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PREFACE

IT is ONLY within the last few years that a comprehensive critical
discusson of Wordsworth has become possible. Until Miss Helen
Darbishire completed with her exemplary edition of The Excursion
(1949) the definitive edition of Wordsworth's Poetical Works
'from the manuscripts of which Ernest de Selincourt's memor-
able Prelude (1926) was the first instalment, die standard edition
of the poems was ill that of William Knight (1882-6; partly
revised 1896). Knight had had access to the manuscripts, but he
used them perfunctorily and uncritically—and of the crucial early
poems that Wordsworth never printed himself, or dse revised
so dradticaly that they are barely recognisable, Knight's editions
give hardly a hint. It is the same with the letters and Dorothy
Wordsworth's Journals. Until de Sdincourt published his sx-
volume edition of die letters of Wordsworth and his sister (1935-
1939), the critic who wished to use Wordsworth'slife to illustrate
the poems had to rely on Knight's incomplete and inaccurate
Letters of the Wordsworth Family (1907), and such supplementary
facts as he could pick up in Christopher Wordsworth's dreary
Memoirs (1851) of his uncle and Knight's woolly and muddied
Life (1889). The Annette Valon episode, if the most dramatic,
was only one of the skeletons that were kept carefully locked in
the family cupboard. It is true Knight did publish the Journals,
but his expurgations from them removed much that is of the
greatest biographica and psychologicd interest, and the notes
are dipshod and unreliable. His edition has now been superseded
by de Sdincourt's Journals of Dorothy Wordsworth (1941), to which
de Sdincourt's attractive and scholarly Life of Dorothy Words
~worth (1933) may be regarded as a pendant.

In addition, and in some ways this is the most important event
of dl, dl the manuscripts that had remained in the possesson of
the Wordsworth family are now available to the bonafide student
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Vi Preface

at Dove Cottage and the new Wordsworth Museum, Grasmere.
As amogt dl the other surviving manuscripts, except for a few
letters, are either aready in print or eesly accessible in public
libraries, this means that it is now possible to read Wordsworth
on the same sort of terms as Spenser or Milton or Keats. If there
isadifferenceit is that we know a good deal more about Words-
worth than we do about Spenser and Milton, or even Keats.
Such is the wealth of manuscript material at Grasmere—almost
al of it catalogued by the indefatigable Miss Darbishire, the
present Chairman of the Trustees of Dove Cottage, who are the
legal owners of the manuscripts—that it is probably true to say
that more is known, or at least is now knowable, about the
evolution of Wordsworth's poems than about those of any other
English poet down to our own time. Biographicaly, too, there
isasmilar accumulation of material, which | have been at some
pains to excavate, in Victorian memoirs and in the more casud
reminiscences contributed to suchjournals as Notes and Queries,
the Athenaeum and the Academy. And new facts are continualy
turning up even today.

This book may be regarded, in intention at any rate, as an
introductory critical report on Wordsworth as a poet and a man
—the two are indissoluble, as | soon discovered—in the light of
the information that is now available. It makes no claim, how-
ever, to say the last word about any aspect of the Wordsworthian
problem, either critical, biographical or historical. The point of
view and the tone of voice are perhaps the distinctive features.
Wordsworth has been the subject of too much bardolatry and
too little criticism. It is true that the form of critical worship has
changed since Arnold launched his famous attack on the Words-
worthians. Ironicaly, indeed, Arnold's own essay has led to the
growth of a new Wordsworth sect—we may cdl them the
Arnoldians. Books like the late Lasceles Abercrombie's The Art
of Wordsworth (1952) and Miss Darbishire's The Poet Wordsworth
(1950), though useful and expert in their own ways, essentidly
sy over again, with only the minutest variations of emphass,
either what Arnold himsdlf said in 1879 or what such Arnoldians
as Water Raleigh, A. C. Bradley or H. W. Garrod have sad
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after him. The New Criticism, on the other hand, by which |
mean not only the American critics, but the whole criticd move-
ment that derives from T. S. Eliot, has contributed curioudly little
to our understanding of Wordsworth. With the exception of
Sr Herbert Read's Wordsworth (1930) there has been nothing in
book-form, as far as | know, that can be said to have beenwritten
from a specificaly twentieth-century point of view," and most of
the shorter essays by such critics as Eliot himself, F. R. Leavis,
G. Wilson Knight, Cleanth Brooks, Lionel Trilling and William
Empson, have been disappointingly perfunctory or marginal.
Read's book was, of course, a useful corrective when it was first
published, but it is most inaccurate and the habit of finding
Annette lurking behind every rock, stone and tree becomes
monotonous and irritating. 1ts permanent value derives from its
recognition of the essentialy subjective nature of Wordsworth's
poetry. The conclusion | have myself been finaly driven to is
that Wordsworth, far from being the central figure in the English
Romantic Movement, is in truth the extreme instance of Roman-
ticism—a more subjective poet not only than Coleridge or Keats
but dso than Blake or Shelley. His greatness lies, in my opinion,
in the heroic and agonised efforts that he made to break out of
his own subjectivity. | am aware that a re-intcrprctation of
Wordsworth on these lines is not likely to convince al the
readers of this book. | can only hope that it will make a very
great poet more real and more sympathetic to some of them—a
man speaking to men, as | see him, instead of the egocentric
rhapsodist of the text-books.

| wish to record my specia gratitude to the Trustees of Dove
Cottage for alowing me access to the manuscripts and for their
permission to quote from some of the unpublished material. |
have had the privilege of discussing a number of problems with
Mrs. Mary Moorman who is now at work on what is likely to be
the definitive biography of Wordsworth. Without her generous

! The Egotistical Sublime (1954), by my colleague Mr. John Jones, of Merton
College, appeared too late for me to benefit by his close and senstive reading
of Wordsworth's text.
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co-operation Appendix |, my time-table of Wordsworth's com-
ings and goings down to 1800, would be much less detailed and
comprehensive. | am also grateful to Lady Pinney, of Racedown
Lodge, Dorset, who has alowed me to consult and quote from
various Racedown documents, including letters written to or
about Wordsworth by members of the Pinney family.

January, 194, R W. BATESON.
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Chapter One
THE TWO VOICES

There arc two Voices. one is of die deep;
It learns the storm-cloud's thunderous melody,
Now roars, now murmurs with die changing sea,
Now bird-like pipes, now closes soft in deep.
And one is of an old half-witted sheep
Which bleats articulate monotony,
And indicates that two and one are three,
That grassis green, lakes damp, and mountains steep.
And, Wordsworth, both are thine . . .
J. K. STEPHEM®

I

WORD SWORT Hhasbeenparodiedmoreoftenandmoresuccessful ly
than any other English poet.)This disconcerting fact typifies the
peculiar challenge that his poetry presents to the modem reader.
"Something in it, some contradiction between its intentions and
its achievements, seems almost to inviteparod In asense, indeed,
any fool can parody Wordsworth. The temptation to rush in, as
we emerge from a reading of these extraordinary poems, with
their calculated oddities and their unpredictable sublimities, is
amost irresistible. The interesting thing, however, is that
Wordsworth's best parodists have aso been some of his most
discriminating and enthusiastic readers. This was true even in his
own lifetime. Horace and James Smith—whose "Baby's Debut"
in Rejected Addresses (1812) was the earliest, as it is certainly one
of the most amusing, of the nineteenth-century parodies—arc
known to have been fervid admirers of some of Wordsworth's

! Originally contributed to Granta, June 1891 (as "A Sonnet"), Reprinted in
Lapsw Calami and Other Verses (1896).
) §



2 Wordsworth—A Re-interpretation

poems’ So was Sheley—in spite of that masterpiece of critical
parody Peter Bell the Third. So too was Hartley Coleridge—in
spite of his unkind perversion of the Lucy poem:

He lived amidst th' untrodden ways
To Rydal Lakethat lead;

A bard whom there were none to praise,
And very few to read.

Behind acloud his mystic sense,
Deep-hidden, who can spy?

Bright as the night when not a star
Isshining in the sky.

Unread his works—his' Milk-white Doe'
With dust is dark and dim;

It's ill in Longman's shoP, and oh!
The difference to him!

