connects us with the narrator of ‘Simon Lee’, who called for his readers to think kindly of what he offered them, but it disconnects us from the narrator of Part First of ‘Hart-leap Well’ who has just told with evident relish and close identification with its knight-hero a tale of moving accidents with artful Gothic details in which the blood of the Hart, if not the heart, has been frozen in a final death-dealing leap. Five stanzas later the narrator attributes the story of Part First to a shepherd, who ‘that same story told | Which in my former rhyme I have rehearsed’. Here’s the answer, we might think, to where that ‘former rhyme’ came from, except that, as the narrator reports the shepherd’s words, it becomes clear that his sympathies are utterly with the Hart, whose feelings at being chased and returning, perhaps to his beloved natal place to die, the shepherd vividly imagines with not a jot of sympathy for the knight whose story was so sympathetically told in Part First. In addition, the shepherd’s superstitious elaboration of his sense that the spot where the hart died and the knight built his pleasure house ‘is curs’d’—reminiscent of the superstitious preoccupations of the speaker of ‘The Thorn’ in the 1798 volume—makes him seem an unlikely teller of the story of Sir Walter’s triumphantly taking the Hart’s prodigious leap to his death and his own prodigious chase of the Hart as constituting a ‘joyful case’ that makes the scene ‘a delightful place’ to commemorate their heroic actions by consecrating it to pleasure and love. I find it much easier to imagine the poet-narrator, akin to the narrator who imagines his way into Harry Gill’s head—conjuring the tale of Sir Walter’s triumphant chase than I can imagine the shepherd telling anything like ‘that same story’. The narrator protests too much at the opening of Part Second; if the moving accident is not his trade, it is at least in his repertoire, and since he can imagine Sir Walter’s pleasure and pride at the Hart’s sorrow, while the shepherd cannot, the lion’s share of the lesson would seem to be for him.

I began discussion of ‘Hart-leap Well’ at the end where the ambiguous lesson is reminiscent of the endings of experimental poems in the 1798 volume and focused on the turn to Part Second where the narrator ‘intrudes’ to speak of the transition he is making and of his ‘trade’; a reader who opened the 1800 volume and began reading the poem from its beginning would not have been wrong to think some tale was being related and might well have imagined, until the end of Part First, that Wordsworth had decided in this second volume just to tell tales and let them be enjoyed. By the end of the volume, many readers have approached its final poem, ‘Michael, A Pastoral Poem’, with relief that the experiments are over and Wordsworth has finally let himself tell a tale that they could enjoy without distracting intrusions and provocations. They praise it as ‘cleanly told with the least intervention of the author’, who proceeds in ‘a straightforward manner’ with only ‘a shadow of a narrator’16 or one who ‘unobtrusively reminds the reader that the story is, so to speak, second-hand’.17 But a reader retrained to attend kindly to the communicative strategies of the experimental poems will notice and try to make something of features of this poem, despite its blank verse departure from what one critic disparagingly called the ‘arch jog-trot of the ballads’18 that show a teller every bit as active and evident in this tale as the tellers of the ballads but differently situated toward his characters and his listeners.

The narrator of ‘Michael’ tells his ‘Tale’ from a greater distance from his characters than any of the narrators in the experimental poems with the possible exception of ‘Hart-leap Well’, but the narrator of that poem is prompted to a telling by his curiosity about the ruins he has come upon and his conversation with the shepherd there. The narrator of ‘Michael’ calls attention to a place marked by a heap of stones and the ‘story’ that ‘appertains’ to it not because he has been there recently. Instead, recalling having been told the story and affected by it while he ‘was yet a boy’, he decides to tell it with no immediate provocation for two kinds of readers. The ‘intrusion’ in which he announces his purpose or, since the tale has not yet begun, this first-person introduction, occupies a verse paragraph of twenty-seven blank verse lines, declaring that the poem is not just a story for ‘the delight of a few natural hearts’ like the ‘thinking hearts’ of ‘Hart-leap Well’ but one ‘for the sake | Of youthful poets, who among these Hills | Will be my second self when I am gone’. This is, if you will, a legacy story meant to pass something along to poetic heirs and setting up an inescapable analogy between the poet-narrator’s effort in the poem and the unsuccessful effort of his hero Michael to pass along his values to his son Luke. This framing sets the poem itself against the long speech that leads up to Michael’s invitation to Luke to lay a stone at the unfinished sheepfold as a ‘covenant’ between them—a covenant whose failure is symbolized by the heap of stones to which the poet-narrator calls attention at the poem’s beginning and to which Michael, near the poem’s end, is said to have gone ‘many and many a day…| And never lifted up a single stone’. Whatever it is in his telling that makes the poet-narrator hope that his tale will be more successful than Michael’s—the main thing the poem asks us to think about—it is not that he abstains from narratorial gestures that call attention to the narrator or the readers or the opinions of neighbours, as the experimental ballads do. ‘Michael’ is rife with them, as I have shown at length elsewhere.19 The telling of ‘Michael’ like the telling of all the experimental poems, and unlike Michael’s overbearing and self-centred speech to Luke, offers valuable meaning to those who choose to make it. It differs from the experimental ballads in its confident offering of a story to think about, not without expressing a hope for what its anticipated readers will make of it, but without confronting them or admonishing them or tripping them up.

We might have imagined that Wordsworth had come to feel that his readers by the time they reached the end of two volumes would have learned to read his poems or that he was ready at this point serenely to leave how they might read his poems up to them. But his writing the provocative preface of 1800 after finishing this poem and the arranging the two volumes of Lyrical Ballads to end with it and his going on to add to the preface in the edition two years later and to write the ‘Essay, Supplementary to the Preface’ in 1815 show that he remained anxious about the poems’ success and unable himself to avoid sometimes overbearing rhetoric to promote them. He seemed to fear that readers would either too quickly dismiss his radical experiments without thinking about what they might offer or perhaps too easily feel at home with a poem like ‘Michael’ without thinking about them all. The choices of what to make of and how to take these poems remain open to readers, and reasonings with them like this one cannot make those choices for them though they may inform them or, at least, prompt further thinking about Wordsworth’s experimental poems.
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PART V

INHERITANCE AND LEGACY


CHAPTER 32

WORDSWORTH AND CLASSICAL HUMANISM

JOHN COLE

The real power of eloquence is so enormous that its scope includes the origin, essence, and transformation of everything: virtues, moral duties, and all the laws of nature that govern human conduct, characters, and life. It establishes traditions, laws, and legal arrangements, governs the State, and addresses with distinction and copiousness all questions belonging to any area whatsoever.

Cicero, De Oratore, 3. 761

IN 1802 Wordsworth optimistically published a third edition of Lyrical Ballads. It contained no new poetry, but the 1800 Preface had been enlarged by a third as he elaborated further on ‘the theory upon which the poems were written’, reaffirming his central argument ‘that there neither is, nor can be, any essential difference between the language of prose and metrical composition’ (LBOP, 749). Intimately linked with this claim were his earlier assertions in the Advertisement to the 1798 edition and the 1800 Preface, that ‘the language of conversation’ (738) or the ‘real language of men’ might be capable of producing the pleasure formally associated with Poetry. The most significant part of the 1802 additions was the section in which he took up his subject ‘upon general grounds’ and asked the questions ‘what is meant by the word Poet? What is a Poet? To whom does he address himself? And what language is to be expected from him?’ In asking and answering the question ‘What is a Poet?’ Wordsworth echoed the classical voice of Ben Jonson in his Discoveries and also had Sir Philip Sidney’s Defence of Poetry in mind.2 He had been reading and discussing Jonson’s work prior to writing the 1802 additions, and may have been reading from his copy of Sir Phillip Sydney’s Defence of Poetry and Observations on Poetry and Eloquence from the Discoveries of Ben Jonson. Wordsworth’s answer stresses both the Poet’s humanity (he is not divinely inspired) and his abilities as a speaker.

He is a man speaking to men; a man, it is true, endued with more lively sensibility, more enthusiasm and tenderness, who has a greater knowledge of human nature, and a more comprehensive soul, than are supposed to be common among mankind; a man pleased with his own passions and volitions, and who rejoices more than other men in the spirit of life that is in him; delighting to contemplate similar volitions and passions as manifested in the goings-on of the Universe and habitually impelled to create then where he does not find them. (LBOP, 751)

The paragraph describing the exceptional qualities of such a man continues for as many lines again and alludes to a passage in Quintilian’s Institutio Oratoria (The Institutes of Oratory), when describing his ‘disposition to be affected more than other men by absent things as if they were present’.3 The Poet Wordsworth idealizes is no ‘common’ man speaking to men; his character is endued with so much ‘more’ (as Wordsworth’s palilogia emphasizes). He is, essentially, a man who has been educated according to Quintilian’s high standards, someone of good character and great natural sensibility who can combine his abilities as a ‘speaker’ with his understanding of virtue and his knowledge of human nature. If the extensive list of character attributes considered necessary for Wordsworth’s Poet were to be summed up more concisely, then Quintilian’s description of the best orator as vir bonus dicendi peritus, ‘a good man skilled in speaking’ (Institutio Oratoria, 12. 1. 1) would be apt—providing Wordsworth’s theory is interpreted according to the rhetorical principles that guided his art. This was something Wordsworth hinted at when adding an unattributed quotation from Quintilian to the half-title page of the 1802 edition. ‘Pectus enim id est quod disertos facit, et vis mentis; ideoque imperitis quoque, si modo sint aliquo adfectu concitati, verba non desunt. It is feeling of the heart that makes men eloquent, and strong imagination. Hence even to the illiterate words are not wanting if they are but roused by some strong emotion)’.4

Quintilian’s influence on Wordsworth was convincingly argued for by Klaus Dockhorn in 1944 and later acknowledged by Herbert Lindenberger in On Wordsworth’s Prelude.5 But his argument had little influence on ‘the pre-established codes of decision’ of critics sympathetic to Coleridge’s representation of Wordsworth as ‘a poet of Imagination’ in Coleridge’s sense of the term. Dockhorn’s assertion that the secret to understanding Wordsworth’s theory lay in appreciating his debt to classical rhetoric would take some fifty years to become more widely acknowledged, with his essay being republished, in English, in Rhetorical Traditions and British Romantic Literature in 1995.6 Bruce Graver’s essay in that collection specifically acknowledges Wordsworth’s debt to Cicero and Quintilian, and Theresa Kelley’s essay focuses on his use of rhetorical argumentation based on Cicero’s adaptation of Aristotle.7 In Wordsworth’s Classical Undersong: Education, Rhetoric and Poetic Truth, Richard Clancey also emphasized that Wordsworth’s grammar-school education had shaped his thinking according to classical models of disputation: ‘A classical education was heavily rhetorical, Oratory, Demosthenes, Cicero, et al, were at the heart of the curriculum. The other genres studied—epic, drama, history, literary epistles, moral essays—all had a powerful rhetorical cast’.8

In describing the best orator as ‘a good man skilled in speaking’, Quintilian had in mind the historical example of Cicero who he considered a greater orator than Demosthenes and whose works on oratory supplied much material for his Institutes.

Truly for posterity ‘Cicero’ has come to be the name not of a man but of eloquence itself. Let us therefore fix our eyes on this, let this be our principal pattern, and let him know he has advanced himself, whoever shall admire Cicero intensely. (Institutio Oratoria, 10. 1. 112)

Wordsworth had also admired Cicero intensely and had sought to advance himself as a Poet by following his example. When introducing the Preface, he wrote that he had declined to undertake ‘a systematic defence of the theory upon which the poems were written’ because ‘to treat the subject with clearness and coherence’ he would need ‘to give a full account of the present state of the public taste of the country’, something that could not be ascertained ‘without pointing out, in what manner language and the human mind act and react on each other, and without retracing the revolutions not of literature alone, but likewise of society itself’ (LBOP, 742). Like Cicero, Wordsworth believed he had a duty to use language in a manner that would lead to the ‘transformation of everything: virtues, moral duties, and all the laws of nature that govern human conduct, characters, and life’ and he was inspired by Cicero’s knowledge of how ‘language and the human mind act and react on each other’, and his use of that understanding to transform society.

The orator should master everything that is relevant to the practices of citizens and the way humans behave: all that is connected with normal life, the functioning of the State, our social order, as well as the way people usually think, human nature, and character. (De Oratore, 2. 68)

The mastery Cicero expected of the orator was something that Wordsworth expected of the poet, and was in keeping with the classical humanist ideals of the Renaissance poets that he identified with and hoped to emulate. As John Danby asserted, Wordsworth should be seen as ‘the last great representative in English Poetry of the renaissance tradition…in the same line as Chaucer, Spencer, Sidney, and Milton’. In this tradition poets considered themselves public servants. ‘They were the voices of those sanities and wisdoms they conceived as necessary for the public welfare. They wrote from their capacities, they addressed themselves to the active capacities of their audience. An implicit moral purpose…circumscribed what they wrote’.9

ELOQUENCE

The literary theory of the Renaissance poets was intrinsically rhetorical, and central to the argument of Sidney’s Defence of Poetry was the understanding that poetry—by which he meant all fiction—was meant not only to please or delight (delectare) but also to move (movere) and instruct (docere). Cicero had defined these three ‘offices’ or duties for the orator who, ideally, would first please his audience in order to win over their sympathy before then moving their feelings with the express purpose of instructing their minds.10 He also acknowledged that ‘The poet…closely resembles the orator. While the former is slightly more restricted as to rhythm, and enjoys a greater licence in his choice of words, they have an almost equal share in many of the devices of style’ (De Oratore, 1. 70). It was when referring to matters of style, that Wordsworth had declared his intention ‘to adopt the very language of men’ rather than relying on the artifice of ‘poetic diction’. In 1802 he added that this ‘selection of the language really spoken by men’ if ‘made with true taste and feeling’ and ‘if selected truly and judiciously, must necessarily be dignified and variegated, and alive with metaphors and figures’(LBOP, 750). This was not because the poet embellished his thought with ornaments of style but because his language was ‘an incarnation of thought’ rather than ‘merely a clothing for it’—to use the distinction made later in the Essays on Epitaphs (PrW, II. 84). Wordsworth had emphasized this point earlier in the Preface when comparing the natural eloquence—the ‘far more philosophical’ language expressed by rustics living in natural settings—with that of ‘Poets who separate themselves from the sympathies of men, and indulge in arbitrary and capricious habits of expression in order to furnish food for fickle tastes and fickle appetites of their own creation’ (LBOP, 743–4). But he was not suggesting that the rustics’ spontaneous expressions of feeling were poetry, or that they should be considered poets. Wordsworth’s Poet, like Cicero and Quintilian’s Orator, spoke with authority as an educated man who used ‘devices of style’ with the pragmatic intention of pleasing and moving the feelings of his auditor or reader in keeping with ‘an implicit moral purpose’. Quintilian concurred with Cicero in believing that style should not be ornate or clever, and ‘elegance’ should only be used ‘when it is natural and unaffected’. He noted, however, that many poets and orators go looking for ostentatious ornaments instead of using plain language, but such poetic diction hides direct, ‘manly’ good sense in a dark and luxuriant overgrowth of allusion and cleverness (Institutio Oratoria, 8. Pr. 18–24).

We borrow figures and metaphors from the most decadent poets, and regard it as a real sign of genius that it should require a genius to understand our meaning. And yet Cicero long since laid down this rule in the clearest language, that the worst fault in speaking is to adopt a style inconsistent with the idiom of ordinary speech and contrary to the common feeling of mankind. (8. Pr. 25; emphasis added)

In De Oratore Cicero had written,

The words used in conversation are no different from those we use in energetic speech, nor are they drawn from one category for daily usage, and from another for use on the stage and in other forms of display. Rather they lie in everyone’s reach (3. 177, emphasis added).

When Wordsworth wrote that ‘all good Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings’, he was not endorsing some form of cultural primitivism. His assertion is immediately qualified, ‘but though this be true, Poems to which any value can be attached’ are only produced by ‘a man who being possessed of a more than usual organic sensibility had also thought long and deeply’ (LBOP, 744). Such a man distils the continuous influxes of his feelings in order to bring them into conformity with nature and attain the ‘tranquil’ state of mind necessary for successful composition to occur. In this process, habits of mind are formed that represent the virtuous character of the Wordsworthian Poet who has, through his repeated acts of meditation, discovered ‘what is really important to men’, and has modified his feelings accordingly,

till at length, if we be originally possessed of much sensibility, such habits of mind will be produced that, obeying blindly and mechanically the impulses of those habits, we shall describe objects, and utter sentiments, of such a nature and in such connection with each other, that the understanding of the being to whom we address ourselves, if he be in a healthful state of association, must necessarily be in some degree enlightened, and his affections ameliorated. (LBOP, 745)

It is possible to read into these lines evidence of Wordsworth’s knowledge of Hartley’s theory of associationism, but Hartley was drawing on Locke who was, in turn, drawing on his knowledge of Cicero when writing about the growth of the mind and its education. The above passage echoes Quintilian’s description in the Institutes of how the acquisition of knowledge develops until it becomes ‘second nature’, and the orator is able to speak extempore on any subject with an eloquence that will move the feelings and enlighten the person being addressed. Wordsworth describes this as the duty of the ‘great Poet’ in his letter to John Wilson in 1802.

You have given me praise for having reflected faithfully in my poems the feelings of human nature I would fain hope that I have done so. But a great Poet ought to do more than this he ought to a certain degree to rectify men’s feelings, to give them new compositions of feeling, to render their feelings more sane, pure and permanent, in short, more consonant to nature, that is, to eternal nature and the great moving spirit of things. (EY, 355)

POLITICS AND HISTORY

The classical and rhetorical influences on Wordsworth’s theory of poetry went largely unnoticed by many twentieth-century critics, who tended to focus on his supposed debt to eighteenth-century writers following the seminal work done by Arthur Beatty.11 Beatty’s analysis of Wordsworth’s doctrine was based on the premise that ‘by 1798 Wordsworth was in possession of a theory and method in poetry with which he was completely unacquainted in 1795’, having been ‘furnished with a philosophy and an aesthetic’ during the period he was at Racedown.12 Beatty described Wordsworth as a ‘reactionary’, reacting against the Enlightenment thought of Rousseau and Godwin, and deduced that Wordsworth had turned to ‘Hartley, Locke and the general tradition of English philosophy’ for his doctrine, believing that his ‘exact use of terms which are largely philosophical’ showed evidence of ‘a rather intimate knowledge of the philosophies of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries’.13 Beatty was the first to argue for the influence of Hartley, and he also ranged widely in eighteenth-century literature looking for the aesthetic concepts that Wordsworth might have used as source material for his argument, believing he had found them in the work of writers of the ‘School of Taste’.14 Although Beatty’s work is seldom cited today, it would lay the foundations on which later studies of Wordsworth’s philosophy and theory would be based, forming assumptions that would become commonplaces of Wordsworth criticism. Meyer Abrams followed Beatty when asserting that Wordsworth’s theory was composed of an ‘amalgam’ of concepts gleaned from eighteenth-century sources rather than the works of Aristotle, Horace, Cicero, and Quintilian,15 and W. J. B. Owen also emphasized that his Commentary on the Preface to Lyrical Ballads ‘makes clear Wordsworth’s general debt to the eighteenth century’ (Pr W, I. 112).

Wordsworth was obviously responding to the writers of the ‘School of Taste’ when writing the Preface, but neither their works, nor those of the English philosophers, furnished him with the philosophy or the aesthetic principles that informed his work in 1798 when he began work on ‘The Recluse’ and demonstrated new powers of poetic expression and a new philosophical outlook. Nor should Coleridge be credited with having done so. The philosophy expressed in ‘The Recluse’ and the theory of the Preface owed far more to the classical thought that had informed Wordsworth’s liberal education at Hawkshead and Cambridge,16 and to the classical humanist principles he adopted in his later study of classical republicanism in the mid-1790s. In late 1792 he had embraced the ‘ancient spirit’ of republican Rome following his engagement with revolutionary politics in France where debate in the Assembly had turned to the virtues of Roman republicanism.17 Later, when he needed to distance himself from his overly-enthusiastic identification with the French extremists and justify his republican beliefs according to reason rather than feeling, he committed himself to the principles of the English republicans, such ‘Great men’ as ‘Sydney, Marvel, Harrington | Young Vane and others who call’d Milton friend’ (CP2V, 166).18 ‘These moralists [who] could act and comprehend’, entertained concepts of virtù and civic humanism modelled on the example of the republican city states of renaissance Italy that had drawn extensively on the example and the works of Cicero, who had died a martyr for the cause of Liberty.19 Wordsworth’s letters to William Mathews in 1794 provide evidence of his careful study of classical republican thought, demonstrating a commitment to concepts of morality, manners, and character considered universal to humanity, and he urged Mathews to ‘let slip no opportunity of explaining and enforcing those general principles of the social order which are applicable in all times and to all places’ (EY, 124).

In 1795 Wordsworth made a detour from his commitment to pure republicanism as he fell under the spell of Godwin’s rhetoric, only to then react against Godwinian reason as he suffered the ‘moral crisis’ that marks a turning point in the narrative of The Prelude. In his recovery from ‘despair’ at that time he was assisted by Dorothy’s human love, and also furnished with the new appreciation of philosophy that Beatty had described. But it was not to the thought of Locke or Hartley that he turned to for consolation, but the ancient wisdom represented in Cicero’s philosophical works, in which he found answers to the ‘moral questions’ that Godwin failed to address. Among the ‘Old Whig texts’20 in the Racedown library was a copy of Conyers Middleton’s widely respected three volume Life of M. Tullius Cicero; a complete set of Cicero’s Opera Omnia; Middleton’s edition of Cicero’s Epistles; and a copy of his most famous work, De Officiis (On Duties). The third volume of the Life of Cicero is dedicated to Cicero’s philosophy and begins with several pages praising Cicero’s great character before giving a comprehensive well-referenced synopsis of his works on philosophy. Middleton was another great admirer of Cicero; as too was Edmund Burke, whose writings have been credited with influencing Wordsworth at this time.21 But it was not Burke, or Coleridge, but Cicero whom Wordsworth was directly indebted to in 1798. Beatty thought that Wordsworth was well read in the works of the English empiricists because of his ‘exact use of terms which are largely philosophical’, but a more exact study of those terms reveals Wordsworth’s knowledge of concepts distinctive to Cicero’s works and his use of language and phrasing that echoes the text of the original Latin. It is also the case that in the process of translating Greek concepts into Latin, Cicero had in fact coined many of the philosophical terms that came to be used by later philosophers, and are still in use today.

In her analysis of Wordsworth’s debt to Roman thought Jane Worthington describes how Wordsworth’s study of Roman politics, history, and philosophy during this period produced the Roman frame of mind that gave his poetry its strong sense of moral purpose and led to his lifelong commitment to definite ‘principles’ on which he based his arguments, that ‘either take their source or find illustration and support in the historical and political writings of ancient Rome’.22 One fundamental principle of Wordsworth’s political thought in 1798 was the belief held by the Stoics that human laws had to be based on the eternal laws of nature in order to be considered just. This was a central tenet of Cicero’s understanding of political justice as set out in De Legibus (On Laws), a work that made Cicero an important figure in the history of political thought. When not engaged in his duties as a statesman, Cicero was often engaged in the study of philosophy in order to apply his knowledge of the subject to the practical purpose of just government. He had first argued that the orator should combine philosophy with oratory (sapientia with eloquentia) in his juvenile work De Inventione (On Invention), written when he was eighteen. De Oratore, and his two works on government De Re Publica (On the Republic) and De Legibus were written when he was in his fifties. But it was after being forced to retire from politics, having backed the wrong side in the civil war, that he dedicated his time to writing the series of works that later established his reputation as a philosopher.

Over a two year period Cicero produced a series of ‘philosophical’ works, drawing on his knowledge of the four main schools of Greek philosophy, translating Greek concepts into Latin for the edification of the Roman mind.23 As a philosopher representing these concepts he claimed the impartiality of an Academic Sceptic, a follower of the New Academy, and stressed his allegiance to the sceptical tradition established by Socrates who had re-orientated the focus of philosophy from ‘obscure and intricate enquiries into nature…to questions of morality of more immediate use and importance to the happiness of man; concerning the true notions of virtue and vice, and the natural difference of good and evil’.24 For Cicero, and for Wordsworth, philosophy was primarily concerned with the practical question of what constitutes the ‘good life’, the life of virtue that leads to ‘happiness’ according to eudaemonist principles originating in Aristotelian virtue-ethics as later applied by the Stoics.25 The latter asserted that the pursuit of virtue itself was the only end in life, and was achieved by living ‘in accordance with nature’. As an Academic Sceptic, Cicero asserted that the business of philosophy was not to claim any knowledge of absolute truth (something considered impossible), but to attempt to eliminate error and discover what was ‘most probable’.26 He therefore rejected the dogmatic assumptions of Platonic idealism and followed Aristotle in believing that the best philosopher, like the best orator, should be able to argue both sides of a question. He claimed to be impartial in his representation of the different schools of philosophy, but made no secret of his criticism of the Epicureans for their withdrawal from social action and praised the Stoics’ rigorous and more applied approach to the puzzles of philosophy, which he found most worthy of detailed explication. He was particularly indebted to the thought of the middle Stoic philosophers Posidonius and Panaetius who had adapted the original, more austere teachings characteristic of the early Stoics (Zeno, Chryssipus, and Carneades) to suit the Roman frame of mind, with its emphasis on practical social reform and achievable moral ends. He had studied with Posidonius, and the first two books of his most influential work, De Officiis (On Duties), were largely a translation of Panaetius’ Peri Tou Kethêkontos (On Appropriate Actions).

Although Cicero’s philosophical works failed to have a significant impact on the minds of his time, they were important to the development of later Roman Stoicism, provided the Church Fathers and the scholars of the Middle Ages with their knowledge of Greek thought, and formed the foundations for the humanist ideals of the Renaissance. Humanitas was a Ciceronian concept, and both Petrarch and Erasmus drew extensively on Cicero’s philosophy and his ideals as they developed the principles of classical humanism which have a strong Stoic colouring as a result.27 Petrarch idealized Cicero as the epitome of a virtuous man whose eloquence had been directed towards improving the virtue of society, and whose example might be emulated by the best poets. Erasmus lived his life in accordance with the ‘moral’ philosophy set out in De Officiis, a work so widely published and read in Renaissance Europe that it can be considered the ‘bible’ of classical humanism. It was also the book used to teach Wordsworth his ‘morals’ at Hawkshead Grammar School, and a set text at Cambridge.28 Up until the early nineteenth century Cicero’s philosophical works were still widely studied and quoted from for their authority, providing many commonplaces on topics relating to ‘Nature, Man and Society’ in seventeenth and eighteenth century literature. John Locke, Adam Smith, David Hume, James Beattie, Edmund Burke, and Immanuel Kant were a few of the many Enlightenment thinkers indebted to Cicero for their knowledge of Greek philosophy. And so too was Wordsworth.

PHILOSOPHY

When, in his letter to John Wilson, Wordsworth wrote of a great Poet rectifying men’s feelings by rendering them ‘more sane, pure and permanent, in short, more in consonant to nature’, his reference to ‘eternal nature and the great moving spirit of things’ is strongly reminiscent of the disturbing ‘presence’, the ‘sense sublime’ dwelling in nature and in ‘the mind of man’ that he had described in ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’:


A motion and a spirit, that impels

All thinking things, all objects of all thought

And rolls through all things.



This is not a description of any transcendent concept supplied by Coleridge, or of some mystical encounter, nor is it a declaration of ‘religious faith’.29 In his ‘passionate expression uttered incautiously in the Poem upon the Wye’ (MY, II. 188), Wordsworth was not declaring himself a ‘worshipper of Nature’ in a religious sense, but expressing his faith in an understanding based on a philosophical justification for the existence of a divine principle at work in the universe.30 His words describe the pneuma, the divine power that exists in all things animate and inanimate, according to the Stoics, and which does not transcend the human world or the world of nature, but is itself material. The Stoics were monists and believed that everything, including ‘spirit’, and even the spoken word had a material existence; they therefore had no concept of a transcendent deity. By 1798 Wordsworth was furnished a with fairly comprehensive understanding of key aspects of Stoic doctrine as represented by Cicero. ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ describe a new, conscious, relationship with nature that Wordsworth was only able to articulate once he had concluded that the ‘aching joys’ and ‘dizzy raptures’ experienced in nature in his youth were more manic than mantic. Such ecstasies of feeling as described in the poem and also celebrated in the early books of The Prelude are acknowledged to be ‘bad’ rather than ‘good’ states for the mind of a mature man to experience, though they would be considered ‘appropriate’ to the age of youth according to the Stoic principles that inform Wordsworth’s argument.31

In her study of Wordsworth’s debt to Stoic philosophy in Chapter 3 of Wordsworth’s Reading of Roman Prose, Jane Worthington maintained that he had no knowledge of Stoic philosophy before 1804 when he was known to be reading in Seneca, and that any ‘Stoic’ concepts discovered in his work before then were simply the coincidental expression of the ‘serene and blessed mood’ of his own mind, or possibly gleaned from discussion with Coleridge about Spinoza. Although she made the significant observation that ‘Wordsworth always speaks of Cicero as the “philosophic” Cicero’ she had not appreciated that he was reading widely in Cicero’s philosophical works in the 1790s.32 She conceived of him as a ‘natural’ stoic—which was exactly how he set out to describe the character of the Pedlar in ‘The Ruined Cottage’ in the spring of 1798. But a closer study of the Pedlar’s stoic attitude, the concepts expressed in his philosophical verse, the terminology used to describe the growth of his mind and the descriptions of his emotional experience all reveal Wordsworth to have been applying his knowledge of Stoic thought gleaned from his reading of Cicero when creating the Pedlar’s virtuous character. The technical terms used to describe how ‘the foundations of his mind were laid’ (CExc, I. 148) suggests he was drawing on Cicero’s representation of Stoic epistemology in his Academica.33 The description of ‘impressions’ (phantasiae) that ‘lay like substances’ on the Pedlar’s mind, and the fact that he would develop ‘An active power to fasten images | Upon his brain’ (CExc, I. 163–4) suggests Wordsworth’s knowledge of Academica, 1. 40–2.34 This section describes how the mind acquires knowledge by developing an ability to discriminate between true and false impressions and ‘grasp’ the true ‘apprehension’ of reality produced by ‘cataleptic impressions’ (phantasia katalēptikē). When using this material to describe the growth of his own mind in the 1805 Prelude, the technical term ‘apprehensive habitude’ (Prel–13, II. 256) is again suggestive of concepts originating in the Academica.

The cataleptic impressions that the mind consciously grasps are true imaginations of ‘things as they are’ based on its ability to reason correctly, and according to Stoic thought ‘right reason’ is a divine power that humans share with the gods (De Legibus, I. 22). Initially the infant mind is conceived of as a blank slate (Locke’s tabula rasa), and has no innate capacity to make sense of sense impressions. But the Stoics believed that the infant was born with a ‘seed’ or ‘spark’ of divine consciousness (ὰφορμαί) that initiated the process of concept formation, enabling the mind to begin to discriminate its sense of self from the appearances of nature as successive layers of impressions build up ‘stores of knowledge’. If that seed or spark was nurtured by a kind mother or nurse, and the child grew up in a supportive natural setting—like that of Wordsworth’s rustics, the Pedlar, and Wordsworth himself—then it continued to guide the child and the youth, whose experiences remain ‘steeped in feeling’. In this state of ‘natural genius’ the youth lacks the capacity to think rationally and remains symbiotically connected to the ‘divine’ world of nature. This experience is idealized and celebrated in the early books of The Prelude when Wordsworth believed himself a ‘chosen son’. But in order for ‘the youth’ who ‘still is Nature’s priest’ to develop into ‘the man’ (‘Ode, Intimations of Immortality’), a necessary separation has to occur. The mind or soul must develop the ability to think clearly and use reason to make distinctions between the ‘good ‘and ‘bad’ courses of action that have to be made by the wise person in the human world. The Stoics believed that the chief aim and end of philosophy was the pursuit of personal virtue which was achieved, by following ‘the path of nature’ that led to the development of ‘right reason’. If this is perfected it becomes the state of consciousness that ‘highest minds’ participate in, which Wordsworth described in The Prelude as


    Imagination, which, in truth,

Is but another name for absolute strength

And clearest insight, amplitude of mind

And Reason in her most exalted mood.(Prel–13, XIII. 167–70)



The ‘faculty’ that has been the ‘moving soul’ of Wordsworth’s ‘long labour’ is essentially the Stoic logos, the divine reason that rules the universe and which the enlightened ‘mind of man’ can also experience by living the life of virtue. The ‘Prophets of Nature’ who speak ‘A lasting inspiration sanctified | By reason and by truth’ at the conclusion of the 1805 Prelude (XIII. 442–4) are able to do so by virtue of their reason being a true representation of the nature of things. The ‘work’ of ‘redemption’ described as their task in the very final lines of the poem entails teaching ‘how the mind of man becomes | A thousand times more beautiful than the earth | On which he dwells’ being ‘itself | Of substance and of fabric more divine’ (XIII. 446–52). This passage praising the beauty of the enlightened ‘philosophic mind’ echoes several passages in Cicero’s works that celebrate the mind’s ability to realize its divine potential through the pursuit of philosophy, but most specifically, De Finibus 3. 75.

It was after realizing that he had been too enthusiastic and too emotional in his support for the French cause that Wordsworth had turned to Godwin’s ‘Philosophy | That promised to extract the hopes of man | Out of his feelings, to be fixed thenceforth | For ever in a purer element (Prel–13, X. 807–10). Godwin’s focus on reason found ‘ready welcome’ in Wordsworth’s ‘young ingenuous mind | Pleased with extremes’ (X. 815–16), but his engagement with Godwin’s method took him from one extreme state of mind to its opposite direction. Between 1795 and 1798, having ostensibly ‘Yielded up moral questions in despair’ (X. 900), he engaged in another significant period of study at Racedown that resulted in him finding a virtuous Aristotelian mean between the two vicious extremes of emotion and reason that had defined his existence since his return from France. It was from his reading in Cicero’s philosophical works then, that he was able to commit to philosophical principles that were in accordance with nature (Godwin’s were not), and it was at this point that he rededicated himself to seeking his ‘office on earth’ as ‘A Poet’, assisted by ‘Nature’s self’ and ‘human love’ (X. 919–21).

When he later revised this section of The Prelude he accentuated his sense of despair and added a further attack on Godwin’s abstract reason for having no ethical foundations.


This was the crisis of that strong disease,

This the soul’s last and lowest ebb; I drooped,

Deeming our blessed reason of least use

Where wanted most: ‘the lordly attributes

Of will and choice, (I bitterly exclaimed),

What are they but a mockery of a Being

Who hath in no concerns of his a test

Of good and evil? knows not what to fear

Or hope for, what to covet or to shun?(Prel–14, XI. 306–14)



The final lines of this passage allude to titles of three of Cicero’s works, De Finibus Bonorum et Malorum (On Moral Ends, or more literally On the Chief Good and Evil); The Tusculan Disputations, which discuss how the wise man distinguishes what to fear or hope for; and De Officiis, which discusses the moral choices the wise person makes concerning what to covet or shun. In Book 3 of Tusculan Disputations Cicero famously described philosophy as a cure for diseases of the mind, and Wordsworth’s reference to ‘the crisis of that strong disease’ should be read as signifying both a healing crisis and a turning point (krises) in the poem. The ‘strong disease’ of his mind, caused by emotion disturbing his reason, had not been cured by Godwin’s philosophy—which had led him into ‘a work | Of false imagination’ (Prel–13, XI. 846–7) in which his ‘heart…had been turned aside | From nature (X. 885–6–7)—but by Cicero’s wisdom and eloquence as he acted as a physician to Wordsworth’s soul. When Wordsworth brings The Prelude to ‘its appointed close’ having felt that his ‘faculties were sufficiently matured’ (CExc, 38) to embark upon writing ‘The Recluse’ he writes of it as a time


When we may (not presumptuously, I hope)

Suppose my powers so far confirmed, and such

My knowledge, as to make me capable

Of building up a work that should endure(Prel–13, XIII. 275–8).



Wordsworth’s capability depended on his application of the ‘powers’ of eloquence and the ‘knowledge’ of philosophy that Cicero thought essential to the best orator, and in beginning work on his ‘moral and Philosophical Poem’ in early 1798 he ably demonstrated his technical skill.

THE PEDLAR

Wordsworth first refers to the new mature work he hoped ‘should endure’ in his letter to James Tobin in March 1798. ‘I have written 1300 lines of a poem in which I contrive to convey most of the knowledge of which I am possessed. My object is to give pictures of Nature, Man, and Society. Indeed I know not anything which will not come within the scope of my plan’ (EY, 212). The letter, often referred to for the matter it describes, also revealed something of the manner of his poetic art. After relating that publishing was ‘a thing which I dread as much as death itself’, he then made the point of commenting on his use of figurative language: ‘This may serve as an example of the figure by rhetoricians called hyperbole’ (EY, 211).35 And after referring to some essays that ‘must be written with eloquence, or not at all’, he added, ‘My eloquence, speaking with modesty, will all be carried off, at least for some time, into my poem’ (EY, 212). In writing about figures of speech and eloquence Wordsworth was referring to matters of style (elocutio), one of the five parts of a rhetorical argument as described by Cicero. And when he wrote that he was to ‘give pictures of Nature, Man and Society’ he was intending to use figurative language to do just that. One of the most powerful techniques of Cicero and Quintilian’s ideal orator was the use of words to create pictures in the minds of his auditors in order to move their feelings. Aristotle had emphasized the need to make things come alive in the imaginations of an audience in his Rhetoric when discussing the use of metaphor (Rhetoric, III, 1411b 22ff), and his discussion of energia (‘energetic language’) is often associated with another rhetorical term enargia, the use of vivid description intended to bring a scene to life before the eyes of the auditor and make ‘absent things’ seem ‘present’.36 Both activities required a ‘poetic’ use of language to create images in the mind in this classical appreciation of the workings of the poetic imagination. Aristotle had also believed that all acts of thinking were accompanied by mental imagery and that there was a necessary connection between images and ideas (De Anima 3. 7. 431–2).37

In The Defence of Poetry, when discussing the relative abilities of the historian, the philosopher, and the poet to teach virtue, Sidney argues that the matter of the philosopher is only effectively conveyed if it is eloquently expressed. The Poet is a better teacher of ‘morals’ than the philosopher because of his skill in painting pictures in the imaginations of his readers that would convey moral truths more directly and forcefully than the abstract reasoning of philosophers. (Wordsworth would later echo these very same sentiments in his ‘Essay on Morals’ written at Goslar as he was musing on ideas that would later inform his Preface).38 Sidney writes that ‘The peerless poet’ presents

A perfect picture…for he yieldeth to the powers of the mind an image of that whereof the philosopher bestoweth but a wordish description, which doth neither strike, pierce nor possess the sight of the soul so much as that other doth…the philosopher, with his learned definitions, be it of virtues or vices, matters of public policy or private government, replenisheth the memory with many infallible grounds of wisdom, which notwithstanding lie dark before the imaginative and judging power, if they be not illumined or figured forth by the speaking picture of poesy’.39

In comparing the relative merits of the historian, the philosopher, and the poet to teach effectively, Sidney gives the poet the laurel crown because of his ability to not simply instruct, but to move his reader: ‘to be moved to do that which we know, or to be moved with desire to know—hoc opus, hic labor est’.40 The Latin quotation is from Virgil (Aeneid, 6. 129), but Sidney is alluding to the fact that Quintilian quoted the same passage when describing the most powerful techniques of the orator, those associated with moving the emotions by subtle means using appeals to ethos (Institutio Oratoria 6. 2. 7). Quintilian’s treatment of appeals to ethos was taken from his knowledge of Cicero, who in turn owed a significant debt to Aristotle’s Rhetoric. In De Oratore, Cicero had adapted Aristotle’s three proofs or means of persuasion—the appeals to logos, (reason), ethos (character), and pathos (emotion)—in order to develop a more complex and convincing form of argumentation, and Wordsworth utilized Cicero’s adaptation of Aristotle as part of his art of poetry. In the Preface to The Excursion he referred to this art when referring to the ‘system’ implicit in ‘The Recluse’:

It is not the Author’s intention formally to announce a system: it was more animating to him to proceed in a different course; and if he shall succeed in conveying to the mind clear thoughts, lively images and strong feelings, the Reader will have no difficulty in extracting the system for himself. (CExc, 39)

Wordsworth’s classically educated readers may have appreciated his use of appeals to logos, ethos, and pathos as part of the process of pleasing, moving, and instructing his reader’s minds. Modern readers can also relate ‘clear thoughts’ to appeals to logos, and ‘strong feelings’ to appeals to pathos, but it is not so easy to equate ‘lively images’ with appeals to ethos, which had originally related to the portrayal of good character by the speaker in Aristotle’s Rhetoric. But in Cicero’s usage, the appeal to ethos was transformed into the speaker’s ability to win over the minds of the auditor through more ‘gentle’ means of persuasion.41 Quintilian, in his discussion of ethos in Book 6 of the Institutes translates the Greek term into mores (morals) and presents it as a well–mannered form of emotional appeal made by someone whose style should be ‘calm and mild with no sense of pride, elevation or sublimity’.42 Quintilian links the two processes of feeling and seeing, maintaining that an orator with a strong innate capacity to visualize will, in the act of visualization (imagination), create an unwilled (spontaneous) emotional response in himself that will, in turn, affect the auditor’s feelings. Cicero had followed Aristotle in asserting that the orator should feel what he wanted his audience to feel, and Horace had famously stated the same for the poet,43 but Quintilian thought he had carried the process further by moving the emotions through an act of imagination.

From such impressions arises that enargia that Cicero calls illustratio and evidentia which makes us seem not so much to narrate as to exhibit the actual scene, while our emotions will be no less actively stirred than if we were present at the actual occurrence. (Institutio Oratoria, 6. 2. 32)

Wordsworth, who in the Prospectus to ‘The Recluse’ recorded seeing ‘fair trains of imagery’ when ‘musing in solitude’, along with corresponding feelings of emotion (CExc, 39), would have appreciated Quintilian’s art. Obviously the poet is not present when his words are read from a book, so the reader cannot be influenced by his presence or his delivery. But in ‘The Ruined Cottage’ the narrator of the poem relates his response to the narrative of the Pedlar, and readers’ emotions are affected as they ‘witness’ this interaction in their imaginations. The Pedlar’s narration of ‘the tale of Margaret’ is so eloquent, and his ethos so trustworthy, that his words do indeed conjure up pictures in his auditor’s mind.

In the climax to the first part of the poem the Pedlar pauses after having dramatically given voice to the dead Margaret when describing the piteous state of her husband’s mind. ‘“Every smile”, | Said Margaret to me, here beneath these trees, | “Made my heart bleed”’ (CExc, I. 619–21). The reader imagines the Pedlar gesturing, as well as being affected by the incongruity of the emotional exchange, when a smile pierces rather than warms the heart. The Pedlar then gives a brief discourse that is intended to forestall any feelings of grief that might upset the mind of his addressee or disturb ‘the calm of nature’, and the latter is at first persuaded not to feel too strongly impressed by the Pedlar’s eloquence. But in spite of the Pedlar’s admonishment, and ‘In [his] own despite’ it turns out that he cannot help but feel grief for Margaret as if she was someone he ‘had known and loved’ because the Pedlar’s eloquence and ethos has had the desired effect:


          He had rehearsed

Her homely tale with such familiar power

With such a tender countenance, an eye

So busy, that the things of which he spake

Seemed present.(CExc, I. 644–8)44



In May 1807, when asserting that the public lacked the imagination to appreciate his poetic art in Poems, in Two Volumes, Wordsworth refers to the three means of persuasion in his correspondence with Lady Beaumont. In his passionate attack on the dissolute manners of the public who are described as too busy in the pursuit of fame and fortune to have time to either express love or appreciate poetry, he writes of the ‘pure absolute honest ignorance, in which all worldlings of every rank and situation must be enveloped, with respect to the thoughts, feelings, and images, on which the life of my poetry depends’ (MY, I. 145; emphasis added). And this reference to Cicero’s adaptation of Aristotle’s three proofs is repeated a few lines later when he reassures Lady Beaumont that, despite the public’s ignorance, their corrupted feelings, and their current lack of imagination, the ‘destiny’ of his poems will be ‘to console the afflicted, to add sunshine to daylight by making the happy happier, to teach that young and gracious of every age, to see, to think and feel, and therefore to become more actively and securely virtuous; this is their office’ (MY, I.146; emphasis added). After asserting that ‘There is scarcely one of my Poems which does not aim to direct the attention to some moral sentiment or to some general principle, or law of thought, or of our intellectual constitution’ (148) Wordsworth summed up his argument by writing, ‘I doubt not that you will share with me an invincible confidence that my writings (and among them these little Poems) will co-cooperate with the benign tendencies in human nature and society, wherever found: and that they will, in their degree, be efficacious in making men wiser, better and happier’ (150). His comments here appear to echo or allude to a passage in John Dennis’s The Grounds of Criticism in Poetry declaring ‘what poetry is’—‘Poetry is an Art, by which a Poet excites Passion (and for that Cause entertains Sense) in order to satisfy and improve, to delight and reform the Mind, and so to make Mankind happier and better’.45 In discussing his art of poetry Wordsworth was repeating commonplace concerns with ‘manners and morals’ that might have been voiced in Horace’s time, and expressed a very classical ideology.
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CHAPTER 33

WORDSWORTH AND ENLIGHTENMENT PHILOSOPHY

ALLISON DUSHANE

IN the summer of 1794, with Britain at war with France and the spectre of the Terror overshadowing the progressive ideals that drove the French Revolution, William Wordsworth exchanged a series of letters with his Cambridge friend William Mathews outlining plans for a monthly miscellany titled The Philanthropist, a title that he remarks ‘would be noticed’ because it ‘includes everything that can instruct and amuse mankind’ (EY, 121). He proposed that each issue should include ‘essays upon Morals, and Manners, and Institutions whether social or political’ alongside ‘essays partly for instruction and partly for amusement’ (122). The publication would combine a consideration of current political events with ‘essays of taste and criticism, and works of imagination and fiction’, with an emphasis on works ‘characterized by inculcating recommendations of benevolence and philanthropy’ that would ‘form a Series, exhibiting the advancement of the human mind in moral knowledge’ (122). Stephen Gill remarks that Wordsworth, during this period, strongly identified ‘the life of the mind with the cause of good’, and that his plans for The Philanthropist stemmed from a faith in ‘the irresistible progress of Truth’ (Gill, Life, 87).

Wordsworth’s vision of a publication that would unite thinking in multiple disciplinary forms in the service of human progress is aligned with the spirit and aims of the Enlightenment. In his 1751 Preliminary Discourse to the French Encylopédie, for example, Jean d’Alembert announces its major goals: ‘to set forth as well as possible the order and connection of the parts of human knowledge’, and ‘to contain the general principles that form the basis of each science and each art, liberal or mechanical, and the most essential facts that make up the body and substance of each’.1 He further argues that the first necessary step to meeting them is to examine “the genealogy and filiation of the parts of our knowledge, the causes that brought the various branches of our knowledge into being, and the characteristics that distinguish them’ (5). Enlightenment thinking, despite the diversity of its specific positions and ideas, is characterized by efforts to observe, connect, order and articulate the general principles of human knowledge and the construction of genealogical accounts of its progressive becoming. Such accounts reveal the guiding mythos of the Enlightenment: it may be possible to discover the ultimate causes of natural and cultural progress and harness them to further human ends. In his subsequent efforts to ‘trace | The progress of our being’ (Prel-NCE, 1805, II. 239–40), Wordsworth echoes d’Alembert’s summation of the Enlightenment project, ‘In short, we must go back to the origin of our ideas’ (5), with a question: ‘How shall I seek the origin?’ (Prel-NCE, 1850, II. 346).

This question is indicative of the path that Wordsworth’s engagement with Enlightenment philosophy followed over the course of his career. In the letter to Mathews, he speaks of the ‘duty incumbent upon every enlightened friend of mankind’ to not only explain, but also enforce, the ‘general principles of the social order’, the knowledge of which ‘cannot but lead to good’ (EY, 120). He expresses an ardent desire for ‘freedom of inquiry’, claiming that while the ‘multitude walk in darkness’, he ‘would put in each man’s hand a lantern to guide him’ (EY, 121). However, as the evolving account of his engagement with political and philosophical ideas in The Prelude attests, the connection between progressive ideas and their concrete manifestation in personal and social life proves to be far more disordered than he assumes in his early vision. As the French Revolution fails to deliver on its promises, his faith in the intrinsic order and effectiveness of systemic knowledge falls apart:


Like others I had read, and eagerly

Sometimes, the master pamphlets of the day,

Nor wanted such half-insight as grew wild

Upon that meagre soil, helped out by talk

And public news; but having never chanced

To see a regular chronicle which might shew—

If any such indeed existed then—

Whence the main organs of the public power

Had sprung, their transmigrations, when and how

Accomplished (giving thus unto events

A form and body), all things were to me

Loose and disjointed, and the affections left

Without a vital interest.(Prel-NCE, 1805, IX. 97–108)



Despairing of a ‘regular chronicle’ that would coordinate and embody the intellectual advances of the age in a manner similar to the encyclopaedic treatments of knowledge produced and celebrated by Enlightenment thinkers, Wordsworth turns to poetry as distinct form of knowledge that would, in the face of the illegibility of history, appeal with ‘vital interest’ to the ‘affections’ to make sense of events. As early as 1798, he began to look to poetry as the medium through which he would ‘convey most of the knowledge’ that he had gathered in his lifetime, proposing a work that would adequately represent ‘Nature, Man, and Society’ (EY, 188).

The methodological search for origins is fundamental to the Enlightenment myth of demystification. In The Philosophy of the Enlightenment, Ernst Cassirer argues that reason ‘can never be known by its results but only by its function’, which ‘consists in its power to bind and to dissolve’. In order to challenge ‘revelation, tradition and authority’, reason ‘dissolve[s]‌ everything factual’, dividing everything into the ‘simplest component parts’ before beginning the ‘work of construction’. Cassirer’s account characterizes the Enlightenment as a ‘twofold intellectual movement’ in which reason should be viewed as a ‘concept of agency, not of being’.2 Wordsworth’s poetry enacts this dialectical process, simultaneously employing and critiquing Enlightenment methods in ways that complicate Enlightenment assumptions and ideas. Scholars have offered illuminating accounts of this process as it emerges from an engagement with a diverse array of thinkers. In Wordsworth’s Second Nature, James Chandler focuses on Wordsworth’s ‘involvement…in the intellectual history of the French Revolution’. Without dismissing Wordsworth’s obvious debt to Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Chandler argues for tendencies in Wordsworth’s thought that follow Edmund Burke to demonstrate the complex role that opposing ‘ideologies of philosophy and power’ play in shaping his poetic project.3 H. W. Piper’s The Active Universe establishes Wordsworth’s engagement with the French materialists as crucial to his articulation of a dynamic vision of nature, the source of ‘a real and literal belief in the life of natural objects’.4 In British Romanticism and the Science of the Mind, Alan Richardson contextualizes Wordsworth’s organicism as it develops in dialogue with multiple Enlightenment discourses, particularly ‘the new naturalistic and biological approach to mind then prominent in scientific and radical circles’.5 Alan Bewell’s Wordsworth and the Enlightenment treats Wordsworth’s plans for his great philosophical poem, The Recluse, as the ‘central event’ that ‘shaped his mature poetry’, which is characterized by his employment of the ‘experimental’ language of Enlightenment anthropology as a ‘vehicle of self-representation and self-understanding’.6 What all of these studies have in common is a focus on Wordsworth’s poetry as a distinct form of knowledge that articulates the sources, limits, and possibilities of human agency as it emerges through a network of relations to institutions, natural objects, and others.

TRUTH, FREEDOM, AND PROGRESS

Wordsworth’s prose and poetry of the early 1790s is marked not only by the influence of political radicals such as Richard Price, Thomas Paine, and William Godwin, but also by a complex engagement with one of the central assumptions of these Enlightenment thinkers: the intrinsic relationship between reason, freedom, and progress. For example, Price’s 1789 tract in support of the French Revolution, A Discourse on the Love of Our Country, casts ‘freedom’ as a ‘light’ which, once released, will inevitably develop into a ‘blaze that lays despotism in ashes’, releasing the world from the ‘darkness’ of ‘slavish governments’ and ‘slavish hierarchies’.7 Likewise, Paine, with the publication of The Rights of Man in 1791, argues that ‘every age and generation must be…free to act for itself’, pitting the ‘rational contemplation of the rights of man’ against the ‘monstrous’ rule of the ‘dead’ to ‘dispose of, bind or control’ the ‘living’.8 Godwin’s 1793 Enquiry Concerning Political Justice is also committed to rationalism; he insists on the ‘omnipotence of truth’, which he casts as an irresistible—and natural—power: ‘Truth is the pebble in the lake; and however slowly in the present case the circles succeed each other, they will infallibly go on till they overspread the surface’.9 In Godwin’s account, ‘truth’ will gradually dissolve ‘mischievous institutions’, working through ‘mankind’ to cause ‘oppression, injustice, monarchy and vice’ to ‘tumble into common ruin’ (453). Wordsworth’s plans for The Philanthropist proceed from a similar assumption of the necessary link between intellectual freedom and social progress. He claims that ‘truth must be victorious’ and advocates for the publication as a ‘lantern’ that would guide individuals on a steady path, providing a source of reasoned enquiry that would shield them from relying on the transitory ‘illumination’ of ‘inflammatory addresses to the passions of men’, which he likens to ‘abortive flashes of lightning, or the coruscations of transitory meteors’ (EY, 121).

The assumption that reasoned inquiry is an antidote to the ills and excesses to which political and religious institutions tend also underlies Wordsworth’s only explicit entry into radical discourse: the unpublished ‘Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff’. Composed in 1793, the tract responds to Richard Watson’s account of the execution of Louis XVI in France. With his defence of the British Constitution, Watson implicitly withdrew the liberal and republican stance that he had previously voiced in support of the American and French revolutions, provoking Wordsworth’s unequivocal admonition: ‘You have aimed an arrow at liberty and philosophy, the eyes of the human race’ (PrW, I. 48). Scholars have cited the influence of several figures, particularly Paine and possibly Godwin on the letter; in any case, at the ‘ideological center’ of the Wordsworth’s ‘Letter’ lies a consideration of the relationship between ‘free intellectual inquiry and social progress’.10 The most explicit inspiration for the letter comes directly from the notorious French philosophe, Jean-Jacques Rousseau. In the ‘Letter’, Wordsworth cites Rousseau’s claim in the The Social Contract that ‘slaves lose everything in their chains, even the desire to be rid of them’, in the original French (PrW, I.36). From this provocative invocation, Wordsworth launches a series of arguments counter to Watson’s assertion that a republic, in which the people live under ‘the tyranny of their equals’, is the ‘most odious of all tyrannies’. In Wordsworth’s account, the ‘degraded state of the mass of mankind’ can only be brought into a healthier state through a process that begins by levelling the population, stripping away the corrupting influence of ‘arbitrary power’. He grants that ‘political virtues are developed at the expense of moral ones’, but refuses to accept appeals to a perceived lack of moral character in the masses as a ‘sufficient reason to reprobate a convulsion from which is to spring a fairer order of things’. Following the ‘convulsion’, it is the ‘province of education to rectify the erroneous notions which a habit of oppression, and even of resistance, may have created’. He continues to cast enlightenment as a natural process that, once set in motion, tends towards self-moderation. He takes the position of ‘a philosopher’ to project that ‘having dried up the source from which flows the corruption of the public opinion…the stream will go on gradually refining itself’ (PrW, I. 38). In an even more suggestive metaphor, he remarks: ‘ the animal just released from its stall will exhaust the overflow of its spirits in a round of wanton vagaries, but it will soon return to itself and enjoy its freedom in moderate and regular delight’ (PrW, I. 34, 35, 36, 38). Social progress, then, emerges out of a return to an original state, in which, once free from the external constraints of institutions, an education based on reasoned principles has the potential to take root and gradually flourish.

Descriptive Sketches, first published in 1793 by the radical publisher Joseph Johnson shortly after the execution of Louis XVI in Paris, is the first of a series of works that can be read as a response to Rousseau’s injunction, in his second Discourse on the Origin and Foundations of Inequality Among Men, to seek redemption by imagining the origins of primitive humanity: ‘Discontented with your present state, for reasons that herald even greater discontents for your unhappy Posterity, you might perhaps wish to be able to go backward’.11 Wordsworth imagines a past state in which ‘Nature’ and ‘reason’ ruled man in place of institutionally determined laws:


Once Man entirely free, alone and wild,

Was bless’d as free—for he was Nature’s child.

He, all superior but his God disdain’d,

Walk’d none restraining, and by none restrain’d,

Confess’d no law but what his reason taught,

Did all he wish’d, and wish’d but what he ought.(CDS, 520–5)



‘Nature’ appears in the poem as a benign and stable entity comprising familiar Enlightenment tropes, her garments made of ‘Love and Truth’, her ‘pulseless hand’, ‘fix’d unwearied gaze’, and ‘still beam’ keeping watch over ‘Unbreathing Justice’ (784–7). Like the ‘Letter,’ Descriptive Sketches concludes with an optimistic vision of the potential for ‘freedom of inquiry’ to overcome the moral and social degradation wrought by ‘arbitrary power’:


Oh give, great God, to Freedom’s waves to ride

Sublime o’er Conquest, Avarice and Pride,

To break, the vales where Death with famine scow’rs,

And dark Oppression builds her thick-ribb’d tow’rs;

Where Machination her fell soul resigns,

Fled panting to the centre of her mines;

Where Persecution decks with ghastly smiles

Her bed, his mountains mad Ambition piles;

Where Discord stalks dilating, every hour,

And crouching fearful at the feet of Pow’r.(CDS, 792–804)



This passage is notable not only for its likening of ‘Freedom’ to an irresistible natural force, but also for its invocation of a mysterious ‘Pow’r’—often aligned but never equated with the personified female ‘Nature’—that unleashes and enables it. More than a mere youthful expression of radicalism, then, Descriptive Sketches introduces the key terms through which Wordsworth engages with Enlightenment thought throughout his career as he begins to think through the complex relationships between the natural world, human lives, human institutions, and historical events in order to discern the origins of power and track its operation through time.

In the 1793–4 Salisbury Plain, Wordsworth continues to investigate, revise, and complicate Rousseau’s assumption that a past state of nature is preferable to the present state of civil society. The opening stanzas of the poem introduce a ‘hungry savage’, who ‘lifts his head in fear’ at the threats posed by an untamed wilderness, as the ‘rushing rains’ put out his ‘watch-fire’, his only means of warding off prowling boars, growling bears, and howling wolves (SPP, 6–9). As the narrative voice quickly points out, however, ‘he is strong to suffer’ and confronts ‘all his evils unsubdued’ by the dulling influence of civilized pleasures:


Hence where Refinement’s genial influence calls

The soft affections from their wintry sleep

And the sweet tear of Love and Friendship falls

The willing heart in tender joy to steep

When men in various vessels roam the deep

Of social life, and turns of chance prevail

Various and sad, how many thousands weep

Beset with foes more fierce than e’er assail

The savage without home in winter’s keenest gale.(SPP, 28–36)



Written in response to Great Britain’s official entry into conflict with France, Salisbury Plain goes on to describe a bleak landscape littered with ruins and suffering. The traveller’s journey across the plain is a record of the less recognized casualties of the war, featuring the tale of a female vagrant whose losses stand in for the ‘turns of chance’ that the ‘thousands’ who ‘weep’ suffer in exchange for the excesses of ‘Refinement’s genial influence’. Like Descriptive Sketches, the poem ends with a call for ‘Truth’ and ‘Reason’ to triumph over ‘Superstition’s reign’:


Heroes of Truth pursue your march, uptear

Th’Oppressor’s dungeon from its deepest base;

High o’er the towers of Pride undaunted rear

Resistless in your might the herculean mace

Of Reason; let foul Error’s monster race

Dragged from their dens start at the light with pain

And die; pursue your toils, till not a trace

Be left on earth of Superstition’s reign,

Save that eternal pile which frowns on Sarum’s plain.(SPP, 541–9)



Wordsworth’s representation of social progress, however, has undergone a key shift; no longer content to portray ‘Truth’ and ‘Reason’ as steady, natural and ultimately peaceful forces, he employs martial metaphors, proposing a violent solution to the violence perpetuated by ‘social life’. As David Collings has argued, ‘the hyperbolic vision of the illegitimacy of culture modulates into a hyperbolic politics that seeks to surpass all known forms of culture and to create a new one based on Enlightenment ideals’.12 The poem begins to demonstrate, then, the double-edged character of the ‘dazzling light of Enlightenment’; as ‘total critique’, the power of Enlightenment to reconstruct relies upon a destructive impulse that has the potential to wreak its own kind of violence.13

Wordsworth’s ambivalence towards the Enlightenment project surfaces in The Prelude as he looks back on this period of faith in systematic thinking:


This was the time when, all things tending fast

To depravation, the philosophy

That promised to abstract the hopes of man

Out of his feelings, to be fixed thenceforth

For ever in a purer element,

Found ready welcome.(Prel-NCE, 1805, X. 805–10)



Yet, despite Wordsworth’s desire that analytical systems akin to Godwin’s Political Justice, to which this passage refers, could succeed in abstracting ‘hopes’ out of ‘feelings’, such systems prove themselves to be frustratingly blunt instruments:


     I took the knife in hand,

And, stopping not at parts less sensitive,

Endeavored with my best of skill to probe

The living body of society

Even to the heart. I pushed without remorse

My speculations forward, yea, set foot

On Nature’s holiest places.(Prel-NCE, 1805, X. 872–8)



In addition to drawing attention to the violence inherent in the Enlightenment’s insistence on progress through the double-edged process of analysis and reconstruction, Wordsworth also begins to question its intrinsic coherence in a remark that takes aim at French thinkers in his 1808 prose tract, The Convention of Cintra. He dismisses the ‘meagre tactics’ of d’Holbach’s Système de la Nature and reduces Condillac’s system to ‘pellets of logic’ that he ‘tosses about at hap-hazard’. Likewise, he condemns the ‘paradoxical reveries of Rousseau’ and the ‘flippancies of Voltaire’ as unnatural methods of thought: ‘plants which will not naturalise’ (PrW, I. 177). The disappointing outcome of the French Revolution—and the failure of Enlightenment method to secure a better one—brings Wordsworth to a moment in which he ‘yielded up moral questions in despair’, leading him to seek alternative means for answering them (Prel-NCE, 1805, X. 900)

MATTER, MIND AND MORAL QUESTIONS

Wordsworth’s theory of poetry can be read simultaneously as the product of Enlightenment ideas and as a manifesto directed against Enlightenment methods. In a 1798–9 fragment, he attempts to explicitly set forth his critique of systemic moral thinking and explore alternatives ways of achieving its goals. He opens the manuscript draft ‘[Essay on Morals]’ by insisting that ‘publications in which we formally & systematically lay down rules for the actions of Men cannot be too long delayed’ (PrW, I. 103). He not only points to the ineffectiveness of moral philosophy, but also cites them as an active cause of harm. He claims that ‘such books as Mr. Godwyn’s, Mr. Paley’s, & those of the whole tribe authors of that class’ are ‘impotent to all their intended good purposes’ and continues to state that he wishes they were ‘equally impotent to all bad one[s]‌’ (103). Wordsworth’s counterproposal introduces one of the key preoccupations of his poetic career: ‘Our attention ought principally to be fixed upon that part of our conduct & actions which is the result of our habits’ (103). He locates the failure of moral philosophy in an ‘undue value set upon that faculty which we call reason’ and its tendency to rely upon ‘lifeless words and & abstract propositions’ that render it ‘impotent over our habits’ (103–4). Habits, rooted in the physical self, wield a power over human behaviour that ‘naked reasonings’ cannot access. ‘[N]o book or system of moral philosophy’ exists that possesses ‘sufficient power to melt into our affections, to incorporate itself with the blood & vital juices of our minds, & thence to have any influence worth our notice of those habits of which I am speaking’ (103). Bewell reads the essay as a rationalization for Wordsworth’s lifelong poetic project, through which he strives for a ‘language directed towards the body’, employing verse as the only written medium through which it is possible to ‘reshape how we habitually feel’ and, consequently, act.14 Wordsworth’s increased attention to the crucial role that embodied experience plays in shaping moral character develops alongside his exposure to anti-dualist ideas.

In The Active Universe, H. W. Piper demonstrates that Wordsworth’s organicism was deeply influenced by the systems of nature proposed by the philosophers and scientists of the French Enlightenment, which he likely encountered in various sources, including his acquaintance with John ‘Walking’ Stewart in Paris and his friendship with Michael Beaupuy, whose ‘family library was lined with the works of the Encyclopaedists’.15 The dynamic vision of nature that begins to appear in his poetry of the early 1790s resonates strongly with the materialisms of the Encyclopaedists, particularly d’Holbach, who argues in the Système de la Nature that the universe is animated by the activity of ‘a matter extremely subtle’.16 According to d’Holbach, ‘the essence of nature is to act; and if we consider attentively its parts, we shall see that there is not a particle that enjoys absolute repose’.17 In the 1794 version of An Evening Walk, Wordsworth links the intrinsic agency of nature to the formation of human ‘affection’, ‘sympathy’ and ‘sense’:


Harmonious thoughts, a soul by Truth refined,

Entire affection for all human kind;

A heart that vibrates evermore, awake

To feeling for all forms that Life can take,

That wider still its sympathy extends

And sees not any line where being ends;

Sees sense, through Nature’s rudest forms betrayed,

Tremble obscure in fountain, rock and shade

And while a secret power these forms endears

Their social accent never vainly hears.(CEW, 123–32)



In Piper’s account, this passage, added to the poem during Wordsworth’s sojourn in France, is the point at which the word ‘forms’ in Wordsworth’s poetry begins to take on the meaning attributed to it by the philosophes—including Diderot, Robinet and Cabanis—referring not to an immaterial force, but to the ongoing activity of ‘organized bodies of sentient matter’.18 The link between matter’s subtle activity and human life is a key topic of another text that Wordsworth was exposed to in during this time and remained in his library until his death, Volney’s Les Ruines des Empires. Volney argues: ‘Man is governed, like the world of which he forms a part, by natural laws’.19 An understanding of the laws of nature leads to the understanding of human nature; the intrinsic agency of matter, ‘the secret power that animates the universe’, operates through natural objects and human lives alike, operating as ‘the rule of their individual action, the tie of their reciprocal connections, and the cause of the harmony of the whole’. One who learns to discern the patterns of its activity gains the knowledge of ‘the springs of his destiny, the causes of his evils, and the remedies to be applied’, acquiring a distinct kind of social insight—and transformative power.20

Wordsworth also encountered theories of living matter as debates in the British scientific and medical communities that made their way into the broader discourse of radicalism, where the complicity of materialist ideas with French systems often led to the dismissal of such ideas as the product of Jacobinism and atheism. For example, Joseph Priestley’s Disquisitions Relating to Matter and Spirit argues that ‘when the nature of matter is rightly understood’, there will no longer be ‘any reason to think that there is in man any substance essentially different from it’. 21 He further attributes to matter ‘a capacity for affections as subtle and complex as any thing that we can affirm concerning those that have hitherto been called mental affections’.22 John Thelwall, whose public lecture to the Physical Society at Guy’s Hospital, later published as An Essay, Towards a Definition of Animal Vitality, contributes to the debate with his declaration that ‘Life’ is a ‘state of action’.23 Erasmus Darwin, whose medical treatise Zoonomia Wordsworth requested after meeting Coleridge, argued that the agency of matter was gradually generative of complex faculties: ‘With every new change, therefore, of organic form, or addition of organic parts, I suppose a new kind of irritability or sensibility to be produced…every one of which is furnished with an irritability, or a taste, or appetency, and a consequent mode of action peculiar to itself’. 24 Darwin further equates this ‘power of acquiring new parts, attended with new propensities, directed by irritations, sensations, volitions, and associations’ with both the ‘faculty of continuing to improve by its own inherent activity’ and the obligation to deliver ‘down those improvements by generation to its posterity’, attributing a relative degree of moral responsibility for the future of life to all of the beings that inhabit the natural world.25 The degree to which these positions call the ultimate foundations of power into question led to political backlash for their authors. The conservative publication The Anti-Jacobin called for the censure of Zoonomia on the grounds of its threat to social institutions, a riotous mob set fire to Priestley’s home during the 1791 Birmingham riots, and Thelwall was accused of treason in 1794, a charge that, as Nicholas Roe has argued, owed itself to his ‘scientific speculations…as much as his politics’.26

Just as he never officially entered the fray of revolutionary politics, Wordsworth preferred to explore the implications of these materialisms in verse, continually representing the interdependence of mind and matter. The Pedlar in the early versions of The Ruined Cottage, for example, attributes a ‘capacity for affections’ and thus, ‘a mode of action’, to non-living as well as living objects:


To every natural form, rock, fruit and flower,

Even the loose stones that cover the highway,

He gave a moral life; he saw them feel

Or linked them to some feeling. In all shapes

He found a secret and mysterious soul,

A fragrance and a spirit of strange meaning.(RCP MS.B, 80–5)



The Pedlar is one of many narrators that appear in Wordsworth’s corpus as conduits attuned to perceiving and communicating the ‘secret and mysterious soul’, working to transform an awareness of the ‘moral life’ of all things into ‘strange meaning’. Individuals gifted with the ability to perceive ‘natural form’, however, are equally subject to its influence. The ‘power’ that speaks ‘perpetual logic’ to the Pedlar’s ‘soul’, through ‘an unrelenting agency’, binds ‘his feelings even as in a chain’, linking his destiny to the ongoing activity of the rest of the material universe (RCP MS. B, 100–3). Richard Gravil points to the ways in which the poetry of Wordsworth’s middle years employs a series of terms—‘motions’, ‘impress’, active’, ‘presence’, ‘impulse’, ‘sense’—that convey his understanding of the complex—and reciprocal—relationship between human and natural agency, describing ‘the interaction of mind and nature in ways which leave one in some doubt as to whether matter is being spiritualized or mind materialized’.27 Wordsworth continues to employ characters who articulate the ethical stakes of materialism in The Excursion, where the ‘venerable Sage’ speaks of an ‘active principle’, which ‘subsists | In all things’ and unites the inhabitants of the universe:


What’er exists hath properties that spread

Beyond itself, communicating good,

A simple blessing, or with evil mixed;

Spirit that knows no insulated spot,

No chasm, no solitude; from link to link

It circulates, the Soul of all the Worlds.(CExc, IX. 1–6).



The Sage identifies the ‘freedom of the Universe’ in the ongoing activity of living matter, which links the natural world to the ‘human Mind’ (IX. 16, 19). The individual with the ‘power to commune with the invisible world’, then, gains a knowledge of the ‘mighty stream of tendency’, that unites the ‘fret and labour’ of the ‘vast multitude’ of mankind to a higher purpose; in these passages, Wordsworth envisions the possibility of a teleological trajectory that binds the fates of Man to Nature and the individual to the community (IX. 87, 88, 93, 90).

Lyrical Ballads, the project that occupied the bulk of Wordsworth’s attention in the late 1790s and early 1800s, was conceived in conversation with Coleridge as one venue for ‘communicating good’ through poetic form. In the culminating poem of the 1798 edition, ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’, he declares himself a prophet of ‘all the mighty world | Of eye and ear, both what they half-create, | And what perceive’, who adopts the ‘language of the sense’ as the foundation of ‘moral being’ (LBOP, 106–12). As Richardson points out, Wordsworth was not only influenced by the philosophical register of Enlightenment materialism, but also actively responds to the ‘new, biological materialism’ promoted by Romantic-era physiologists such as Erasmus Darwin, Jean Cabanis, Charles Bell, and Franz Joseph Gall.28 Wordsworth’s proposal of a distinct ‘language of the sense’ is indicative of his insistence, counter to a Lockean tradition that tends to ‘bracket off the body’, on the significance of embodiment to the origins and development of language.29 The ‘language of the sense’, then, serves as the chief instrument of what are presented—anonymously—in the Advertisement as ‘experiments’ (PrW, I. 116). In the 1800 Preface, Wordsworth asserts that his poetic experiments have a ‘worthy purpose’; verse, which presents itself to the senses, has the power to represent—and reshape—‘habits of mind’ when directed towards an individual of sufficient ‘organic sensibility’. This power is derived from and dependent upon the reciprocal relationship between the physical senses and mental faculties: ‘For our continued influxes of feeling are modified and directed by our thoughts, which are indeed representatives of all our past feelings’ (PrW, I. 126). In accordance with Wordsworth’s embodied theory of language, ‘organic sensibility’ refers not to an abstract concept but to a collection of material organs, signifying a ‘mind shaped by and realized in bodily organs, though not entirely defined by them’.30 It is on this basis that Wordsworth asserts that poetry, as the product of ‘the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings’, through which it affects the rational faculties, is a possible medium for assessing and addressing the moral state of the nation. In later additions to the Preface, he prophesies that poetry will serve as intimate and necessary counterpart to science if human society is ever to reach a true state of enlightenment:

If the time should ever come when what is now called Science, thus familiarized to men, shall be ready to put on, as it were, a form of flesh and blood, the Poet will lend his divine spirit to aid the transfiguration, and will welcome the Being thus produced, as a dear and genuine inmate of the household of man (PrW, I. 141).

For Wordsworth, the ability of knowledge to transform human society is dependent on its materialization, its embodiment, its ability to ‘incorporate itself with the blood & vital juices of our minds’ (PrW, I. 103).

THE LIFE OF THE SPECIES AND THE ORIGIN OF THE INDIVIDUAL

In the Preface, Wordsworth writes that the goal of Lyrical Ballads, the classification of public taste, as a sign of moral character, as ‘healthy or depraved’, depends upon ‘retracing the revolutions not of literature alone but likewise of society itself’ (PrW, I. 120). In order to accurately describe the present state of the cultural milieu that shapes individual minds, it is necessary to track its development back to the historical and philosophical origins of civilized life. To carry out this aspect of his ongoing poetic experiment, he began to imagine the structure of a comprehensive poem that would harness the knowledge of multiple disciplines. In a 1798 letter to James Tobin, he declares: ‘My object is to give pictures of Nature, Man, and Society. Indeed I know not any thing which will not come within the scope of my plan’ (EY, 188). The Enlightenment offered ample prototypes; Wordsworth was surrounded by popular poems treating the progress of human life in relation to the advance of ethical and scientific inquiry that contributed to the rage for systematic philosophical poetry, including Alexander Pope’s Essay on Man (1734), James Thomson’s The Seasons (1730), Erasmus Darwin’s Botanic Garden (1792), and new translations of Lucretius’ De rerum natura. His friends were also engaged in similar projects. For example, Thelwall’s The Peripatetic; or, Sketches of the Heart, of Nature and Society (1793) provided a model of a multi-generic work that combines reflections on philosophy, observations on the relationship between the community and the landscape, and occasional poetry. In 1797, Coleridge also proposed an ‘Epic Poem’, in which he would link the knowledge of scientific disciplines with records of human history:


I would be a tolerable Mathematician, I would thoroughly know

Mechanics, Hydrostatics, Optics, and Astronomy, Botany, Metallurgy,

Fossilism, Chemistry, Geology, Anatomy, Medicine—then the mind of

man—then the minds of men—in all Travels Voyages and Histories.(LSTC, I. 320)



‘The Recluse’, however, took a form that departed from the Enlightenment models that inspired its conception. In the Preface to The Excursion, Wordsworth renounces any intention to ‘formally announce a system’, claiming that if ‘The Recluse’ succeeds ‘in conveying to the mind clear thoughts, lively images, and strong feelings, the Reader will have no difficulty in extracting the system for himself’ (PrW, III. 6). As The Excursion was the only ‘portion of the poem’ to be completed and published, out of its ‘natural order’, Wordsworth’s ‘determination to compose a philosophical poem’ might be deemed a failure as a synthetic, analytical, and comprehensive project.