! See the preface added by the Smiths to the 18th edition of Rejected Addresses
(1833), P- xii. The Smpliciad (1808), which has some claim to be the earliest
parody of Wordsworth, is something between a parody and a satire. Although
dedicated 'To Messrs, W-II-m W-rdsw-rth, R-b-rt S-th-y, and S. T. C-I-r-dg-',
most of the fun is at Wordsworth's expense. Lines 94-101 are a fairly favourable
specimen of the author's wit:

Poets, who fix their visionary sight

On Sparrow's eggs in prospect of delight,

With fervent welcome greet the glow-worm's flame,
Put it to bed and bless it by its name;

Hunt waterfalls, that gdlop down the hills:

And dance with dancing laughing daffodills;

Or measure muddy ponds from side to side,

And find them three feet long and two feet wide.

There are dso not unamusing notes identifying the passages ridiculed. Words-
worth took The Smpliciad's criticisms much too seriously and re-wrote many
of the lines it had made fun of (see the dc Sdlincourt-Darbishire edition of The
Poetical Works, passim). He seems to have thought the anonymous author was
Richard Mant, later Bishop of Down—see his letter to Quillinan, 10 Sept. 1830—
but Mant's acknowledged Poems (Oxford, 1806) are very different from and
greatly inferior to The Smpliciad.

2 Hartley Coleridge's parody was originally sent to Notes and Queries, 19 June
1869, by a correspondent with the initids G. E., who wanted to know who it was
by. It was identified in the next issue by another correspondent who had heard
Hartley recite it 'and have an impression that G. E. does not quote it with perfect
accuracy’. A better text has not, however, turned up.
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Why is this’?TNhy does a proper appreciation of Wordsworth
seem to demand the ability to ridicule him? Perhaps one reason
may be that dl parodies are necessarily, to some extent, the
product of exasperation tempered by affection. If the parodies of
Wordsworth's poems are better than those on other poets, that
may be because of the intensity both of exasperation and affection
that his poetry arouse?, Since he can write so well, why must he
indst so often on writing so badly ?

The co-existence of the Two Voices has been the Wordsworth
problem par excellence. Matthew Arnold's prescription, asiswell
known, was sdlection. If only Wordsworth could be relieved of a
great deal of the poetical baggage which encumbers his collected
works,, his supreme greatness—'after Shakespeare, Moliére,.‘
Milton, Goethe, indeed, but before dl the rest' snce Dante— '
would immediately be apparent to the world.* The suggestion
must have seemed an obvious one, and it is probable that Arnold's
elegant little volume of selections (1879) in die Golden Treasury
Series did in fact do a good deal to revive an interest in Words-
worth's poetry that had rather flagged after his death.?

But Arnold's diagnosis did not reach the root of the problem.

(The odd tiling about Wordsworth's poetry is that the more
sdlective oneis, the more one pares away the alegedly dead wood
in his works, the smaller he emerges in poetic stature. The point
was first made by Arthur Hugh Clough in a brilliant though
little-known "Lecture on the Poetry of Wordsworth". 'Had
Wordsworth been more capable of discerning his bad from his
good,” Clough wrote, 'there would, it is likdy enough, have
been far less of the bad; but the good, perhaps, would have been
very far less good.” In some peculiar way, that is, the 'bad' poems
—except perhaps the senilia (Wordsworth's 'dotages are a
separate problem)—are somehow an essentia part of Words-

! Poems of Wordsworth chosen and edited by Matthew Arnold (1879), p. Xi.

2 According to Thomas Hutchinson (Academy, 21 Oct. 1893), Arnold's
sdection caused aWordsworth boom 'not unlike in kind, though inferior in
degree of intensity, to the earlier boom which lasted throughout the third decade
of the century™.

® The Poems and Prose Remains of Arthur Hugh Clough. Edited by his Wife (1869),
I, 318-19.
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worth's poetic greatness. ('_I'here are long, enormousdly boring
stretches even in ThePrelude,which are a pain and a grief to the
senditive reader. But they cannot, alas, be skipped. The Prelude
without them, if in some ways a more attractive poem, would be
a much smaler poem, in terms of quality as wel as mere length

Here, in fact, is the essentia crux. There are Two Voices, and
up to a point they are necessarily contradictory. The bleat of the
half-witted sheep is an anticlimax to the roar of the mountain
torrent. But the contradiction is not total. There ought to be an
inherent logical incompatibility between the poeticaly sublime
and the poeticaly ridiculous, but in Wordsworth's case curioudy
enough there isn'ty In his most characteristic poems, like "Resolu-
tion and Independence'—which A. C. Bradley rightly caled
'the most Wordsworthian of Wordsworth's poems, and the best
test of ability to understand him'"—die Two Voices turn out to
be complementary instead of being contradictory} The bathetic
elements, or what at first seem such, serve to guarantee the
authentic humanity of the more lofty passages, which in return
lend a poetic suggestiveness to the prosaic details that precede or
succeed them. The possibility must, | think, be faced that what
is true of "Resolution and Independence” is true of more of
Wordsworth's poems than his critics have been prepared to
admit. Clough, for example, seems to have thought that
Wordsworth only wrote four really good sonnets, and that not
more than 'a few lines are worth preserving from some books
of The Prelude.' A certain amount at any rate of the poetical
baggage may prove to reflect alimitation on the part of his critics
rather than on Wordsworth's own part.! After dl the eighteenth
century detected Two Voices in Shakespeare's tragedies—a
dualism that nineteenth-century criticism found no difficulty in
reconciling. A smilar process of reconciliation is perhaps in
progress among the more recent critics of Wordsworth. 1t is
certainly suggestive to compare A. C. Bradley's comment on
"Resolution and Independence” with Coleridge's in Biographia
Literaria. Coleridge dso thought it a poem 'especialy charac-

! Oxford Lectures on Poetry (1909), p. 130.
2 poems and Prose Remains, 1, 319.
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teristic’ of Wordsworth—'There is scarce a defect or excellence
in his writings of which it would not present a specimen.” To
Coleridge, however, there was no connection whatever between
the defects and the excellences. Fortunately Wordsworth's defects
were not only entirely deplorable, they were dso easily removable.
One of the Two Voices could be slenced! And in poem after
poem Coleridge did manage to persuade Wordsworth to delete
or tone down the disconcerting undignified details. The effect of
the changes, on Coleridge's hypothesis, should have been to
improve the poems immensdly as poetry. But were they im-
proved? Did the substitution of the turtle-shell for the washing-
tub make "The Blind Highland Boy" a better poem? Curiously
enough even Coleridge's own family soon began to have their
doubts. It is interesting to consult Sara Coleridge's notes in her
elaborateeditionof theBiographiaLitcraria (1847). Timeandtime
again, as when discussing the textual changes not only in "The
Blind Highland Boy" but aso in "Resolution and Indepen-
dence", "There was a Boy" and "Intimations of Immortality",
she modestly admits a preference for Wordsworth's earlier
readings before her father had intervened to emasculate them.
'Such are the whims, she says, 'of certain crazy lovers of the
Wordsworthian Muse, who are so loyal to her former sdlf that
they sometimes forget the deference due to her at present.”> What
Sara Coleridge's whims amount to, though she would never have
put it in so many words, was an obstinate conviction of an in-
herent underlying harmony in the Two Voices. And there can be
little doubt, | think, that she was right.

But what were the Two Voices? It is time to define[the Words-
worthian Sublime and the Wordsworthian Ridiculous rather
more precisaly.

L Ch. xxii.

2|1, 136. Sara Coleridge was one of the most perceptive of the early devotees.
She has an admirable note on the structure of " Song at the Feast of Brougham
Cadtle’ (I, 152) and a particularly intelligent defence of The Waggoner (Il,

183-4). Theedition of Biographia Literaria wasbegun by her husband (and cousin)
H. N. Coleridge and completed by her after his death.
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(J. K. Stephen's second Voice, that of the half-witted sheep, is
presumably to be identified with the naive reaism of Peter Bell
and most of the Lyrical Ballads, as well as with such later poems
as "Alice Fdl", "Beggars', "The Sailor's Mother" and The
Waggoner. The discovery that ‘two and one are three' seems to
be a gibe at the notorious third stanza of "The Thorn" in its
original mensurational form):

Not five yards from the mountain-path,
The thorn you on your left espy;

And to the left, three yards beyond,

Y ou see alittle muddy pond

Of water, never dry;

I've measured it from side to side:

Tis three feet long, and two feet wide.

Five yards, three yards, three feet, two feet.

In contradiction to the colloquia redism of Wordsworth's
second Voice, the firg Voice, inJ. K. Stephen's account, is an
impressive and elevating one, reverberating with al the magnifi-
cence of aforceof nature. Thisis thevoiceof "Lineswritten a Few
Miles above Tintern Abbey", of parts of The Prelude, of "Intima-
tions of Immortality" and of the "Ode to Duty". And Stephen's
implication is evident. The first Voice is very, very good; the
second Voiceis horrid ™~

The critical verdict embodied inJ. K. Stephen's parody can be
read between the lines of most nineteenth-century criticism of
Wordsworth. Arnold's essay is only Stephen's poem writ large.
Our grandfathers and great-grandfathers enjoyed and revered the
sonnets, the odes, the natural descriptions, die flower-piecesand
the poems about birds. They liked the poems about Lucy and
Matthew, and such tilings as "Ruth" and "The Solitary Reaper".
About The Prelude, on the other hand, they were lukewarm or
undecided. Arnold, for example, thought it 'by no means
Wordsworth's best work'," and Macaulay was depressed by 'the
endless wildernesses of dull, flat, prosasic twaddle, as well as
being shocked by the poem's palitics (‘'to the last degree Jacobini-

1 Preface (1879), p. xi.
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cd, indeed Socidist).! And about most of the poems in Lyrical
Ballads, except Coleridge's contributions, the Victorians preferred
not to think at al. George Brimley, the Librarian of Trinity
College, Cambridge, who wrote a sensble and well-informed
appreciation of Wordsworth in Frasers Magazine in 1851, says
that the only people he had ever met who had had a good word
to say for poems like "The Idiot Boy" were 'persons who
were in some way connected with' Wordsworth.? No doubt
Christopher Wordsworth, the poet's youngest brother who
eventually became the Master of Trinity, had sometimes spoken
up for Lyrical Ballads in the Combination Room as a matter of
family loyalty.

One obvious point that emerges is chronological. The poems
of Wordsworth that the nineteenth-century critics didiked
were the early ones. For the juvenilia, such as An Evening
Walk (which was most of it written 17889, though it was
not published until 1793) and Descriptive Sketches (written
1790-2, published 1793), they had no good to say at al. And the
only poem in the first edition of Lyrical Ballads (published 1798,
though some of its contents were written in 1795, if not earlier)
that they admired enthusiastically was the Tintern Abbey lines,
which were composed after the other piecesin it. The poems that
were liked best in the nineteenth century were those of Words-
worth's middle period, that is to say, those added to the second
edition of Lyrical Ballads (1800) and those in Poems in Two
Volumes (1807). It was the 1807 poems above al—especialy the
sonnets, the odes, the Scotch poems, and such things as "To the
Daisy" and "To the Cuckoo"—that endeared Wordsworth to

1 G. 0. Trevelyan, The Life and Letters of Lord Macaulay, p. 541 of 1889
edition (28 July 1850). The entry in Macaulay'sJournal must have been approxi-
mately contemporary with his remark recorded by Arnold that'ten years earlier
more money could have been raised in Cambridge alone, to do honour to Words-
worth, than was now raised dl through the country' (Preface, p. v). As there
were only three editions of Wordsworth's complete poetical works in the 1830s
as againgt ninein the 1840s Macaulay's gloom was amost certainly unjustified. It
looks as though it was his own interest in Wordsworth that had waned—coupled
perhaps with a Cambridge man's wish to score off Oxford (which had not got
much farther poeticaly by 1840 than Rogers or Campbell).

2 Essays, ed. W. G. Clark (1905), p. 133.
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the Victorian reader. In Palgrave's Golden Treasury, for example,
of the forty-one poems by Wordsworth only two were drawn
from the first edition of the Lyrical Ballads, and seven from the
second, whereas twenty-five poems out of the forty-one had
origindly appeared in Poems in Two Volumes. The Oxford Book of
English Verse presents a smilar picture. As with Palgrave, Quiller-
Couch's emphasis is on the poems of the middle period. If any-
thing, indeed, in the forty years that separates the twoanthol ogies,
feeling against the early manner had hardened and the Oxford
Book hasn't even one poem from the first edition of Lyrical
Ballads.

The Two Voices, then, would seem to be Wordsworth's
earlier manner and his later manner The bad Voice is the poetry
written up toJuly 1798 (the date of "Tintern Abbey"), thegood
Voice is the poetry written after that date It is more difficult to
identify the year when the "dotages' are supposed to begin.!
According to Arnold, the 'redly first-rate work' was written in
the decade 1798-1808." But his sdection does not adhere at dl
strictly to this terminus ad quern, more than athird of the poems
included in it having actually been written after 1808. A modern
Wordsworthian has suggested that the real dividing line between
the great poems and the failures comes in 18152

The point of view expressed so piquantly in Stephen's lines has
only to be stated in prosaic terms like these for its inherent
improbability to become immediately apparent. The notion that
the same poet will write complete drivel in June 1798 (when
Wordsworthfinished Peter Bell) and asublimemasterpieceinJuly
isaparadox that would not normally merit serious consideration,

! Preface (1879), p. xii. Amold's formula of the Golden Decade has had an
astonishing success. It has been repeated recently by the two greatest Wordsworth
scholars of our time—Ernest de Sdlincourt (in his edition of The Prelude, 1926,
p. xlvi) and Helen Darbishire (The Poet Wordsworth, 1950, p. 3). But it will not
stand a moment's examination. The poemswrittenin 1797 include two that are
as good as anything Wordsworth wrote later (The Ruined Cottage and "The Old
Cumberland Beggar"), whereas the best that 1807 can show are "Song at the
Feast of Brougham Castle" and parts of The White Doe of Rylstone. A much
better formulawould be Spring 1797 to Summer 1806. See Appendix Il, p. 211
below ("Wordsworth's Poems: a Chronological List").

2 Edith C. Batho, The Later Wordsworth (1933), p. 314.
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unless overwhelming evidence was produced that this was a
very specid case with exceptiona factors operating in it. The
nearest, however, that we get to any rational explanation is the
thesis of Wordsworth's intermittent inspiration. Arnold purit as
follows:

To give aright what he wishes to give, to interpret and render suc-
cessfully, is not aways within Wordsworth's own command. It is
within no poet's command; here is the part of the Muse, the inspira-
tion, the God, the' not ourselves. InWordsworth's case, the accident,
for soit may almost be called, ofinspiration, is of peculiar importance.
No poet, perhaps, is so evidently filled with anew and sacred energy
when the inspiration is upon him; no poet, when it fails him, is so
left ‘weak as is a breaking wave'.

Although Arnold does not seem to have realised it, the upshot
of such an interpretation is far from complimentary. It turns
Wordsworth into apsychological freak, a poeticJekyll and Hyde,
who is at one moment a genius and at the next an imbecile. And
its a priori unlikelihood is surely considerable. A poet is distin-
guished from most other human beings by superior powers of
mental and moral co-ordination and concentration. He is not
more at the mercy of "accident” than most of us, but less s0. To
assume a lack of psychological continuity in the evolution of his
personality is smply to melodramatise our own failures of
comprehension. There will naturally be days when he is writing
lesswell, but thefailurewill aways be arelativefailureonly. Itis
only gradually over a period of years that artistic maturity is
reached, and the complementary process of artistic degeneration
is equaly gradual. To assert, as Arnold in effect does, that
Wordsworth used to follow up Monday's masterpiece with
Tuesday's rubbish is to present him as aneurotic case, avictim of
schizophrenia. And, asit happens, thereis next to no evidence to
support such an assertion. During the period of Dorothy Words-
worth's GrasmereJournal (1800-03) we know almost from day to

! Preface (1879), p. xxii. The quotation is from "A Poet's Epitaph”, but the
phrase, as Wordsworth uses it in that poem, has no connection with poetic
ingpiration. Indeed the whole notion of intermittent inspiration is Shelleyan
rather than Wordsworthian.
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day what poems Wordsworth was writing. They were not dl
equally good poems, of course, but none of them, | think, were
bad poems, and there is certainly no suggestion whatever of that
zig-zagging from the poetic heights to the poetic depths and back
again that Arnold posits. What we do find during these years are
changes from one poetic manner to another and back again,
especialy in 1802, but it must be emphasised that these were not
changes from bad poetry to good poetry, or vice versa, but smply
from one genre to another genre. Wordsworth wrote very good
poems and less good poems in both his early and later manners,
but I am not aware of the existence of one poem of his written
after he reached poetic maturity in 1797 and before the gradual
degeneration set in about 1805 that can be cdled a redly bad
poem. "Vaudracour and Julia' (1804), which Arnold thought
the very worst poem Wordsworth ever wrote, has recently been
discovered to have considerable merits. It is the later poems, such
as the "Ecclesiastica Sonnets', the "Evening Voluntaries', the
"Sonnets upon the Punishment of Death", et hoc genus omne,
that are really bad. Empty, pretentious, humourless, clumsly
expressed, often without any human feeling in them at dl, they
deserve dl the abuse and ridicule they have had poured upon
them.! But many years separate the worst of the "dotages" from
the poems of the great period.