Yet, it is also possible to read the plans for ‘The Recluse’ as a more complex product of—and response to—Enlightenment systems. Alan Bewell, in his ground-breaking Wordsworth and the Enlightenment, suggests viewing ‘The Recluse’ as a ‘governing intention’ that encompasses the shorter lyrics and narratives in an ‘evolving encyclopedic’ collection. Rather than adhering to a ‘preconceived structure’, he argues that ‘moral philosophy’ doesn’t function as a structural model for the work, but rather comprises a ‘silent, informing impulse of a poetry whose systematic preconditions could never be explicitly stated’.31Wordsworth takes his cues from Enlightenment texts that Bewell classifies as ‘anthropological’ in their shared interest in tracking the gradual and steady progress of civilization from its primitive beginnings; authors such as Adam Ferguson, Lord Kames, and David Hume worked across multiple texts to explore the emergence of social and cultural institutions, often tracking them back to an origin that could never actually be witnessed. In the Second Discourse, Rousseau offers a particularly influential example of a narrative founded on imaginative origins: ‘Here is your history such as I believed I read it, not in the Books by your kind, who are liars, but in Nature, which never lies’. From this ‘remote’ perspective, he promises to describe ‘the life of [the] species’, beginning with an account of the barest human faculties, which ‘education and…habits could deprave, but which they could not destroy’.32 Wordsworth’s poetry participates in a similar mode of speculation. Wordsworth’s theory of poetry can be read simultaneously as the product of Enlightenment ideas and as a manifesto directed against Enlightenment methods a self-conscious ‘history of the imagination’, an evolving history conceived ‘in dialectical terms,’ a narrative that theorizes individual subjectivity as ‘linked to nature and to others through the power of the imagination to discipline itself’.33 Bewell attributes the attention that Wordsworth pays to the ‘marginal figures’ that appear in his poetry—including idiots, wild children, savages, hermaphrodites, hysterical women, witches, fanatics, melancholics, the deaf, the mute, and the blind—to the tendency of empirical philosophy to use them as test cases for defining parameters of normal human faculties.34

The Preface to The Excursion foregrounds the relationship between the mental faculties of the individual and the life of the species that comprises the central concern of ‘The Recluse’:


How exquisitely the individual Mind

(And the progressive powers perhaps no less

Of the whole species) to the external World

Is fitted:—(CExc, ‘Prospectus’, 63–6)



Through its interrelated narratives, The Excursion explores the degree to which the affective life of the individual emerges through interactions with both the natural world and fellow members of the human community. For example, the Wanderer’s encounters with ‘marginal figures’, such as the abandoned war widow in the narrative adapted from ‘The Ruined Cottage’, set up an exploration of the sources of human happiness. Book I begins the narrative by establishing the Wanderer’s ‘course of life’ and providing a detailed account of how he is ‘framed’ (CExc, I. 466):


His heart lay open; by Nature tuned

And constant disposition of his thoughts

To sympathy with Man, he was alive

To all that was enjoyed where’er he went,

And all that was endured; for, in himself

Happy, and quiet in his cheerfulness,

He had no painful pressure from without

That made him turn aside from wretchedness

With coward fears. He could afford to suffer

With those whom he saw suffer.(CExc, I. 391–400)



The solitary individual, free from the ‘painful pressure’ of social institutions and ‘tuned’ by Nature, gains a form of ‘quiet’ happiness that enables him to sympathize with the suffering of marginalized others. Rowan Boyson, in Wordsworth and the Enlightenment Idea of Pleasure, argues that The Excursion ‘raises questions over man’s relationship to natural cheer, and the way in which contingency and material conditions underlie the potential for happiness’.35 Through representations of ‘passive, unproductive pleasure, untied to larger narratives and ends’, Wordsworth theorizes the ‘communal and connecting’ potential of pleasure (183). Instead of employing the methods of systematic philosophy, he confronts on of the central questions of the Enlightenment—how an individual might lead a happy life—through a medium designed to reproduce, modify, and direct healthy habits of mind and communicate them to others. When the Wanderer finds a mouldy copy of Voltaire’s Candide (his ‘famous Optimist’) in an abandoned residence, he exclaims that the owner of the book could only be an ‘Unhappy Man!’ (CExc, II. 467). He further dismisses it as the ‘relique’ of failed revolution, a ‘dull product of a Scoffer’s pen,’ which contains ‘Impure conceits discharging from a heart | Hardened by impious pride’ (II.509–12). This episode serves as a subtle indictment of Enlightenment individualism, pointing to the isolation that necessarily accompanies visions of ultimate self-sufficiency.

The Prelude, which Wordsworth positions as the ‘preparatory Poem’ to ‘The Recluse’, ‘the Anti-Chapel…to the Body of a Gothic Church’, directly critiques the radical individualism that lies at the foundation of Enlightenment thinking. Looking back on his early devotion to abstract philosophical systems, Wordsworth recalls the allure of their claims:


             the dream

Was flattering to the young ingenuous mind

Pleased with extremes, and not the least with that

Which makes the human reason’s naked self

The object of its fervour. What delight!

How glorious!—in self-knowledge and self-rule

To look through all the frailties of the world,

And, with a resolute mastery shaking off

The accidents of nature, time and place,

That make up the weak being of the past,

Build social freedom on its only basis:

The freedom of the individual mind(Prelude 1805, x. 814–25).



The appeal of Enlightenment thinkers, with their promises of ultimate ‘self-knowledge’ and ‘self-rule’, lies in the prospect that the refinement of reason will eventually allow humanity to transcend the ‘accidents of nature, time and place’ and dictate its own destiny. Immanuel Kant mobilizes this ‘dream’ in his 1784 essay ‘What is Enlightenment’, in which he provides a concise definition of Enlightenment as ‘man’s release from his self-incurred tutelage’, and ascribes to it a fitting motto: ‘Have courage to use your own reason!’36 This focus on individual ‘mastery’ follows the epistemological revolution set in motion by Descartes, whose 1641 Meditations on First Philosophy casts ‘human reason’s naked self’ as the only reliable source of knowledge, and the original creator of reality. In his 1689 treatise, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, John Locke solidified the myth of Enlightenment individuality with his assertion that ‘we should make greater progress in the discovery of rational and contemplative knowledge, if we sought it in the fountain, in the consideration of things themselves; and made use rather of our own thoughts, than other men’s to find it’. With his assertion that ‘the floating of other men’s opinions in our brains, makes us not one jot the more knowing, though they happen to be true’, Locke explicitly positions the individual as a self-determining entity.37 In Locke’s account, ideas arise as the mind receives sense impressions from the outside world, but only become significant in light of the mind’s internal processes: ‘its own operations…are, as I have said, the original of all knowledge’.38 For David Hume, progress in all branches of knowledge, including ‘Mathematics, Natural Philosophy and Natural Religion’, depends upon the ‘science of MAN’. He remarks, ‘were we thoroughly acquainted with the extent and force of human understanding, and cou’d explain the nature of the ideas we employ, and of the operations we perform in our reasonings,’ it would be ‘impossible to tell what changes and improvements we might make in these sciences’.39

Through his recognition that the ‘mastery’ of knowledge is an unattainable and unpredictable ‘dream’, Wordsworth anticipates modern critiques of the legacy of Enlightenment thought. Adorno and Horkheimer, for example, from the perspective of the 20th Century, begin the Dialectic of Enlightenment by exposing the myth of mastery that enraptured Wordsworth in France: ‘Enlightenment, understood in the widest sense as the advance of thought, has always aimed at liberating human beings from fear and installing them as masters. Yet the wholly enlightened earth is radiant with triumphant calamity’.40 That is, the Enlightenment impulse to define, categorize, and ultimately control the natural world produces its own forms of disciplinary power and social violence that replace the traditional ones it claims to shatter. In her study of the impact of Enlightenment theories of subject formation on Romantic-era texts, Nancy Yousef identifies the ‘fraught but powerful idea of autonomy’ as one of the ‘key inventions’ of the Enlightenment, alternatively a ‘celebrated innovation’ and a ‘damaging fiction’. She points to The Prelude as a work that begins to expose this fiction by drawing attention to the ‘artifice of its own tale of self-origination’.41 Early in The Prelude, in a passage addressed to Coleridge, Wordsworth points to the limits of the Enlightenment dictum to systematize everything down to the operations of the human mind: ‘But who shall parcel out | His intellect by geometric rules, | Split like a province into round and square?’ (Prelude 1805, II. 208–10). He continues to explicitly knowledge the potential that such knowledge has to enslave those who would seek to be its masters:


     Thou art no slave

Of that false secondary power by which

In weakness we create distinctions, then

Deem that our puny boundaries are things

Which we perceive, and not which we have made.(Prelude 1805, II. 220–4)



Instead of assuming the human self an original and self-sufficient power, Wordsworth states that difficulty of his own project stems from the impossibility of tracing the operations of the mind to their origins:


Hard task to analyse a soul, in which

Not only general habits and desires,

But each most obvious and particular thought—

Not in a mystical and idle sense,

But in the words of reason deeply weighed—

Hath no beginning.(II. 232–6)



Subjectivity, instead, appears as precisely that which lacks a definitive origin, as something that emerges through the complex and ongoing interactions of natural and cultural agents. Likewise, the significance of a human life can never be confidently charted or plotted in advance, but must instead be continually sought. Wordsworth proposes poetry as a fitting medium for such seeking. In the later books of The Prelude, Wordsworth embraces the contingency he had once believed could be conquered through the pursuit of system knowledge:


Whether to me shall be allotted life,

And, with life, power to accomplish aught of worth

That will be deemed no insufficient plea

For having given this record of myself,

Is all uncertain(Prelude 1805, II. 390–5).



In a final address to Coleridge, he asserts: ‘It will be known—by thee at least, my friend | Felt—that the history of a poet’s mind | Is labour not unworthy of regard’ (Prelude 1805, XIII. 406–419). Wordsworth’s poetic project anticipates modern critiques of the Enlightenment by refusing to adopt its methods and questioning its basic premises, abandoning the pursuit of ‘mastery’ in favor of an acceptance of the ‘uncertain’, recognizing the value of friendship over ‘self-rule’, and elevating the status of the ‘felt’ above the ‘known’.
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CHAPTER 34

WORDSWORTH AND SCIENCE

MARILYN GAULL

WORDSWORTH’S life coincided with what has been called the second scientific revolution and Richard Holmes, in the title of his book, called The Age of Wonder.1 The first scientific revolution, which lasted from about 1640 to 1730, included Copernicus, Galileo, Isaac Newton, René Descartes, Francis Bacon, and Robert Boyle, whose theories, experiments, discoveries, and inventions confirmed their belief in a divinely created, rational, orderly, predictable, bounded, heliocentric universe, sustained by natural laws and designed for human life. The second scientific revolution included Joseph Priestley, William Herschel, James Hutton, Erasmus Darwin, Humphry Davy, Michael Faraday, and John Dalton who explored natural forces and energies, the origin of the earth, the dimensions of the universe, and the relation of human life to nature. While they began with the Newtonian assumptions of an ordered, rational, and knowable world of sacred origins, these natural philosophers, observing the stars, rocks, clouds, all of nature, and themselves, discovered an expanding, infinite, mysterious world of processes and systems, possibly of explosive origins in which human beings were late and irrelevant arrivals. Both versions survived during Wordsworth’s life time and his poetry reflects both of them along with the literary, social, political, and philosophic changes in which they were implicated.

As in all revolutions, changes in the various sciences were swift, controversial, and challenging.2 Wordsworth grew up in a world where no one knew about dinosaurs, bicycles, anaesthesia, the uses of electricity, the size of the universe, the age of the earth, or how or why people breathe. One could not have been a geologist, physicist, philologist, anthropologist, or even a scientist, a word coined by William Whewell in 1833 at the suggestion of Coleridge as an analogy to artist, emphasizing the creative and imaginative experiences they shared. The new sciences involved a long and subtle shift away from the rational and orderly Newtonian universe and its gradual replacement with the mysterious unfolding universe of the nineteenth century. Wordsworth conveyed his recognition of this shift in his revisions to the passage on Newton in The Prelude.3 The statue of Newton in 1805, ‘with his prism and silent face’, becomes in 1832 the elegiac ‘marble index of a mind for ever | Voyaging through strange seas of Thought alone’—Newton, ‘alone’, abandoned, still an explorer, but on ‘strange seas of Thought’, no longer familiar, reflecting the decline in his scientific reputation over the previous fifty years.4

The term ‘science’ itself accrued new meanings: natural philosophy or natural history, invention, technology, exploration, collecting and classifying, probability, statistics, the social, political, and what David Hume called moral sciences, the sciences of human nature such as the writings of William Godwin, Thomas Malthus, and Adam Smith. Wordsworth’s science encompassed a general knowledge of nature and human life, how they work, where they come from, and, poetry itself, an ‘experiment’ as he says in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads, or ‘the history and science of feelings’, as he claimed in his note to ‘The Thorn’ (1800). In practice, the same experiences, the same shapes, forces, powers, events, and effects, which were science for some, became poetry for Wordsworth.

He objected to the mechanistic, anatomizing, collecting, even experimental sciences that ‘murder to dissect’ (‘The Tables Turned’, 28), that deface or intrude on nature, that take samples out of settings and disrupt the processes by which everything lives. In ‘A Poet’s Epitaph’, he objects to the ‘philosopher’ ‘that would peep and botanize | Upon his mother’s grave’ (19–20); in The Prelude, he rejects ‘abstract science’, the political theorizing of Godwin (XI. 346–8), and his own depressed ‘microscopic view’ (XII. 88–92). He was wary of science that secularized nature, ‘presumptuous thoughts that would assign | Mechanic laws to agency divine | And, measuring heaven by earth, would overrule | Infinite Power’ (‘Cave of Staffa’, xxix, 2–5). Wordsworth’s science, however, is not in what he says about science or about the sciences, but in the way he represents nature and his experience, representations which are compatible with contemporary scientific ideas and in a language that is common to the sciences.

Wordsworth read both contemporary and conventional science: Newton, Euclid, and Erasmus Darwin whose encyclopaedic works recorded and animated all contemporary scientific ideas,5 the Monthly Magazine, and the Encyclopaedia Britannica of 1797, which included the most recent theories in geology, chemistry, astronomy, and mathematics, the sciences that had the most resonance in his poetry. But textual sources would be incidental to his scientific knowledge. His science, like that of his scientific contemporaries, was primarily shaped by experience, by observation, by his Lake District environment, his community of friends, and a flourishing popular and public scientific culture.

The Lake District itself offers the visible and palpable evidence that contemporary scientists were reconsidering: the seasons, clouds, rocks, strata, trees, rainbows, storms, the sun, moon, winds, lakes, peaks, and forests, all astral events, the human life cycle, the entire living world, of which Wordsworth was a keen and even scientific observer. As a poet, he was inspired by the same concerns as the scientists, rural life, the local, simple, self-evident, ‘nature’s laws’, and a fundamental belief that ‘man and nature [are] essentially adapted to each other’ (Preface, 1802, ‘Home at Grasmere’, 1006–11, ‘Prospectus’, 62–70). Like his poetry, the new sciences of earth, air, sky, and human life itself were observational, non-mathematical, non-technical, narrative and colloquial, expressed in the ‘plainer and more emphatic language’ of ‘rustic life’, rather than an artful or ornamental language. As Gillian Beer points out, the new scientists wrote in the ‘mother tongue’, the English of Milton, Samuel Johnson, the literary tradition, to which Wordsworth himself contributed. 6 Beyond language, however, both poets and scientists of the Romantic period shared the same mental processes: dealing with invisibles, ‘imponderables’, transformations, the unprecedented and undefined, scientists as much as poets depended on intuition and the imaginative grasp of experiences to understand and interpret the world and phenomena around them.7

Like Wordsworth, the natural philosophers and scientists were sociable: public figures, authorities, and prolific writers. They travelled, often in groups or pairs, scientific tourists, so to speak, who explored the Lake District or, as he did, or Scotland and the Alps, and developed their theories from reading what Wordsworth called ‘the face of things’. He shared excursions with, among others, William Rowan Hamilton, mathematician, astronomer, and cartographer; Adam Sedgwick, the good natured, loquacious professor of geology at Cambridge and Charles Darwin’s tutor, who contributed notes to Wordsworth’s Guide Through the District of the Lakes (hereafter cited as Guide); and Humphry Davy, who, Coleridge claimed, ‘converted Poetry into Science’,8 and who was entrusted to supervise the second edition of Lyrical Ballads through the press. Coleridge was a major and provocative source both for textual knowledge and a recreational or therapeutic chemistry in a laboratory he proposed setting up in the Lake District with Davy.9 But for contemporary sciences, the Lake District itself was Wordsworth’s laboratory.

Like Wordsworth, a generation of natural philosophers or scientists were mostly provincial, independent, and self-taught. They preferred the landscape, a knowledge of encounter to libraries, laboratories, texts, or experiments as if responding to his exhortation: ‘Close up those barren leaves’, ‘Come forth into the light of things | Let Nature be your teacher’ (‘The Tables Turned’ 30, 15–16). Joseph Priestley, like Benjamin Franklin, stood out in a storm to attract electricity from the lightning, while his discovery of oxygen and its role in photosynthesis re-valued the natural world as the source of life to which human beings were biologically and crucially connected. William Herschel discovered an infinite, expanding, and evolving universe not in an observatory, but through his home-made telescopes in his garden in Bath. James Hutton, a gentleman farmer, overturned existing textual, biblical, and geological theories of the origin and age of the earth while sitting by the seaside in Scotland. Luke Howard, a chemist, walked all over England, named and classified the clouds, explained their origins, shapes, functions, and meaning, and created the study of meteorology.10 William Smith, a surveyor excavating canals in Somerset, created a geological history of England and Wales, first presented in 1796 at the Bath Philosophical Society, then, like Howard, after walking all over Great Britain, in 1815 created the ‘map that changed the world.’11 Mary Anning collected fossils on the shores of Lyme Regis, the first and most complete fossils, and became an oracle, her cottage a destination for such acclaimed geologists as William Buckland, Gideon Mantell, and Richard Owen.12

In London, Humphry Davy at the Royal Society and Michael Faraday at the Royal Institution created through their lectures a public and popular culture of science which extended to provincial centres such as Bath, Manchester, Birmingham, and Edinburgh. 13 The newest ideas, whether about stars or respiration, were demonstrated, explained, and published in periodicals such as the Monthly Magazine alongside fashion and politics, in textbooks, or, between 1788 and 1797, in the Encyclopaedia Britannica. Mathematical contests were conducted in the Ladies Magazine, and men and women mingled in the countryside collecting rocks, shells, fossils, and, as Wordsworth’s ‘Star-Gazers’ (1806) illustrates, for a fee, peered through telescopes in Leicester Square, London.

Provincial philosophical societies from Aberdeen and Dublin to the Royal Institution in London offered lectures, published proceedings, and provided a forum for such unaffiliated figures as William Smith and James Hutton. In Birmingham, between 1765 and 1813, meeting monthly when the moon was full, the Lunar Society became the source of knowledge and creativity driving the Industrial Revolution in the north and the second scientific revolution throughout England. 14 Such meetings, performances, and publications, the informal and accidental exchanges at social gatherings, pubs, coffee houses, and even Joseph Johnson’s London bookstore accounted for the swift dissemination of scientific knowledge that Wordsworth, his visitors, friends, and colleagues, could later validate on the fells, tarns, and in the gardens of the Lake District. These independent, inventive, literally eccentric figures, studying the natural and human world around them, many sharing Wordsworth’s theological, philosophical, and political ideals, faced the same conflicts: how to reconcile the changing, unpredictable, and mysterious natural and human world they experienced with the religious conventions and text-based Newtonian science they had learned, how to frame a language suited to their work, and how to reach the audience that would most profit for it.

Like everyone in England, literate and illiterate, back to the Renaissance, Wordsworth’s way of seeing, thinking, and organizing experience was shaped by Euclid’s Elements, which he encountered as a child in Hawkshead school, among his first connections to a universal culture outside the Lake District and an instrument for knowing the natural world. A traditional Euclidean geometry of place is implicit in Wordsworth’s picturesque or cartographic descriptions such as in ‘Home at Grasmere’, ‘A centre, come from wheresoe'er you will, |…Unity entire’ (148–51). Similarly conventional visual and spatial geometry organizes the Guide, which is built on shapes, patterns, and relationships: the topographical ‘from the circumference to the centre’, eight valleys ‘diverging from a point’ ‘like spokes from the nave of a wheel’; the architectural ‘quadrangular chimneys’; the geological mountain bases in ‘straight lines’, ‘parallel to each other’; and the aesthetic, natural beauty in ‘a multiplicity of symmetrical parts uniting in a consistent whole’ (PrW, II. 171, 181)

Like all the sciences, geometry during his lifetime was questioned, tested and revised. The old Euclidean stabilities, symmetries, permanent shapes, forms, and natural laws based on them did not apply to the new sciences of process and their irregularities. For some, geometry reverted to its origins,15 the masculine, mystical, vegetarian cult of Pythagoras in fifth century BC Greece. To these early practitioners, geometry had been a sacred expression involving the worship of forms, numbers, shapes, spheres, angles, lines, proportion, relationships, and patterns, with musical analogues. Two hundred years later, Euclid gathered the principles into the Elements, a secular geometry identified with logic, reason, and order—the very opposite of Pythagoras. Translated into English in the sixteenth century, in the rational and orderly Newtonian world, according to Newton himself, to Galileo, and to Kepler, Euclid’s Elements spoke the ‘language of nature’ and God was a divine geometer. Generations of children were educated in the style and rhetoric—the axioms, postulates, theorems, definitions, propositions, applications, and proofs—influencing every form of discourse and practice, including astronomy, navigation, architecture, military campaigns, technology, even politics and social organization.

The medieval stonemasons who built cathedrals and castles incarnating abstract geometric forms in spiritual and political settings created another form of geometry, secretive, ritualistic, and identified with the labouring classes. By the eighteenth century, the masons had evolved into the Freemasons, global fraternal organizations of gentlemen, who applied both rational Euclidean and spiritual Pythagorean subtexts to principles of charity, politics, economics, and war.16 Freemasons such as George Washington and the Duke of Wellington based their military campaigns on geometric principles and Thomas Jefferson’s social and political geometry opened the Declaration of Independence: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.’ Freemasons such as Mozart, Edmund Burke, Sir Joseph Banks, David Garrick, Edmund Kean, Alexander Pope, Edward Gibbon, Robert Burns, and Sir Walter Scott infused the Freemason geometric ideals into poetry, history, music, morality, law, politics, economics, cartography, entertainment, architecture, and topiary gardens. Even as these ancient geometric ideals suffused eighteenth-century public life, Thomas Taylor revived the original mystical and occult geometries in translations between 1778 and 1817 of Pythagoras, Euclid, Proclus, and Plato. Joseph Johnson published and sold them from his London bookstore reaching and influencing several generations of philosophers and writers including Blake, Erasmus Darwin, Shelley, and Wordsworth.

Through all the versions of The Prelude, from 1799 to 1849, Wordsworth illustrates, either overtly or implicitly, the entire array of these geometries from the rational Euclidean to the mystical Pythagorean. In Book II, he questioned the application of the rational Euclidean geometry to his inner life: ‘But who shall parcel out | His intellect by geometric rules, | Split like a province into round and square?’ (II. 208–10). For the inner life, Wordsworth was possibly more receptive to spiritual or sacred geometry as the much discussed and contested Arab dream sequence illustrates (V. 75–110). Wordsworth represents Euclid’s Elements in a stone, which ‘held acquaintance with the stars, | And wedded man to man by purest bond | Of nature [revised to ‘Reason’] undisturbed by space or time’, and the shell, poetry, which, with its musical associations—‘a god, yea many gods’ with ‘voices more than all the winds’—could evoke the Pythagorean mystical tradition.17 Book VI (143–59) offers a mighty summing up of all the geometries, from ancient to contemporary, from Pythagoras to, in a later revision, William Rowan Hamilton, starting with the ‘pleasure gathered from the elements’ of which he knew enough to ‘exalt, to cheer…and compose’, to meditations on ‘the alliance of those simple, pure | Proportions and relations, with the frame | And laws of nature’, leading ultimately to a ‘Transcendent peace | And silence’ that Wordsworth identifies with divinity.18 John Newton, the sailor shipwrecked on a deserted island (160–87) with nothing but his volume of Euclid, ‘beguiles his sorrows’ by drawing diagrams in the sand. Wordsworth writes: ‘Mighty is the charm | Of those abstractions to a mind beset | With images, and haunted by itself.’19 Ironically, the sailor is shipwrecked with nothing but the book that should have saved him, Euclid’s Elements, the basis for navigation, which he practises, literally acts out, in the sand. In the unpredictable post-Newtonian natural world, the ‘alliance’ of Euclid ‘with the frame and laws of nature’ is broken.

Even without explicit reference to geometry, Wordsworth uses the language of geometry, the properties, powers, shapes, and forms, especially forms, ‘beauteous’, ‘uncouth’, or simply ‘nature’s forms’. To ‘every Form of Being’, the Wanderer says, is ‘assigned’ ‘An active principle’ (IX. 1–3), not static in the Euclidean sense but living in the Pythagorean. Wordsworth’s pervading sense of life embodied in forms connects geometry, chemistry, astronomy, and geology, the ‘sentiment of being’, he finds in ‘unorganic natures’, ‘beyond the reach of thought’, ‘to the human eye | Invisible’, and all ‘that leaps, and runs, and shouts, and sings’, ‘beats the gladsome air’, ‘glides | Beneath the wave’, ‘the wave itself | And mighty depth of waters’ (Prelude, II. 420–8)

The connecting, invisible, animating, and ‘active principle’ is expressed on a scientific level in photosynthesis, one of the contested and familiar theories of the Romantic period. Over three billion years after organic life emerged on the earth, in 1774, the year he helped found the Unitarian Church in England, Joseph Priestley identified the ‘air’ on which life depends, later named ‘oxygen’ by Antoine Lavoisier, a French nobleman who was soon to be beheaded. It was not until 1793,20 however, that the entire theory came together, an amazing system describing how human life depended on breathing oxygen, air, created through an interaction among the most common things, invisible transformations that endowed the sun, rain, and greenery with life-giving properties. Simply breathing, circulating oxygen in the blood, was a physical basis for such transcendental, pantheistic, or Unitarian experience that Coleridge described as ‘the one Life within us and abroad’ (‘The Eolian Harp’), and Wordsworth who also ‘saw one life,’ and ‘felt that it was joy’ (Prelude, II. 429–30). In a rhapsodic passage Wordsworth celebrates all the elements of photosynthesis: he recalls, as a boy, having ‘loved the sun’, ‘as a pledge | And surety of our earthly life, a light | Which we behold and feel we are alive.’ At dawn, at sunset,


In many a thoughtless hour, when from excess

Of happiness, my blood appeared to flow

With its own pleasure, and I breathed with joy(Prel, II. 178–89).



Whatever Wordsworth’s textual source (possibly Erasmus Darwin’s The Loves of the Plants), to him, photosynthesis was confirmed by a physical experience and a spiritual awakening. These passages, like so many others that itemize the elements, processes, and effects of photosynthesis, illustrate what Wordsworth called the ‘transfiguration’ that poets were to bring to ‘the remotest discoveries of the Chemist, the Botanist, or the Mineralogist’ when they are ‘familiar to us’, when they shall be ‘manifestly and palpably material to us as enjoying and suffering beings’ (Preface, 1800, Gill, 69).

Breath and breathing, like the ‘correspondent breeze’, are signatures of Wordsworth’s poetry, poetry itself is ‘The breath and finer spirit’ (Preface 1800), ‘Nature breathes’ (Prelude, I. 281), ‘low breathings’ pursue him in the boat stealing episode (I. 323); the ‘Wisdom and Spirit of the Universe’ ‘gives to forms and images a breath and motion’ (402–3), his wife ‘breath[es] thoughtful breath’ (‘Phantom of Delight’, 23); it is ‘a bright and breathing world’ (Excursion, III. 236); ‘every flower | Enjoys the air it breathes’ (‘Lines written in Early Spring’, 12); and a note of 1842 on ‘breathing flowers’ in ‘This Lawn, a Carpet all Alive’ (1829) explains that the beauty of plants is enhanced by the knowledge of photosynthesis, ‘insights into its…properties and powers.’21

A similar transfiguration involves the word ‘sublime’, an aesthetic commonplace in the Romantic period with cognates such as subliminal, sublimate, and, to a chemist, the infinitive ‘to sublime’, or ‘to sublate’. To Wordsworth’s contemporaries, the textual, aesthetic, or psychological sublime also connoted a chemical or alchemical process, meaning a transformation or transition of a substance from one state to another, usually from a material to a vapour, without passing through any intermediate form. As practised and noted by Priestley, Davy, Dalton, Michael Faraday, and Luke Howard, all the Romantic chemists, to sublime or subliming could describe combustion, cloud formation, or photosynthesis, plants invisibly converting carbon dioxide from poisonous exhalations to life-giving oxygen inhaled and circulated in the blood.22 In the challenging and elusive Simplon Pass section of The Prelude, Wordsworth captures both the chemical and the aesthetic meaning of sublime in ‘That awful Power rose from the mind’s abyss | Like an unfathered vapour ‘ (525–6). Power (another term with scientific, religious, and literary meaning) arises, transforms, sublimes, ‘unfathered’, with no visible source, no intermediate state.

By extension, subliming could be any conversion from one state to another, to many others, terrestrial, emotional, psychological, physical, spiritual, visual, imaginative, without intervention, as, for example ‘a sense sublime | Of something far more deeply interfused’ (‘On revisiting the Wye’, 96–7). Such interfusion or subliming can be mystical, chemical, and imaginative, all at the same time, a complex engagement with the natural world, characteristic and in many ways unique in the way Wordsworth sees things and how, through various transformations, they become poetry.

The scientific implications of sublimity—transforming, uplifting, interfusing—extend to Wordsworth’s geology, which is as creative and controversial as his poetry: ‘Sublimity’, he writes in the Guide, alluding to the geological process and to the aesthetics, ‘is the result of Nature’s first great dealings with the superficies of the earth’ (PrW, II. 181). But this image reflects only one of several Romantic geologies that began with Thomas Burnet’s Sacred Theory of the Earth (1681–9). Burnet, among others, had claimed, that God created the earth about 6,000 years before, and destroyed it as a punishment for human sin either by crushing it and releasing a flood of inner waters, which the Neptunists believed; or through volcanic eruptions, which the Plutonists or Vulcanists believed; or successively by flood, eruptions, collisions, catastrophes of every possible sort which George Cuvier believed and published in English as Theory of the Earth (1817). Less popular, James Hutton, a Scottish doctor, chemist, and gentleman farmer, offered another geology, Uniformitarianism, as William Whewell ultimately called it, one discovered in a Wordsworthian way and that has Wordsworthian features.23

Before Louis Agassiz published his theory of glaciation, indeed before the first fossil was discovered and became a clue to the history of life on earth, Hutton, on a hillside by the Scottish seashore, watching the water, sand, and wind as it encountered the landscape, concluded that the forces he saw around him were the same as those that had created and shaped the earth in some unfathomable past, that the earth was living, evolving, continually created through uplift and erosion, wind and rain, shifting sediments, occasional earthquakes and volcanoes, but slowly, as he concluded in a paper first presented to the Royal Society of Edinburgh in 1785, with ‘no sign of a beginning—no prospect of an end’. 24A quiet and pious man, Hutton rejected the image of a intervening and punitive god. He interpreted the fires within the earth, not as a destination for the sinful but, as they were to Blake, part of the creative force, the energies of a self-sustaining, self-creating world.

Wordsworth saw the terrestrial world in the same ways. When he describes the Wanderer who measures ‘some tall crag’ or ‘peak | Familiar with forgotten years, that shows, | Inscribed upon its visionary sides, | The history of many a winter storm, | Or obscure records of the path of fire’ (Excursion, I. 273–8), he is seeing the same geological features as Hutton and in the same terms. The landscape, the hills, valleys, faults and strata, for both of them validated the life of nature, of the earth itself, the ‘active Principle’ that all the sciences reveal, especially geological things, ‘every pebbly stone’, ‘the stationary rocks’, ‘The moving waters, and the invisible air’ (Excursion, IX. 84–6). Among the ‘speaking face of things’ were ‘rocks that muttered’, ‘drizzling crags’ that ‘spake by the wayside | As if a voice were in them’ (Prelude, VI. 652–4), ‘The ghostly language of the ancient earth’ (Prelude, II. 309). While most geologies focused on some form of creation and its inert vestiges, Wordsworth, like Hutton, was concerned with life, human life, the living earth, not origins but processes, not history but the present: ‘Here we are, in a bright and breathing world | Our origin, what matters it?’ (Excursion, III. 237–8).

While Hutton, doctor, philosopher, gentleman farmer, was studying the earth in Scotland, in Bath, William Herschel, a German musician who composed music and played in an orchestra for the fashionable assemblies during the day, at night in his garden through his home-made telescopes extended James Hutton’s vision of a timeless, evolving, boundless earth to an evolving, boundless universe of explosive origins constantly replenishing itself. For Herschel and his followers, the earth was just one of many planets, among many stars, the Milky Way merely one galaxy, mostly unseen, undiscovered (except for Uranus which he discovered in 1781), and all populated by extra-terrestrial creatures. 25

Herschel’s discoveries, first presented as papers to the Royal Society and later published as On the Construction of the Heavens (1785), coincided with a burst of astral activities starting in 1783, when the eruption of Laki, a volcano in Iceland, generated thick fogs, hail, clouds, and cold that covered northern Europe and spread around the globe. It disabled navigational instruments, caused famine and plagues that killed anyone who worked out of doors (including, possibly Wordsworth’s father) and generated lasting anxieties about the sky, the heavens, and the dangers they held. When the sky cleared, the fogs lifted, that very year, the largest meteor ever recorded flashed across the British and European skies followed by more record-setting astral events: the longest lunar eclipse in 1798, another comet in 1811 lasting for seventeen months, a comet in 1814 that Dorothy Wordsworth feared would collide with the Lake District (LY, III. 517–18), and in 1816, the longest solar eclipse. As if reclaiming the skies, starting in the dark year of 1783, the first balloon flight was launched in Paris, another in England in 1784, and new kite technologies created new possibilities for communication, meteorology, navigation, spying, and transportation. In his own attempt to bring order, clarity, and dispel superstition, in 1803 Luke Howard, a Quaker chemist, published the Essay on the Modification of Clouds, classifying clouds, naming them in Latin and accounting for their origins and functions.26

Newtonian astronomy survived. It provided a refuge from the menacing astral events starting in 1783 and from Herschel’s yawning dark spaces, mysteries, alien and godless worlds. Both astronomies existed together, each with political applications: the Newtonian affirming traditional order and Herschel’s, a counter-astronomy, representing revolutionary Europe and the colonial possibilities of extra-terrestrials, in which George III believed and to which Wordsworth alludes in Peter Bell—‘the red-haired race of Mars’, the ‘melancholy Spectres’ of Saturn, and in the later text, ‘Jove…full of stately bowers’ (36–50). These two astronomies generated a lively popular culture: decorative and theatrical orreries, models of the Newtonian universe, appeared in parlours and London theatres; a London Cyclorama (much like a modern planetarium) demonstrated the symmetries of a Newtonian universe;27 and textbooks such as George Gregory’s Dictionary of the Arts and Sciences (1807) restored a heliocentric universe. In 1805, astronomy entered the nursery with the most popular poem ever written, Jane Taylor’s ‘The Star’ (‘Twinkle, twinkle, little star’). As an itinerant astronomer, Adam Walker, gave demonstrations of a Newtonian orrery in provincial and London theatres, but, at the same time, he taught contemporary astronomy on a circuit that included Syon House Academy where Shelley was his student.28 The telescope became a fashionable accessory to connect to or spy on one’s neighbours, or, aimed at the sky, to control, domesticate, familiarize, frame an otherwise threatening universe. William, Dorothy, and Coleridge used one in Nether Stowey, and again for a comet party at Rydal Mount in 1814; the demented sea captain carried one in ‘The Thorn’, and the Solitary had a ‘shattered telescope’ (II. 267) in The Excursion, while Jane Austen ridiculed its social uses in Sanditon.29 Herschel’s discovery of Uranus also prompted the revision of astral cartography: new maps and atlases, like terrestrial maps, helped to regulate the infinite universe which was captured, bound, and compressed between covers. While the newly visible comets and meteors accumulated, astrologists (who had been prosecuted as criminals in the eighteenth century) reworked their maps and schedules, and their discredited practice acquired a new following among occultists, the credulous, and the fearful.

During Wordsworth’s lifetime, like geometry and like geology, astronomy had many versions: traditional, contemporary, and popular, more popular and accessible than any of the other sciences. Wordsworth reflects all of them: he knew the names of the stars as he did rocks and flowers, celebrated the sun, the mystery of ‘immeasurably distant stars’, planted a ‘life star’ in the Intimations Ode, depicted the daffodils ‘continuous as the stars that shine |…on the Milky Way’ added to the 1804 poem in 1814, although it had been a half century since the continuity of the Milky Way had been refuted. In the Prelude, the Newtonian universe of 1807, with its ‘boundaries of space and time’, ‘melancholy space and doleful time’, ‘incapable of change’ (VI. 135–7), becomes, in the revision of 1839, Herschel’s universe, a source of pleasure meditating ‘From star to star, from kindred sphere to sphere | From system on to system without end’ (II. 126–8, note, p. 193).

Depicting the new universe in art and poetry challenged Wordsworth and his contemporaries. In a world of ‘things forever speaking’, the sky was silent: the Pedlar reads the ‘silent stars’; the landscape is connected ‘with the quiet of the sky’ (‘On revisiting the Wye’, 8); ‘a melancholy space’ in ‘A Night Piece’, is of ‘unfathomable depth’, like Shelley’s ‘intense inane’, at the peak moment of Prometheus Unbound.30 Commissioned to illustrate Erasmus Darwin’s Botanical Garden, Blake, who could ‘see eternity in a grain of sand’, could not visualize Herschel’s Milky Way. Even the astral vocabulary shifted with the new astronomy: the traditional and poetic ‘celestial’, derived from Greek and Latin connoting order, power, transcendence, the bounded, regulated, symmetrical, rational Newtonian universe, was gradually replaced with ‘sky’, a word of Nordic origins referring to clouds, obscurity, turbulence, or with ‘heavens’, a word of Anglo-Saxon origin meaning lament, grief, mourn, and emptiness. Finally, the sky, the heavens, boundless and secularized in Herschel’s astronomy, became in art as well as science simply space,

John Dalton, the most imaginative, visionary, and Wordsworthian of all the scientists, saw eternity in less than a grain of sand, in atoms, invisible to everyone but him.31 Like Wordsworth, Priestley, Hutton, and Herschel, he rejected Newton’s vision of the universe, the texts and sacred subtexts, preferring to learn from excursions, experience and his own observations. Dalton was born in 1766 in Eaglesfield, near Cockermouth, where Wordsworth was born four years later, both part of the North country Quaker community, which shaped their lives and accounted for an independence of spirit, a belief in invisibles, and a preference for simplicities. Dalton, himself colour-blind, tutored by the blind John Gough who appears in The Excursion (VII. 498–514), acquired the same classical languages, mathematics, and botany as Wordsworth. They climbed the same hills—Scafell, Skiddaw, Helvellyn—Dalton climbing them many times, during the same seasons as Wordsworth, with the same friends, Humphry Davy, Adam Sedgwick, and Jonathan Otley who mapped the Lakes and served as guide to Wordsworth.32 Dalton measured the altitude of all the mountains in the Lake District, recorded the rainfall, humidity, winds, and pressures, identified recurrent sunspots (ever after called the Dalton Minimum), and explained the gases elevating the Floating Island which emerged annually in Derwentwater, all appearing in Wordsworth’s Guide. Along with Wordsworth and Southey, he subscribed to a collection of poems by Isabella Lickbarrow whom he had taught at a Quaker school, subsidized her, and left a bequest on his death. Davy, who had served Wordsworth so well, coached Dalton for public lectures at the Royal Institute in London, which he gave reluctantly before retreating back to Manchester and the Lake District. Among their few textual influences, both read Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura, possibly in Thomas Taylor’s popular translations, or in Erasmus Darwin’s Temple of Nature (1803), where atomic theory was rescued from the inorganic mechanistic to animate the world of process: ‘With ceaseless change…restless atoms pass | From life to life, a transmigrating mass’, recycling all living things (Canto iv. 419).

Although Wordsworth and Dalton shared friends, places, and experiences, and both became public figures, sitting for busts by Sir Francis Chantry, speaking the same language, sharing the same faith, there is no record of their ever meeting or even mentioning one another. As a Quaker, Dalton believed in ‘one life’; for him, like the Wanderer, in the mountains ‘littleness was not, the least of things | seemed infinite’ (Excursion, I. 228–31). The atoms composed all things, airs, qualities, tangibles and intangibles, immortal, incalculable, infinite, forever circulating through the universe and other beings. Davy considered the thought ‘sublime…the motions of matter [in] different species…continually changing into one another’. 33

Like Wordsworth, Dalton’s vision extended from the molecular to the astral: ‘We might as well attempt to introduce a new planet into the solar system…as to create or destroy one particle of hydrogen.’34 Indeed, the poetry and science, the poet and scientist were reflections of each other, each illustrating and explaining the other, intuiting and observing the same phenomena in the same way for different purposes: Wordsworth’s observations take the form of poetry, and Dalton’s of physical theory, as if Wordsworth were describing Dalton’s science as it appeared in nature and Dalton’s were a scientific version of Wordsworth’s poetry, which at times reads like a comprehensive guide to the Age of Wonder: ‘howe’er removed | From sense and observation’, ‘An active Principle’, ‘subsists’


In all things, in all natures; in the stars

Of azure heaven, the unenduring clouds,

In flower and tree, in every pebbly stone

That paves the brooks, the stationary rocks,

The moving waters, and the invisible air.

Whate'er exists hath properties that spread

Beyond itself, communicating good

A simple blessing, or with evil mixed;

Spirit that knows no insulated spot,

No chasm, no solitude; from link to link

It circulates, the Soul of all the worlds.(Excursion, IX. 4–15)



The implicit scientific vision that Wordsworth captured in his poetry, language, and spirit of his generation appealed to his successors, the Victorians who were refining and working out the implications of Romantic science. On the recommendation of his tutor, Adam Sedgwick, with whom he had been touring the north of Wales, Charles Darwin took a copy of The Excursion with him on the ‘Beagle’ and read it twice with ‘delight’ between 1837 and 1839, and another six volumes of Wordsworth’s poetry between 1841 and 1842, while preparing The Origin of Species.35 Contrary to Aldous Huxley’s influential accusation in ‘Wordsworth in the Tropics’ that Wordsworth had a religious and sentimental view of nature that would not have survived in the tropics,36 in fact, Wordsworth’s view of nature in The Excursion helped frame the struggle and brutality that Darwin encountered there and explained how to turn them to account. In the first book of The Excursion, ‘The Ruined Cottage’, Wordsworth dramatized a struggle for survival, a poor family destroyed by war, hunger, disease, while amid ‘the calm oblivious tendencies | Of nature’, the ‘silent overgrowings’, ‘the secret spirit of humanity’ ‘still survived’ (927–30). Wordsworth wrote ‘The Ruined Cottage’ in 1798, the same year as Malthus published the Essay on Population, which, along with The Excursion, was the major textual influence on Darwin.

Aside from allusions to Wordsworth in Darwin’s notebooks and autobiography, Wordsworth is a presence in the best part of the Origin, the rhythm, cadences, language, imagery, conception, narrative voice, and feeling which Wordsworth said in the Preface that poets will bring to science: ‘Thus from the war of nature, from famine and death, the most exalted object which we are capable of conceiving, namely, the production of the higher animals directly follows. There is a grandeur in this view of life’, Darwin concluded, ‘with its several powers, having been originally breathed by the creator into a few forms or into one, and that, whilst the planet goes cycling on according to the fixed law of gravity, from so simple a beginning, endless forms most beautiful and wonderful have been and are being evolved’.37
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CHAPTER 35

WORDSWORTH AND LANDSCAPE

JAMES A. W. HEFFERNAN


How pleasant, as the sun declines, to view

The spacious landscape change in form and hue!

      —An Evening Walk (1836), 97–8



ENGLISH landscape was always changing. In this couplet from the final version of a poem first published in 1793, Wordsworth not only alters the wording of the original to stress the mutability of landscape (which in the original simply ‘shines’); he also illustrates how the meaning of the word had changed since the early seventeenth century, when—like the Dutch landschap—it denoted ‘a picture representing natural inland scenery’ (OED). By the middle of the eighteenth century, when Thomas Gray begins his ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’ (1751) by describing a ‘glimmering landscape’ of fading light, the word had come to mean ‘a view or prospect of natural inland scenery, such as can be taken in at a glance from one point of view’ (OED). But the pictorial meaning of landscape never died. It remained very much alive in the literature of the picturesque, in books about what William Gilpin—acclaimed in his own time as ‘the venerable founder and master of the Picturesque School’—called ‘that peculiar kind of beauty, which is agreeable in a picture.’1

Since Wordsworth owned Gilpin’s Observations on the picturesque beauties of the Lake District (1786) and cites another of his books in a note on An Evening Walk, l. 317 (CEW, 68), Wordsworth’s conception of landscape was surely inflected by Gilpin’s concept of the picturesque. But Gilpin’s concept of the picturesque—of what makes a tract of land pictorially ‘agreeable’—verges on downright self-contradiction. On the one hand, writing of ‘the picturesque eye’ in his Observations on the lake district, Gilpin declares that it ‘seeks a nature untamed by art, and bursting wildly into all its irregular forms’.2 On the other hand, in the very first book of his Observations (1782), he had already explained that he would examine nature ‘by the rules of picturesque beauty’, and in applying those rules, Gilpin seeks a nature tamed by art, a nature whose irregular forms have been carefully regulated by the principles of pictorial composition.3 In the very book which salutes the picturesqueness of a nature ‘untamed by art’, he writes of northern England:

it cannot be supposed that every scene, which these countries present, is correctly picturesque. In such immense bodies of rough-hewn matter, many irregularities, many deformities, must exist, which a practised eye would wish to correct.

In all these cases, the imagination is apt to whisper, What glorious Scenes might be made here, if these stubborn materials could yield to the judicious hand of art.4

Insofar as landscape was pictorial, then, it was something distinct from nature, something mentally composed by a viewer familiar with the art of painting and its rules, and probably also with the precepts of Gilpin and other writers on the picturesque. At least a few of what may seem—at first—Wordsworth’s most original formulations reflect their influence. Take for instance the quatrain about sunset from ‘The Tables turned’:


The sun, above the mountain’s head

A freshening lustre mellow

Through all the long green fields has spread

His first sweet evening yellow.(PW, IV. 57)



In the spring of 1798, about the time Wordsworth wrote these lines, Hazlitt admiringly recorded the kind of perception that stood behind it: ‘Wordsworth, looking out of the low, latticed window, said, “How beautifully the sun sets on that yellow bank.” I thought within myself, “With what eyes these poets see nature!”’5 But Wordsworth’s eyes were hardly innocent. They had been trained by the reading of poems such as James Thomson’s ‘Spring’ (1728), where the light of a setting sun breaks through the clouds,


               strikes

Th’ illumined mountain, through the forest streams,

      …and in a yellow mist

Far smoking o’er the interminable plain,

In twinkling myriads lights the dewy gems.(‘Spring’, 193–7)



To show that Thomson was ‘a better colourist’ than Milton, Gilpin quotes a version of this passage in which the sun ‘spreads’ over the plain just as Wordsworth’s setting sun spreads yellow light through long green fields.6 By 1798, the picturesque effects of sunset had been virtually canonized. Under the title of Buttermere in the Royal Academy exhibition of that year, J. M. W. Turner also quoted from Thomson’s lines on the setting sun, including those on ‘th’ illumined mountain’ and the ‘yellow mist’.7 And in all versions of An Evening Walk (1793), Wordsworth’s couplet on the setting sun—‘Sunk to a curve the day-star lessens still, | Gives one bright glance, and sinks behind the hill’ (173–4)—derives ‘From Thomson’, as Wordsworth says in a note to the couplet that also directs us to ‘see Scott’s Critical Essays’ (CEW, 52). In those essays, John Scott not only quotes Thomson’s description of a sunset (‘Now half immers’d, and now a golden curve, | Gives one bright glance, then total disappears’ (‘Summer’, 1628–9)); he also commends its pictorialism. ‘The gradual descent and enlargement of the sun,’ he writes, ‘its immersion within the horizon, reduction to a curve and then total disappearance’ are ‘all fine natural and picturesque circumstances.’8 Collectively, then, the evidence suggests that with the aid of critics such as Scott and Gilpin and of poets such as Thomson, Wordsworth trained himself to read natural phenomena with a ‘picturesque eye’, to compose landscapes in words. Well before he declared in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads that he aimed to ‘throw over [common incidents] a certain colouring of imagination’ (PW, II. 386), Gilpin had written that ‘picturesque description’ demands the vividness of ‘high-colouring’.9

Gilpin may also have led both Wordsworth and Coleridge to one of their most luminous analogies for the work of the imagination. After explaining how his very first view of Keswick at sunset ‘was aided…by all the powers…of light and shade’, Gilpin concludes that ‘a common sunset often gives a beautiful appearance even to an ordinary landscape’.10 Likewise, in recalling his conversations with Wordsworth in 1798 on ‘the truth of nature’ and ‘the modifying colours of imagination’, Coleridge compared the two respectively to landscape and pictorial effects: ‘The sudden charm, which accidents of light and shade, which moon-light or sun-set diffused over a known and familiar landscape, appeared to represent the practicability of combining both’ (CCBL, II. 5).

In thus aligning ‘landscape’ with ‘nature,’ Coleridge elides a gap that had long been bridged by the art of landscape gardening. While Joshua Reynolds firmly declared (in 1786) that ‘Gardening, as far as Gardening is an Art…is a deviation from nature’, English garden designers led by William Kent had long sought to accommodate their art to nature: to its irregularity, its fluid life, its twists and turns.11 In a sense, English landscapists sought to inscribe in the earth itself the Longinian principle that to achieve perfection, art must be disguised as nature.12 Paradoxically, Kent made gardens more ‘natural’ not just by rejecting the geometrical regularity of French landscapists but by taking cues from landscape painting: creating vistas, replacing straight lines with winding paths, and sinking fences out of sight so as to open up the garden to its surroundings. ‘He leaped the fence,’ said Horace Walpole, ‘and saw that all nature was a garden.’13 More precisely, he turned nature into ‘natural’ pictures at estates such as Lord Cobham’s Stowe, where—during a visit in the 1740s—Gilpin conceived the picturesque method of looking at rural terrain as a sequence of changing vistas.14

In its genesis, then, the picturesque was doubly artificial: a way of looking at terrain as if it were a landscape garden designed to resemble a picture. Yet even while affirming—as noted above—that the ‘practised eye’ of the traveller in quest of the picturesque must correct the ‘irregularities’ of nature, Gilpin also insisted that ‘the rules of picturesque beauty…are drawn from nature’.15 A like conviction animates what was surely the most conspicuous poem about landscape in the 1790s: Payne Knight’s The Landscape (1794), addressed to Uvedale Price, who—distinguishing the picturesque from both the Burkean beautiful (smooth, light, gracefully curved) and the Burkean sublime (vast, gloomy, terrifying)—applied it to small-scale scenery marked by roughness, intricacy, and irregularity, full of sharp contrasts and a variety of tints.16 Embracing Price’s concept of the picturesque as a guide to garden design, Knight saw it as a way of liberating the garden—more precisely the rural estate—from the heavy hand of ‘improvers’ such as Humphrey Repton, successor to Capability Brown, whose designs seemed far too bald, smooth, and hence unnatural in the eyes of Price and Knight alike. Instead of Repton’s shaven lawns or the ‘imaginary plains’ of pastoral poetry, Knight salutes a landscape ‘such as nature's common charms produce | For social man's delight and common use’, and in verses meant to advertise the second edition of the poem, Edward Winnington celebrates its vision of a nature freed from the trammels of ‘the dull improver’ and hails ‘liberty and nature’ as ‘kindred powers’.17

In thus praising a vision of landscape—or rather of landscape gardening—that embodies both liberty and nature, Winnington seconds the political message of this ‘didactic’ poem, which attacks the arrogance of proprietorship by chastising anyone who would make his estate a showplace of ‘His vast possessions, and his wide domains’ (163). But the irony of this critique is that its author owned an estate of ten thousand acres, one of the largest in Herefordshire.18 The landscape of the poem, then, is virtually interchangeable with Knight’s landscape; and as Alan Liu observes, ‘the whole of The Landscape is an effort not so much to avoid property as to conceal it in ‘Nature’.19 Knight cannot conceal, however, the political history of landscape. For the landed gentry of eighteenth-century England, Tim Fulford writes, ‘the proper source of power and stability in the nation was the possession of land, and the organization of the prospect-view was an expression of their authority over the national landscape which they owned. …Through the prospect-view, the propertied classes were able to present their political dominance as confirmed by the natural scene’.20 Wordsworth himself never owned any of the houses he lived in, but in ‘View from the Top of Black Comb’ (1813; PW, II. 289–90), a south Cumberland peak that commands the grandest view in the whole country, he reads the rivers, hills, and ‘earth-embracing sea’ itself as a collective display ‘of man’s inheritance | Of Britain’s calm felicity and power!’ (31–4). Part of what belonged to Britain as a whole belonged to specific landowners like Knight. An Evening Walk subtly confirms the proprietary status of at least one of the sights Wordsworth describes: Lower Rydal falls, where ‘a small cascade | Illumes with sparkling foam the twilight shade’ (79–80) could be seen only from a window in the ‘Viewing House’ of Sir Michael le Fleming, so the view is literally framed by his property.21 Lurking beneath the picturesque, then, and particularly inscribed in its emphasis on viewing a prospect from an elevated ‘station’, was the concept of landscape as property: the property of those whose socio-economic station was likewise elevated.

Against this notion, one might argue, English poetry sought to democratize landscape. According to the OED, the word scenery was first used as a synonym for landscape—for ‘the aggregate of picturesque features in a landscape’ (OED)—in a passage of poetry that treats landscape as the property of all. Celebrating the ‘freeman’ in 1785, William Cowper declares:


He looks abroad into the varied field

Of Nature, and, though poor perhaps compared

With those whose mansions glitter in his sight,

Calls the delightful scenery all his own.

His are the mountains, and the valleys his,

And the resplendent rivers.22



Consciously or not, Wordsworth echoes these words at the end of the first edition of his Guide to the Lakes, published in 1810. Since the small farms of the district, he writes, may soon be bought up and consolidated by ‘wealthy purchasers’ bent on mechanizing the ‘agricultural industry’ and building ‘new mansions’, Wordsworth hopes that the ‘new proprietors’ will display ‘a better taste’ than those who have simply levelled ‘ancient cottages’. And in this wish, he says, he will be joined by ‘persons of pure taste throughout the whole island’, who testify by their ‘often repeated’ visits ‘that they deem the district a sort of national property, in which every man has a right and interest who has eye to perceive and a heart to enjoy’ (PrW, II. 224–5).

Yet the democratizing thrust of this statement is sharply qualified. For one thing, beyond its inhabitants, the Lake District offered its splendid pictures only to those who had the means and leisure to visit it even once, let alone repeatedly. In Pride and Prejudice, first published just three years after the Guide first appeared, Elizabeth Bennet sets ‘her heart on seeing the Lakes’ when her London-based aunt and uncle invite her to do so, but to her acute disappointment, the press of ‘business’ compels her uncle to curtail their trip.23 Members of the working classes could not even plan such a trip, for only in the 1840s did cheap railway day excursions make the Lake District affordable for them.24 Furthermore, according to Wordsworth himself, the Lake District offers its pictures only to ‘persons of taste’ (PrW, II. 225), which means readers of guidebooks such as Gilpin’s and Wordsworth’s and also viewers of paintings. As Payne Knight observed in an essay published some years after The Landscape but a few years before Wordsworth’s Guide, picturesque beauties can ‘only be felt by persons, who have correspondent ideas to associate; that is, by persons in a certain degree conversant with that art’.25

Travellers seeking the picturesque could actually turn natural sights into works of art by means of a Claude-glass, eighteenth-century precursor to the photo-taking i-phone of our time. Bound up like a pocket book, this slightly convex blackened mirror of about four inches diameter allowed the traveller to see a natural sight reflected as if it were a sombre-toned landscape painted by Claude Lorrain.26 Flattened in this mirror, images of natural sights struck Gilpin as resembling ‘the scenes of a playhouse, retiring behind each other’, and when held to the window of a moving chaise, the Claude-glass offered ‘a succession of high-coloured pictures…continually gliding before the eye’.27 Theatricalizing as well as pictorializing the countryside, and presupposing readers who can afford to travel by chaise, Gilpin presents landscape as something that only a privileged spectator can fully appreciate.

The privileged position of the spectator is nowhere more evident than in Wordsworth’s account of the view from Lancaster Castle in his Unpublished Tour of the Lakes. Though the castle and the mountains behind it ‘present a grand picture’—a ‘noble…landscape’—to anyone ‘approaching from the South’, nothing can equal the panoramic view from the ‘lofty station’ of the castle tower. From here, writes Wordsworth, ‘the Spectator looks upon the inferior towers, courts, roofs, walls, battlements, shipping, aqueduct, & Bridge—works of art sufficiently splendid for the situation which they occupy in the centre of a magnificent prospect of sea & land’ (PrW, II. 289–90). In something like the way that ‘Westminster Bridge’ makes the ‘Ships, towers, domes, theatres, and temples’ of London part of the open fields around them and the river flowing past them, Wordsworth’s description makes ‘works of art’—in this case material artefacts, not imaginary pictures—part of a prospect that includes both ‘sea & land’. But Wordsworth goes on to note something else that cannot so easily participate in this glorious prospect. ‘In the several Courts immediately under the eye,’ he says, ‘the Debtors and various orders of Prisoners are seen pacing to & fro, amusing themselves or pursuing their occupations in the open air’ (PrW, II. 290). Hence, even as the viewer beholds ‘in the Waters & Mountains the uncontroulable motions & the inexhaustible powers of Nature…it is impossible not to be touched by a depressing sympathy with the unfortunate or guilty Captives under his eye’ (PrW, II. 290–1).

Formally speaking, there is no place for sympathy in the framework of the picturesque. Frankly admitting that ‘moral, and picturesque ideas do not always coincide’, Gilpin just as frankly declared that the traveller in search of the picturesque looks ‘with disgust’ at cultivated fields and eschews ‘smooth building[s]‌’ in favour of ruinous rubble (Lakes, II. 44).28 But Gilpin does not explain how we should view the ruin of human beings, for as Raymond Williams observes, ‘the very idea of landscape implies separation and observation’.29 When the speaker of An Evening Walk calmly beholds ‘the spacious landscape change in form and hue’, he is the detached observer of a picture drawn with shifting lights and shadows. Nevertheless, in this very first of his descriptive poems, Wordsworth ruptures the serenity of the picturesque by telling the story of a female vagrant—a soldier’s widow so weary she can scarcely walk—who is ‘deny’d to lay her head, | On cold blue nights, in hut or straw-built shed’ (257–8), and who soon dies along with her children. With this story, as Liu notes, narrative and pathos alike rupture the picturesque surface of description, which nonetheless returns at the end to a trembling repose.30

In An Evening Walk as in Wordsworth’s description of the view from Lancaster Castle, then, the pitiable figures marginally intrude on the viewer’s consciousness but do not radically disturb his or her experience of the view, which is denied to both the prisoners and the vagrant. (The vagrant may see and bless the cygnet swimming on the lake ‘by all a mother’s joys caressed’ (241), but otherwise can think of nothing but desperation and pain.) The conflict between aesthetic pleasure and the sight of pain—between lovely pictures and the pitiable human beings who distract us from them—is precisely what John Constable felt in response to Wordsworth’s Excursion (1814), which tells in its very first book the story of a woman who, like the vagrant, dies in destitution. Though Constable had first met Wordsworth during a sketching expedition to the Lake District in September 1806 (when he made a recently identified sketch of the poet that is now in the Royal Albert Memorial Museum in Exeter, Devon), he was introduced to The Excursion only in October 1823, during a visit to Coleorton, the country estate of Sir George Beaumont, the artist and art collector who had known and befriended Constable almost as long as he had known and befriended Wordsworth. After hearing Beaumont read long sections of the poem, Constable gave it a decidedly mixed review. ‘[It] is beautifull,’ he wrote, ‘but has some sad melancholy stories, and as I think only serve to harrow you up without a purpose—it is bad taste—but some of the descriptions of Landscape are beautifull.’31

In thus implying a wish to purge the poem of its human pain, leaving nothing but a gallery of verbal landscapes, Constable seems to remind us of his own practice. Though he includes workers in paintings such as The Hay Wain (1821) and The Cornfield (1826), they typically appear in the distance as little more than specks that tell us nothing of what they may be feeling. John Barrell has argued that Constable’s landscapes idealize the rural world, stressing the poetically pastoral beauty of the landscape while suppressing reference to the labour required to produce it.32 Likewise suppressed—or banished almost entirely—is any sight of misery or acute deprivation. But there is one notable exception: Constable’s Dedham Vale of 1828, a dramatic reconstruction of his Dedham Vale of 1802.

Both paintings formally derive from Claude Lorrain’s Hagar and the Angel (1646), a painting that Constable first saw and copied at the house of George Beaumont and that he practically worshipped.33 In the earlier painting, which shows not even specks of figures, clumps of trees at left and right—Claudian wing screens—frame a vista with a winding stream leading to the town of Dedham with its church tower in the distance. The later painting heightens the intensity of these Claudian features by accentuating the triangularity of the foreground trees at the right as well as by filling the sky with billowing cumuli, and the lure of the vista is reinforced by a bolder chiaroscuro, which draws the eye over the pit of shadow in the foreground to the river, fields, town, and sea in the sunlit distance. Nevertheless, it is impossible to study this painting carefully without seeing what is just barely discernible in the shadowy foreground: a vagrant mother with her infant, cooking on an open fire beside a crude tent that mimics in its triangular shape the roof lines of the far more comfortable and substantial dwellings shown in the middle distance.

What are we to make of these figures? The composition of the picture literally tempts us to overlook them, for besides lurking in shadow they hover on the edge of determinable signification. According to John Barrell, Constable does not allow the impoverished mother and child to emerge from the shadows and solicit our pity.34 Instead, they are little more than a spot of red and a spot of white: proto-impressionistic bits of chromatic texture in a Claudian composition enhanced by chiaroscuro. Their shadowy lair is merely a foil to the glowing vista that we alone—the privileged connoisseurs of the picturesque—can see.

This is a plausible line of interpretation except for one thing. It does not explain why Constable enables us to recognize the destitution of the figures, and why—for all their shadowiness—they are the most conspicuous figures we see in the painting. They are also the only counterpart we can find to the biblical figures that appear in the foreground of Claude’s Hagar and the Angel. When we recall that Hagar was an outcast, a serving woman expelled from Abraham’s household after she conceived his child, it becomes more than possible to see the foreground figures in Constable’s painting as contemporary outcasts, figures that society has no place for but that the sensitive, observant artist—like the sensitive poet—cannot fail to notice and represent. They cannot simply be reduced to bits of picturesque texture.

In the 1828 Dedham Vale, then, Constable re-creates what was once called ‘history painting’—the painting of a biblical or mythological subject. Reconceiving the traditional relation between landscape and the figures who populate it, he makes Claude’s biblical outcasts give way to the human debris of contemporary history: to barely personified spots of life, nameless figures who play no visible part on the stage of public events but quietly insist on taking their place in the landscape of contemporary human experience.

Consider, then, what Wordsworth does with vagrants in the landscape of ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’. By the summer of 1798, when he composed the poem, he had not only described a female vagrant in An Evening Walk; he had written ‘The Female Vagrant’, which would shortly appear in Lyrical Ballads, and also the first version of the story of another destitute woman—Margaret—that Constable would long after hear from Beaumont. The ruins of Tintern Abbey housed many vagrants. In 1770, when Gilpin made the observations on which he based his River Wye (1782), it was crawling with beggars living in ‘little huts, raised among the ruins of the monastery’. He was not so much touched as revolted by their wretchedness, but ironically enough, he was disappointed by the tidiness of the abbey grounds. ‘More picturesque it would certainly have been,’ he wrote, ‘if the area, unadorned, had been left with all its rough fragments of ruin.’35

Wordsworth’s poem offers us neither ruined stone nor ruined figures, but a subtle sign of the latter takes its place in the picturesque tranquillity of the landscape:


        wreaths of smoke

Sent up, in silence, from among the trees!

With some uncertain notice, as might seem

Of vagrant dwellers in the houseless woods,

Or of some Hermit’s cave, where by his fire

The Hermit sits alone.(PW, II. 260–1; ll. 17–22)



This passage is one of many in the poem that push beyond the framework of the picturesque, beyond what Scott Hess calls ‘the perceptual structures of framed landscape vision’.36 Unlike Constable’s vagrant mother, neither the vagrants nor the hermit can be seen at all; their presence can only be guessed—uncertainly inferred—from the wreaths of smoke. Otherwise they are excluded, along with the abbey itself, which Gilpin called ‘a splendid ruin’, and which Turner painted in watercolour at least seven times in the 1790s; his Interior of Tintern Abbey (1794) fully exploits the picturesque appeal of broken walls, mottled stone, Gothic arches wreathed in foliage, and fragments of ruin (that evidently fell after Gilpin’s visit, or perhaps that Turner simply invented).37 Yet it is precisely the picturesque appeal of the abbey that Wordsworth deliberately excludes from a poem that is—ironically enough—chiefly known to us by a short title denoting the abbey. As its full title tells us, he contemplates not the abbey but the landscape to be found a few miles ‘above’ it—upriver from it—and seen for a second time after a five-year separation from it.

In this second viewing or second sight of a landscape profoundly personalized over years of recollection, Wordsworth strikingly transforms the conventions of the picturesque. In the picturesque response to a natural scene, the observer sees it in the light of a remembered picture; as Payne Knight says, he associates it with a specific painting or with features characteristic of landscape paintings in general. In Wordsworth’s poem, however, the remembered picture that informs the speaker’s response to the scene is not a painting but a mental landscape, ‘a picture of the mind’ (61)—in two senses. It is first of all the mind’s possession, a picture of what the speaker’s eyes actually saw on his first visit, a picture painted not on any canvas but only in the poet’s memory, where he alone can see, study, and interpret it. (The remembered field of dancing daffodils that later inspired ‘I wandered lonely as a Cloud’—significantly a moving picture in every sense—is another such possession of the mind.) Second, as a picture of the mind, it is also a picture representing the mind, a sign of remembered feelings that he ‘cannot paint’ (l. 75) but simply evoke by means of nature, which emerges here as something quite different from landscape. Some years before Wordsworth wrote his poem, an agriculturalist named William Marshall had flatly declared, ‘Nature scarcely knows the thing mankind call a landscape.’38 While Marshall meant that the landscape painter almost never finds a natural sight ‘perfected to his hands’ with no need of alteration, the nature recalled in this poem—the nature that was ‘all in all’ to the speaker in his adolescence (75)—cannot be painted at all. Though the ‘colours and…forms’ of its material components—such as the sounding cataract, the mountain, and the gloomy wood—are said to have no need of anything ‘unborrowed from the eye’ (83), the sound of the cataract is of course an auditory memory that takes its place with the very first sensation recorded in the poem: the ‘soft inland murmur’ of the river heard by the speaker in time present (2–4).

Sound played a key part in liberating him from what he called the ‘tyranny’ of the eye (Prelude (1805), XI. 179). Writing elsewhere of his adolescence, he remembers having felt on starlit nights ‘what’er there is of power in sound | To breathe an elevated mood, by form | Or image unprofaned’ (Prel–13, II. 324–6). Besides transforming the conventions of the picturesque by shifting his focus from visible landscape to the power of sound, the poem on revisiting the Wye transforms the relation between landscape and history. With a title that places the poem a few miles above the abbey, Wordsworth prompts us to see that the poem he might have written on the political and ecclesiastical history of a magnificent Cistercian ruin has been daringly displaced by a poem on this history of his relation to the river Wye, which is in turn made to signify the history of his relation to nature. But the poem never turns its back on ruin and never blinds itself to the prospect of dissolution and loss, however much it may avert its eyes from the unlovely forms accumulating along the Wye. When Wordsworth assures Dorothy that they can withstand the prospect of psychic ruin, that nothing can ‘disturb | [Their] cheerful faith that all which we behold | Is full of blessings’ (132–4), he implies the very opposite—by subtly evoking the ruined monument to a faith that was violently disturbed centuries ago, as well as European monasteries invaded and despoiled just a few years before. In thus personalizing the history of ruin rather than simply describing a landscape picturesquely dominated by a ruin, Wordsworth reconstructs the poetry of landscape.39

‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ thus confirms what Wordsworth wrote just a few years later about his susceptibility to the picturesque: that the ‘soul of nature’ soon vanquished this ‘strong infection of the age’, this habit of judging natural terrain ‘by rules of mimic art transferred | To things above all art’, and comparing ‘scene with scene’ (Prel–13, XI. 146–59). But he never simply abandoned ‘mimic art’ and its conventions for the unmediated experience of ‘nature’. His Guide through the Lakes, first published anonymously as a prose commentary on Joseph Wilkinson’s Select Views in Cumberland, Westmoreland, and Lancashire (1810) and then repeatedly under Wordsworth’s name, often tells the reader where to stand for the finest views of his favorite sights—above all of Grasmere—and when to see them in (literally) the best light. He also wrote twelve ekphrastic poems, including three sonnets suggested by prints in William Westall’s Views of the Caves Near Ingleton in Yorkshire (1818) and the well-known ‘Elegaic Stanzas Suggested by a Picture of Peele Castle, in a Storm, painted by Sir George Beaumont’ (1806). Beaumont’s painting is judged against a mental picture of the castle remembered from a summer month in which the poet saw it every day beneath a ‘pure’, perfectly tranquil sky, with its ‘Image’—its reflected form—‘sleeping on a glassy sea’ (PW, IV. 258, l. 4). Wordsworth was fascinated with reflections in water, which—like a natural Claude glass—turned three-dimensional surroundings into pictures like the one seen by the boy of Winander in The Prelude: when his ‘mimic hootings to the silent owls’ across the lake sometimes failed to make them respond,


        the visible scene

Would enter unawares into his mind

With all its solemn imagery, its rocks,

Its woods, and that uncertain heaven, received

Into the bosom of the steady lake.(Prel–13, V. 409–13)



Passages like this imply that like the Claude-glass, or like Turner’s many paintings of Venice reflected in the Grand Canal, reflections in water idealize what they reflect, reversing the Platonic doctrine—itself reflected by Milton—that reflections are always inferior to their originals.40 But in Wordsworth’s poetry, landscape pictures made by reflections in water can sometimes prove just as illusory as Plato thought. Though the reflection of Peele Castle seems to idealize the original, turning it into something that ‘trembled, but never passed away’ (8), and though this naturally generated picture once prompted the poet to imagine a painting that would transfigure both the castle and its reflection, would ‘add the gleam, | The light that never was, on sea or land, | The consecration, and the Poet’s dream’ (14–16), such a picture utterly fails to represent the sea that the poet now knows from the death of his brother John, who had drowned in a shipwreck the year before Wordsworth first saw Beaumont’s painting. Significantly, however, Wordsworth does not weigh the ‘superficial’ value of art—of all painted landscapes or seascapes—against the inexorable power of nature. Though he elsewhere chastises himself for comparing one scene with another, here he judges two pictures—one beautiful, one sublime—and finds the latter far more true to what he now knows of the sea, of mortality, of human experience. In Wordsworth’s reading of Beaumont’s painting, then, the ‘sublime’ castle becomes a symbol of perseverance, braving ‘the lightning, the fierce wind, and trampling waves’ (52).

But if Wordsworth’s critique of pictorial repose and the would-be transfigurative effect of picture-like mirroring is itself inspired by a painting, nothing exemplifies his assault on the conventions of picturesque description quite so dramatically as his account of what he saw one evening as a boy from the seat of a rowboat. In the first part of the two-part Prelude of 1799, Wordsworth recalls a moonlit night on which—by ‘an act of stealth’ (90)—he took a shepherd’s skiff and rowed it out into what has been identified as Ullswater (Prelude, p. 544). While rowing away from the shore and thus laying a picturesque track of small, sparkling circles in the water, he looks up beyond the shore. In what sounds like an act of explicitly picturesque stationing, he ‘fixe[s]‌ a steady view’ on the summit of a ‘rocky steep’ that forms ‘the bound of the horizon’ (96–101)—a line of first importance in any picture of landscape. But unlike connoisseurs of the picturesque—such as the speaker of Wordsworth’s own Evening Walk—the boy is no detached observer of the scene. Having stolen the boat, he is gripped by a sense of guilt—of ‘troubled pleasure’ (91)—that invades everything he sees and hears. Also, even though his view is called ‘steady’, his viewpoint steadily changes with every pull of the oars until he begins to see what is behind the ridge, ‘till then | The bound of the horizon’ (107–8). Thus redrawn by repetition, this line is frighteningly ruptured when


         a huge cliff,

As if with voluntary power instinct,

Upreared its head. I struck, and struck again,

And growing still in stature, the huge cliff

Rose up between me and the stars, and still,

With measured motion, like a living thing

Strode after me.(108–14)



In steadily moving his viewpoint away from the shore, the boy just as steadily brings more and more of the mountain into his field of vision. But since the guilt-haunted boy does not know what makes the peak seem to rise up over him, he fearfully imagines it as a living pursuer, and ‘with trembling hands’ (114) rows back to shore. Instead of commanding a view, then, he is commanded by what he sees. As the mature poet perceives in retrospect, the ‘spirits’ (69) of nature led him to see that its power far surpasses anything that can be commanded by a viewer, delineated by a horizon, or caught within a frame.

Paradoxically, however, its power also depends on the poet himself. The spirits of nature are Wordsworth’s version of the classical genii loci with whom, as Blake declared, ‘the ancient Poets animated all sensible objects’.41 As Wordsworth reveals here, the peak is at once made to rise through the physical exertion of the rowing boy and voluntarized—charged ‘with voluntary power’—by the power of his imagination, which he recognizes only in retrospect. Wordsworth’s ‘nature’ has lately been called ‘a special aesthetic and spiritual sphere, set apart from the ordinary social and commercial world, to be approached with the same reverent contemplation as a cathedral, an artwork, or a canonical work of literature’.42 But Wordsworth’s nature is more than an artwork. In his re-creation of the natural world, the picture frame of traditional landscape is displaced by a natural artist: a nature he construes as his collaborator in a creative project executed ‘with blended might’ (Prospectus, l, 70, PW, V. 5).

Wordsworth’s revolution against the tyranny of the eye was anything but simple. Though he claims to have overthrown in his young manhood the conventions of picturesque viewing, judging, and describing, and though he writes that he ‘shook the habit off | Entirely and forever’ to stand ‘In nature’s presence, as I stand now, | A sensitive, and a creative soul’ (Prel–13, XI. 253–6), he never wholly abandoned the vocabulary of picturesque description. But as the boat-stealing passage illustrates, he made that vocabulary serve his vision of a nature whose powers could not be framed by the conventions of landscape painting or commanded by the political imperatives of the picturesque. Furthermore, though he sometimes represents the natural world from a viewpoint that is culturally privileged, politically empowered, physically elevated, or all three, poems such as ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ move well beyond the boundaries of aesthetic satisfaction to recognize the human suffering they often exclude, and to link that suffering with the life of the speaker. By thus re-creating in his poetry both the power of nature and the music of humanity, Wordsworth fundamentally reconstructs the conventions of landscape.
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CHAPTER 36

WORDSWORTH AND SHEPHERDS

TERRY MCCORMICK

I

JULIAN Steward’s pioneering proposition of cultural ecology as a branch of anthropology in 1955 is a source for subsequent thinking and critical discourse on culture and the environment.1 It also provides a steer for how to understand Wordsworth’s engagement with the hill-farming community in the Lake District. Forty years or so later, Karl Kroeber drew attention to the influence of literary works on environment and community: ‘Acts of imagination such as are realized in poems, therefore, may contribute to the resolution of practical social and ethical difficulties’.2 The corollary of this is that literary works can also pose problems for such resolutions. This is certainly the case when we give full scrutiny to the entanglement of Wordsworth’s poetry and prose with the hill farming community of practice:

Since the beginning of time, human beings have shared cultural practices reflecting their collective learning: from a tribe around a cave fire, to a medieval guild, to a group of nurses in a ward, to a street gang, to a community of engineers interested in brake design. Participating in these ‘communities of practice’ is essential to our learning. It is the very core of what makes us human beings capable of meaningful knowing.3

There are layers of underestimation in our reading of this engagement which have contributed to the shaping of cultures, for worse and for better, in the Lake District. We underestimate the depth and range of Wordsworth’s knowledge and rest a case on a few perennial favoured quotations. And we underestimate Wordsworth’s underestimation of the resilience of hill farming; a culture of place-making and stewardship which, in Cumbria, has a time-depth of up to a thousand years, surviving numerous shocks, calamities, and challenges: extreme climate events of flood and drought; economic recessions; stock diseases; institutional and government policy challenges; and Chernobyl.4 This community of practice is also a community of place which, in the century before Wordsworth’s birth, had experienced a golden age of consolidation and growth.5 Wordsworth initiated a tradition of pronouncing a relative decline to be absolute.6 This tradition has been broadly accepted in cultural commentary and responses since 1850, and in recent academic discourse.7 The hill-farming community has had to survive this associational culture as well.

II

Anthropology as a discipline dates from the 1850s when Lewis Henry Morgan began his pioneering work on kinship systems. Informally, its emergence is evident in Wordsworth’s association with and reflections on the indigenous culture of his home region. This bears witness to an exceptional personal knowledge and is an early example of what anthropologists term ‘participant observation’: ‘Basically, it means that the anthropologist participates in the lives of local people, living as they live, doing what they do. In practice, however, this is a goal that can only partially be met. Most likely, the anthropologist is simply incompetent to do what local people do.’8 For Wordsworth, nature and the environment were fused in a cultural landscape made by generations of hill-farming families. This working community had been making and managing places and landscapes for over half a millennium when Wordsworth was born.

Wordsworth’s exceptional knowledge begins with his family background. This was shaped by a pivotal professional role in the management of land in Cumbria. Both grandfather and father acted as law and land agents for the Lowther family, mediating and managing farm tenancies among other duties. Wordsworth’s grandfather, Richard, had been an agent and steward since at least 1723 to Henry, third Viscount of Lonsdale (1694–1751), and was a Clerk of the Peace and Receiver General of Westmorland. Richard owned a house and land at Sockbridge which was handed on to his son John, Wordsworth’s father. John Wordsworth was Bailiff and Recorder of Cockermouth, and the Coroner of the Seigniory of Millom, a tract of land stretching from the Duddon Sands to Whitehaven. He was land steward and law agent to Sir James Lowther, first Earl of Lonsdale (1736–1802). John purchased properties in Ravenglass and Cockermouth. When John Wordsworth died unexpectedly in 1783, this brought to an end sixty years of professional service from the Wordsworth family to a dynasty with the most substantial landed interests in Cumberland and parts of Westmorland. At his death, Sir James Lowther owed John Wordsworth approximately £5000 and this remained unpaid after six years of litigation, and was not paid until 1802, when Sir James Lowther died, and his successor settled this debt with interest; a sum of £8500 paid to the Wordsworth children. Their mother Ann, who died in 1777, also had a landed background; her grandmother, Dorothy Crackenthorpe, was born at Newbiggin Hall, the seat of a line of squires traceable back to the reign of Edward III (Gill, Life, 13–14). The one constant denominator in all of Wordsworth’s writing about shepherds and hill farmers reflects this background: ‘the most powerful affections of the human heart; the parental affection, and the love of property, landed property, including the feelings of inheritance, home and personal and family independence’ (EY, 322).

Wordsworth, an orphan, boarded with Ann Tyson in Hawkshead, where he went to school.9 It was here that he learnt about shepherds and hill farmers, first of all through the tales of Ann Tyson, and then through his school friends and fellow boarders. Ann told him the story of Michael and of the shepherd and son who lost their sheep (Prel-1959, VIII. 222–311). Ann was aware of the value of hefting:10


              ‘For take note’,

Said here my grey-hair’d Dame, ‘that tho’ the storm

Drive one of those poor Creatures miles and miles,

If he can crawl he will return again

To his own hills, the spots where, when a Lamb,

He learn’d to pasture at his Mother’s side.’(VIII. 252–7)



One of Wordsworth’s fellow boarders, Philip Braithwaite, was apprenticed to a farmer at the age of 12, and although he did well, had to turn away from farming because of an accident. Wordsworth told Miss Mary Hodgson of his adventures with Philip, and Philip told her that ‘William talked to him quite a lot, and was always asking him questions about one thing or another, anything in fact that he, Philip, happened to know something about because of his greater age and wider experience’.11 Another boarder was Robert Greenwood who went up to Cambridge at the same time as Wordsworth. Greenwood, the flautist in The Prelude (II. 170–80), also came from a farming family.12

In The Prelude Wordsworth records: ‘I saw the quiet Woodman in the Woods | The Shepherd on the Hills’ (IV. 206–7) and later, he was to recollect seeing sheep fed on young holly shoots in winter on Claife Heights, an ancient practice then dying out, and said to explain the fine taste of Herdwick mutton.13 He is direct in acknowledgement of his community:


A freshness also found I at this time

In human Life, the life I mean of those

Whose occupations really I lov’d.(IV. 181–3)



The backgrounds and occupations of the group of boys who raided ravens’ nests for eggs or fledglings early in 1783 reveal the character of this community in Hawkshead. Including ‘Bill Wordsworth as the Raincock boys called him’, there was John Benson who became crag-fast and was the son of a ‘superior statesman’; Tom Usher, a waller; and Kit Gilpin, ‘a farmer’s son’.14 John Benson was rescued by Frank Castlehow, a waller, and his son Jonathan, a slater who played a key role; according to Will Tyson ‘“He’s a masterpiece at anything like that, Jonathan is”’. ‘The Castlehows came to Hawkshead “from the other side of Kirkstone” and were said to have sprung from a long line of statesmen’.15

Wordsworth did not live the life of hill farmers and shepherds, but he was brought up in an agricultural economy and lived in and alongside this community. His exceptional knowledge was always partial but it far exceeded the knowledge of the majority of his readers during his lifetime and beyond. The influence of this partial knowledge on the understanding and status of Cumbria’s hill farmers and shepherds in mainstream culture has been profound, enduring, and problematic. The paradox which cannot be ducked in this discussion is that hill farming and pastoral culture continues to be threatened by the understandable ignorance of mainstream cultural commentary, yet needs that commentary to attain its rightful place in our cultural legacy.

III

For these years, from 1783 until he went up to Cambridge in 1787, this was Wordsworth’s community. Surrounding and influencing this community was the steadily increasing national interest in the region. Solid historical accounts were already in place: Thomas West’s The Antiquities of Furness (1774), Nicolson and Burn, The History and Antiquities of the Counties of Westmorland and Cumberland (1777). Wordsworth was to track back to these when writing his Guide through the District of the Lakes (1835). And the picturesque cult was under way with Gilpin its chief proponent turning the hill-farming community into a reassuring pastoral comfort zone for his armchair readers:

Here the sons, and daughters of simplicity enjoy health, peace, and contentment, in the midst of what city-luxury would call the extreme of human necessity;


“Stealing their whole dominion from the waste;

Repelling winter-blasts with mud and straw…”



Their herds afford them milk; and their flocks, cloaths; the shepherd himself being often the manufacturer also. No dye is necessary to tinge their wool: it is naturally a russet-brown; and sheep and shepherds are cloathed alike; both in the simple livery of nature.16

In 1787, there is the first recorded use of the term ‘statesman’.17 By the 1800s, the presence of the term consolidated the emerging divide between a surviving indigenous community who part-owned and managed the landscape, and those passing through it. Through the use of the term ‘statesman’, visitors and commentators were able to critique what was happening in mainstream national culture while remaining innocently supportive, apparently, of this regional culture. It also suggested a cultural ownership through the language of naming (in twenty-first-century terms ‘branding’) which could be shared with the Lake District’s ever-expanding flow of visitors, observers, and readers.

As a young man Wordsworth was no less vulnerable to trends and pressures than any other young man. His presentation of shepherds in his early writings (‘Anacreon’, ‘The Vale of Esthwaite’, An Evening Walk, Descriptive Sketches) was conventional, silhouette-ish, with hints of his pre-existing knowledge of hill farming (PW, I. 262, 41–6, 270, 13–24, 18, 165–8, 68, 442–57). His direct experience of a buckling national agriculture during the 1790s (‘Reverie of Poor Susan’, ‘The Last of the Flock’) enforced a rapid journey from the rhyming couplets and conventions of ‘Anacreon’ to a depth of understanding of crisis in the rural economy. This was the matrix for his return to his native region where the status and fate of the ‘statesman’ became a preoccupation in his poetry and prose.

IV

When Wordsworth arrived at Grasmere at the end of 1799, he could, apparently, counter this wider national experience by embracing a community in which there was still much to celebrate. The shepherd has now become a voice which carries a culture and a vision of human possibility:


A human voice, how awful in the gloom

Of coming night, when sky is dark, and earth

Not dark, not yet enlightened, but by snow

Made visible, amid the noise of winds

And bleatings manifold of sheep that know

That summons and are gathering round for food—

.  .  .  .  .  .  .

He, happy Man! Is Master of the field

And treads the mountain which his Father trod.(CHG, 414–19, 463–4)



As he re-discovered his native community, Wordsworth was able to convert an inherited classical pastoralism into a new ‘real-world’ pastoral: Cumbrian; Lake District; valley by valley, farming family by farming family; shepherd by shepherd:


         Society is here

The true community, the noblest frame

Of many into incorporate;

That must be looked for here(CHG, 818–21).



Almost immediately, however, in ‘The Brothers’, Wordsworth is taking on the complex association between a community that is defined by place and an external world of events and trends imported by visitors and new settlers. The poem famously begins with the gulf between picture(sque)-obsessed tourists and Ennerdale farmers (PW, II. 1, 6–10), and this opposition is given extra piquancy as Leonard, who is being addressed as ‘The Stranger’ and therefore, is probably seen as a tourist by the Priest of Ennerdale, is actually a local. As readers we instinctively identify with him—we are on the outside looking in—but we are also allowed, in this way, to collude with his local sensibility.

Leonard, like Susan (in ‘The Reverie of Poor Susan’) has left his native place and, like her, dreams of a home he once had (PW, II. 61–5). His vocation as a ‘Shepherd-lad’ (39) proved to be impossible; he and his brother James were ‘brother-shepherds on their native hills’ (75) and ‘the last of all their race’ (76). Their knowledge of their place was profound:


         I warrant, every corner

Among these rocks, and every hollow place

That venturous foot could reach, to one or both

Was known as well as to the flowers that grow there.(273–6)



This way of life was fraught with random threats and events (151–6), but, more fundamentally, in ‘The Brothers’, this way of life is terminal. Walter Ewbank, Leonard’s grandfather, was a casualty of the collapse of the family farm. He ‘went into his grave before his time’ (216) and after his death.


The estate and house were sold and all their sheep

A pretty flock, and which, for aught I know,

Had clothed the Ewbanks for a thousand years:—

Well—all was gone, and they were destitute.(301–4).



The uncomfortable association between local and visiting communities in ‘The Brothers’ is made more complex by Wordsworth’s choice of family. The story of Jerome Bowman sleepwalking to his death on Proud Knott near to The Pillar was told to Wordsworth and Coleridge on their 1799 reconnoitre through the Lake District, and in a note to his friend written in the first few days at Dove Cottage, 24/7 December 1799, Wordsworth tells him ‘I have begun the pastoral of Bowman’ (EY, 277). Bowman became Ewbank and the story is told. Wordsworth had chosen a farming family, the Bowmans of Mireside, which demonstrated the opposite of his presentation in ‘The Brothers’. In the churchyard at Ennerdale there is a grand family memorial stone with now difficult-to-read inscriptions, and this combined with a scan of nineteenth century directories18 provides evidence of a farming family surviving and at sometimes thriving from at least 1757 to 1894.19 Mireside is now, in 2012, a National Trust Farm with a mixed flock of Herdwicks, Swaledales, Cheviots and some crossbreeds, and an inventory of valuable heritage and environment assets.20

V

During 1800, Wordsworth was reacting to what he saw and alternated between decorative convention, abstract philosophizing, and an observed and felt reality of the community life around him (‘The Idle Shepherd Boys’, ‘Home at Grasmere’). He is appreciative of stockmanship—‘The Heifer in yon little Croft belongs | To one who holds it dear’ (CHG, ll. 745–6)—and draws attention to the role of spinning in a domestic economy binding a family together (CHG, 597–604). In many of his encounters, Wordsworth cherishes and then converts into the universal values of liberty, equality, and fraternity which had so recently been championed and then constrained by counter-revolution in France:


A Freeman, therefore sound and unenslaved;

That extreme penury is here unknown,

And cold and hunger’s abject wretchedness,

Mortal to body and the heaven-born mind;

That they who want are not too great a weight

For those who can relieve.(CHG, 443–8)



Certainly, the historical record shows that this community in the Lake District had a capacity to weather storms through an elementary subsistence, a community interdependence, and a high level of owner-occupation in the region.21 But more than this, Wordsworth is seeking a community model which provides an equivalent for a new poetry, his new poetry:


            Is there not

An art, a music, and a stream of words

That shall be life, the acknowledged voice of life?

Shall speak of what is done among the fields(CHG, 620–3).



Wordsworth, then, is a man on a mission, carrying stories from his years with Ann Tyson and reading their significance in novel and disconcerting ways. He is quite clear that he is not drawn to shepherds and hill farmers ‘For their own sakes’ (PW, II. 81, 25) to which a twenty-first-century reader might ask: ‘Why not?’ He is drawn to them because they are cultural landscape producers; he is interested in the ‘fields and hills | Where was their occupation and abode’ (PW, II. 18, 25–6). He is preoccupied with a community sourced in land-ownership and place-making over generations and which has extraordinary time-depth. ‘Michael’ is a story of one shepherd and his family leading Wordsworth into this depth and this community. The events in the poem date from the 1720s or 1730s, which suggests a birth-time for Michael of around 1650; the story is in its second telling (having been handed on by Ann Tyson) in 1800 and Wordsworth is driven by a need to incorporate it into mainstream literary culture; not for shepherds and hill farmers, but for future ‘youthful Poets’ who will be ‘my second self when I am gone’ (PW, II. 39). A culture rooted in everyday work and an intimate knowledge of terrain and climate without the need or double consciousness to describe itself other than through that work and intimate knowledge is converted into another medium. This is a map and it is definitely not the territory:


And in his shepherd’s calling he was prompt

And watchful more than ordinary men.

Hence he had learned the meaning of all winds,

Of blasts of every tone

.  .  .  .  .  .  .

And truly, at all times, the storm that drives

The traveller to a shelter, summoned him

Up to the mountains: he had been alone

Amid the heart of a thousand mists,

That came to him, and left him, on the heights.(46–9, 56–60)



If Wordsworth was convinced that this culture (and the pattern of land ownership underpinning it) would soon be extinct, then the raison d’être of the poem does make sense; he is, like an anthropologist, rescuing that culture through an inventory infused with word-craft. ‘Michael’ is imbued with insights about the character of human hefting which is the foundation for this distinctive culture: ‘Those fields, those hills—what could they less? had laid | Strong hold on his affections’ (74–5). These insights are informed with the knowledge that such foundations were being severely challenged in the eighteenth century, and that if succession was impossible then an absolute end to this culture was logical (228–32). This impossibility remains a foreground preoccupation in hill farming in 2012. Because of the fragility of this pastoral way of life, Michael’s son, Luke, leaves home to make his fortune in order to keep the small estate within the family.

Wordsworth composed some of ‘Michael’ sitting amidst the stones of the incomplete heart-shaped sheepfold which the shepherd had begun to build and which would have been completed if the worst had not happened. If a descendant of Michael had existed with dry-stone-walling skills, his instinct may well have been to physically complete the sheepfold for his ancestor. Wordsworth undertook a literary completion, but not for Michael and his community.

VI

The endowment of Wordsworth’s poetry and prose, apart from and, paradoxically, because of these exaggerated reports of the death of hill farming, is rich in detail about what are now appreciated as elements of ‘outstanding universal value’.22 Wordsworth’s entanglement with this culture in the ‘eyelet spots | And loop-holes of the hills’ (VIII. 88–9) is shared in Book VIII of The Prelude. The fair at Grasmere reveals robust community traditions joining business with pleasure (19–24), the vital importance of working dogs (105–14), and the lynch-pin pastoral practice of hefting:


         that tho’ the storm

Drive one of these poor Creatures miles and miles,

If he can crawl he will return again

To his own hills, the spots where, when a Lamb

He learned to pasture at his Mother’s side.

After so long a labour, suddenly

Bethinking him of this, the Boy

Pursued his way towards a brook whose course

Was through that unfenced tract of mountain-ground

Which to his Father’s little Farm belong’d,

The home and ancient Birth-right of their Flock.(253–63)



To look closely at this culture is to access a profound cross-generational intimacy with the terrain and its livestock underpinned by ‘kenning’ the sheep; literally being able to recognize individual sheep without any form of tagging: ‘imagine that you see’, Wordsworth writes,

the figure of a Shepherd climbing up this path and bearing his son upon his shoulder. You will conjecture from the appearance that the boy is yet too young to sustain the toil of ascent so long and steep, but there is not a sheep in this heath-bred & heath-going flock the countenance of which is not perfectly known to him. (PrW, II. 312)

From this perspective, Wordsworth, in 1803–5, while composing the thirteen-book Prelude, returned again and again to the value of this regional community with farming families as its backbone. Here was a model to be emulated and if possible adopted. This was not one community against or distinct from another; it was one community with shared well-springs of values and commitment: ‘Man free, man working for himself, with choice | Of time, and place, and object’ (VIII. 153–4). So, as Wordsworth deepens his appreciation of this unique uplands culture, he builds a meta-philosophy upon it, a set of values, which is on the edge of a spiritual vision, certainly the nucleus of a deep human ecology:


How exquisitely the individual Mind

(And the progressive powers perhaps no less

Of the whole species) to the external world

Is fitted; and how exquisitely too—

Theme this but little heard of among men—

The external world is fitted to the mind(‘Home at Grasmere’, 1006–11).



Underpinning this essentially individual claim, this conversion into the universal, is a knowledge and intimacy with shepherds and their work, which is exceptional in somebody who has never actually done that work. Wordsworth captures this in Book VIII of The Prelude through his own accurate record of the hill-farming year (359–66; 366–9, 370–90).

The shepherd’s working life has an independence and dignity which may or may not make up for low cash returns and unreliable markets. In an era of agricultural improvement in arable production, this uplands culture, for Wordsworth, if not for the farmers, had a value that is outside economic return and the ups and downs of the market (PrW, II. 31, ll. 815–21). Wordsworth is stirred to reflect on the moral force and absolute value of this three-dimensional, totally inclusive, hyperactive, 24/7, working hill farming culture in a way which confirms his distance from it, exalting the shepherd more than the shepherd would ever probably want to comprehend:


Have felt his presence in his own domain,

As of a Lord and Master; or a Power

Or Genius, under Nature, under God,

Presiding…(VIII. 392–5)



VII

Wordsworth’s pastoral evangelism presents this way of life, incubated and sustained in the Lake District, as a bulwark against destructive processes; the ‘Coarse manners, vulgar passions, that beat in | On all sides from the ordinary world’ (VIII. 454–5). So, while his most powerful poems associated with hill farming—‘The Brothers’ and ‘Michael’—are driven by tragedy and grief for all that has apparently been lost (however inaccurate this may be), Wordsworth still hopes for some sort of survival of these families and their legacy through national policy. On 14 January 1801 he sends ‘Michael’ with his famous letter to the then leader of the opposition in the House of Commons, Charles James Fox, pleading for political action on behalf of ‘small independent proprietors of land here called statesmen’ (EY, 314–15). Fox took months to reply and, when he did, he did not take up Wordsworth’s call; national policy was not going to be the answer. He then writes to his friend Thomas Poole on 9 April 1801 to seek support: ‘you are yourself the inheritor of an estate which has long been in the possession of your family; and, above all, because you are so well acquainted, nay, so familiarly conversant with the language, manners, and feelings of the middle order of people who dwell in the country’ (EY, 322). Clearly, for Wordsworth, the nub is not social class but owner-occupation and here his family history must have some bearing. For almost twenty years, the family had been dispossessed of their own inheritance with the refusal of Sir James Lowther to pay his debt to Wordsworth’s father. This was a family that had occupied a key professional position in the management of land in Cumbria for sixty years. Wordsworth’s brother John became a seafarer in order to provide William and his sister ‘with a green field of your own and a Cow and two or three other little comforts’ (EY, 563). This predicament may well have forced Wordsworth into an empathy with others who were threatened with different forms of dispossession (land, common rights, work) and who were not of his own social class. But once the debt was finally paid in 1802, Wordsworth’s focus on land ownership became literally class-less, and he was able to celebrate the ‘Michael’ in the ‘higher orders’ as well as the lower and middle, particularly through his association with Sir George Beaumont from 1805 onwards (EY, 625).

And then for the remainder of his life, Wordsworth re-connected with the Lowther family as a beneficiary of patronage and as a political champion. As he settled into his native region, land and landownership became the key guarantee of domestic affections and social stability. Wordsworth’s everyday observations of his neighbours and their crises—here the Ashburners at Town End—provides evidence of this perspective:


With our pastures about us, we could not be sad;

Our comfort was near if we ever were crost;

But the comfort, the blessings, and wealth that we had,

We slighted them all,—and our birthright was lost.(PW, II. 47, ll. 21–4)



The guarantee was not absolute though and, sometimes, unfortunately, ownership of land and the extreme independence it encouraged could lead to equally extreme poverty. This was captured most vividly by Dorothy Wordsworth in her George and Sarah Green, a Narrative.23

VIII

Towards the end of his first ten years living in the Lake District, Wordsworth began to gather in these preoccupations and make his case more directly and coherently in his Guide through the District of the Lakes (1835), which appeared first of all in 1810 as Select Views. In an extended passage, not included in the publication and available in a transcribed manuscript, Wordsworth concentrates on the significance of the Staveley Revolt of 1619–26 (fully assessed most recently by Joe Scott),24 which achieved a legal consolidation of customary tenure. Acknowledging his debt to Joseph Nicolson and Richard Burn (The History and Antiquities of the Counties of Westmorland and Cumberland) who first described these events in 1777, Wordsworth tracks the struggle between peasants and the Crown:

The tenants still would not submit. Though their service had ceased the Border spirit remained, and they combined to defend each other by force if no other course should be effectual. A meeting was holden at Stavely. …And, had not the struggle been attended with success, these Landscapes would have wanted the greatest part of the most interesting ornaments which they to this day possess…I allude to the partition of the Country into small estates, and all those unaffected graces which arise out of that arrangement of property chiefly held by customary tenure (PrW, II. 264–5 n.).

This remarkable victory against the crown was, for Wordsworth, more remarkable because of ‘the connections this struggle has with the Landscapes of this District’ (266 n.). The underpinning land-tenure system was defended between 1619 and 1626 and an era of stability and steady economic growth was established which helped to produce and protect invaluable places and landscapes. The message for his own era is clear: here is a model of human ecology which needs further special protection from the wider community: ‘every thing else, person and possession, exhibited a perfect equality, a community of shepherds and agriculturists, proprietors, for the most part, of the lands which they occupied and cultivated’ (PrW, II. 201).

Set alongside ‘Michael’ and The Brothers, this description is palliative, offering something that was sustainable up to the middle of the eighteenth century but now, for Wordsworth, severely challenged in the first years of the nineteenth. In the longer term it pointed to a core resilience and capacity for adaptation which did underpin hill farming, but which Wordsworth was unable to see, so preoccupied was he with the challenge. One of the threats for Wordsworth was the incoming settlers who did not defer to the indigenous culture ‘in which the hand of man has acted upon the surface of the inner regions of this mountainous country, as incorporated with and subservient to the powers and processes of nature’ (PrW, II. 201). For Wordsworth, this native culture, is ‘the hidden treasures of its landscapes’ (202), which is there for all those with an ‘eye to perceive and a heart to enjoy’ (225). This clarion-call quotation, used so frequently as a source perception for the formation of the Lake District National Park, is actually a promotion of existing agricultural built heritage (a distinctive hill-farming asset) against the imported adaptations of new residents:

Hence buildings, which in their very form call to mind the processes of nature, do thus, clothed in part with a vegetable garb, appear to be received into the bosom of the living principle of things, as it exists among the woods and fields; and, by their colour and their shape, affectingly direct the thoughts to that tranquil course of nature and simplicity, along which the humble-minded inhabitants have, through so many generations, been led. (203)

The destination, then, of Wordsworth’s youthful and radical republicanism was the Lake District and its hill farming community: ‘of Shepherds and Agriculturists…this pure Commonwealth; the members of which existed in the midst of a powerful empire, like an ideal society or an organized community whose constitution had been imposed and regulated by the mountains which protected it’(206). The idealism is still alive but becomes grounded in the power politics of land-ownership, increasingly impacted by the wider power structure of the national and international community; in Wordsworth’s time, ‘a powerful empire’(206).

IX

As Wordsworth’s later life unfolded, the case he made in his Guide through the District of the Lakes (1835) became frequently, and conventionally, political. Wordsworth’s natural—in his father’s footsteps—reversion to a support role for the Lowther family interests in Cumberland and Westmorland led him, by 1817, to a defence of the feudalistic status quo:

The suspension of the Habeas Corpus Act is a measure approved by all the well disposed. …The agricultural population of Cumberland and Westmoreland is at present sound; but I would not engage that it will continue so, in case rebellion should get the upper hand in other parts of the Island. …I see clearly the principal ties which kept the different classes of society in a vital and harmonious dependence upon each other have, within these 30 years either been greatly impaired or wholly dissolved. Everything has been put to market and sold for the highest price it would bring (MY, II. 375–6).

The following year, the Wordsworths bought a farm in Little Langdale in order to acquire votes for the Earl of Lonsdale in the key election of 1818: ‘a sweet sunny place with beautiful rocks. Yew trees and hollies around two comfortable dwellings—The purchase money 700 Gs.—it may be divided into 6 freeholds’.25 The commitment to land and land-ownership was the driver in the conservative political campaigning of 1818. The constant of land management and farming did allow Wordsworth to move through the political spectrum; in 1817 he argued that Thomas Spence’s radical scheme for land nationalization deserved support as a solution to the conflict between the landed and the landless (MY, I. 137). In 1818–20, as he was preparing his Topographical Description of the Country of the Lakes in his The River Duddon…and Other Poems: Sonnets on the River Duddon (London, 1820), the pastoral standards set by ‘Michael’ were still being celebrated, though now anglicized, through his memoir of the multi-tasking farmer-priest, ‘Wonderful Walker’ (1709–1802), a Curate of Seathwaite in the Duddon Valley for sixty seven years (PW, III, 510–22). Then, in 1824, he opposed proposals to enclose Grasmere Common in order to protect the needs of hill farmers. A local builder was impressed: ‘It was all along of him that Grasmere folks have their Common open. Ye may ga now reet up t’sky ower Grizedale, wi’out liggin’ leg to t’fence and all through him’.26

Wordsworth was not drawn to hill farming because he wanted to do hill farming; his allegiance was to the generations of families which had made and managed places and landscapes through a remarkable and sustainable system of farming in a very tough environment. It is clear that he was broadly pessimistic about contemporary trends and this stirred him as a poet and a polemicist. There were also cross-overs into a concurrent emergence of ecological awareness. Wordsworth uses the term ‘economy of nature’ in 1823 (PrW, II. 185), and proposes Loughrigg Tarn as an illustrative example. If ‘the economy of nature’ was functioning well (because it is being managed effectively) then this results in beauty: in Wordsworth’s language a ‘multiplicity of symmetrical parts uniting in a consistent whole’ (181). Sound hill farming produces sound ecology which produces aesthetic pleasures and invites new commitments from both resident and visiting communities.

X

In ‘The Brothers’, it was as though Wordsworth has a pre-prepared template and was simply not interested in the reality of the farming life of the Bowman family. This aspect of the poem’s genesis then raises a question about his presentation of hill-farming culture: he has done this once; will he do it again? And does it matter? Well; the subsequent literary culture associated with shepherding reveals that Wordsworth was believed by the majority who knew less than him about hill farming. This belief has then been consolidated into a mainstream cultural and academic hegemony which has influenced assumptions about the character and weight of two different cultures in the Lake District and operates as a default in policies towards hill farming. So; yes: it does matter.

In ‘Michael’, the fracture of heart and place is powerful in the remains of the sheepfold and Wordsworth uses all his skill to match that power in this poetry, with the unintended consequence of a complementary fracture between an artisan craft-based culture and a literary associative culture. The power and charisma of ‘Michael’, rooted in one tragedy, enforces a universal message for a particular truth, and ensures that hill farming will be on the edge of the cultural mainstream. The everyday truth was about persistence and viability: ‘In many parts of the world where indigenous minorities once seemed all but gone, they are bouncing back vigorously both in terms of population and cultural assertiveness’.27

To do this, Wordsworth, without the later decorum of anthropological sensitivity, assumes the voice of the hill-farming community through a mutation of the family tradition of land agency. This ownership and mediation will be meaningless for the majority of hill farmers and shepherds because it will not be known in their daily lives, and Wordsworth has not received the honour of their permission. Who they are, what they do, and what they mean will now be put into a literary/aesthetic map which, over time, will be used to respond, think, and administer. The culture of the region is dividing between those who hand-make the landscape and are its curators and those who associate with it and read it.

Wordsworth’s association with this hill-farming culture and his debts to its community are shaped, then, by two linked positions. One is a prolonged and sometimes intense mourning for what he perceived to be disappearing and vanishing around him. The underlying reality is that the culture was not becoming extinct in his life-time; an indicator of this was the emergence of a new professionalism in the formation of associations and agricultural shows (five before 1850) and the production of five Shepherds’ Guides during Wordsworth’s lifetime.28 This professionalism has underpinned the resilience of hill farming since 1850 and it has not become extinct some 212 years later. Some of the life and power of Wordsworth’s work is drawn from this presumption of extinction and then communicated with extraordinary craft and conviction. The other stance is a desire, in the face of this perceived loss, to protect and serve through skilful, informed and eloquent advocacy. The historical reality of what actually did happen to this culture in his lifetime, had he been able to anticipate this, may not have provided the ignition for his most powerful poetry and prose associated with hill farming.

Wordsworth’s weight in our culture revolves around the power of the individual imagination and its spiritual dimensions; the discovery of self-hood within a broad highway towards democracy. A close scrutiny of Wordsworth’s association with hill farming confirms a legacy located in a community of practice to which he was committed. His ecology was sourced in the Lake District’s hill-farming community and his poetry and prose embody his debts to this community with all humility and directness. The future scope and potential of hill farming was difficult to call for external observers and Wordsworth’s default into defeatism was understandable. The gap between a craft driven by the imperative of sustaining farm and family, and a cerebral, conceptual, language-driven culture, was reinforced throughout succeeding decades, by the gap between ‘high’ and ‘low’ cultures; between the educated and the apparently inarticulate; gaps which have become institutionalized and intractable within our national culture. Wordsworth’s advocacy of hill farming, influenced by his half-knowledge and underestimation of the resilience of the culture, set a problematic template which succeeding cultural commentators and activists have worked with faithfully.

The widespread and continuing belief in the Wordsworth vision and version of the Lake District is quite understandable; his knowledge and insight is exceptional; his passion is intense; and his communication is powerful and memorable. But this legacy, with its two perspectives, is located in an underestimation of the resilience of hill farming. This has shaped two distinctive ownerships of the evolving cultural landscape in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. One was spiritual, recreational, cultural tourism box office (Matthew Arnold, Mary Ward, Arthur Ransome, Alfred Wainwright) in which hill farmers were back-grounded and in Wainwright’s offerings (sales of books reaching 2.5 million in 2010), almost entirely erased.29 The other was associated with Wordsworth, less directly, through Canon H. D. Rawnsley, Beatrix Potter, and the emerging National Trust community which has led to the trust ownership of ninety-four hill farms. The strength of this support has waned since the 1970s. The current 2012 circumstance with its potentially toxic combination of free market ideology, ecological zealotry (anti-sheep grazing) and the cultural invisibility of hill farming is a unique systemic challenge. A starting point for meeting this challenge is the fact that every day, perhaps every hour, the ‘economy of nature’ in the Lake District continues to generate beauty. This is a testament to the enduring value of places and landscapes shaped and managed by a hill-farming community. This legacy has been given a cultural edge serrated with gauntlet-questions by a writer who unflinchingly acknowledged and celebrated this source of the shaping.
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CHAPTER 37

WORDSWORTH ON GENDER AND SEXUALITY

JUDITH W. PAGE

SINCE the publication of Anne Mellor’s edited volume Romanticism and Feminism in 1988 there has been a consistent interest in Wordsworth’s attitudes toward gender and sexuality.1 This subject is at the centre of many of our ideas of Wordsworth: his place among the English poets; his poetic practice and theory; his concern with loss and abandonment and other threats to domestic stability; and his relationships with women. Although some of the early assessments of Wordsworth see him and his career as hyper-masculine and aligned with metaphors of appropriation or conquest,2 subsequent writers have offered more complicated and unsettled views of the place of gender in his poetry.3 I will trace Wordsworth’s attitudes toward gender and sexuality, beginning with an analysis of his poetic theory, then working through several poems from different points in the poet’s long career, from the 1790s through the 1830s. The Wordsworth who emerges from this essay is not the overly confident and arrogant creator, but a poet who in various genres and contexts questions, reimagines, or tries to evade the configurations of gender and sexuality that pervade the poetry.

THEORY

Wordsworth’s presentation of the role of the poet in his Prefaces has influenced some to view him as a poetic imperialist, a conclusion that is both justified and misleading. Perhaps his strongest statement of the poet’s role occurs in the ‘Essay, Supplementary to the Preface’ (1815), which presents the poet as an original genius who ‘will be called upon to clear and often to shape his own road:—he will be in the condition of Hannibal among the Alps’ (658).4 The 1800 Preface to Lyrical Ballads marks the poet’s first sustained attempt to explain his poetic ‘experiments’ and to claim his place in a masculine poetic tradition from Catullus to Pope (1802 Preface, 595), ideas that he further expanded in 1802 and elaborated on in his 1815 Preface and ‘Essay, Supplementary to the Preface’. But even within these prefaces that emphasize the exceptional powers of the poet, Wordsworth reveals a more ambivalent and complex perception of the gendered role of the poet and the place of passion in poetic creation.

In the Preface to Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth defines the poet as ‘a man speaking to men’ (1802 Preface, 603), the masculine language reinforcing his sense of the tradition as belonging to men, and not ordinary men, but those endowed with heightened powers and sensibilities—‘a man pleased with his own passions and volitions’ (1802 Preface, 603). In spite of his admiration for such writers as Anne Finch, Countess of Winchilsea, or Helen Maria Williams, Wordsworth silences their voices in these passages and embraces a tradition and an aesthetic that celebrates masculine power and passion. Even the very focus on passion and pleasure in the Preface indicates an ease that Wordsworth can enjoy as a man writing to men, who is momentarily, at least, unafraid of the consequences of strong passion. What woman writer of the time could adopt such a position?

Even though certain words, such as ‘manly’, could connote universality in the eighteenth century (Mary Wollstonecraft embraces ‘manly virtues’ at the beginning of the Vindication5) I believe Wordsworth intends his ‘man speaking to men’ to be a man.6 This definition of the poet is essential to Wordsworth’s view of the tradition that he defends against the onslaughts of the Gothic and other ‘frantic’ literary productions of the times. In contrast to the fickle and ephemeral forms often associated with women, Wordsworth offers a poetics that values the permanent insights of Shakespeare or Milton (1802 Preface, 599) and the higher powers of the human mind. But there are contradictions in his articulation of this poetics. Wordsworth maintains a masculine aesthetic at the same time that he defends and embraces a more expansive view of character and language for the Lyrical Ballads––creating personae of mad, abandoned, or vagrant women in ‘a selection of language really used by men’ (1802 Preface, 596–7).

He exalts the poet as an exceptional and powerful man but describes poetry as passion or mediated emotion. One would expect an inspired poet and creator to dominate his materials, but Wordsworth sees the poet as constantly mediating and tempering every passion. Raw feeling must be processed as deepened emotion, which takes both time and discipline: the poet is a man who has thought long and deeply. While some may argue that this view of the poetic process dramatizes the poet’s masculine control over feminized passion, I see the process as much more of a search for balance, even a Coleridge-like reconciliation of opposites, between the mind and the world or between gentleness and power. When Wordsworth speaks of the ‘pleasure which the mind derives from the perception of similitude in dissimilitude’ as the basis of the pleasure we take in metrical language, he also argues that ‘from this principle the direction of the sexual appetite, and all the passions connected with it, take their origin’ (1802 Preface, 610). Such language connects poetic and sexual pleasure as a kind of marriage of likeness and difference, not of male domination at the expense of female passivity. Wordsworth traces poetry’s origins to a desire similar to ‘sexual appetite’, and alludes obliquely to his own adolescent sexuality (‘aching joys’ and ‘dizzy raptures’ 85–6) in ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ or ‘troubled pleasure’ in The Prelude (1805, I. 389). We need look no further than his letters to Mary Wordsworth in 1812 to glimpse the passionately devoted poet: ‘How I long…to be with thee; every hour of absence now is a grievous loss, because we have been parted sufficiently to feel how profoundly in soul & body we love each other; and to be taught what a sublime treasure we possess in each others love’.7

In some ways, it is odd that early feminist readers of Wordsworth saw him primarily as the masculine appropriator, because his great nemesis, Francis Jeffrey of the Edinburgh Review, disparaged him as a ‘namby-pamby’ poet who wasted his considerable talents and his genius on unworthy (i. e. feminized) topics: daisies, daffodils, mad women, and such: ‘All the world laughs at Elegiac stanzas to a sucking-pig—a Hymn on Washing-day—Sonnets to one’s grandmother—or Pindarics on gooseberry-pye; and yet, we are afraid, it will not be quite easy to convince Mr. Wordsworth, that the same ridicule must infallibly attach to most of the pathetic pieces in these volumes’ (1807 Poems).8 In contrast, Jeffrey in the same essay approves of ‘The Character of the Happy Warrior’ as ‘manly’, damns ‘The Horn of Egremont Castle’ with faint praise, and congratulates the poet for throwing aside ‘his own babyish incidents and fantastical sensibilities’ in ‘Song, at the Feast of Brougham Castle’.9 Jeffrey’s attacks on Wordsworth here in 1807 and in later reviews are motivated by anxieties about gender and by what he perceives to be babyish and feminized subject matter and undignified language. He wants Wordsworth to be the bold, manly poet that later critics accuse him of being, and not a poet who focuses on daisies or domestic life. Jeffrey devalues Wordsworth’s poetic experimentation with form, language, and character, and therefore cannot appreciate the paradoxes of his taking seriously simple, fundamental emotions and objects as worthy topics for a serious poet. Nor does he appreciate the approach that Wordsworth takes in a poem such as ‘Goody Blake and Harry Gill’, in which Wordsworth explores (humorously, I think) male anxiety about perceived female power (which imaginatively transforms the poor old woman into a witch in Harry Gill’s guilty mind).

ORIGINS

Where do these questions about gender begin? In The Prelude, Wordsworth provides us with an imaginative version of his early life—the loss of his mother at eight and his father at thirteen, his discovery of maternal surrogates in the natural and human worlds, and his initial faith in, then profound disillusionment with, the French Revolution. Even Wordsworth’s poetic evasions and silences tell the story of loss. One example is the tale of Vaudracour and Julia, included in the 1805 Prelude, published as a free-standing poem in 1820 and then removed from The Prelude in 1832. Most readers have agreed that the tale of star-crossed lovers awkwardly substitutes for Wordsworth’s own (untold) story of his affair with Annette Vallon and eventual abandonment of Annette and their daughter Caroline. I see both the events of Wordsworth’s early life and his tumultuous and conflicted engagements in France as having a lasting influence on his attitudes toward gender and sexual passion, not to mention his career-long interest in the theme of the abandoned woman.

Recent scholarship has shown that the ruptures caused by the French Revolution had profound influence not only on political systems but also on culture. After the Revolution, the laws of gender were subject to debate, and hence in writers such as Mary Hays and Mary Wollstonecraft gender criticism found its voice.10 Moreover, sexual practice and freedoms became the subject of discourse of Revolution. According to Thomas Laqueur, ‘Politics, broadly understood as the competition for power, generates new ways of constituting the subject and the social realities with which humans dwell. Serious talk about sexuality is thus inevitably about the social order that it both represents and legitimates’.11 Wordsworth responded to the political upheaval and to his own personal French revolution ambivalently. Although he does not, of course, talk directly about his own sexual history, he reveals plenty of sexual tension and guilt. The unresolved tensions played havoc with his psychological well-being during the early and mid-1790s: the narrator describes himself in his poem on revisiting the Wye ‘like a man | Flying from something that he dreads’ (71–2). Far from the poet of ‘uncritical self–confidence’,12 this Wordsworth is wracked by doubt and uncertainty.

Although ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ is surely Wordsworth’s greatest sustained meditation on loss and possible redemption, a group of sonnets that Wordsworth wrote in 1802 while preparing for, visiting, and returning from Calais are perhaps the most remarkable products of Wordsworth’s conflicted response to the political and personal upheavals of the previous decade. William and Dorothy made this trip together to visit Annette and Caroline during the Peace of Amiens: the purpose of the trip was Wordsworth’s ‘divorce’ from his French lover and child so that he could marry his lifelong friend Mary Hutchinson. Although there are a few references to the French family in Dorothy’s journals, William’s Miltonic sonnets are the only record that we have of this momentous trip. I have earlier referred to this group of poems as the ‘Calais sonnets’, and argued that poems such as ‘Composed by the Sea-Side, near Calais, August, 1802’ purport to be about political fears and uncertainties but also manifest personal anxieties associated with Calais (Wordsworth and the Cultivation of Women, 54–76). The ‘weight of too much liberty’ (‘Nuns fret not’, 13), ostensibly about poetic form, can refer to both the political and personal, for political transgression and illegitimacy have their analogues in Wordsworth’s unresolved attitudes toward Annette and Caroline. Indeed, the power of these sonnets derives from the irresolution of such gendered issues as paternal responsibility (‘It is a beauteous evening’); true political greatness that finds strength in ‘magnanimous meekness’ (‘Great Men have been among us’); the nobility of a ‘meek’ and ‘destitute’ (94) but noble ‘white-robed Negro’ (3) woman traveller (‘September 1, 1802’).

I read these poems as an attempt to work through the issues raised by the journey to Calais—really the long journey from the Revolution and back to a reclaimed English domestic life amidst the great forms of nature. As in his poetic theory, Wordsworth attempts to moderate the effects of passion, to subdue the disturbances associated with the past decade. In fact, in the Calais sonnets as in other poems Wordsworth uses poetic form and metre to temper the pain and suffering associated with passion, finding ‘solace’ (14) ‘Within the Sonnet’s scanty plot of ground’ (11), and hard-won pleasure in poetic composition. As Wordsworth argued in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads, metre produces ‘a complex feeling of delight, which is of the most important use in tempering the painful feeling which will always be found intermingled with the powerful descriptions of the deeper passions’ (1802; 611). At the heart of poetic composition and other labours of love is the paradox that pleasure comes from ‘difficulty overcome’ (1802 Preface, 611).

READINGS

Questions about gender, sexuality, and the erotic qualities of form persist in various manifestations in Wordsworth’s poetry, from early to late. Wordsworth’s poetry presents a varied, complex, and changing view of gender roles and their influence on characters’ lives. One might choose from a number of riches to discuss: I have selected ‘Michael’ (briefly) and ‘Song, at the Feast of Brougham Castle’, two early poems that deal with shepherds; ‘Laodamia’, a poem from 1815, a classical-themed poem about frustrated passion and abandonment; and ‘The Egyptian Maid’, a playful late poem using Arthurian materials to explore the boundaries of gender, power, and desire. Furthermore, Wordsworth’s brilliant manipulation of metrical and formal patterns, as well as multiple voices, frustrates any easy or pat interpretations of gender or sexuality.

Take ‘Michael’, for instance, a poem about patriarchal inheritance—literally, the ‘patrimonial fields’ (234) that the shepherd Michael wants to preserve for his son and future generations. Patriarchy and the whole system of land and inheritance fail Michael in this poem, which Wordsworth presents as an elegy for a lost world. But there might have been another path, represented by the image of Michael as a nurturing parent who establishes a bond with his infant son Luke by caring for him, thus engaging the perspective of the mother.


Old Michael, while he was a babe in arms,

Had done him female service, not alone

For pastime and delight, as is the use

Of fathers, but with patient mind enforced

To acts of tenderness; and he had rocked

His cradle, as with woman’s gentle hand.(153–8)



Despite this nurturing and maternal-like bond, Michael puts his hopes in the inheritance and essentially silences his wife Isabel (253–73), who is less attached to the property or to abstract values. Michael’s attachment to the land and to the principle of inheritance prevails over his own instinct toward nurturing and his wife’s maternal thinking,13 and instead of any reconciliation or compromise, the poem traces the tragedy of loss and the broken covenant between father and son. But ‘Michael’ raises interesting questions about gendered expectations for ‘the few natural hearts’ (36) who read the poem and ponder the seemingly inevitable tragedy. What if the stoicism of Michael, the biblically-inflected association with Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice Isaac as a mark of his faith in God’s covenant, had not prevailed over the matriarch’s willingness to compromise and to protect? The poem does not answer this question but the ‘what-if’ hangs over the tragic tale like the unfinished sheepfold itself.

In ‘Song, at the Feast of Brougham Castle, Upon the Restoration of Lord Clifford, the Shepherd, to the Estates and Honours of his Ancestors’ (to state the full title from the 1807 volume) Wordsworth reintroduces the theme of the shepherd who lives in harmony with the natural world, in contrast to the presumed glories of war. The ethos of ‘Song’ promotes the shepherd’s life and the powerful nurturing associated with it. In Book VI of The Prelude (1805) Wordsworth associates the castle with youthful ramblings and the return of Dorothy into his life:


  That river and that mouldering dome

Have seen us sit in many a summer hour,

My sister and myself, when, having climbed

In danger through some window’s open space,

We looked abroad, or on the turret’s head

Lay listening to the wild–flowers and the grass

As they gave out their whispers to the wind.(226–32)



In ‘Song’ the character whose life is celebrated is Henry, Lord Clifford, who lived from 1454 to 1523. As Wordsworth explains in his rather convoluted and long note to the poem, ‘Henry, the subject of the poem, was deprived of his estate and honours during the space of twenty-four years; all which time he lived as a shepherd in Yorkshire, or in Cumberland, where the estates of his father-in-law (Sir Lancelot Threlkeld) lay. He was restored to his estate and honours in the first year of Henry the Seventh [1485]’ (PW, II. 516). The poem celebrates Henry’s return and the Lancastrian triumph in the War of the Roses.

But the poem is complicated by the narrative structure, for the actual song referred to in the title, sung by the minstrel, is framed by the contemporary poet who ‘translates’ and as it turns out comments on the song for modern readers. After a brief introduction that sets the minstrel’s song in ‘ancient time,’ the song itself begins with an allusion to the long wars that were finally settled, alludes to Bosworth Field, and describes the awakening and renewal of the various castles in the region—Skipton, Pendragon, Brougham. The narrative then goes back to the time when the Shepherd Lord’s mother must protect her fatherless child from ‘Swords that are with slaughter wild’ (59) by giving him over to Sir Lancelot Threlkeld who raises him in seclusion and secrecy but in the open view of nature. The minstrel describes the youth of the Shepherd Lord as a child of nature, who has the uncanny ability to tame and domesticate the wild:


To his side the fallow–deer

Came, and rested without fear;

The eagle, lord of land and sea,

Stoop’d down to pay him fealty;

And both the undying fish that swim

Through Bowscale-tarn did wait on him(118–23).



This harmonious relationship with the natural world extends beyond creatures to varied landscape: ‘He knew the rocks which Angels haunt | On the mountains visitant’ (128–9).

But as soon as the minstrel celebrates Henry’s almost mystical connection to nature, he just as quickly changes his tone and direction in imagining Henry’s return as a warrior seeking vengeance for Clifford blood. The metrical change in the minstrel’s song is unmistakable at this point, with the pounding trochees at the beginning of several lines: ‘“Quell the Scot,” exclaims the Lance—| Bear me to the heart of France’ (144–5), reiterating mimetically the masculine and militarist values of the minstrel.14 In the minstrel’s imagination, Henry throws aside his crook in exchange for a sword as he returns like a blazing star.

But the narrator will not have this militaristic denouement, and instead tells a very different tale of the nurturing love of the shepherd. He in a sense returns to the minstrel’s song and rewrites its ending:


Alas! The impassioned minstrel did not know

How, by Heaven’s grace, this Clifford’s heart was framed,

How he, long forced in humble walks to go,

Was softened into feeling, soothed and tamed.




Love had he found in huts where poor men lie,

His daily teachers had been woods and rills,

The silence that is in the starry sky,

The sleep that is among the lonely hills.(157–64)



In contrast to the martial vision of the minstrel’s song, the narrator returns to the image of Henry in harmony with nature and ‘softened into feeling.’ Grammatically, ‘silence’ and ‘sleep’ are in apposition to ‘Woods and Rills,’ and the alliteration and repetitive structure of these lines (‘The silence that is,…| The sleep that is…’) reiterates the message of peace and calm—metre tempers passion and restores balance. Wordsworth’s Henry Clifford, then, is restored to his birthright but he revises and reimagines what his restoration will mean, embracing the gentle life of the shepherd over the power of the warrior.15 (Although Wordsworth’s final stanzas imply that Clifford remained a shepherd forever, he did return to battle victoriously years later on Flodden Field.)

But Wordsworth does not leave it there, and in his note concerns himself with the actual structure of Brougham Castle. The restoration applies not only to Henry’s birthright, but to the history of repairing and preserving worthy structures, and here Wordsworth highlights the role of the Clifford women and their values in the restoration. Wordsworth wants to make sure that his readers know that ‘the Cliffords had always been distinguished for an honourable pride in these Castles’, which were repaired after the War of the Roses and then:

In the civil wars of Charles the First, they were again laid waste, and again restored almost to their former magnificence by the celebrated Lady Anne Clifford, Countess of Pembroke, &c. &c. Not more than twenty-five years after this was done…three of these castles, namely Brough, Brougham, and Pendragon, were demolished and the timber and other materials sold by Thomas Earl of Thanet. We will hope that, when this order was issued, the Earl had not consulted the text of Isaiah, 58th chap. 12th verse, to which the inscription placed over the gate of Pendragon Castle, by the Countess of Pembroke (I believe his Grandmother) at the time she repaired that structure, refers the reader: ‘And they that shall be of thee shall build the old waste places; thou shalt raise up the foundations of many generations, and those shalt be called the repairer of the breach, the restorer of paths to dwell in.’ (PW, II. 516–17)

This commentary forms a third narrative strain. Besides his sly humour at the expense of Thomas Earl of Thanet’s presumed ignorance of biblical prophecy, Wordsworth praises the Countess of Pembroke and quotes Scripture at length. In a text that celebrates the repairers of the breach, the heir to Henry Clifford’s legacy is a female ancestor who takes upon herself the mantle of prophecy by inscribing Isaiah on the gate. Like Henry Clifford’s mother who saves her child in the poem, Lady Anne Clifford takes responsibility for preserving the family. As in Isaiah itself the promise of restoration and redemption is conditional, depending on right action—on the present Earl of Thanet respecting the memory of his ancestors, particularly his grandmother, and the value of antiquity. Like the Shepherd Lord, Lady Anne Clifford is a figure associated with the maternal values of nurturing and preservation (of buildings and of nature) rather than the depredations of war, and these are the values that triumph in the poem.

In the structure of the poem and the different narrative voices from the minstrel’s song to the note, then, it becomes clear that ‘Song’ privileges the feminine, the maternal over the militaristic. By having the male hero embrace these feminine values, Wordsworth suggests a redefinition of masculinity—a far cry from the imperialist conqueror. Clifford embraces an ethos that ‘Michael’ hints at but does not develop. A rather untroubled embracing of these feminine values emerges.

In the complex ‘Laodamia’ (written 1814; published 1815), a poem that Wordsworth confessed to Isabella Fenwick gave him ‘more trouble’ than anything of similar length he ever wrote (PW, II. 518–19), the issues of gender and sexuality are much more vexed. According to many readers, this poem condemns the eponymous Laodamia because of her unwillingness to accept the death of her husband Protesilaus, the first Greek killed on the shores of Troy. Laodamia cannot accept that she will no longer enjoy her husband’s love and his physical presence in this world. The prospect of seeing him in the ‘shades below’ (142) is not enough. Wordsworth had so much trouble with this poem, I believe, because he identified with Laodamia in her grief and loss and understood the power of her passion for her husband. Although the overt moral of the poem favours the heroically masculine and stoical position that the ghost of Protesilaus advocates, Wordsworth has trouble carrying it through. In an early version of the ending, the narrator urges his readers to ‘judge her gently who so deeply loved’, but in 1845 the narrator says that she perished ‘as for a wilful crime’ (159). Even so, Wordsworth does not rest there and moves from condemnation to an elegiac meditation on lost desires in his final version of the poem.

Although first published more than a decade after the fateful journey to Calais, ‘Laodamia’ is in fact intricately linked to the turmoil of that period, because in 1814 the Wordsworths were once again in close correspondence with Annette on the occasion of Caroline’s impending marriage. Some of the tension and ambivalence evident in the Calais sonnets also surfaces in ‘Laodamia’ and in the long history of its revision from 1820 to 1849. I believe that Wordsworth tinkered with this poem for so long because he was deeply ambivalent about Laodamia. Despite the potential for emotional distance in embracing a classical subject that had been dealt with variously by Virgil (sixth book of The Aeneid), Ovid (Heroides), and Euripides (Iphegenia in Aulis), Wordsworth agonized over the fate of his character because he identified so closely with her. As in his portrayal of other bereft or abandoned women, Wordsworth approached her with sympathy (as one who had faced multiple losses in his life, including parents, his brother John, and two of his beloved children) and guilt (as one who abandoned his lover and illegitimate child).

And despite the noble speeches and sentiments that Protesilaus proclaims in the poem, Wordsworth, as we saw in ‘Song’, was sceptical of this kind of glory and heroism. When Protesilaus accuses his wife of being ‘strong in love’ but ‘weak | In reason’ (139–40), he appears unfeeling. Furthermore, Wordsworth skilfully presents the poem in the form of a debate, so that Laodamia has a clear voice and even gets the last word. Unlike so many of Wordsworth’s other women characters who are silenced in the poems––Margaret, Lucy, the ‘dear Sister’ in the poem on the Wye—Laodamia speaks her mind and remains an active agent, although she dies without hope or consolation. In her grief, she cannot let go of her erotic attachment and work through her mourning. In this sense, she is the precursor of such figures as Tennyson’s ‘Mariana’ in her moated grange, who becomes increasingly deranged by her grief.

But although Laodamia is unconsoled and the gods take no pity on her, the narrator does. The final version of the poem ends with these lines:


Yet tears to human suffering are due;

And mortal hopes defeated and o’erthrown

Are mourned by man, and not by man alone,

As fondly he believes.—Upon the side

Of Hellespont (such faith was entertained)

A knot of spiry trees for ages grew

From out the tomb of him for whom she died;

And ever, when such stature they had gained

That Ilium’s walls were subject to their view,

The trees’ tall summits withered at the sight;

A constant interchange of growth and blight!



The image of the ‘knot of spiry trees’ comes from Pliny’s Natural History, describing the trees growing out of Protesilaus’s tomb. As Wordsworth tells Isabella Fenwick in 1843, this image was the original inspiration for his poem rather than the sources that focus on Protesilaus’s heroism. Once again, Wordsworth embraces the more conflicted and complicated values of life associated with Laodamia’s passion and suffering and represented by the intertwined trees that wither at the sight of Ilium. ‘Laodamia’ is fittingly named: it is, in fact, her story. Not a story of the heroic exploits of war but of the sometimes impossible challenges faced by those left behind. Wordsworth would have understood and sympathized with Dorothy Parker’s ‘Penelope’:


In the pathway of the sun,

In the footsteps of the breeze,

Where the world and sky are one,

He shall ride the silver seas,

He shall cut the glittering wave.

I shall sit at home, and rock;

Rise, to heed a neighbour's knock;

Brew my tea, and snip my thread;

Bleach the linen for my bed.

They will call him brave.16



As Parker does in her brilliantly condensed ‘Penelope’, Wordsworth sympathetically evokes the feminine life of waiting and the grief it can bring.

One of Wordsworth’s most interesting, if generally overlooked, poems on gender is ‘The Egyptian Maid; or, the Romance of the Water Lily’, written in 1828 and published in 1835 in Yarrow Revisited.17 ‘The Egyptian Maid’ was well-received as a delightful male fantasy, the narrative of a kind of sleeping beauty awakened by the handsome prince with an Arthurian twist: ‘the lady revives, and the knight is blest’, concludes the reviewer for Fraser’s Magazine 11 (June 1835). On the surface the poem seems to be just such a light fantasy, appropriate for a Keepsake audience as it was originally intended. And, in contrast to the emotionally overwrought and obsessively revised ‘Laodamia’, Wordsworth claims that ‘The Egyptian Maid’ ‘rose out of my mind like an exhalation’ (LY, I. 667) without the usual neurotic symptoms of writing. Wordsworth’s playful attitude toward the poem and its materials seems to have liberated him creatively and from the gender ideology of male power and female docility.

Since the poem is not widely known, a brief summary will be helpful. Wordsworth takes his characters’ names from Malory, but he creates his own story out of the Arthurian materials. A ship named The Water Lily (portrayed as feminine) carries an Egyptian maid to Arthur’s court. The young woman is en route to the court to be given in marriage to the Christian knight who proves himself most worthy. Merlin gazes at the ship and envies its beauty and its independence from his own power, and in a jealous rage wrecks the ship. Unbeknownst to the men in the narrative—Merlin, King Arthur, and Sir Galahad (the lucky knight)—Nina, the Lady of the Lake, manipulates all of the events and the resolution: she has Merlin atone for his destructive rage by carrying the maid to court and she makes it possible for Galahad to awaken the maid with his kiss. Although it seems that the men are all-powerful, Nina is the presiding genius of the poem, behind the scenes but a powerful presence. Wordsworth recognizes the often unacknowledged power of women in patriarchy, never explicitly acknowledged, but here the undergirding of bumbling magicians and inadequate fathers.

Closer to Tennyson’s Lady of Shalott than Wordsworth’s own earlier poetry, ‘The Egyptian Maid’ uses the Arthurian materials to meditate on the poet’s own times, and in particular to reimagine his understanding of gender relations. ‘The Egyptian Maid’ is also linked to Wordsworth’s lifelong interest in the creative power of the poet. As we have seen, some twentieth-century readers have viewed Wordsworth as aligned with a masculine view of poetic imperialism and power. ‘The Egyptian Maid’, however, critiques and modifies this view of poetic creativity and shows its potential dangers. The magician Merlin, defined by his ‘gaze’, concerned with transformations, and ‘subject to a freakish will’ (23) stands in for the kind of poet–creator that Wordsworth is assumed to be. With comic effect, Wordsworth reveals the limits of masculine power. Merlin transforms the ‘Pinnace bright’ into a wreck, but he immediately regrets his action and sulks back to his cave like a guilty child: ‘In moody posture there he sate’ (70). The Lady of the Lake reviles him for his destructiveness and also goads him to make amends for his sin by carrying the sleeping maid to court so that she can be saved. She essentially controls the sorcerer and tells him to be brave and not to wallow in his own regret.

Merlin’s childish behaviour connects this poem to several earlier explorations of masculine power, to what Carol Christ called in another context the ‘transgressive impulse’ of the male artist:18 the boy in ‘Nutting’ who invades the bower of romance in a violent transgression but who is disturbed and chastened by his recognition of the effects of power, or the boy in the boat-stealing episode who unmoors an ‘elfin pinnace’ and is haunted by his action. Even the mature poet, in the sonnet ‘With Ships the sea was sprinkled far and nigh’, Merlin-like tries to control the feminine ship with his gaze, but is forced to conclude that ‘She will brook | No tarrying’ (12–13), even for the poet. From his earliest poems, then, Wordsworth dramatized the quest for power and its dangers and limitations, a theme that he takes up again in ‘The Egyptian Maid’.

Wordsworth also explores male inadequacy. King Arthur is ready to give up and bury the poor maiden in the ground. Nina intervenes and calls for the knights’ trial to see which one is worthy for the noble lady—by his ability to awaken her from the death-like sleep. The pious Galahad wins the competition, but the narrator tells us that he does so because Nina manipulated his dream and prepared him for the rescue:


Nina, the good Enchantress, shed

A light around his mossy bed;

And, at her call, a waking dream

Prefigured to his sense the Egyptian Lady(303–6).



Galahad’s touch also releases the eroticism of the moment in the image of the Swans, clasping and playing ‘Like sinless snakes in Eden’s happy land’ (323). This image, together with several allusions to Paradise Lost, suggests that the awakening is also a sexual one for the ‘quickening’ (329) damsel, although the narrator only allows a glimpse into that world.

Meanwhile, King Arthur has been unaware of Nina’s powers or Merlin’s original transgression. His orthodox Christian response (324) prefigures the eight-stanzas-long Angels’ song that concludes the poem. Here the Angels (an almost Blakean Angel chorus from The Marriage of Heaven and Hell) add an oddly pious and moralistic commentary on the events that have taken place, claiming that The Water Lily was wrecked (‘Heaven-permitted’, 364) because it displayed a graven image, an idol, of a water lily on its prow: the traditional Egyptian image of the goddess Isis. But the main narrative of the poem contradicts this interpretation, claiming that the image was ‘Of joy immortal and of pure affection’ (78)—and ‘a flower in marble graven’ (126)—but not a graven image. In fact, Nina feels a sympathetic relationship to the Egyptian divinity as she views the ‘Sad relique’ (127) and the wrecked ship. The Angels’ song—wrong in fact and tone—provides an interpretation that we must reject in favour of the lively and essentially comic narrative. In ending the poem in this way, Wordsworth reveals the insufficiency of a narrowly moralistic and parochial view of events instead of one more broadly imaginative and inclusive. The smugness of the song heightens the main narrative in much the same way that the archaic gloss added to ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ enhances the mystery of that poem.19

CONCLUSION

In some ways, ‘The Egyptian Maid’ serves as a kind of allegory for the gendered narratives of Wordsworth’s life. Wordsworth’s long career was supported and facilitated by several women, primarily his sister Dorothy, his wife Mary, and his sister-in-law Sara (the trio referred to by Crabb Robinson as Wordsworth’s ‘three wives’),20 as well as others such as his daughter Dora and his friend and loyal advisor Isabella Fenwick (who took down the now-famous Fenwick notes in 1843). Like the Lady of the Lake, these women quietly exerted their influence over the poet in ways that were often not fully or publicly acknowledged, although their intelligence, talent, and humour often carried the day. In a late letter to Mary from Italy (5 July 1837), William refers to his wife as ‘my inestimable fellow-labourer’ and alludes to Dora’s contribution to his career as well (LY, III. 423–4).

No one, I think, would deny the importance of these women, although readers have not always appreciated the complexity of the relationships or the power that the Wordsworth women exerted.21 Nor have readers always recognized that the poet who compared himself to Hannibal crossing the Alps was deeply ambivalent about the meaning and boundaries of his poetic power, particularly as it intersected with gender. But it was not always that way. As we have seen, early critics such as Jeffrey criticized Wordsworth for embracing feminized subjects and voices, and his greatest admirers in the later Romantic period and into the Victorian era praised him most as a poet of domesticity. As Felicia Hemans wrote in ‘To Wordsworth’, from Records of Women (1828), Wordsworth was the poet of domesticity who sits ‘by some hearth where happy faces meet’.22 Not just the later Wordsworth, but from the outset of his poetic career, as we have seen, Wordsworth participated in the dynamics of gender and sexuality. He always viewed domesticity as the source of family, love, and happiness—and the loss of domestic stability (through death, economic hardship, war, abandonment) as the source for much grief in human life. It is a tribute to Wordsworth’s long career that he both adhered to this belief about domesticity and reimagined over and over again the possibilities of its success and failure for the representations of the men and women who come to life in his poetry.
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CHAPTER 38

WORDSWORTH AND NATION

STEPHEN C. BEHRENDT

WRITING in 1809, in wake of the controversial Convention of Cintra (August 1808), an angry Wordsworth declared Britain to be ‘the most favoured nation upon earth’.1 How, then, he raged, could the ideals of liberty manifested in the heroic Portuguese and Spanish resistance to Napoleon’s peninsular armies have been betrayed by the British victors, led by Sir Arthur Wellesley (later Duke of Wellington) and Sir Hew Dalrymple (who as titular commander of the Portuguese Expedition called off Wellesley’s pursuit of the French after their defeat at Vimiero). ‘For they had changed all things into their contraries’, Wordsworth stormed, ‘hope into despair; triumph into defeat; confidence into treachery, which left no place to stand upon; justice into the keenest injury’ (PrW, I. 252). Years later, in 1840, the ageing poet wrote to his American editor, University of Pennsylvania professor Henry Reed, that while he was not averse to the reprinting of his 1809 tract on the Convention of Cintra, there remained one impediment: ‘the respect, which in common with the rest of the world, I bear for the Duke of Wellington, will prevent my reprinting the Pamphlet during his life-time’.2 Although he declared that nothing contained in the thirteen-volume collection of Wellington’s Despatches (1834–9) ‘could alter my opinion of the injurious tendency of that, or any other Convention, conducted upon such principles’ (LY, IV. 117), his decision in 1840 to suppress his quarrel with Wellington likely reflects a ‘career-oriented’ choice about ‘the image of the Poet he had decided to present to the public’ already by the 1830s.3 By 1840 he had witnessed enormous changes in the nation and its culture that reminded him of how far Britain had come since the nation took arms against the French half a century earlier. Significantly, Wordsworth’s reservations about republishing the Cintra essay reveal the consistent moral grounding that informs virtually everything he wrote on the subject of nation and nationhood during his long career.

His anger about Cintra informed Wordsworth’s pointed silence about Wellington immediately following Waterloo. Like many of his poetic contemporaries, Wordsworth commemorated that victory with a celebratory poem, in his case the ‘Thanksgiving Ode’ of 1816. Unlike them, however, Wordsworth refuses to praise Wellington—or even to mention his name; he even expressed to the journalist John Scott, who had sent him a draft of his own poem for Wordsworth’s opinion, his conviction that ‘the constitution of his mind is not generous, nor will he pass with posterity for a hero’, owing principally to a want of ‘personal dignity’.4 Eric C. Walker notes that throughout the 1816 volume in which the ‘Thanksgiving Ode’ appears Wordsworth carefully and conspicuously avoids naming Wellington, instead crediting that signal victory to ‘Britain’ alone, perhaps signalling the poet’s distaste for the sexual scandals in which Wellington (still Sir Arthur Wellesley at the time) had become publicly involved.5 In fact, Wordsworth’s sentiments about war, nationhood, and national heroism are inextricably linked with his thoughts about morality and religion, as this essay will suggest.

In his early years Wordsworth was an active republican who associated with radicals both in Cambridge and, more importantly, in London, where he brought to bear his personal experience inside revolutionary France during 1791–2, where he had witnessed the precipitous shift from largely non-violent constitutional reform to the bloody September Massacres. Unlike subsequent associates like Coleridge, William Godwin, and William Mathews, Wordsworth had observed first-hand how quickly—and how dramatically—the nature, mechanisms, and guiding principles of government could change. This knowledge lends force to his declaration in his unpublished Letter to the Bishop of Landaff (1793) that ‘Government is, at best, but a necessary evil’ (PrW, I. 42). Indeed, like Godwin, whose Political Justice created a sensation when it appeared in 1793, Wordsworth was already convinced that the strength of any nation lay not with its political institutions but with its individual citizens, and particularly with the lower classes, to whose experiences and ‘natural piety’ he unstintingly devoted himself in poems and prose for some sixty years.

As early as 1793, after returning from France, the radical Wordsworth’s earlier enthusiasm for revolutionary democracy began to yield to a commitment instead to the ‘one paramount mind’ (Prel–14, X. 179), the ‘sage’, as ‘the best hope for mankind’.6 He and Coleridge had by 1798 decided that Wordsworth should devote his life to being that sage; he had consequently begun composing what he called ‘a poem in which I contrive to convey most of the knowledge of which I am possessed’ that would ‘give pictures of Nature, Man, and Society’ (EY, 212; to J. W. Tobin, 6 March 1798). Although he never completed The Recluse, to his chagrin, by 1804 he was explicitly calling it ‘a moral and Philosophical Poem’ to which he was determined ‘to devote the Prime of my life and the chief force of my mind’ (EY, 454; to Thomas de Quincey, 6 March 1804). This commitment reflects Wordsworth’s lifelong interest in the role and function of Britain’s great bards, to whom he implicitly styled himself heir. Indeed, Richard Gravil writes that by 1830 Wordsworth had in fact become ‘the pre-eminent national bard even if he was no longer a poet of the people’.7 As Gravil demonstrates, Wordsworth’s understanding of the sort of contemporary British bard he considered himself to be involved a historically grounded sense of Celtic bardic nationalism that was reinforced by his extensive research into Welsh and Scottish bardic history and tradition. As his writings show, the lifelong attraction that Wales and Scotland held for the poet as physical and cultural entities reinforced his conception of them as discrete national entities within the broader three-nation ‘nation’ that he understood contemporary Britain (as the ‘United Kingdom’) to constitute.

By the 1840s Wordsworth had carefully cultivated his public role as the great elder poet, the national bard, and that role required not only the gravity befitting the sage whom Benjamin Robert Haydon depicted on Helvellyn in 1842 but also an ostensible renunciation of overt factionalism. In short, maintaining a public equilibrium that largely accorded with his Laureateship meant declining to renew old quarrels like that with Wellington and opting instead for the moral high ground and confining himself to grumbling about the extension of the railways into the Lake Country. Even so, Wordsworth’s ‘later’ writings (often identified, paradoxically, as everything after the Poems, in Two Volumes of 1807), reveal that his commitment to a genuinely ‘national’ (or ‘patriotic’) agenda never abated, nor did his sense of the moral urgency inherent in all that he wrote. While it probably an overstatement to claim, as F. M. Todd did, that ‘for the last forty years of his life Wordsworth was above all a religious poet, often in the very narrowest sense of the term’,8 there can be no denying the thoroughly religious perspective upon the special nature of his nation that is evident in his writing.

In fact, from the earliest years of his public life, Wordsworth’s conception of British nationhood was inseparable from his conviction of the moral superiority of Britain and its citizens. In 1794, explaining to William Mathews his vision for The Philanthropist, the Godwinian journal they were planning, Wordsworth repudiates that variety of violent revolution he had witnessed in France, advocating instead an informed moderation of thought and action. To avoid the catastrophic violence that had erupted in France, he writes, ‘we can only be guarded from the same scourge by the undaunted efforts of good men in propagating with unremitting activity those doctrines which long and severe meditation has taught them are essential to the welfare of mankind’ (EY, 124–5).9 Interestingly, Wordsworth cautions Mathews against expecting any support from ‘partizans of this war’ and ‘the mighty class of selfish alarmists’, suggesting that they look instead to ‘the dispassionate advocates of liberty and discussion’. ‘These’, he continues, ‘whether male or female, we must either amuse or instruct nor will our end be fully obtained unless we do both’ (EY, 126). His inclusion of women in this potential audience probably reflects his earlier contact with sympathizers like Helen Maria Williams and Charlotte Smith, the latter of whom had provided him with a letter of introduction to Williams, who was residing in Paris. More important, he had already advised Mathews that in The Philanthropist ‘I should principally wish our attention to be fixed upon life and manners, and to make our publication a vehicle of sound and exalted Morality’ (EY, 119; 23 May 1794). ‘Morality’ was becoming more important to the Wordsworth of the mid-1790s, who was at that time increasingly attracted to William Godwin’s notions about human perfectibility (meliorism), especially as articulated in Godwin’s Political Justice (1793).10 There Godwin defined ‘Morality’ as ‘that system of conduct which is determined by a consideration of the greatest general good: he is entitled to the highest moral approbation, whose conduct is, in the greatest number of instances, or in the most momentous instances, governed by views of benevolence, and made subservient to public utility’.11 This is how Wordsworth increasingly saw himself and his public role in Britain, and the fact that he and Godwin remained acquaintances from their first meeting in 1795 until Godwin’s death in 1836 should not be underestimated in any assessment of Wordsworth’s social and political beliefs, notwithstanding Wordsworth’s gradual ‘disillusion with Godwin and politics’ and his search during the later 1790s for ‘a philosophical alternative to Godwinian rationalism’.12

Unlike Coleridge, who had not been in revolutionary France, Wordsworth retained an almost visceral moral aversion to revolutionary violence that crests in his treatment of Robespierre in The Prelude but that is prominent in his shorter political poems from the first decade of the 1800s, where it is frequently characterized as a failure—or even an absence—of morality. Nowhere is this clearer than in an 1802 sonnet:


Great men have been among us; hands that penned

And tongues that uttered wisdom—better none:

The later Sidney, Marvel, Harrington,

Young Vane, and others who called Milton friend.

These moralists could act and comprehend:

They knew how genuine glory was put on;

Taught us how rightfully a nation shone

In splendour: what strength was, that would not bend

But in magnanimous meekness. France, ’tis strange,

Hath brought forth no such souls as we had then.

Perpetual emptiness! unceasing change!

No single volume paramount, no code,

No master spirit, no determined road;

But equally a want of books and men!(PW, III. 116–17)



In contrast with the France whose revolution had bitterly disappointed him, Wordsworth celebrates the heroes of Britain’s Glorious Revolution and the English republic of the seventeenth century. For Wordsworth, as for Burke before him, that era marked ‘an end point in the evolution of the British government, a moment that determined the rights and duties inherited by all subsequent English citizens’.13 Among these heroes Wordsworth included Milton, whom Romantic-era writers were increasingly lionizing as the unwavering advocate of traditional British liberty. Indeed, this is precisely the point of ‘London, 1802’, in which Wordsworth exclaims, ‘Milton! thou should’st be living at this hour: | England hath need of thee’, having degenerated from historical greatness to ‘a fen | Of stagnant waters’ and a nation of ‘selfish men’. ‘Thy soul was like a Star, and dwelt apart’ (PW, III. 116), Wordsworth continues, troping the great national poet as the navigational star by which the disoriented nation might correctly take its political and moral bearings.

While the political sonnets of 1802–4 (and after) demonstrate a patent nationalism, we should remember that Wordsworth wrote them after revisiting a severely altered France during the short-lived Peace of Amiens. He returned, with gratitude and relief, to his own nation where, ‘on our native soil, we breathe once more’, where the greatest joy is that ‘All, all are English’ (‘Composed in the Valley near Dover, on the Day of Landing’; PW, III. 114). The suffocating sense of a socially and morally impoverished Napoleonic France is replaced by the ‘one hour’s perfect bliss’ that he achieves when he can again ‘tread the grass | Of England once again, and hear and see’, both his physical and his moral senses having been restored. The contrast with the France he has just left—and the historic France of centuries past—could not be more stark. Unlike England’s rich heritage, France cannot boast of any noble ‘souls’, any ‘volume paramount’, any ‘master spirit’, or any ‘determined road’: indeed not even any ‘code’ (PW, III. 116; an ironic foreshadowing of the famous ‘Code Napoléon’ of 1804). Although Wordsworth initially chastised his fellow citizens (and their government and its ministers) for warring against a republican France, things looked very different by 1802. Like other recanting contemporaries (including Coleridge), Wordsworth now regretted those ‘unfilial fears’ for his country for which, he admits ruefully, ‘I am ashamed’ (‘When I have borne in memory’; PW, III. 117). Viewed from this altered perspective, Britain embodies for Wordsworth its historical status as ‘a bulwark for the cause of men’, standing firm against the vagaries of shallow but violent political change. His strident anti-French nationalism resurfaces in 1808–9 in his angry response to the Convention of Cintra where, in his most extended political essay, Wordsworth writes that ‘The French are at present a needy people, without commerce or manufactures,—unsettled in their minds and debased in their morals by revolutionary practices and habits of warfare’ (PrW, I. 272). In 1811, writing to Captain Charles William Pasley, whose 1810 Military Policy and Institutions of the British Empire he admired despite its troubling imperialist tenor, Wordsworth inquires, ‘Was there ever an instance, since the world began, of the peaceful arts thriving under a despotism so oppressive as that of France is and must continue to be, and among a people so unsettled, so depraved, and so undisciplined in civil arts and habits as the French nation must now be?’ Britain’s superiority Wordsworth attributes to his conviction that ‘the mind of the Country is so far before that of France’ (MY, I. 475, 477; 28 March 1811). Indeed, during the remainder of his life Wordsworth never forgave France for betraying his early republican fervour, characterizing that nation both directly and indirectly as an ongoing threat to the political, cultural, and spiritual progress that Wordsworth regarded as the particular birth right of all Britons and maintaining, as he does to Pasley, that ‘we ought not to make peace with France on any account till she is humiliated and her power brought within reasonable bounds’ (MY I:475; emphases added).

Britain’s special, favoured status informs another of Wordsworth’s1802 political sonnets:


It is not to be thought of that the Flood

Of British freedom, which, to the open sea

Of the world’s praise, from dark antiquity

Hath flowed, ‘with pomp of waters, unwithstood,’

Roused though it be full often to a mood

Which spurns the cheek of salutary bands,

That this most famous Stream in bogs and sands

Should perish; and to evil and to good

Be lost for ever. In our halls is hung

Armoury of the invincible Knights of old:

We must be free or die, who speak the tongue

That Shakespeare spake; the faith and morals hold

Which Milton held.—In every thing we are sprung

Of Earth’s first blood, have titles manifold.(PW, III. 117)



Troping ‘British freedom’ as the Thames, chief artery of Britain’s imperial body, and opposing its unabated surge to the ‘bogs’ in this poem and the ‘fen’ of ‘stagnant waters’ in the Milton sonnet, Wordsworth associates with the irresistible, eternal forces of nature itself Britain’s manifest destiny as both agent and symbol of liberty. Interestingly, the seventeenth century that had produced republican heroes like Sidney, Vane, and Milton, whom Wordsworth praises repeatedly in poems and prose alike, also planted among English Puritans the millenarian sentiment that culminated in the later eighteenth century in the conviction that Britain was ‘specially ordained to accomplish great things in the work of the Lord’.14 In Great Britain, ‘the ‘second and better Israel’, Linda Colley writes, the consensus among Britons was that ‘a violent and uncertain past was to be redeemed by the new and stoutly Hanoverian dynasty, resulting in an age of unparallelled abundance’, a view that persisted well into mid-century Britain (all of Wordsworth’s life, in other words) among a nation for whom ‘the massive overseas empire which was the fruit of so much successful warfare represented the final and conclusive proof of Great Britain’s providential destiny’.15 Carl Woodring wrote that Wordsworth, ‘[c]‌onvinced from childhood that his native regions were sanctified’, learned from his brief and unhappy sojourn in Germany in 1798–9 just how deep-seated and visceral was his love of his country, a realization that is evident in the 1802–16 sonnets, which ‘progress from love of soil to love of nation and on to love of state’.16 This progression is evident, in fact, in most of the poetry and prose composed during the rest of his long public career.

Indeed, the consistency of Wordsworth’s partisan view of Britain’s cultural birth right is evident from his late sonnet, ‘Young England’, composed early in 1845:17


Young England—what is then become of Old

Of dear Old England? Think they she is dead,

Dead to the very name? Presumption fed

On empty air! That name will keep its hold

In the true filial bosom’s inmost fold

For ever.—The spirit of Alfred, at the head

Of all who for her rights watch’d, toil’d and bled,

Knows that this prophecy is not too bold.

What—how! shall she submit in will and deed

To Beardless Boys—an imitative race,

The servum pecus of a Gallic breed?