The theory of Wordsworth's intermittent inspiration marked
a fundamental failure of appreciation. But the reason why most

! Edith C. Batho's The Later Wordsworth (1933), includes an attempted defence
of the later poems, but as such it is amost unconvincing performance. She clams
that Wordsworth's post-1815 production 'contains much that is good, some that
is magnificent, and little that is positively bad' (p. 314), and as examples of the
'good things she lists "Dion", the Duddon sonnets, "Mutability" and the
King's College Chapel sonnets in the Ecclesiastical series, "Ethered Minstrd”,
" The Triad", the Abbotsford sonnet, " Why art thou silent ?", the lines on Charles
Lamb, the "Extempore Effusion”, the poem on a mountain-daisy ('So fair, so
sweet'), and 'nearly dl the poems of 1846 Unfortunately no serious attempt is
made to make these bold words good. There are, of course, good or goodish
lines in most of the poems Miss Batho has listed, but only two of them can
possibly be cdled 'magnificent'—the Duddon "After-thought" and the "Extem-
pore Effusion”. What her book, in its own way a most interesting one, establishes

is that the later Wordsworth was a much more intelligent and honourable man
than we had redlised.
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of the Victorian critics—there were honourable exceptions, like
Dowden, who even defended the third stanza of "The Thorn"*
—were not able to recognise the merit of Wordsworth's earlier
manner was not smply defective literary taste. They were the
victims of their historical position. The Victorian critics were too
near the eighteenth century. Their hatred of Pope and dl his
works made it difficult for them to be fair to a poetry that was, in
spite of important differences, basically Augustan. A realisation
of the eighteenth-century nature of Wordsworth's early manner
is, indeed, the clue to its proper understanding.

Arnold's objection to eighteenth-century poetry—an objection
that colours every aspect of his critical theory—was that it was
composed in the wits and not in the soul; that is, in modern
terminology, in the conscious rather than in the subconscious
mind. Now the only one of Wordsworth's poems in the first
edition of the Lyrical Ballads that can possibly be said to have been
composed in the soul is "Lines written a Few Miles above Tintern
Abbey". And this, as we have seen, was a last-minute addition
not a al in keeping with the rest of the volume. In the other
poems the wits and the senses did most of the composing. At this
period Wordsworth gill had his eyes, metaphorically as well as
literally, on the object—in a manner that often recalls Crabbe and
Cowper, sometimes Thomson, and occasionally Pope. There is a
sober factuality in many of these poems—Peter Bell, for example—
that used to worry his Romantic critics, including even Coleridge.
As Hazlitt walked back with him from Alfoxden one moonlight
night in June 1798, 'He lamented, Hazlitt reports, ‘that
Wordsworth was not prone enough to believe in the traditional
superstitions of the place, and that there was something corporeal,
amatter-of-factness, aclinging to the palpable, or often to the petty,
in his poetry.”? Arnold would have echoed Coleridge's lamenta-
tions. It is clearly the absence of the incorporea in "The Sailor's
Mother" that makes Arnold pronounce it without qudification

! Transcripts and Sudies (1888), p. 145. The whole essay (“The Text of Words-
worth's Poems") is gtill well worth consulting.

2 "My First Acquaintance with Poets" Hazlitt's essay, which was written
1822-3, isin The Plain Speaker (1826).
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'a failure'. He contrasts it with "Lucy Gray", which must be one
of the most incorporeal of al Wordsworth's poems, and which
Arnold thought 'a beautiful success.! But by any absolute scale
"The Sailor's Mother" is obvioudly at least as good as "Lucy
Gray"; Swinburne thought it better.?

Curiously enough Wordsworth's own note on "Lucy Gray"
specifically contrasts 'the way in which the incident was trested
and the spiritualizing of the character . . . with Crabbe's matter
of fact style of treating subjects of the same kind'. This note was
dictated in 1843, and its interest is not so much in the contrast it
draws between Crabbe and Wordsworth himself as in the rele-
vance of the contrast to his own case. Poems like "The Sailor's
Mother" are very like Crabbe. The matter-of-fact style that
Wordsworth dissociated himself from in his old age was exactly
die style to which his friends had deplored his obstinate adherence
forty years earlier. InJuly 1802, for example, Coleridge wrote to
Southey that he had been startled by a' daring humbleness of
language and versification, and a strict adherence to matter of
fact, even to prolixity' in some of Wordsworth's recent com-
positions. Coleridge may have been thinking of "The Sailor's
Mother" itself, which dates from March 1802, or €se of "Alice
Fell", or "Beggars', or "Resolution and Independence’, all of
which had been written in the spring and early summer of 1802.
But the conclusion he drew was not the Victorian conclusion—
that such poems were bad. Coleridge did not go so far as Arnold.
'l rather suspect,’ he confessed to Sotheby, 'that somewhere or
other there is a radica difference in our theoretical opinions
respecting poetry.”

A radical difference in their theories of poetry—die phrase sums
up the essence of the problem. For the difference that divided
Wordsworth from Coleridge in 1802 was to dl intents and
purposes the difference between Wordsworth's earlier manner
and hislatter manner. It was the difference between the eighteenth
century and the nineteenth century, between a poetry primarily
of the conscious mind and a poetry primarily of the subconscious

! Preface (1879), p. xxii. 2 Miscellanies (1886), p. 127.
® Letter of 29 July 1802
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mind, between a literature conceived as socid communication
and a literature of individua inspiration.

It should now be possible to define the Two Voices more
precisdly and to raise once again the problem of their inter-
relationship. J. K. Stephen's first Voice, that of the mountain
torrent, is clearly the Romantic clement in Wordsworth's
poetry. It was natural for the Victorians to find it congenial as
they were Romantics themselves, and now that we have more or
less outgrown Romanticism it is natural for us to think it some-
whatover-rated. ThesecondV oice—realistic,colloquial , detail ed—
disconcerted the Victorians because it was so unlike what they had
come to expect poetry to be. They may not have realised its
Augustanaffiliations, but they recognisedintuitively that thiskind
of poetry was the enemy of their kind of poetry. Today we can
sec that thereis aplace for both kinds. Wordsworth, however, is
not at heart cither an Augustan master or a Romantic master.
The peculiarity of his poetry is that it oscillates between the two
styles. In his best poems, early and |ate, the Two Voices act, as it
were, as positive and negative poles, between which the spark of
his poetic genius plays. The poems are Augustan and Romantic.
And that means that their proper appreciation demands in the
reader an equally sensitive response to two very different kinds
of poetry. J. K. Stephen's response was only partial. He could
appreciate "Intimations of Immortality”, but he could not see
what Wordsworth was getting at in Peter Bell, and so he wrote off
the Peter Bell manner as the bleating of an old half-witted sheep.
Today the opposite danger is perhaps more likely. We find it
difficult to adjust ourselves to the reoricntation of poetic values
that is involved in a proper reading of such a poem as "Intima-
tions of Immortality”. The Romantic elements in Wordsworth
tend to make us uneasy or sceptical. But unless we can make the
necessary adjustment, the momentary suspension of disbelief, we
shdl not be able to understand Wordsworth's most origina and
most characteristic poems.’

There is one critical admission that needs to be made. A corol-
lary of the al-importance in Wordsworth's poetry of a combina-
tion of Augustan and Romantic elements is that each element in
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isolaion is often, perhaps usualy, second-rate. To find whole
passages of the very best Romantic poetry in Wordsworth is not
a dl easy. In Swinburne's essay on "Wordsworth and Byron",
which is largely concerned with showing that Wordsworth and
Byron are not as good Romantic poets as Coleridge and Shdley,
only two lines are finaly produced, after an exhaudtive search,
which are of the purest Romantic gold. They are

For old, unhappy, far-off things,
And battles long ago.