Dear Mother! if thou must thy steps retrace,

Go where at least meek Innocency dwells;

Let Babes and Sucklings be thy oracles.(PW, IV. 134)



The familiar anti-Gallicism (now linked with his antipathy to Catholicism and the Irish), the venerable heritage of British liberty, and the verbal echo in ‘filial bosom’ link this sonnet to those he had composed some forty years earlier. The vehemence of the old poet’s convictions is apparent from Lady Richardson’s remark that when he recited his recently composed sonnet to her ‘his indignant burst, “Where, then, is old, our dear old England?”, was one of the finest bursts of nature and art combined that I ever heard’.18 Indeed, we may profitably pair this sonnet with the last of three that Wordsworth published in 1842 responding (without explicitly identifying it) to Carlyle’s French Revolution, which had appeared in 1837. There he warned the ‘youth’ of ‘My Country’, ‘Long-favoured England!’, against being seduced by tantalizing illusions of apparent revolutionary progress that merely hide bloody despotism, writing that if a warning like his


              be held dear,

Then shall a Veteran’s heart be thrilled with joy,

One who would gather from eternal truth,

For time and season, rules that work to cheer—

Not scourge, to save the People—not destroy.(PW, IV. 131)



The commitment to ‘saving’ the people had been one of Wordsworth’s master themes since leaving Cambridge fifty years earlier. Throughout his life, that commitment also involved education, whether in poems like ‘Expostulation and Reply’ and ‘The Tables turned’ (Lyrical Ballads, 1798) or prose like his 1809 reply to ‘Mathetes’ in The Friend or his letters to various correspondents on the subject of formal education.19 But the education with which Wordsworth was always most concerned was moral education, which reflects his conviction that both the value and the destiny of any nation—but especially the British nation—lay in its moral fibre, particularly as it is embodied in the humble citizens and the quotidian existence that is the subject matter of so many of Wordsworth’s works, from early to late. By the last decade and a half of his life Wordsworth had embraced a latter-day Burkean gradualism that left the poet suspicious of much of reformist politics and committed to civic and cultural ‘order’. That his longstanding affection for the ‘common man’ did not extend to the emerging industrial labouring class is evident from an 1844 letter to Reed: ‘The old feudal dependencies and relations are almost gone from England, and nothing has yet come adequately to supply their place’. What is wanted, he continues, is that ‘feudal Paternity’ characterized by ‘the higher principles of christianized humanity’. This benevolent paternalism (had Wordsworth been reading Carlyle’s recent Past and Present, 1843, where it also figures?), he writes, must be extended especially to ‘those vast communities which crowd so many parts of England, under one head, in the different sorts of manufacture which for want of it are too often the pests of the social state’ (LY, IV. 561; to Henry Reed, 5 July 1844). Five months later he laments to Henry Crabb Robinson ‘the privations of so many among the labouring poor’ whom, he writes, ‘multiply in all directions [,]‌ the standard of civilization being so low among them, and evil proceeding from ignorance for which the upper classes have not virtue enough to prepare a remedy or material palliation’ (LY, IV. 633; to H. C. Robinson, 8 December 1844).

Wordsworth feared, as Gravil writes, that universal suffrage without a comprehensive preparatory universal education ‘meant government by the worst’ that ‘would lead to the intimidation of the worst by the even worse’, a ‘rabble of thousands’, ‘abetted by a licentious press’, besieging Parliament as the revolutionaries had attacked the National Convention half a century earlier.20 ‘Change’ became a pejorative term with him, accompanied ever more frequently by adjectives like ‘hasty’ and linked with social havoc, as in the final line of an 1838 sonnet: ‘Perilous is sweeping change, all chance unsound’.21 It is telling, therefore, that Wordsworth gathered his late political sonnets under the banner of ‘Sonnets Dedicated to Liberty and Order’ (emphases added), unlike the earlier ‘Poems Dedicated to National Independence and Liberty’ that contained the 1802–16 poems.

One of the fundamental lessons that Wordsworth articulates, however indirectly, in the concluding books of The Prelude (including the earliest versions) is that while there may not be any such thing as a universal natural goodness, as Woodring puts it, ‘any man may be, for all you know, potentially as good as the next’.22 This remarkable social, political, and philosophical stance almost exactly parallels the poet’s famous democratizing claim in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads that the poet ‘is a man speaking to men’ (PrW, I. 138), a claim that implies that any man is necessarily therefore at least potentially a poet, if only his ‘sensitivity’, ‘enthusiasm and tenderness’, ‘knowledge of human nature’, and ‘comprehensive[ness of] soul’ (PrW, I. 138) can be increased to the level of the poet’s own. Wordsworth’s characteristically humanistic point is that the ultimate democracy—and therefore the ultimate liberty—may as easily be found in the moral humble citizen as in the most privileged one. This conviction informs Wordsworth’s lifelong unabashed fondness for rural subjects, including his affection for Scotland and Wales.

The alarmist anxiety about Napoleon’s designs on Britain in 1803 that fuels Wordsworth’s nationalistic rhetoric participates in the omnipresent and insistently moralistic nationalism in the contemporary press and pulpit alike that regarded Britain as the last, best defender of liberty against Napoleonic despotism. This is why Wordsworth’s long essay on the Convention of Cintra is such an important barometer of his ideas about nationhood generally and about British nationhood in particular. There Wordsworth angrily repudiates the treaty by which Britain had seemingly betrayed its Spanish and Portuguese allies by facilitating the repatriation of the defeated French army in Spain under Junot, along with its arms and supplies and aboard British and allied vessels:

A people, whose government had been dissolved by foreign tyranny, and which had been left to work out its salvation by its own virtues, prayed for our help. …O sorrow! O misery for England, the land of liberty and courage and peace; the land trustworthy and long approved; the home of lofty example and benign precept; the central orb to which, as to a fountain, the nations of the earth ‘ought to repair, and in their golden urns draw light;’—O sorrow and shame for our country; for the grass which is upon her fields, and the dust which is in her graves;—for her good men who now look upon the day;—and her long train of deliverers and defenders, her Alfred, her Sidneys, and her Milton; whose voice yet speaketh for our reproach; and whose actions survive in memory to confound us, or to redeem! (PrW, I. 288)

England had made a shameful bargain, Wordsworth claims, sacrificing to political expediency the nation’s ancient heritage and its standing among European nations as a bastion of liberty and a protector of the oppressed victims of despotism. In signing off on the Convention of Cintra, Wellesley and Dalrymple—and through them all of Britain—

had reversed every thing:—favour and honour for their enemies—insult for their friends—and robbery (they had both protected the person of the robber and secured to him his booty) and opprobrium for themselves;—to those over whom they had been masters, who had crouched to them as by an open act of submission, they had made themselves servants, turning the British Lion into a beast of burthen, to carry a vanquished enemy, with his load of iniquities, when and whither it had pleased him. (PrW, I. 252–3)

It was not just the violation of fundamental moral principles that incensed Wordsworth, but also the irreversible toll upon the nation’s reputation among the world’s powers:

For we have, throughout Europe, the character of a sage and meditative people. Our history has been read by the degraded Nations of the Continent with admiration, and some portions of it with awe; with a recognition of superiority and distance, which was honorable to us…and promising for the future condition of the human race. We have been looked up to as a people who have acted nobly; whom their constitution of government has enabled to speak and write freely, and who therefore have thought comprehensively; as a people among whom philosophers and poets, by their surpassing genius—their wisdom—and knowledge of human nature, have circulated—and made familiar divinely-tempered sentiments and the purest notions concerning the duties and true dignity of individual and social man in all situations and under all trials. (PrW, I. 279)

Wordsworth had been reminded of this prestige abroad during his stay in Germany a decade earlier, and it is little surprise that in returning to that theme he returned also to the heroic names (and deeds) of the English Revolution for models of morally correct behaviour.

Nor is it surprising, either, that Wordsworth reverts to the theme of Britain’s divinely sanctioned exceptionalism:

Now, liberty—healthy, matured, time-honoured liberty—this is the growth and peculiar boast of Britain; and nature herself, by encircling with the ocean the country which we inhabit, has proclaimed that this mighty nation is for ever to be her own ruler, and that the land is set apart for the home of immortal independence. (PrW, IV. I:280)

Britain’s providential protection, it develops, stems from what Wordsworth portrays here and elsewhere as the nation’s moral superiority. In times of crisis—as for example during the Peninsular Wars—‘[n]‌othing is done, or worse than nothing, unless something higher be taught, as higher, something more fundamental, as more fundamental. In the moral virtues and qualities of passion which belong to a people, must the ultimate salvation of a people be sought for’ (PrW, I. 235). Wordsworth is speaking of the Spaniards, exerting themselves on their own behalf, but his words clearly apply to his countrymen, for ‘the man, who in this age feels no regret for the ruined honour of other Nations, must be poor in sympathy for the honour of his own Country’ (PrW, I. 329). In a sidelong slap at Wellesley/Wellington, Wordsworth observes that the ‘paramount efficacy of moral causes is not willingly admitted by persons high in the profession of arms; because it seems to diminish their value in society—by taking from the importance of their art: but the truth [of ‘the power of an unblemished heart and a brave spirit’ among the common citizenry] is indisputable’. What makes England so special to Wordsworth—and presumably to God—is ‘this moral supremacy inherent in the cause of Freedom’ (PrW, I. 335). For this reason, especially—but not exclusively—in the struggle against Napoleonic despotism, ‘Our duty is—our aim ought to be—to employ the true means of liberty and virtue for the ends of liberty and virtue. In such policy, thoroughly understood, there is fitness and concord and rational subordination; it deserves a higher name—organization, health, and grandeur’ (PrW, I. 309). While what we typically think of as ‘patriotism’ and patriotic fervour involves heightened passion, Wordsworth contends that ‘patriotism’ is ultimately more about that ‘rational subordination’ of all else to ‘liberty and virtue’, inseparable ideals that inform and reinforce one another—and all who adhere to them. As Woodring writes, for Wordsworth ‘[s]uccessful nationalism depends upon public virtue’.23 This significant moral connection between national liberty and the common citizens is reiterated in the sonnets that Wordsworth added in 1815–16 to the ‘Poems Dedicated to National Independence and Liberty’ in the aftermath of Waterloo. In ‘Occasioned by the Battle of Waterloo’, for instance, Wordsworth invokes the historic national inheritance of liberty and virtue when he writes of the British victors,


          the spacious earth

Ne’er saw a race who held, by right of birth,

So many objects to which love is due.(PW, III. 149)



As noted earlier, Wordsworth was cognizant of the alarmist sentiment in Britain as the Peace of Amiens began to collapse, and his writing reflects the nationalistic rhetoric that accompanied the gathering of these new storm clouds. Interestingly, though, once the menace of the Napoleonic wars gave place to a widespread ambivalence about the divvying-up of Europe that came with the Congress of Vienna, Wordsworth became no less alarmist about the progressive politics of reform in Britain. His friend Henry Crabb Robinson noted in his diary in 1816 that confronted by the paramount threat that Napoleon had posed he (and others) had been willing for the moment to ‘forget’ the ‘natural tendencies of the regular governments to absolute power’, observing that after Waterloo he (and others) had rejoiced in the ‘immediate good’ that had replaced Napoleonic despotism and its international effects. But, he continued regretfully, ‘I am sorry that Wordsworth cannot change with the times. He ought, I think, now to exhort our government to economy, and to represent the dangers of a thoughtless return to all that was in existence twenty-five years ago. …I doubt the discretion and wisdom of his latest political writings’.24 Robinson was reacting to the increasing caution and uneasiness with which Wordsworth responded to agitation for reform and to Whig advocates like Brougham, whose influence the poet worried would undermine the historical civic and moral authority of the government and extend power and prerogative to a general populace that Wordsworth was certain was unprepared to employ them safely or intelligently.

Many years later Robinson recorded that, having read some ‘pamphlets written against Brougham in 1818’ (Wordsworth’s Two Addresses to the Freeholders of Westmorland, PrW, III. 149–93), he was surprised to discover them to be ‘spirited and able’ performances that ‘show[ed] Wordsworth in a new point of view’ as someone who ‘would have been a masterly political pamphleteer’.25 But this was a different political polemicist from the one who wrote the Cintra tract, to which we may helpfully turn once more. That essay concludes with an extraordinary Wordsworthian vision of a new Europe awakening to liberty and nationhood that refashions the paradigmatic ideals that Wordsworth associated with Britain in 1809, more than six years before he and his fellow citizens witnessed the mendacity and mercenary pettiness by means of which the participants in the Congress of Vienna seemed determined to return all of post-Napoleonic Europe to a politically enervated and morally atrophied state. Once Europe finally rids itself of Napoleonic tyranny, he predicts, doors will open everywhere across an awakening continent:

The vast country of Germany, in spite of its rusty but too strong fetters of corrupt princedoms and degenerate nobility,—Germany—with its citizens, its peasants, and its philosophers—will not lie quiet under the weight of injuries which has been heaped upon it. There is a sleep, but no death, among the mountains of Switzerland. Florence, and Venice, and Genoa, and Rome,—have their own poignant recollections, and a majestic train of glory in past ages. The stir of emancipation may again be felt at the mouths as well as at the sources of the Rhine. Poland perhaps will not be insensible; Kosciusko and his compeers may not have bled in vain. Nor is Hungarian loyalty to be overlooked. And, as for Spain itself, the territory is wide: let it be overrun: the torrent will weaken as the water spreads. And, should all resistance disappear, be not daunted: extremes meet: and how often do hope and despair almost touch each other—though unconscious of their neighbourhood, because their faces are turned different ways! yet, in a moment, the one shall vanish; and the other begin a career in the fulness of her joy. (PrW, I. 341)

With the Napoleonic issue still unresolved in 1809, of course, Wordsworth not surprisingly turns his focus back to immediately military concerns, insisting that Napoleon will be defeated if the allies can overcome ‘imbecility in his opponents (above all, the imbecility of the British)’. ‘Let us hasten to redeem ourselves’ (PrW, I. 341) he concludes, and we should read his verb—‘redeem’—in all of its senses, including the messianic, for that is precisely the role which he assigns his own nation. It is to thrashing his nation for its own good, to empowering British acolytes in both the worship and the practice of liberty, that he devotes the philippic that is his Cintra essay. Wordsworth’s proleptic vision of a future ennobled by new flowerings of liberty therefore may be regarded in company with William Blake’s political prophecies of the 1790s, while it anticipates those of Shelley, who would soon celebrate many of these same revivals of national liberty in poems like his ‘Ode to the Assertors of Liberty’ (‘An Ode, Written October, 1819, Before the Spaniards Had Recovered Their Liberty’;1819) and the subsequent ‘Ode to Liberty’ (1820), and his sonnet to the Republic of Benevento (‘Political Greatness’; 1820).

Indeed, among the poems that Wordsworth included in Part II of his Poems Dedicated to National Independence and Liberty are a number of sonnets that are concerned with what we now call ‘nation-building’, and that foreshadow (and perhaps inform) Shelley’s practice in those poems of 1819–20. Many of these are in fact contemporary with his work on his treatise on Cintra; some of them refer to it explicitly in their titles. Most of these poems are implicit exhortations to continental patriots, or nationalists, to rise in opposition to the intruding Napoleonic oppressors and to reiterate their historical national heritage. For example, Wordsworth calls upon the iconic figure of the Spanish general José Rebolledo de Palafox, hero of Saragossa, to act on behalf of his people to ‘baffle that imperial Slave, | And through all Europe cheer desponding men | With new-born hope’, because ‘Unbounded is the might | Of martyrdom, and fortitude, and right’ (‘1810’; PW, III. 135). To the unvanquished Spaniards Wordsworth then exclaims, ‘Hark, how thy Country triumphs!’ The proleptic reference to a triumphant outcome that was, when Wordsworth composed his sonnet, anything but certain testifies to his faith in the unlimited power of an oppressed people that draws strength in times of crisis from its own heroic past. In another poem, also titled ‘1810’, he puts it this way: ‘O’erweening Statesmen have long relied | On fleets and armies, and external wealth: | But from within proceeds a Nation’s health’ (PW, III. 138). Likewise, in ‘On the Final Submission of the Tyrolese’ (1809), he juxtaposes the physical weakness of the Tyrolese shepherds with the moral and spiritual strength of their cause: ‘it was a moral end for which they fought’:


Sleep, Warriors, sleep! Among your hills repose!

We know that ye, beneath the stern control

Of awful prudence, keep the unvanquished soul:

And when, impatient of her guilt and woes,

Europe breaks forth; then, Shepherd! Shall ye rise

For perfect triumph o’er your Enemies.(PW, III. 132)



So too does Wordsworth champion in these poems, as he does in his Cintra essay, the ancient cultural and moral greatness of Germany (‘A Prophecy. February, 1807’, PW, III. 126–7; ‘Alas! What boots the long laborious quest’, PW, III. 130; ‘Brave Schill!’ PW, III. 133), Sweden (‘Call not the royal Swede unfortunate’, PW, III. 133–4), the Tyrolese, and of course the Spaniards.

In a remarkable act of nationalistic ventriloquism, Wordsworth imbues ‘Feelings of the Tyrolese’ (1809) with sentiments that he had long associated with Britain and its heritage of liberty and moral certainty:


The Land we from our fathers had in trust,

And to our children will transmit, or die;

This is our maxim, this our piety;

And God and nature say that it is just.

That which we would perform in arms—we must!

We read the dictate in the infant’s eye;

In the wife’s smile; and in the placid sky;

And, at our feet, amid the silent dust

Of them that were before us.—Sing aloud

Old songs, the precious music of the heart!

Give, herds and flocks, your voices to the wind!

While we go forth, a self-devoted crowd,

With weapons grasped in fearless hands, to assert

Our virtue, and to vindicate mankind.(PW, III. 130)



It is quintessential Wordsworthian nationalism, weaving into a single seamless fabric moral rectitude, the national cultural heritage, the restorative natural world, the ‘music of the heart’, and the nuclear family (the body politic, living and dead) that encompasses the nation’s long history: all this in service to that transcendent, ideal—and idealizing—nationhood that constitutes for Wordsworth the moral and spiritual ‘bulwark in the soul’ (‘And is it among rude untutored Dales’ (1809); PW, III. 131).

If the view of nationhood that Wordsworth expresses in poems like the political sonnets and odes of 1802–16 and in the Cintra essay has about it an aura of the religious (as well as the spiritual), that is an inevitable consequence of the poet’s conviction that liberty, freedom, and exemplary nationhood are all firmly rooted in that moral rectitude to which English citizens were understood to be full heirs by virtue of their Englishness. For this reason it is important to consider Wordsworth’s increasingly explicit embrace of English religious tradition—and specifically the Church of England—over the last three decades of his life. This embrace, and the nationalistic impulses that it involves, are most apparent in Wordsworth’s massive project on British Christianity, the Ecclesiastical Sonnets, first published in 1822 and subsequently expanded. As Stephen Gill notes, the 102 sonnets were no mere antiquarian musings on religious history but—like the Cintra essay, The Excursion, and the ‘Thanksgiving Ode’—were ‘addressed to contemporary issues’ (Life, 343). In Sonnet XVIII, ‘Pastoral Character’, Wordsworth describes how the ‘learned Pastor’, himself ‘meek and patient as a sheathèd sword’, nevertheless assumes his role as the godly representative of nationalistic moral rectitude when,


      arrayed in Christ’s authority,

He from the pulpit lifts his awful hand;

Conjures, implores, and labours all he can

For re-subjecting to divine command

The stubborn spirit of rebellious man(PW, III. 393).



In a note to this sonnet Wordsworth writes that the ‘established clergy in many parts of England have long been, as they continue to be, the principal bulwark against barbarism, and the link which unites the sequestered peasantry with the intellectual advancement of the age’; indeed, not just that ‘peasantry’ but also those privileged ‘country gentlemen’ who are ‘at liberty to follow the caprices of fashion, might profit by’ learning from these country clergy (PW, III. 393).

The link that Wordsworth draws between the ‘peasantry’ and the ‘advancement of the age’ situates within a specifically religious context the point that he makes repeatedly during his long career about the exemplary moral nature of ‘the lower orders of society’ (PrW, III. 240; Postscript to Poems, 1835), and particularly those citizens of rural England, Scotland, and Wales who are the subject of so many of his finest poems. Enumerating the blessings produced by national independence, in the Cintra essay, Wordsworth remarks that ‘In the conduct of this argument I am not speaking to the humbler ranks of society: it is unnecessary: they trust in nature, and are safe. …It is to the worldlings of our own country…that I address myself’ (PrW, I. 328–9). Wordsworth’s emphases are significant: stressing that he is not speaking ‘to’ ‘the humbler ranks of society’ implies that he is therefore speaking for them, which point he sharpens by identifying the fashionable materialist ‘worldings of our country’ as his intended audience.

For the post-Regency Wordsworth who worried about the potential for ‘the people’ to mutate into what Carlyle, writing about the French Revolution, had called ‘the mob’, the Church of England stood ever more as a sign—perhaps the sign—of stability and continuity in an increasingly fractious and discontinuous nation. As Gill writes, by 1822 Wordsworth’s commitment to defending the Church ‘as the safeguard against anarchy and social retrogression was a constant in all of his future thinking about politics and national culture’ (Life, 344). Wordsworth increasingly mistrusted the ability of the British citizenry to cultivate an appropriate political or moral consciousness without institutional intervention. For Wordsworth, Todd writes, ‘the only hope for the age rested in the possibility of a moral and a spiritual regeneration which could be most fittingly carried out in the religious sphere by that Church whose establishment as a truly national institution fitted it ideally for the task’.26 The Church had for most of his lifetime furnished Wordsworth with reliable support and comfort during personal trials of faith like the deaths of his brother John in 1805 and his daughter Catherine in 1812, his recurrent attacks of eye disease, and his perpetual worries about his nation’s future and destiny. It was the sheer consistency of the Church as a historical institution that so endeared it to Wordsworth, who regularly disparaged Dissenters and other nonconformists, not to mention the Roman Catholics whose ‘popery’ struck the poet as downright subversive in its fealty to a titular head of both church and state who was not English and whose power over English citizens had been soundly repudiated by Thomas Cromwell’s agents some three centuries earlier. As late as 1845 Wordsworth was no less adamant in his opposition to Dissenters and Catholics; he details for his nephew, Rev. Christopher Wordsworth Jr, his objections to Catholic enfranchisement (especially in Ireland) in terms of the implications for the nation of such ministerial initiatives (LY, IV. 682–3; 30 June 1845).

While Wordsworth’s post-Regency writing continued to insist that the nation’s strength lies in the people—and particularly the ‘ordinary’ people—he increasingly discouraged investing either individual leaders or entire ruling classes with authority for directing them, advocating instead placing that authority in the institutions of the British state. As Anne Frey writes, ‘he now worries that the people themselves do not understand the nation’s interests and that if stirred by rancorous leaders they would demand destructive change’ (Frey, 66). In a time of dramatically shifting political (and moral) values, Wordsworth reasoned, the religious sector of British society—in the form of the state Church—could preserve and reinforce that moral rectitude which the political (or civic) sector seemed incapable of properly defending and maintaining. The daunting density of the Ecclesiastical Sketches testifies to the seriousness with which Wordsworth took his task in composing them. The detailed historical data the poems recount and rely upon, which is only partially accounted for in the poet’s notes, confers both historical authority and doctrinal legitimacy to the poems as records of early Victorian Britain’s still central cultural institution. Moreover, as the Ecclesiastical Sketches as a whole make clear, the Church’s duty is inherently both moral and political, and it always has been: while the Church rightly opposes tyrants and tyranny, ‘it can best do so by maintaining its firm hold of the British government’, something that ‘distinguishes both the English political and Protestant religious traditions’ from those of all other nations and faiths. The state, for its part, must ‘ensure the proper balance of free will and order’ and ‘maintain the Protestant establishment’, then ‘the poet need simply record the past and the present to remind readers of their birthright’.27 For Wordsworth, the British ‘nation’ had been, was and should remain not just a political or civic institution but also a moral and even a religious one.
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CHAPTER 39

WORDSWORTH’S ETHICAL THINKING

ADAM POTKAY

‘THE purpose…of the Excursion, and of Wordsworth’s poetry in general, is to show how the higher faculty reveals a harmony which we overlook when…we “skim along the surfaces of things” [CExc, III. 139]. The rightly prepared mind can recognize the divine harmony which underlies all apparent disorder.’1 Thus wrote Leslie Stephen in an essay of 1876, ‘Wordsworth’s Ethics’—a title I have revived for my book on the topic.2 Stephen’s sense of Wordsworth as an ethical poet was widely shared in the Victorian era. Although Matthew Arnold preferred Wordsworth’s shorter poems to the overtly philosophical Excursion, he nonetheless concurred that ‘Wordsworth’s poetry is great’ because of its ethical effect—‘because of the extraordinary power with which Wordsworth feels the joy offered to us in the simple primary affections and duties…and renders it so as to make us share it.’3 Victorian praise of Wordsworth’s cosmic optimism and ethical joy is apt to seem one-sided, if not misguided, to critical readers of the twenty-first century, trained as we are in the painful contradictions of nineteenth-century political and labour history and familiar with ‘all that is at enmity with joy’ (‘Intimations’, l. 162, in CP2V, 276) in Wordsworth’s own writings: dispossession, poverty, vagrancy, war, and disillusionment with the French Revolution. But lest we ourselves become unduly one-sided, as well as joyless, in our approaches to Wordsworth, it behooves us to recall what nineteenth-century readers found so attractive about his work: its power to reveal good in the universe and the joy that humans feel participating in that good. In this essay I consider Wordsworth’s practical ethics, the type of conduct he encourages or represents favourably, and his meta-ethics, or theory of the nature and grounds of ethical beliefs.

I begin with the practical ethics of Wordsworth’s poetry and prose. Of the ethical imperatives sustained over the course of his long poetic career, the first and most comprehensive is the Pauline injunction to agapē or spiritual love, the ‘charity’ (in the King James Bible translation) that ‘suffereth long, and is kind’, that ‘envieth not’ and ‘vaunteth [brags] not’, that ‘rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth in the truth’ (1 Corinthians 13:4–6). This unselfish love of all beings Wordsworth variously calls ‘intellectual love’ or, reflecting back on the noble first principles of the French Revolution, ‘Philanthropic love’.4

As corollaries of this love, other ethical imperatives follow. Do no unnecessary harm to any creature, or as Wordsworth phrases it at the end of ‘Hart-Leap Well’, ‘Never…blend our pleasure or our pride | With sorrow of the meanest thing that feels’ (ll. 179–80, in LBOP, 139). Do not derogate or act presumptuously towards others, but rather ‘leave in quiet’—an aim that Wordsworth assigns to poetic language itself (‘Essays on Epitaphs’, 3, PrW, II. 85). Finally, do not distort, but rather look steadily and listen attentively. ‘I have at all times endeavoured to look steadily at my subject’, Wordsworth claims in the 1800 ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads (PrW, I. 132). This endeavour has a poetic component: it is what bookish poets fail to do, indulging instead in outworn artifice and cliché.5 The effort to look steadily also has an ethical grounding: it is what all of us ought to do in daily life, in attending to the face of things, either natural environments or the visages of strangers. In Wordsworth’s early verse we behold such strangers, and struggle to see them clearly, from the discharged, invalid soldier met on a public highway (‘The Discharged Soldier’, LBOP, 277–82), to an African woman met aboard ship from the France that expelled her (‘September 1st, 1802,’ in CP2V, 161–2), to the perseverant leech-gatherer met on a lonely moor (‘Resolution and Independence’ in CP2V 123–9).6

Wordsworth asks us to attend as well to the world soul that rolls through these figures, and through all things, a spirit intuited not by the empirical but by the spiritual eye or ear:


            in all things

I saw one life, and felt that it was joy;

One song they sang, and it was audible—

Most audible then when the fleshly ear

.  .  .  .  .  .

Forgot its function and slept undisturbed.

     (Prel-NCE, 1805, II. 429–34)



This ‘one life’ or world soul that interfuses all living things is a concept that Wordsworth inherits from ancient Stoic philosophy; we find it, for example, in Virgil’s Aeneid, a work Wordsworth partially translated: ‘the heaven and the earth, and the watery plains, the shining orbs of the moon and Titan’s stars, a spirit within sustains, and mind, pervading its members, sways the whole mass and mingles with its mighty frame’.7

Wordsworth’s sense of the ‘one life’ brings us to his meta-ethics because, for Wordsworth, as for the ancient Stoic, ethics are grounded in a metaphysical understanding of nature. For Wordsworth, ethical beliefs derive from our nature, from the kind of beings we are or would be if our natures were properly developed. Our nature, in turn, participates in the nature of the cosmos as a whole, which is infused with one spirit or deity, which might be called either God or Nature. These tenets are, broadly speaking, ones Wordsworth shared with ancient Stoics, and the Stoic doctrines he knew through Cicero and Seneca.8

Ethical theory can be divided into three main types, or along three different kinds of questions: perfectionism (how can I perfect the sort of being that I by nature am?), antecedentalism (what I am authorized to do or commanded not to do?), and consequentialism (what acts or rules for action will produce the best outcomes for a community or a majority within that community?). Of these three types of ethical theory, Wordsworth trucks with the first two, and repudiates the third. The form of consequentialism he knew was Jeremy Bentham’s utilitarianism, a philosophy he deplored for what he perceived to be its soul-less materialism and its reduction of ethics to public policy decisions, the good to the expedient. By the 1830s, he denounced his era as one ‘by gross Utilities enslaved’.9

Like Aristotle, the Stoics, and ancient philosophers in general, Wordsworth adheres to what we now call a perfectionist ethical theory, or one that seeks to identify the sentiments and conduct that would perfect the sort of being that one is designed to be by nature. Concluding The Prelude, Wordsworth deems ‘imagination’ and ‘intellectual love’ the essential qualities of the ethical life, but, prefacing his tributes to Dorothy and to Coleridge, adds that friendship and personal love—in a word, sociality—can ‘complete the man, | Perfect him, made imperfect in himself’ (XII. 185–204).

Yet if we are to characterize Wordsworth as an ethical perfectionist, we must also note his debt to antecedentalism. What am I authorized to do, or commanded not to do? In Wordsworth’s day, the standard answers to these questions came from the Christian Bible and the confessional state. But beyond the broad Christian injunction to love, or to do good, Wordsworth has little truck with rules that do not arise from within us. In this, he shows a certain affinity with Kant’s ‘deontological’ or law-based ethics, which seems to colour his ethical thinking from the late 1790s, well before Coleridge discussed the topic with him in 1803–4.10 With Kant, the only rules or laws Wordsworth admits are those we legislate for ourselves, in an internal affirmation of the moral order. And only through this self-legislation are we free from contingency or external determination. Kant’s conception of morality is, as Jerome Schneewind maintains, ‘something new to the history of thought.’11 Kant’s ‘astonishing claim…is that God and we can share membership in a single moral community only if we all equally legislate the law we are to obey’ (512). This claim, argues Schneewind, reconciles two strands of early modern moral philosophy: natural law theory (there is a moral law that governs God as well as us—this was the Stoics’ view) and its antithesis, theological ‘voluntarism’ (the notion that God, whose will is unlimited by any prior law, wills morality into being—this was the view of Luther). For Kant, contra the voluntarists, there is a non-arbitrary moral law; yet, akin to the voluntarists, it is one we are free to legislate for ourselves, as God does.

As early as 1798 Wordsworth seems to have had an acquaintance with Kant’s philosophy or at least a quasi-Kantian sensibility, since the basic idea of moral self-legislation appears in ‘It is the First Mild Day’ (LBOP, pp. 63–4). Here, however, self-legislation is achieved not, as in Kant, through practical reason, but rather by the feeling heart:


Love, now a universal birth,

From heart to heart is stealing,

From earth to man, from man to earth,

—It is the hour of feeling.

.  .  .  .  .  .

Some silent laws our hearts may make,

Which they shall long obey;

We for the year to come may take

Our temper from to-day.



‘Laws’ here emerge spontaneously, through love, from the heart, and it is the heart (not the person, not the will) that just as spontaneously obeys them. The heart is wholly unconstrained by anything outside itself. In a general way, the sensible heart’s ascension over imposed duty was a commonplace of later eighteenth-century sentimentalism. Hugh Blair, in one of his widely read Sermons (1777–1801), expressly prefers charitable actions that ‘flow from the sensibility of a feeling heart’ to those performed ‘from a principle of duty’.12 But Blair does not speak of the heart making laws for itself.

One of the richest poetic statements of Wordsworth’s meta-ethics is the fragment from 1798–9 beginning ‘There is an active principle alive in all things’. Here Wordsworth figures the liberty and power of truly virtuous activity, radiating outward from our healthful nature, as light and heat that emanate from the sun. This activity ‘circulates, the soul of all the worlds’; it ‘is the freedom of the universe’:


And ’tis expressed in colours of the sun

That we were never made to be content

With simple abstinence from ill, for chains,

For shackles, and for bonds, but to be bound

By laws in which there is a generating soul

Allied to our own nature; and we know

That when we stand upon our native soil,

Unelbowed by such objects as oppress

Our active powers, those powers themselves become

Subversive of our noxious qualities:

And by the substitution of delight

And by new influxes of strength suppress

All evil

.  .  .  .  .  .  .

There is only one liberty; ’tis his

Who by beneficence is circumscribed;

’Tis his to whom the power of doing good

Is law and statute

.  .  .  .  .  .  .

his who finds

His freedom in the joy of virtuous thoughts

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

O never was this [benign] existence formed

For wishes that debilitate and die

Of their own weakness

.  .  .  .  .  .  .

 [for] all the subtle host

Of feverish infirmities that give

Sad motion to the pestilential calm

Of negative morality, and feed

From day to day their never-ending life

In the close prison-house of human laws.(LBOP, pp. 309–10)



Only when beneficence and the delight it entails are, like the sun, free from alien laws, will mankind be free and joyous. This is the very heart of Wordsworth’s ethical thinking.

In the lines quoted above, Wordsworth speaks of the pestilential restraint of ‘human laws’ alien to one’s nature, but elsewhere he depicts observance of the Mosaic Decalogue as also falling short of virtuous activity. Wordsworth objected to any laws, and particularly any prohibitions, imposed on us from without—by, for example, church or state. The biblical passage in which we find the so-called Ten Commandments or Decalogue (Exodus 20:1–17)—the injunctions related by Moses are not actually numbered, and different churches sort them differently—contain nine ‘thou shalt not’s’ and one ‘thou shalt have no’, and thus embody what Wordsworth depreciates as ‘negative morality’. In ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ (composed 1796–8) negative morality is the pharisaic comfort of the ‘many’, while true morality is based not on imposed law but rather on the ‘one human heart’:


    Many, I believe, there are

Who live a life of virtuous decency,

Men who can hear the Decalogue and feel

No self-reproach, who of the moral law

Establish’d in the land where they abide

Are strict observers, and not negligent,

Meanwhile, in any tenderness of heart

Or act of love to those with whom they dwell,

Their kindred, and the children of their blood.

Praise be to such, and to their slumbers peace!(125–34, LBOP, p. 232)



By contrast, the poor, as Wordsworth imagines them, are Good Samaritans, generous by nature rather than precept. They transcend the religious many whose morality is disclosed as wholly negative (‘cold abstinence’) or limited to familial duties (‘inevitable charities’):


—But of the poor man ask, the abject poor,

Go and demand of him, if there be here,

In this cold abstinence from evil deeds,

And these inevitable charities,

Wherewith to satisfy the human soul.

No—man is dear to man: the poorest poor

Long for some moments in a weary life

When they can know and feel that they have been

Themselves the fathers and the dealers out

Of some small blessings, have been kind to such

As needed kindness, for this single cause,

That we have all of us one human heart.(135–46)



Wordsworth’s poem centrally concerns an aged beggar who freely circulates through the Lake District, and a public defence of the beggar’s moral usefulness within mountain life, urged against the (utilitarian) ‘Statesmen’ who would put him into a public workhouse. The beggar, Wordsworth insists, serves as an object of charity upon which the poor of the region exercise beneficence, and so experience the liberty and joy of unconstrained virtuous activity:


     While thus he creeps

From door to door, the villagers in him

Behold a record which together binds

Past deeds and offices of charity

Else unremember’d, and so keeps alive

The kindly mood in hearts which lapse of years,

And that half-wisdom half-experience gives

Make slow to feel, and by sure steps resign

To selfishness and cold oblivious cares.

Among the farms and solitary huts,

Hamlets, and thinly-scattered villages,

Where’er the aged Beggar takes his rounds,

The mild necessity of use compels

To acts of love; and habit does the work

Of reason, yet prepares that after-joy

Which reason cherishes. And thus the soul,

By that sweet taste of pleasure unpursu’d,

Doth find itself insensibly dispos’d

To virtue and true goodness.(79–97)



The villagers’ reward for their customary benisons upon a hopelessly poor and old man is ‘that after-joy | Which reason cherishes’, and this reflective delight in turn further ingrains the virtuous habit of alms-giving.

Through this virtuous circle we are perfected. Wordsworth’s short passage serves as a précis of perfectionist ethics, the word ‘ethics’ deriving from the ethos or ‘habit’ of action that Aristotle and the Stoics saw as the basis of moral virtue. Aristotle states at the opening of Book 2 of Nichomachean Ethics (1103a): ‘Moral virtue…is formed by habit, ethos, and its name, ethike, is therefore derived, by a slight variation, from ethos.’13 The link between morality and habitual action is translated into Latin terms in a passage of Seneca’s that Wordsworth adopted as the epigraph of his ‘Ode to Duty’: the virtuous person ‘is trained by habit [mors] to such an extent that he not only can act rightly, but cannot help acting rightly’.14 Wordsworth evinces his familiarity with habit as the root of ethics earlier in his poetic career, certainly by 1798. It is evident in his Ruined Cottage manuscript material: ‘We shall acquire | The habit by which sense is made | Subservient still to moral purposes’ (RCP, 263). His fragmentary ‘Essay on Morals’ also has praise for moral habit, in contradistinction to William Godwin’s view of ethics as a perfectly voluntary process of rational, case-by-case deliberation, which can only be vitiated by habit and ‘prejudice’ (PrW, I. 105). Wordsworth, who had briefly fallen under Godwin’s spell in the mid-1790s, declares his independence: ‘our attention ought principally to be fixed upon that part of our conduct & actions which is the result of our habits.’ Philosophy, he maintains, has no power to form virtuous habits: ‘I know no book or system of moral philosophy written with sufficient power to melt into our affections, to incorporate itself with the blood & vital juices of our minds, & thence to have any influence…in forming those habits of which I am speaking.’ He continues: ‘these bald & naked reasonings are impotent over our habits’ because ‘they contain no picture of human life; they describe nothing’ (PrW, I. 103). Wordsworth’s implication is that an imaginative literature that describes life with sufficient power can succeed, where philosophy fails, in forming the habit of virtue. Yet the poet’s mind must also be grounded in similar habits: in the ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth invokes the virtuous (and virtue-inspiring) ‘habits of mind’ the poet must acquire and obey ‘blindly and mechanically’ (PrW, I. 126). (Wordsworth’s ethical trust in habit, I would note, contrasts with his complaints, in his ‘Intimations’ Ode and The Prelude, against the deadening perceptual effect of ‘custom’ or ‘habit’: ‘the tendency…| Of habit to enslave the mind’ (Prel-NCE, 1805, XIII. 138–9)). Wordsworth’s poetic project, according to Coleridge in Biographia Literaria, chapter 14, was ‘to give the charm of novelty to things of every day, and to excite a feeling analogous to the supernatural, by awakening the mind’s attention from the lethargy of custom, and directing it to the loveliness and wonders of the world before us’ (CCBL, II. 6).

Ethical habits ground virtuous activity or, as he phrases it in The Old Cumberland Beggar, ‘acts of love’, and ‘that after-joy | Which reason cherishes’. In emphasizing this distinctly ethical joy, Wordsworth is indebted to Anthony Ashley Cooper, the third earl of Shaftesbury (1671–1713). Shaftesbury, who saw himself as writing within a Stoic tradition, argues that no conduct is truly moral that involves an abstention from evil motivated by the individual’s fear of retributive justice (i.e. being punished for breaking laws). On the contrary, the practice of the moral virtues, and especially of beneficence, must be an end in itself, attended by a delight or joy that ratifies that end. Aristotle had claimed that ‘Nobody would call a man just who does not enjoy acting justly’ (Nichomachean Ethics (1099a), 21). Building on this Aristotelian (and Stoic) notion of joyous virtue, Shaftesbury stresses the ‘natural Joy’ that attends ‘the Exercise of Benignity and Goodness’.15 Wordsworth appears to have read by 1785 Shaftesbury’s collected opus, Characteristicks of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times (1709); Wordsworth’s Rydal Mount library contained a 1723 edition of the book; and in 1815 Wordsworth referred to Shaftesbury as ‘an author at present unjustly depreciated’ (‘Essay, Supplementary to the Preface’ of 1815, PrW, II. 72).16

Virtuous activity brings with it joy—on this point, Wordsworth accords with Shaftesbury. Yet Wordsworth increasingly worried, in his thirties, that although virtue brings joy, joy does not unambiguously attest to virtue. In his Ode to Duty (composed 1804–6, in CP2V, pp. 104–7), ‘joy’, we find, is not now ‘its own security’. Wordsworth’s earlier image of self-legislation as heart-legislation, periodically renewable, is projected into a future order, utopian or angelic: one day joy will be its own security. But now, even the most fortunate of us need to supplement heart-legislation by some type of external duty:


Serene will be our days and bright,

And happy will our nature be,

When love is an unerring light,

And joy its own security.

And bless’d are they who in the main

This faith, even now, do entertain:

Live in the spirit of this creed;

Yet find that other strength [duty], according to their need.(17–24)



But in this poem centre stage is assumed by an allegorical depiction of Duty as an external force, a ‘Stern Lawgiver’. The poem’s speaker courts Duty gingerly, and not without backward glances:


I, loving freedom and untried;

No sport of every random gust,

Yet being to myself a guide,

Too blindly have reposed my trust:

Resolved that nothing e’er should press

Upon my present happiness,

I shoved unwelcome tasks away:

But thee I now would serve more strictly, if I may.(25–32)



‘If I may’ may simply be an expletive inserted to fill out the final alexandrine demanded by Wordsworth’s disciplined stanza (this ode has the formal regularity of Horace, not the perceived irregularity of Pindar). But I find the phrase to be more than that, either a note of polite deference (‘may I follow you, Duty’?) or one of blunt uncertainty (‘if I am able or have power to do so’). This tonal uncertainty prompts a key question about duty in general: is it inherently motivating, or must a will or motive separate from duty intervene to make one do one’s duty?

The question returns us to Kant, who addresses it in his Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals. For Kant, duty is inherently motivating if it is a duty one has made one’s own. A duty one imposes on oneself is one that contains within it a motive to obey. And it is this purely rational, non-causal motive, which makes us autonomous or free: free from material causes, from determination by anything other than our rational nature. The only specifically moral motivation we have is acting from duty, and not merely in accordance with it. Duty being rational and not caused by anything in the world, the only truly moral act (if one has ever been performed) is one that proceeds entirely from a purely moral motive, and not from any phenomenal cause such as desire, passion, or a mercenary obedience to worldly authority. Thus moral activity—motivated entirely and exclusively by duty—frees us from desire, passion, and the turbulence of the world. Only in morality are we autonomous agents. The freedom Kant endorses is one authorized, or chartered, by reason alone—and as such is the very opposite of the ‘uncharter’d freedom’ of which Wordsworth complains in his ‘Ode to Duty’ (37).

Kant’s presence comes to the fore in Wordsworth’s later essay on moral self-education, ‘Reply to “Mathetes”’ (1809–10):

He [the appropriately self-educated person] will not long have his admiration fixed on unworthy objects; he will neither be clogged nor drawn aside by the love of friends or kindred, betraying his understanding through his affections; he will neither be bowed down by conventional arrangements of manners producing too often a lifeless decency; nor will the rock of his Spirit wear away in the endless beating of the waves of the World: neither will that portion of his own time, which he must surrender to labours by which his livelihood is to be earned or his social duties performed, be unprofitable to himself indirectly, while it is directly useful to others: for that time has been primarily surrendered through an act of obedience to a moral law established by himself, and therefore he moves then also along the orbit of perfect liberty. (PrW, II. 24, my emphases)

The twin notions Wordsworth expresses here—that the moral law must be self-legislated, and that only in obeying this self-legislated law are we free—derive, as we’ve seen, from Kant. Yet Wordsworth does not prove, like Kant, a strict rationalist, even when he warns one against ‘betraying his understanding through his affections’. For Wordsworth, the moral law is established by the self, but not, or at least not clearly, by reason alone.

Another topic on which Wordsworth came to concur partially with Kant is the aesthetic of the sublime. Earlier, especially in The Prelude, Wordsworth tended to associate the sublime with the grand and imposing forms of nature (mountains, winds, waterfalls), but later came to associate it, following Kant, with the supersensible reason that transcends the natural world. In both of these phases, however, Wordsworth associated the sublime with ethics. He also conferred an ethical resonance on the sublime’s counterpart, the beautiful (the softer, tranquilizing aspects of nature, such as rolling plains, birds, and lambs). In The Prelude he recounts the ability of the beauteous and sublime forms of nature to inculcate moral habits; conversely, in his Kant-inspired fragmentary essay, ‘The Sublime and the Beautiful’ (probably written 1806–12), he comes to see ‘reason & the moral law’ as a necessary precondition to our appreciation of the sublime.

I will return to Kant below; I turn here to The Prelude. Inasmuch as The Prelude is a ‘crisis-autobiography’,17 its crisis lies in the poet’s attempt, in the early course of the French Revolution and in his subsequent turn to Godwin, to subordinate ethics to politics and particularly to an abstract conception of political justice. The poet’s therapeutic cure comes through recollecting how Nature (or, less metaphysically, the sensory environments of the Lake District) taught him, or how he imagines it teaching him, morality in the first place. Morality is for Wordsworth immanent in the nature that includes us. Reviewing his childhood, the poet regains trust that nature can teach by accidents (1805 Prelude, Books I, II, V, XI–XII), a repudiation of his earlier attempt, under Godwin’s sway, to transcend ‘accidents of nature, time and place’ (X. 822). The main moments of growing up, ‘being fostered alike by beauty and by fear’ (Prel-NCE, 1805, I. 306), involve the fear and regret (and perhaps masochistic pleasure) the boy feels in seizing birds’ eggs, stealing trapped pheasants, and using someone’s rowboat without permission. In all these incidents, sublime elements of the environment either rise up (a craggy steep) or foreground themselves (loud winds, ‘low breathings’(I. 330)) as if chastening the errant boy. Insofar as Nature edifies, it does so without saying, as in a requirement ethic, ‘thou shalt not’, and without clearly rising to unconditional laws (e.g. do not steal). Rather it suggests, within specific contexts, certain hypothetical imperatives: when to let be, when to respect the endeavours or self-preservative instincts of other beings. As for the ‘beauteous forms | Of Nature,’ these teach the protagonist of The Prelude, and perhaps his childhood friends, a ‘diffidence and modesty’, subduing the ‘pride of strength’ and ‘vainglory of superior skill’ the winners of their games would otherwise feel, and an evacuation of ‘uneasiness, or pain, or jealousy’ (Prel-NCE, 1805, II. 48–78). Beauty, in short, teaches something very much like the spiritual love of 1 Corinthians 13, that ‘vaunteth not’ and ‘envieth not’.

A limitation of Wordsworth’s ethical thinking is that he appears to reserve moral perfection—the perfection of our shared nature—to those who grow up surrounded by an external nature that is sublime and beautiful, and by very little else. Wordsworth implies that virtuous habits can only be cultivated in an environment like the sparsely-populated Lake District in which he grew up. Indeed, in his ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth asserts (to Coleridge’s dismay) the moral and linguistic superiority of rural labourers to the urban and polite classes. He is still more emphatic about the specifically moral virtues of cottagers in his 1809 prose work Concerning the Convention of Cintra. ‘The humbler ranks of society…trust in nature, and are safe’, writes Wordsworth of the courage and patriotism of the common Spaniards during Napoleon’s Peninsular war. He focuses on ‘the Peasant…who lives by the fair reward of his manual labour’, and so is ‘attached, by stronger roots, to the soil of which he is the growth’, and salubriously ‘precluded from luxurious—and those which are usually called refined—enjoyments’ (PrW, I. 328). Wordsworth expresses a moralist’s contempt for urban luxury and its supposedly deleterious effects, a topos rooted in classical and especially Roman antiquity, if reinforced by Wordsworth’s own urban experiences. As with Virgil or Juvenal—other authors of refined (and expensive) verse who bewail metropolitan corruption and sing of rural strength—Wordsworth touts a virtue that, at least as he images or describes it, does not come naturally to urban dwellers. His satire of London in Book 7 of the 1805 Prelude begins with bemused levity, but ends in prophetic fury, a jeremiad against urban dwellers as ‘slaves unrespited of low pursuits, | Living amid the same perpetual flow | Of trivial objects’ (Prel-NCE, 1805, VII. 701–3).

The kind of one-on-one, face-to-face encounters that Wordsworth valued are, by his count, rare in densely populated areas, with London posing a particular problem. In Cumberland, an old beggar is a compelling figure precisely because he is the only beggar in the landscape; add a few hundred or thousand more beggars to the picture and one blunts the sensibilities of those who behold them. Wordsworth concedes as much in Home at Grasmere (begun 1800): charity as he imagines it is only possible in remote rural communities, where the presence of beggars is not overwhelming. One of the humane benefits of living in Grasmere, Wordsworth contends, is ‘That they who want are not too great a weight | For those who can relieve’ (447–8, MS. B, CHG, p. 66). Charity and indeed any sense of community are killed by metropolitan life: ‘he truly is alone’ who ‘by the vast Metropolis [is] immured, | Where pity shrinks from unremitting calls, | Where numbers overwhelm humanity’ (593–9, MS. D, CHG, p. 89).

That last phrase—‘where numbers overwhelm humanity’—might serve in an aesthetic register as a description of what initially happens in Kant’s mathematical sublime, which concludes when the mind, exhausted in its attempts to make a multitude of details or instances cohere, comes to recognize its ability to think a supersensible whole, and thus its superiority to the empirical world. The debt of Wordsworth’s essay ‘The Sublime and the Beautiful’ to Kant’s mature aesthetic in his Critique of Judgment has been well documented by Raimonda Modiano, who traces the movement of Wordsworth’s essay away from the sublime of natural form and towards the Kantian sublime of supersensible reason.18 For Kant sublimity belongs exclusively to the mind, in its ability to think a totality, although the mind comes to recognize its powers only after an unsuccessful imaginative effort ‘to encompass nature’s magnitude (“the mathematical sublime”) or to resist its might (“the dynamical sublime”)’.19 Yet Wordsworth, more clearly than Kant, makes morality a precondition of the sublime. In ‘The Sublime and the Beautiful’, sublimity requires that the fears produced by absolute power ‘terminate in repose…& that this sense of repose is the result of reason & the moral law’ (PrW, II. 355). ‘The moral law’ is new to Wordsworth’s lexicon—this is not how the poet imagined his boyhood tutelage by fear in The Prelude. Here, though characteristically vague, he seems to imply that without the assurance that reason and law govern God as well as the world, there could be pleasure neither in the idea of God as power nor in those natural prospects commonly deemed sublime (‘a precipice, a conflagration, a torrent, or a shipwreck’ (PrW, II.354)). For the later Wordsworth, the moral law appears to be a necessary condition of the sublime as a category of aesthetic pleasure.

More generally for Wordsworth, there can be no pleasure in art, or in life, without some intuition of the underlying justice and order of the cosmos. This is a central premise of The Prelude, which M. H. Abrams calls a ‘theodicy of the private life’ or ‘biodicy’: ‘Wordsworth’s assumption, like that of all writers of theodicies, whether of universal scope or of the private life, is that if life is to be worth living there cannot be a blank unreason or mere contingency at the heart of things; there must be meaning (in the sense of good and intelligible purpose) in the occurrence of both physical and moral evils’ (95–6) Thus, as The Prelude nears it conclusion, Wordsworth avows that all the apparent evils of his life—his pains, anxieties, and disappointments—have served the higher good of making him, in the end, a being capable of both spiritual love and its communication:


         To fear and love

(To love as first and chief, for there fear ends)

Be this [his conscience] ascribed; to early intercourse

In presence of sublime and lovely forms

With the adverse principles of pain and joy—

Evil as one [pain] is rashly named by those

Who know not what they say. From love, for here

Do we begin and end, all grandeur comes,

All truth and beauty—from pervading love—

That gone, we are as dust.

         (Prel-NCE, 1805, XIII. 143–52)



Here the precondition for sublimity (‘grandeur’), as well as truth and beauty, is not ‘reason & the moral law’, but simply ‘love,’ particularly the ‘higher love’ that ‘comes into the heart | With awe and diffusive sentiment’ (Prel-NCE, 1805, XIII. 161–3).

Throughout his writings (excepting The Borderers, Wordsworth’s foray into tragedy), Wordsworth insists that good outweighs, or dialectically incorporates, evil. Evil is peripheral, goodness central. In ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’, the shadowy presence of ‘evil tongues’, ‘rash judgments’, and ‘the sneers of selfish men’ does not ‘disturb | Our chearful faith that all which we behold | Is full of blessings’ (LBOP, p. 119). In ‘There is an active principle alive in all things’, Wordsworth holds that for humans the life of natural activity affords such ‘delight’ and ‘new influxes of strength’ as ‘suppress | All evil.’ All elements of nature are animated by one active principle, ‘the soul of all the worlds’, and their activity appears as morally good or at least neutral: ‘All beings have their properties which spread | Beyond themselves, a power by which they make | Some other being conscious of their life.’ Incorporating this early fragment into the Wanderer’s climactic oration in Book Nine of The Excursion, Wordsworth re-writes these specific lines; he concedes that the tendency of some things may be partially evil or deleterious to some others:


Whate’er exists hath properties that spread

Beyond itself, communicating good,

A simple blessing, or with evil mixed.(CExc, IX. 10–12).



Wordsworth’s—or at least the Wanderer’s—cosmic optimism is all the more stunning when set beside the famous Homeric passage to which these lines allude. In the great interview scene at the end of The Iliad between a suppliant Priam and a relenting Achilles, the latter offers this pessimistic consolation to the man whose sons he has killed, and whose one son has killed the youth that he himself loved:


Two urns by Jove’s high throne have ever stood,

The source of Evil one, and one of Good;

From thence the cup of mortal man he fills,

Blessings to these, to those distributes ills;

To most, he mingles both: The wretch decreed

To taste the bad, unmix’d, is curst indeed.(Pope’s translation, XXIV. 663–8)20



For Homer there is no unmixed good: a mortal enjoys either partial good or endures unmixed evil. For Wordsworth, by contrast, things bring unmixed good, ‘a simple blessing’, or at worst good ‘with evil mixed’.

Goodness preponderates in the universe. This principle, presumably, is the harmony that Leslie Stephen found in Wordsworth at work beneath all apparent disorder. It is a harmony that, after The Excursion, Wordsworth sometimes asserted in disturbing ways, notoriously in his post-Waterloo Thanksgiving Ode that hails ‘Carnage’ as God’s ‘daughter’, sifting justice through ‘mutual slaughter’ (280–1, SP, p. 188). Percy Shelley expressed horror at these lines in Peter Bell the Third (1819, 634–52), nor are we apt today to see carnage as the disclosure of a deeper harmony. But set aside the excesses of Wordsworth’s later years. His writings, all in all, and especially his early hymns to love and joy, can still have an influence on the best part of a good person’s life. Wordsworth is the hero of a harmony for which the slaughter-bench of history may have no place, but for which our hearts still have a need.
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CHAPTER 40

WORDSWORTH ON RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE

JONATHAN ROBERTS

I

‘RELIGION’ and ‘religious experience’ are not quite the same thing. An account of Wordsworth’s ‘religion’ might include matters such as his fluctuating relationship to the church, the baptism and burial of his children, his theological outlook, and his impact on religious debate in the nineteenth century. Wordsworth does write poetry about these sorts of matters (such as his Ecclesiastical Sketches), yet none of these quite correlates to ‘religious experience’ taken as the first-person epiphanies (‘spots of time’) presented or referred to in works including ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’, ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality’, and The Prelude.1 It is these epiphanies that I am taking to constitute ‘religious experience’ in Wordsworth’s poetry, and the anachronism inherent in doing so should be acknowledged, as the term ‘religious experience’ does not come into widespread use until the early twentieth century (I will discuss how a little later).

Wordsworth himself points us to these religious epiphanies in many of his best-known poems. In ‘Lines’, for example, he famously writes of ‘that serene and blessed mood’:


In which the affections gently lead us on,

Until, the breath of this corporeal frame,

And even the motion of our human blood

Almost suspended, we are laid asleep

In body, and become a living soul:

While with an eye made quiet by the power

Of harmony, and the deep power of joy,

We see into the life of things.(‘Lines’, 42–9)



There are no churches, priests, liturgies, or scriptures here, but the religious character of the verse is evident throughout: from the language of blessedness and the soul; from the emphasis on joy, stillness and harmony; and from a unity of comprehension associated with imagination and referred to elsewhere as the ‘one life’ (Prelude, II. 430). Despite their renown, Wordsworth says very little about the spots of time, and precisely which moments of his poetry they correspond to is debatable. He actually only mentions them once (Prelude, XI. 258–65), describing them as ‘those passages of life in which | We have had deepest feeling that the mind | Is lord and master’. Sometimes he talks, thus, as if mind dominates world, sometimes as if world creates mind (as in ‘Nature by extrinsic passion first’ peoples the mind ‘with beauteous forms or grand’, Prelude, I. 573–4), and sometimes as if the creation is shared (as when the senses ‘half-create’ the perceptual world, ‘Lines’, 107). Likewise he sometimes writes as if imagination has imposed a unity of meaning on a scene, sometimes as if it has discerned a pre-existing unity in the world.

These moments of imaginative unity bring together past and present, the sensual, emotional, and intellectual; they discover (as Wordsworth puts it elsewhere) ‘similitude in dissimilitude’, or—in the language used here—‘the power | Of harmony’ that is cognate with the synthesizing function of poetry itself. Most importantly (in terms of understanding religion as an ‘experience’). Wordsworth identifies this synthesizing imaginative understanding not as an ongoing state of being, but as an irruptive event manifest in particular moments of time:


There are in our existence spots of time,

Which with distinct preeminence retain

A renovating Virtue, whence, depress’d

By false opinion and contentious thought,

Or aught of heavier or more deadly weight

In trivial occupations, and the round

Of ordinary intercourse, our minds

Are nourish’d and invisibly repair’d(Prelude, XI. 258–65).



This temporal aspect is important because by making religion into an event—an ‘experience’—the epiphany is able to play a dramatic role within the structure of a larger conversion narrative. That narrative is the ‘Wordsworthian theodicy of the private life’, which as M. H. Abrams puts it, ‘translates the painful process of Christian conversion and redemption into a painful process of self‐formation, crisis, and self-recognition, which culminates in a stage of self-coherence, self-awareness, and assured power that is its own reward.’2 That is to say, Wordsworth’s religious experiences are not freestanding epiphanies, but are transformative moments of alleviation from existential anxiety whereby ‘the burthen of the mystery, | In which the heavy and the weary weight | Of all this unintelligible world | Is lighten’d’ (‘Lines’, 39–42).

The power of Wordsworth’s writing is such that in the transport of the epiphany itself, it is easy to forget the ‘perplexity’ from which it arose. Therefore I wish to begin by asking: what exactly is the nature of this network of anxieties into which Wordsworth falls? The question is important because, I would suggest, the religious experience that lifts Wordsworth out of those anxieties is intrinsically related to the character of the anxieties themselves. What, then, is the matter with Wordsworth? The answer is by no means obvious, as he expresses his unhappiness in such generalized terms in ‘Lines’ and ‘Intimations’: he finds himself in ‘somewhat of a sad perplexity’ (‘Lines’, 61), subject to ‘the fretful stir | Unprofitable, and the fever of the world’ (‘Lines’, 53–4), beset by the ‘dreary intercourse of daily life’ (‘Lines’, 132), with what seems like the limited comfort that the ‘thought of our past years in me doth breed | Perpetual benedictions’ (‘Intimations’, 137).

Vague as such descriptions may be, Wordsworth shares with us his ‘burthen’ and the ‘unintelligibility’ by not merely describing them, but by making us feel them through the strife of the poem itself. This is evident in all kinds of ways in ‘Lines’: the anxiety that the ‘blessed mood’ may be ‘but a vain belief’ (42, 51); the awkward sermonizing about ‘that best portion of a good man's life’ (34); the strained emotional logic which reasons ‘Therefore am I still | A lover’ (103–4, my italics); the unimaginable image (was he thinking of Shakespeare’s Sonnet 24?) of ‘the fever of the world’ hanging upon the beatings of his heart (54–5); and the hollowness—amid this narrative of alienation—of Wordsworth’s proclaimed ‘chearful faith that all which we behold | Is full of blessings’ (134).

The same uneasy alienation is present in ‘Intimations’ as Wordsworth curates his stilted effigies of vitality, youth, and nature: the ‘lovely’ rose (11); the ‘Birds that sing a joyous song’ (19); ‘the young Lambs [that] bound | As to the tabor’s sound’ (twice: 20–1, 172–3) ; the ‘Land and sea’ that ‘Give themselves up to jollity’ (30–1); the beasts that ‘keep holiday’ ‘with the heart of May’ (33–4); the children pulling fresh flowers in ‘a thousand vallies far and wide’ (45–8); the ‘four year’s Darling of a pigmy size!’. Whatever the (questionable) philosophical insight of ‘Intimations’, whatever the artistry of its Pindaric form, these are emblems, not living beings, and they have displaced the ‘company of flesh and blood’ promised (and often found) in Lyrical Ballads. For the spectator to enter into these images in his imagination (to borrow Blake), is to feel the pathos of Wordsworth’s admission that ‘The things which I have seen I now can see no more’ (9).

In short, Wordsworth does not just talk about losing the ‘glory and the freshness of a dream’ (5); he makes that loss abundantly manifest in the poetry itself. The verses strive to recover the ‘visionary gleam’ (56), but in doing so come closer to expressing ‘The self-created sustenance of a mind | Debarr’d from Nature’s living images, | Compell’d to be a life unto itself’ (Prelude, VI. 312–4). ‘Intimations’ is the work of a man who in his early thirties sounds old beyond his years, conscious that some deep inward part of himself lies dormant or possibly dead. There is a profound sense in both ‘Lines’ and ‘Intimations’ that something is wrong, that the world only makes sense in fleeting moments, and that the poems’ own moral schematizing cannot resolve this.

If, as I have suggested, the anxiety and the epiphany are fundamentally interrelated in these works, then one would expect the diffuse character of this anxiety to be reflected in an equally diffuse kind of religious experience. This is indeed the case, for in ‘Lines’ and ‘Intimations’ not only are the epiphanies on offer quite abstract and generalized, but—in these poems at least—they do not even quite materialize; they are alluded to rather than becoming manifest as specific religious experiences. Hence despite the temporal and geographical particularities of the opening of ‘Lines’, the epiphanic hope of the poem derives not from a specific sunset, nor from a particular sight of the sea, but from ‘a sense sublime | Of something far more deeply interfused, | Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns, | And the round ocean’ (96–9); ‘Intimations’ offers the kindred generalities of ‘celestial light’ (4), ‘clouds of glory’ (64), and another ‘setting sun’ (199). This is not, however, a poetic failure: Wordsworth could have dressed up his Wye valley hillside as Mount Sinai, but he did not. His greatness and his honesty as a poet is that he lets the awkwardness stand, he does not hide his intellectual and emotional discomfort, but makes of them his poetic subject.

In contrast to these works, The Prelude provides a much fuller picture and analysis both of the origins of Wordsworth’s anxieties and of the epiphanies that provide a release from those anxieties. In broad terms, The Prelude traces a progressive splitting within Wordsworth between feeling and judgement. Judgement (identified throughout the poem with ‘reason’) comes to take precedence over feeling, and Wordsworth experiences this change in terms both of self-division, and of alienation from others and from the natural world (see, for example, XI. 42–95). The Prelude simultaneously relates this story of personal strife and self-division to the wider historical subject of the ascendancy of reason under the Enlightenment. Hence Morse Peckham summarizes Wordsworth’s progress in the 1790s in this way:

All his new beliefs allied him with the French republican effort against his own country. But that emotional conflict was not to last long. The Revolution rapidly revealed its inescapable tendency toward terror and tyranny. Now the problems of the Enlightenment rose before him. Passionately he studied schemes of human regeneration, of social perfection—all the marvelous fantasies of the late Enlightenment. Inevitably he was led to logical contraries with which the reason could not deal. This shattered his faith that a solution to moral difficulties could be found in the study of the empirical world. The result was despair.3

The Prelude’s poetic analysis of the matter is complicated because for Wordsworth, as for many of his contemporaries, the ‘age of reason’ was by no means simply an evil, indeed ‘logic and minute analysis’ had brought ‘obvious benefits’ (Prelude, XI. 126–9). Nonetheless, in Wordsworth’s view, the status granted to reason had come to look increasingly likely to discredit other aspects of human experience such as empathy, solidarity, and feeling.

Wordsworth’s concern about these matters is not simply an undercurrent in The Prelude, it is one of the poem’s explicit topics. It is manifest, at an autobiographical level, in the repeated story—Abrams’s ‘theodicy’—of a world that made powerful holistic sense in childhood, a sense that was lost or displaced in early adulthood, but which was subsequently recovered in later adulthood (as ‘Imagination’, once ‘Impaired’ came to be ‘Restored’). It is a story narrated in many places throughout The Prelude, such as when Wordsworth describes his early perceptions (which he calls ‘The first diviner influence of this world | As it appears to unaccustom’d eyes’), and says of this time:


I worshipp’d then among the depths of things

As my soul bade me: could I then take part

In aught but admiration, or be pleased

With any thing but humbleness and love;

I felt, and nothing else; I did not judge,

I never thought of judging, with the gift

Of all this glory fill’d and satisfied.(Prelude, XI. 232–40)



In this blissful state of feeling he did not judge, he never thought of judging, but this ‘diviner influence’ and ‘glory’ would become lost to him due to his subsequent idolization (the word is important) of reason:


There comes a time when Reason, not the grand

And simple Reason, but that humbler power

Which carries on its no inglorious work

By logic and minute analysis

Is of all Idols that which pleases most

The growing mind. A Trifler would he be

Who on the obvious benefits should dwell

That rise out of this process; but

.  .  .  .  .  .  .

      danger cannot but attend

Upon a Function rather proud to be

The enemy of falshood than the friend

Of truth, to sit in judgement than to feel.(XI. 123–37, my italics)



Here, as elsewhere, judgement and feeling are explicitly contrasted. Wordsworth calls reason an ‘idol’ because it comes to displace the ‘first diviner influence of this world’, in other words it ‘usurps the place of God in human affection’.4

Wordsworth, both in The Prelude and elsewhere, goes to great lengths to show that the priority granted to reason and judgement over other human faculties (particularly the emotions) leads to an analytical cold-heartedness, scornfulness, and unfeelingness—characteristics which he identifies as the hallmark of writers such as Pope and Voltaire. In his Essays upon Epitaphs for example, Wordsworth takes Pope to task over the latter’s unfeeling writing, and criticizes in particular his epitaph on Mrs Corbet (which Samuel Johnson had ‘extolled’, PrW, II. 76). Mrs Corbet (Wordsworth notes) suffered great pain in her illness, but Pope seems indifferent to this. Wordsworth writes in the second of his Essays upon Epitaphs:

The Author [Pope] forgets that it is a living creature that must interest us and not an intellectual Existence, which a mere character is. Insensible to this distinction the brain of the Writer is set at work to report as flatteringly as he may of the mind of his subject; the good qualities are separately abstracted (can it be otherwise than coldly and unfeelingly?) and put together again as coldly and unfeelingly. (PrW, II. 77, my italics)

By the third of his essays, Wordsworth has still not dropped the matter:

If my notions are right, the Epitaphs of Pope cannot well be too severely condemned: for not only are they almost wholly destitute of those universal feelings and simple movements of mind which we have called for as indispensible, but they are little better than a tissue of false thoughts, languid and vague expressions, unmeaning antithesis, and laborious attempts at discrimination. (PrW, II. 80, my italics)

Pope cannot be ‘too severely condemned’. Why does this matter so much to Wordsworth? Because the alienation from nature that so concerns him extends into alienation from other people (the logical inversion of love of nature leading to love of mankind). The prioritization of judgement over feeling not only cuts us off from ‘Nature’s holiest places’ (Prelude, X. 878), it cuts us off from our fellow human beings: solidarity and empathy are displaced by judgement and scorn.

In the attempt to better understand this process Wordsworth dedicates his longest poem, The Excursion, to the analysis of a man who is himself scornful, judgemental, and cut off from empathetic relationships in just this way. ‘The Solitary’ has lost his wife and children, seen the French Revolution descend into terror, and—utterly disillusioned—has retreated into scepticism, sequestering himself in a remote Cumbrian valley. The protagonists visit this man but, finding him absent at first, discover instead a mouldering copy of Voltaire’s Candide:


   The Book, which in my hand

Had opened of itself, (for it was swoln

With searching damp, and seemingly had lain

To the injurious elements exposed

From week to week,) I found to be a work

In the French Tongue, a Novel of Voltaire,

His famous Optimist. ‘Unhappy Man!’

Exclaimed my Friend; ‘here then has been to him

Retreat within retreat, a sheltering-place

Within how deep a shelter!…’(The Excursion, II. 461–70)5



The Solitary’s withdrawal from friendship, from society, from God, is a retreat into self that can be described as egotism, that ‘quality’ attributed to Wordsworth himself in such abundance by Keats, and which Hazlitt picks up as characterizing The Excursion at large:

In describing human nature Mr. Wordsworth…only sympathises with those simple forms of feeling which mingle at once with his own identity. …An intense intellectual egotism swallows up everything. Even the dialogues introduced in the present volume are soliloquies of the same character, taking different views of the subject. The recluse [i.e. the Solitary], the pastor, and the pedlar, are three persons in one poet. …The power of [Wordsworth’s] mind preys upon itself. It is as if there were nothing but himself and the universe. He lives in the busy solitude of his own heart[.]‌6

As Hazlitt sees, The Excursion, despite its dramatic form, is a deeply egotistical poem. While the Wanderer is an idealized self-image, the Solitary is an incarnation of the same personal and cultural anxieties that are dealt with through the autobiographical narrative of The Prelude.7 Wordsworth knows this egotism—this collapse into self—only too well because it is a deep part of his own experience, felt even as a child (‘I was often unable to think of external things as having external existence & I communed with all that I saw as something not apart from but inherent in my own immaterial nature’ (Fenwick Notes, 124)).

Wordsworth charts the growth of his own judging, egotistical, rational self in numerous different ways in The Prelude, and struggles to make sense of the appeal of this mindset given that the ‘love | Of sitting thus in judgment interrupt[ed] | My deeper feelings’ (Prelude, XI. 164–6, my italics). His narrative is full of pathos, as it embodies not simply self-recrimination, but the consciousness of a progressive dying away of what had flourished in her youth, leaving him to harden into a zealous bigot:


Thus strangely did I war against myself;

A Bigot to a new Idolatry

Did like a Monk who hath forsworn the world

Zealously labour to cut off my heart

From all the sources of her former strength;

And, as by simple waving of a wand,

The wizard instantaneously dissolves

Palace or grove, even so, did I unsoul

As readily by syllogistic words

Some Charm of Logic, ever within reach,

Those mysteries of passion which have made

And shall continue ever more to make

(In spite of all that Reason hath perform’d,

And shall perform, to exalt and to refine)

One brotherhood of all the human race

Through all the habitations of past years

And those to come, and hence an emptiness

Fell on the Historian’s page, and even on that

Of Poets, pregnant with more absolute truth.

The works of both wither’d in my esteem(Prelude, XI. 74–93).



The passage contains familiar elements: the ‘new idolatry’ that arose as Wordsworth strove to ‘cut off’ his heart through the use of ‘syllogistic words’ and ‘logic’. It also emphasizes the interpersonal damage caused by the processes whereby Wordsworth sought to ‘unsoul’ the ‘mysteries of passion’ that make ‘One brotherhood of all the human race’. Verses such as these suggest that Wordsworth berates Pope because he recognizes in him his own inner deadness, and that he grieves over that inner deadness through his portrait of the Solitary in The Excursion.

What then is the solution offered by The Prelude? How do the religious experiences recorded in Wordsworth’s writing respond to this interior and interpersonal dissolution? I suggested earlier that the vague depictions of existential anxiety in ‘Lines’ and ‘Intimations’ correspond to equally vague notions of religious vision; the reverse is true here: the detailed analysis of self-division in The Prelude extends to much more particular and articulate accounts of religious experience. The Prelude offers a clearer sense of how such experiences reintegrate personhood through the synthesizing faculty of imagination (referred to earlier in this chapter). This imaginative synthesis can be seen at work in the climactic religious experience of The Prelude, Wordsworth’s ascent of Snowdon, which he narrates in this way:


—It was a Summer’s night, a close warm night,

Wan, dull, and glaring, with a dripping mist

Low-hung and thick that cover’d all the sky,

Half-threatening storm and rain: but on we went

Uncheck’d, being full of heart and having faith

In our tried Pilot. Little could we see,

Hemm’d round on every side with fog and damp,

And, after ordinary Traveller’s chat

With our Conductor, silently we sunk

Each into commerce with his private thoughts:

Thus did we breast the ascent, and by myself

Was nothing either seen or heard the while

Which took me from my musings

.  .  .  .  .  .  .

When at my feet the ground appear’d to brighten,

And with a step or two seem’d brighter still,

Nor had I time to ask the cause of this,

For instantly a Light upon the turf

Fell like a flash: I look’d about, and lo!

The Moon stood naked in the Heavens, at height

Immense above my head, and on the shore

I found myself of a huge sea of mist,

Which meek and silent, rested at my feet:

A hundred hills their dusky backs upheaved

All over this still ocean, and beyond,

Far, far beyond, the vapours shot themselves

In headlands, tongues, and promontory shapes,

Into the sea, the real sea, that seemed

To dwindle and give up its majesty,

Usurped upon as far as sight could reach.

Meanwhile the Moon look’d down upon this shew

In single glory, and we stood, the mist

Touching our very feet: and from the shore

At distance not the third part of a mile

Was a blue chasm, a fracture in the vapour,

A deep and gloomy breathing-place, thro’ which

Mounted the roar of waters, torrents, streams

Innumerable, roaring with one voice.

.  .  .  .  .  .  .

A meditation rose in me that night

Upon the lonely mountain when the scene

Had pass’d away, and it appear’d to me

The perfect image of a mighty Mind,

Of one that feeds upon infinity,

That is exalted by an underpresence,

The sense of God, or whatsoe’er is dim

Or vast in its own being(Prelude XIII. 10–22, 36–44, 66–73).



What takes place here? There is a striking difference from the epiphanies of ‘Lines’ and ‘Intimations’: this is not a vague gesture towards personal enlightenment, rather it is—however modified—the detailed narrative of a specific biographical event. Wordsworth uses his great skill as a poet, a maker, to bind together and harmonize the different elements of experience, making the unity of intellect and emotion present in the imagery of the poem: the heart of the travellers, the breast of the mountain, the feet, the head, the mighty mind. Nature is alive here, and is continuous with the emotional life of the poet: ‘glaring’ and ‘threatening’ at the outset, ‘naked’ and ‘Immense’ later on as Wordsworth undergoes both a diminution of self as he is absorbed into a pellucid universe, and an apotheosis as the sea of mist comes to rest meek and silent at his feet (echoing, perhaps, Revelation 4:6 in which the sea of glass lies before the throne of God). The language of meditation and of God; the unity of inner and outer (mind and scene), of reason, perception, and emotion; the solitude (even though here in company); all these things coalesce as the features of the same face, blossoms upon one tree. The Snowdon passage exemplifies Wordsworth’s claim that ‘From nature doth emotion come, and moods | Of calmness equally are nature’s gift’ (Prelude, XII. 1–2): the reflective ‘meditation’ is not an unfeeling rationalization of the experience, but rather a mode of reasoning operating in a fluid living relationship with the other aspects of personhood and enabling the conflict between feeling and reason to be—even if only for a moment—overcome. This is the ‘grand and simple reason’ (XI. 123-4), the ‘right reason’ (XII. 26), a phrase used by Milton ‘to signify reason that is attuned to intellectual, moral, and religious truth’ (Prel-NCE, 438 n.).

As I mentioned earlier, the temporal aspect is significant here: the elements that make up this passage (the events themselves, the meditation, and the composition) are chronologically discrete, as are the narratives with which the account is in dialogue: the long story of Wordsworth’s self-division told up to this point in the poem, as well as the earlier conversion narrative of Paul the Apostle (Acts 9). Yet Wordsworth’s narrative form gives this diachronic interplay the character of a momentary event, a ‘flash’. The form of the autobiographical anecdote provides religious experience with a temporal and spatial locale, even though—as an imaginative and textual experience—it is literally neither here nor there. This enables Wordsworth’s spots of time to retain a narrative integrity even when lifted from their original poetic context. Alongside this temporal ambiguity, the event has a phenomenological ambiguity, as the religious tenor of these experiences is complicated by the autobiographical suggestion that they can be attained by secular means: reading other poets, following one’s inclinations, rebelling against social and familial expectations, climbing mountains, possessing a certain type of sensibility, and all this without the need to be part of a religious community. These rich ambiguities have led to Wordsworth’s epiphanies both being treated as of profound religious significance, and as constituting ‘a displaced and reconstituted theology, or else a secularized form of devotional experience’.8

II

What, then, is the legacy of Wordsworth’s religious experience? Clearly he was not the first person to write about religious epiphany. The autobiographical narratives of Paul the Apostle, Augustine of Hippo, John Bunyan, and John Wesley—to take just a few well-known examples—all contain comparable moments of conversion or awakening. However they have key differences from Wordsworth’s spots of time. In each of these earlier accounts, little narrative capital is made of the event itself. Paul’s is the most dramatic (with its sudden illumination), and Augustine’s is emotionally intense, but even so the action—such as it is—in these narratives is passed over quickly: children’s voices overheard; a strange warming of the heart; the sight of four poor women discussing the things of God. Wordsworth can use similarly ordinary materials (a girl who bore a pitcher on her head, for example) but the narrative account he develops from such stuff is of a different literary magnitude: the event is magnificently remade, sublimely realized, and in the retelling made available as an imaginative experience to us, his readers.

This difference may be due in part to different goals: for these earlier writers, the religious life provides the meaning to the conversion event, whereas for Wordsworth, the poetic realization of the event accredits his life vocation as poet. This difference is also evident when comparing the spots of time to contemporary epiphanies: the term ‘religious experience’ does exist during Wordsworth’s lifetime, but, as with the epiphanies of the earlier writers discussed above, it operates exclusively in the context of a larger religious life, as is evident from the titles of contemporary spiritual autobiographies.9 The Prelude is a different type of work because the stated intent of the poem is to account for a secular vocation, not a religious one: it is the story of how the author became a poet, not of how the author came to preach the gospel.

This difference constitutes an important part of Wordsworth’s legacy, as his poetry provides a powerful model whereby religious experience need not be part of a religious life, or to put it another way, a secular life may still have transcendental moments. Hence, as Robert Woof notes, ‘one of the triumphs of his poetry was that it would provide for many readers of different beliefs, as it did for [John Stuart] Mill, a near-religious experience’ (Woof, 9–10). There are several well-known examples from later in the century of such ‘near-religious’ experiences, some of which explicitly combine a Wordsworthian epiphany with a turning-away from the church. One of the best-known (albeit semi-fictional) of such accounts is William Hale White’s The Autobiography of Mark Rutherford (1881). White writes that through reading Wordsworth, his ‘reverence was transferred’ from ‘the God of the Church’ to ‘the God of the hills, the abstraction Nature’. It is a conversion narrative that deploys the same pleasant vagueness as ‘Lines’: the ‘God’ who ‘dwelt on the downs in the far-away distances, and in every cloud-shadow which wandered across the valley’ inhabits the same neighbourhood as the ‘sense sublime’ whose ‘dwelling is the light of setting suns’. Similarly John Trevor (1855–1930), founder of both the Labour church and of a ‘school of natural religion’,10 and author of a pamphlet entitled The One Life (1909), relates a sudden mystical illumination which occurred ‘one brilliant Sunday morning’ on the hills above Macclesfield after turning his back on the Unitarian chapel. The event, which has many elements in common with Wordsworth’s spots of time (solitude, landscape, emotional depth, suddenness, confusion of external and internal, and so on), is given in Trevor’s spiritual autobiography My Quest for God (1897), a work indebted to Wordsworth, and which quotes from Home at Grasmere in its prologue.11

This shift to a secular framing of epiphany is also found in contemporary studies of the psychology or phenomenology of religious experience. Earlier in the nineteenth century there had been a growing conceptual interest in ‘religious experience’, but these sorts of analytical works were themselves written by clergymen.12 By the end of the century, however, ‘religious experience’ had become an object of study for professionals who were not clergy, and who might not even be religious. As in The Prelude ‘religious experience’ is thereby rehoused outside the conventions of a religious life, in this case becoming part of a different narrative called ‘the psychology of religion’. Hence in 1899, Edwin Diller Starbuck published The Psychology of Religion: An Empirical Study of the Growth of Religious Consciousness. Starbuck collates an impressive set of data ‘consisting largely of [religious] autobiographies written in response to a printed list of questions’ in order that the attempt can ‘at last’ be made ‘to study the facts of religion by scientific methods’ (his introduction, by the by, quotes from Wordsworth’s Peter Bell).13 Not all such inquiries, however, pursue Starbuck’s schematic commitment to tables and graphs, and it would be misleading to suggest a linear trajectory out of spiritual autobiography, through semi-religious experience, into a liberated modern rationalism. Rather, at the turn of the century, some of the best-known thinkers in this field not only discuss Wordsworth in their accounts of religious experience, but maintain that same untroubled continuity between the secular and religious that characterizes the poet’s work.

One of the most influential collations of religious experience at this time was Richard Maurice Bucke’s Cosmic Consciousness: A Study in the Evolution of the Human Mind. Bucke (1837–1902) argues that humans are evolving to a higher, mystical plane of consciousness, and he places Wordsworth in a lineage including the Buddha, Jesus, Paul, Mohammed, Dante, and Jacob Behmen (Boehme). Bucke’s background is scientific: by profession he is a psychiatrist (‘formerly medical superintendent of the asylum of the insane, London, Canada)’, but Cosmic Consciousness also retains elements of his own spiritual autobiography. Bucke quotes from Wordsworth’s ‘Lines’ and recounts in some detail a religious experience—again a mystical illumination—that he himself had after reading Wordsworth.14 As with Trevor, Wordsworth can be felt as a shaping power in Bucke’s account of an event characterized by solitude, passiveness, recollection in tranquillity, in Bucke’s claim that it taught him more than books or study can, and perhaps even in Bucke’s narrative of his coach ride through a silent London (recalling ‘Composed upon Westminster Bridge’).

By far the best-known of such studies was published the following year by William James (1842–1910). The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902) was, and remains, enormously influential, indeed even to think in terms of the category of ‘religious experience’ is to be indebted to James’s work. James, a professor of both philosophy and psychology at Harvard, presents an extensive collection of ‘religious experiences’ in Varieties. He draws heavily on the catalogue of modern instances compiled by Starbuck (his former student), but also includes accounts that have affinities with Wordsworth’s own (for example, James discusses William Hale White, and includes the accounts from Trevor and Bucke cited above). Wordsworth is only fleetingly mentioned in Varieties (in relation to Mill’s conversion), but just a few years before James had published ‘On a Certain Blindness in Human Beings’15 in which he discussed extracts from The Prelude in some detail.16 The ‘blindness’ in question is ‘the blindness with which we all are afflicted in regard to the feelings of creatures and people different from ourselves’ (‘Blindness’, 3). It is in this essay that the affinities between James and Wordsworth are most apparent, as the psychologist draws on the poet to make an argument about religious experience that resonates with The Prelude’s narrative analysis of egotistical withdrawal, despondency, and restoration through a sudden ‘higher vision’ stimulated by the natural world.

James opens his essay in familiar Wordsworth territory with a discussion of the relationship of judgement to feeling: ‘Our judgments concerning the worth of things, big or little, depend on the feelings the things arouse in us’. He goes on to argue that our feelings are diminished as we withdraw into just one aspect of personhood: ‘we are but finite, and…it seems as if energy in the service of its particular duties might be got only by hardening the heart toward everything unlike them’. 17 Quoting his colleague Josiah Royce, James links this ‘deadness toward all but one particular kind of joy’ to selfishness, wilfulness, and loss of empathy:

‘What, then, is our neighbor? Thou hast regarded his thought, his feeling, as somehow different from thine. Thou hast said, “A pain in him is not like a pain in me, but something far easier to bear.” He seems to thee a little less living than thou; his life is dim, it is cold, it is a pale fire beside thy own burning desire…So, dimly and by instinct hast thou lived with thy neighbor, and hast known him not, being blind. Thou hast made [of him] a thing, no Self at all.’18

How is the individual to be emancipated from this ‘burning wilful life’, from the contraction of his or her ‘own little selfish heart’? James says this can only happen when ‘the hard externality give[s]‌ way, and a gleam of insight into…the vast world of inner life beyond us…illuminate[s] our mind’.19 For James, such a revelation can come in a moment as an epiphany, transforming the individual’s life: ‘This higher vision of an inner significance…often comes over a person suddenly; and, when it does so, it makes an epoch in his history’. Moreover, like Wordsworth, James suggests that such transformations can begin in our perceptions of the natural world: ‘This mystic sense of hidden meaning starts upon us often from non-human natural things’. At this point in his essay, James makes the connection to Wordsworth explicit: ‘Wordsworth and Shelley are…full of this sense of a limitless significance in natural things’, and from here James goes on to look at the passages from The Prelude mentioned above.20

Like Wordsworth, Bucke and James have two ways of talking about religious experience: both as an integrated element of a larger life story, and as an isolable phenomenon distinct from other aspects of existence (i.e. as an event of a type that can be collated and studied comparatively outside of its original life context). This formulation of ‘religious experience’, which has been highly influential throughout the twentieth century then feeds back, I would suggest, into our reading of Wordsworth’s poetry. In particular, it shapes the appealing idea that ‘religious experience’ is an attainable phenomenal revelation that can be sought out by individuals through sheer effort (by, for example, crossing the Alps, or climbing Snowdon at dawn). This idea has been an important part of Wordsworth’s legacy, but it presents a problem: if Wordsworth’s spots of time really are moments of unity of experience, of the one life, then isolating them as objects of study (whether in anthologies of religious experience, or even anthologies of Romantic poetry) may reinstate the interior splitting by which Wordsworth is traumatized in the first place.

So what sense are we to make of Wordsworth seeking out and presenting such occasions as significant moments that are separate from ordinary life? The answer may be related to the matter of egotism discussed through this chapter. Many of the spots of time constitute tremendous acts of self-assertion on Wordsworth’s part (the same self-assertion found in his wider ambitions to renovate art, society, politics, to disregard familial expectations, to walk from England to Italy, and so on). But there is a contradiction here: Wordsworth seeks to overcome his self-dividing egotism through poetic labour and climactic performances of his own egotistical power. How then does egotism give way to epiphany?

A striking characteristic of the spots of time is that they are so often accounts of Wordsworth’s egotistical desires being crushed, and of his habitual egotistical sense of self being rediscovered (like the experience itself) as just one focal point in a much bigger picture. Such moments are common in his accounts of his childhood acts of independence: he strikes out alone, ‘impatient for the sight | Of those two Horses which should bear us home’ (Prelude, XI. 348–9), but then experiences his father’s subsequent death as a divine ‘chastisement’ (370) for this act; he steals a shepherd’s boat, but is discovered, and finds himself ‘trembling’, in a ’solitude | Or blank desertion’ for days afterwards (I. 413, 422–3). Likewise as an adult, his ambitious acts of conquering the earth (like those in ‘Nutting’) come to nothing: ‘the summit of Mont Blanc’ amounts to no more than ‘a soulless image on the eye’ (VI. 453–4), his long-awaited crossing of the Alps is not even noticed. In such moments, the split-off aspect of self is annihilated, and the poetic epiphany—as described in the account of the Snowdon vision given earlier—integrates the dualities of perception and thought such that there is no longer a meaningful distinction between I and it, subject and object, feeling and reason, human and divine: ego has, for a moment, been assimilated, and the unity of all things—not just as a concept, but as an experiential reality—has become manifest. Wordsworth’s poetic brilliance lies is his ability to render this a readerly experience, to open out language’s potential not only to express the rational insights of judgement and reason, but also to express the non-rational life of the feelings, of the unity of life that flows through all things.

In such moments of unity, Wordsworth may be returned to the oneness of life, but the height of the Snowdon ascent also constitutes a measure of the depth of his own egotism into which he had fallen. If we were to put aside that egotism, the drama of restoration, the flash of epiphany, if religious experience meant religious life—a non-egocentric way of being alive in this universe and open to the unity of all things—what would such a life look like? One answer is found in the picture of his own childhood that Wordsworth paints throughout The Prelude; another is in the life of the ‘Maid’ (later Mary Wordsworth) whose mind was not perplexed by ‘critic rules | Or barren intermeddling subtleties’, who was not driven by egotistical ambitions, but who ‘welcom’d what was given, and craved no more’:


Whatever scene was present to her eyes,

That was the best, to that she was attuned

Through her humility and lowliness,

And through a perfect happiness of soul(Prelude, XI. 199–211).



‘God delights | In such a being’, Wordsworth writes, ‘for her common thoughts | Are piety, her life is blessedness’ (Prelude, XI. 221–23). Significantly, it is the life that is blessed here—the continuity of being that is religious—rather than, as in the spots of time, momentary events.

Narratives such as these may give us a sense of Wordsworth’s vision of religious life; however, they are narrated from the outside: his memories of childhood are recalled from adulthood, and his picture of Mary is given in the third person. What would such a religious life look like from the first person? Imagine the events of the Snowdon passage, but without the resonance of earlier narratives, without the drama of Paul’s conversion in the background, without even the religious language. Imagine the scene with little focus on the first person, with no expression of ambition or desire. Imagine again the story of walking over hills or mountains with a friend, glimpsing islands of land through the vapours, standing looking out over the mist with the clouds beneath your feet; and imagine seeing in all this the unity of earth, sky, and sea that might elsewhere be called the one life. The event might read like this:

Walked with Coleridge over the hills. The sea at first obscured by vapour; that vapour afterwards slid in one mighty mass along the sea-shore; the islands and one point of land clear beyond it. The distant country (which was purple in the clear dull air), overhung by straggling clouds that sailed over it, appeared like the darker clouds, which are often seen at a great distance apparently motionless, while the nearer ones pass quickly over them, driven by the lower winds. I never saw such a union of earth, sky, and sea. The clouds beneath our feet spread themselves to the water, and the clouds of the sky almost joined them.21

The account is not from William Wordsworth of course, it is from Dorothy Wordsworth’s Alfoxden journal, 3 February 1798. It is an entry that has no need even to separate its materials from the everyday goings-on of domestic life: ‘Gathered sticks in the wood’, she continues, ‘Returned to dinner at five o'clock.’ Such accounts are—in their harmonious unity of life—religious experiences yet without becoming literary events. They are part of the quotidian flow of what Felicia Hemans calls ‘the purer imaginative enjoyments of daily life’.22 Hemans writes these words in Scenes and Hymns of Life, with other Religious Poems (1834), a work dedicated to Wordsworth: ‘in token of deep respect for his character, and fervent gratitude for the moral and intellectual benefit derived from reverential communion with the spirit of his poetry’ (Scenes v).

Hemans died in 1835, fifteen years before The Prelude was published, and it is probable that she never read the work. Her valuation of the ‘spirit’ of Wordsworth’s poetry is grounded in an ongoing ‘reverential communion’ with his poetry rather than with the irruptive epiphanies of The Prelude. She lived at a time when religious experience was not conceptually separated from religious life, and her words (like Dorothy’s journal) are a reminder that if we look back in time from Wordsworth into the tradition of Christian spiritual autobiography, the distinction with which I began—of ‘religion’ and ‘religious experience’—does not really apply. This is why a traditional (that is tradition-based) reading of Wordsworth can tell a meaningful story of what William A. Ulmer calls ‘the Christian Wordsworth’.23

Looking forward in time, by contrast, shows a different picture as it means taking account of Wordsworth’s own legacy of religious experience, and in particular of the way that the concept was later shaped by James. Seen from this perspective, ‘religion’ and ‘religious experience’ separate out, and the latter looks only incidentally related to what is sometimes called ‘institutional religion’. In this secularized reading, the religious experience of The Prelude may become dislodged from the larger context of the poem’s unremitting critique of the modern unquestioning commitment to rationalism and celebration of egotism, simply because these are now commonly seen as virtues, not problems. Losing the dialogue between religious and secular perspectives leads to the spots of time themselves becoming either objects of knowledge for rational enquiry or ego-serving experiential achievements sought out by, or granted to, the chosen few. Retaining that dialogue allows The Prelude to speak directly to those facets of modern culture in a remarkably prescient way.

III

Throughout this chapter I have used the terms religious experience, epiphany, spots of time, one life, and imagination almost interchangeably, and I shall conclude by explaining why I have done so. I have argued that for Wordsworth it is imperative that reason and the sensual life (mind and nature) are kept in harmony, and that one does not come to dominate the other. It is for this reason that imagination (the balanced interaction of the intellectual and the sensual) is central to Wordsworth’s poetry, not just as a concept, but as an artistic practice. By ‘imagination’ here I do not refer to the abstract contemporary philosophical debate that Coleridge is involved with, but rather to imagination in an older, simpler sense, as what John D. Lyons calls ‘a bridge between the world of the external senses and the inner activity of thought’,24 and what Alexander Schlutz calls ‘an interface between mind and senses and, by extension, mind and world’.25 This is not an obscure doctrine but was a ‘broad view of imagination common to philosophical schools from the pre-Socratics up to the seventeenth century’.26

The temptation when trying to understand Wordsworth’s imagination is to look beyond his poetry for a more complex philosophical underpinning (moving out through Coleridge into German Idealism, Kant, Descartes, and so on). Exploring this territory is of course imperative for philosophical accounts or intellectual histories of the period,27 but my focus here has been on Wordsworth’s religious experience, and accounting for that means holding to the embodied life of the poetry, and refraining from entering into a world of abstraction that Wordsworth feelingly calls ‘the abyss of idealism’. It is part of Wordsworth’s greatness as a poet (not philosopher) that although he is continuously seduced by disembodied reason—by intellectual abstraction—at the moment of crisis he still manages, as in his childhood, to grasp at a wall or a tree to recall himself to reality.28

Wordsworth’s imagination is more, however, than simply a mediation of mind and world, because it extends to the recognition that these phenomena are ultimately not separate entities, but are part of a continuum, a single power—the ‘one life’—that rolls through all things: setting suns, the round ocean, the motions of the breath and blood, and the movements of the mind. This insight constitutes one of the most immediately appealing aspects of his work, which is that it taps into a widely-experienced sense of the unity of the individual and the natural world. But Wordsworth’s poetry is more demanding—and in the terms of this essay, more religious—than this, because these pleasing affinities between self and natural world are inseparable from the shock of solidarity and identity with distinctly unappealing outcasts such as the discharged soldier (Prelude, IV. 400–604) and blind London beggar (VII. 608 ff). Love of nature, in Wordsworth, is inextricably linked to love of humanity.

Whether these insights into the life of things arise through environmental or human encounter, they provide glimpses of the continuity of being and of an integrated (religious) life. They need not be joyful, they may equally be characterized by awe, terror, or even dreariness; what matters is that they restore us to a sense of wholeness that for a host of reasons—as The Prelude shows—we perpetually lose sight of. Religious experience in Wordsworth’s poetry means to remember again the divine unity of being, which by definition entails solidarity, compassion, nurture, and non-destructiveness. This is why Wordsworth grants such moments—which he sometimes calls ‘spots of time’—a restorative function, and treasures them for future recollection. It is also why such moments may justly be called ‘epiphanies’—‘a manifestation or appearance of some divine or superhuman being’29—because they testify to the perception of the divine nature of things. Such manifestations are common in Wordsworth’s poetry, yet they do not irrupt from another realm (that would be dualistic): Wordsworth stays in this world of flesh and blood, of rocks and stones and trees, much in the manner of Blake’s Isaiah who ‘saw no God nor heard any, in a finite organical perception’, but whose ‘senses discover'd the infinite in every thing’.30
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CHAPTER 41

WORDSWORTH, CHILD PSYCHOLOGY, AND THE GROWTH OF THE MIND

PETER NEWBON


Of the foundations and the building up

Of a Human Spirit thou hast dared to tell

What may be told. …

      —Coleridge, ‘To William Wordsworth’



IN the ‘Prospectus’ to his unfinished philosophical epic The Recluse, Wordsworth describes the ‘mind of man’ as the very ‘haunt and main region of my song’ (CExc, 54–5). The opacities of human psychology and the intricacy of the growth of the mind are at the core of Wordsworth’s poetry. And yet throughout his corpus, Wordsworth expresses attitudes towards the methods, goals and discoveries of psychological exploration that are sceptical and pessimistic. In a well-known passage of The Prelude addressed to Coleridge, Wordsworth expresses his doubts concerning what can be known about the earliest stages of human consciousness:


   But who shall parcel out

His intellect, by geometric rules,

Split, like a province, into round and square?

Who knows the individual hour in which

His habits were first sown, even as a seed,

Who that shall point, as with a wand, and say,

‘This portion of the river of my mind

Came from yon fountain’? Thou, my Friend! art one

More deeply read in thy own thoughts[.]‌

.  .  .  .  .  .  .

          Thou art no slave

Of that false secondary power, by which

In weakness, we create distinctions, then

Deem that our puny boundaries are things

Which we perceive, and not which we have made.

(Prel-13, II. 208–24)



Wordsworth’s rejection of analytical methods that he likens to ‘geometric rules’ appears at first like a reductive dismissal of psychological thinking.1 And yet Wordsworth’s geometric analogy is intriguing: he cherished his own mathematical education, considered the works of Euclid a great treasure (V. 84–90), and included geometry in the ‘natural education’ of the Wanderer in The Excursion.2 For Wordsworth, psychological inquiry is not like a mathematical puzzle: the mind cannot be circumscribed by crisp geometric divisions. He critiques psychologists who stand, like conjurors, wielding an authoritative wand, overweeningly confident in their ability to ‘class the cabinet’ of the mental faculties. Indeed, for Wordsworth, the lines drawn by this paradoxical scientific-sorcerer are merely arbitrary demarcations, creating false distinctions in matters that cannot be ‘regularly classed’ (Prel-2, I. 256). Numerous critics even suspect that Coleridge himself is not exempt from a tacit accusation of employing this ‘false secondary power’.3 Approaching Wordsworth as a poet for whom psychological thought was integral, yet who regarded much psychological thought with scepticism, might make us cautious in reflecting upon what ‘geometric rules’ we should apply to him and his texts.

Any account of the subject of psychology in Wordsworth’s poetry cannot avoid the influential role played by psychoanalytic criticism. Wordsworth has been a focal subject for psychoanalytic interpretation, not only for intriguing biographical factors but also because his meditative poetry is so attuned to the involutions of the mind. There have been a wide variety of significant studies of Wordsworth from across the spectrum of psychoanalytic methodologies. Of particular importance are Richard Onorato’s oedipal analysis of The Prelude;4 Barbara A. Schapiro’s Kleinian reading of Wordsworth’s primary narcissism and maternal ambivalence;5 John Turner’s and Mary Jacobus’s fruitful uses of correspondences between Wordsworth and the object relations theories of D. W. Winnicott;6 and Keith Hanley’s sophisticated Lacanian analysis.7 In many respects psychoanalysis has been uniquely suited to provide a rich account of the role of psychological thinking in Wordsworth’s poetry of the growth of the mind.

However, recent critical studies have expressed reservations about the psychoanalytic tendency to approach Wordsworth as a neurotic analysand. Such an attitude is epitomized by G. Kim Blank’s therapeutic reading, intended to ‘heal’ the Wordsworthian text.8 Wordsworth himself undertook The Prelude, in part, as a form of therapeutic self-analysis, intended to ‘fix the wavering balance of [his] mind’ (Prel-13, I. 651). Rather than finding himself incapacitated by neurosis, Wordsworth was intrigued that ‘The terrors…early miseries, | Regrets, vexations and lassitudes’ that had been ‘infus’d’ into his mind, had finally culminated in a ‘calm existence’ (357–61). Wordsworth hoped that his ‘philosophic song’ might illuminate ‘Truth that cherishes our daily life’ (230–1). Psychoanalysis operates by unveiling repressed meanings in the mundane facts of ‘our daily life’. Yet as David Ellis observes, Wordsworth’s scrutiny of distinct moments of psychological importance appear too self-conscious and attuned to be considered as repressed, unconscious Freudian ‘screen memories’.9 Various studies engaged with Wordsworth’s psychological thought have found it problematic to diagnose Wordsworth, or assimilate his writings with the canons of psychoanalysis.10 Forcing Wordsworth to speak in the language of psychoanalysis might estrange us from his unique expressions of psychological thought.

A further perennial limitation of psychoanalytic criticism has been its rather trans-historical approach to psychodynamics, and its failure to interrogate the psychological thought of Wordsworth’s era. Psychoanalysis has often created a rather passive and introverted Wordsworth, whose poetry solely addresses the internal workings of his mind, without considering his active intellectual engagement with the dynamic psychological debates of his time. More recent historicist studies have emphasized the importance and influence of Enlightenment ideas about psychology upon Wordsworth’s descriptions of the growth of the mind. Of particular note are Alan Bewell’s excellent study of Wordsworth’s ‘experimental’ poetry in the context of philosophical debates that were integral to the Enlightenment;11 and Alan Richardson’s exploration of Wordsworth’s relationship to Romantic-era developments in neuroscience.12 Such studies have been very successful in situating Wordsworth within an intellectual culture, alive to innovations in physiology and neurology. Yet if Wordsworth’s psychological thinking was influenced by eighteenth-century philosophy, then his poetry also embodies a sceptical critique of Enlightenment attitudes towards the evolution of the mind. These he sometimes regarded as the hubristic parcelling of the mind by ‘geometric rules’.

This chapter discusses Wordsworth as a thinker about psychology and the growth of the mind, predominantly in his writings about childhood. It begins by contextualizing Wordsworth’s attitudes towards childhood within the milieu of Enlightenment trends in psychology. The chapter then moves to consider an inherent dialectic tension in Wordsworth’s psychological thinking between two competing desires: the desire to become habituated to quotidian existence, and the desire to retain the mind’s primary sense of untrammelled power. This tension is explored in Wordsworth’s representations of liminal and ambiguous psychological states in childhood, particularly those surrounding acts of transgression. Here we see that, although Wordsworth’s psychology was indebted to Enlightenment modes of thought, his narrative of the growth of the mind revolves around paradigms that ran counter to the logic of the Enlightenment, such as superstition, animism, idolatry, and magical thinking.

WORDSWORTH AND ENLIGHTENMENT PSYCHOLOGY

Wordsworth’s thinking about the growth of the mind was deeply indebted to the genealogy of Enlightenment theories of psychology. But his relationship to these intellectual trends was complex, sceptical, and at times antagonistic. The anthropological study of man ‘as man’ was central to the philosophical and scientific revolutions of the European Enlightenment. The study of childhood, in particular, became central to this discourse. The most seminal and foundational text of early-Enlightenment psychology was John Locke’s An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), which Wordsworth read as an undergraduate at Cambridge University.13 Locke transformed psychological discourse, rejecting the notion of innate ideas, and instead describing the mind as like ‘white paper’ awaiting inscription.14 For Locke the mind was malleable, receptive to conditioning through sensory experience, and through the influences of environment and education. His Some Thoughts on Education (1693), a treatise that was highly influential upon eighteenth-century pedagogy, was a practical application of the tenets of the Essay.15 The paradigm that Locke established was one of progressive growth, from an empty but receptive mind, to mature adult consciousness. Not only the psychological template, but the very terms of Locke’s Essay resonate throughout eighteenth-century discourse. Wordsworth’s use of words like ‘impress’ and ‘stamp’ throughout The Prelude to describe the impact of Nature upon the child’s developing mind, intimates the intellectual heritage from Locke. There are, moreover, strong parallels in form and philosophy between the sequential and causal narrative of the Lockean Bildungsroman, and Wordsworth’s attempts to trace the growth of his mind in The Prelude.

David Hartley developed his system of ‘Theopathy’ from Locke’s notion of the mind, compounded from sensory experiences. In ‘Theopathy’ the mind experiences sympathetic vibrations emitted by God throughout the cosmos. These repeated ‘vibratiuncles’ impacted upon the ‘medullary’ substance in the brain and nervous system. Through sensations of pleasure in the presence of the beautiful and virtuous, or pain in the presence of the ugly and immoral, Hartley’s God gradually steered the subject towards physical and spiritual improvement.16 By repeated exposure to these sensations the mind developed ‘associations’, like neurological synaptic connections, which once learned became conditioned responses:

It follows therefore a priori, as one may say, and by a synthetic kind of demonstration, that, admitting the powers of leaving traces, and of association, compound or mental pains will arise from simple bodily ones by means of words, symbols, and associated circumstances. And they seem to me to answer in kind and degree to the facts in general. If, farther, we admit the doctrine of vibrations, then these compound mental pains will arise from, or be attended by, violent vibrations in the nervous system, and particularly the brain.17

Coleridge tentatively expressed his faith in this quasi-pantheistic and materialist view of beneficent vibrations, which he named ‘the one Life’ (26) in later additions to his early ‘conversation poem’ ‘The Eolian Harp’ (1796). Wordsworth celebrated this metaphysical sensation of ‘one life’ in The Prelude (Prel-13, II. 430). From 1797, throughout Wordsworth’s poetry one encounters ministering and tutelary forces of Nature that educate and improve the subject, somewhat akin to Hartley’s Theopathy. In the 1799 Prelude Wordsworth describes the face of the earth speaking to him with ‘quaint associations’ (Prel-2, I. 421). Similarly, in the ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads (1800) Wordsworth expounds upon the psychological processes of poetry working through ‘a healthful state of association’ in which ‘feelings and ideas are associated in a state of excitement’.18

While Locke retained remnants of a Puritanical view of the child as innately depraved, his ‘tabula rasa’ proffered an optimistic psychology of improvement through beneficial stimulation and education.19 But with the mid-century publication of Émile; ou De L’Éducation (1762), Jean-Jacques Rousseau radically transformed the concept of childhood.20 Rousseau’s image of the child was very similar to the anthropological ideal of the ‘Noble Savage’: in their primitive innocence and purity, both were superior to degenerate modern Europeans, and both were in danger of corruption through the meddling of civilized man.21 Locke viewed the child’s mind as essentially empty, awaiting conditioning: Rousseau saw this absence of cultural conditioning in itself as a virtue.

In his Essay Locke had classified children in the same pejorative epistemological category as ‘Ideots, Savages, and the grossly Illiterate’ (20). But the broad interest in cultural primitivism led philosophers to reconsider, somewhat more enthusiastically, the supposed cognitive proximities of children and ‘savages’. Enlightenment anthropologists theorized human (pre-)history in terms of a ‘Stadial’ model of progression. This paradigm drew analogies between the progression of civilizations, and the developmental stages of the human subject, from infancy to adulthood.22 Children were perceived as sharing similar pre-social, rational and linguistic characteristics as ‘primitive’ races, and perhaps even antediluvian man.23 Moreover, children were more conveniently accessible than aborigines for conjecture and experiment: which Alan Bewell refers to as ‘domestic anthropology’.24

Across the eighteenth century, scientists hoped to elucidate questions of human consciousness through the study of the rare phenomenon of so-called ‘wild children’. In 1802 Coleridge became aware of studies carried out in Southern France upon the boy known as Victor of Aveyron (CN, I. 1348). Apprehended by the authorities in 1800 upon his emergence from the forests, the seemingly feral child was incarcerated and studied by numerous scientists and physicians. His custodians hoped to impress human language and civilized behaviour upon Victor’s mind: in this they were disappointed.25 Finding in Wordsworth a shared fascination with the ‘child of nature’, Coleridge documented Victor’s case as potential material for ‘The Recluse’ (CN, III. 3538, 3921). Wordsworth’s poetry resonates throughout with the tropes of Enlightenment anthropological interest in children. In The Prelude he describes himself as like a ‘naked savage’ among ‘American huts’ playing in a thunderstorm (Prel-13, I. 301–4), while in the ‘Intimations’ ode he likens Coleridge’s son, Hartley, to a ‘Six year’s darling of a pigmy size’ (86). Wordsworth describes the child’s mind as ‘A tract of the same isthmus which we cross | In progress from our native continent | To earth and human life’ (Prel-13, V. 560–2). This figuration of child psychology as terra incognita illustrates the excitement Wordsworth shared with Enlightenment luminaries, in the imaginative possibilities of this unexplored terrain. But it also intimates his underlying scepticism that the inchoate mind would not be easily mapped.

SCEPTICAL WORDSWORTH

Throughout his poetry, Wordsworth’s endeavour to trace ‘the primary laws of our nature’,26 and the ‘progressive powers perhaps no less | Of the whole species’ (CExc, 77–80), resonates with the Enlightenment study of man ‘as man’. Although The Prelude narrates Wordsworth’s attempts to discern signs of his distinct poetic election, many of the observations and conclusions he draws are countenanced as pertaining more universally to human psychology. Wordsworth considered his poetry to be more than ‘individual and local’, but also ‘general and operative’.27 But his response to the ebullient optimism of Enlightenment psychological endeavours, both to delineate and to condition the growth of the mind, was tinged with scepticism.

Such scepticism was often given concrete manifestation in Wordsworth’s interactions with his peers. In the 1790s Wordsworth and Coleridge moved in the circles of Enlightenment intellectuals keen to engage with Rousseauvian ideals of pedagogy. Coleridge was at least partially aware of the dubious experiments in child-rearing conducted by the ‘Lunar Man’ Richard Lovell Edgeworth (CL, 1.254). In 1797 Thomas and Josiah Wedgwood had invited Wordsworth and Coleridge to oversee their ‘Nursery of Genius’. In this radical schoolhouse, a single child would be educated in the same conditions of isolation and social sequestration espoused by Rousseau.28 Under Wedgwood’s particular method, the child would be kept exclusively inside a building with uniformly grey walls, and presented with only a single brightly coloured object at any given time. Educational time was to be maximized, with no playing or imaginative freedom. Remarkably, Wedgwood felt that Wordsworth and Coleridge were ideally suited to superintend the ‘Nursery’. Given their shared convictions of the importance of imagination, liberty, and nature in education, it is unsurprising that they declined this invitation (Gill, Life, 130–1). In Book V of The Prelude (1805), Wordsworth included a scathing satirical description of the child of Rousseauvian education as a grotesque ‘dwarf man’ (Prel-13, V. 290–388).29

Wordsworth inherited from the broader culture of Lockean psychology a keen awareness of the importance of physical sensation in the growth of the mind. In ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ (1798) Wordsworth had downplayed the ‘coarser pleasures of my boyish days | And their glad animal movements…all gone by’ (73–4). Yet by 1799, Wordsworth placed ‘coarser pleasures’ at the heart of childhood in The Prelude. For Locke the early mind grew through sense impressions. In his philosophical reading, Simon Jarvis elegantly illustrates the Wordsworthian child’s pleasure in the ‘cognitive body’ which unites psychic states with somatic sensations. This is epitomised by the cohesion of ‘weary joints, and a beating mind’ (Prel-13, II. 18).30 Wordsworth blends childhood emotions, cognition, and sensation, expressed in such sensually textured lines as ‘Palpable access | Of knowledge’ (II. 305–6), ‘vulgar joy’ (I. 609), ‘giddy bliss that works along the blood’ (I. 611), blood that flows ‘with its own pleasure’ (II. 193) and the sanctifying ‘grandeur of the beating heart’ (I. 441). For Wordsworth the development of cognitive organization is not merely an end-product of consciousness; it is an integral phenomenological constituent of the evolution of consciousness itself:31


               the soul,

Remembering how she felt, but what she felt

Remembering not, retains an obscure sense

Of possible sublimity, whereto

With growing faculties she doth aspire,

With faculties still growing, feeling still

That whatsoever point they gain, they yet

Have something to pursue.(II. 334–41)



The active experience of growing faculties is expressed by the repeated line-ending ‘still,’ mimicking the child’s drive for ‘something evermore about to be’ (VI. 542) throughout the progressive metrical flow. The frequent insistence upon psychic and physical states of ebullient pleasure throughout The Prelude derives its emphasis upon sensation from the Lockean tradition; but Wordsworth was captivated by the joys and ‘eagerness of infantine desire’ (II. 26) in a manner that was alien to Locke.32

The degree of Wordsworth’s uncertainty throughout his own representations of child-psychology is often not emphasized sufficiently. In these descriptions of early childhood Wordsworth equivocates between confident assertions and guarded caveats of ‘best conjectures’ and ‘shadowy recollections’ (Prel-13, II. 238; ‘Intimations’, 148). Wordsworth readily acknowledges the ‘hard task to analyse a soul’, especially when encumbered with the sceptical belief that there is ‘no beginning’ one can confidently isolate (Prel-13, II. 232–7). While Locke delineates a clear, interconnected trajectory of a unified mind, progressively growing through sensory stimulation and education, Wordsworth is more circumspect. Although The Prelude might initially appear to comply with the linear pattern of the Bildungsroman, it is marked by self-conscious false-starts and regressions. Tracing the forces that influenced the growth of his mind, searching for intimations of his poetic vocation, Wordsworth repeatedly returns to the anxious question ‘Was it for this’? (II. 271).

In the ‘Preface’ Wordsworth claims to look steadily at his subject;33 but when the subject is his own mind the conditions of stable scrutiny are more challenging.34 The sceptical empiricist David Hume denied the existence of a ‘constant and invariable’ personal identity. For Hume, faced with this lacuna, we resort to memory in order to fill the absence of a holistic sense of the self.35 When Wordsworth examines the growth of his own mind, he finds himself split into ‘two consciousnesses’; himself and an alien ‘other being’ (II. 32–4). If the mind is riven by ‘two consciousnesses’,36 how can one be certain where the truth of one’s selfhood resides? This concept of internal division intimates forms of psychological complexity that go beyond Locke’s approach to the mind. Locke’s psychology of external sensation lacks any profound consideration of that part of the self that psychoanalysts refer to as the unconscious. Wordsworth’s psychological thought refuses to ignore those foundational, sub-rational elements that underpin human cognition. As he argues in Concerning the Convention of Cintra:

The higher mode of being does not exclude; but necessarily includes, the lower; the intellectual does not exclude but necessarily includes the sentient; the sentient the animal; and the animal, the vital—to its lowest degrees.37

This promotion of elements of psychology that precede rationality marks a distinct break with the Lockean focus upon conscious cognition.38 Locke presents a unified, coherent self with a legible history of development. He overlooks the ubiquity of infant amnesia, sequestrating conscious inquiry from an ineluctable past.39 Wordsworth attributes his struggles to recall scenes of early childhood to their being ‘Disown’d by memory’ (I. 643). The act of disowning is made ambiguous by this use of the passive tense: is this a deliberate act of omission, or an affirmation that ‘our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting’? Wordsworth recognizes that his early consciousness is something that still belongs to him: but paradoxically, it may not be solely his. Nor is it entirely within his control. Moreover, when Wordsworth describes the earliest moments of the baby’s life, he is self-conscious that neither he, nor anyone else, can truly remember these experiences. Freud stated that rather than having memories from childhood we could only speak of reconstructed memories of childhood.40 Wordsworth frequently associates childhood with light, as a ‘first dawn’ (I. 432) or ‘visionary gleam’. But as Jarvis observes in his reading of the Ode, the origin, termination, and necessity of this light as a condition of seeing is highly problematic: rather than clarifying, light often bedazzles and distorts.41 As the vacancies between past and present selves appear to widen (II. 28–33), Wordsworth finds that he can now only ‘see by glimpses’ and one day he may no longer ‘see at all’ (XI. 338–9).

BLESS’D THE INFANT BABE

At the heart of Wordsworth’s psychological belief is the necessity of becoming habituated to the world. Tracing the growth of the mind from the babe at the mother’s breast to a child engaging with reality, Wordsworth’s poetry explores:


 …those first-born affinities that fit

Our new existence to existing things,

And, in our dawn of being, constitute

The bond of union betwixt life and joy.(Prel-13, I. 582–5)



Yet Wordsworth does not assume complacently that the ‘union betwixt life and joy’ is a given. Wordsworth sought to explain ‘How exquisitely the individual Mind…to the external World | Is fitted’ (CExc, 77–80). William Blake was famously angered by such ‘fitting & fitted’ which he perceived as Wordsworth’s dogmatic enslavement to deterministic naturalism.42 And yet far from dogmatism, Wordsworth oscillates between two conflicting paradigms of psychological development. In The Prelude Wordsworth describes the influences of nature, culture, and education that conditioned ‘the growth of the poet’s mind’, expressing his belief in the development of imaginative powers that remain ‘preeminent till death’ (Prel-13, II. 280). But in his ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood’ (1807), Wordsworth laments the ‘vassalage’ of maturation, the dulling effect of ‘custom’, and the waning of the ‘visionary gleam’ apprehended in childhood. Where The Prelude recounts psychological progress, the Ode narrates the acceptance of loss and disillusionment.43 Rather than regarding these antithetical narratives as an intellectual confusion, we might instead consider them as a rigorous, dialectical way of thinking about the contradictions and tensions inherent in the growth of the mind.

Wordsworth describes the first, beneficent processes of fitting the psyche to earthly existence in the interactions between the babe and nursing mother:


      Bless'd the infant Babe,

(For with my best conjectures I would trace

The progress of our Being) blest the Babe,

Nurs'd in his Mother's arms, the Babe who sleeps

Upon his Mother's breast, who, when his soul

Claims manifest kindred with an earthly soul,

Doth gather passion from his Mother's eye!(Prel-13, II. 237–43)



The mother and child’s souls are paralleled by the verse’s line endings. This reflects the child’s claims of ‘manifest kindred’ with a being whose psychic presence can simultaneously arouse his consciousness, and anchor him in reality. In their first few weeks of life, babies continue to behave as though they were still in the womb; as alien creatures refusing or unable to adapt their behaviour.44 Wordsworth writes that the mother’s nurture is ‘an awakening breeze’ (II. 245), elevating the baby’s mind from this state of ‘torpor’.

Frances Ferguson claims that here, the language of the babe’s experience is Edenic. The passage envisages a prelapsarian state where the division of the inner and external realities are suspended.45 For Wordsworth, in this stage of development psychic and somatic are indistinguishable.46 This suspension is epitomized by the liquid ‘cadence’ of the River Derwent, blended with Wordsworth’s nurse’s song, which ‘flow’d along [his] dreams’ (Prel-13, I. 271–82). Here, unlike the parcelling of ‘geometric forms’, Wordsworth describes the growth of the infant’s mind in terms of acoustics that work to attenuate physical and sensory boundaries.47 The babe’s synaesthetic acts of ‘drinking’ begin at the mother’s breast when ‘his soul […] Drinks in the feelings of his Mother’s eye!’ (Prel-14, II. 236–8); they then expand to the phenomenal world. Psychologists describe the early endeavours of babies to communicate by holding a sustained, long gaze before they gesture or talk.48 Yet as the child develops, access to knowledge is experience through tangible communion with the mother: ‘a Babe, by intercourse of touch, | I held mute dialogues with my Mother’s heart’ (I. 282–3). For Jacobus these ‘mute dialogues’ testify to underlying silence, emptiness and loneliness.49 In this she underestimates the degree of Wordsworth’s attunement to the instinctive pre-rational, pre-linguistic communication which takes place between infants and mothers. For Wordsworth the ‘blest babe’ actively ‘drinks feeling’ (II. 243) from the mother’s eye, holds ‘mute dialogues’ (II. 283) with the palpable beat of her heart, and draws milk from her breast, absorbed into his own blood: ‘interfused along his veins’ (II. 262). Wordsworth attributes to such early and fundamental formations the emergence of our capacity for intuitive moral sentiment. In his fragmentary essay on morality he complained that systematic moral philosophy failed to ‘incorporate itself with the blood and vital juices of our minds’ (PrW, I. 103).

Wordsworth was drawn to the instinctual parental love for babies, the necessary conditions of human survival, lengthier than any other nursing relationship in nature. Held in the mother’s arms the child derives a foundational sense of comfort, security, and unity. The child’s emerging capacity to individuate external reality is dependent upon this ‘beloved presence’ (Prel-13, II. 255), in which ‘there exists | A virtue which irradiates and exalts | All objects through all intercourse of sense’ (II. 258–60). Wordsworth’s description of the infant’s first unified perception of objects is enabled by the mother’s presence, bringing otherwise disjointed and chaotic perception into coherence:


       …hence his mind

.  .  .  .  .  .  .

Is prompt and watchful, eager to combine

In one appearance, all the elements

And parts of the same object, else detach’d

And loth to coalesce.(II. 245–50)



His mind can only surmount this first ‘trial of its powers’ because of the mother’s awakening love. Existence in the world depends upon the capacity to love objects that exist beyond the self, and without the mother’s presence his perception of an external reality of objects would remain ‘detach’d | And loth to coalesce’. As numerous analysts and psychologists have maintained, the mother’s breast, initially perceived by the baby as integral to himself, eventually becomes the first object of an expansive external world replete with objects. Wordsworth’s reverential hymn to this process of ‘awakening’ even intimates the catastrophic consequences of non-integration:


No outcast he, bewilder’d and depress’d:

Along his infant veins are interfus’d

The gravitation and the filial bond

Of nature, that connect him with the world.(II. 261–4)



Habituation is a hard won attainment, and Wordsworth countenances the idea of the child who might be an ‘outcast’ and ‘bewildered’: both mentally overwhelmed, and abandoned in the wild. Indeed, in an earlier draft Wordsworth had substituted ‘bewildered and depressed’ for simply ‘abandon’d’.50 Wordsworth’s observation that the un-bonded child might become ‘depressed’ is astoundingly prescient.51 There are many depictions of un-bonded children and parents in Wordsworth’s poetry. For ‘The Mad Mother’ Wordsworth derived inspiration from Erasmus Darwin’s description of the heightened psychological state ‘erotonomania’ in his neuroscientific treatise Zoonomia (1794), which Wordsworth had ordered and read in 1798.52 Darwin defined erotonomania as an ‘excess’ of ‘sentimental love’, remarkable in ‘the affection of the mother to her offspring’.53 Wordsworth described his poem as ‘tracing the maternal passion through many of its more subtle windings’.54 In ‘The Mad Mother’ the mother’s neurotic vision of her baby fluctuates between a salvific and daemonic entity. In contrast to this, and Wordsworth’s other depictions of unbonded, traumatized children and mothers, the ‘Blest babe’ passage epitomizes the ‘special presence’ of the nursing relationship as the state of feeling oneself grounded in reality, anchored by a force akin to gravity: ‘The gravitation and filial bond | Of nature that connect him with the world’ (II. 263–4).

OBSTINATE QUESTIONINGS

Wordsworth’s descriptions of the properties of childhood psychological development resonate with notions of power. In the ‘Intimations’ Ode, in contrast to the child’s originary ‘imperial palace’ (85), habituation is figured as a ‘prison-house’ (68). Where the mother lifts the blest babe’s mind from its torpor and brings reality into coherence, the Ode presents a family unit where overbearing parental love represses the child’s primary instincts (86–108). Wordsworth laments that the child who, in his haste to develop, is perversely at ‘strife’ with his primal ‘blessedness’, and helps bring upon himself the ‘inevitable yoke’ (109–29). These sentiments are amplified in parallel passages of The Prelude:


Our simple childhood sits upon a throne

That hath more power than all the elements

.  .  .  .  .  .  .

      in that dubious hour,

That twilight when we first begin to see

This dawning earth, to recognize, expect;

And in the long probation that ensues,

The time of trial, ere we learn to live

In reconcilement with our stinted powers,

To endure this state of meagre vassalage(Prel-13, V. 532–42).



Blake felt that in attempting to ‘fit’ the mind of man to the natural world, Wordsworth was subordinating man’s innate and intuitive imaginative powers to the ‘dull round’ of earthly life: what Blake derisively terms the ‘Mundane Egg’.55 Conversely, in her study of Romantic childhood, Judith Plotz finds the Wordsworthian child to be an untrammelled idealist, his development egregiously stalled in primary narcissism and subjective omnipotence. Plotz draws upon the works of the developmental psychologist Jean Piaget, who claimed that idealist syncretism represented an unintelligent, undesirable stage in the child’s development.56 But in the vein of Locke and Rousseau, Piaget significantly underestimates the intellectual capacities of pre-linguistic children.57 Furthermore, Plotz misinterprets the sophistication and sensitivity in Wordsworth’s account of the growth of the mind, by failing to register interchanges between the child’s internal and external experiences. Where Wordsworth likens the child’s acts of early fantasy to the creative, plastic power of God, as ‘an agent of the one great mind’, the child fluctuates between perceiving as the ‘creator’ of outward forms, and the ‘receiver’ of sense perceptions (Prel-13, II. 272–3). Wordsworth’s ‘blest babe’ learns to bring reality into coherence through the ‘beloved presence’: combining ‘elements’ and ‘parts’ ‘else detach’d | And loth to coalesce’. But as the child develops, his initial holism is tempered as his gaze individuates and particularizes objects of the external world:


My mind lay open, to that more exact

And intimate communion which our hearts

Maintain with the minuter properties

Of objects which already are belov’d,

And of those only.(299–303)



Rather than bringing everything into uniform coalescence, the child makes ‘manifold distinctions’ and observes ‘minuter properties’ in his ‘communion’ with objects that are especially ‘belov’d’. In such ‘intimate communion’ solitude is made more active ‘even than “best society”’ and society is ‘made sweet as solitude / By silent inobtrusive sympathies’ (313–16). Moreover, the child perceives ‘difference’ ‘in things where to the common eye | No difference is’ (318-20). Through the ‘discipline of love’, his faculties are encouraged to become ‘vigorous’ and ‘tenacious’, clinging to these external ‘forms which it receives’ (II. 251–4) rather than retreating into the comfort of his primary narcissism.

Although they have often been perceived as a source of his imaginative transport, Wordsworth’s psychological representations of childhood idealism are actually deeply equivocal. In the celebrated Fenwick note to the Ode, Wordsworth indicates that his desire for communion with external objects was actually a reaction to the fear of losing the material world: 58

I was often unable to think of external things as having external existence, & I communed with all that I saw as something not apart from, but inherent, in my own immaterial nature. Many times while going to school have I grasped at a wall or tree to recall myself from the abyss of idealism to reality. At that time I was afraid of such processes. In later periods of life I have deplored, as we have all had reason to do, a subjugation of an opposite character & have rejoiced over the remembrances, as is expressed in the lines “obstinate questionings &c”. (FN, 160)

Despite initial pleasure that external reality might seem only part of one’s own ‘immaterial nature’, the child soon recoils in fear from the ‘abyss of idealism’. Similarly Wordsworth describes how: ‘There was a time in my life when I had to push against something that resisted, to be sure that there was anything outside me. I was sure of my own mind; everything else fell away, and vanished into thought’ (FN, 160). Wordsworth retains an ambivalent nostalgia for this vestigial idealism. Yet as Geoffrey Hartman suggests, the taming of the psyche’s undiluted potential, might be a necessary condition for survival in the phenomenal world.59 In the ‘Ode’ Wordsworth subordinates his praise for ‘Delight and liberty’ to his thanks for the challenges of psychological interaction with externality:60


         …not indeed

For that which is most worthy to be blest;

Delight and liberty, the simple creed

Of Childhood…

.  .  .  .  .  .

    Not for these I raise

  The song of thanks and praise;

But for those obstinate questionings

Of sense and outward things,

Fallings from us, vanishings;

Blank misgivings of a Creature

Moving about in worlds not realized(CWRT, I., 137–48).



These alienating, disorientating, but perhaps ultimately beneficent experiences of ‘sense and outward things’ are encountered most intensely in the ‘spots of time’.

IDOLATRY AND DISENCHANTMENT

The ‘spots of time’ have long been lauded for their renovating, fructifying properties: as radically defamiliarizing experiences, Wordsworth claims they replenish the soul from the mundanity of existence (Prel-13, XI. 258–79). Christopher Ricks has demonstrated in a breathtaking reading that much of the sense of psychological disorientation and estrangement in these passages is engendered by Wordsworth’s use of enjambment across overly-determined line endings.61 This technique is epitomized in Wordsworth’s account of plundering ravens’ eggs:


        Oh! at that time,

While on the perilous ridge I hung alone,

With what strange utterance did the loud dry wind

Blow through my ears! the sky seem’d not a sky

Of earth, and with what motion mov’d the clouds!(I. 346–50)



Onorato observes that the child’s state is both literally and psychologically liminal, as he hangs at potentially ‘perilous’ risk from a crag, while Mark Edmundson associates the scene’s disquieting serenity with the tranquillizing comfort of the ‘beloved Presence’.62 The child’s bewildered, yet exultant disorientation is embodied in the line-break ‘the sky seem’d not a sky | Of earth’ (I. 350–51). Wordsworth’s double syntax and lineation strive to capture the child’s transitional state of being: his fantastical perception of a sky that seems not to be a sky. A similar phenomenon occurs following the child’s theft of the boat on Ullswater, where enjambment and double syntax intimates the child’s mind populated by imaginative, fantastical forms:


             …my brain

Work’d with a dim and undetermin’d sense

Of unknown modes of being: in my thoughts

There was a darkness, call it solitude,

Or blank desertion, no familiar shapes

Of hourly objects, images of trees,

Of sea or sky, no colours of green fields;

But huge and mighty Forms that do not live

Like living men mov’d slowly through the mind

By day and were the trouble of my dreams.(I. 419–28)



Like the ‘vanishings, fallings from us’ of the ‘Ode’, the child’s trauma causes a transitory loss of the phenomenal world, as he becomes temporarily like ‘a Creature | Moving about in worlds unrealised’. In this inner, idealistic confusion he feels that the ‘mighty Forms’ he perceives in his mind have an uncanny form of life: ‘mighty Forms that do not live | Like living men’. The child realizes that the life these Forms seem to possess is not the same quality as living men in the objective world. Rather, it pertains to his imaginative tendencies to see intent and agency in the inanimate world. This habit of projection in his relationships with playthings and other objects places the child in the realm of animism.

The ‘spots of time’ generally revolve around fraught acts of transgression. A survey of drafts of the 1799 Prelude (MS DC JJ) indicate that before there was a poem on the growth of the poet’s mind there were disjointed passages of compulsive childhood misdemeanours, committed in heightened psychological states.63 Throughout the ‘spots of time’, the most frequently recurring transgression is theft. As early as 1792, Dorothy Wordsworth transcribed one of her brother’s sonnets into a letter, in which Childhood is allegorized as a boy stealing berries from a hedgerow with sly sideways glances (EY, 23). The desired and stolen objects of the ‘spots of time’ often resonate with parental symbolism: the child-Wordsworth steals baby birds from the snares of other trappers (Prel-13, I. 309–32), and plunders eggs from the nests of ravens (I. 333–50). Wordsworth states that in childhood he was ‘fostered alike’ by the dialectic forces of ‘beauty’ and ‘fear’ (Prel-13, I. 306). His interest in the formative effects of fear was surely derived from Edmund Burke’s influential psychological treatise A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757).64 Frequently the ‘spots of time’ seem to threaten the possibility of physical pain, and even destruction; yet no harm ever befalls the child. Afterwards he draws a surfeit of pleasure from his survival of these perceived existential threats.

The ‘spots of time’ redound with motifs of death: the Penrith gibbet (XI. 288–99), the death of Wordsworth’s father (XI. 364–8), the drowned teacher of Esthwaite (v. 470–3), birds stolen from traps (I.313–17) and the destruction of eggs (I. 136–9). Such intimations of mortality rupture the enduring remnants of his primary narcissism:65 ‘Nothing was more difficult for me in childhood than to admit the notion of death as a state applicable to my own being…[my] difficulty came as from a sense of the indomitableness of the Spirit within me’ (FN, 159). To feel dislocated in the ‘abyss of idealism’, or to view all external things as part of one’s internal nature, inculcates an illusory and unhealthy sense of death’s impossibility. Such lessons in individuation, then, are also necessary instruction in mortal limitations.66 Although there is no explicit rebuke to the child’s misdemeanours, the ‘spots of time’ resonate with the child-Wordsworth’s imaginative sense that he deserves some form of punishment for his transgressions (Prel-13, I. 320–1):


 …and, when the deed was done,

I heard among the solitary hills

Low breathings coming after me, and sounds

Of undistinguishable motion, steps

Almost as silent as the turf they trod.(I. 329–33)



Following his thefts, the child conjures pursuers: either phantasmal entities with ‘undistinguishable motion’, or a huge cliff striding across the lake to wreak retribution (I. 406–13). Yet Wordsworth’s praise for the regenerating properties of the ‘spots of time’ intimates his sense that here, transgression is a component within a larger scheme of virtue. In a complementary passage from his ‘Reply to the Author of Mathetes’ (1809), Wordsworth inferred that only through the transgression of boundaries could healthy independence be attained:

Every Age hath abounded in instances of Parents, Kindred, and Friends, who, by indirect influence of example, or by positive injunction and exhortation have diverted or discouraged the Youth who, in the simplicity and purity of nature, had determined to follow his intellectual genius through good and evil. (PrW, II. 9)

In this regard, by deflating and disenchanting the child’s narcissistic assumption of ownership, dominance, and exceptionalness, the ‘spots of time’ instil a sense of broader social responsibility and repercussion.

The short lyric ‘Nutting’ originated among the early ‘spots of time’ (MS DCJJ), but was published separately in Lyrical Ballads (1800). Like other ‘spots of time’ it describes the child alone in the natural world engaged in transgression that excites powerful and conflicting emotions. The child discovers an unfamiliar glade, rich with hazels. After a moment of stillness, suspended in a temporary state of satisfied comfort and tranquillity, the child’s mood suddenly alters, and he violently mutilates the glade. Although seized by an immediate triumphant ebullience, the child subsequently feels a pang of sorrow and shame at the sight of his destruction. More so than any of the other ‘spots of time’ ‘Nutting’ explicitly depicts the child-Wordsworth destroying an object of the natural world. It is also the only one of these ambivalent passages in which anger is emphasized and explored. Moreover, ‘Nutting’ provides the most extensive insights into the role of animism and magical thinking in the child’s progression away from primary narcissism and subjective omnipotence. Significantly, Wordsworth’s descriptions of the animistic properties of the glade, and the motivation for violence, are expressed in a distinctly biblical idiom:


In that sweet mood when pleasure loves to pay

Tribute to ease; and, of its joy secure,

The heart luxuriates with indifferent things,

Wasting its kindliness on stocks and stones,

And on the vacant air.(CWRT, I., 37–41)



Simon Jarvis shows that Wordsworth’s reference to ‘stocks and stones’ alludes to a passage of Scripture describing the psychology of ‘idolatry’:67

Saying to a stock, Thou art my father; and to a stone, Thou hast brought me forth: for they have turned their back unto me, and not their face: but in the time of their trouble they will say, Arise, and save us. (KJB Jeremiah 2:26–7)

Here, in a scene so similar to the transgressive violence of the ‘spots of time’, the child is figured simultaneously as both a disenchanted idolater and an enraged iconoclast. A deleted line from the poem, recorded by Ernest de Selincourt, likens his impulse to tamper with the glade as analogous to the desire to ‘touch | The Ark in rashness’.68 This line refers to the profanation of the Israelite Ark of the Covenant, the Holy of Holies, by one unworthy: a crime whose punishment was instant annihilation (1 Kings 8:1–66).

Ascribing intentionality and agency to inanimate objects is a common property of childhood, and one that has greatly interested psychologists and psychoanalysts.69 Animism is particularly relevant to object-relations theory, with its concept of the ‘transitional object’. This is an object into which the child projects emotions associated with maternal dependency, and to which he ascribes animistic characteristics. Frequently the transitional object is used violently as the child curbs his subjective omnipotence by testing the bounds of reality.70 The psychological processes of projection inherent in animism are also integral to idolatry and fetishism. Moreover, the word ‘idolatry’ shares a common Greek and Latin etymology with the word ‘idea’ and other cognates, in particular including ‘idealism’ (OED). Like other expressions of animism in the ‘spots of time’, ‘Nutting’ presents the child’s relationship with Nature as initially loving, pleasurable, and maternal, like the ‘beloved presence’. This transforms into frustration and trauma as ‘Nutting’, more so than the other ‘spots of time’, emphasizes the importance of anger and seemingly wanton destruction in the child’s psychological development.71 In his ‘Essay Upon the Character of Rivers’ in The Borderers, Wordsworth makes an allusion to Rousseau’s Émile (33): ‘Power is much more easily manifested in destroying than in creating. A child, Rousseau has observed, will tear in pieces fifty toys before he will think of making one’ (Borderers, 63).

In ‘Nutting’ the child’s anger derives from a sense of being disenchanted of his initial perception of the object. He becomes dissatisfied with the glade as he is convinced of its ‘indifference’ (41) to him. In a state of disillusionment, he begins to see his initial infatuation as an act of projection. The child’s ‘kindliness’ (42) is wasted through his inability to perpetually, imaginatively ascribe animistic qualities to the glade, in order for it to continue responding empathically to him. He grows to appreciate that his emotional investment is a waste. Ultimately its care for him is a comforting illusion, just as the Israelites deceive themselves that the idols they made will come to their salvation in times of dire need. But his angry need to cause destruction to the glade intimates that its psychological relationship to him cannot be resolved as entirely internal idea, nor solely an objective thing: it remains an ambivalent oscillation between the two. In the Fenwick note to the Ode, the child grasps the material wall to save himself from the fearful extremes of imagination; in ‘Nutting’, smashing the animistic glade quashes the child’s intuitive magical thinking. Yet as David Bromwich observes, in smashing an idol, the boy illuminates the glade with sunlight, signifying would-be enlightenment and artistic creation.72

Readings of Wordsworth’s attitudes to psychology and the growth of the mind must navigate a series of contradictions. Wordsworth was a poet for whom psychological thinking was crucial to his artistic vocation. Yet he was sceptical about the limits of what could be determined about the inchoate mind. His two greatest works on the psychology of childhood, the ‘Ode’ and The Prelude, proffer conflicting narratives: one of growth and empowerment; the other of loss and disillusionment. Wordsworth prizes idealizing tendencies in the baby’s perception, which bring reality into coalescence; and yet he narrates the loss of that equivocal form of power in the child’s necessary engagement with the world of tangible, external objects. Wordsworth was both the child of Lockean sensational psychology, and its tenacious critic. His poetry reverberates with the culture of Enlightenment inquiry into human psychology and the state of childhood. And yet Wordsworth’s fable of the child’s psychological progression is composed in the counter-Enlightenment tropes and paradigms of superstitious fetishism and animistic magical thinking. But for Wordsworth the ‘geometric forms’ drawn around the growth of the mind by wand-waving psychologists are, in themselves, self-deceptive forms of magical thinking. In contrast, the child of ‘Nutting’ exchanges the delusive pleasures of idolatry for the painful insights of iconoclasm.
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CHAPTER 42

WORDSWORTH AND THE ‘LIFE OF THINGS’

JAMES CASTELL

GIVEN the canonical status granted to ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’, it is not controversial to suggest that seeing ‘into the life of things’ (50) is a central aim of Wordsworth’s poetry.1 I will return to this poem’s deployment of ‘things’ later, but it is important to acknowledge that similar formulations appear consistently across his poetic career. In Wordsworth’s earliest surviving poem he describes how Hawkshead School has taught him ‘to search the mystic cause of things, | And follow Nature to her secret springs’.2 At the other end of his long poetic career, he continues to argue that ‘for the Initiate, rocks and whispering trees | Do still perform mysterious offices’ and ‘Enraptured Art draws from these sacred springs | Streams that reflect the poetry of things!’ (‘Humanity’, 9–10, 20–1).3 In these examples, the metaphorical water sources qualify the suggestion of M. H. Abrams on another Wordsworthian water analogy—‘the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings’—that ‘the materials of a poem come from within, and they consist expressly neither of objects nor actions, but of the fluid feelings of the poet himself’.4 Instead, these examples suggest that the origin for the ‘poetry of things’ is at least partially from the outside, in the things themselves.

Straightforward access to things is, however, frequently frustrated by the aesthetic thinghood of Wordsworth’s own poetry: its poetic forms, versification, and rhetorical structures. To use Wordsworth’s own words in The Excursion, the ‘inarticulate language’ of ‘living Things, and Things inanimate’ is inevitably mediated by human language, even if this does not prevent it from speaking ‘to eye and ear’ and ‘to social Reason’s inner sense’ (IV. 1198–1201).5 But Wordsworth’s poetic experiments accentuate the gap between expectation and fulfilment. In contrast to the balanced couplets in the two poems cited above, Wordsworth’s best-known poetry often defamiliarizes its shockingly quotidian content. The preface to Lyrical Ballads announces that part of the volume’s ‘principal object’ is to present ‘ordinary things…to the mind in an unusual aspect’.6 In Biographia Literaria, Coleridge describes how Wordsworth was assigned the task in Lyrical Ballads of writing poetry that would awaken ‘the mind’s attention from the lethargy of custom’ and give ‘the charm of novelty to things of every day’.7 The volume itself repeatedly celebrates human attachments to a range of everyday things: a thorn, the last of the flock, a weather vane, grave mounds and grave stones, a dying fly.8 The avant-garde aim of Lyrical Ballads was to make common things not only unfamiliar but also a worthy subject of poetry, in the process revaluing things on their own terms.

Such form and content goes some way to explaining the feelings of ‘strangeness and aukwardness’ that Wordsworth’s verse inspired in contemporary readers.9 Leigh Hunt, for example, laments his squandering of great poetic gifts not only on unfit human subjects (including ‘Idiot Boys’ and ‘Mad Mothers’) but also on nonhuman objects: ‘you shall have’, he says, ‘the smallest of your fugitive reflections arrested and embodied in a long lecture upon a thorn, or a story of a duffel-cloak, till thorns and duffel-cloaks absolutely confound you with their importance in life’.10 William Hazlitt similarly describes how Wordsworth’s ‘mind magnifies the littleness of his subject’: ‘a mole-hill covered with wild thyme, assumes the importance of the great vision of the guarded mount’, ‘a puddle is filled with preternatural faces, and agitated with the fiercest storms of passion’, and—in the words of the ‘Ode. Intimations of Immortality’—‘the meanest flower that blows can give | Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears’ (205–6).11

The poetry of Wordsworth’s great decade in particular gives voices to radically anthropomorphized natural things—among them, waterfalls and eglantines, oaks and brooms—and repeatedly celebrates humans who themselves are reduced to the level of things.12 In both stanzas of what is perhaps Wordsworth’s most-celebrated short lyric, Lucy is thing-like: first, appearing to be an immortal ‘thing that could not feel | The touch of earthly years’ and, second, in the differing permanence of being recycled in ‘earth’s diurnal course’ with ‘rocks and stones and trees’.13 As a result, the problem for Hunt and Hazlitt goes well beyond Wordsworth’s aesthetic taste for the inferior.14 It is also that his passion for things risks placing all hierarchies of being into question, including the barrier between human and nonhuman. Hunt argues that ‘if carried into a system’, such thinking would mean that ‘we could make any thing or nothing important, just as diseased or healthy impulses told us’. As a result, ‘a straw might awaken in us as many profound, but certainly not as useful reflections, as the fellow-creature that lay upon it’ and ‘we might turn from elevating to depreciating,—from thinking trifling things important, to thinking important things trifling’.15 Hunt portrays this radical revaluing of ‘trifling things’ as an unforeseen consequence, but it is also frequently a self-conscious and deliberate move in Wordsworth’s verse.

In Wordsworth’s poetry, attention to lowly things is both expounded as a philosophical and ethical theory and demonstrated as a poetic practice.16 ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’, for example, states how


         ’Tis Nature’s law,

That none, the meanest of created things,

Of forms created the most vile and brute,

The dullest or most noxious, should exist

Divorced from good, a spirit and pulse of good,

A life and soul to every mode of being

Inseparably link’d.(73–9)17



In this poem, the beggar himself is obsessed by the things that he requires to sustain him: he scans the ‘scraps and fragments’ donated by ‘village dames’ ‘with a fix’d and serious look | Of idle computation’ (9–12), even as other things (from the local urchins to ‘slow-pac’d’ waggons) ‘all pass him by’ (63–6). But the lines quoted above do not only celebrate the beggar’s own attention to smaller things: for example, the ‘little span of earth’ that is ‘all his prospect’ (50–1). They also celebrate his value as a thing, despite or perhaps because of his inferior social status. The ‘tide of things’ has led the beggar to a condition of bare life where he appears to ‘breathe and live but for himself alone’ (157–8).18 He is also quite literally an object of sympathy for the villagers who find in him ‘a record which together binds | Past deeds and offices of charity | Else unremember’d’ (81–3).19 The poem emphasizes the beggar’s isolation as a thing, even as he becomes something that enables a social life for the others around him.

In addition to this use value, the beggar’s being is transvalued to a more abstract level, which allows it to be ‘inseparably link’d’ to everything else. A similar move is made in Book IX of The Excursion, where the Wanderer describes how ‘an active principle’ is assigned to ‘every Form of Being’:


            it subsists

In all things, in all natures, in the stars

Of azure heaven, the unenduring clouds,

In flower and tree, in every pebbly stone

That paves the brooks, the stationary rocks,

The moving waters, and the invisible air.(IX. 4–9)20



For the Wanderer, the ‘active principle’ to be found in all things is a point of connection to other modes of being comparable to the ‘spirit and pulse of good’ in ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’. Even though it might be least found ‘in the human Mind, | Its most apparent home’, the Wanderer observes that ‘from link to link | It circulates, the Soul of all the Worlds’ enabling an ontological sociality in a manner comparable to the beggar’s facilitation of village philanthropy: ‘Whate’er exists hath properties that spread | Beyond itself’ (IX. 10–20). For Wordsworth, human things are in contact with and part of a broader world of things, and—as Hunt realized—this has radical political implications, both in social and metaphysical terms.

The position is not without contradictions, however. Just one hundred lines later, the Wanderer critiques any reduction of humans to being merely one of many ‘created things’, describing how ‘Our Life is turned | Out of her course, wherever Man is made |…a tool | Or implement, a passive Thing employed as a brute mean’ (IX. 114–18). In the earlier poem, the beggar is an exemplar of the ‘life and soul’ in even ‘the meanest of created things’. But he also fails to shake off being ‘a brute mean’, a ‘tool | Or implement’, ‘a passive Thing’: a ‘silent monitor’ (115) to be deemed merely ‘not…useless’ by the apostrophized ‘Statesman’ (66) who would place him in a ‘House, misnamed of industry’ (172). The beggar is reduced to and valued as a mere thing, even though this is precisely the position that the poem is trying to resist. This is reflective of a broader tension in Wordsworth’s poetry: what he values as immanent in things risks alienating them from the lowliness that constitutes them. The tension is also apparent in his desire both to transvalue lowness—‘there littleness was not’—and to allow it to remain ‘lowly’; for example, in The Excursion, where the Wanderer is described as being without ‘Low desires’ and ‘low thoughts’, ‘yet was his heart | Lowly’ (I, 251, 255–7). In ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’, a similar attempt to have it both ways does not undermine one political purpose of the poem, which is to argue that the vagrant life is preferable to institutionalization. But neither does this social message entirely occlude the philosophical difficulties in Wordsworth’s desire to show the unity of ‘all things’, to celebrate things on their own terms, and nevertheless to suggest that things—especially human things—are in excess of passive thinghood.

Like the Leech-gatherer—who is deanimated from human to ‘huge Stone’ and then reanimated to a nonhuman ‘Sea-beast’ seeming like ‘a thing endued with sense’ (64–70)—the beggar is a human being that comes very close to being a mere thing.21 But Wordsworth’s poetry also performs the complementary move of giving human characteristics to things that might not be expected to have them. Consider, for example, ‘Lines written in Early Spring’:


Through primrose-tufts, in that sweet bower,

The periwinkle trail’d its wreathes;

And ’tis my faith that every flower

Enjoys the air it breathes.




The birds around me hopp’d and play’d:

Their thoughts I cannot measure,

But the least motion which they made,

It seem’d a thrill of pleasure.

The budding twigs spread out their fan,

To catch the breezy air;

And I must think, do all I can,

That there was pleasure there.(9–20)22



The capacity for feeling ascribed to birds, flowers and twigs in the poem made it ripe for parody. In The Simpliciad, Richard Mant paraphrases the ‘Ecstatic birds, whose thoughts no bard can measure’ and ‘Blossoms that breathe, and twigs that pant with pleasure’.23 But Mant’s breezy couplets do not register the gap between the speaker’s perceptions in ‘Lines written in Early Spring’ and the animate and inanimate things that he is apprehending: it is only the speaker’s ‘faith that every flower | Enjoys the air it breathes’; each motion of the birds only ‘seem’d a thrill of pleasure’; and the speaker’s claim that ‘I must think, do all I can, | That there was pleasure there’ is more a self-coercing recognition of incapacity than it is a statement of facility.

Despite its pastoral setting, this is not a poem of easy natural integration. Instead, it describes a ‘mood when pleasant thoughts | Bring sad thoughts to the mind’ (3–4) and is framed by lamentation for ‘what man has made of man’ (8, 24). Doing all one can to think carefully—and perhaps even with responsible anthropomorphism—about things is emphasized. Wordsworth based at least part of his belief in natural pleasure on British contemporary science and intellectual sources that he encountered in revolutionary France, including d’Holbach’s Système de la Nature, Volney’s Les Ruines ou Meditation sur les Révolutions des Empires, and the writings of John ‘Walking’ Stewart.24 Scholars have also considered other potential sources even further back in Lucretius and the Stoics.25 But Wordsworth mythologizes his attachment to nature differently in The Prelude, and ‘Lines written in Early Spring’ also resists what Wordsworth elsewhere called ‘Our meddling intellect’ which ‘Mishapes the beauteous forms of things’ (26–7).26 In a longer poem, like The Prelude, excess anthropomorphism is placed as a stage within the growth of a poet’s mind: in his youth, Wordsworth describes how, ‘from excess | Of the great social principle of life’, he coerced ‘all things into sympathy’ and to ‘unorganic natures transferr’d | My own enjoyments’ (Prel-13, II. 405–11). In ‘Lines written in Early Spring’, this position is both indulged and resisted in a lyric suspension of past occasion and present assertion (‘’tis my faith’; ‘I must think’). Similarly, the singular importance of human anthropomorphism is counteracted by the second stanza’s claim that ‘To her fair works did nature link | The human soul that through me ran’ (5–6), which places the connective agency firmly with nature rather than with the ‘faith’ of the ‘human soul’. Even in a deceptively simple lyric like this, differing positions on things coexist in the same poetic space. On one hand, the living pleasure in natural things is a projection of the human; on the other, they emanate from the things themselves. Simultaneously, the human is linked to nonhuman things, even as the poem describes its alienation from them.

These philosophical doublenesses contribute to an atmosphere of both joy and melancholy in ‘Lines written in Early Spring’. This is more broadly representative of the differing moods in which Wordsworth’s poetry deploys variations on his philosophy of things. In drafting from the period of The Ruined Cottage, for example, Wordsworth describes a dark ‘mood’ ‘when grief | Becomes an instinct, fastening on all things | That promise food’ and ‘doth like a sucking babe | Create it where it is not’.27 This is a very negative form of delusion that both violently manipulates external reality and accentuates psychological distress. But, although the emotional tenor is different, it does not stand in complete contrast with the ‘sweet mood’ in ‘Nutting’ where ‘The heart luxuriates with indifferent things | Wasting its kindliness on stocks and stones | And on the vacant air’ (37–41).28 In these lines, surplus value is created by the human heart and things are inert. But ‘Nutting’ more broadly encourages us to see ‘things’ differently: the very speaker who has luxuriated in the grove—despite or perhaps because of its indifference to him—will destroy it and feel chastened by the ‘Spirit in the woods’ (54). This implied interpretation fits more closely with another use of the words ‘indifferent’ and ‘things’ in Lyrical Ballads, where the narrator of ‘Michael’ describes how ‘grossly that man errs, who should suppose | That the green Valleys, and the Streams and Rocks | Were things indifferent to the Shepherd’s thoughts’ (62–4).29 The lack of indifference in Michael’s connection with the Lakeland landscape is the positive analogue to ‘Nutting’. But, even here, the exact relationship between the shepherd’s thoughts and the things around him is difficult to determine: are the ‘things’ or the ‘thoughts’ the subject or the object of the sentence? Is Michael ‘not indifferent’ to the landscape around him? or do the ‘green Valleys, and the Streams and Rocks’ have their own insight into the shepherd’s thoughts?

Such hesitations also occur in what are perhaps Wordsworth’s most celebrated uses of the word ‘things’—in ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’.


          And I have felt

A presence that disturbs me with the joy

Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime

Of something far more deeply interfused,

Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns,

And the round ocean, and the living air,

And the blue sky, and in the mind of man,

A motion and a spirit, that impels

All thinking things, all objects of all thought,

And rolls through all things.(94–103)



Two influential responses to this passage focus on its relationship with things. For Jonathan Bate, it is difficult to establish in this passage whether a natural thing—‘a river or a plant’—is an ‘object of thought’ or ‘a thinking thing’ because ‘the same force animates both consciousness (‘the mind of man’) and “all things”’. As a result, Bate sees the passage as proto-ecologically anticipating James Lovelock’s Gaia principle in its ‘refusal to carve the world into object and subject’.30 In this respect, the poem distinguishes itself from the picturesque tradition through its connection of the poet’s self with the landscape, so that the subject of the poet ‘is written out, or rather absorbed into the scene’.31 As a result, for Bate, the poem actively demonstrates that ‘“the mind of man” can be part of nature’.32 In contrast, Marjorie Levinson has suggested that ‘thinking things’ in the poem construct ‘the object world’ with ‘no indication of reciprocity’. In other words ‘thinking things’—along with ‘their products, thoughts’—suffer no corresponding ‘interference from the material and social world’: ‘the mind is its own place, the world is another’.33 For this reason, Levinson sees Wordsworth in ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ as managing ‘to “see into the life of things”’ only ‘by narrowing and skewing his field of vision’ and by excluding ‘certain conflictual sights and meanings—roughly, the life of things’.34 In Bate’s ecocritical reading, the inclusive power of ‘things’ is emphasized; in Levinson’s critique of the poem’s ideology, the word becomes a symptom of exclusion.

The disagreement between Bate and Levinson suggests more than that great poems can produce differing critical responses. Rather, the opposition of their readings reflects a conflict within the poem itself and within Wordsworth’s poetry more generally: on one hand, a movement towards rootedness or embeddedness in things; on the other, towards an abstraction that might be figured as the evasion or transcendence of things. The former might be seen in the poem’s anchoring of things in a particular place through the precise temporal and geographical location of its title and the repeated demonstratives of its opening verse paragraph. The latter might be seen in its metonymic tendency for things to represent other things (especially in the opening paragraph where ‘wreathes of smoke’ stand for the fires below them and ‘plots of cottage ground’ signify the human lives taking place in the Wye valley).35 But it is important to stress the mutual qualification induced by the co-presence of the two positions. ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ neither allows for the speaker to be fully integrated into the natural world, nor for the absolute separation of human and natural things. William Empson noticed as much when he suggested that ‘the word in’ in the phrase ‘and in the mind of man’ ‘seems to distinguish, though but faintly, the mind of man from the light, the ocean, the air and the sky’.36 Even the smallest linguistic details—in this case, a preposition—allow ‘the mind of man’ to be seen both as completing the list of natural things preceding it and as initiating a new thought that subtly places the human organ of intellection outside of this collectivity.