These lines from "The Solitary Reaper" are admost aone
apparently in possessing the dixir of Coleridge, Shelley and
Keats—'something’, as Swinburne puts it, 'in the mere
progress and resonance of the words, some secret in the very
motion and cadence of the lines, inexplicable by the most sympa-
dietic acuteness of criticism'’ There is the same scarcity of
absolutely first-class Augustan poetry in Wordsworth. Crabbe,
one fedls, would always have put it with more precision; Cowpcr
would never have been guilty of Wordsworth's elusiveness and
obscurity. Itisthislack of finish, by both Romantic and Augustan
standards, that irritates the parodists. In a sense, they arcright in
being irritated—bad workmanship is always fair game—but to
get too irritated is to exhibit a defective sense of proportion. A
-, certain roughness about the edges—what Tennyson caled the
thick-ankled element in Wordsworth's verse>—docs not seriously
affect the quality of his most characteristic work.

(The Two Voices, then, are (i) an essentialy objective poetry,
evincing a strong sense of socid responsibility, but crude, naive
and often bathetic (the Augustan manner), (i) an essentialy
subjective poetry, egocentric, sentimental and escapist, but often
charming because of its spontaneity (the Romantic manner).
And the great poems, on this hypothesis, are those which com-
bine the two elements in Wordswordi's poetry in a new inclusive
whole. Such a combination of the objective and the subjective,
the Augustan and the Romantic, is achieved in the best passages

! Miscellanies, p. 127.
2 Tennyson. A Memoir. By his Son (1897), I1, 505.
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in The Prelude, in the Lucy series in "Michagl", in "Resolution
and Independence’, and, if sometimes rather precarioudly, in a
considerable number of other poems.

In Coleridge's terminology, these poems, which arc Words-
worth's masterpieces, reved the balance and reconcilement of
opposite and discordant qualities, 1t will be remembered that,
according to Coleridge's own account in Biographia Literaria, it
was the impression that Wordsworth's recitation of his Salisbury
Plain made on him in 1796 that started him off on the analysis of
the poetic process that ended in this definition of the Imagination.*
What had impressed himin Wordsworth's poem wasprecisely the
fusion of the objective and subjective elements—'die 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 dl the original gift of spreading the tone,
the atmosphere, and with it the depth and height of the ideal
world around forms, incidents, and situations, of which, for the
common view, custom had bedimmed all the lustre, had dried
up the sparkle and the dew drops.

Unfortunately Coleridge's analysis of Wordsworth's |ater
poems, which occupies the greater part of Biographia Literaria,
was conducted in other terms, and he has not told us what the
opposite and discordant qualities are that arc balanced and
reconciled in Wordsworth's best poems. In general no doubt they

! Ch. iv. Coleridge's memory played him false in one detail. Unless there was
some unrecorded meeting later in the year he cannot have heard Wordsworth
recite his Salisbury Plain in 1796. Azanah Pinney, the younger son of the owner of
Racedown, wrote to Wordsworth on 25 Mar. 1796, 'l delivered it [Salisbury
Plain] on my arrival here [Bristol] to Cottle and requested that Coleridge would
ingpect it, which he appears to have done with considerable attention for | under-
stand he has interleaved it with white paper to mark down whatever may strike
him as worthy of your notice and intends forwarding it to you in that form. . . .’
Clearly Coleridge made the acquaintance of the poem in manuscript. Azariah
Pinney wrote to James Tobin on 12 Apr. 1796, 'His Salisbury Plain is so much
altered that | think it may in truth be called a new poem—I brought it with me
to Bristol—It is now at Coleridge's, by whom it has been attentively read and
pronounced a very fine poem. . . ' See Bergen Evans and Hester Pinney, "Race-
down and the Wordsworths', Review of English Sudies, Jan. 1932, pp. 12-13, 12.
| owe the date of the letter to Tobin to the kindness of Lady Pinney who has
dlowed me to look through the Racedown MSS.
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include those that Coleridge detected in Salisbury Plain—on the
- one hand, profound thought and the accurate observation of
familiar incident and situations, on the other hand, deep fedling
and the faculty of idedlisation. But it is difficult to be satisfied
with terms as general as these, and in any case Coleridge's account
is manifestly incomplete. It needs supplementing with a first-hand
analysis of some of the poems themselves. Once such an anaysis
has been accomplished, it may be possible to define more precisely
the nature of the shift of emphasis in Wordsworth's poetry that
undoubtedly occurred in the middle of 1798.

Three poems suggest themselves for analysis as typical and
representative. They are "Goody Blake and Harry Gill", a poem
that is often considered the extreme example of Wordsworth's
objective manner; "There was a Boy", an attractive poem spoilt
by the confusion of objective and subjective trends; and "She
dwelt among the untrodden ways', the poem parodied by
Hartley Coleridge, which is a triumphant example of controlled
subjectivity.

1]

"Goody Blake and Harry Gill" was probably the first to be
written, as it is undoubtedly, to use Wordsworth's own word,
the' rudest’, of the Lyrical Balladsproper. Its special interest is
that it raises in an acute form the problem of the divergencies
between eighteenth-century and nineteenth-century standards of
poetic taste, and their repercussions on the criticism of Words-
worth's poetry. "Goody Blake" was a poem the nineteenth
century could make nothing of. Most of Wordsworth's Victorian
critics make no reference to it at al. One of the few who does is
F. W. H. Myers, who was responsible for the Wordsworth
volume in the "English Men of Letters" series, and his comment
makes it clear why nobody else mentioned the poem. It was a
poem, Myers says, ‘justly blamed for triviaity'! In the days
when the decisve criteria were the Grand Style and the Great
Subject, this crude bdlad of country life must have seemed a
trifle altogether unworthy of Wordsworth.

! Wordsworth (1881), p. 33.
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With Wordsworth's older readers, on the other hand—the men
and women whose literary tastes had been formed and matured
in the eighteenth century—it was one of his most popular pieces.
It was, for example, the only one of Wordsworth's poems for
which Crabbe evinced any enthusiasm. According to Words-
worth himself, Crabbe once said in his hearing that 'everybody
must be delighted with that poem'.! Hannah More, a representa-
tive blue-stocking, threw up her hands in ecstasy when Caottlc, the
original publisher of Lyrical Ballads, read it aloud to her, and she
insisted on its being read to her a second time.? CharlesJames Fox
picked it out as one of die four best poems in cither volume of the
second edition of Lyrical Ballads? It was actually reprinted in the
I pswich Magazinefor April 1799, with aletter specially commend-
ing it to the attention of the farmers of Suffolk. Even the
reviewers liked it. In the notice in the Analytical Review for
December 1798 it is selected for speciad commendation and it is
the only one of the poems to be quoted inits entirety. And it was
apopular piece with the early anthologists. It is the only poem,
for example, from Lyrical Ballads to be included in Sidney
Melmoth's Beauties of British Poetry (1801) and in C. Earnshaw's
The Wreath (circa 1805).

Today it is difficult to share either the disgust of the ninetcenth
century or the enthusiasm of the eighteenth century. A grotesgue
tale of an old countrywoman's curse and its serio-comic aftermath
is not one the modem reader will easily like or didike very much,
at any rate at thefirst glance. But thereis more to the poem than
meets the casual eye, and a careful reading suggests at least two
good reasons why Crabbe, Hannah More, and Fox thought so
highly of it. It is alive, and it rings true. The impression that a
reading of it leaves today is that, within its limits and in spite of
the crudity of the expression, we have here something extra-
ordinarily convincing and dramatic. The moonlight on the
stubble, with Harry lurking behind the elder-bush and Goody

1 seeWordsworth's letter to Alaric Watts, 16 Nov. 1824.
% See Cottle's Reminiscences (1847), p. 260.
® Fox's letter, written 25 May 1801, was printed by Christopher Wordsworth
in Memairs of William Wordsworth (1851), 1, 171
2
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filling her apron with the sticks from Harry's hedge, provides an
excdlent opening scene. Harry'sjumping out, with a triumphant
'I've caught you then at last', as he grabs the old woman's arm
and shakes her, produces an effective climax. And then comes the
peripeteia, as Goody drops the gicks and kneels in prayer on
them To God that is the judge of al'

She pray'd, her withered hand uprearing,

While Harry held her by the arm—

'God! who art never out of hearing,

'O may he never more be warm!"'