In this respect, I agree with Christopher Ricks’s brilliant observation that doubleness is central to Wordsworth’s passion for the complex word ‘things’: ‘it is the combination in the word ‘thing’ of the most daily and solid object-ness, thingness, with the most generalizing of abstract gestures, that leads Wordsworth to love and need the word, so that it rolls through all things of his’.37 Nevertheless, this combination—while naturalized—is never quite comfortable. The poetic suspension of two thoughts leads to a sense of ambiguity, as much as it does to a harmonious interfusion of different things. Ironically, the repetition of ‘and’ (seven uses in the ‘thinking things’ sentence alone) is a particular contributor to this effect, as the aspect of Wordsworth’s style that—to use Adam Potkay’s words on a different passage from The Prelude—most ‘allows for maximal possibilities of interconnection with minimal clarification of who or what is acting or being acted upon’.38 As well as connecting a multiplicity of different human and nonhuman beings, the conjunction also draws together different perspectives on things. Furthermore, the first ‘and’ in the sentence (‘And I have felt’) connects ambiguously with broader structures in the poem. As a result, the ‘presence that disturbs me with the joy | Of elevated thoughts’ is not only ambiguously associated with the ‘motion’ and ‘spirit’ and its being ‘in the mind of man’. It is also ambiguously connected to ‘the still, sad music of humanity’ (92) that comes before it. And the ‘music of humanity’ is itself ambiguously related to the natural things that might or might not produce it: should it be seen as an anthropomorphic projection onto nature? or as revaluing nature’s possession of characteristics normally reserved exclusively for humanity? or as a reading of the interaction between human histories and nonhuman objects? or as all of these possibilities yoked together?

In the ‘Essay, Supplementary to the Preface’, Wordsworth writes on both the natural world and literary style that ‘In nature every thing is distinct, yet nothing defined into absolute independent singleness’.39 This is true of things themselves in a poem like ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’. But it is also true of Wordsworth’s use of the complex word ‘thing’ in both that poem and in his poetry more broadly. The word ‘thing’ is deployed to differing effects in various poetic and narrative contexts in Wordsworth’s verse. In The Prelude, Wordsworth describes ‘Things worthy of unconquerable life’ that have been wrought by man (Prel-13, V. 17–19), but he also flinches at ‘All out-o’-th’-way, far-fetch’d, perverted things’ that he encounters in London (Prel-13, VII. 688). The word may be seen as grandly drawing together different modes of being in ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ or ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’, but it is also used as a simple insult elsewhere in Lyrical Ballads: for example, Betty Foy calls Johnny ‘“A little idle sauntering thing!”’ (169) and a talking waterfall calls a briar rose a ‘“puny Thing!”’ (12).40 Nevertheless, the multiple perspectives on things in Wordsworth’s verse are not simply relativized. There is a good and a bad way of engaging with ‘things’. The narrator of Peter Bell states, ‘Let good men feel the soul of Nature | And see things as they are’ (954–5).41 Wordsworth’s oeuvre does not, however, oversimplify or systematize this task. In Peter Bell, it is not clear how seeing things ‘as they are’ is different to the eponymous potter’s evaluation of a ‘primrose by a river’s brim’ as ‘nothing more’ (218–20). In The Borderers, Rivers and Mortimer figure their respective ethical progressions and regressions as a drama of ‘things’. Mortimer, for example, recognizes that a position in relation to things has led him astray: ‘Last night when I would play the murderer’s part | I did believe all things were shadows, yea, | Living and dead all things were bodiless’ (III. ii. 72–4).42 But things also become the basis of a better world as he looks to reconstruct ‘a creed built in the heart of things’ having let it previously ‘dissolve before a twinkling atom’ (III. ii. 76–8).

Fifteen years before Wordsworth’s birth, Samuel Johnson’s dictionary definition of ‘thing’—‘Whatever is; not a person’—both recognizes the universality of the term and immediately qualifies it.43 A century after Wordsworth’s death, Martin Heidegger notes a similar contradiction in his observation that ‘the word thing as used in Western metaphysics denotes that which is at all and is something in some way or other’.44 The beginning of the twenty-first century has brought with it a renaissance in ‘thing theory’ that continues to investigate such aporias.45 Heidegger looked to an even older history, however, by tracing the etymology of the word back to its Old High German sense as ‘a gathering, and specifically a gathering to deliberate on a matter under discussion, a contested matter’.46 Wordsworth’s poetry also gathers together both things themselves and various positions relating to the word. Adam Potkay brilliantly suggests that Wordsworth’s incantation of the word ‘conjures the word’s own strange, but not inhuman, thingness’ in a manner comparable to the note to ‘The Thorn’.47 As a repeated complex word in Wordsworth’s oeuvre, ‘thing’ should be seen therefore as an exemplar of the tendency for words to be not only ‘symbols of the passion’ but also ‘as things, active and efficient, which are of themselves part of the passion’.48 As a result, ‘things’ captures both a natural sociality between things and an aesthetic sociality in the technique of his verse.

Contact with the things around him is central to Wordsworth’s poetic project. This is perhaps no more clearly expressed than in Home at Grasmere—the opening book of what should have been his poetic and philosophical magnum opus The Recluse. From its opening, the poem states its interest in and sense of community with ‘Sunbeams, Shadows, Butterflies, and Birds’ (31).49 It is blank verse that wishes a cottage ‘could tell a part | Of its own story’ (469–70) and that gives questioning voices to ‘naked trees’, ‘icy brooks’, sunbeams and showers: ‘All things were moved; they round us as we went, | We in the midst of them’ (229–36). Nonhuman things are central to the ‘society’ that William and Dorothy find on their return to Grasmere vale:


          Society is here:

The true community, the noblest Frame

Of many into one incorporate;

That must be looked for here; paternal sway,

One Household under God for high and low,

One family and one mansion; to themselves

Appropriate and divided from the world

As if it were a cave a multitude

Human and brute, possessors undisturbed

Of this recess, their legislative Hall,

Their Temple, and their glorious dwelling-place.(818–28)



To quote The Prelude, Grasmere is home to many more ‘unknown modes of being’ than poets and their sisters (Prel-13, I. 421). The dualities within a whole (‘high and low’, ‘Human and brute’) are critical to the society that Wordsworth’s poem evokes here. Despite the repeated assertions of oneness, this is not a pantheistic unity (not least because the ‘Household’ is still ‘under God’ and not all God). The things of Grasmere are not only ‘divided from the world’, but also self-divided. Even in its singular ‘mansion’, Wordsworth refuses to collapse distinctions between things and, instead, creates a society—the ‘true community’—of disparate parts, atomized into wholeness. This explains the various political models for a society of things that Wordsworth explores in this passage (‘legislative Hall’, ‘Temple’ and home). But it also connects Home at Grasmere to lines that were originally drafted alongside it and that later come to form the Wanderer’s claim in The Excursion that


Happy is He who lives to understand!

Not human Nature only, but explores

All Natures,—to the end that he may find

The law that governs each; and where begins

The union, the partition where, that makes

Kind and degree, among all visible Beings;

The consitutions, powers, and faculties,

Which they inherit,—cannot step beyond,—

And cannot fall beneath; that do assign

To every Class its station and its office,

Through all the mighty Commonwealth of things(IV. 335–45)



As with ‘Lines written in Early Spring’ and ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’, the politics of Wordsworth’s ‘Commonwealth’ is based as much on ‘partition’ as it is on ‘union’ (339). It does not attempt to delete the differences between things even as it gathers them into a single category. In this respect, it might be seen as anticipating—if with a different political vocabulary—twentieth and early twenty-first century thinking about accounting for and even enfranchising nonhuman things.50 It has also led to Wordsworth being considered a key figure in the history of environmental movements and for criticism exploring contemporary ecological issues.51 Union and partition also provides a powerful way to think about the multiple perspectives on ‘things’ in Wordsworth’s verse. Brought together by a single lexical unit, the diversity of its senses stands in tension across Wordsworth’s oeuvre, in the same poem, and sometimes even within single uses of the word.

In ‘Expostulation and Reply’, the speaker of the poem counsels his ‘good friend’ on ‘wise passiveness’ (24):


‘Think you, mid all this mighty sum

‘Of things for ever speaking,

‘That nothing of itself will come,

‘But we must still be seeking?…’(25–8)52



The ‘mighty sum | Of things’ doubles up the gathering power of the word ‘things’ which, in Wordsworth’s verse, pulls together competing and incompatible material objects (human and nonhuman alike) and perspectives on their interrelation. In The Pasteurization of France, Bruno Latour asks ‘How many actants are there?’ For Latour, actants are something like the affective things in Wordsworth’s poetry and he suggests that the number ‘cannot be determined until they have been measured against each other’. But this is an impossible task: ‘we cannot add up a total. In this particular arithmetic no one ever subtracts. We add as many subtotals as there are accountants’.53 The ‘sum | Of things’ therefore approaches a tautology. ‘Things’ already contains an arithmetic that not only pulls together the interactions between an object and other things but that also attempts to total ‘all thinking things’ and all ‘objects of all thought’ without drawing them into undifferentiated unity. In ‘Expostulation and Reply’, the speaker’s statement negates the claim that ‘nothing of itself will come’. Blank nothingness is the antithesis of the Wordsworthian universe. We do not need to seek when ‘“The eye it cannot chuse but see, | We cannot bid the ear be still…”’ and when ‘“Our bodies feel, where’er they be, | Against, or with our will”’ (16–20). For Wordsworth, we are ourselves thinking and feeling things made up of and surrounded by other thinking and feeling things. The life of things is fundamentally social for Wordsworth, even as we are forced to confront new ways of accounting for the things that we see and the things that we are. This is why there is no paradox across the line break in the speaker’s solitary conversation in the final stanza of ‘Expostulation and Reply’:


‘—Then ask not wherefore, here, alone,

‘Conversing as I may,

‘I sit upon this old grey stone,

‘And dream my time away.’(29–32)



When we ‘see into the life of things’, we are never alone.
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4 M. H. Abrams, The Mirror and The Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1953), 47. Abrams qualifies this position himself throughout the rest of the chapter, ‘Romantic Analogues of Art and Mind’ (47–69). Nevertheless, he argues that ‘most frequently…the mind is imaged by romantic poets as projecting life, physiognomy, and passion into the universe’ and this is what makes their poetry distinct from the ‘nature-poetry of the eighteenth century’, which already postulated an animate universe through the ‘ubiquitous God’ of Newtonian mechanics or the ‘World-Soul of the ancient Stoics and Platonists’ (64).

5 All future references to The Excursion will be by book and line number to the reading text in CExc.

6 PrW, I. 123. The preface is full of the word ‘things’: for example, Wordsworth’s claims that the poet has ‘a disposition to be affected more than other men by absent things as if they were present’, that (apart from the restriction of giving pleasure) ‘there is no object standing between the Poet and the image of things’, and that, ‘in spite of things silently gone out of mind and things violently destroyed, the Poet binds together by passion and knowledge the vast empire of human society, as it is spread over the whole earth, and over all time’ (PrW, I. 138, 139, 141).

7 BL, II. 6–7. Coleridge’s ‘endeavours’ were to be directed to ‘persons and characters, supernatural, or at least romantic’.

8 See, respectively, in LBOP ‘The Thorn’, 77–85; ‘The Last of the Flock’, 85–8; ‘Anecdote for Fathers’, 71–3; ‘The Brothers’, 141–59 and ‘We are Seven’, 73–5; ‘Written in Germany, On one of the coldest days of the century’, 225–6.

9 ‘Strangeness and aukwardness’ is Wordsworth’s phrase from the Advertisement to the Lyrical Ballads (LBOP, 738).

10 Woof, 335. Hunt’s remarks derive from the notes to his Feast of the Poets (1814); he here refers to ‘The Thorn’ and ‘Alice Fell’. Hunt is referring to ‘The Thorn’ and ‘Alice Fell’.

11 Woof, 376–7; CP2V, 269–77. This is taken from Hazlitt’s Examiner review of The Excursion (1814).

12 ‘The Waterfall and the Eglantine’ and ‘The Oak and the Broom’ in LBOP, 164–6, 166–9. For an example of a human that resembles a thing, see my discussion of ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ below.

13 ‘A slumber did my spirit seal’ in LBOP, 164.

14 Wordsworth partially anticipates this objection in the preface to Lyrical Ballads when he admits that, ‘giving to things a false importance, sometimes from diseased impulses I may have written upon unworthy subjects’ (PrW, I. 152).

15 Woof, 337.

16 For excellent work on ethics and things in Wordsworth, see Adam Potkay, Wordsworth’s Ethics (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012), 71–89. In blank verse drafting from the period of Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth outlines an ethical position in relation to things and the impact that this might have on human ethics: ‘I would not strike a flower | As many a man will strike his horse’; ‘For can he | Who thus respects mute insensate form,…| Be wanting in his duties to mankind…?’ (LBOP, 312–14).

17 LBOP, 228–34. All further references to the poem will be by line number to the reading text in this edition.

18 ‘Bare life’ is Giorgio Agamben’s influential phrase defined through the ancient Greek words for life: as zoe or ‘the simple fact of living common to all living beings (animals, men, or gods)’, it is opposed to ‘bios, which indicated the form or way of living proper to an individual or group’ and particularly a political group (Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998), 9).

19 In Wordsworth’s oeuvre more broadly, the beggar shares the office of village record keeper with an animal. The eponymous quadruped in The White Doe of Rylstone is described as ‘a lovely Chronicler of things’ (1694). See CWD, 139.

20 This passage reworks drafting from the period when ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ was composed: see ‘There is an active principle alive in all things’ in LBOP, 309–10. H. W. Piper discusses Wordsworth’s use of the word ‘form’ arguing for his indebtedness to Jean-Baptiste Robinet and the French philosophes rather than English Associationist philosophy: for Piper’s Wordsworth, ‘“form” seems to mean any organized natural body, and the implication is that such bodies have life and sensibility’ and ‘To contemplate the forms is to contemplate their life’ (H. W. Piper, The Active Universe: Pantheism and the concept of Imagination in the English Romantic poets (London: Athlone Press, 1962), 73–4).

21 ‘Resolution and Independence’ in CP2V, 123–39. The Leech-gatherer’s employment—as well as the speaker’s focus—grotesquely emphasizes his bodily materiality.

22 LBOP, 76.

23 Woof, 267.

24 Piper, The Active Universe, 60–84. Other possible sources include English Empiricism and Associationism, but Piper is more sceptical about this. James Butler and Karen Green note a connection between ‘Lines written in Early Spring’ and the work of Erasmus Darwin in LBOP, 349–50. Wordsworth used one of the case-histories in Darwin’s Zoonomia as source-material for ‘Goody Blake and Harry Gill’, and asked Joseph Cottle to ‘send me [it] by the first carrier’ in 1798 (EY, 199; see also Duncan Wu, Wordsworth’s Reading, 1770–1799 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 45).

25 On the Stoics, see chapters 32 and 39 in this volume, by John Cole and Adam Potkay. On Lucretius, see Martin Priestman, ‘Lucretius in Romantic and Victorian Britain’ in Stuart Gillespie and Philip Hardie (eds), The Cambridge Companion to Lucretius (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 289–305.

26 ‘The Tables Turned’ in LBOP, 108–9.

27 RCP, 468. This fragment has come to be known as ‘Incipient Madness’.

28 LBOP, 218–20.

29 LBOP, 252–68.

30 Jonathan Bate, The Song of the Earth (London: Picador, 2000), 147.

31 Bate, Song of the Earth, 145.

32 Bate, Song of the Earth, 148.

33 Marjorie Levinson, Wordsworth’s Great Period Poems: Four Essays (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 40. Subsequently, Levinson has written on Wordsworth and Spinoza, addressing some of the issues that have been discussed in this piece. This has been accompanied by a shift in perspective on, if not a complete abandonment of, her previous reading: ‘What “Tintern Abbey” could not “see” but could for that reason…make visible was its critique of that [Cartesian] subject-object problematic. …I stand by that reading [in Wordsworth’s Great Period Poems] today’ (‘A Motion and a Spirit: Romancing Spinoza’, Studies in Romanticism 46 (2007), 367–408, 406). Other readings that have highlighted the differences between things and objects in ‘Tintern Abbey’ include Marilyn Gaull, ‘“Things Forever Speaking” and “Objects of All Thought”’, Wordsworth Circle 39 (2008), 52–5; and Crystal B. Lake, ‘The Life of Things At Tintern Abbey’, Review of English Studies 63 (2012), 444–65.

34 Levinson, Wordsworth’s Great Period Poems, 24–5.
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44 Martin Heidegger, ‘The Thing’, in Poetry, Language, Thought, trans. Albert Hofstadter (New York: HarperCollins, 1975), 163–80 (174).
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47 Potkay,Wordsworth’s Ethics, 85.

48 LBOP, 351.
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50 See, for example, Bruno Latour’s ‘parliament of things’ in We Have Never Been Modern, trans. Catherine Porter (London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993), 142–5 and Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: a Political Ecology of Things (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010).

51 Thinking about Romanticism ecologically has its origins in Karl Kroeber, ‘“Home at Grasmere”: Ecological Holiness’, PMLA 89 (1974), 132–41. In addition to The Song of the Earth, Jonathan Bate has written more specifically on Wordsworth in Romantic Ecology: Wordsworth and the Environmental Tradition (London: Routledge, 1991). For an excellent sceptical approach to ecocriticism, see Ralph Pite, ‘How Green Were the Romantics?’, Studies in Romanticism 35 (1996), 357–73. Critics have also found a darker relationship between Wordsworth and nature: see, for example, Timothy Morton, Ecology without Nature: Rethinking Environmental Aesthetics (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007) or Paul Fry’s ‘gray’ rather than ‘green’ Wordsworth in Wordsworth and the Poetry of What We Are (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008), 60–74.
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53 Bruno Latour, The Pasteurization of France, trans. Alan Sheridan and John Law (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988), 164.


PART VI

ASPECTS OF RECEPTION


CHAPTER 43

WORDSWORTH AMONG THE ROMANTICS

MATTHEW SCOTT

I

ON 28 December 1817 William Wordsworth was invited to dinner at the studio of the artist Benjamin Robert Haydon off Lisson Grove in Marylebone. He was in London to help Christopher Wordsworth with the winding up of the estate of their eldest brother, Richard, and was staying a short distance away on Mortimer Square. Haydon had several reasons for organizing a post-Christmas dinner party. In part, he wanted to show off his new premises in which he had his latest massive work, Christ’s Entry into Jerusalem, a painting that contained portraits of a number of historical figures as well as friends of his, including Wordsworth. But he also hoped to introduce Wordsworth to a new acquaintance, with whom he was much taken, the young poet John Keats, who also features in the painting. Alongside Keats, there were several other guests including the essayist Charles Lamb, an old friend of Wordsworth, and Tom Monkhouse, a financier who was known to the 47-year-old poet through his wife, Mary. It was an all-male gathering, full of drink and gossip, and has remained ever since as the locus classicus of the literary anecdote for the Romantic period: ‘The Immortal Dinner’. Rarely was such a remarkable gathering of British creative minds drawn together in the period, except perhaps—to borrow an idea from John F. Kennedy—when Wordsworth himself dined alone.

Haydon’s account of the evening is full of the comedy of Lamb misbehaving drunkenly amid serious discussion of some literary forebears: Homer, Shakespeare, Milton, and Virgil. At one memorable point, as he records it in his diary, Lamb

in a strain of humour beyond description, abused me for putting Newton’s head into my picture; “a fellow”, said he, “who believed nothing unless it was as clear as the three sides of a triangle.” And then he and Keats agreed he had destroyed all the poetry of the rainbow by reducing it to the prismatic colours. It was impossible to resist him and we all drank “Newton’s health and confusion to mathematics.”1

The episode has a famed legacy in Keats’s powerful assertion in his poem ‘Lamia’, written two years later, that the ‘charms’ of the natural world ‘fly | At the mere touch of cold philosophy’; a charge, as it becomes clear, directed at the natural science of the Enlightenment:


There was an awful rainbow once in heaven:

We know her woof, her texture; she is given

In the dull catalogue of common things.

Philosophy will clip an Angel’s wings,

Conquer all mysteries by rule and line,

Empty the haunted air, and gnomed mine—

Unweave a rainbow, as it erewhile made

The tender-person’d Lamia melt into a shade.(‘Lamia’, II. 231–8)2



Keats may have felt that the explanations of Newtonian science undermined the wonder of the rainbow but, as Stephen Prickett has observed, Wordsworth’s reaction to the toast was rather ambiguous.3 Indeed, a letter of 1842 from Haydon to the poet recalled the earlier incident, observing that Wordsworth had sought clarification of the pair’s purpose before joining in. Nevertheless, it is still easy to see Keats’s own enthusiasm at the dinner as an attempt to curry favour with someone who was perceived to be out of love with the march of scientific progress. Wordsworth was keenly alive to the scientific discoveries of the time—a friend to both Humphry Davy and Thomas Beddoes—and yet he was not instinctively scientific. Indeed, Isaiah Berlin was more or less right in stating bluntly that when ‘Wordsworth said that to dissect is to murder, this is approximately what he meant’.4 Moreover, Berlin’s assertions about the nature of Romanticism are useful as a guide to discovering the place of Wordsworth within it. His account has Romanticism as a rejection of an earlier submission to the science of facts. It is suspicious of any ‘understanding’ of the universe that isn’t grounded in the vagaries of the individual human subject, as constructed within the fallible historical institutions of class, nation, religion, and myth.

We have a quick sense of where Berlin helps us with Wordsworth and also where he is generalizing about the period if we turn to a fabulous early moment in the latter’s writing. It comes as he is contemplating some looming Cumbrian clouds that appear to him to be physically continuous with the vast yet indeterminate mountains over which they hang—the whole an analogue for the sublime of internal consciousness. ‘The mind of man is fashioned and built up | Even as a strain of music’, he observes in the first version of The Prelude, written in 1799.5 The connection between the building abstractions of music and the growth of the mind’s imaginings is common enough, music being after all a human product, but the relation of this to the apprehension of natural phenomena that are at once firmly physical and also shifting and half-perceived, vanishing into vaporous nothingness, feels mysterious and quintessentially Romantic. And yet it is not entirely surprising to discover a similar metaphor appearing in T. S. Eliot’s poem The Dry Salvages (1941) when he describes a waterfall, the distillation of cloud, as ‘music heard so deeply | That it is not heard at all, but you are the music | While the music lasts’.6

The change of person is key here, unlocking the relationship between the two poems in ways that are somewhat surprising. Wordsworth’s universal mind of man becomes personal, and Eliot lays down an implicit challenge, for there are presumably some among us who do not hear the music as Eliot and his ideal reader do. The essence of his claim is similar, however: the strange power of nature is such that we not only recognize it in itself as remarkable but we also recognize its capacity to make us aware of the extraordinary perceptual apparatus with which we have been gifted in the first place to enable that very act of recognition. The mind marvels not only at the things outside it that are remarkable but it also marvels at itself. This is a very Romantic phenomenon: a wondering not only at the world but also at the self—the very thing that orders that world such that we apprehend and understand it at all. What is most striking about connecting the two observations is that despite what we might expect from one of the greatest of the Modernists, a group who are taken generally to be suspicious of the potential solipsism of Romanticism, Eliot feels not less but in fact more Romantic than Wordsworth.

This encourages us surely to ask about the extent to which Wordsworth is exemplary as a Romantic. In this chapter, I shall develop the idea that Wordsworth is at once the most significant ‘Romantic’ thinker in the English tradition (one whose only rivals in terms of their influence on the thought of the period are three figures none of whom are exactly Romantics in period terms: Immanuel Kant, Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe) and also someone who overwhelms Romanticism as an aesthetic and psychological movement tout court. It is easy to see obvious Romantic topics throughout Wordsworth’s writing such as the Gothic, the supernatural, and the ballad, all of which he is at least in part responsible for developing as hallmarks of Romanticism. Yet there are aspects of Wordsworth’s writing that complicate our conception of him as a Romantic; indeed his classicism might be said to emerge in a poem such as ‘Laodamia’ (1815). More importantly, however, Wordsworth’s most influential achievements—‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’, the Immortality ‘Ode’, and The Prelude—investigate concerns that are central to the intellectual climate of the time (subjectivity, imagination, the relationship between the individual and the natural world); but they do so in profound ways that far exceed their character as mere exemplars of high Romanticism in England. While the poetry of John Clare, for instance, might be said to contribute to our understanding of Romanticism as an aesthetic movement concerned with the local and its traditions grounded in rural culture, Wordsworth expands that movement into a rare shift in human consciousness.

Nevertheless, the idea that Wordsworth was exemplary of the age in which he lived was already current within his lifetime. William Hazlitt in his portrait of the poet, ‘Mr. Wordsworth’, in The Spirit of the Age (1825) went so far as to say that ‘Wordsworth’s genius is a pure emanation of the Spirit of the Age’, though he followed this up with a characteristic barb: ‘Had he lived in any other period of the world, he would never have been heard of’.7 The qualifying comment is plainly unfair, reflecting Hazlitt’s sense of disillusion at what he felt was Wordsworth’s political apostasy, but the essential notion is one caught earlier in a famous remark of Keats. In a letter on 10 January 1818, he wrote to Haydon:


Your friendship fo[r]‌ me is now getting into its teens—and I feel the past.

Also every day older I get—the greater is my idea of your atchievements in

Art: and I am convinced that there are three things to rejoice at in this

Age—The Excursion Your Pictures, and Hazlitt's depth of Taste.8



For all that they make rather a peculiar trio in retrospect, Keats’s grouping provides a useful key to Wordsworth’s place within British Romanticism. Associated naturally with the other writers of the first generation and in particular with the ‘Lake School’, Wordsworth’s connections to Hazlitt and Haydon go some way to demonstrating the extent to which he was also part of a longer, more metropolitan and multi-disciplinary Romanticism. He had important friendships with painters other than Haydon, including notably his sometime patron Sir George Beaumont, whose painting of Peele Castle lies behind the elegy for his brother John, ‘Elegiac Stanzas’, one of the most profound and moving poems in his 1807 collection. He remained keenly aware of developments in literary London through his acquaintance with figures such as Charles Lamb, Leigh Hunt, and Henry Crabb Robinson; and it was through the last of these, aided by Lamb, that an association with the older William Blake was made. The two poets exhibited many similar concerns in their early poetry with its apparently simple form and deep political purpose. For all their many differences, as detailed by Heather Glen, it remains a remarkable coincidence of literary history that two collections of poetry sharing as much in common as Lyrical Ballads and the Songs of Innocence and of Experience (1789–94) should have been produced in the same decade by writers who at that point knew nothing of one another.9 Robinson read Wordsworth to the ageing Blake, who though quaintly horrified by parts of the rather Christian Excursion (1814), pronounced the former ‘a pagan, but still…the greatest poet of the age’.10 Blake died shortly thereafter and so the two never met, but Wordsworth would live on to make Rydal Mount a site of literary pilgrimage for writers of the next generation. Notably, he was visited by Ralph Waldo Emerson and, as a fundamental influence upon Henry David Thoreau, was ultimately central to the development of Romanticism in America. In short, Keats’s letter reminds us that it is wrong to imagine Wordsworth pursuing an isolated and independent poetic project or to see him merely as the most important member of a movement whose spiritual home was Grasmere.

Keats was very young when he wrote this, and no doubt star-struck by Haydon, who for all his paranoia was intimate with many of the important figures of the time, but there is enough in the expressions of sincere admiration elsewhere in his sonnets to the painter that it is reasonable to think that he is not merely flattering him. Still, beyond their lack of appeal to present taste, it is relatively difficult to see much common purpose in Haydon’s monumental canvases, slightly camp, depicting distant historical or biblical episodes and Wordsworth’s occasionally lugubrious philosophical epic, set against the backdrop of a Lake District that is at once apparently timeless and yet also deeply affected by contemporary concerns. Wordsworth himself, however, plainly saw them both embarked on a similarly elevated aesthetic enterprise. ‘High is our calling, Friend!—Creative Art’, he declared to Haydon in an 1815 sonnet that goes on speak of the artist’s ‘pencil pregnant with etherial hues’ (CWRT, III. 80). Haydon was certainly at his best as a draughtsman, as is clear from a poignant pencil study of Wordsworth for Christ’s Entry that is held at Dove Cottage. In the sonnet, however, Wordsworth exhorts Haydon not to allow his spirit to sink in the face of adverse criticism, something he had of course faced himself in the wake of the publication of Lyrical Ballads, and rather than bending to fashion to hold fast to his ambition to reinvigorate historical painting. The three figures of Keats’s letter might therefore be brought together as aesthetic outsiders, though ironically in Wordsworth’s case only retrospectively. The idea that the artist should stand outside the conventions of society as a critic of the establishment, and indeed as a radical figure, is quintessential to Romanticism but Wordsworth was by this time becoming part of the established literary world and doctrinally rather conservative. It is an idea that had been fostered in William Hazlitt, a friend of Haydon and an old acquaintance of the poet, during the time he spent with the Wordsworth circle in the late 1790s. Hazlitt’s account of the shifting self, an unstable, changing entity over time that is held together only by the memory of transformational moments of imaginative intensity in youth, owes a great deal to the thoughts that Wordsworth was working out as he began the project that would lead eventually to The Prelude with its spots of time. In his Letter to William Gifford (1819), a startling piece of invective, Hazlitt would later say that this early philosophical discovery, which underpinned his thoughts on natural disinterestedness and the innate benevolence of mankind, had coloured all his later thought, and indeed he remained committed to maintaining the principles of those early times, often by highlighting the distance that Wordsworth and Coleridge had moved away from them.

II

Hazlitt should have been present at ‘The Immortal Dinner’ but he was excluded at the last moment after having upset Wordsworth with his review of The Excursion. Modern taste has been kinder to Hazlitt’s critique than it has been to the poem. Keats presumably had it mind when he remarked in a letter to Richard Woodhouse of 27 October 1818 that for all his genius Wordsworth was also the poet of the ‘wordsworthian egotistical sublime’.11 It is evidence of Keats’s critical brilliance that he caught this in a lengthy and rather unapproachable narrative poem that is pretty characteristic of the age and yet nothing like as egotistical and hence ‘Romantic’, in the modern sense, as Wordsworth’s most autobiographical work, The Prelude. This is not a trivial point. In as much as Wordsworth helps us to understand the historical movement of Romanticism, he also transcends it considerably. Critics tend not to speak about an age of Wordsworth in the way that they might of Dryden, Johnson, or Goethe, and yet he is rather the most considerable figure of the period. Harold Bloom has described Wordsworth, alongside Petrarch, as one of the two transformational poets of Western literature.12 One created the Renaissance love lyric, Bloom contends, while the other was the original poet of interiority—the fundamental topos of modern poetry. Yet at times Wordsworth’s writing is consistent with the norms of the Romantic period but is not terribly ‘Romantic’. On other occasions, by contrast, it is astonishingly unusual but highly significant to the later critical construction that is ‘Romanticism’.

‘Character of the Happy Warrior’ and the ‘Ode to Duty’, both from his Poems, in Two Volumes (1807), have formal elements that link them to the classical conventions of canonical eighteenth-century poetry while also displaying some of the slightly stolid values that might be more easily associated with Victorianism. It is relatively straightforward to situate them on a literary historical bridge between the two periods but they are not obvious guides to Wordsworth’s place within Romanticism. ‘My heart leaps up’, from the same collection meanwhile, a poem whose implicit disavowal of the Newtonian rainbow Keats must surely have recalled when he joined in Lamb’s toast, is fragmentary and apparently torn off from a larger thought. Superficially trivial, its implications run to the very heart of Romanticism precisely for these reasons. The thought at the heart of the poem, that the adult must hold on to a childlike sensibility, is one formed when an apparently contained act of imagination—one demonstrated and yet half-constrained by the deliberate syntax and grammar of the poem’s two sentences—is confronted by a rainbow, the extraordinary strangeness of natural beauty at its most acute. It seems at first to be simple and carefully controlled within the almost childish form of its nine short lines. But as the poem comes to rest on its final words, ‘natural piety’, the reader is reminded of the need in human beings for something beyond the purely rational, or at least the need for a power that will restore the link between the seeming endlessness of human life that is always latent within the inexorable power of consciousness and a knowledge of the inescapable cycle of too rapid growth and too imminent death:


My heart leaps up when I behold

 A Rainbow in the sky:

So was it when my life began;

So is it now I am a Man;

So be it when I shall grow old,

 Or let me die!

The Child is Father of the Man;

And I could wish my days to be

Bound each to each by natural piety.(CWRT, I. 669)



It is at the very point that we recognize the charm of the short poem’s discretion that it explodes to threaten us with the reminder of the inevitable loss of consciousness that awaits us all, and it is for this exact reason that the final word ‘piety’ has such power. It is a quintessential Romantic question that remains: we might indeed find solace in piety to a power higher than ourselves but, in a world of at best unconventional religion, where is the God that we might venerate except the very unforgiving Nature that will inevitably take life from us and leave us, without consciousness, as nothing?

These are grim thoughts; and it is as well not to allow them to become dominant, not least because Wordsworth is first and foremost a poet who celebrates the potentially emancipatory qualities of intense moments of private consciousness, when they free us both from the slavery of social strictures and also from the binds of the reflective mind’s awareness of its own temporality. It is at such moments that his poetry makes us aware of a connection to something more awesome than ourselves, whatever that may truly be. In the passage that I mentioned earlier from the two-part Prelude (1799), Wordsworth describes his stealing of a boat and rowing it beneath a crag that anthropomorphizes into a moral presence, which is, in a powerful phrase from ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’, a ‘silent monitor’ (l. 115) for the morality of his behaviour:


—She was an elfin pinnace; twenty times

I dipped my oars into the silent lake,

And, as I rose upon the stroke, my Boat

Went heaving through the water, like a swan—

When from behind that rocky steep, till then

The bound of the horizon, a huge Cliff,

As if with voluntary power instinct,

Upreared its head: I struck, and struck again,

And, growing still in stature, the huge cliff

Rose up between me and the stars, and still

With measured motion, like a living thing,

Strode after me.(Prel-2, 103–14)



There is clearly a religious power in his conception of the natural world here but the word ‘thing’ taxes us if we want to give it ecclesiastical form. Hazlitt, in his superb essay ‘My First Acquaintance with Poets’ (published in Leigh Hunt’s extraordinary periodical The Liberal in 1823), recalled a conversation with Coleridge in 1798 in which the latter complained of a ‘matter-of-factness’ in Wordsworth’s poetry—an idea upon which he would later build in his own criticisms of Wordsworth in the second volume of Biographia Literaria (1817)—and it is easy to see something of this in the use of the word.13 The natural world, at least in its archetypal Romantic guise, isn’t obviously made of ‘things’—of dull objects of fact that have an almost machine-like capacity to come after one. It is as though Wordsworth has absorbed the language of industry and turned it back upon itself. The young poet—here swan-like—is a thing of nature at odds with its very essence. But the word also points to something else, which is the thought that for all its superficial beauty, the natural world is made fundamentally from brute matter, its surface lying like an enchanted covering on that more elemental substance. Wordsworth often has, as Peter Swaab once observed, ‘fears about the evanescence of the supernatural both in himself and in the perceived world’, fears that are of a piece with wider anxieties in the period that the great hope for aesthetic experience—that it may provide redemption from a general disenchantment with the immanent by transforming it into the transcendent—is held in vain.14 An interesting element in this passage, however, is not that it speaks of the evanescence of the supernatural but rather of the way in which two versions of the supernatural appear to compete with one another: one is the rather jejune realm of fairyland in which the boy rows forward on his funny little boat, the ‘elfin pinnace’; the other is the more awesome, intuited but unseen power of Nature. The passage might be said to contain two forms of wonder that are very characteristic of Romantic thought. First, there is a childlike marvelling at the unfamiliar, which is attached to the suspicious logic of the fairytale. Then there is a deeper, potent and philosophical wonder that suggests a fundamental moral responsibility for an external world whose essence cannot be fully grasped.

It is significant that the word ‘elfin’ has slightly suspicious connotations too when it appears in the poetry of Keats. His Belle Dame sans Merci whisks the knight off to ‘her elfin grot’ (29) in that ballad, with terribly emasculating consequences. In his slightly earlier ‘Eve of St Agnes’, meanwhile, it is ‘an elfin storm from faery land’ (343) that provides the immediate cover for the lovers to escape into the night, though the suggestion at the end of the poem is that tricked by illusion it is not in fact an escape for Madeline at all but rather a fall from grace. More than in Wordsworth, elves in Keats’s poetry are ‘deceiving’ (‘Ode to a Nightingale’, 74), ‘meddling’ (‘On Fame (II)’, 7), ‘fog-born’ (Endymion, II. 277) and purveyors of trickery (‘Lamia’, I. 55, 147), but the sense of their belonging to a world of the marvellous disobedient to the logic of the ordinary but intuited nevertheless through acts of imagination—such as the elves who control the windows of the Claude Lorrain-inspired Enchanted Castle that Keats imagines in the dream he relates in ‘To J. H. Reynolds Esq.’ (50)—is similar. It is useless, of course, to talk of the earlier passage exerting an influence upon later Romantic writers since it remained unpublished during Wordsworth’s lifetime, but the connection remains suggestive. William Empson wrote perceptively half a century ago that ‘readers tend to make too much of one author influencing another, whereas at the time Romantic sentiment was an obvious force, pervading Western European society, and often giving people decisive instructions though they could not have told us why’.15 While we should guard against bundling up our critical conception of Wordsworth’s achievement within a general definition of Romanticism for some of the reasons suggested already, his influence on the poets of the second generation was immeasurable. In particular, the extraordinary qualities of Keats’s late great odes—a balance of exquisite refinement and economy of form alongside poised philosophical reflection—draw deeply upon Wordsworth’s own extraordinary achievements both in that genre and beyond.

In Haydon’s copy of The Excursion, now at Cornell University, he dolefully marked a particularly nostalgic passage from Book Four with the annotation, ‘Poor Keats used always to prefer this passage to all others’:


Once more to distant Ages of the world

Let us revert, and place before our thoughts

The face which rural Solitude might wear

To the unenlightened Swains of pagan Greece.(CExc, IV. 843–6)16



The imagined construction of ancient Greece as an enchanted pastoral ideal in which herdsmen lived in unselfconscious bliss is a commonplace from neoclassicism but in the wake of early industrialization it returns with renewed force in British and European Romanticism. We can trace similar thoughts in the work of Shelley and Byron as well as throughout the poetry of Keats, culminating in the ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’. Within that ideal, mankind is at one with a similarly unselfconscious Nature whose creatures suffer neither from an awareness of their ultimate death nor from an apprehension of the wider degeneration of the fabric of society. It is the divorce from Nature however and the arrival of self-consciousness, bringing with it an acute apprehension of mortality, that drives Keats’s ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ forward, as is clear from the third stanza:


Fade far away, dissolve, and quite forget

  What thou among the leaves hast never known,

The weariness, the fever, and the fret

  Here, where men sit and hear each other groan;

Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last grey hairs,

  Where youth grows pale, and spectre-thin, and dies;

     Where but to think is to be full of sorrow

     And leaden-eyed despairs;

Where Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes,

     Or new Love pine at them beyond to-morrow.

            (‘Ode to a Nightingale’, 21–30)17



John Barnard has remarked that the reading of a slightly earlier passage from Book IV of The Excursion lies discreetly behind these lines.18 It is a stunningly poignant moment, one that seems almost to stand alone, and upon which John Ruskin dwelt at some length in Fors Clavigera (Letter V, May 1871).19 It comes at the close of one long verse paragraph and the beginning of the next:


And doubtless, sometimes, when the hair was shed

Upon the flowing stream, a thought arose

Of Life continuous, Being unimpaired;

That hath been, is, and where it was and is

There shall be,—seen, and heard, and felt, and known,

And recognized,—existence unexposed

To the blind walk of mortal accident;

From diminution safe and weakening age;

While Man grows old, and dwindles, and decays;

And countless generations of Mankind

Depart; and leave no vestige where they trod.

We live by admiration, hope, and love;

And even as these are well and wisely fixed,

In dignity of being we ascend.(CExc, IV. 749–62)



The cadence of the ninth line quoted here is clearly recalled in the sixth of Keats’s stanza but there is an added gloom in the latter as it deals with death in youth, and this jars with the rhythm of Keats’s lines, which is lighter and fleeter of foot than the regularity of Wordsworth’s, reminding us, lest we forget, of the speed with which the time of life trips by. Keats certainly knew this passage, with its rather obvious allusion to the faith, hope and charity of 1 Corinthians 13:13, and what is significant surely is that while the two feel similar in ethos, they betray striking differences of philosophical emphasis. If there is redemption from death in Keats’s poem then it comes in two ways. First is the sense that aesthetic experience is an end in itself, something that makes us aware of the very complexity of the perceptual apparatus with which we have been temporarily gifted and that encourages us to pause and ask questions about the structure of a conscious mind that is potent and rewarding but whose workings are evasive, being at once receptive and creative. Then, supplementary to this but in its way no less significant, there is a feeling of selflessness that we derive from aesthetic experience as it forces upon us an awareness that ours is not the first such experience. The hearing of the song of the nightingale, the reading of Homer, the seeing of the Elgin Marbles are all experiences that press upon us a sense of being human within a tradition of other reactions to the world around us, both to those cultural things that are the product of the ways in which the world has been received and modified by human consciousness and those that are simply the stuff of nature, of which we too are momentarily a part. The first of these ideas of redemption is certainly one that Keats learns from Wordsworth but the second, if we are to take his comment about Wordsworth’s egotism seriously, is one that he makes for himself.

Wordsworth is at his most high-minded in these lines from The Excursion and they might remind us of the sonnet to Haydon, mentioned earlier. That he took the moral purpose of his poetry very seriously indeed is apparent from his earliest comments upon it in prose. For all that they are embedded deeply within what Byron, in the dedication to Don Juan (1819), called ‘a rather long “Excursion”’ (l. 25), the three emotions highlighted here (admiration, hope, and love) run to the heart of what he had placed at the centre of his ethical project from the start. Romanticism as a cast of mind may feel rather pessimistic in its account of humanity if we highlight its obsession with madness, the irrational and the extremes of emotion that follow from the vagaries of life. Wordsworth is, however, in essence an optimist determined to hold on to the idea that human beings are naturally benevolent and well disposed towards one another. From this follows his faith in hope and love as cornerstones of the life well lived that may save us from the fear of death. The third emotion, admiration, is more difficult to define but it grows, I think, out of the Enlightenment’s desire to explain the world in rational, scientific terms and yet combines with this a form of the penetrating wonder that I described earlier—a fascination with and care for a world around us that necessarily eludes understanding. It is for this reason that while Wordsworth may have been suspicious of the desiccating order of Newton’s arid explanations of natural beauty, he could not join Keats immediately at ‘The Immortal Dinner’ in dismissing their value.

III

In March 1824, Wordsworth was once again at Haydon’s for another literary gathering. Present on this occasion was William Bewick, the painter, who also features in Christ’s Entry, and Ugo Foscolo, the Italian poet and author of Dei sepolcri. Foscolo, a radical nationalist and near contemporary of Wordsworth, had left Milan when the fall of Napoleon brought about the return of the Austrians, and he was to live out the remainder of his life in London, contributing articles to the Edinburgh and Quarterly reviews and enjoying a measure of somewhat disorganized literary celebrity. Bewick’s spirited account of the party begins with Foscolo taking an uncertain cue from a chance remark of Dorothy Wordsworth to recite one of his sonnets in the Italian and goes on to describe an altercation between the two poets that ended with Foscolo brandishing his fist in Wordsworth’s face and shouting at him in broken English. The origins of their disagreement lay in their divergent views on the principles of human action, a matter that returns us to Hazlitt. As they discussed the subject of disinterestedness, Wordsworth was determined to promote the many ‘acts of noble and disinterested beneficence in the history of man’.20 Foscolo, by contrast, was adamant that any act that appears superficially to be disinterested must conceal an underlying motive that lies in the expectation of reward. For him, the individual self and self-interests stand at the heart of all action, and his list of motives makes for a rather bleak account of humanity: ‘in the first instance…expectancy of recompense; and in the second place, of self-gratification, vanity, pride, ambition, or the innumerable small selfish passions in the breast of man’.21

Foscolo does not emerge well from Bewick’s narrative and he even appears somewhat unbalanced in his misanthropy. In fact, the poets probably shared more in common than is suggested by the ferocity of their disagreement. Foscolo’s view that society constrained the individual and was necessarily inimical to self-expression sounds Byronic and indeed the two writers were often compared to one another. It is worth remembering, however, that Wordsworth, the supreme poet of the self, believed that natural disinterestedness was the condition of man in an undegenerate state. We need only recall his account of London to be reminded of the extent to which he felt that contemporary society reduced individuals to an indistinguishable army of slaves:


The slaves unrespited of low pursuits,

Living amid the same perpetual flow

Of trivial objects, melted and reduced

To one identity, by differences

That have no law, no meaning, and no end(Prel-13, VII. 700–4).



The youthful belief that society was in need of radical reform that would free individual subjects explains the enthusiasm with which Wordsworth, committed to the ideas of Rousseau, greeted the French Revolution, and it also explains the sense of dejection that he felt after the Great Terror.

Indeed, the connection to Rousseau is intriguing, not least because Wordsworth embraced Rousseau’s chief antagonist, Edmund Burke, when he came to revise The Prelude (1850), adding a celebration of the great orator ‘old, but vigorous in age’ standing ‘like an oak whose stag-horn branches start | Out of its leafy brow’ to his description of London in Book VII (Prel-14, VII. 519–20). Hazlitt was the first to draw out a comparison between the Wordsworth and Rousseau, noting that for all his significance as a political reformer who had ‘overturned established systems’, Rousseau’s only true subject was himself. Rousseau owed his power, Hazlitt observed, ‘to the tyranny which his feelings…exercised over himself’; and the essay goes on to make a striking claim:

The writer who most nearly resembles [Rousseau] in our own times is the author of the Lyrical Ballads. We see no other difference between them, than that the one wrote in prose and the other in poetry. …Rousseau, in a word, interests you in certain objects by interesting you in himself: Mr. Wordsworth would persuade you that the most interesting objects are interesting in themselves, because he is interested in them (‘On the Character of Rousseau’, The Round Table, 1814).22

This is rather ungenerous and suggests that for all Wordsworth’s ostensible belief in the natural benevolence of man as well as his stated objective in writing in the first place—to produce ‘a class of Poetry…well adapted to interest mankind permanently’—his only true interest is himself (1800, Preface) (PrW, I.120). Nevertheless, the sense of a connection between the two writers is powerful, as Thomas McFarland has argued, not least because, although it cannot be proved with certainty that Wordsworth knew Rousseau’s Confessions, that work can be read very persuasively as a model for The Prelude.23

Wordsworth never shared Coleridge’s obsessive interest in contemporary European literature, but he was not ignorant of it. In a slightly comical encounter, he met Friedrich Gottlieb Klopstock with Coleridge in the autumn of 1798, when the old classical poet praised Gottfried August Bürger, whose ballad Lenore was popular at the time in Britain, at the expense of Goethe and Friedrich Schiller, both of whose work he knew. Wordsworth’s play The Borderers is one of many from the 1790s to display the influence of Schiller’s first drama, Die Räuber, and there is plenty of evidence that he was familiar with a lot of other German writing of the time. In the preface to 1800, Wordsworth refers famously to the ‘sickly and stupid German Tragedies’ that were currently in fashion and he has in mind works by authors such as August von Kotzebue, whose play Lovers’ Vows is central to Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park (PrW, I. 128). Elsewhere, in his ‘Essay, Supplementary to the Preface’, for example, he displays a more measured knowledge of German literature, and indeed Goethe’s Der Wandrer, published in a translation by William Taylor in August 1798 but known earlier by Wordsworth, has often been seen as a source for ‘The Ruined Cottage’.24 From a philosophical standpoint, meanwhile, connections between Wordsworth’s conception of the self, and indeed the role within this of the imagination in shaping and ordering experience, and German Idealism are intriguing. Coleridge and Wordsworth remained close during the period when the former was immersed in the philosophy of Immanuel Kant and it is plausible that some of the central ideas were passed on.

Certainly, Coleridge quickly decided that it was in fact to be Wordsworth who would write the great philosophical poem that he had himself hoped to produce, and one of Coleridge’s most brilliant poems is an address to Wordsworth composed after hearing The Prelude recited for the first time. Coleridge immediately recognized the philosophical depth of the work:


Into my heart have I received the Lay

More than historic, that prophetic Lay

Wherein (high theme by thee first sung aright)

Of the foundations and the building up

Of the Human Spirit, thou hast dared to tell

What may be told, to th’ understanding mind

Revealable; and what within the mind

By vital Breathings, like the secret soul

Of vernal growth, oft quickens in the Heart

Thoughts too deep for words! (‘To a Gentleman, Composed on the night after his recitation of a Poem on the Growth of an Individual Mind’, 2–11)25



Coleridge’s influence upon Wordsworth is more profound than that of any other writer in the period and the two were inevitably associated with one another in the minds of their contemporaries even after the serious split between them in the autumn of 1810. Leigh Hunt’s early satire The Feast of the Poets (first published in 1811 but greatly expanded in 1814), for example, imagines the two poets being rejected together from the table of Apollo:


But Wordsworth can scarcely yet manage to speak;

And Coleridge, they say, is excessively weak;

Indeed he has fits of the painfulest kind:

He stares at himself and his friends, till he’s blind;

Then describes his own legs, and claps a long stilt on;

And this he calls lect’ring on ‘Shakspeare and Milton’

(‘The Feast of the Poets’, 1811, ll. 243–8).26



The image of Coleridge blind drunk is rather unfortunate since it was a rude remark that Wordsworth was supposed to have made about Coleridge’s habitual state that had led to the rift in the first place.

In happier times, during the late summer of 1803, Wordsworth had undertaken a tour of Scotland with Coleridge and Dorothy where he met Walter Scott, who was to remain a close associate over many years. In his journal entry for 21 March 1819, George Ticknor recalled the praise with which Wordsworth spoke of Scott’s works when he visited Rydal Mount in 1818; and one of Wordsworth’s finest late poems is ‘Yarrow Revisited’ (completed 1831, published 1836) in which he recalls a day spent with Scott in the early autumn of 1831, immediately before the latter departed on a cure for Italy.27 Scott died the following September and there is a moving entry in the Fenwick Notes in which Wordsworth recalls seeing him in a drastically reduced state of health. The poem is valedictory not only of Scott himself but also of the life of writing, ending with the kind of thought that feels very much like a passing of the torch to the next generation:


Flow on for ever, Yarrow Stream!

Fulfil thy pensive duty,

Well pleased that future Bards should chant

For simple hearts thy beauty,

To dream-light dear while yet unseen,

Dear to the common sunshine,

And dearer still, as now I feel,

To memory’s shadowy moonshine!

(‘Yarrow Revisited’, 105–112; CWRT, III. 472)



The irony of this is, of course, that most of the next generation were already dead themselves. A poem of 1835, written immediately after hearing of the death of another Scottish poet, James Hogg, includes a roll call of other recently departed writers, including Scott, Coleridge, Lamb, George Crabbe, with whom he recalls walking on Hampstead Heath, and even Felicia Hemans, ‘who, ere her summer faded, | Has sunk into a breathless sleep’ (‘Extempore Effusion Upon the Death of James Hogg’, 39–40; CWRT, III. 724).

The tour of Scotland provided material for many of Wordsworth’s finest poems in the 1807 volumes, though significantly not ‘The Solitary Reaper’, which grew out of an episode described by Thomas Wilkinson. In particular, it established for Wordsworth the extent of his debt to Robert Burns, who is the subject of a number of poems and also of an important prose work, A Letter to a Friend of Robert Burns (1816). In one of Wordsworth’s very greatest poems, ‘Resolution and Independence’, Burns is imagined alongside Thomas Chatterton a little idealistically as a farmer-poet at his plough, the two taken together as models for Wordsworth in his celebration of youth and awareness of the extent to which the extremes of passion can overthrow cold rationalism with devastating effect:


I thought of Chatterton, the marvellous Boy,

The sleepless Soul that perished in its pride;

Of Him who walked in glory and in joy

Behind his plough, upon the mountain-side:

By our own spirits are we deified;

We Poets in our youth begin in gladness;

But thereof comes in the end despondency and madness.

(‘Resolution and Independence’ ll. 43–9; CWRT, I. 625)



The stanza stands as a rejoinder to the ephemeral appeals of self-obsession and goes some way to refuting Hazlitt’s claim in The Round Table (1814) that Wordsworth was, alongside Rousseau and Cellini, one of the three greatest egotists in human history. To focus attention on the self, it suggests, is only provisionally to deify oneself; the ultimate result is solipsism and sadness.

A poem that expands upon this idea to brilliant effect is Shelley’s masterpiece, Julian and Maddalo, which is his most Wordsworthian work and which speaks of the solitary suffering of the poet’s art: ‘“Most wretched men | Are cradled into poetry by wrong | They learn in suffering what they teach in song”’ (Julian and Maddalo, 544–6).28 It sets up a rivalry between two figures whose originals are Shelley himself as Julian, the enlightened optimist committed to the ideals of the universal benevolence of man, and Byron as Maddalo, the speaker of these lines and a darkly pessimistic Romantic, convinced only of the alluring irrationality of human self-interest. Building upon his earlier poem, ‘Mont Blanc’, which has suggestive links to ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’, Julian and Maddalo contains an account of the expanse of the human mind as analogous to the natural world at its most sublime:


        I love all waste

And solitary places; where we taste

The pleasure of believing what we see

Is boundless, as we wish our souls to be(Julian and Maddalo, 14–17).29



In this case, Shelley is invoking the Lido at Venice though it could as easily be the Lake District or indeed the Alps, which are described in the most Wordsworthian poem by any of the second generation writers, Canto III of Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage. This was unwillingly inspired, if we are to believe Byron, by Shelley’s filling his head with Wordsworth during the summer of 1816 as he was composing it. Certainly, it is true that as a very young man, Byron had been critical of Wordsworth’s 1807 volumes in a review for Monthly Literary Recreations and that at both ends of his poetic career, in English Bards and Scotch Reviewers (1809) and Don Juan, he satirized what he evidently took to be an excessive high-mindedness in Wordsworth. Nevertheless, the influence of ‘Tintern Abbey’ and parts of the recently published Excursion is so palpable in Canto III, when Byron describes escape from human society into the unspoiled Alps, that it led Thomas Medwin—thinking of the lines, ‘I live not in myself, but I become | Portion of that around me;—and to me | High mountains are a feeling!’ (Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, iii. 680–2)—to remark that some of the stanzas ‘smell strongly of the Lakes.’30 Most interesting, however, is not the presence of the sublime in the poem, for which Shelley’s residence in Switzerland must to some extent account, but rather the description of creative consciousness as being an awareness of another self at variance from that of the writer, an idea that Wordsworth captures in Book II of the 1805 Prelude when he describes himself as being aware of ‘Two consciousnesses, conscious of myself | And of some other being’ (II. 32f). In one of the most arresting passages of Romantic poetry, Byron, who could not of course have known The Prelude, appears to mirror Wordsworth’s haunting thought as he writes:


’Tis to create, and in creating live

A being more intense, that we endow

With form our fancy, gaining as we give

The life we image, even as I do now.

What am I? Nothing: but not so art thou,

Soul of my thought! with whom I traverse earth,

Invisible but gazing, as I glow

Mix’d with the spirit, blended with thy birth,

And feeling still with thee in my crush’d feelings’ dearth.

(Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, iii. 46–54)31



SELECT BIBLIOGRAPHY

Abrams, M. H., Natural Supernaturalism: Tradition and Revolution in Romantic Literature (New York: Norton, 1971).

Abrams, M. H., The Correspondent Breeze: Essays on English Romanticism (New York: Norton, 1987).

Berlin, Isaiah, The Roots of Romanticism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013).

Hughes-Hallett, Penelope, The Immortal Dinner: A Famous Evening of Genius and Laughter in Literary London, 1817 (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2001).

Kneale, J. Douglas, Romantic Aversions: Aftermaths of Classicism in Wordsworth and Coleridge (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1999).

McFarland, Thomas, Romanticism and the Heritage of Rousseau (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995).

Magnuson, Paul, Coleridge and Wordsworth: A Lyrical Dialogue (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992).

Magnuson, Paul, Reading Public Romanticism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998).

Newlyn, Lucy, Coleridge, Wordsworth, and the Language of Allusion (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986).

O’Neill, Michael, Romanticism and the Self-Conscious Poem (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997).

Perry, Seamus, ‘Romanticism’, in Iain McCalman (ed.), An Oxford Companion to the Romantic Age (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 682–3.

Perry, Seamus. ‘Romanticism: The Brief History of a Concept’, in Duncan Wu (ed.), A Companion to Romanticism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), 3–11.

Roe, Nicholas (ed.), Leigh Hunt: Life, Poetry, Politics (London: Routledge, 2003).

Scott, Matthew, ‘Romanticism: British and American’, in Roland Greene (ed.), The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, 4th edn (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012), 1222–5.

Wordsworth, Jonathan, Michael C. Jaye, and Robert Woof (eds), William Wordsworth and the Age of English Romanticism (Grasmere: The Wordsworth Trust, 1987).



1 Eric George, The Life and Death of Benjamin Robert Haydon: Historical Painter, 1786–1846 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967), 115–16.

2 John Keats, The Poems of John Keats, ed. Jack Stillinger (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1978), 472–3.

3 Stephen Prickett, Wordsworth and Coleridge: The Poetry of Growth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), 10.

4 Isaiah Berlin, The Roots of Romanticism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013), 139.

5 Prelude 1799, I. 67–8.

6 The Dry Salvages (London: Faber, 1941), 15.

7 William Hazlitt, The Complete Works of William Hazlitt, ed. P. P. Howe (New York: AMS, 1967), XI. 86.

8 John Keats, The Letters of John Keats, 1814–1821, ed. Hyder Edward Rollins, 2 vols (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1958), I. 203.

9 Heather Glen, Vision and Disenchantment: Blake’s Songs and Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983).

10 Geoffrey Keynes, Blake Studies: Essays on his Life and Work (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), 103.

11 Letters of John Keats, I. 387.

12 Harold Bloom, The Western Canon: The Books and School of the Ages (London: Picador, 1995), 239.

13 Hazlitt, XVII. 117 and CCBL, II. 129.

14 Peter Swaab, ‘Vanishings’, The London Review of Books 11:8 (1989), 18–19, 18.

15 William Empson, Argufying: Essays on Literature and Culture, ed. John Haffenden (London: Chatto and Windus, 1987), 323.

16 See note in 21st-Century Oxford Authors: William Wordsworth, ed. Stephen Gill (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 780 and CWRT, ii. 415.

17 Poems of John Keats, 370.

18 See note 26 in John Keats, The Complete Poems, ed. John Barnard (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1973), 679.

19 John Ruskin, The Works of John Ruskin, ed. E. T. Cook and Alexander Wedderburn, 39 vols (London: George Allen, 1903–12), XXVII. 156. See also the reference to the same passage of The Excursion in ‘Studies in the “Discourses” of Sir Joshua Reynolds’ at XXII. 505.

20 E. R. Vincent, Ugo Foscolo: An Italian in Regency London (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1953), 17.

21 Vincent, Ugo Foscolo, 18.

22 Hazlitt, IV. 89, 92.

23 Thomas McFarland, Romanticism and the Heritage of Rousseau (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), 68–70. On Wordsworth’s reading of Rousseau, see Duncan Wu, Wordsworth’s Reading, 1770–1799 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 119–20; 181–5.

24 See, for example, Quentin Bailey, ‘“Dangerous and Suspicious Trades”: Wordsworth’s Pedlar and the Board of Police Revenue’, Romanticism 31 (2007), 244–56, 244.

25 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Coleridge’s Poetry and Prose, ed. Nicholas Halmi, Paul Magnuson, and Raimonda Modiano (New York: Norton, 2004), 200.

26 Leigh Hunt, The Reflector, a quarterly magazine on subjects of philosophy, politics and the liberal arts (London: John Hunt, 1811), II. 321.

27 George Ticknor, Life, Letters and Journal of George Ticknor, 2 vols (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin, 1876), 278.

28 Percy Bysshe Shelley, The Poems of Shelley: II. 1817–1819, ed. Kelvin Everest and Geoffrey Matthews (Harlow: Pearson, 2000), 691.

29 Shelley, Poems, 664.

30 Thomas Medwin, Conversations of Lord Byron, ed. E. J. Lovell (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1966), 194 and George Gordon, Lord Byron, The Complete Poetical Works, II. Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, ed. Jerome J. McGann (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), 103.

31 Byron, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, p. 78.


CHAPTER 44

‘INTIMATIONS’ IN AMERICA

RICHARD GRAVIL

He who cannot relish Wordsworth, is advised to be take himself to the Annuals

—Richard Henry Dana Sr 1

IN 1825, William Cullen Bryant (then thirty-one) delivered four authoritative lectures on poetry at the New York Athenaeum, promoting the new poetry of the old world. The poetry of ‘Wordsworth, Scott, Coleridge, Byron, Southey, Shelley and others’, he told his audience, is ‘bold, varied, impassioned, irregular, and impatient of precise laws, beyond that of any former age’. It exhibits ‘the freshness, the vigor, and perhaps also the disorder, of a new literature’.2 By contrast, as he had told readers of The North American Review seven years earlier, poetry in the new world was still hopelessly staid; Timothy Dwight’s was ‘remarkable for its unbroken monotony’, Joel Barlow’s was ‘utterly destitute of interest’, and both exemplified a poetic culture addled by ‘sickly and affected imitation’.3

What Ralph Waldo Emerson will demand in his ‘American Scholar’ lecture of 1837—a poetry ‘with an original relation to the universe’, which (he implies) would necessarily be American—Bryant candidly celebrates in 1825 as extant, now and in England. And where Emerson will camouflage his enormous indebtedness to Wordsworth by concocting a composite precursor made up of Swedenborg, Burns, Goldsmith, Cowper, Goethe, Wordsworth, and Carlyle (all equally notable, Emerson affects to believe, for embracing ‘the common’, and sitting ‘at the feet of the familiar, the low’),4 Bryant candidly acknowledged to Richard Henry Dana how Lyrical Ballads liberated him from what Emerson would call Europe’s ‘courtly muse’. ‘I shall never forget’, Dana writes,

with what feeling my friend Bryant, some years ago, described to me the effect produced upon him of meeting for the first time with Wordsworth’s ballads. He said that upon opening the book, a thousand springs seemed to gush up at once in his heart, and the face of Nature, of a sudden, to change into a strange freshness and life. He had felt the sympathetic touch from an according mind, and…instantly his powers and affections shot over the earth and through his kind.5

Bryant almost certainly read Lyrical Ballads in 1810, a year or so before he began to produce his and America’s first authentically Romantic poems. When some of these, including the wonderfully autonomous ‘Thanatopsis’ (1811–15), were published in the North American Review in September 1817, one of its editors famously told another, ‘you have been imposed upon; no one on this side of the Atlantic is capable of writing such verses’.6 Bryant went on to appropriate more thoroughly than any American poet the principles enunciated in Wordsworth’s 1800 ‘Preface’ and 1802 ‘Appendix’, announcing succinctly in 1876 that ‘the elements of poetry lie in natural objects, in the vicissitudes of human life, in the emotions of the human heart, and the relations of man to man’, and that what characterized the Romantic renovation of poetry was that poets ‘learned to go directly to nature for their imagery, instead of taking it from what had once been regarded as the common stock of poets’.7

Serious study of Wordsworth in America began with Robert Weisbuch’s Atlantic Double-Cross (1986) and Leon Chai’s Romantic Foundations of the American Renaissance (1987). Wordsworth is an ineluctable presence in both of these studies because Wordsworth occupied much the same status in the America of Bryant and Whitman as Blake did in the America of Allen Ginsberg and Saul Bellow. Known largely through James Humphreys’s Philadelphia edition of Lyrical Ballads (1802), a pirated four-volume edition (Boston, 1824), and Henry Reed’s pioneering one-volume edition (Philadelphia, 1837), Wordsworth was more often quoted than named. The point is made querulously in 1824 by F. W. P. Greenwood in The North American Review, and rather proudly in 1837 by Wordsworth’s sometimes acerbic neighbour Harriet Martineau: Greenwood complains of ubiquitous plagiarisms both in spirit and in letter; Martineau found on her tour that ‘Wordsworth lies at the heart of the people’, his name rarely spoken but his influence powerful.8 As early as 1822, Bryant’s friend James Fenimore Cooper, while reviewing Catherine Sedgwick’s A New-England Tale for The Literary and Scientific Repository, felt no need to tell his readers that the phrase (and the implied poetic) ‘we have all one human heart’ comes from ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’; and Henry Reed concurs. Addressing a university audience in Philadelphia in 1848 Reed clearly senses that to name the author of the lines ‘The world is too much with us, late and soon | Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers’ would have been superfluous, even ill-mannered.9

In the first decade of this millennium—in which decade, ‘print culture’ and ‘material culture’ supplanted ‘literature’ as the focus of much critical activity—critics broadened out from canonical American writers to examine the ways in which different American communities constructed different Wordsworths. In the exemplary work of Joel Pace and others we have encountered Wordsworth as he was reconfigured—even in his lifetime—to aid the agendas of educationists, mental health reformers, environmentalists, farmers, anti-slavery campaigners, Quakers and Unitarians, transcendentalists and Episcopalians, bluestockings, feminists, Federalists and republicans.10 This widening of perspective implies no diminution of Wordsworth’s importance to canonical writers of the ‘American Renaissance’, nor exhaustion of that topic.

The present essay can only offer pointers to Wordsworth’s under-presence in transcendental America. It focuses, mainly, on a set of transactions, philosophic, educational and poetic, with a single poem, the ‘Ode, Intimations of Immortality’, which poem naturally made its way in the new world in company with a variety of associated lyrics.11 I treated some of the most conspicuous examples in Romantic Dialogues: Anglo-American Continuities, 1776–1862 (2000) and those I will merely mention here. Herman Melville, greatly haunted by the ode’s ‘fallings from us, vanishings’, uses Wordsworth in a pivotal chapter of Moby-Dick (‘The Grand Armada’) to define the ‘one life’ pole of his high argument. He depicts infant whales still leading a double life, feeding at their mothers’ breasts, while ‘spiritually feasting upon some unearthly reminiscence’ and embeds these allusions in broader tropes drawn from The Excursion. In Thoreau’s Walden, a creative dialogue both with a range of Wordsworth poems and with a Wordsworthian model of retreat is overt from start to finish: in Thoreau’s ‘lake country’, as he pointedly calls it, Wordsworth’s orchard tufts which can ‘lose themselves’, his hedgerows which can revert to ‘lines of sportive wood run wild’, his farms ‘green to the very door’ (all from ‘The Poem upon the Wye’), are recollected in Thoreau’s sylvan home where ‘unfenced Nature’ reaches his ‘very sills’ (‘Sounds’), his field which serves as ‘the connecting link between wild and cultivated fields’, and even his beans ‘cheerfully returning to their wild and primitive state’ (‘The Bean-Field’).12 But Walden also deploys Wordsworthian tropes of golden dawns and vanished glory not merely to chide Wordsworth’s sense of defeat (that sense, in fact, Thoreau openly identifies with), but to focus for his readers the contrast between America’s promise in 1776 and the grubby betrayals of the 1840s. Emily Dickinson’s forte is the production of many dozens of Lucy poems in a range of keys, offering bittersweet intimations of (im)mortality, and numerous sceptically nuanced assertions of faith that ‘This world is not conclusion’.13 Walt Whitman, who once complained that Wordsworth’s ode tells us nothing uplifting about ‘the impenetrable uncertainty of the Afterwards’,14 nonetheless wrote not one but two imitations of ‘We are Seven’ at the start of his career,15 and not only situated his first great threnody—‘Out of the cradle endlessly rocking’—beside ‘that immortal sea | Which brought us hither’, but cast himself in that poem as the child (explicitly figured as ‘the father of the man’) who raises the questions the ‘outsetting Bard’ will explore. But there is more.

‘THOSE SHADOWY RECOLLECTIONS’

When Coleridge introduced readers of The Friend to ‘Intimations of Immortality’ he did so in these discouraging lines from Dante:


O lyric song, there will be few think I,

Who may thy import understand aright:

Thou are for them so arduous and so high!(Friend, I. 147)



In the same spirit of genuflexion, Gerard Manley Hopkins was inspired by Intimations to class Wordsworth among those ‘very few men’, Plato pre-eminently, whom common repute adjudges to ‘have seen something’. ‘It may even come to be the opinion of the world at large’, Hopkins wrote to Richard Watson Dixon, ‘that in Wordsworth when he wrote that ode human nature got another of those shocks, and the tremble from it is spreading. This opinion I do strongly share; I am, ever since I knew the ode, in that tremble.’16 Across the Atlantic a generation earlier, we find a mature Harvard student, Richard Henry Dana Jr—author of Two Years Before the Mast (1840)—in a similar tremble. He had asked his cousin Professor Edward Tyrrel Channing to suggest a subject for a dissertation:

he read a line from the page he was reading, ‘heaven lies about us in our infancy’, & said ‘why don’t you write upon that’. His suggestion struck me favourably, I took the ode…into my chambers, & spent nearly a whole day reading it over & over, studying it, & committing passages. I became infatuated with its spirit, and under the influence of it, wrote my dissertation. I never wrote anything with greater pleasure to myself; and the ode opened to me the nature of Wordsworth’s mind, & set in motion powers and feelings in myself wh. had never been reached before, &, I believe, was of great advantage to my subsequent studies and thoughts.17

That Harvard’s Boylston Professor of Rhetoric should happen to be reading that page seems only proper. But Dana’s dissertation was adjudged by a candid observer, John Pierce of Brookline, to be ‘of that Swedenborgian, Coleridgean, and dreamy cast which it requires a peculiar structure of mind to understand, much more to relish’.18 Undeterred, Dana continued proselytizing: ‘Miss Catherine Beecher I have seen several times. …She desired me to read her Wordsworth’s Ode to immortality…which she said she could never appreciate or see anything in, and wished to hear once read by a person who professed [my emphasis] to feel & understand it. I did my best; but, although she thanked me for my pains, she acknowledged that it was all Hebrew to her’.19 The Dana story exemplifies the ode’s status. It is sometimes seen as almost ‘all one needs to know on earth’; sometimes as something sui generis, if not quite ‘all Hebrew’. Yet for Edward Channing, and such of his students as Dana, Emerson, and Thoreau, as for his Unitarian brother, William Ellery Channing and his disciples, Peabody and Alcott, for Melville and Hawthorne, it was the inescapable text: its phrases echo in their writings, taking on the colouring of the echoing substance—spiritual, transcendental, macabre, sceptical—grounding even Edgar Allan Poe’s pantheistical peroration in Eureka: a Prose Poem (1848).

Philosophy is not Poe’s strongest suit, but he clearly made the canny discovery that Intimations is the place where Wordsworth’s pantheism and Coleridge’s transcendentalism collide and the former seems overborne by the latter. The conclusion to Eureka is a pugnacious meditation on that discovery. In its closing pages, squaring up to Coleridge, Poe casts his precursor as trapped in the chamber of maiden thought. He has in mind this famous passage from The Friend:


Hast thou ever raised thy mind to the consideration of EXISTENCE, in and by itself, as the mere act of existing? Hast thou ever said to thyself thoughtfully, IT IS! heedless in that moment, whether it were a man before thee, or a flower, or a grain of sand?…The very words, There is nothing! or, there was a time, when there was nothing! are self-contradictory…

Not to BE, then, is impossible; To BE, incomprehensible…it was this…which in the earlier ages seized the nobler minds…with a sort of sacred horror. This it was which first caused them to feel within themselves a something ineffably greater than their own nature. (Friend I. 514–16)20



Poe’s discussion accepts such thought as an excellent starting point, while implying rather condescendingly that it is common to all men, especially (more condescendingly) in youth (the italics are Poe’s):

So long as this Youth endures the feeling that we exist is the most natural of all feelings. …That there was a period at which we did not exist—or, that it might so have happened that we never had existed at all—are the considerations, indeed, which during this youth, we find difficulty in understanding. Why we should not exist, is up to the epoch of our manhood of all queries the most unanswerable. Existence—self-existence—existence from all Time and to all Eternity—seems, up to the Epoch of Manhood, a normal and unquestionable condition:—seems, because it is.21

Next, Poe positions himself, as Coleridge does, vis-à-vis Wordsworth’s ode. Coleridge’s own essay quotes the ninth stanza, with its mysterious thanks and praise for


    those obstinate questionings

 Of sense and outward things,

 Fallings from us, vanishings;

 Blank misgivings of a creature

Moving about in worlds not realized



and for


 Those shadowy recollections,

    Which, be they what they may,

Are yet the fountain light of all our day.



Poe, in his own response to these lines, paraphrases Wordsworth thus:

We walk about, amid the destinies of our world-existence, encompassed by dim but ever present Memories of a destiny more vast—very distant in the by-gone time, and infinitely awful. We live out a Youth peculiarly haunted by such shadows; yet never mistaking them for dreams.22

Coleridge’s commentary on those ‘shadowy recollections’ displays much mental bombast on ‘the idea of the common centre, the universal law, by which all power manifests in opposite yet interdependent forces’, suggesting that ‘enlightening enquiry’ will lead man at last ‘to comprehend gradually and progressively the relation of each to the other, of each to all, and of all to each’ (Friend, I. 511). He finds in the notion of a ‘world of spirit’ nothing less than ‘the substantiating principle of all true wisdom, the satisfactory solution of all the contradictions of human nature, of the whole riddle of the world’ (524). Poe’s final solution to that same ‘riddle’ adopts and subverts Coleridge’s principle of polarity: Poe’s deity spends eternity in ‘perpetual variation of Concentrated Self and almost infinite Self-Diffusion’, and Poe concludes that ‘what you call The Universe of Stars is but his present expansive existence’, that what we call his creatures ‘are really but infinite individualizations of himself’, and that all such creatures are, by faint indeterminate glimpses, conscious ‘of an identity with God’. If we find Existence ‘unquestionable’, Poe patiently explains (as it were, to Coleridge), that is because we are God’s ‘Infinite Self-Diffusion’ and man will ‘at length attain that awfully triumphant epoch when he shall recognize his existence as that of Jehovah’.23 Poe cannot have been aware how close he was to endorsing Wordsworth’s most heretical MS musings about that region ‘where all beings live with God | Themselves are God’, since those musings were not yet in the public domain, but he was clearly alert to the materialism and the pantheism of ‘The Poem upon the Wye’, and he may even have noticed that Coleridge’s Aids to Reflection excoriated that poem as conducive to precisely such errors as Poe is now propounding.24 Eureka may be America’s first and certainly sharpest response to Coleridge’s great argument with Wordsworth.

‘THE MASTER LIGHT OF ALL OUR SEEING’

Ralph Waldo Emerson, who in English Traits (1833) would call ‘Intimations’ ‘the high water-mark the intellect has reached in this age’,25 was not an instinctive admirer of Wordsworth. Yet once he became assured of the ‘nobility’ of the ode, which, Joel Pace has shown, occurred in 1826,26 Emerson stuck with it. He wrote to his brother Edward, twelve years later, in terms which explain his own admiration for Intimations:

The thoughts of youth, & ‘first thoughts’, are the revelations of Reason. …But understanding that wrinkled calculator the steward of our house to whom is committed the support of our animal life contradicts evermore these affirmations of Reason & points at Custom & Interest & persuades one man that the declarations of Reason are false & another that they are at least impracticable. Yet by and by after having denied our Master we come back to see at the end of years or of life that he was the truth.27

The tell-tale curve here, between the vision of youth as the revelation of Reason (implied in stanza 8), the intervenient frost of ‘Custom’ in the same stanza, and the return to youthful intimations in the compensatory insights of maturity, shows how ‘Intimations’ may well have appealed to Emerson as, quite precisely, a defence of Reason. That is how Patrick Keane sees the matter in his magisterial Emerson, Romanticism and Intuitive Reason. Keane refers repeatedly in his argument to ‘the talismanic distinction between Understanding and Reason…by which Emerson means…that intuitive Reason which…is…the fountain light of all our day’.28 Keane’s reading persistently equates ‘fountain light’ and ‘master light of all our seeing’ with ‘Reason’, which is a somewhat problematic move since in the symbolic logic of the poem, ‘fountain light’ and ‘master light’ are also images for human being’s ‘first affections’. But whether or not Keane is right about the ode, he is surely right about Emerson: Emerson must have read ‘Intimations’ as an account of Reason-in-us, to arrive at the astonishing estimate he gave of it in English Traits.