The cold, cold moon above her head,

Thus on her knees did Goody pray,

Young Harry heard what she had said,

And icy-cold he turned away.

No doubt this is tragi-comedy rather than tragedy. There is a
strong dash of the grotesque, if not of farce, both in Harry's
chattering jaws and teeth (‘Like a loose casement in the wind')
and in the layers of waistcoats and blankets in which he has to be
wrapped, once the curse has fallen. But Wordsworth's grotes-
querie has respectable eighteenth-century antecedents—Fielding
and Smollett on one side, Hogarth and Rowlandson on another.
And behind it there is genuine human feeling. Wordsworth has
identified himsdlf to a quite remarkable degree with this smple
old woman and her lifelong struggle to keep warm:

‘Twas well enough when summer came,

The long, warm, lightsome summer-day,

Then at her door the canty dame

Would sit, asany linnet gay.
Goody's difficulties came on with the winter. She lived in
Dorset,! where the cod had to come round by sea, and she
depended—as Wordsworth and his sster had to some extent
depended during their two winters at Racedown Lodge in that
county—on the firewood she could pick up in the fields and
woods near her solitary hut:

1 Only true of the early editions. In 1820 'This woman dwelt in Dorsetshire
becomes ' Remote from shdtering village-green', and the reference to the high
price of coal is also deleted.
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Ohjoy for her! when €er in winter
The winds at night had made a rout,
And scattered many a lusty splinter,
And many arotten bough about.

What is so admirable is Wordsworth's attitude to Goody
Blake. There is not a trace of condescension in it. In this he is
better than the Augustans proper. Goldsmith and Cowpcr would
either have sentimentalised the old woman or turned her ever
so dightly into a figure of fun. Nor is there any exploitation of
her distress to demonstrate Wordsworth's superior sensibility or
keener social conscience This is impersonal poetry, in the sense
that a whole socia order is expressing itself through the medium
of the poem. Wordsworth was able to take for granted in his
readers a common socid philosophy, of which the fundamental
tenet was that Christian ethics must determine socia relationships.
Goody Blake could appeal to God against Harry Gill, because
Harry, the stickler for property rights, was wrong. It is above dl
the ethical implications of the poem that relate it to the Augustan
tradition. If on the surface,'Goody Blake and Harry Gill" is a
somewhat crude imitation of the street ballads of the eighteenth
century, at bottom it is, | believe, a not altogether unworthy
descendant from Gulliver's Travels and TomJones.

Itis this that makes Fox's commendation of "Goody Blake"
particularly interesting. CharlesJames Fox represented eighteenth-
century culture at its best. He was, as his secretary John Bernard
Trotter has testified, ' master of al the best of the ancient and
modern poets', Virgil and Pope being perhaps hisfavourites. In
spite of a certain weakness for poetic rhetoric Fox aways re-
sponded to padiosin poetry if it was genuine. 'The tenderness
of Mr. Fox's heart’, Trotter noted, ' manifested itself by his
always dwelling in poetry, with peculiar pleasure upon domestic
and affecting traits of character, when happily portrayed by the
audior.™ 1t was to this side of Fox that Wordsworth's early
poems gppeded. At Coleridge's suggestion complimentary

! Memoirs of the Latter Years of the Right Honourable Charles James Fox (3rd
edition, 1811), pp. 91-2.
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copies of the 2nd edition of Lyrical Ballads had been despatched,
with appropriate covering letters, to the Duchess of Devonshire,
Wilberforce (who was a friend of Wordsworth's uncle William
Cookson), Sir Bland Burgess, Mrs. Jordan the actress, and a
number of other notabilities, including Fox. As is the way with
eminent recipients of the works of unknown poets, most of the
great and the good did not bother to reply. But Fox did, in a
friendly and sensible letter. He had read, he says, the whole of the
two volumes—and with particular attention the two poems
Wordsworth had mentioned in the letter to him (they were
"Michael" and "The Brothers'). But the poems he liked best
were not these two but "We are Seven”, "Goody Blake", "The
Idiot Boy" and "The Mad Mother" (the poem that begins 'Her
eyes are wild'). By nineteenth-century standards it was an
inexplicable selection. These are precisely the poems that Swin-
burne was later to label ' doleful examples of eccentricity in
dullness. Not one of the four was included by Palgrave (who
was guided and assisted, it must be remembered, by Tennyson)
in The Golden Treasury. And "We are Seven" was the only one
to be admitted into Arnold's Poems of Wordsworth. The oddity of
Fox'ssel ection, by nineteenth-century standards, isincreasedwhen
itisredised that among the poems he must have read and passed
over were die Lucy and Matthew poems, "Tintern Abbey",
"There was a Boy", "Nutting" and "Ruth", as wel as
"Michael" and "The Brothers'.

Of the four poems commended by Fox "Goody Blake and
Harry Gill" is much the closest to the eighteenth-century tradi-
tion. It springs from the same world, mutatis mutandis, as Carey's
"Sdly in our Alley", Hogarth's prints, George Lillo's plays, and
Smollett's novels. But almost purely Augustan and objective
though the poem is, its distinction lies in something that has been
added to the eighteenth-century tradition. In its most elementary
form we have here aready that combination of objectivity and
subjectivity which is the Wordsworthian hallmark. Wordsworth
has identified himsdf too fully with Goody—her poverty and
londliness and susceptibility to cold—not to raise the reader's
suspicion that a fellow-feeling for another socid outcast is at the
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back of the poem. The Augustans, the sentimentalists as much
as the redlists and the satirists, remained outside the characters
they depicted. Though it is easy to overlook the fact in the general
grotesqueness of the poem, Wordsworth has, in however small a
way, got inside Goody Blake.

Y

"There was a Boy", the second poem that it is proposed to
analyse in detail, combines the best and the worst of Words-
worth's middle period. If "Goody Blake and Harry Gill" is a
poem that has not had justice done to it, "There was a Boy" isa
poem whose defects are still too often glossed over. There is
really no excuse for its last nine lines:

This boy was taken from his mates, and died

In childhood, ere he was full twelve years old.
Pre-eminent in beauty is the vale

Where he was born and bred: the church-yard hangs
Uponadopeabovethevillage-school;

And, through that church-yard when my way has led
On summer-evenings, | believe that there

A long half-hour together | have stood
Mute—looking at the grave in which he lies!

For once Jeffrey and the Edfnintrgh Review were completely
justified in their sarcasms. It must be remembered that the one
thing we know about the dead boy is that he was an expert in
imitating the hooting of an owl; 'and for the sake of this one
accomplishment’, Jeffrey comments, 'we aretold, that the author
has frequently stood mute, and gazed on his grave for half-an-hour
together!" The remark occurs in a review of Crabbe's Poems.*
AsJeffrey rightly says, the last nine lines are the sort of sentimental
nonsense from which Crabbc is absolutely free. He does not
point out, as in fairness he should have done, that the rest of the
poem is far superior to anything in Crabbc. Coleridge's comment

! Edinburgh Review, Apr. 1808,



22 Wordsworth—A Re-interpretation

on the lines immediately preceding the sentimental conclusion is
well known: 'That
Uncertain heaven received
Into the bosom of the steady lake

| should have recognised anywhere; and had | met these lines
running wild in the deserts of Arabia, | should instantly have
screamed out "Wordsworth".!  And almost the whole of the first
part of the poem is typical of Wordsworth at his very best. What
immediately impresses the modern reader is the extraordinary
vividness with which the scene is conjured up. It is this aspect of
the poem which has recently attracted Aldous Huxley. In an
entertaining passagein Textsand PretextsMr. Huxley hasdescribed

the boy

hooting and hooting with the indefatigable persistence of childhood,
while the yet more persistent, because even less grown-up, owls
hallooed and screamed their answer: hoot! halloo! hoot, hoot,
halloo!—while the echoes bounced back and forth from wall to wall
of the mountains—hour after hour; boy communing with bird and
both profoundly, indescribably happy; happy with the deegp mind-
less happiness of living creatures rgjoicing in their life; hour after
hour, until either some infuriated adult came out with a stick to stop
the din, or else, in a silence, as Wordsworth has described, the child
was suddenly made aware again of his forgotten self-consciousness,
his momentarily obliterated mind and, along with these, of the outer
world and of its strangeness.?

But who was the boy who is presented so vividly? The
actuality of the description makes the question inevitable. In its
contextin Book V of The Preludetheboy certainly appears to have
been one of Wordsworth's schoolfellows at Hawkshead Schoal.
And Wordsworth's own note on the passage seems to con-
fiim this: 'This practice of making an instrument of their own

1 |etter to Wordsworth, 10 Dec, 1798,

2 Texts and Pretexts (1932), p. 156. Though Huxley has misinterpreted lines
16-25, he redlises that the Boy was a postic fiction and that 'it was redly little
William himself who stood there at the lake's edge . . .". The MS. which proves
that he was right was only described by de Sdincourt in the 1932 re-issue of his
edition of The Prelude.
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fingers is known to most boys, though some are more skilful at it
than others. William Raincock of Rayrigg, a fine-spirited lad,
took the lead of dl my schoolfellows in this art' Raincock did not
die young and so cannot be Wordsworth's '‘Boy’, but a search
through the Hawkshcad Parish Register has produced one boy, a
certain John Vickars, who died about the right time and at about
the right age,* Faute dc rnieux it seemed that the distinction must
go to the otherwise unknown Vickars. The recent discovery,
however, of an early draft of this passage has disposed of John
Vickarss claim to immortality. The Boy, it seems, was Words-
worth himself. The early MS. has "' and 'my" instead of 'he
and 'his, and there is, of course, no sentimental conclusion. In
this early draft the poem is autobiography pure and simple. The
change from the first to the third person was, therefore, from
fact to fiction, and its later insertion in the autobiographical
Prelude represented, however innocently, an attempt to pass
fiction off as fact. The contrast between this sort of thing and the
conscientious factuality of "Goody Blake and Harry Gill" (which
versifies an actual case recorded in a medical treatise by Erasmus
Darwin) is a significant pointer to the direction of Wordsworth's
evolution.

It is not difficult to reconstruct the poem's evolution. The first
draft was written at Goslar in Germany, in the late autumn or
early winter of 1798, at the same time as a number of other auto-
biographical passages in blank verse dealing with Wordsworth's
childhood. These fragments were the nucleus round which The
Prelude was eventually constructed. When Wordsworth returned
to England in 1799 he decided to bring out a second edition of
Lyrical Ballads expanded into two volumes. The second volume,
it was arranged, was to contain the poems written in Germany or
later, and among the material available for it were these early
fragments of The Prelude. In the end he sdlected two of the
fragments—"Nutting" and "There was a Boy". Presumably the

! S Eric Robertson, Wordsworthshire (1911), p. 67. Vickars died on 28 July
1782, Heis described in the Register as ‘a Charity Boy from Cragg', and he may
have been one of the ten Blue Coat boys who were educated free at Hawkshead
School
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latter was thought to finish rather abruptly and so an obituary
conclusion was concocted to tie up the loose ends. This coda
was obviously written in the coldest of cold blood; it is a piece of
mere literary carpentry and nothiing ése’ The poem's insertion,
sentimental conclusion and al, in Book V of The Prelude, as
though the Boy was an actual schoolfellow of Wordsworth's,
dates from 1804.

When Wordsworth reprinted the lines in 1815 in the first
collected edition of his poems, the poem was made to lead off the
section devoted to 'Poems of the Imagination’. The reason for
this prominence is explained in a passage in the Preface, which
throws some light on Wordsworth's original motives, as far as he
was still conscious of them, in writing the poem :

| dismiss this subject with observing—that, in the series of Poems
placed under the head of Imagination, | have begun with one of the
earliest processes of Nature in the development of this faculty.
Guided by one of my own primary consciousnesses, | have presented
a commutation and transfer of internal feelings, co-operating with
external accidents, to plant, for immortality, images of sound and
sight, in the celestia soil of the Imagination. The Boy, there intro-
duced, islistening, with something of afeverish and restless anxiety,
for the recurrence of those riotous sounds which he had previously
excited; and, at the moment when the intenscness of his mind is
beginning to remit, he is surprised into a perception of the solemn
and tranquillizing images which the Poem describes.

The best commentary on this pronouncement is an anecdote
recorded by De Quincey. One night he and Wordswordi had
been waiting by die road-side for the carrier from Keswick, and,
as the cart didn't come, Wordsworth had put his ear to the road
to try if he could hear the sound of the approaching wheels. As

! The earliest version of the conclusion is in a red leather pocket-book of
Dorothy Wordsworth's now in the Wordsworth Museum (MS. 1SA) which
de Sclincourt does not seem to have used. The diction of this version is more
perfunctory if less glossily sentimental than in the final text:

And there along that bank when | have passed
At evening, | believe that near his grave

A full half-hour together | have stood,
Mute,—for he died when he was ten years old.
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he got up, having heard nothing, he noticed a star shining
brightly on die horizon. He dien turned to De Quinccy and made
the following extremely reveaing statement:

| have remarked, from my earliest days, that, if under any circum-
stances the attention is energetically braced up to an act of steady
observation, or of steady expectation, then, if this intense condition
of vigilance should suddenly relax, at that moment any beautiful, any
impressive visual object, or collection of objects, falling upon the eye,
is carried to the heart with a power not known under other circum-
stances. Just now, my ear was placed upon the stretch, in order to
catch any sound of wheels that might come down upon the lake of

Wythburn from the Kcswick road; at the very instant when | raised

my head from the ground, in final abandonment of hope for this

night, at the very instant when the organs of attention were all at
once relaxing from their tension, the bright star hanging in the air
above those outlines of massy blackness fell suddenly upon my eye,

and penetrated my capacity of apprehension with a pathos and a

sense of the infinite, that would not have arrested me under other

circumstances.*

Thepsychological processdescribedto DC Quinccy isevidently,
in the light of the comments of the 1815 Preface, the basic
material of "Therewasa Boy". Thisat any rate is what the poem
is supposed to be about. The process, it will be noted, falls into
three phases. Thefirst phaseisone of intenseanticipatory concen-
tration on an expected sound or sight. Can he hear the carrier?
Will the owls answer? The second phase introduces a relaxation
of the attention. The carrier can't be heard. The owls won't
answer. The third phase, following immediately on the second,
involves the sudden impingement on the consciousness of a
different and unexpected sense-impression. Instead of hearing the
carrier, Wordsworth sees the star. Instead of hearing the owls, the
Boy hears the waterfalls and sees the rocks and the woods and
the reflection of the sky in the lake. To this third phase Words-
worth obviously attributed a specid significance. The sound of

! Recollections of the Lake Poets, ed. E. Sackvdic-Wcst (1948), p. 144. This is one
of the many passages that De Quincey omitted when revising the articles in Tail's
Magazine (where the Recollections were originaly printed 1834-9), for the
Collected Edition of his works.
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the waterfals penetrated 'far into' the Boy's 'heart’. In ‘the
celestia soil of the Imagination’ images of sound and sight were
planted for ‘immortality'—the same ‘immortality’ no doubt as
that celebrated in the great Ode! Finally a 'sense of the infinite'
had been carried to the 'heart’ with a ‘power* not known under
other circumstances.

! What Wordsworth meant by such terms as 'heart', 'power' and
‘Imagination’ is made clear by the account of the behaviour of
the Boy's visual impressions. What we are told is that the visible
scene 'Would enter unawares into Ins mind'. A mind into which
things enter without its being conscious of their entry can only
be the subconscious mind. The term did not exist in Wordsworth's
time, but it is clear that he intended the gist of the poem to be the
subconscious influence on the personality of beautiful natural
scenery. |

In dl this there was no doubt much psychological acuteness.
Wordsworth was as good an observer of mental phenomena as of
physical phenomena. What isdisturbing, however, istheemphasis
he lays upon the mental characteristics that he has observed. Our
interest isinvoked for the Boy solely because hisphysical surround-
ings have imprinted themselves on his subconscious mind as a
result of his failure to get the owls to respond to his shouts. Why
this psychological phenomenon should be expected to interest us
poeticaly in the Boy is not clear. It certainly does not seem to
provide an adequate motive for Wordsworth spending half an
hour looking at the Boy's grave—particularly as the Boy was
realy, it appears, Wordsworth himself.