Emerson, like Poe, would have read and pondered Coleridge’s citations from the ode in The Friend and Biographia, and he too may have re-read the ode with the benefit of having also read Aids to Reflection in Marsh’s 1829 edition. Like Poe, however, Emerson is aware of a radical difference between Coleridge and Wordsworth on a substantive point, this time a more conspicuous one. Either Emerson or his formidable aunt Mary, who is partly responsible for educating Emerson in Wordsworth, may have noticed that the poem’s original epigraph from Virgil’s ‘Fourth Eclogue’—‘let us sing a nobler song’—draws attention to the part of the poem that Coleridge publicly derided as ‘mental bombast’.29 Indeed this epigraph makes childhood the crux of the poem. The ‘Eclogue’, like ‘Intimations’, celebrates a gifted child, nurtured by ‘the smile | Of parent’s eyes’. Virgil’s noble child—the prototype for Wordsworth’s use of Hartley Coleridge—is perceived even more grandly, as one with whom ‘the iron age will pass away | The golden age in all the earth be born’. Stanza eight of the ode offers a somewhat Nietzschean vision of the child as a new beginning, a sacred yes, a self-propelling wheel, ‘yet glorious in the might | Of heaven-born freedom, on thy Being’s height’, and read in the light of Virgil’s millennialist argument (an argument not far from that of Home at Grasmere), the stanza is not a bombastic blemish, but central to Wordsworth’s high argument.

William Ellery Channing, Emerson’s mentor, and his pedagogical disciples, Amos Bronson Alcott and Elizabeth Peabody, shared a similar conviction about the meaning of the ode, and the spiritual pre-eminence of Wordsworth. To them, Wordsworth was ‘the father of Modern poetry—the founder of an era’. 30 They concurred in reading ‘Intimations’ as a plain and persuasive attribution of Reason—or the gifts of Reason—to Infancy, and as a poem that calls attention to the endless renewal of possibility that is man’s birth right. A year before publishing his most Wordsworthian book, Nature (1833), Emerson had sat in a Boston classroom listening to Alcott and his pupils demonstrating through Platonic dialogue that the child is truly born in possession of ‘those truths that we are struggling all our lives to find’.31

‘LET ME HEAR THY SHOUTS, THOU HAPPY | SHEPHERD BOY!’

Channing had been an early convert to a transcendentalized Wordsworth in whose work he seems to have found ‘a mystical adoration of the Universe as the Shadow of the Infinite Being’.32 He made his way, on his first visit to Europe in 1822, directly from Liverpool to the Lake District. The ‘sacred spot’ of Grasmere—made sacred by Wordsworth’s ‘mingled reverence and freedom, loyalty and independence, manly simplicity and heroism’ and his ‘all-vivifying imagination’ (399)—inspires a rhapsodic description of the vale’s tranquillity, experienced as a foretaste of the afterlife (Thomas Gray, one recollects, associated Keswick with the ‘vale of Elysium’). Its encircling mountains, both rugged and precipitous, ‘surpass all others which I have seen in expression and spirit’ (490). Walking from Rydal to Grasmere, towards sunset, therefore, with the poet talking and reciting at his side, was ‘a combination of circumstances such as my highest hopes could never have anticipated’ (493).

Channing’s familiarity with Wordsworth’s poetry, especially the poetry dealing with early childhood, subsequently made him a crucial figure in the development of Elizabeth Peabody’s equally fervent discipleship. She was twenty-one when he introduced her to the work of this ‘still persecuted prophet’ of the new moral order.33 Ten years later, Peabody and Alcott made Wordsworth central to their Boston teaching activities, inviting their young pupils (mostly under twelve) to discuss a variety of poems, but especially the Ode: Intimations of Immortality. ‘How I wish’, she wrote to Wordsworth in 1835, ‘you could have seen how like the breeze of Spring the first stanzas [of the ode] passed over these opening blossoms of Life—the very sound of wakening nature seemed to breathe from their lit-up faces, as their whole natures responded to the “thronging echoes”, the “trumpet cataract”, the “shouting Shepherd boy”’34—in which one hears an entire classroom responding to the ode as William Cullen Bryant responded to Lyrical Ballads. Taught to value ‘insight’ over ‘outsight’, and to reason from prolonged immersion in The Pilgrim’s Progress, Alcott’s young pupils (‘disciples’, he alarmingly called them)35 were sufficiently schooled in Platonism to know that the right answer to his question ‘What are those things that the outsight sees?’ is they are merely the ‘Shadows of real things’.36 Alcott, Harriet Martineau reported sardonically in 1837, was inclined to ‘out-herod Herod’ in matters transcendental.37 He conducted his teaching on the theory that his pupils already possessed ‘all truth in philosophy and morals’, and that it was his task merely to bring them to consciousness and articulation. Unimpressed, the Utilitarian economist recorded the judgement that his methods offered ‘every inducement to falsehood and hypocrisy’, which judgement modern readers of Peabody’s Record of a School, or of Alcott’s notorious Conversations on the Gospels, may well corroborate—as indeed might the Wordsworth who excoriated coercive pedagogies in Book Fifth of The Prelude.

Unsurprisingly, the longest passage in Record of a School (1835) is devoted to consideration of the idea that the soul that rises with us, our life’s star, has had elsewhere its setting; that birth ‘is not the beginning of the spirit’, and that ‘All the life of knowledge is the remembrance, or waking up of what is already within’ (113). All this, Alcott assures his pupils, they already understand. What they have yet to learn is that birth can be the prelude to the death of the soul: ‘Because the soul becomes the slave of the body; is governed, darkened, shut up and buried in it; and it is necessary that it should be born again’ (113). What may save us from that fate is that, in the line of ‘Intimations’ Coleridge professed not to understand, our immortality broods over us like the day—‘a master o’er a slave’—awakening in us a reminiscence of our origins and in those reminiscences, glimpses of our destiny.

One of Wordsworth’s most loyal and most engaging correspondents, Peabody first wrote to Wordsworth in December 1825 at the age of 21, thanking him for his Poetical Works because they had enabled her to relive ‘sensations and emotions and sentiments which were strongly in my soul’ in youth, but which ‘might never have revived again had not your Spirit…called me forth from the dissecting room into “the light of things”’.38 In 1838, after Wordsworth had commented ‘obligingly’ on her gift of Record of a School, she sent as further gifts Emerson’s Nature and ‘The American Scholar’, which he seems not to have received, followed in 1841 by the Essays: First Series, which did not impress (LY, 4, 231). Far more promisingly (though there is no evidence that they arrived) she sent Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Twice-Told Tales (1837) introducing their author (her future brother-in-law) as ‘a very retired young man’, one ‘whose ‘daily teachers have been woods and rills—| The silence that is in the starry sky | the sleep that is among the lonely hills’. Hawthorne, she tells Wordsworth (reliably or not), assures her that he spent his spent his working days in the Salem Custom-House wrangling with sea captains, and in the evenings ‘came home and read Wordsworth’.39

‘THOU EYE AMONG THE BLIND’

There is evidence in the tales to corroborate this interest. Peabody recommends, especially, one of the weakest tales, ‘Little Annie’s Rambles’, in which Wordsworth might well have recognized Hawthorne’s treatment of Annie’s play as rehearsing ‘her dream of adult life’, or showing how children ‘sport upon the shore’ of that ‘immortal sea’. The tale’s peroration shows its author to be palpably familiar with such poems as ‘Michael’ and ‘The idle shepherd boys’, and its narrator pronounces appropriately on how old age needs once in a while to ‘drink from the fountains of still fresh existence’:

As the pure breath of children revives the life of aged men, so is our moral nature revived by their free and simple thoughts, their native feeling, their airy mirth, for little cause or none, their grief, soon roused and soon allayed. Their influence on us is at least reciprocal with ours on them. When our infancy is almost forgotten, and our boyhood long departed,…when life settles darkly down upon us,…then it is good to…spend an hour or two with children. After drinking from those fountains of still fresh existence, we shall return into the crowd,…with a kinder and purer heart, and a spirit more lightly wise.40

Charmingly sentimental though this may be, it is not Hawthorne at his deepest engagement with Wordsworth. That lies in such ostensibly non-Wordsworthian performances as ‘Young Goodman Brown’ (1835) and The Scarlet Letter (1850). In these works Hawthorne’s famous ‘formula of alternative possibilities’ develops the procedures of such ‘twice-told’ tales as ‘The Thorn’ and ‘Hart-Leap Well’—both artists using narratorial perspectives to unsettle ‘the conventional relationships between the teller, the tale, and the listener’.41 Specifically, both of these Hawthorne narratives explore ‘the laws by which superstition acts upon the mind’ (as Wordsworth said of ‘The Thorn’), and do so in such a way as to manoeuvre the educable reader into grasping how easily human beings—whether characters within the tales or readers outside the tales—can be brought to entertain inhumane conjectures about their fellow beings.42

The child, in the strophe of ‘Intimations’ that gave Coleridge so much difficulty, and to which he drew sneering attention in Biographia, is troped as ‘thou Eye among the blind’, and as ‘deaf and silent’. What the latter expression means is clearer in Hawthorne’s masterpiece than it is in the ode itself: for in The Scarlet Letter, Hester’s child Pearl is demonstrably deaf to the burdens and inhibitions and compromises entailed in adult consciousness, and while she speaks, cannot really be heard by those who have crossed the border dividing child from adult possibilities. Something overtly Wordsworthian in the representation of such border experience makes itself felt in Pearl’s most dramatic representation in the novel, when Pearl has been playing in the woods while her mother and Dimmesdale converse and converge:

Just where she had paused the brook chanced to form a pool, so smooth and quiet that it reflected a perfect image of her little figure, with all the brilliant picturesqueness of her beauty, in its adornment of flowers and wreathed foliage, but more refined and spiritualized than the reality. … In the brook beneath stood another child,—another and the same. …Esther felt herself, in some indistinct and tantalizing manner, estranged from Pearl as if the child, in her lonely ramble through the forest, had strayed out of the sphere in which she and her mother dwelt together, and was now vainly seeking to return to it. (Chapter 19, my italics)43

As any nineteenth-century reader would have recognized, this passage elaborates a famous original in The Excursion, a passage that has been oddly interpreted of late and needs to be returned to its symbolic function. Why does Hawthorne makes so much, and Wordsworth so little, of such promising material as this?


Thus having reached a bridge, that overarched

The hasty rivulet where it lay becalmed

In a deep pool, by happy chance we saw

A two-fold Image; on a grassy bank

A snow-white Ram, and in the crystal flood

Another and the same! Most beautiful,

On the green turf, with his imperial front

Shaggy and bold, and wreathed horns superb,

The breathing Creature stood; as beautiful,

Beneath him, shewed his shadowy Counterpart.

Each had his glowing mountains, each his sky,

And each seemed centre of his own fair world:

Antipodes unconscious of each other,

Yet, in partition, with their several spheres,

Blended in perfect stillness, to our sight!

(Excursion, IX. 440–54, CWRT, II. pp. 555–6; my italics)



The pools in both passages, the wreathed horns and wreathed foliage (in the same role), the seemingly impassable separation between two ‘spheres’, and of course the key phrasing of how the idealized reflection is both ‘another and the same’, mark Hawthorne’s sustained treatment of almost two pages as a comment upon Wordsworth’s under-stated one. The only comment made upon this description in The Excursion is by the Pastor’s wife, and is to the effect that such refined and intensified reflections—which she sees as emblematizing the Wanderer’s vivid take on life—rarely last and can be obliterated by a breath of wind. Hawthorne’s very pertinent sense that such reflections are ‘more refined and spiritualized than the reality’ relates the passage to the idea found in both Marvell and Shelley that the spiritual realm both mirrors the actual and critiques it. But if Hawthorne expects his reader to recall both the ram and its context, and he surely does, then a contextual law applies to the allusion: Wordsworth’s warning that ‘combinations so serene and bright |…Cannot be lasting in a world like ours’ applies ominously in The Scarlet Letter to the future that previous chapters (and all readers) have been holding out for Hester and Dimmesdale.

This dual image of Pearl, modelled upon The Excursion, brings to a climax a whole series of references to Pearl’s provenance and status that owes more to the ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood’, namely the knowing way in which Hester’s wild daughter is presented in Hawthorne’s masterpiece. She is ‘a lovely and immortal flower’, an ‘infant immortality’ whose soul is imbibed ‘from the spiritual world’, ‘a little elf’, sent hither by God (chapter 6), and a dauntless ‘half fledged angel of judgment’ (chapter 7). For much of the novel she is overtly ‘an Eye among the blind’, being the only personage in the novel to dwell upon the fact that the Reverend Mr Dimmesdale always has his hand upon his heart,

To Hester’s eye, the Reverend Mr Dimmesdale exhibited no symptom of positive and vivacious suffering, except that, as little Pearl had remarked, he kept his hand over his heart. (188, ch. 16)

Pearl issues repeatedly, on the reader’s behalf and perhaps on Eternity’s behalf—without (necessarily) knowing why—the existential challenge that justice and truth require. She is presented as one whose ‘exterior semblance doth belie [her] Soul’s immensity’, and her dauntlessness seems designed to exhibit (egregiously perhaps, rather than normatively, wherein may lie a sly critique of Wordsworthian ‘bombast’) what it might mean to describe a child as ‘glorious in the might | Of untam’d pleasures, on [her] Being’s height’. Thus the 1807 text. The irony is sharper still if we apply to Pearl’s impishness the 1815 revision: ‘glorious in the might | Of heaven-born freedom’.

‘A PLACE OF THOUGHT WHERE WE IN WAITING LIE’

‘Intimations’ was always set apart in lifetime collections, and given a status equivalent to much larger bodies of work. Modern readers, who rarely encounter it either as the last word in Poems, in Two Volumes or as the signature poem of the Poetical Works, may find it somewhat anomalous within his work, or see it a watershed between the materialism of ‘The Wye’ and its associated lyrics, and the Christian Platonism of ‘late Wordsworth’. When integrated into the life work, in accordance with Wordsworth’s own principles of classification, ‘Intimations’ concluded an oeuvre addressed both to the powers of the mind and to the stages of life. Placed at the close of Henry Reed’s American editions, also (and in 1851 distinguished by appended passages from The Excursion, Ruskin, Keble, and Vaughan), it served as the keystone of a challenging oeuvre, whose readers need somehow to read its thinking vis-à-vis the animism of ‘We are Seven’ and ‘To my Sister’, the materialism of ‘The Tables Turned’ and ‘The Wye’, the visionary naturalism of ‘There was a Boy’ and ‘The Influence of Natural Objects’ (those portions of The Prelude known earliest on both sides of the Atlantic), and the fusion of all these with the debate between Deism and Anglicanism in The Excursion.

‘Intimations’, as a prismatic exercise of philosophical agency, was capable of energizing the most disparate acts of mind. If Emerson and Peabody rescued ‘Thou best philosopher’ from Coleridge’s scorn, William Cullen Bryant did the same for that other blemish identified by Coleridge (the four lines are quoted in Biographia), the depiction of the child as one




       To whom the grave

Is but a lonely bed without the sense or sight

    Of day or the warm light,

A place of thought where we in waiting lie



Bryant’s oeuvre teases out, in thoughtful variations, many strands of ‘Intimations’ and the Duddon sonnets (the immediately post-Duddon poem ‘The Rivulet’ being among the finest of these) but coming to Wordsworth via an earlier enthusiasm for Blair’s The Grave, he makes this topos his own. Drawn, like Wordsworth to the Gaelic depiction of the grave as ‘the narrow house’ (Bryant used this phrase in ‘Thanatopsis’; Wordsworth much later, in ‘The Earl of Breadalbane’s Ruined Mansion’), Bryant seems to have instinctively treated the grave as a place of thought. He did so in ‘Thanatopsis’ (‘approach thy grave | Like one who wraps the drapery of his couch | About him, and lies down to pleasant dreams’),44 again in ‘June’, where this theme from ‘Intimations’ is entwined with one from ‘We are seven’ (the dead poet’s part in continuing life, Bryant promises, will be ‘that his grave is green’), and most strikingly perhaps in ‘The Two Graves’.45

Adding playfully to the graveyard stories of The Excursion, ‘The Two Graves’ treats the history of a buried couple whose graves are now barely perceptible even to one who knows they are there. There is much to be said for burial away from a churchyard, the poem suggests, for a graveyard has no privacy—the ties of village life-in-death are stricter and closer than those of village life. Its mordant humour is redolent of the Solitary’s remark on Grasmere’s ‘subterraneous magazine of souls’ and of a chilling moment in Peter Bell:


Without a frown or a smile they meet,

Each pale and calm in his winding sheet;

In that sullen home of peace and gloom,

Crowded, like guests in a banquet room.



Imagining the couple’s souls ‘in the yellow sunshine and flowing air’ where they listen still to the brook that watered their fields, he concludes his piece with an apt theological twist—they linger about their dwelling place, already beyond vicissitude, patiently awaiting the last trump:


Patient, and peaceful and passionless,

As seasons on seasons quickly press,

They watch, and wait, and linger around

Till the days when their bodies will leave the ground.



Merely to hint at this authorized mode of resurrection draws attention to greater attractions of the pantheistical kind that is implicit in all of Bryant’s work. The grave may well be ‘a place of thought where we in waiting lie’, but Bryant customarily makes it a more satisfying fate to participate in ‘the life of things’, and an even grander one to share in earth’s ‘diurnal course’. The very title of that fine lyric ‘“Earth’s Children Cleave to Earth”’ says it all, even before it develops its Ossianic/Wordsworthian theme of dissolving mists leaving a mountain’s brow, not to pass into nothingness, but to become ‘A portion of the glorious sky’.

Bryant’s great poem ‘The Prairies’ (1832/3), a poem whose treatment of vanished Indians and Mound-Builders is haunted by his complicity in Jacksonian clearances, has been distinguished in fine recent discussions as a poem in dialogue with ‘Tintern Abbey’.46 Whether or not one hears that particular dialogue (and I confess I cannot), the poem is certainly in tune with Wordsworth’s blank verse cadences, and its central conceit—


Thus change the forms of being. Thus arise

Races of living beings, glorious in strength,

And perish, as the quickening breath of God

Fills them, or is withdrawn47



—harmonizes with Wordsworth’s extraordinary sense of ethnological changes throughout national history, a sense that peaked in the early 1820s. Wordsworth revisits Stukeley’s ancient sites (Stonehenge, repeatedly, as a scene of legendary massacre, and ‘Long Meg’ in the sonnet first published in the Guide in 1822). He also raises the broader issue of tribal supersession in The River Duddon (1820)—‘What aspect bore the Man who roved or fled, | First of his tribe, to this dark dell?’ (CWRT, III. 352)—and most magisterially of all in the great lament for vanished peoples in Ecclesiastical Sketches (1822):


       Mark! how all things swerve

From their known course, or pass away like steam;

Another language spreads from coast to coast;

Only perchance some melancholy Stream

And some indignant Hills old names preserve,

When laws, and creeds, and people, all are lost!(CWRT, III. 373–4)



What Bryant does with this theme in ‘The Prairies’ is symptomatic of the relationship. Whatever debt there may be is repaid with interest. Just as Emerson distilled in Nature an argument Wordsworth never quite articulated, so Bryant makes a sustained and artful poem out of a recurring Wordsworthian theme that in Wordsworth never achieves such finished and finessed expression.

There is conscious discipleship in Bryant’s loyalty to Wordsworth’s example; but loyalty does not preclude a sense of competition. Shortly before visiting Wordsworth at Rydal Mount in 1845, Bryant very nearly assumed the burden of ‘The Recluse’. He conceived the notion of a great poem in blank verse, ‘a long, elaborate work’, Frank Gado suggests,48 whose theme according to Parke Godwin would be American nature and life, ‘presented in a series of pictures connected by a narrative of personal adventure’ rather as Wordsworth uses ‘the story of his pedlar’.49 Its tone may be deduced from a remarkable piece of 1840, ‘The Old Man’s Counsel’, in which a figure startlingly redolent both of Matthew and of the early conception of the Pedlar is introduced as tutoring the young poet:


One such I knew long since, a white-haired man,

Pithy of speech, and merry when he would;

A genial optimist who daily drew

From what he saw his quaint moralities.

Kindly he held communion, though so old,

With me a dreaming boy, and taught me much

That books tell not. …50



Its verse is such as one rather wishes Wordsworth had emulated in the less speakable portions of The Excursion; the poet’s sensations are more vividly rendered than those of Wordsworth’s lacklustre ‘Poet’, and the transitions into the old man’s speech, while recognizably similar, are less creakily accomplished. This short prelusive poem’s farewell to the long-buried figure takes one back irresistibly to ‘The Two April Mornings’ and to Matthew with his ‘bough of wilding in his hand’, for still whenever the ‘flower-buds crowd the orchard bough’


     his venerable form again

Is at my side, his voice is in my ear.



Other poems Bryant himself designated as ‘portions of a longer poem in which they may hereafter take their place’ include two from his 1842 collection, ‘The Fountain’ and ‘An Evening Revery’. Both of these show Bryant solving technical problems that the author of The Excursion on the whole did not. ‘The Fountain’ (1839) gives an extended taste of a promising method, whereby on the canvas of a single spot, a series of pastoral sketches depict the changes American life has seen. ‘An Evening Revery’ (1840) exhibits with great grace how best to conduct ‘a philosophical Poem, containing views of Man, Nature, and Society’ and ‘having for its principal subject the sensations and opinions of a Poet living in retirement’: it seems clear that Bryant’s ‘Recluse’ would have been a poem made of many poems, each of which, as episodes in The Excursion tend not to, offer the satisfactions of form.

Beginning with a thesis statement—‘the summer day is closed’—‘An Evening Revery’ develops in bivalve form. Its first paragraph is a beautifully cadenced catalogue of events in the natural and human worlds, from grass growing and seeds falling, to fledging of birds and plightings of troth. The imagistic catalogue is strongly suggestive of Whitman’s staple method, except that it is more progressive than Whitman’s accumulations: there is a deepening of emotional timbre as the account proceeds and a dramatic sharpening of tone on its final image: ‘the first harsh word | That told the wedded one her peace was flown’.51 After a hinge paragraph, hinting at the only end of human time, the thirty lines evoking life are balanced by a thirty-line hymn to death. Entirely Bryantesque, this meditation nonetheless marshals the organizing metaphor of the Duddon sequence—in ‘I feel the mighty current sweep me on’—the personal note of the ‘Extempore Effusion’—in ‘Who next, of those I love, shall pass from life…?’—and gestures at Wordsworth’s inability in ‘Intimations’ or elsewhere, to envisage the end of life other than in images of the renewal of life—‘Oh! Beyond that bourne, | In the vast cycle of being which begins | At that dread threshold’. It ends in one of the major statements of Bryant’s abiding pantheism, hymning ‘the great law of change and progress’, as ‘gently, and without grief’, that ‘mighty current’ of time mutates into ‘the eternal flow of things’.52

Immortality in Bryant, even more than in Poe and Whitman, is to become incorporate with mists, rocks, stones, trees, and perhaps with deity. The note Bryant strikes repeatedly, with his own melancholy music and consolation, is one that he may have heard less clearly in the ode than in one of the two elegiac poems that introduced the ode, both in Poems, in Two Volumes and in volume 3 of the Boston edition, the lines on the expected ‘dissolution’ of Charles James Fox:


A Power is passing from the earth

To breathless Nature’s dark abyss;

But when the Mighty pass away

What is it more than this,




That Man, who is from God sent forth,

Doth yet again to God return?—

Such ebb and flow must ever be,

Then wherefore should we mourn?53



The poem’s daring equation of ‘breathless nature’s dark abyss’ with the bosom of God, and both of these with the ‘ebb and flow’ of the all-creating sea—her ‘procreant cradle’, in Wordsworth’s surprising phrase54—relates this elegy to a faith in natural renewal that Wordsworth, Bryant, and Whitman evidently share: a faith in what the Wanderer calls


‘Life continuous, Being unimpaired;

That hath been, is, and where it was and is

There shall be’(Excursion, iv. 751–3).
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CHAPTER 45

WORDSWORTH AND TWENTIETH-CENTURY POETS

JOHN POWELL WARD

WORDSWORTH has proved unignorable. Not always as a model: Edwin Muir, for example, saw him as ‘not a poet to be imitated’ and would have thought it a presumption.1 But more widely, the characteristic voice and feeling pervade, in and beyond poetry itself. Phrases have become book titles; Surprised by Joy (C. S. Lewis), A Guilty Thing Surprised (Ruth Rendell), and Untrodden Ways (H. J. Massingham) among them. Others include Too Deep For Tears, seven different books from 1979 to 2001; Getting and Spending, at least six books since 1999; Very Heaven, five books from 1934 to 2012; and two each entitled My Heart Leaps Up and Strange Fits of Passion; none of these are critical works. The phrase ‘getting and spending’ has long appeared routinely in articles on economics and consumer life. Many phrases have entered critical discourse: ‘the real language of men’, ‘creating the taste by which he is to be enjoyed’, and so on. Wordsworth lies traceably behind the entire National Parks movement and today’s British approach to conservation. And the perennial backing presence of the mountain and the lake—upwards and downwards—which inform some of Wordsworth’s most powerful expressions: the ‘huge peak, black and huge’ of The Prelude Book I, and the inner mind far below: ‘Oh! mystery of man, from what a depth | Proceed thy honours’ (1850, XII. 272–3): have left a more permanent mark.2 Titles and neologisms like Charles Darwin’s The Descent of Man, Jacob Bronowski’s The Ascent of Man, and Sigmund Freud’s ‘superego’ and ‘subconscious’ all seem to follow this verticality in Wordsworth’s wake.

But equally, changes since Wordsworth’s time have radically altered human life and the conditions of poetry too. Two world wars, new technologies, the nuclear threat, high-speed transport dissolving the substance of community, and new disciplines from sociology to genetics, are only the most obvious cases. Such items particularly begin to modify the responses of the between-wars group of Yeats, Auden, and Eliot as we shall suggest. C. Day Lewis was only one of many from that period to note that Wordsworth’s warning against ‘gross and violent stimulants’, while ‘true for his day, are true in a far more widely extended sense for our own’.3

In looking at the twentieth-century poets, four aspects of Wordsworth’s work, commonly acknowledged, make useful starting reference-points. These are, (a) the moral and benign influence of nature; (b) childhood, its merit, innocence and loss; (c) the supposed ‘real language of men’; actually a very wide vocabulary but not opulent and strangely colourless; and (d) ‘first person’ subjectivity; the inner self known and unknown (perhaps, the philosophic and melancholic selves respectively). Of course it is more than that. We are seldom far from the sonorous but guilt-imbued moral authority; the indeterminacy and boundlessness; the concern for the oppressed; and as Matthew Arnold put it, the healing power; and all these will be referred to. But I suggest that those four presences; nature, childhood, language, and subjectivity, envisaged chronologically, usefully yield a central narrative that points forward to Darwin and Freud. The natural world evolved for millennia, giving rise to plant life, the first living creatures (captured metaphorically by ‘childhood’) and then human beings who, via advanced language, attained ‘subjectivity’ and self-consciousness. Such a narrative probably lies behind the thinking of most of us today, somewhere or other.

Poetically anyway, the world wars divide the century sharply into three periods. Until 1918 a poet could still take Wordsworth, if belatedly, as chief mentor, as most obviously did Edward Thomas and A. E. Housman. The First World War then saw nature hit by technology and communications brutalized, and Yeats, Eliot, and Auden, while not ignoring Wordsworth, move to new obligations. After 1945, allegiance varies in type and degree. It may be compromised, yet in some places has strong survival power. Our main examples here will be Philip Larkin, Ted Hughes, R. S. Thomas, Geoffrey Hill, and Seamus Heaney.

I

Thomas Hardy (1840–1928) was the only major twentieth-century poet whose life overlapped Wordsworth’s own. His reaction to Wordsworth was mixed but overall favourable. His letters and notebooks reveal a pervading debt, even though he was already into ‘social amelioration’, Darwin, Herbert Spencer, and Auguste Comte. His poetry concerns ordinary Wessex rural or country-town people. With deep feeling, though ironic rather than grievous, it tells of the past as irretrievable. Its weather is the element of its stories, not just the backcloth. Hardy’s language is down-to-earth and sometimes deliberately inexact, but enriched too by dialect, old agricultural terms revivified, and odd new coinages. Among countless other poems ‘The Harvest-Supper’, ‘Where The Picnic Was’, ‘The Wind’s Prophecy’, and ‘Any Little Old Song’ well exemplify those four areas.4

But Wordsworth’s greatest poetry came early, while Hardy’s first collection appeared when he was nearly sixty, with twenty novels behind him. Hence his late-life feeling of satisfaction from ‘dying, so to speak, before one is out of the flesh’,5 a sense expressed in ‘Friends Beyond’, ‘Channel Firing’, ‘Voices from Things Growing in a Churchyard’, and several other poems.6 The contrast with the eager young Wordsworth, later feeling that ‘Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive, | But to be young was very Heaven!’ (Prelude 1850, XI. 108–9), lies in that Hardy’s poetry grew rather than declined. And so, although both poets are rooted in a past world lost, Hardy writes of life teaching its lessons but too late. In ‘A Thunderstorm in Town’, ‘Near Lanivet, 1872’, ‘The Harbour Bridge’, and many other poems, a chance is missed and this sadly realized; or even, more tragically, only the event can bring the abortive lesson. Yet via all these routes—nature, rural language, and the poignant passing of time—Hardy bridges the Wordsworthian world and the early twentieth century.

Edward Thomas (1878–1917), although born and raised to adulthood in London, avoids the urban altogether. Apart from the great exception of ‘Adlestrop’, modern technologies and mechanical transport barely figure.7 Rather it is the October leaves, rain on cow parsley, open roads in wild weather, and many birds, as though Thomas must evoke the natural world if he is to think, feel or love at all.

The debt to Wordsworth is expressed quietly. As professional critic Thomas wrote little on him, ‘[perhaps] because he took him profoundly for granted’.8 Time and again he refers to Wordsworth in context of someone else. We can’t look at Byron or Borrow’s work as art ‘as we can look at Wordsworth’s or Keats’s’; a Hardy poem creates a tree ‘comparable with Wordsworth’s thorn’; and no symbolist would have interpreted the Highland reaper ‘like Wordsworth [did]’.9 None of these comments are from pieces on Wordsworth himself.

However, Thomas finds language’s source in nature, as Wordsworth’s did in the utterance of the ‘loud dry wind’ on the high ridge, or ‘the ghostly language of the ancient earth’.’ In Thomas the whispering aspens, an owl’s melancholy cry, and the rain beating outside at night bring his own universal; ‘I should use, as the trees and birds did, | A language not to be betrayed’ (‘I Never Saw That Land Before’).10 The noise is meaningful but not fully so. This seems very deep in Thomas. His curves, hesitations and half-felt searches; ‘if I feared the solitude | Far more I feared all company’(‘Melancholy’); ‘In hope to find whatever it is I seek’ (‘The Glory’)—such are small vacuums where something ‘hinted all’ even if ‘nothing spoke’, echoing Wordsworth’s ‘indeterminacies’ perhaps, his ‘somethings’ and ‘nor should I nots’.11 The debt is clearly marked.

Other poets of these years demand attention. For A. E. Housman (1859–1936) Wordsworth is ‘probably the best of our sonneteers’; Wordsworth and Swinburne are ‘[the nineteenth century’s] two most original poets’; and Wordsworth created ‘that thrilling utterance [of his poetry generally] which pierces the heart and brings tears to the eyes of thousands’.12 W. H. Davies (1871–1940) was early compared to Wordsworth, Thomson, Crabbe, and Clare; in deep poverty he tramped the roads of Kent carrying only his cheap edition of Wordsworth and a Bible. Reviewing Davies in 1924 Archibald MacLeish reflected that British nature poetry had ‘never gotten over Wordsworth’.13 Clearly ‘supertramp’ Davies was more than just nature poet, but the popularity of for example ‘The Kingfisher’ and ‘Leisure’ (‘What is this life if, full of care…’) keep him well in the early twentieth-century Wordsworth slipstream.14 Finally Wilfred Owen (1893–1918), although best known as war poet and admirer of Keats, according to his biographer Dominic Hibberd was from childhood also ‘a Wordsworthian, a position he never fully abandoned’. Jon Silkin, after a fifteen-page discussion of Wordsworth and Coleridge alone, then identifies nature as the principal element in several major Owen poems.15 But Owen put this rural tranquillity and war’s machinery in ominous balance; and he thus ends this first phase of response to Wordsworth. Yeats, Eliot, and Auden move on, adjusting poetry to the psychology and hardware of the modern world.

II

But if he had chosen, W. B. Yeats too (1865–1939) might well have identified with the post-Wordsworthian vein. The simple language is there, the diversified rhyme-schemes, the ballads, the feeling for rural Ireland and the exact sense of nature (‘A rat or water-hen | Splashed, or an otter slid into the stream. | We are on the bridge…’, ‘The Phases of the Moon’).16 But Yeats rejected the notions of both subjective personality and common language. When in his late ‘General Introduction for my Work’ he realizes that ‘I must seek, not as Wordsworth thought, words in common use, but a powerful and passionate syntax’, that is a rare Wordsworth reference indeed, in all Yeats’s prose.17 Yeats was a symbolist, in his case the gyre, the moon, the swan, the tower. Such may first arise autobiographically—most likely the swan and the tower for Yeats. But the symbol as timeless cannot remain historical; and here comes the contrast with Wordsworth. Wordsworth also wrote of the moon and of swans. In Home at Grasmere (CHG 58, lines 238–9) a ‘lonely pair of milk-white Swans’ go missing—having been shot dead by dalesmen. But William and Dorothy Wordsworth witnessed that event in real actual life; being historical, any symbolic power is diffused. Similarly in ‘Strange fits of passion have I known’, when the moon’s sudden disappearance makes the lover fear for Lucy’s safety, he knows this is merely his own mental state. Mainly, rather than objective key symbols, Wordsworth had personal key words of mind and feeling: motion, something, humanity, imagination.

And yet Yeats, too, came to evince a first-person self, in ‘Broken Dreams’, ‘The Municipal Gallery Revisited’, and even at the start of ‘The Tower’ too.18 A main result as to poetic influence followed. For Yeats’s non-spontaneous ‘hammering’ of his thoughts into unity could still achieve a body of work such that later poets like R. S. Thomas, Vernon Watkins and, early in his career, Watkins’s friend Philip Larkin, found their allegiance to poetic forbears divided; Wordsworth, Hardy, Yeats; whoever. As we shall see.

T. S. Eliot (1888–1965) was the most innovatory poet of his time. Unsurprisingly then his praise for Wordsworth was sincere enough but often qualified. ‘There is something integral about such greatness [in Wordsworth], and something significant in his place in the pattern of history’: and indeed Wordsworth and Coleridge were ‘the two most original poetic minds of their generation’. But Eliot predictably noted Wordsworth’s ‘inability to appreciate Pope’, and finally asked, ‘If we dismiss Wordsworth’s interests and beliefs, just how much, I wonder, remains?’19

The answer depends on how far in (like Yeats) touting ‘poetic impersonality’ Eliot was thinking mainly of Wordsworth, especially as to the vast subjectivity of The Prelude itself. At the end of his essay ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ Eliot remarked that ‘consequently, we must believe that “emotion recollected in tranquillity” is an inexact formula’, and then expanded on that formula’s three key words.20 And yet, as most commentators have noted, Eliot himself fell distinctly short of his own ‘impersonality’ aspiration. Can we resolve this?

Maybe, but it is half-buried. In The Waste Land, as urban a poem as Wordsworth’s are rural, two items seemed tinged with main Wordsworthian motifs. Surely the Albert and Lil dialogue, the mentally disturbed speaker on Margate sands, and the snatches of London chatter passim, evince the ‘real language of men’, often with subjective hints and echoes there too. Equally the closing Datta. Dayadhvam. Damyata. and Shantih shantih shantih (in Eliot’s notes ‘give, sympathise, control’ and ‘the Peace which passeth understanding’) bear something of the ‘healing power’ Arnold found so signally in Wordsworth’s poetry—arising probably, as with Wordsworth too, from Eliot’s own vulnerability and needs.21 If all this does go back to Wordsworth, I mean as Eliot moving toward both tranquillity and subjectivity in each case, it would impute to Wordsworth a comprehensive, invisible but still profound influence. That is finally resolved in Four Quartets, a personal and healing poem in most of the important senses, and which also struggles with what Wordsworth saw as ‘sad incompetence of human speech’—overtly, in the fifth section of each quartet.

W. H. Auden (1907–1973) was also ambivalent toward Wordsworth. Auden’s biographer Humphrey Carpenter found direct influence very early,22 but the young-man poetry of childhood—which is frequent—comes from the nanny and the playroom. ‘Nurses to their graves are gone | But the prams go rolling on’ (‘Twelve Songs’ VI); and even in the later popular success ‘Some say that’s love’s a little boy’ (XII) the mode is sub-infantile: ‘Can it pull extraordinary faces? | Is it usually sick on a swing?’.23 Such led some critics to see all Auden’s early poetry as ‘utterly unaware of…adult standards’ and—along with Spender, Isherwood, and Day Lewis—‘hopelessly juvenile’.24 At Oxford Auden saw Wordsworth as ‘a most bleak old bore’. Yet fifteen years later he ‘preferred Wordsworth and New England’ to California, and in 1949, remarkably, was accredited as the first to interpret correctly the stone and shell symbols in The Prelude Book V, as ‘precise knowledge’ and ‘the gift of poetry and prophecy’ respectively.25

We surely sense a child-based convolution here, as Auden fences defiantly against an embarrassing yet main influence. Like Wordsworth he remained gripped by his childhood, but unlike Wordsworth he couldn’t use that as a natural organic route to adulthood; hence the forever guarded, sometimes pseudo-sophisticated tone in both poetry and prose. I would argue that such took Auden to Sigmund Freud and that this, if indirectly, is Wordsworth’s useful legacy for him. Freudian theories of infant eroticism, sublimation, the unconscious and so on matching key Wordsworth positions have long been noted; the ‘Blessed the infant babe’ passage (Prelude 1805, II. 237–75), the so-called ‘egotistical sublime’ and the ‘dim and undetermined sense | Of unknown modes of being’ (Prelude 1850, I. 392–3). Easy tie-ups no doubt, but culminating in the elegy ‘In Memory of Sigmund Freud’, surely one of Auden’s most quietly and confidently realized poems.26 The defensive manner is gone; all is now so choice, thoughtful and measured that a wonderful compassion results. Freud’s hope for children becomes central (they are ‘calmer now and somehow assured of escape’); Auden himself is now reflective and undisturbed. Finally, as Stan Smith observed, Auden’s left-leaning political dimension also stems from the Freudian,27 and that link inherits the Prelude’s aim of portraying the child’s mental growth as basis of adult social awareness.

III

After 1945 there were further broad shifts as to Wordsworth. Mainly there is increasingly divided allegiance, as though, for each poet, great historical change has retained Wordsworth while still absorbing other poets; another emerging technology or science; or the new psychology’s X-raying of human existence. Wordsworth’s surviving presence becomes the more intriguing.

Donald Davie once described Philip Larkin (1922–1985) as England’s unofficial post-1945 poet laureate.28 If that is so, any Wordsworthian trace in his work will be the more telling. One such trace is that pure landscape is plentiful, but commonly modified into what came to be called ‘manscapes’. Anywhere is now landscape, it appears; a building plot littered with dandelions and plastic bags; an Oxford lawn in sunlight; or, seen from a moving train, hedges that ‘dipped and rose’. Yet Larkin’s train journeys are now a world beyond Wordsworth’s late alarmed ‘railway’ sonnet ‘Proud were ye, Mountains’ (‘Heard YE that whistle?’), while Hardy, Larkin’s chief mentor, had long written such poems as ‘On the Departure Platform’ and ‘At the Railway Station, Upway’ with no strain. So in the poem ‘Here’, Wordsworth’s ‘boundlessnesses’ are the A1(M) (‘traffic all night north’) at the start, and the pebbly beach as ‘unfenced existence…out of reach’ at the end, with a city store’s kitchenware department between them.29

The indeterminacies too, Wordsworth’s ‘thoughts that…lie too deep for tears’, ‘flying from something that he dreads’, ‘the life of things’, may be precursors of Larkin’s late darkness; the ‘deep blue air, that shows | Nothing, and is nowhere, and is endless’ (‘High Windows’).30 The subjectivity is there but understated. A major train journey begins casually—‘That Whitsun, I was late getting away’—while poems like ‘Mr Bleaney’, ‘Home is so Sad’, and ‘Vers de Societe’ do treat self but indirectly and via one-off homely exigencies.31 It is all part of a new and wider ‘real language of men’, a kind of photographic technique—several poems highlight photographs—which snaps moods and stances in the same mode as rooms or skies. But that leaves childhood itself, something Larkin eschews. His preoccupation with both weddings and death leave the intervening family life right out. As he asks in ‘Dockery and Son’: ‘Why did he think adding meant increase? To me it was dilution’.32 It is all finally paradoxical, for although Larkin’s world is rootless, it is also one we all share.

Ted Hughes (1930–1998) was a nature poet who respected Wordsworth but in rather drastically modified fashion. Hughes’s letters barely touch Wordsworth, yet elsewhere a discussion of children’s writing—Hughes wrote much both for children and about them—clearly echoes the ‘Intimations Ode’: ‘[The world of children] is still very much like the naked process of apprehension…losing that sort of exposed nakedness…we lose in real intelligence’.33 But the overall change from Wordsworth is stark. For Wordsworth, nature’s goodness and fecundity rose through the child to adulthood and the ‘philosophic mind’ while for Hughes that process never gets started. The animal predator’s savagery never escapes its primal condition. Hughes’s sentences are anarchic powers, their images raw energy, terrifyingly unique; system and logic go missing in an ominously swelling force.

As a result the relentlessness takes many forms. It can be purely visual; ‘The parrots shriek as if they were on fire’ (‘The Jaguar’, The Hawk in the Rain);34 elsewhere the poem traps the poet in with its owl, fox, cat, or pike. In later collections this forms into half-recognizable creatures, Wodwo leading on to the career-climax of Crow, a monster-bird that walks and speaks but usually declines to fly. Impossible violence is done: ‘Strangled…By his own windpipe | Clubbed unconscious by his own heart’ (‘A Kill’).35 And yet twice Hughes titles poems with Wordsworth’s phrases. The recluse is a ‘lean dry man with your thin withered feet. …You have a sad world here’ (‘The Recluse’) while in ‘Dust As We Are’ Hughes imbibes knowledge from his father’s ‘fragility of skull’, and from his mother ‘a soap-smell spectre | Of the massacre of innocents’.36 This is far from the philosophical bard of authoritative reason and the public good; yet they still share nature’s world, and the signs are that Hughes remembered his predecessor.

R. S. Thomas (1913–2000) was more overtly of the Wordsworthian tradition than Larkin or Hughes. He edited a Faber selection of Wordsworth’s poetry, the introduction albeit a somewhat routine life-and-work summary.37 An Anglican priest in rural parishes all his adult life, Thomas’s earlier poetry contains many figures from the rural and agricultural life of Wales—shepherds, church deacons, village women, and his admittedly more Yeatsian alter ego the hill farmer Iago Prytherch (Thomas esteemed Yeats highly). These compare readily with Wordsworth’s Lakeland solitaries, leech-gatherer, discharged soldier, and small children. Thomas’s brilliant nature-based metaphors—the ‘hissing swarm | Of winged oats’ (‘Memories’), ‘the tall clouds sail | Westward full-rigged’ (‘Enigma’)—contrast Wordsworth’s equally stunning metonymies—‘steps | Almost as silent as the turf they trod’ (Prelude 1850, I. 324–5)—but both give nature huge physical life.38

Even where Thomas differs, it is not always through especially twentieth-century change. Thomas bitterly regretted his birth in English-speaking Cardiff. This soured his childhood memories generally; and for like reasons Wordsworth’s ‘language of men’ principle, though not refuted, just wasn’t a pressing issue. There is also of course the church. Thomas’s endless search for the missing God of both the medieval via negativa and today’s de-sacralized existentialism, is still itself sacramental. Thomas’s select vocabulary of elemental items; knife, bone, cup, soil, cross, apple, altar, window, and womb, stems from George Herbert rather than the early nineteenth century. Wordsworth could not write in this idiom.

But a main move forward was as to science. Wordsworth’s brief Preface mention was a hope, but Thomas sees the genes and chromosomes, the destructive new technology, the six-million-year-old rocks on the beach, and the vast empty night sky—all examples from poems—as more menacing altogether. That also brings a Wordsworthian subjectivity, though still ironized. A clergyman colleague looks around ‘with his worried eyes | at the emptiness: There must be something’, earning Thomas’s terse ambiguous: ‘I am nothing religious…’ (‘The Possession’).39 Via at least these features, of nature through its people, its powerful presences, and its underlying meaning for the self, Thomas’s poetic career is an autobiography of largely Wordsworthian resonance.

Geoffrey Hill (b.1932) very differently tends to make poetry of recorded civilization rather than childhood or nature, and his language is of spontaneity’s opposite; as it has been called, ‘resistance’. Like Auden and Heaney, Hill wrote lasting sonnet sequences; but they have a sparing quality far from Wordsworth’s sonnets. The sardonic ‘Elegiac Stanzas; on a visit to Dove Cottage’ don’t change this impression.40

But that was an early poem. Hill’s prose writings, albeit often cryptically, rate Wordsworth highly. From a poet of Hill’s stature this matters toward Wordsworth’s lasting reputation. For example, Hill sees Wordsworth’s ‘creative gift’ as that of ‘transform[ing] his various helpless reiterations of raw encounter’—leech-gatherer and female vagrant—into the stronger ‘“obstinate questionings” of his meditated art without losing the sense of rawness’. Hill also sees the qualities Wordsworth values in both language and human nature as corresponding to each other. The lines in ‘Michael’ about ‘comfort in the strength of love’ reveal Wordsworth feeling ‘intelligently through language…[so as to] make out of language an entity able to endure’—just as [says Hill] the ageing Michael might endure the loss of his son Luke. Hill also endorses Gerard Manley Hopkins’s famous tribute to the ‘Intimations Ode’: ‘Hopkins’s praise is to my mind in no way extravagant.’41

And Hill pairs the Preface to Lyrical Ballads with the Convention of Cintra tract, finding in both a ‘civil polity [which is] poetry’s natural habitat’—virtually a manifesto of Hill’s own writing. Hill equally twice cites the Preface passage on the poet’s engagement to ‘gratify certain known habits of association’; suggests that Wordsworth actually resists it; and immediately declares ‘my strong prejudice in [Wordsworth’s] favour’42—the same ‘resistance’ surely which led American critic Daniel Pritchard to rate Hill’s work ‘the finest body of poetry produced in this age’.43 From all such we see the vocation, the sense of public senatorial duty, that Wordsworth and Hill share. Whatever else, Wordsworth and Hill were the Virgilian voices of their two centuries.

Younger than these four poets, yet Seamus Heaney (1939–2013) identified with Wordsworth the most wholeheartedly. Citing Eliot, Frost, Stevens, and Yeats all as key powers in Heaney’s self-development, Neil Corcoran then concludes that list with something startlingly universal: ‘above all and throughout the work, the criticism and poetry of Wordsworth’.44 Such appears in two entire Heaney essays; echoes like the ‘gorgeous and inane phraseology of the catechism’; the ‘Fair seed-time had my soul’ passage (Prelude 1850, I. 301–5) as epigraph to his sequence ‘Singing School’; and Dorothy and William, suddenly and unexplained, in the ‘Glanmore Sonnets’. Like R. S. Thomas, Heaney also edited a selection of Wordsworth’s verse for Faber.45

Heaney most admired Wordsworth’s confidence. With an Edward Thomas hesitancy, for years Heaney himself produced only what he called ‘my tentative art’.46 For it long included others: Wordsworth, Yeats and Auden, St John of the Cross, Dante and Robert Frost. Only later was all this resolved: ‘You’ve listened long enough. Now strike your note’.47 A needful running self-commentary accompanied it all: ‘I shouldered a kind of manhood’, ‘I am Hamlet the Dane’, ‘I was composing | love-letters again’,48 adding a twist to the Wordsworthian ego-stance, for ‘the function of language in much modern poetry…is to talk about itself to itself’.49 Heaney particularly shared this last theme with Wallace Stevens.

But the result is positive, not least in the handling of the Irish ‘troubles’ (‘Singing School’) and Heaney’s public courage and fair-mindedness on that issue. Patiently too the terrain gets identified; agriculture, Ireland itself, natural creatures, and the bogland below. Twice this comes tellingly via the myth of Antaeus, the giant who won single-combat fights only if his feet stayed on the ground.50 Of course Heaney has other debts; to Hopkins for his love of words and Yeats as the Irish poet to emulate. But despite the contrary reservations, his tenacity of purpose most came from Wordsworth, ‘an indispensable figure in the evolution of modern writing’.51

IV

In America the Wordsworth legacy stretched via Ralph Waldo Emerson and Walt Whitman to Stevens and Frost. For Robert Frost (1874–1963), Edward Thomas’s comments on North of Boston (1914), that Frost has ‘gone back, as Whitman and as Wordsworth went back, through the paraphernalia of poetry into poetry again’ clearly identify the key features.52 Frost learnt Wordsworth from his mother, which along with later New England farming gave him the rhythms of rural language. But Frost felt too that ‘words exist in the mouth not in books’, and said—presumably of North of Boston, then still unpublished—that ‘I dropped to an everyday level of diction that even Wordsworth kept above’.53 Indeed the Wordsworth presence in Frost’s poetry comes mainly via narrative. Three poems, ‘The Mountain’, ‘The Most of It’, and ‘Hyla Brook’, stem from The Prelude’s ‘huge cliff’ episode, the Winander Boy passage and the late underground river metaphor respectively (Prelude 1805, I. 394–424, V. 389–413, XIII. 172–84).54

Yet with Frost the narrative is more often the dramatic dialogue than in Wordsworth. So, in such as ‘Michael’ and ‘The Brothers’, Wordsworth’s more philosophical (and much-mentioned) inner ‘motion’, in Frost becomes an irritation. The speaker in ‘The Hill Wife’ part III says ‘I didn’t like the way he went away. | That smile!’. In ‘Home Burial’ it is even more irascible; ‘You make me angry. I’ll come down to you. | God, what a woman!’ Frost’s own reactions conform to this. In ‘The Wood-Pile’ a bird repeatedly hops ahead as though pursued, yet ‘One flight out sideways would have undeceived him’.55 This edginess stemmed from Frost’s world of work—picking apples, mending walls, decision ever postponed—contrasting Wordsworth’s steady philosophical project; even so, the ‘motion’ and the ‘irritability’ evince basically similar worlds.

Rather differently Wallace Stevens (1879–1955) found inspiration in hedonism, French writers such as Bergson, and painterly motifs. But curiously, Wordsworth is a kind of result for Stevens. Stevens’s ‘the poem of the mind in the act of finding | What will suffice’ is end product of a poet’s mental growth. Equally the subjective imagination’s blessed rage for order strives to comprehend the solid, non-self worlds of nature and humanity. Indeed ‘The Idea of Order at Key West’—so often compared with ‘The Solitary Reaper’—is that aspiration’s statement.56 In both poems one clear female voice rings out effortlessly from nature’s random background sounds.

It is also tentative in both poets, however firm the deeper intention. In Stevens, Wordsworth’s vulnerability and indeterminacies are matched—surprisingly—by a certain elusiveness of central subject. Rather Stevens turns and turns about his ‘supreme fiction’, ‘first idea’, ‘poem that will suffice’ and such, albeit with an unfinished buoyancy. However, Stevens is no poet of simple language. Solidity is everywhere; the ‘metal heroes that time granulates’ (‘Asides on the Oboe’) or ‘the loosed girdles in the spangling must’ (‘Sea Surface Full of Clouds’) are right outside Wordsworth’s idiom.57

But Harold Bloom’s brilliant identification of the Wordsworth ‘crisis or crossing-over poem’—‘Tintern Abbey’, ‘Peele Castle’, etc—led him to Stevens’s frequent parallel cases; ‘Key West’ of course but also ‘Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction’.58 Stevens’s ‘major man’ in the latter poem may even recall Wordsworth’s Preface poet. Stevens’s ‘man’ is ‘part of the commonal’ but ‘an heroic part’, just as Wordsworth’s mere ‘man speaking to men’ also has more ‘lively sensibility, ‘enthusiasm and tenderness’, ‘greater knowledge of human nature’, and more ‘comprehensive soul’ than the rest of us.59 Indeed Stevens finally echoed Wordsworth’s insistence that he was foremost a teacher; for the poet’s task is ‘not to console, nor sanctify, but plainly to propound’. 60

V

Other twentieth century poets have notably responded to Wordsworth. Walter de la Mare (1873–1956) regarded the child’s imagination as highly as Wordsworth had. De la Mare wrote of regions ‘some of [which] are enchanting, some enchanted, and some haunted. …Perhaps because of this, no poet is able to inhabit so naturally [as de la Mare did] the mind of childhood’.61 Basil Bunting (1900–1985) averred his debts to Dante, Whitman, Pound, and others, but Wordsworth headed the list. His poem Briggflatts is for many one of the century’s greatest. Its first, Cumbrian section, has a mason carving letters, recalling Wordsworth’s ‘Essays upon Epitaphs’ and his lifelong interest in that subject.62 Norman MacCaig (1910–1996) thought romanticism vague, and his farmyard poems have a quirky precision: a cow ‘is two native carriers | Bringing its belly home, slung from a pole’ (‘Fetching Cows’).63 Yet the Wordsworthian bond of first-person self-knowledge and nature is expressly there, in ‘Swimming Lizard’, ‘Climbing Suilven’, ‘True Ways of Knowing’, and numerous others; ‘Farm within farm, and in the centre, me’ (‘Summer Farm’).64

W. S. Graham (1918–1986), a Scot who lived in Cornwall for thirty years, wrote a five-hundred-line poem ‘The Nightfishing’ about the Cornish trawlerman’s life. But his chief theme is language, and three major poems, ‘The Dark Dialogues’, ‘Approaches to How They Behave’, and ‘What is the Language Using Us For?’, repeatedly address its themes of plainness and simplicity.65 Margaret Drabble saw Peter Redgrove (1932–2003) as ‘a poet of Wordsworthian genius’; others were less certain.66 Like MacCaig, Redgrove makes nature quirky—a horse’s face like a cathedral, a pistol fired into bees—and his sacred/primitive themes parallel Wordsworth but in reverse.67 Wordsworth’s abnormal deaths are bloodless (‘We Are Seven’, ‘Lucy Gray’) while Redgrove’s body-parts—hair, legs, ears—lack murder; yet humanity’s home remains dangerous for both. As Poet Laureate, Andrew Motion (b.1952) was poetry’s most pro-active ambassador for decades; he writes a straightforward poetry of plain language, and like Heaney he has affirmed the direct influence of Wordsworth, along with Edward Thomas, Larkin, and Ivor Gurney later.68

VI

We have not yet even named a female poet. What of Eleanor Farjeon, Anne Ridler, Kathleen Raine, Elizabeth Bishop, Elizabeth Jennings, Anne Stevenson, Carol Rumens, and the three Wales-based poets of community and nature Ruth Bidgood, Gillian Clarke, and Christine Evans? The last-named’s five-hundred-line poem ‘Falling Back’ (1986) narrates a shepherd’s widow recovering from bereavement; as Wordsworthian a story, on most fronts, as could be imagined.69

The issue is curious and demands some attention. There seem to be three factors. For much of the century British women were nearly invisible in poetry anyway. Widely-known and influential anthologies show this, for example those edited by Michael Roberts, Al Alvarez, David Wright, Michael Horovitz, and Blake Morrison and Andrew Motion.70 The Roberts anthology, including later supplement, contained fifty-one poets of whom seven were women. The next two, including Al Alvarez’s extremely influential anthology of 1962, were even more one-sided; their twenty and nine poets respectively had not a woman among them. Michael Horovitz’s knowingly revolutionary edition contained just three women in its sixty-two poets—this when feminism was first flourishing in Britain—and the far later Blake Morrison/Andrew Motion anthology still had fifteen male poets and only five female.

Furthermore, the best known women poets of those decades, Edith Sitwell, Kathleen Raine, Anne Ridler, and Elizabeth Jennings, had been overtly and formally religious. Whatever the reason for that, it hardly squared with Wordsworth’s more diffuse sense of the numinous, which at least in his great decade was largely nature-directed. Wordsworth’s sacrament, liturgy, and doctrinal belief, when present, tend to be linguistic echoes. The third factor arises from women’s responses at the time. In the 1970s Anne Stevenson wrote of being a ‘woman writer’—no one referred to ‘man writers’—with wife/mother tasks being overwhelmingly the main blockage.71 One solution was to take that challenge as the poet’s topic—and such ‘making of a poet’ might appear Wordsworthian in descent. But not really: to a struggling urban housekeeper such leisurely rural contemplation would be straight irony. Wordsworth acknowledged his sister’s creative input for his own work and praised and supported poets of his time such as Felicia Hemans, Anna Barbauld and Charlotte Smith. To the twentieth-century woman poet that may have been hardly the point.

A different opportunity has emerged more recently. In 2000 the New Zealand poet Fleur Adcock held a residency at Dove Cottage. She wrote of it that ‘I read a lot of Wordsworth's work, including The Prelude, and I used to sleep with Dorothy's journals by my bedside. When I got to the end, I went back to the beginning’.72 On the initiative of first female Poet Laureate Carol Ann Duffy the first Dorothy Wordsworth Festival of Women Poets took place in Grasmere in spring 2012. More will follow. Maybe the twenty-first century will generate a woman’s Wordsworth, routed through Dorothy; angles could be unexpected.

To summarize. As to our four key components, all have left their imprint. Poetry’s ‘real language of men’ was dual; from lowly life, but in Wordsworth’s view also no different from that of prose; and both factors liberated the poetry of the democratized twentieth century. The child as visionary has diluted, but so has the Victorian reaction to it; it is still latent in a formative history we all now share from many angles. For the same reason, a subjective self-consciousness pervades us; after The Prelude most poets, whatever they write, evince autobiography some of the time. And Wordsworth’s Lake District, as we said at the start, was always unique. Most English people today are urban, but from there we can look at a space-time boundlessness aided by the mountain-and-lake vision. The Darwin-Freud metaphors of the vertical, though modified, remain with us. All these things total a healing power we still value.

My single overall conclusion would be that Wordsworth can reach us today overtly or unnoticed, and routinely or in contexts more unexpected. Reviewing Steven Spielberg’s film War Horse (Daily Telegraph, 16 January 2012) Charles Moore wrote that ‘the young hero Albert…blows mimic owl hootings to which Joey [the horse] inexplicably comes’. Most Wordsworth readers will know where that comes from.
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CHAPTER 46

WORDSWORTH IN MODERN LITERARY CRITICISM

ANDREW BENNETT

IN August 1804, Francis Horner, one of the founders of the Edinburgh Review, wrote to the critic Francis Jeffrey expressing his disapproval of what he understood to be the incipiently autobiographical nature of Wordsworth’s new poem. Having heard from Richard Sharp, a mutual friend and Wordsworth admirer, that the poet was planning to publish two ‘long’ poems, The Recluse and ‘a history of himself & his thoughts’, Horner reported his disapproval of the latter to Jeffrey. He tells Jeffrey that Sharp had been ‘living at the lakes with these crazed poets’ and that Wordsworth had read or recited to him a thousand lines of his autobiographical poem. Sharp had repeated ‘a few’ of the lines to Horner who, despite his admiration for Lyrical Ballads, is scathing: ‘this philosophy of egotism & shadowy refinements really spoils a great genius for poetry—We shall have a few exquisite gleams of natural feeling, sunk in a dull ugly ground of trash & affectation’, he remarks (Woof, 128).1

The charge of ‘egotism’ begins to gather pace after the publication of Wordsworth’s Poems, in Two Volumes of 1807. While critical reviews of Lyrical Ballads tended to comment on the banal, trivial, and even ‘childish’ subject-matter and to express reservations about Wordsworth’s claim that poetry should deploy language ‘really used by men’, reviews of the 1807 volumes began to combine these concerns with an equally strong sense of distaste at the ‘egotism’ of Wordsworth’s poetic persona.2 Thus in the first number of the Tory magazine The Satirist, or Monthly Meteor, an anonymous reviewer comments on the large number of ‘I’s and me’s’ in Wordsworth’s Poems. The reviewer goes on to attack the ‘ludicrous contrast’ between the ‘swelling self-sufficiency of the writer, and the extreme insignificance of the object described’: ‘the uninteresting nature of all the appearances he dwells upon’, the reviewer goes on, ‘proves the interest which he attaches to himself and his own character’ (Woof, 202–3). Just as Horner had surmised, it is because of his interest in himself that the individuals, the experience and the objects that Wordsworth dwells on can themselves be seen as lacking in interest. The banality of the poetic subject-matter is emphasized by the inflated significance to himself of the authorial subject that relates them. It is not what the poems are about that matters but the author himself.

William Hazlitt made much the same point in a lengthy, three-part review of Wordsworth’s Excursion in the Examiner in August and October 1814. While Hazlitt is not the first to use it, his review can be understood to have established ‘egotism’ as a key term in the critical conversation about Wordsworth’s poetry ever since, defining and indeed limiting the ways in which Wordsworth is read. Hazlitt argues that Wordsworth ‘does not present the reader with a lively succession of images or incidents’ but instead ‘paints the outgoings of his own heart’. For Hazlitt, Wordsworth’s ‘thoughts are his real subject’: he ‘sees all things in his own mind’. The first part of Hazlitt’s review relentlessly emphasizes the point:

An intense intellectual egotism swallows up every thing. Even the dialogues introduced in the present volume are soliloquies of the same character, taking different views on the subject. The recluse, the pastor, and the pedlar, are three persons in one poet…The power of his mind preys upon itself. It is as if there were nothing but himself and the universe. He lives in the busy solitude of his own heart; in the deep silence of thought. (Woof, 370–1)

Parts Two and Three of Hazlitt’s review only serve to emphasize the point: Wordsworth makes ‘every object about him a whole length mirror to reflect his favourite thoughts’, Hazlitt comments; ‘All other interests are absorbed in the deeper interest of his own thoughts’, and his poems are ‘the history of a refined and contemplative mind, conversant only with itself and nature’ (Woof, 374, 376, 377). Over the next few years, Hazlitt repeated his critique of Wordsworth’s ‘egotism’ in article after article. In a short anonymous piece in The Examiner for December 1816 he comments that Wordsworth ‘tolerates nothing but what he himself creates’ and that his ‘egotism is…a madness’; in an essay on Rousseau in The Round Table in 1817 he cites Wordsworth as ‘one of the three greatest egotists that we know of’; and in his 1818 lecture ‘On the Living Poets’, he repeats the claim that Wordsworth’s egotism is a ‘madness’, stating that the poet ‘hates all poetry but his own’ (Woof, 883–4, 886, 894).3

John Keats’s version of Hazlitt’s critique in his pithily memorable comment on the ‘wordsworthian or egotistical sublime’ in a letter of October 1818 (Woof, 980) is, according to one critic, ‘probably the single most tyrannical notion governing preconceptions about Wordsworth to this day’, and has certainly helped to embed the idea firmly within the older poet’s future reception. 4 In this chapter, I want to propose that the question of ‘egotism’, identified early and echoed repeatedly, continues to dominate the drifts and rifts in Wordsworth’s reception to the present day. Indeed, I will suggest that despite the variety and intricacy of its debates, twentieth- and twenty-first-century criticism of Wordsworth can be understood to revolve around this question. Despite the vitality and diversity of Wordsworth criticism of the last fifty years or so, in other words, a useful way to distinguish between and to map the responses within Wordsworth studies onto larger developments in phenomenology, deconstruction, new historicism, eco-criticism and other critical and theoretical movements, is to trace the seemingly unrelenting concern with the ways in which Wordsworthian subjectivity—or the ways in which Wordsworth’s poetry as an articulation of a kind of purified subjectivity—is understood. Jeffrey, Horner, Hazlitt, Keats, and other critics of the early-nineteenth century, in other words, may be said to have established the terms for critical debate over Wordsworth’s poetry for the next two centuries. But this is also something of a redemptive narrative: I want to argue that some of the most powerful and important recent critical work on Wordsworth’s poetry has resisted the conventional charge of the poet’s alleged ‘egotism’ in ways that open up possibilities for ethical, epistemological, political as well as poetic or aesthetic readings that may be said to go beyond, or at least to modulate or to understand differently, the throw-away comment in which Keats figures Wordsworth as the prime exemplar of an unhealthily ‘egotistical’ sublime.

Any assessment of the reception of Wordsworth in the later-twentieth and early twenty-first centuries is faced with an almost unmanageable wealth of material. As of September 2013, a total of 5222 critical and scholarly items are listed in the Modern Language Association International Bibliography under ‘William Wordsworth’, the first published in 1899. Of these, a cumulative total of only 266 items appeared before 1945, 541 before 1960, and 966 before 1970. In each decade since 1970, however, there has been a remarkably steady production of scholarly work on the poet: approximately 1,000 items have been published on Wordsworth as full-length monographs or as articles in academic journals or chapters in books in each decade (937 in the 1970s; 1023 in the 1980s; 962 in the 1990s; 933 between 2000 and 2009). While a single essay can hardly attempt even to scratch the surface of this critical material,5 my hope is that in what follows I can offer a sense of the broad outlines of key developments in Wordsworth criticism of recent decades while also suggesting a way in which those disparate and varied developments might be conceived as addressing the governing question in Wordsworth’s reception: the question of the poet himself.

The key starting-point for any appraisal of late-twentieth-century Wordsworth criticism is Geoffrey Hartman’s phenomenologically-oriented 1964 study Wordsworth’s Poetry, 1787–1814, a book that has often been taken as the founding work in the modern critical reception of the poet. Hartman’s study has been called ‘the landmark work in Wordsworth studies’,6 one that has helped to ‘dramatically transform’ the field and that even constitutes an ‘epoch’ in the reception of the poet and in the study of Romanticism more generally.7 As it happens, it is precisely with the question of Wordsworthian egotism that Hartman begins: a ‘crux in Wordsworth criticism was established early’, Hartman asserts, commenting that Keats’s famous remark on Wordsworth repeats the objection that other critics had made about ‘the poet’s excessive involvement in random, personal experience’.8 For Hartman, at this stage in his career, the purpose of criticism has to do with an attempt to trace the consciousness of the author, the ways in which he or she thinks, imagines, conceives, and the way in which the individual mind is ‘expressed’ in the poetry. Hartman argues that a typical Wordsworth poem involves ‘the influx of an unusual state of consciousness’. Rather than simply recording such an ‘influx’, however, the poem is itself a ‘reaction’ to it. For Hartman, this ‘unusual’ state of consciousness is in dialectical conflict with ordinary apprehension or consciousness: the Wordsworth poem can therefore be conceived as ‘the synthesis of a mind in conflict with itself’, he remarks.9 The ‘supervening’ consciousness that provides the focus and governing impulse behind Wordsworth’s poems, and the ‘Imagination’ by which that consciousness is finally constituted, involve, according to Hartman, a sense of self ‘raised to an apocalyptic pitch’. Hartman argues that there is a typical narrative trajectory in this regard: ‘a moment of arrest’ is followed by a separation of the poet from ‘familiar nature’; this leads to the idea of ‘death or judgment or of the reversal of what is taken to be the order of nature’, and finally to a sense of ‘solitude or loss or separation’.10 For Hartman, while the poem that results arises from this ‘apocalyptic’ moment (the moment of ‘imagination’ or ‘supervening consciousness’), it actually works as an antidote or reaction to this moment, as a kind of ‘mellowing’ of the crisis of subjectivity.11 The resulting poem is redemptive. While itself originating in a moment of crisis, of ‘apocalypse’, the poem is conceived as being finally ‘on the side of “nature”’ and in fact as concealing its origins, which only the critic can discern as an ‘intense and even apocalyptic self-consciousness’. The poem, in other words, acts as a ‘veiling of its source’ in an apocalyptic experience, or crisis, of self-consciousness.12

For Hartman, therefore, the work of reading, of criticism, involves a certain unveiling, an attempt to reveal the originary, biographical moment of apocalyptic apprehension. Hartman argues that the Wordsworthian conception of nature is intrinsically paradoxical in the sense that nature itself leads the poet ‘beyond nature’.13 It is this tension or paradox that Hartman sees as controlling or determining all of Wordsworth’s most important poems, poems that remain unresolved, paradoxical, and that may even in fact be said to fail as poetry. But as Hartman points out, the major, life-long failure for Wordsworth was the great philosophical epic, the poem-in-process, that he called The Recluse, of which The Prelude and The Excursion were relatively minor preliminary or preparatory parts. Hartman argues that Wordsworth’s failure to write his most important poem has to do with an ‘unresolved opposition’ between Imagination on the one hand and Nature on the other:

It is a paradox, though not an unfruitful one, that he should scrupulously record nature’s workmanship, which prepares the soul for its independence from sense-experience, yet refrain to use that independence out of respect of nature. His greatest verse still takes its origin in the memory of given experiences to which he is often pedantically faithful. He adheres, apparently against nature, to natural fact.14

Wordsworth’s poetry, in other words, involves the failure of poetry—the poetic failure of imagination to equate with nature—and it is precisely in that failure, in that gap between nature and the imagination, that poetry emerges. A crucial example of this pattern for Hartman is the ‘Simplon Pass’ episode in Book Six of The Prelude and the so-called ‘apostrophe to imagination’ in lines 592–9, where it is precisely in the temporal and geographical distance from nature that imagination operates. It is during the composition of this part of the poem in 1804, twelve years after the events recorded, that Wordsworth is ‘overpowered’ by a ‘feeling of glory’:15 it is, in fact, in the obscuring—even the ‘extinction’—of the original act of crossing the Alps that the compositional moment occurs and it is this moment of compositional eclipse that the poem records and, in effect, enacts. It is just in the writing of this experience that the experience occurs and is, finally, eclipsed, hidden, subdued, so to speak, into writing. For Hartman, the Simplon Pass episode records a clear trajectory involving ‘the mind’s growth toward independence of immediate external stimuli’. Imagination itself precipitates this ‘independence’ of the mind and its move towards a ‘precarious self-consciousness’: ‘We see that the mind must pass through a stage where it experiences Imagination as a power separate from Nature, that the poet must come to think and feel as if by his own choice, or from the structure of his mind’.16

Hartman, then, strives for a ‘genuinely dialectical’ reading of Wordsworth in which poetry, nature and the human subject are placed on one side and the transcendent and non-human of the sublime, apocalypse, and imagination are placed on the other. Poetry itself, for Hartman, is a kind of failure or dilution, something of a ‘failure of nerve’ that finds an ideological and political parallel in Wordsworth’s later conservative turn, a turn that itself involves a ‘displacement’, indeed, from the visionary sublime that the poet articulates. Wordsworth’s ‘trust in Nature’, Hartman argues, is ‘a trust in the human mind, which finds inexhaustible rewards in the world, and is renewed by natural rather than supernatural means’. The ‘truest justification for the “egotistical sublime”’, Hartman concludes in a powerful statement of the importance and efficacy of Wordsworthian subjectivity, is that it is Wordsworth himself that ‘stands between us and the death of nature’.17

Hartman’s powerful and influential phenomenological reading of Wordsworthian apocalyptic consciousness, and its conversion of sublime nature into subject-defining and -expressing poetry, feeds directly into the development of deconstructive readings of the 1970s and 1980s (including Hartman’s own essays, such as ‘Words, Wish, Worth: Wordsworth’).18 A key early text in this regard, and one that explicitly links phenomenology with deconstruction, is Paul de Man’s lecture on ‘Time and History in Wordsworth’, first delivered in 1967 and later revised for publication in 1971–2. In this essay, de Man directly confronts and develops Hartman’s reading of Wordsworth, arguing that for Hartman’s ‘nature’ we need to substitute the term ‘time’. De Man argues for a turn away from a phenomenological perspective that interprets Wordsworth ‘from the inside’,19 in order to develop a rhetorical reading that would pay attention to the tensions and aporias that result from the irreducible conflict between the thematic and the figurative in Wordsworth’s poetry. De Man discusses Wordsworth’s ‘Winander Boy’ (‘There was a boy’), a thirty-two-line poem first published in the 1800 edition of the Lyrical Ballads as a stand-alone poem and later re-incorporated into The Prelude as part of Book Five. He argues that by means of something like a rhetorical-temporal sleight of hand, Wordsworth manages to effect a transfer from nature to temporality. Pointing to the fact that the poem was changed during its composition from a first-person to a third-person narrative, de Man argues that while Wordsworth appears to be contemplating an event in the past—the death of the Winander Boy—he is in fact ‘reflecting on his own death’, a death which, by definition, lies in the future. For de Man, therefore, Wordsworth is ‘anticipating a future event as if it existed in the past’, which allows him to ‘reflect’ on an event, his own death, that is ‘unimaginable’ (while we can ‘proleptically anticipate empirical events’, we cannot anticipate our own death, which is ‘not for us an empirical event’). As de Man explains in this later, more radical, rhetorically-oriented and deconstructive version of the lecture, what is at work in the ‘Winander Boy’ involves the figure of metalepsis (whereby one refers to one object by means of a reference to another, remotely related, object) in which the poet effects a ‘leap outside thematic reality into the rhetorical fiction of the sign’: since one cannot anticipate or experience one’s own death, de Man argues, that death can only be figured through language and has ‘no value as truth, only as figure’. The ‘language of imagination’, de Man contends, ‘serves no empirical purposes or desires other than the truth of its own assertion’. The poem ‘does not reflect on death’, de Man concludes, ‘but on the rhetorical power of language that can make it seem as if we could anticipate the unimaginable’.20 The poem appears to imagine or figure the poet’s own death, but does so only to draw attention both to its own linguisticality and to its own (in-)ability fully to represent that death.

Arguing against Hartman’s assertion that the ‘key’ to understanding Wordsworth lies ‘in the relationship between imagination and nature’, de Man contends, rather, that such a key would inhere in ‘the relationship between imagination and time’. Indeed, for de Man, what Hartman sees as the ultimately regenerative nature of Nature is an illusion. Wordsworth’s famous apostrophe to the Imagination in The Prelude Book Six tells no truth about the world or nature, even in relationship to a certain subjectivity, but rather a truth exclusively about that self. The apostrophe does not refer to nature, only to ‘the process of self-discovery’.21 And yet, this specifically self-conscious or self-involved (‘egotistical’) turn is finally negative, a turn that leads to the ultimate negation of subjectivity and of language itself in, or as, a confrontation with death:

The contact, the relationship with time, is, however, always a negative one for us, for the relationship between the self and time is necessarily mediated by death; it is the experience of mortality that awakens within us a consciousness of time that is more than merely natural. This negativity is so powerful that no language could ever name time for what it is; time itself lies beyond language and beyond the reach of imagination.22

De Man’s approach to Wordsworth was taken up and developed in a number of rigorously argued essays in the 1980s by critics such as Cynthia Chase, Andrej Warminski, and Carol Jacobs, as well as by Hartman himself, and in this regard, as Don Bialostosky has argued, his influence on Wordsworth studies might be thought to be ‘out of proportion’ to the relatively limited scope of his actual engagement with the poetry itself.23 And yet, within the dominant developments in the subsequent history of Wordsworth criticism, de Man’s influence has in fact been rather more muted, except perhaps when it comes to a response to and, to some extent, a reaction against what critics have seen, often mistakenly, as something within his work and within deconstruction more generally that involves a resistance to the material, the political, and the ideological. The major development in Wordsworth studies of the 1980s, indeed, and what is still perhaps the most influential approach to Romanticism generally, is the energetically historicized and politicized mode of criticism known as ‘New Historicism’, a mode of criticism that both develops and moves away from deconstruction. In his short, distinctive, and highly influential book from 1983, The Romantic Ideology, Jerome McGann argues that Romantic poems are paradigmatically constituted by ‘act[s]‌ of evasion’, and that these acts characteristically ‘occlude and disguise’ the poem’s involvement in a particular ‘nexus of historical relations’.24 While McGann’s analysis of Wordsworth is itself rather limited, the influence of his book can be felt throughout Marjorie Levinson’s important, if contentious and indeed often contested, 1986 study Wordsworth’s Great Period Poems. Levinson distinguishes the ‘idealizing interpretive model’, developed by Hartman, de Man and others, from the contemporaneous but traditionally ‘historical’ readings of David Erdman, Carl Woodring, and E. P. Thompson, on the one hand, and the more recent development of ‘historicist critique’, a form of ‘deconstructive materialism’ fostered by McGann and others on the other.25 The distinction between historical and historicist is, for Levinson, crucial. Distinguishing her own readings from those in which history, however rich, subtle, and complex in formulation and analysis, stands as background or theme and in which poetry is understood more-or-less explicitly to engage with and articulate that ‘background’ as its ‘manifest theme’, Levinson’s ‘consciously contentious’ historicist criticism involves a direct challenge to an idealized conception of a body of work that is said to be primarily aimed at eliding history through a ‘privatized, self-generative’ account of the ‘growth of a poet’s mind’.26 Like McGann’s, Levinson’s version of New Historicism is focused above all on what the Wordsworth poem does not express, what it elides or evades. Levinson re-imagines four of Wordsworth’s canonical or ‘great period’ poems (‘Tintern Abbey’, ‘Michael’ the Intimations ode, ‘Peele Castle’) as implicit but evasive responses to the specific historical, economic, and social circumstances of their production: in Levinson’s account, while history, economics, and class have been studiously elided in the poetry, they can still be conceived as governing the rhetorical strategies entailed by that very elision. In this sense, it is precisely what is not stated, what is not in the poem, that is read. In a slightly earlier essay on ‘The Politics of Tintern Abbey’, Kenneth Johnston pertinently observed that if Wordsworth’s famous poem can be conceived as ‘one of the most powerfully depoliticized poems in the language’ it is for that very reason that it can in fact be considered ‘a uniquely political one’: it is, in other words, precisely in the evasion of politics that the poem is most political.27 Levinson similarly argues that it is precisely the most ‘Wordsworthian’ poems, those ‘most removed from anything so banal as a polemic or position’, in which political conflicts are most ‘expertly displaced’ but also therefore most pronounced:

These poems speak not a word about those sociopolitical themes which had occupied Wordsworth and others less than a decade before and which had become, in the light of the post-Revolutionary world, awkward on a number of levels…the extreme disinterest evinced by these works indicates their resumption of those problematic themes at the level of image and of metaphysics, precisely because they were deadlocked at the practical level. More simply, these poems seek to resolve formally, through certain representational strategies, issues that were unthinkable under any but the most sublime—the most discursive—conditions.28

The ‘internalization’ that M. H. Abrams, Harold Bloom, Paul de Man, and others had earlier proposed as prominently and indeed definingly at work within Romanticism, and most specifically and most clearly so in Wordsworth’s poetry, is reinterpreted within New Historicism as a negation or elision of the political and historical, as a key feature of what McGann terms the ‘Romantic ideology’.29 For McGann, the ideology of Romanticism is ‘everywhere marked by extreme forms of displacement’ whereby ‘actual human issues’ are ‘resituated in a variety of idealized localities’.30 Levinson interprets this as entailing that the repressed of politics is necessarily articulated on the level of language within what she refers to as Wordsworth’s ‘representational strategies’. The theorists and Wordsworth critics to whom Levinson appeals—Louis Althusser, Fredric Jameson, John Barrell, James Chandler, Kenneth Johnston, and others—tend to indicate that the literary work ‘speaks of one thing because it cannot articulate another’.31 Levinson’s ‘deconstructive materialism’—an approach that attempts to mediate between ‘Yale’ (Hartman, de Man, and others) and ‘the historians’ (Woodring, Thompson, and others)—can therefore be said to challenge or ‘deconstruct’ the fundamental assumptions behind a reading of Wordsworth based on an ‘agon’ of self and other. The ‘self’ that critics have traditionally perceived as constituting the origin of the Wordsworthian project is then in fact seen as not so much an assertion of subjectivity as itself an experience or articulation or even indeed a figure for the elision of the political. The figuration of poetic subjectivity is nothing if not a political or ideological formation.

Along with the influential humanist readings of Jonathan Wordsworth, Duncan Wu, and others, historical and historicist readings by critics such as James Chandler, Alan Bewell, Nicholas Roe, Kenneth Johnston, David Bromwich, Helen Vendler, Charles Rzepka, and Alan Liu both challenge the assertion that Wordsworth’s poetry is disengaged from contemporary political concerns and offer rich and detailed contextual readings to support that alternative reading. But another tradition of political critique also emerged in the 1980s and 1990s in the form of ‘green’ rather than ‘red’ politics (as one of its early proponents, Jonathan Bate, puts it), forming a parallel and in some ways opposing development in Wordsworth’s reception.32 Given the importance that Wordsworth places on the idea of nature, it perhaps comes as no surprise that Wordsworth critics were early adopters of the emerging sub-discipline of ecocriticism. As early as 1974, in fact, Karl Kroeber began to argue in a prescient essay that the traditional view of Wordsworth as a ‘nature poet’ needs to be revised in the light of the contemporary environmentalist or ecological movement. For Kroeber, Wordsworth is ‘the one “nature” poet whose vision is truly ecological’.33 Kroeber recognizes that for Wordsworth, ‘man’s humanity is completely realized only within nature’s “inhumanity”’. For Kroeber, the problem has to do with the nature of the self and the extent to which that sense of selfhood is produced by means of a ‘deliberate fitting of one’s individuality to the eternal world and of the external world to one’s mind’.34 In this respect, he argues, Wordsworth’s ‘Home at Grasmere’, a poem that presents as its ambition the making of poetry out of ‘what we are’, amounts even to a redefinition of the ‘individual self’ (CHG, 104 (MS.B, l.1005)).

Although little developed at the time, Kroeber’s ground-breaking call for an ecological reading of Wordsworth’s poetry was taken up almost twenty years later in Jonathan Bate’s Romantic Ecology (1991). Bate presents an ecological reading of Wordsworth as an antidote to what he sees as the excesses of Hartman’s subsumption of Wordsworthian nature into imagination on the one hand, and the new-historicist argument that Wordsworth’s interest in nature involves an increasingly reactionary resistance to or denial of the political on the other. For a certain strand of New Historicism (as Bate points out), there simply is no nature ‘except as it is constituted by acts of political definition made possible by particular forms of government’, as Alan Liu memorably remarks in his monumental 1989 study Wordsworth and the Sense of History.35 Hartman ‘threw out nature to bring us the transcendent imagination’, Bate asserts pithily, while ‘McGann throws out the transcendent imagination to bring us history and society’.36 For Bate, in other words, the historicist and political reading of Wordsworth and other writers is ‘too limited’: a larger ecological politics, he contends, will help us to see that in addition to ‘production, income, and ownership’, what is ‘done to the land is as important as who owns it’.37 The appreciation of Wordsworth’s eco- rather than ego-centric poetry involves what, in his later book The Song of the Earth (2000), Bate refers to as a transcendence of the ‘tyranny of subjectivity’.38 And yet, in fact, Bate’s important and influential account of Wordsworth and the environment more often recuperates subjectivity for an individualistic, humanist conception of the relationship between poet and nature. For Bate, the appreciation of nature in Wordsworth involves an ‘underpinning’ rather than an undermining of the sovereign self: Wordsworth’s characteristically pastoral poetry can be read, in the end, as ‘a way of connecting’ a free-standing, pre-existing, autonomous and agential subjectivity to its environment’.39

Indeed, while the challenge posed by Kroeber in the mid-1970s and echoed and reinforced by Bate in the early 1990s has since been taken up in various ways by critics interested in politicized readings of Wordsworthian environmentalism, Scott Hess has recently commented that such analyses have in fact rarely moved far away from what he dubs the ‘ecology of authorship’. Hess’s phrase refers to the ways in which Wordsworth’s ‘turn to nature’ itself in fact involves a turn to a ’particular form of social organization and culture’, which may be said to incorporate ‘nature, genius, individualized authorial identity, middle-class high culture, and the autonomous deep self’.40 Nature, within these terms, has become identified with ‘individual consciousness and identity, as opposed to social or communal life’: ‘nature’ is defined in terms of its status as a ‘special aesthetic and spiritual sphere with the individual in opposition to society’.41 The Wordsworthian sense of nature is thereby said to articulate a very specific set of social, economic, and class affiliations and assumptions: nature, in effect and despite appearances, is an assertion of individualized (bourgeois) identity.

As we have seen, the principal thrust of the New Historicist analysis of Wordsworth’s poetry involves a critique of what is seen as an increasingly dogmatic silencing of other voices. In particular, there is perceived to be a growing elision in Wordsworth’s poetry of the plight of the dissident and the dispossessed, those whom Alan Bewell refers to as Wordsworth’s ‘marginals’—the poor, the sick, the indigent or infirm, the very young or very old, the vagrant, the criminal, the insane.42 But as David Simpson comments in Wordsworth, Commodification and Social Concern (2009), this New Historicist analysis may be understood to overlook the extent to which Wordsworth’s poetry attempts precisely to voice not only a profound self-critique with regard to the poet’s relationship with such figures but, even more powerfully, an avowal of and identification with social and cultural figures that refuse to respond or adhere to conventional conceptions of the social and cultural, and that indeed resist all political redemption or salvation narratives. This very listing of Wordsworthian ‘marginals’ might give us pause, indeed, in as much as we might notice not only that, as Levinson points out, the ‘vagrant dwellers’ of ‘Tintern Abbey’ are hardly noticed, but also, on the other hand, that there is an explicit but generally un-redemptive noticing of the indigent traveller in ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’, the mentally retarded in ‘The Idiot Boy’, or the alienated, communitarianly dispossessed and finally un-redeemable female figures in ‘Alice Fell’ or ‘The Thorn’. In this sense, the new historicist critique seems itself to elide what Simpson calls the ‘analytical power’ of Wordsworth’s language and of ‘the positioning of his narrators and protagonists as indicators of a crisis of ethical subjectivity itself’. For Simpson, the problem is not so much that Wordsworth elides and evades the social, political critique for which his early revolutionary politics would logically seem to call, but instead that these ‘marginal’ individuals are simply ‘not open to mere good faith solutions’. Instead, in such figures, Wordsworth articulates a ‘profound alienation’ that can be ‘stated and explored but not surpassed’.43 For Simpson, the power of Wordsworth’s ‘minimalist’ exemplars—the solitary, the leech-gatherer, the vagrant, the beggar—involves precisely a resistance to ‘restorative humanism’ and an acknowledgment of the ‘sheer animality’ of individuals in a state of ‘exigent singularity’ (Simpson compares such figures to the ‘death-in-life’ existence of the so-called ‘Muselmann’ of the Nazi concentration camps described by Primo Levi and others). Simpson relates these almost-non-human formations to the question of historical and political exigency by way of a Marxian notion of the ‘invisible hand’ of commodity form, of commodification, that governs relations between individuals. He points out that while Wordsworth’s poetry hardly ever actually describes specific relationships based on the exchange of commodities, it is, nevertheless, ‘suffused with representations of commodity form’. For Simpson, Wordsworth’s poems of encounter resist the popular eighteenth-century narrative of sympathetic sentimentality, of ethical and economic exchange based on the recognition of a certain commonalty, and even of an assumption of equality in humanity. Instead, they present a stranger, more difficult, less comforting truth. Poems like ‘Resolution and Independence’ or ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’ imagine ‘the demise of modern subjectivity’, refusing to allow sympathetic identification to be the basis for social relationship: Wordsworth’s strangers ‘remain strangers’. His topic, Simpson argues, is in the end ‘failed communication and unmade communities’.44 In this sense, Wordsworth exposes the limits of the human, and articulates the human as already-dead, as machine, as animal, thereby exploring the limits or indeed the negation of individuality, subjectivity, selfhood—limits at which we all in fact move, towards which we all tend.

This understanding of Wordsworth as a radical poet not of his own subjectivity but of the limits of the human may be understood to be one of the key developments in Wordsworth criticism of the last decade and a way in which his recent reception has managed not only to overcome, or at least to reconceive, the political critique of New Historicism but also thereby to challenge the age-old Hazlitt-Keats charge of ‘egotism’. The turn away from a sense of Wordsworth as intractably subject-centred is evident in the animality of Wordsworth’s poetry now beginning to be explored by Simpson as well as by such critics as Peter Heymans, James Castell, and others.45 The recent turn away from the question of egotism is also evident in another major recent contribution to Wordsworth studies, Paul Fry’s Wordsworth and the Poetry of What We Are (2008). Like Simpson, Fry draws attention to a feature of Wordsworth’s poetry that has often baffled or bemused readers, his interest in ‘marginal’ individuals—individuals who are on the margins of human society but who are also only marginally human; individuals that have been reduced to, or who exist, in ‘zero-degree states of consciousness’.46 Fry goes so far as to argue that for Wordsworth the revelation of the nonhuman in the human, the revelation of what we all share with the nonhuman universe, constitutes even the ‘hiding-place’ of his power: the ‘disclosure of things as things’ is, for Fry, the ‘sole function’ of Wordsworth’s poetry.47 Where Simpson mounts a challenge to new historicist readings of Wordsworth from within an historically and politically motivated critique, Fry takes on ‘green’ or ‘eco’-criticism from a naturalistic or thorough-going materialist perspective, arguing instead for a ‘gray’ or ‘stone-colored’ analysis that would attend appropriately to the identifications, within the poetry, with inanimate nature as a proper response to the ‘moment of faint sentience, never far from bedrock, where death and life graze each other’. Such an analysis, Fry argues, would avoid the rhetoric, and the pathos, of a certain ineluctable critical anthropomorphism. For Fry, the ‘ontic’—that which is, that which simply exists—is what in the end constitutes the subject-matter of Wordsworth’s poetry: ‘The ontic, unsemantic self-identity of things’, Fry declares, is ‘Wordsworth’s true theme’.48 In this spirit, Fry focuses on unmeaning in Wordsworth as much as (or even in fact more than) on ways in which his poems mean. So-called or so-conceived moments of spiritual apprehension as are encountered in The Prelude’s ‘spots of time’ are concerned, rather, with the ‘revelatory immanence of insignificance’, with what Fry lists as ‘the bare, the naked, and the blank’,49 or the ‘bare, the bleak, the stark, the naked, the singleness and solitude of things’. According to Fry, ‘no one writing before Wordsworth had ever tried not to mean’. But Wordsworth, the great poet of blankess, does, and for Fry this constitutes Wordsworth’s major claim to our attention. Again and again, Wordsworth names and attempts to invoke the ‘blankness’ of such phenomena in a writing that attends, paradoxically, to the unmeaning within poetry. For Fry, the function or significance of nature in Wordsworth’s poetry has to do precisely with its indifference, its non-signifying quality, its inhuman-ness or nonhumanity: the strange and strangely insistent appeal to non-human objects in Wordsworth ‘make[s]‌ us realize with otherwise inaccessible clarity, through the experience of the nonhuman, what it is to be human’. And what it means to be human is resolved in the question of what it is to be a stone: ‘Wordsworth discovers the ontic unity of the human and the nonhuman in the sheer minerality of things’, Fry declares. For Fry, it is this attention to the thingness of things, including people—including the poet himself, indeed—that will allow us to resist or to refute the Keatsian characterization of Wordsworth as the epitome of the ‘egotistical sublime’. While Fry concedes that Wordsworth seems to have been remarkably egotistical in person—anyone who met him was likely to be struck by the question of whether ‘anything like the give and take of conversation was possible’, he suggests—the poetry itself amounts to ‘an almost monastic discipline aimed at effacing the ego’.50

In the recent work of Paul Fry and David Simpson, then, Wordsworth criticism may be said to have come full circle or indeed even to have reached back beyond the earliest reception of his poetry. Such critics, it might be said, have begun to sketch a future for Wordsworth that can begin to conceive of his poetry outside of a limiting if often admittedly self-defining subjectivity. The future of Wordsworth criticism will take us beyond the restrictive conception of the poet’s ‘egotistical sublime’. Or, perhaps more properly, it might allow us to conceive of ‘egotistical sublime’ as a kind of oxymoron, to remember that it is precisely egotism itself, the conception of an autonomous or coherent subjectivity, that the sublime, at least in its Kantian formulation, subsumes, collapses, or moves beyond.
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CHAPTER 47

EDITING WORDSWORTH IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

BRUCE E. GRAVER

FEW poets have had their works so thoroughly and professionally edited as William Wordsworth. He rarely destroyed any of his manuscripts, his descendants lovingly preserved them in a family archive, and they were eventually donated to the Dove Cottage Trust, where they became the heart of the Wordsworth Library, now part of the Jerwood Centre for the Study of Romanticism. Over ninety per cent of Wordsworth’s poetical manuscripts are preserved there, together with a complete set of life editions of his works, many of them annotated family copies, and much of his personal library. This close conjunction of print and manuscript materials has made the editing of Wordsworth’s poetry fertile ground for experiments in scholarly editing. From Ernest de Selincourt onward, Wordsworth’s twentieth-century editors have recovered early manuscript versions of poems that Wordsworth either never published, or published considerably later in altered form. Rather than granting authority to the poet’s published texts, or to his last lifetime edition, as had been traditional editorial practice, these editors have isolated stages in the development of a poem and presented them as reading texts. By calling attention to the multiple versions of any given work, Wordsworth’s editors have destabilized our understanding of what constitutes a finished poem. A Wordsworth poem has become, not a fixed object like a statue, but a sequence of changing objects, all of them slightly different from one another. The editor’s role has also changed: more than a reporter of the author’s labours, some editors have privileged a particular stage of the poem as a best version, according to their own principles of taste. The results have been illuminating, especially of Wordsworth’s early poetic development. But they are also not without controversy.

ERNEST DE SELINCOURT AND THE CLARENDON WORDSWORTH

In the first half of the twentieth century, the editing of Wordsworth was the labour of Professor Ernest de Selincourt. In 1899, de Selincourt was appointed university lecturer in modern English literature at Oxford, the first such appointment in the history of the university. Nine years later he was elected to the chair of English literature at the University of Birmingham, where he helped to design their new humanities curriculum. The profession of modern literature lacked scholarly legitimacy, so de Selincourt needed to show that the study of modern writers could be a serious endeavour, and that the results might transform our understanding of their works. Editions of Keats (1905), Spenser (1912), Landor (1916), and Whitman (1920) established him as a formidable textual scholar, and helped to prepare him for his greatest achievement: his 1926 Clarendon edition of Wordsworth’s Prelude.1 This edition permanently altered our understanding of Wordsworth and has become a model for scholarly editions of modern poets.

De Selincourt’s Prelude demonstrates how the editing of a modern writer could both embrace the philological methods of classical and medieval scholarship and establish itself as something entirely new. Rather than editing just the authorized text of the poem, published shortly after Wordsworth’s death in 1850, de Selincourt based his edition on a comprehensive examination of the manuscripts of the poem, from its earliest drafts in 1798 down to the final fair copy manuscript of 1839, upon which the text of 1850 was based.2 Like an edition of a medieval or classical author, his introduction begins with a descriptive catalogue of the known manuscripts, including attempts to date them and to identify the handwriting of their amanuenses. But rather than reducing all manuscript readings to a critical apparatus supporting the authorized text, de Selincourt produced a reading text of an 1805 fair copy manuscript, previously unpublished, and printed it as a parallel text, on facing pages with the 1850 version. That is, rather than give primacy to the authorized 1850 text, de Selincourt gave equal weight to an unauthorized manuscript text composed, he wrote, when the poet was ‘in the fullness of his powers’ (Prelude 1926, p. xv), and let readers choose which version they might prefer.

It has long been known that Wordsworth revised The Prelude in his later years, and conjectures have been inevitable on the character and extent of that revision…The original version may now for the first time be compared with the edition published in 1850, and the development from the one to the other traced through all its stages. If the comparison does not show a change as fundamental as some critics have anticipated, it reveals much that is highly significant in the history of the poet’s mind and art. (Prelude 1926, p. xv)

De Selincourt’s introduction leaves little doubt about which version he preferred: the manuscript version of 1805. After describing the manuscripts of the poem and giving an account of its genesis, he concludes with an extended comparison of the 1805 and 1850 texts in which he discusses changes of style, audience, and idea. He begins with the stylistic improvements of the later version. ‘No one,’ he writes, ‘would doubt that the 1850 version is a better composition than the A [1805] text. Weak phrases are strengthened, and its whole texture is more closely knit’ (Prelude 1926, p. xliv). But his praise of 1850 is decidedly muted. ‘Wordsworth retained his critical acumen far longer than his creative energy’, he asserts, and offers as an example the ‘two lines on the statue of Newton’, added in 1832 to Book III: ‘The marble index of a mind for ever | Voyaging through strange seas of Thought, alone’ (Prelude 1926, p. xlvi). If Pope and Horace thought that Homer sometimes nods, de Selincourt implies that the later Wordsworth occasionally wakes up. So the vast majority of the differences between the 1805 and 1850 Prelude, thought de Selincourt, were unfortunate: they showed a reliance ‘on that same abstract and artificial language from which his own theories, and his own best practice, had been a reaction’ (Prelude 1926, p. xlvii), and a tendency to soften his earlier judgments about such matters as University education and the French Revolution, ‘changes…[that] are criticisms directed by a man of seventy winters against his own past’ (Prelude 1926, p. li). The most damaging of Wordsworth’s changes are those that overtly Christianized ‘that religious faith which is reflected’ in poems like ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’: ‘a passionate intuition of God present in the Universe and in the mind of man’, grounded in an ‘intense mystical experience’ that may or may not be ‘compatible with Christianity’ (Prelude 1926, pp. lvi–lviii). The pietistic alterations to the climactic Snowdon episode are singled out for disapprobation:

By changes such as these, the last Book in particular, which is the philosophical conclusion of the whole matter, leaves a totally different impression from that created by the earlier text. The ideas he has introduced…were entirely alien to his thought and feeling, not only in that youth and early manhood of which The Prelude recounts the history, but in that mature period in which it was written; and they have no rightful place in the poem. …The essential point to realize is that their intrusion has falsified our estimate of the authentic Wordsworth, the poet of the years 1798–1805. (Prelude 1926, p. lxi)

So de Selincourt’s aim as an editor of Wordsworth was to recover the poet’s authentic voice, not by editorial conjecture and emendation, as was the traditional philological procedure, but by publishing an early manuscript version of a poem stripped of later alterations. Only for a modern poet like Wordsworth could such editorial intervention be possible, one whose family had preserved and kept intact a nearly complete archive of poetical manuscripts. De Selincourt’s Prelude edition, wrote one reviewer, was ‘an event in modern scholarship.’3

In editing The Prelude, de Selincourt’s efforts were not just scholarly: he also had to negotiate permission to gain access to the poet’s manuscripts. And that meant cultivating a friendship with Gordon Graham Wordsworth, the poet’s grandson, who had inherited the family archive. In 1904, de Selincourt built a home along the old carriage road between Grasmere and Rydal, not far from White Moss Common.4 From that time on, when he was not in term at Oxford or Birmingham, he resided in Grasmere, a short walk from Dove Cottage, and a slightly longer one to Gordon Wordsworth’s home, The Stepping Stones, across the river Rothay past Rydal, where the manuscript archive was stored. Gordon Wordsworth was a curious fellow: a onetime schoolmaster with degrees from Eton and Oxford, he at last settled in his father’s home in Rydal and became a world traveller and sportsman, known for his skills at angling, golf, and cricket. In his later years he became devoted to his grandfather’s memory, studied the manuscripts closely, and had a keen interest in tracing all the details of the poet’s life, especially those mentioned in The Prelude.5 Eventually, he and de Selincourt became close friends. In 1914, Gordon Wordsworth indicated his family’s desire to donate the Wordsworth manuscript collection to the Dove Cottage Trust. But discussions about its transfer, storage, and display were halted first by the death of two of the founding trustees, William Knight and Stopford Brooke, and then by World War I. After the war, de Selincourt was elected chairman of the Trust, and used his influence with Gordon Wordsworth to convince him of the importance to scholars of the poet’s unpublished manuscripts.6 Wordsworth subsequently granted de Selincourt access to the manuscripts that became the basis of his Prelude edition, and the massive editorial work began. When published, de Selincourt’s Prelude was dedicated, appropriately, to Gordon Graham Wordsworth ‘in gratitude and friendship.’

Mr. Wordsworth has not only allowed me free access to the manuscripts, but given constant help in deciphering what was almost illegible in them, and he has placed at my disposal his unrivalled knowledge of the details of the poet’s life and of the country which will always be associated with him. (Prelude 1926, pp. v, viii.)

The success of the Prelude led de Selincourt to further endeavours: a biography of Dorothy Wordsworth (1933) and a two-volume edition of her journals (1941), a six-volume edition of The Letters of William and Dorothy Wordsworth (1935–9), and a five-volume edition of Wordsworth’s Poetical Works, co-edited with Helen Darbishire, all of them Clarendon Press publications. But just as important was de Selincourt’s leadership in the establishment of the Wordsworth Library. Gordon Graham Wordsworth died in 1935, leaving the books and manuscripts in the family archive to the Dove Cottage Trust. As chairman of the Trust, de Selincourt was determined to take control of the collection so that it could be properly preserved, and so that scholars could have access to it for their research. He began to catalogue the collection, to arrange for its proper storage and display, and to establish rules for how and where the books and manuscripts were to be examined. He also built a study in Dove Cottage, so that the manuscripts could be studied there and not elsewhere. But the pressures of World War II affected his progress, and in its midst, de Selincourt died suddenly, bringing to a close a remarkable era of Wordsworthian scholarship.7

The five-volume edition of Wordsworth’s Poetical Works needs special consideration. It is, from one point of view, highly conservative. De Selincourt and Darbishire present as their primary reading text the last authorized edition of Wordsworth’s works, the Edward Moxon 1849–50 printing, preserving as well Wordsworth’s idiosyncratic arrangement of his verse—Poems Referring to the Period of Childhood, Poems of the Fancy, Poems of the Imagination, and the like. But there are three important procedures that are not so conservative. First, following the model of the 1926 Prelude, they present two poems, An Evening Walk and Descriptive Sketches, in two different versions, printed on facing pages, allowing readers to compare the 1793 texts of these poems with the last authorized edition. Second, they include in their apparatus criticus variant readings from both manuscript and printed editions of the poems, if manuscripts survive. In several cases, particularly for poems that Wordsworth wrote in the 1790s but did not publish until decades later, this procedure results in an apparatus so complex that reconstructing the early manuscript versions is difficult. Finally, the editors include in volumes 1, 4, and 5 appendices in which they reproduce unpublished manuscript poems, or manuscript versions of poems that Wordsworth published later in vastly altered forms. In the first volume, these poems are, for the most part, transcribed from notebooks that Wordsworth began keeping in his mid- to late teens, and include his lengthy loco-descriptive poem, The Vale of Esthwaite, that de Selincourt and Darbishire reconstructed from fragments scattered through three manuscript notebooks. The appendix in volume 4 includes a wide variety of unpublished or uncollected poems, many of them translations, that date from as early as 1798 and as late as 1849. In volume 5, which contains The Excursion, the editors include in the appendix manuscript poems and fragments associated with The Recluse, some previously published (such as Home at Grasmere), and some not (such as Tuft of Primroses and ‘Composed when a Probability Existed of our being obliged to quit Rydal Mount as a Residence’). In addition, in the notes to Book I of The Excursion, they transcribed a 1798 manuscript version of The Ruined Cottage, and included an account of other manuscripts of that poem, and a history of how it was subsequently revised over the next 16 years. An edition of a modern writer so rich in manuscript detail had never before been accomplished; it was a magnificent achievement.

It was also a flawed achievement. There is a constant tension between reading text and the apparatus criticus in the de Selincourt–Darbishire edition, resulting from their desire to privilege, on the one hand, the 1849–50 authorized edition and, on the other hand, to trace the development of Wordsworth’s poetry ‘from the earliest existing copy, through its successive stages in manuscript and print. …’ (PW, I. p. v). So much manuscript material survives, and Wordsworth’s poems went through so much revision during his long lifetime, that the apparatus frequently becomes unwieldy. This tension is compounded by the thematic arrangement of the poetry. Time and again the desire to study the development of poems written more or less at the same time is impeded by the difficulties in tracing, through the apparatus, just what was written when. As later scholars, encouraged by de Selincourt and Darbishire’s work, began to consult the manuscripts directly, they discovered further problems. First, they found that de Selincourt’s reconstruction of manuscript poems, especially from the juvenile notebooks, was highly conjectural and hence problematic; no one, for instance, could ever reconstruct The Vale of Esthwaite in quite the same way he did. Second, they found that the notebooks themselves, as integral units, revealed much more about Wordsworth’s practice as a poet than they did when excerpted and scattered selectively across a critical apparatus. Scholars wanted to know what was in a particular notebook, and in what order things were entered, and by whom, information that could not usually be ascertained from the de Selincourt–Darbishire edition. Finally, it became evident that the Clarendon edition contained numerous errors of transcription or omission—something hardly surprising, given the volume of material that the editors had encountered (one is tempted to say excavated) for the first time, and given as well the speed with which they must have worked, de Selincourt especially. As a result, within ten years of the appearance of the five-volume Clarendon edition, a new edition began to seem necessary, one undertaken on different principles and with a different book design, in which the poet’s poetical manuscripts would be granted unprecedented prominence. And so the Cornell Wordsworth edition was, ever so slowly, born.

STEPHEN PARRISH AND THE CORNELL WORDSWORTH

The Cornell Wordsworth had its origin in Helen Darbishire’s fear that the Dove Cottage manuscript archive would be destroyed in a nuclear holocaust. She had the whole collection of Wordsworth’s poetical manuscripts microfilmed, and the microfilms were sent to Winnipeg, Canada, where it was stored in a bank vault; a few years later, George Harris Healey, rare books librarian at Cornell University, convinced her to allow another set of microfilms to be deposited at Cornell, where one of the world’s finest collections of Wordsworth’s printed books already resided.8 Almost immediately, scholars and graduate students began poring over the microfilms, generating scholarly articles and doctoral dissertations. Cornell was home to the distinguished Romanticist M. H. Abrams, his junior colleague Stephen Parrish, a former Navy code-breaker with a Harvard PhD, hard at work on the Lyrical Ballads and the manuscript notebooks containing their earliest drafts, and their graduate student, John Alban Finch, intent on reconstructing The Recluse as his dissertation and beginning to develop a full descriptive catalogue of all of Wordsworth’s manuscripts. Thus the stage was set for a new comprehensive edition of Wordsworth’s poetry.

In the summer of 1963 Parrish took time out from his essay ‘Michael and the Pastoral Ballad’ to draft ‘A Proposal for a Cornell Wordsworth’. 9 In a document dated 27 June 1963, he wrote: ‘I should like to propose that we inaugurate a series of volumes which would constitute ultimately a fresh edition of Wordsworth, but which could begin modestly as a supplement to the standard Oxford Edition of de Selincourt and Darbishire.’ His rationale for supplementing de Selincourt–Darbishire is clear: ‘the contents are presented not in chronological order’, ‘the base text is not the earliest, or the earliest complete version, but the latest, and therefore often the least interesting’, and ‘de Selincourt and Darbishire omitted hundreds of readings and (lamentably) introduced hundreds of errors’. His rationale for a Cornell Wordsworth is just as clear: Cornell has the finest Wordsworth collection in an academic research library, and also is the only research institution to own a full set of microfilms of the Dove Cottage manuscripts. Besides, a Cornell Wordsworth edition would take its place beside the Yale editions of Pope and Johnson, and lend the university and its press considerable prestige. That the edition would also supplant a Clarendon Press publication would be no small part of that prestige. Parrish’s plan seems, at least in the initial stages, quite modest: ‘First, we can publish some of the early notebooks as notebooks, showing leaf by leaf the order of the contents of each book.’ ‘Second, we could publish certain titles, beginning with long early poems that have not appeared in their first finished form.’ And then, incrementally, they could publish a complete new edition.

Specifically, I should like to inaugurate this series by undertaking an edition of the Alfoxden notebook…which contains fragments of some of Wordsworth’s most interesting early work. …There are perhaps a dozen other notebooks which are almost as interesting and which ought to fall within our design.10

The key phrases here are ‘earliest complete version’ and ‘long poems that have not appeared in their first finished form’, concepts that became the core principles of the Cornell edition. Also interesting is the critique of de Selincourt–Darbishire for not adhering to a chronological arrangement of the poems: chronological arrangement became a recurring issue for the Cornell editors, persisting to the last published volumes in the series. But, in 1963, it was a few, perhaps a dozen, manuscript notebooks that were to constitute the beginning of the series, especially the Alfoxden and Christabel notebooks of 1798, which contain so much of the Lyrical Ballads material that Parrish had been working on.

As Parrish was drafting his initial proposal, Cornell was in the process of hiring his student, John Finch, as an instructor. Finch had been spending his summers in Grasmere, swimming in Alcock Tarn each morning, and working tirelessly into the night on two projects: his dissertation on The Recluse and his catalogue of Wordsworth manuscripts. As he did so, he began meeting other scholars conducting research at Dove Cottage, among them Mark Reed, at work on his Wordsworth Chronology, and Jonathan Wordsworth, who was doing the manuscript work leading to The Music of Humanity and his essays on early versions of The Prelude. Finch formed close bonds with them both, visited them at their homes, and began to enlist them in the Cornell Wordsworth project. In the process he also determined that Parrish’s initial proposal needed to be to be revised, and in 1966, offered a new one of his own: a ‘Proposal for a Cornell Wordsworth Series’.11

Finch’s proposal, like Parrish’s, opens with a critique of the de Selincourt–Darbishire edition:

The defects of the de Selincourt edition are notorious: readings are inexplicably omitted, conflated, or given inaccurately; manuscripts are described in an inadequate and often misleading way; and poems are often misdated and the stages of their composition insufficiently explained.

But Finch is much more specific about the contents of the edition than was Parrish, and what he projects is strikingly different.

We propose to publish initially a group of editions of important poems, each of which exists in early and late versions markedly different in character. In each instance the late version will already be available…in the de Selincourt edition: the Cornell editions will publish the early versions. …In publishing the early versions entire, the aim will be to bring out clearly and accurately the stages of composition which lead up to the first completed text, to supply full and careful information about manuscripts, and to show how all new materials being edited point to a re-evaluation of Wordsworth’s achievements.

The emphasis here has shifted away from editions of whole manuscripts. Finch does not, in this proposal, explain the reason for this change, but other correspondence does: they had a competitor with a prior claim. In the early 1960s, Robert Woof and his University of Toronto mentor, James MacGillivray, had agreed with Oxford University Press to produce editions of Wordsworth’s early poetical notebooks, as a supplement and correction to the de Selincourt–Darbishire Poetical Works.12 Not wanting to appear to duplicate their work, Finch proposed only to produce editions of early versions of long poems, which then could be compared with the late versions in de Selincourt–Darbishire—something like inter-volume parallel texts. Information about manuscripts was to be ‘full’, but whether this would include facsimile reproductions was left tactfully unclear, and Finch is careful to articulate the ultimate aims of the series: ‘a re-evaluation of Wordsworth’s achievements,’ not just a supplement to the Clarendon edition. He also understands how revolutionary this kind of an edition will be:

The most valuable innovation in presenting the text would be to break free, where necessary, from the familiar text with apparatus criticus. Instead of this, it would be much more useful to print before the text itself, full transcripts of the contents of the chief relevant manuscripts. This would set a new standard of accuracy, would present evidence in an immediately visible form, and would enable the Introduction to move with a closeness to the materials not hitherto possible.

Finch’s vision, then, is for an edition that minimizes the use of critical apparatus, making ‘immediately visible’ as much of the manuscript evidence as is possible. His arrangement of things seems a little odd—putting the manuscript transcriptions before the reading texts—and he does not mention manuscript photographs at all. But on the whole, what Finch envisions in this part of his proposal is what the Cornell Wordsworth eventually became.

But Finch grossly underestimated the time needed to do the work. He expected, for instance, three volumes to be finished within a year: Home at Grasmere, Salisbury Plain, and The Ruined Cottage. A second three volumes could follow as soon as a year later: The Borderers, Peter Bell, and the 1799 Prelude. And then work might begin on unpublished journals and letters. An ambitious production schedule indeed, especially for an edition hoping to ‘set a new standard of accuracy’, with unprecedented innovations in book design. Finch would undertake Home at Grasmere, and his posthumously-published essay, ‘Wordsworth’s Two-Handed Engine’,13 was a draft towards his introduction. Stephen Gill was well-advanced with The Salisbury Plain Poems, and Jonathan Wordsworth, who taught at Cornell alongside Parrish and Finch in the fall of 1966, would prepare The Ruined Cottage, as an extension of his forthcoming monograph, The Music of Humanity. They expected to enlist Mark Reed as well, but had yet to determine his precise contribution.

Then tragedy struck. On the night of 5 April 1967, Finch and eight Cornell graduate students were killed in a fire on the Cornell campus. The story of that night is recounted in detail in the Bicentenary Wordsworth Studies, a volume designed as a memorial to Finch, who died heroically, attempting to save others.14 The ramifications of this event for the Cornell Wordsworth cannot be underestimated. Finch had formed especially close bonds with three men who did not trust each other as much as they trusted Finch: Jonathan Wordsworth, Mark Reed, and, of course, Stephen Parrish. Reed and Wordsworth were already at odds about the status of the 1799 Prelude (was it a finished poem or not?); Wordsworth thought Parrish was something of a ‘nuisance’ who needed to be humoured—in one especially sardonic letter, he proposed to form a ‘Let’s Be Nice to Parrish’ club;15 Parrish found Reed a bit too stubborn for his liking (and besides, in spite of his Yale-Harvard pedigree, he was not employed by Cornell). So, in losing Finch, the Cornell Wordsworth not only lost perhaps its greatest editor: it lost the one man who knew how to mediate successfully among the men who were its principal projectors. The edition seemed doomed before it had even begun.

Initially, it was Jonathan Wordsworth who came to the rescue. Less than a month after Finch’s death, Jonathan wrote an encouraging note to a despondent Parrish, suggesting that Mark Reed be named the new co-editor of the series: ‘He hasn’t John’s flair, but he’s completely reliable, and it wouldn’t take him far out of his work on the Chronology. Between the three of us I’m sure we could get things under way again. I’ll help all I can if you decide to try.’ By the following autumn, Parrish had come fully around to Wordsworth’s way of thinking, offering Reed the Associate Editorship. The first goal would be publication of Stephen Gill’s Salisbury Plain Poems, followed by Jonathan Wordsworth’s Ruined Cottage; Parrish would undertake an edition of the 1799 Prelude, and Reed would begin work on the 1805 Prelude. Other volumes were also beginning to be discussed: John Jordan’s Peter Bell, Robert Osborn’s The Borderers, and Paul Betz’s The Waggoner.16 But very little had been set in stone. And apparently very few discussions had taken place with Cornell University Press, clarifying how the volumes would be organized, what editorial conventions would be followed, and precisely what the volumes would contain. That battle had yet to be fought, and it would take far longer than Finch’s sunny estimate of one year for volumes to begin to appear. Gill’s Salisbury Plain Poems was not published until 1975, a full eight years later than Finch had expected. By that time, much about the series had changed.

First, Parrish had to devise editorial procedures that would ensure the accuracy of the published texts and manuscript transcriptions. From Finch’s 1966 proposal, it seems that initially the individual volume editors would be trusted to do their own checking: there is no way that his publication schedule could be met, if more than one pair of eyes was involved in the vetting process. But Parrish’s experience as a Navy cryptoanalyst had taught him that vetting must be done by multiple people. Consequently, he constructed a quasi-military chain of command, with himself as general editor and Mark Reed as his chief lieutenant.17 For each volume, the individual editors would pass their work to Reed and to Parrish to be checked and re-checked against the manuscripts. And the necessity of this process became clear almost immediately. The vetting process with Salisbury Plain, Parrish wrote in 1971, was ‘a sobering experience’ that slowed production down in ways no one had anticipated.18 Because it was the first volume in an increasingly complex series, it enabled the series editors to comprehend the possibilities for error. As the series progressed, even more eyes were added to the checking process—James Butler as Assistant Editor and Jared Curtis as Coordinating Editor—all in an effort to achieve the highest possible level of accuracy.

The chief change, however, was in the relationship between Jonathan Wordsworth and the Cornell Wordsworth series. As Jonathan Wordsworth took on more responsibility for the Dove Cottage Trust, eventually succeeding Mary Moorman as chairman, he began to adopt more of an adversarial role with Parrish and the Cornell enterprise. The seeds of this change can be seen in his disagreements with Reed over the earliest versions of The Prelude: Wordsworth championed the 1799 two-part poem, while Reed thought it just the beginning of a much longer poem, and therefore should not have independent status.19 The next sign was the (apparently) mutual decision that he would give up editorship of The Ruined Cottage, a task that was reassigned to Parrish’s former student, James Butler. But it also became clear that, in the face of what was looking more and more like an American invasion and takeover of the Wordsworth brand, someone with academic authority needed to protect the interests of the Trust. Or, to put it differently, Jonathan Wordsworth realized that the cottage organization that was the Dove Cottage Trust would not be able to withstand the pressures of an ambitious and well-funded American academic machine. Someone had to be responsible for professionalizing the Trust and the operations of the Wordsworth Library. And someone had to insist that these well-funded Americans make significant monetary contributions to the Trust, so that the professionalization could take place. All this Jonathan Wordsworth attempted to do. At the same time, he had developed independent ambitions of his own. His correspondence, for instance, regularly mentions a Cambridge Wordsworth edition, which he himself was preparing, a chronological edition of the poetical works, 1787–1807, based on earliest complete versions of the poems, designed for students and thus lacking full scholarly apparatus. This was a project that could also be understood as in competition with Cornell—because it was.20 And in the late 1970s, after the publication of the Norton Critical Edition of The Prelude, Jonathan Wordsworth was also projecting a companion Norton edition of Wordsworth’s selected shorter poems, which he also understood to be a Cornell competitor. Consequently, when in 1976 Parrish submitted a proposal to the Dove Cottage Trust, requesting permission to expand the Cornell edition to include collections of shorter poems and lyrics, Wordsworth firmly resisted. As late as 1979 he was unwavering in his insistence that a Cornell edition of Wordsworth’s complete poetical works would never be published.21 But Parrish, consummate diplomat that he was, had other ideas.

Two important events helped to shift things to Parrish’s advantage. The first was the purchase in 1977, by a Cornell University donor, of a collection of Wordsworth family papers, once the property of William Wordsworth Jr, and containing, among other things, unpublished correspondence between William and Mary Wordsworth written between 1810 and 1812,22 and a hitherto untraced manuscript of Coleridge’s ‘Dejection: An Ode’.23 When the British Board of Trade denied permission for the papers to be exported, an agreement was negotiated between Parrish and Jonathan Wordsworth whereby Cornell would resell the papers to the Dove Cottage Trust; the agreement guaranteed certain rights to the Cornell Wordsworth editors that, Parrish believed, made it possible to go forward with ‘our definitive new edition of Wordsworth’.24 The second important event was a proposal for a major travelling exhibition, William Wordsworth and the Age of English Romanticism. The brainchild of Michael Jaye, one of the Cornell editors, the exhibition would showcase the treasures of the Dove Cottage Trust, in combination with works from major British and American archives and galleries, in important venues across the United States (New York Public Library, Indiana University, and the Chicago Historical Society), and would be funded by a multi-million dollar grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities. The exhibition would also provide the Trust with unprecedented fund-raising opportunities, especially in New York City, where the exhibition premiered. The prospect of substantial amounts of American money flowing into Grasmere convinced Jonathan Wordsworth and the Trust that the American invasion of the Wordsworth Library might turn out to be a Marshall Plan for the preservation and development of all things Wordsworthian. Thus the Cornell Wordsworth officially became, not a series, but a full edition of Wordsworth’s poetry.

These changes were happening as the initial Cornell volumes appeared in print and affected the design and presentation of the series. When Stephen Gill’s Salisbury Plain Poems appeared in 1975, it contained a ‘Foreword’ by Parrish, explaining the aims of the series: it would ‘present—for the first time—full and accurate texts of Wordsworth’s long poems’ (SPP, p. ix)—that is, not his shorter narratives and lyrics—and that it had three purposes: first, ‘to bring the early Wordsworth into view’, second ‘to present all the manuscript readings that can be deciphered and all the changes in authorized editions of Wordsworth’s printed texts up to…his death in 1850’, and third, ‘to make possible the study of Wordsworth’s revisions—which is the study of the development of his poetic art’ (SPP, p. xiii). The Salisbury Plain Poems certainly fits this plan: composed during the 1790s, these poems were only available incompletely and inaccurately, buried in the complex apparatus to de Selincourt’s edition of ‘Guilt and Sorrow’, a poem published in 1842 in a text dramatically altered from the early manuscript versions. Gill explained the textual history in his introduction, which included descriptions of manuscripts of the poems, then presented reading texts of the two unpublished manuscript poems, Salisbury Plain (1795) and Adventures upon Salisbury Plain (1799). Each reading text was followed by facing-page photographs and transcriptions of the manuscripts of the poems. At the end of the volume, a transcription of an 1841 manuscript of ‘Incidents upon Salisbury Plain’ is printed on facing pages with the 1842 published text of ‘Guilt and Sorrow’. Here we see the distinguishing features of the Cornell edition laid out for the first time: clean reading texts based on unpublished manuscripts, photographic reproductions, and transcriptions of manuscript material, and an instance of the facing-page format pioneered in de Selincourt’s Prelude. We also can see the most controversial characteristic of the edition: the relegation of the authorized text to the back of the volume, almost as an appendix. In this respect, Gill’s edition was very much in line with Jonathan Wordsworth’s judgement, expressed on the opening pages of The Music of Humanity: ‘On the whole poets are known by the best versions of their works: Wordsworth is almost exclusively known by the worst’.25 Gill had made available two ‘new’ poems written during the mid-1790s that made possible an accurate picture of Wordsworth’s poetic development, as well as a fuller assessment of his political views during his most radical years.

The next volumes in the series fit the plan as well: Parrish’s two-part Prelude of 1798–9 (1977), Beth Darlington’s Home at Grasmere (1977), and James Butler’s The Ruined Cottage and The Pedlar (1979). In each case, poems only known in considerably altered, later versions were made available in their earliest forms, making it possible for scholars everywhere to talk about the Wordsworth of the ‘Great Decade’ by using the actual texts dating from that period. Several of these texts were subsequently reprinted in anthologies, most notably in the Norton Anthology of English Literature, where Cornell’s M. H. Abrams was the general editor. Thus they were made available to a much wider audience than those able to negotiate a complex scholarly edition, an audience made up largely of undergraduate students in introductory literature courses. By the early 1980s, it had become irresponsible for scholars to talk about the early Wordsworth without a Cornell editor pointing to what exactly the early Wordsworth wrote, and most undergraduate readers of Wordsworth had read these early texts without any awareness of the editorial labours that made them possible.

Thus was the significance of the series established. But the reception of the early volumes made it clear that nothing short of a complete edition of Wordsworth’s poetical works would do, one including shorter poems as well as longer ones. In fact, by 1980 Jared Curtis's edition of Poems, in Two Volumes (1983), the first volume of shorter lyrics to appear in the Cornell series, was nearly complete,26 and work on other collections of shorter poems had begun in earnest. This, of course, necessitated other adjustments in series policy, which can be traced, appropriately enough, in the successive revisions to Parrish’s foreword. In Home at Grasmere, the exclusive focus on long poems vanished: the series, Parrish wrote, will include both ‘long poems’ and ‘collections of shorter poems’. Home at Grasmere also marked first extensive use ‘of a third device for the study of revisions’: facing-page parallel texts of early and late versions of the poem—a format originally devised by Ernest de Selincourt (CHG, p. vii). This version of the foreword was reprinted verbatim in all Cornell volumes for the next twelve years, the only variation being the addition of a paragraph regarding the special status of The Prelude, and found only in the Prelude volumes edited by W. J. B. Owen and Mark L. Reed.

But, with the publication of Carl Ketcham’s Shorter Poems, 1807–1820 (1989), something had to change, for this volume was not bringing ‘the early Wordsworth into view’. Instead, it devoted over 700 pages to verse that few then read, and almost no one taught—more attention than had ever been given to this body of Wordsworth's achievement. Parrish’s revision to his foreword is characteristically neat and succinct: ‘In volumes that cover the work of Wordsworth’s middle and later years bringing the “early Wordsworth” into view means simply presenting as “reading texts,” whenever possible, the earliest finished versions of the poems, not the latest revised editions…’ (SP, p. v). So ‘earliest finished version’ became the new aim for a project that made its reputation championing the early Wordsworth. In Ketcham’s volume, which consists almost entirely of poems that Wordsworth published, ‘earliest finished version’ usually means the earliest text to appear in print—either in the collective poetical works of 1815 and 1820, or in the Thanksgiving Ode volume of 1815—and little effort is made to produce reading texts of earlier manuscript versions. Parrish's phrasing is thus a bit of a rhetorical dodge, but it also shows the flexibility of his editorial imagination: he was willing to modify abstract principles to meet the practical needs of the individual volumes of the series, as its scope grew and changed.

More problematic is another revision to the foreword of the Ketcham volume. The poems of ‘middle and later years’ were to be ‘array[ed]…in chronological order, not in the categories in which Wordsworth ultimately grouped them’ (SP, p. v). From the earliest proposal for a Cornell Wordsworth, Parrish had criticized the Clarendon edition of Wordsworth for not adhering to a chronological arrangement of the poems, and the list of completed volumes of the Cornell series, printed on the flyleaf of each volume, was always given in chronological order. But Curtis’s edition of Poems, in Two Volumes was not chronologically arranged: rather, he reproduced the order and groupings of the first edition, as did James Butler and Karen Green in their edition of Lyrical Ballads, published in 1993, just four years after Ketcham. Poems, in Two Volumes and Lyrical Ballads were coherent publications, carefully arranged by Wordsworth, and consisted of nothing but newly-published poetical works. But the poems in Ketcham’s volume first appeared, for the most part, in the collected poetical works of 1815 and 1820, and very few of them ever had the same status as an independent collection that Lyrical Ballads or Poems, in Two Volumes did. To publish these later poems in the order Wordsworth did, and grouped in the categories he devised (and modified several times), would be useful and informative. But to present the groupings of the Poems (1815) or Poems (1820), leaving gaps wherever a Lyrical Ballad would have appeared, seemed impracticable and misleading. So a chronological arrangement was preferred, as well as a tacit understanding that a student interested in Wordsworth’s thematic arrangements of his poetry could consult the de Selincourt–Darbishire edition, the authorized life editions of Wordsworth’s poetry, as well as the notes to the Cornell volumes themselves, for complete information. Nonetheless, it is interesting that the phrase about chronological order never again appeared in Parrish’s foreword, not even in Last Poems, 1821–1850, the complementary volume to Ketcham’s that also follows a chronological arrangement. And in Geoffrey Jackson’s edition of the Sonnet Series and Itinerary Poems, chronological arrangement of individual poems is eschewed, and the poems appear, rightly enough, as collections, with poems arranged in the order of their first publication. Once again, Parrish sidestepped the snares of foolish consistencies.

The Cornell Wordsworth edition was completed in 2007 with the publication of The Excursion, edited by Sally Bushell, James Butler, and Michael Jaye. It was an appropriate end to a series that had begun with Finch’s work on The Recluse and was fuelled by Jonathan Wordsworth’s study of the The Ruined Cottage manuscripts. The full ramifications of the edition will not be known for decades. But it has permanently changed Wordsworth scholarship. One of the most visible changes is in Grasmere itself. In 1984, the Dove Cottage Trust, under the chairmanship of Jonathan Wordsworth, began to transform the Wordsworth Library and Museum into a more professional and better-funded organization. They changed their name to The Wordsworth Trust, and librarians and archivists were trained and hired to oversee the collections, many of them from the University of Newcastle upon Tyne, where Robert Woof taught English literature. In 1992, Woof was appointed full-time director of the Trust, and trebled his efforts to expand and preserve the collections. A little over a decade later, under his visionary leadership, construction began on the Jerwood Centre, where the Wordsworth Library manuscripts for the first time have been stored in a secure, climate-controlled environment, where scholars can study them in comfort, under professional supervision.27 The Cornell Wordsworth edition may not have been the cause of these changes, but it certainly increased interest in the Wordsworth manuscripts dramatically, and spurred the Dove Cottage Trust to professionalize itself and take measures to protect its treasures.

The series has also permanently changed critical accounts of Wordsworth’s poetry. A good example is Jane Worthington’s seminal study Wordsworth’s Reading of Roman Prose, written as a doctoral dissertation in the mid-1940s before even the de Selincourt–Darbishire edition had been fully published. Worthington had no idea that many of the texts she discussed were written as early as 1798, and consequently misdated developments in his thought by as much as a decade. In contrast, Nicholas Roe’s Wordsworth and Coleridge: The Radical Years (1988) could not have been written without Gill’s Salisbury Plain Poems and Robert Osborn’s edition of The Borderers, where the earliest manuscript versions of these poems were published for the first time. Similarly, without the manuscript records preserved in the Cornell Wordsworth, many of the most interesting parts of Kenneth Johnston’s biography, The Hidden Wordsworth, would not have been possible: see, for instance, Johnston’s account of the Lake Como episode in Prelude VI, or the ‘Vaudracour and Julia’ episode from the same poem, in which layers of revision, like layers in an archaeological site, are carefully distinguished from each other, as Johnston traces the process by which Wordsworth gradually disguised and yet preserved autobiographical details. This kind of detailed analysis of various versions of a Wordsworth poem, or a passage from a longer poem, has become the scholarly norm, thanks to the efforts of the Cornell editors.

Just as important is the way the Cornell edition has affected the general reader of Wordsworth’s poetry. Anthologies of British Romantic literature contain at least one text, usually The Ruined Cottage, based on a Wordsworth Library manuscript, and often on the reading text from the Cornell edition. Several present different versions of a poem, usually one early and one late, and the fourth edition of Duncan Wu’s Romanticism: An Anthology is especially rich in poems based entirely on manuscript versions, many of them initially published as reading texts in Cornell volumes.28 Anthologies of Wordsworth’s verse are even richer in ‘early’ texts reprinted from the Cornell Wordsworth: Stephen Gill’s Oxford World Classics edition of Wordsworth’s Major Works, for instance, presents either the earliest published version of a poem, or an even earlier version, based on an unpublished manuscript. As a result, the canon of Wordsworth’s poetry has changed dramatically since the publication of the Cornell edition, whether or not Cornell reading texts themselves are reproduced. And even canonical poems can look very different when edited according to the principle of ‘earliest is best’. Wordsworth’s best known poem is still ‘I wandered lonely as a cloud’, a poem committed to memory by many generations of readers, one that has achieved the status of a cultural icon. Yet its second stanza, beginning ‘Continuous as the stars that shine’, was added later, and in several of the new anthologies (including Gill’s, but not, interestingly enough, Wu’s) it is omitted.29 To many, this may seem the poetic equivalent of slicing an arm off Michelangelo’s David, or shaving the white-flecks off of Constable’s ‘Hay Wain’, and it raises the question of where we should draw the line between editorial principles and authoritative revisions. But this is a relatively small matter. The Cornell Wordsworth will be remembered as one of the most impressive achievements of late twentieth-century scholarship, building on the earlier work of de Selincourt and Darbishire to present a fuller record of a poet’s achievement than had ever been published. As we enter the digital age, it is safe to predict that nothing like it will ever again appear in book form.
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18 Parrish to Geoffrey Hartman, 16 September, 1971; Parrish Papers, Box 7, Folder 39.

19 A series of letters in Parrish Papers, Box 6, folder 8, show the fierce disagreement among the editors and editorial board regarding both the 1799 Prelude as well as the five-book Prelude of 1804.

20 Very little of this project ever saw the light of day. Two volumes were published, The Ruined Cottage, The Brothers, Michael and The Pedlar, Tintern Abbey, the Two-Part Prelude, both by Cambridge University Press in 1985.

21 See, for instance, his correspondence with James Butler regarding the Cornell edition of Lyrical Ballads, which Jonathan Wordsworth attempted to block. James Butler to Jonathan Wordsworth, 19 March 1979, and Jonathan Wordsworth to James Butler, 27 March 1979. Parrish Papers, Box 6, folder 5.

22 These were published as The Love Letters of William and Mary Wordsworth, ed. Beth Darlington (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1981).

23 Subsequently published in Coleridge’s Dejection: The Earliest Manuscripts and the Earliest Printings, ed. Stephen Maxfield Parrish (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988).

24 A fuller account of this negotiation can be found in Curtis’s ‘History’ (see this chapter n. 12). Relevant documents in the Parrish Papers are contained in Boxes 6 and 11.

25 Jonathan Wordsworth, The Music of Humanity (London: Nelson 1969), xiii.

26 Plans for Curtis’s volume were discussed as early as 1967, according to correspondence in the Parrish Papers, Box 6, folder 7. In the early 1970s, Curtis offered a version of his volume to Oxford University Press, where it was rejected. It was subsequently reworked for the Cornell Wordsworth.

27 Hebron, Dove Cottage, 148–52.

28 Duncan Wu, Romanticism: An Anthology, 4th edn (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012). Wu does not use the Cornell texts; according to his headnotes, he has edited them himself directly from the manuscripts.

29 William Wordsworth, The Major Works, new edn, ed. Stephen Gill (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 304–5.
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‘Composed upon an Evening of Extraordinary Splendor and Beauty’ 305, 542, 543

‘Composed upon Westminster Bridge’ 107, 232, 289, 376, 620, 705

‘Composed when a probability existed of our being obliged to quit Rydal Mount as a residence’ (‘To the Nab Well’) 348, 357, 362–4, 820

Concerning the Convention of Cintra 31–2, 67, 69, 78, 85, 116, 117, 119, 121, 122, 128–30, 278, 290, 361–2, 670–6, 689

‘Convict, The’ 206, 257

‘Cuckoo at Laverna, The’ 326–8; see also ‘To the Cuckoo’

‘Daffodils,’ see ‘I wandered lonely as a Cloud’

‘Dedication’ to Memorials of a Tour on the Continent (‘Dear Fellow-Travellers! think not that the Muse’) 109

‘Description of a Beggar’ 255; see also ‘Old Cumberland Beggar’

Descriptive Sketches 26, 40, 70, 81, 143, 309, 311–2, 314–6, 363, 534, 585–7, 633, 820

‘Distressful Gift’ 332, 544

‘Dog—An Idyllium, The’ 301 n

‘Earl of Breadalbane’s Ruined Mansion and Family Burial Place, near Killin, The’ 324, 781

Ecclesiastical Sketches (Ecclesiastical Sonnets) 61, 88, 102, 106, 107, 112, 290, 295–6, 304–7, 329–30, 340, 341, 455, 677, 693, 782, 784 n
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‘Egyptian Maid, The’ 282–4, 285, 287, 652, 657–9

‘Elegiac Stanzas, Suggested by a Picture of Peele Castle’ 105, 234, 244–5, 358, 554–5, 752

‘Elegiac Verses’ 544

‘Essay Supplementary to the Preface’ (1815) 86, 241, 243, 464, 490–1, 502, 545, 548, 559, 648, 680 n., 686, 742, 761

‘Essays upon Epitaphs’ 193, 244, 302, 566, 680, 698, 798

Evening Walk, An 26, 38, 73, 81–2, 138, 140, 309, 311–14, 534, 569, 614, 616, 618, 620–1, 622, 626, 633, 820

Excursion, The 361, 363, 430–46;

‘active principle’ in 351, 363, 591, 605, 608, 611, 683, 691, 736

‘authentic epitaphs’, 373, 375, 437, 445

Coleridge’s critique of 442–3

dialogism of 346n, 371, 430–46, 44

graveyard tales 355, 445

Pastor, the 375, 377, 431, 433

Poet, the 375–8, 436

ram as symbol 779–9

Solitary, the 431, 433–6, 439, 698–9

Stoicism, 574–9

Wanderer, the 367–74, 389, 430, 435–6, 576–9, 595

and Thelwall 73, 349, 353n, 441, 445

see also ‘Ruined Cottage, The’; ‘Pedlar, The’

‘Expostulation and Reply’ 83, 173–4, 331, 669, 745–6

‘Extempore Effusion upon the Death of James Hogg’ 61, 76, 341, 763, 784

‘Fact, and an Imagination, or Canute and Alfred, A’ 305

‘Feelings of the Tyrolese’ 675

‘Female Vagrant, The’ 622

Fenwick Notes, The 281, 284, 660, 669, 763

‘Fidelity’ 77

‘Five-Book Prelude, The’ 347, 349, 389–90

‘Fountain, The’ 535

‘Fragment of a Gothic Tale’ 155

‘Glen-Almain’ 104, 112, 319–24

‘Goody Blake and Harry Gill’ 24, 47, 176, 182, 255, 359, 535–7, 538, 552–4, 556, 650

‘Great Men have been among us’ 454, 540, 651, 665–6

‘Green Linnet, The’ 223

Guide through the District of the Lakes 31, 57, 85, 305, 602, 607, 618–9, 624, 633, 640–642, 782

‘Guilt and Sorrow’ 61–2, 90, 130, 135–6, 146–50, 828;

‘Salisbury Plain’ 40, 41–2, 44, 49, 82, 101–2, 110, 112, 113, 135–45, 289, 366, 425, 452, 455, 459, 460, 586, 824–6, 828; ‘Adventures on Salisbury Plain’ 141–45, 153, 477, 534; see also Salisbury Plain

‘Hart-leap Well’, 205–6, 278, 346, 354, 556–8, 680, 778

‘Home at Grasmere’ 353–5, 358, 634, 638–9, 743–4

‘Horn of Egremont Castle, The’ 659

‘I grieved for Buonaparte’ 291, 307

‘I only looked for pain and grief’ 544–5

‘I wandered lonely as a Cloud’ 18–24, 29, 30, 228, 300, 623, 832

‘I would not strike a flower’ 381–2, 735 n.

‘Idiot Boy, The’ 6, 47, 102, 170, 182–4, 536, 537, 734, 812

‘Idle Shepherd Boys, The’ 211 n., 309, 317–8, 535, 635, 777

‘If thou indeed derive thy light from heaven’ 93–4

‘In a Carriage, Upon the Banks of the Rhine’ 106

‘Incident at Brugès’ 111

‘Incident, Characteristic of a favourite Dog, which belonged to a Friend of the Author’ 66

‘Incipient Madness’ 366, 739

‘Inscription for the Spot where the Hermitage stood on St. Herbert’s Island, Derwent-Water’ 66, 309

‘It is a beauteous evening’ 289, 540, 651

‘It is no Spirit’ 225

‘It is not to be thought of that the Flood’ 454–5, 540, 667

‘It was an April Morning’ 318

‘Italian Itinerant, and the Swiss Goatherd, The’ 110

‘Jewish Family, A’ 111

‘Joanna’ 219, 318

‘Kitten and the Falling Leaves, The’ 223, 233

‘Laodamia’ 652, 655–7, 751

‘Last of the Flock, The’ 47, 634, 734

‘Latitudinarianism’ 464

‘Laud’ 455

‘Leech-Gatherer, The’, see ‘Resolution and Independence’

‘Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff, A’ 40, 82, 16, 118, 124–7, 139, 140, 150, 424, 584–5, 663

‘Lines Composed at Grasmere’ 784

‘Lines left upon a Seat in a Yew-tree’ 71, 73, 74, 76, 173, 337, 381, 468

‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ 20, 21, 37, 48–50, 75, 80, 107, 170, 173, 174, 186–203, 216–7, 227, 244–7, 279, 309–12, 317, 333, 350, 360, 363–4, 381, 382, 399, 433, 470, 478–9, 542, 545, 553, 572–3, 607, 610, 623–4, 627, 649, 651, 691, 693–5, 696, 719, 733, 739–41, 742, 751, 764, 770, 780, 782, 808–12, 818

ideological critiques of, 8 n, 808–9, 812

Dorothy in 8, 198–9, 202

genre of, 174, 186, 190–1,245, 542

Felicia Hemans on 201–2

influence of 764, 782

Keats on 50, 193–5

‘language of the sense’ in 592

and the picturesque 309–11, 623–4

subversiveness of 189

title of 13, 186–7, 542

vagrants in, 188–9, 190, 662–3, 741 n

‘Lines written in early Spring’ 173, 336–7, 606, 737–9

‘Lines written near Richmond upon the Thames’ 309, 316

‘Lines written on the Bicentenary of Hawkshead School’ 733

‘London, 1802’ 232, 293, 454, 540, 666

‘Louisa’ 229

‘Lucy’ poems 45, see ‘A slumber did my spirit seal’, ‘Three years she grew’, ‘She dwelt among th’untrodden ways’, ‘Strange fits of passion’

Lyrical Ballads (1798) 3, 7–8, 13, 19, 26, 41, 44, 46, 47, 71, 73, 77, 82, 85, 146, 168–85, 255, 262, 309, 353, 477, 480, 503, 516, 532, 533–4, 547–8, 801, 823; Lyrical Ballads (1800–1805) 56, 66, 79, 83–4, 88–90, 105, 121, 204–20, 221, 245, 255, 309, 314, 322, 415, 525, 527, 535, 542, 547–8, 563, 592, 601, 695, 729, 806, 822, 830; see also Coleridge, Samuel Taylor, collaboration with WW; ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’; Preface to Lyrical Ballads; Southey, Robert, review of Lyrical Ballads; see also titles of individual poems

‘Mad Mother, The’ 102, 199, 254, 352, 477, 491, 724, 734

‘Mark the concentred Hazels’ 28

‘Maternal Grief’ 58, 784 n

‘Matron of Jedborough’ 233

‘Matthew’ poems 7, 17, 215–6; see also ‘Fountain, the’, ‘Two April Mornings, The’

Memorials of a Tour in Italy 90, 97, 338, 296

Memorials of a Tour on the Continent 88, 290, 296

‘Michael’ 6, 13 n., 83, 121, 211–4, 317, 318, 319, 332 and n., 333, 352, 402, 491, 535, 558–9, 631, 636–41, 643, 652–3, 655, 739, 794–5, 808

‘Miscellaneous Sonnets’ 290, 297, 538, 540

‘Musings near Aquapendente’ 112, 330–6, 681

‘Mutability’ 290, 340, 341

‘My heart leaps up’ 235, 249, 754–5

‘Night-Piece, A’ 346, 362, 414, 610

‘Nunnery’ 106

‘Nuns fret not’ 292, 539, 651

‘Oak and the Broom, The’ 735

‘Occasioned by the Battle of Waterloo’ 672

‘October, 1803’ 232

‘Ode.—1817’ 784 n

‘Ode. Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood’, 4, 21, 29, 54, 84, 163, 234–5, 237–52 passim, 303, 305, 307, 400, 437, 574, 679, 686, 679, 693–6, 769–84 passim, 771, 773, 775, 777, 778, 780;

childhood in 437, 724, 726, 775, 776–7, 779–80;

Coleridge on 222, 247–8, 773, 775;

and Coleridge’s ‘Dejection’ 238;

custom 686, 721, 686;

Emerson on 774;

epiphany 693–6;

genre of 541–3, 695;

grave imagery 251–2, 780–1;

Hopkins on 240;

Platonism in 240, 242;

pre-existence 239, 249–50;

‘recollection’ 242;

religious vision, 240, 241–4, 700–1;

‘that immortal sea’, 770, 777, 784–5;

its title and epigraph 238, 247

see also immortality

‘Ode to Duty’ 233, 302, 542, 543, 685, 686, 688, 754

‘Ode to Liberty’ 674

‘Ode to the Assertors of Liberty’ 674

‘Ode, Written October, 1819, Before the Spaniards Had Recovered Their Liberty, An’ 674

‘Old Cumberland Beggar, The’ 47, 120, 214, 254–8, 261, 266, 307, 346, 349–50, 352, 414, 684, 686, 735–6, 737, 742, 744, 769, 812

‘Old Man travelling’ 102, 255, 346, 381, 414, 415

‘On revisiting the Wye’, see ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’

‘On seeing Miss Helen Maria Williams weep at a Tale of Distress’ 36–7, 45, 291, 469–71

‘On seeing some Tourists of the Lakes pass by reading, a practice very common’ 210

‘On the Final Submission of the Tyrolese’ 674–5

‘Open Prospect’ 298

‘Parsonage in Oxfordshire, A’ 108, 341–2

‘Pastoral Character’ 676

‘Pedlar, The’ 346, 367–9, 373, 375, 377, 827, 829; see also Excursion, The; ‘Ruined Cottage, The’

Peter Bell 4, 17, 47, 100, 184 n., 254–5, 258–60, 261, 266, 456, 537, 609, 704, 742; publication of 59, 85, 86, 145–6, 305, 824, 825

‘Pibroch’s note, The’ 106

‘Philanthropist, The’ 43, 70, 140, 581, 584, 664–5

‘Pine of Monte Mario at Rome, The’ 338

‘Plain of Donnerdale, the’ 298

‘Plea for Authors’ 90

Poems, 1815 25 n., 269, 830

Poems, Chiefly of Early and Late Years 90–91, 97, 112–3, 135–136, 146–50

‘Poems, Composed during a Tour, Chiefly on Foot’ 297

‘Poems dedicated to National Independence and Liberty’ see Political sonnets

Poems, in Two Volumes 18, 20, 85, 105, 110, 221–235, 235, 238, 262, 464, 533, 538, 540, 541, 579, 649, 664, 754, 780, 784, 801, 829–30

‘Poems on the Naming of Places’ 30, 52, 208–9, 210, 217, 296–7, 309, 310, 318; see also ‘It was an April morning’, ‘Joanna’, ‘Point Rash-Judgment’, ‘There is an Eminence’, ‘To M.H.’

‘Poems Written during a Tour of Scotland’ 297

‘Poet’s Epitaph, A’ 83, 600

‘Point Rash-Judgment’ (‘A narrow girdle of rough stones and crags’) 210–11

‘Political Greatness’ 674

Political sonnets 5, 12, 104, 105, 109, 118–9, 130, 231–2, 290, 293, 297, 307, 450, 453–5, 539–40, 651, 665–68, 670, 674–5

‘Poor Susan’ 216–7, 352, 364, 634

‘Postscript’ (1835) 116–117, 120, 124, 130–1, 256, 676

Preface to Lyrical Ballads 5–6, 31, 83, 84, 171–2, 175–7, 187, 191, 206, 213, 254, 270, 281, 301, 317, 340, 366, 402, 432, 464, 482–97, 529–30, 549, 569, 600, 616, 648, 651–2, 670, 680, 686, 689, 716, 734, 795

Preface to Poems (1815) 24, 490, 504, 505 n., 540, 544, 545, 648 see also ‘Essay Supplementary to the Preface’

‘Prelude’ (to Poems, Chiefly of Early and Late Years) 91

Prelude, The, composition and status: 1, 39, 63, 83, 94, 374, 776

addressed to Coleridge, 65, 170

allusion in 451–2, 455–8, 462
463–7

as autobiography, 1–4, 35, 50, 94, 110, 204–5, 224, 227, 272, 349, 379–95, 397–8, 414, 417, 434, 435, 437, 445, 474, 512, 688–9, 697–9, 702–4, 708–9, 754, 800, 801, 831

influence of, 6, 786, 791–2, 795, 796, 800

as philosophical poem 361, 397–412, 500–1

and ‘The Recluse, 361, 397–8, 399–401

early reception of 1–2, 3–4, 349

figurative typology 407–11

relation to other works, 224, 227, 294, 300, 306, 322, 349, 358, 361, 367, 373–4, 434–5, 437–9, 545;

verse of 355, 401–3, 406–11

versions of, 347, 817–9

see also autobiography, Two-Part Prelude, ‘Five-Book Prelude’

Prelude, The, themes and episodes in:

‘infant babe, the’ 399, 400, 412, 511–12, 721–6

Arab dream 604–5, 791

sense of election and vocation, in 36, 38, 383, 390–91, 398–9

fairy tales and romance 283

French Revolution, 42, 121–2, 125, 137, 414–29

friendship in 65, 69, 80, 381–2, 681

growth of the mind, 390–400, 573–4, 688–9, 712–3, 719–20

imagination 44, 501–6, 574

intellectual crisis 426, 570, 574–6, 587–8, 595–8

‘genuine liberty’ 162, 351

London 403–5

‘one life’ 605–6, 608

poetic mission stated 39, 352

Newton, Isaac 600, 610, 818

Robespierre, death of 43, 427

Salisbury Plain 100, 136, 144, 150, 425, 476–7

shepherds 631–4, 638–9

Simplon Pass (crossing the Alps) 107–8, 391–2, 505–6, 513, 805–6

Snowdon 39–40, 99, 408–11, 510, 512–14, 700–2

discharged soldier 144, 263–66, 408–9, 415

spots of time 17, 22, 37, 35, 382–7, 390–91, 625–6, 688–9, 694–5, 706–7, 727–30, 755–6

subjectivity 22, 272, 379–95, 751–2, 790

sublime 688

‘this active universe’ 173, 399, 511

Vaudracour and Julia 305, 314, 421–2, 650

‘Prophecy. February, 1807, A’

‘Prospectus to The Recluse’ 30, 356–7, 462–3

‘Proud were ye, Mountains, when in times of old’ 291, 792

‘Recluse, The’, 38, 223, 289, 345–64, 414, 462–3, 593–8, 805;

conception of 345–53;

as ‘Gothic church’ 86, 224, 292, 494, 595

as poem ‘On Man, on Nature, and on Human Life’ or ‘Nature, Man and Society’ 294, 303, 306, 345, 346, 356, 382, 397, 401, 414, 415, 416, 428, 462, 480, 572, 576, 583, 593, 783

see also ‘To the Clouds’, ‘Home at Grasmere’, ‘Prospectus’, ‘The Tuft of Primroses’, ‘Composed when a probability existed’, The Excursion

‘Remembrance of Collins’ 339

‘Reply to “Mathetes”’ 304, 669, 668, 729

‘Resolution and Independence’ 28–9, 52, 84, 163, 233, 234, 249, 254, 261–3, 264, 266, 279, 434, 459–461, 541, 680, 737, 763–4, 794, 812

‘Ruined Cottage, The’ 7, 17; 44, 45, 345, 349, 365–9, 371–8 as Excursion, Book I, 346, 369, 375–8, 430

‘Reverie of Poor Susan’, see ‘Poor Susan’

River Duddon, The 86, 281, 289, 294–306, 323, 642, 782

‘Rob Roy’s Grave’ 104

‘Rome, At’ 112

‘Russian Fugitive, The’ 284–7

‘Ruth’ 102, 491

‘St Paul’s’ 348, 357, 362

‘Salisbury Plain’ poems see ‘Guilt and Sorrow’

‘Scorn not the Sonnet’ 290–1, 294

‘September 1st, 1802’ 680

‘Seven Sisters, or The Solitude of Binnŏrie, The’ 229

‘She dwelt among th’ untrodden ways’ 207, 382

‘She was a Phantom of Delight’ 24, 606

‘Simon Lee’ 7, 28, 47, 179–80, 181, 182, 255, 536, 550–2, 554–7 passim

‘Solitary Reaper, The’ 105, 230–1, 327, 543, 763, 797

‘Song, at the Feast of Brougham Castle’ 27 n., 29, 650, 653–5

‘Song for the Wandering Jew’ 102

‘Sonnets dedicated to Liberty’ and ‘Sonnets dedicated to Liberty and Order’ see Political sonnets

Sonnets of William Wordsworth, The 291

Sonnets on the Punishment of Death 92, 146–9

‘Sparrow’s Nest, The’ 20, 52–3

‘Stanzas Suggested in a Steam-Boat off St. Bees’ Heads’ 106–7, 113

‘Star-Gazers’ 603

‘Steamboats, Viaducts, and Railways’ 106, 290

‘Stepping Westward’ 105

‘Strange fits of passion’ 206–7, 374, 382, 786, 790

‘Suggested upon Loughrigg Fell’ 336

‘The Sun has long been set’ 233

‘Surprized by joy’ 58, 358, 541, 543

‘Tables Turned, The’ 83, 173, 174, 600, 602, 615, 669, 780

‘Thanksgiving Ode’ 92, 109, 424, 663, 676, 692

Thanksgiving Ode 92, 305, 830

‘The Pibroch’s note, discountenanced or mute’ 106

‘The world is too much with us’ 289, 293, 540, 769

‘There is an Eminence’ 217–9

‘There was a Boy’ 23, 24, 780, 806

‘These words were utter’d in a pensive mood’ 541, 543–4

‘This Lawn, a Carpet all Alive’ 606

‘Thorn, The’ 7, 19, 28, 44, 102, 170, 175, 180–2, 259, 366, 536–7, 553, 557, 600, 609, 734 n., 743, 778, 812

‘Thoughts of a Briton on the Subjugation of Switzerland’ 5

‘Three years she grew’ 279

‘Tintern Abbey’, see ‘Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’

‘To a Butterfly’ 52

‘To a Friend’ 231

‘To a Sky-Lark’ 230

‘To the Cuckoo’ 223, 230, 325–7

‘To the Daisy’ 225, 226–8

‘To M. H.’ 208–9, 318–9

‘To the Small Celandine’ / ‘To the Same Flower’ 233

‘Topographical Description of the Country of the Lakes’, see Guide through the District of the Lakes

‘Two April Mornings, The’ 26, 215–6, 535, 783

‘Tuft of Primroses, A’ 17, 358–360

‘Twilight by the side of Grasmere Lake’ 339–40

Two Addresses to the Freeholders of Westmorland 87, 116–7, 120, 127–8, 673

Two-Part Prelude 101, 300, 306, 327, 346, 381, 382, 386–90 passim, 398–9, 626, 755, 829

Tyrolese/Tyrolean sonnets 119, 674–5

‘Vale of Esthwaite, The’ 26, 38, 69, 70, 102, 263, 471, 473–7, 480, 534, 633, 820, 821

‘Vaudracour and Julia’ 305, 421–2, 520, 650, 831

‘View from the top of Black Comb’ 618

Waggoner, The see Benjamin the Waggoner

‘Waterfall and the Eglantine, The’ 735, 742

‘We are Seven’ 5, 8 n., 19, 100, 178, 182, 199, 434, 536, 537, 555–6, 770, 780, 781, 798

‘When I have borne in memory’ 666

‘Whence that low voice?’ 58

White Doe of Rylstone, The 57, 59, 79, 154, 268–81, 450, 522, 545, 736 n

‘“With how sad steps, O moon thou climb’st the sky”’ 297

‘Within our happy Castle there dwelt one’ 227

‘Written in an Album’ 336

‘Written in Germany, on one of the coldest days of the Century’ 102, 734

‘Written in London, September, 1802’ 539–40

‘Written in March’ 233

‘Written upon a fly leaf in the Copy of the Author’s Poems’, 91

‘Yarrow Revisited’ 61, 77, 763

Yarrow Revisited, and Other Poems 87, 88, 90, 106, 120, 124, 282, 284, 285, 290, 309, 324

‘Yarrow Unvisited’ 333

‘Yarrow Visited’ 108

‘Yew-Trees’ 24, 25–32

Wordsworth, William (Willy), son 55, 58, 62

Workington 31, 35

Worthington, Jane 351 n, 570, 573, 831 see also Smyser, Jane Worthington

Wrangham, Francis 68, 69, 71, 120, 141, 145, 271, 281, 301 n.

Wright, David 799

Wu, Duncan 12, 13 n, 68, 74, 140, 155, 268 n, 313 n, 315 n, 390, 601 n, 686 n, 810, 831, 832

Wyatt, John 106 n., 607 n

Wycliffe, John 330

Wye, river 41, 48, 49, 99–100, 169, 187, 201, 202, 217, 258–9, 310, 333, 479, 622–4, 696, 741 n.

Yarrow, river 333; see also Wordsworth, William, works, ‘Yarrow Revisited’, ‘Yarrow Unvisited’

Yeats, W. B. 292, 787, 789–90, 794–6, 800

Young, Edward, Night Thoughts, 187–8
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