In its original autobiographical form, "There was a Boy" had
represented a piece of psychological self-analysis. Wordsworth
was apparently trying to explain to himsef how it was that the
imagery of themountains, waterfalls, lakes etc., of the Hawkshead
neighbourhood had come to assume a specid importance in his
mind. Why was it, when he was writing poetry, that these images
kept recurring? The episode of the owls suggested a possible
explanation. He had discovered as an adult that the relaxation of

Y In Wordsworth ‘immortal' and ‘immortality’ usually mean ‘infinite,
infinity.". They areregularly used in thissensein The Excursion.
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the attention might, in certain circumstances, induce a feeling of
amost mystical ecstasy. Perhaps as a boy he had experienced un-
conscioudy what the adult experienced conscioudy. The hypo-
thess would seem to explain the curious power these natural
images exercised over him.

Wordsworth may have felt that speculations of this nature,
though of absorbing interest to himself and to people like
Coleridge (the quality of the writing proves that), could not be
expected to interest his ordinary readers. The possibility suggests
a respectable reason for the change of person and the tacking on
of the sentimental conclusion in the printed version. But if thisis
50, Wordswortll had underrated the intelligence of his readers.
What excites us in "There was a Boy" is not die would-bc-
padictic contrast between the living Boy and die grave in the
churchyard. Nor is it the psychological discovery Wordswordi
believed he had made. The poem's distinction derives from its
vivid recreation of the lost world of childhood. For Wordswordi
diis recreation was only a by-product apparently of the process of
psychological sdf-analysis, for usitis poetically all that counts.

What it dl amounts to is diat "There was a Boy" is not one
poem but three poems. In the first place there is the poem in the
diird person and with the sentimental conclusion, the poem that
Jeffrey made fun of and Fox ignored. We can perhaps call this
poem the Elegy in a Lake District Churchyard. Its only interest,
considered as a poetic whole, is the chasm diat it indicates between
what really interested Wordsworth in 1800 and what he thought
liis readers would be interested in. Such a chasm did not exist
when Wordsworth wrote "Goody Blake and Harry Gill", only
two years earlier, and its emergence must no doubt be considered
either an effect or a cause of the progress towards subjectivity. The
second poem in "There was a Boy", or more strictly die
second poetic level, is the psychologica case-history. Unlike the
sentimental first level this was not something superimposed |ater
when publication approached. Wordswordi's interest in the
associationist psychology of David Hartley was genuine, and the
Preface to the second edition of Lyrical Ballads announces in so
many words that the principa purpose he had in mind when
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writing these poems, including presumably "There was a Boy",
was 'to illustrate the manner in which our fedings and ideas are
associated in a state of excitement'. It is difficult, however, to take
such a statement at its face value. The emational core of the poems
has no connection whatever with Hartleian psychology, and it
seems possible that the psychology merely provided a framework
within which Wordsworth was able to express feelings and
intuitions of which he was not wholly conscious. What one may
cal the third poem in "There was a Boy", the extraordinarily
vivid and moving description of one of those 'glad animal
movements of boyhood referred to in "Tintern Abbey", is
amost certainly an example of this sort of unawarcness. What he
imagined to be an illustration of the process by which ideas and
feelings are associated wasreally, it seems fair to say, an attempt on
the part of the adult Wordsworth to re-establish a connection
with his own boyhood. It was, in particular, the Boy's relation-
ship with wild nature that Wordsworth was trying to recapture,
and the poem records with a beautifully articulated precision
two balanced phases in that relationship—an active phase and a
passive phase. In the active phase, as the Boy blows his mimic
hootings, the rocks and islands seem almost to come to life (it is
they who knew the Boy, not the Boy who knew them), and even
the stars begin 'To move aong the edges of the hills. Then, as the
Boy and the owls relapse into silence, a passive phase supervenes
and there is a lifeless, almost gravitational coalescence of Boy,
torrents, rocks, woods and lake. The poetic materials here are
subjective enough in al conscience, but they are recorded with
a qi'ite remarkable objectivity. The approach is amost clinica
(this Was perhaps where Hartley came in useful), until we reach
the climax of the poem, the line and a half that so impressed
Coleridge:
and that uncertain heaven received
Into the bosom of the steady lake.

The coakstence of Boy and landscape has now become a codes
cence of sky and lake, with the sky entering 'Into the bosom' of
the lakejust as the 'visible scene' had entered unawares ‘'into' die
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Boy's mind. The implied correlation of ' bosom' and 'mind' is
suggestive and idiosyncratic. As Coleridge recognised, the lines
are peculiarly Wordsworthian and it will be legitimate to turn
to another passage from The Prelude to elucidate them. The
passage that suggests itself is the discussion in the second book of
the process by which a baby on his mother's breast

Is prompt and watchful, eager to combine

In one appearance, al the elements

And parts of the same object, else detachd . . .
In one beloved presence, nay and more,

In that most apprehensive habitude

And those sensations which have been deriv'd
From this beloved Presence, there exists

A virtue which irradiates and exalts

All objects through all intercourse of sense.
No outcast he, bewildered and depressed;
Along his infant veins are interfiled

The gravitation and the filial bond

Of nature, that connect him with the world.*

| am not suggesting a specific connection between the two
passages. In "There was a Boy" Wordsworth isn't likely to have
intended anything as definite or theoretical as the later passage.
But, if there is some connection, however slight, it seems to
follow that the image of 'The bosom of the steady lake' takes
us behind Wordsworth's boyhood to his infancy. The poem that
began, half-consciously, as an attempt to re-establish a connection
with his own boyhood ends up, or so it seems, in what was
probably a wholly unconscious continuation of the process from
boyhood into infancy. The urgency of the need to effect some
such psychic continuity with his younger selves is guaranteed by
the quality of the poetry.

v

"There was a Boy" fails as a poem, in spite of the brilliance
and suggestiveness of many of its detalls, because it is chaotic.
The three poems into which it is only too easily divisble co-exist

! Prelude, 11, 11. 242-64.
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but do not cohere. Between the facile sentimental degy, the acute
psychologica document and the profound fragment of subjective
autobiography the connections are accidenta rather than essentid.
The root of the discrepancy is that there is no common or con-
sstent attitude to objective redlity. Regarded as the protagonist
of a piece of pre-romantic sob-stuff it doesn't matter who the
Boy was or whether he ever existed at al, but regarded as a piece
of evidence towards a psychologica law the Boy must obvioudly
have been areal person, about whose identity and bonafidesthere
can be no doubt at dl. With "Goody Blake and Harry Gill" we
know where we are. The poem carries the sub-title 'A True
Story', and the 'Advertisement’ prefixed to the first edition
of Lyrical Ballads explains that it was ‘founded on a wel-
authenticated fact which happened in Warwickshire. If
chalenged Wordsworth would have been able to point to the
section 'Mutable Madness' in Darwin's Zoonotnia; or, the Laws
of Organic Life, where the whole extraordinary story is related in
sober prose. But, because we can't be certain whether the Boy
did or didn't die young, and whether he is Wordsworth or a
school-friend of Wordsworth's or a figment of Wordsworth's
imagination, we haven't the same confidence in "There was a
Boy". And this applies to the poem'’s diird or autobiographical
level too. At thislevel poetic symbolism has comein to complicate
the critical problem. Did the stars, for example, only seem to
'move along the edges of the hills (an opticd illuson), or did
they really move within the closed symboalic redlity of the poem?
Either interpretation is possble, and the reader, reduced to
guessing, finds himsdf a little puzzled and alittle irritated.

" She dwelt among the uhtrodden ways', though only written
a few weeks after the first draft of "There was a Boy", suffers
from none of diese indecisons and anomalies. It is a better poem
very largely because it defies and excludes phenomend redity
with an even greater scrupulousness than "Goody Blake and
Harry Gill" respected it. In this poem the poetic condtituents
are wholly symbolic and the documentary framework has
completely disappeared. But it is a controlled subjectivity,
intellectualy sophidticated and amost mathematically coherent:
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She dwelt among the untrodden ways
Besde the springs of Dove,

A Maid whom there were none to praise
And very few to love:

A violet by amossy stone
Haf hidden from the eyel

—Fair as a star, when only one
Isshining in the sky.

She lived unknown, and few could know
When Lucy ceased to be;

But sheisin her grave, and, oh,
The difference to me!

"The Song of Lucy", as Charles Lamb caled it—when first
published, in the second edition of Lyrical Ballads, it was actually
headed "Song", a title Wordsworth dropped later—was Lamb's
specid favourite among die poems added in iSoo It was no
doubt the poem'’s hallucinatory quality that endeared it to him.
His favourite poem in the first edition had been "The Ancient
Mariner", and the two poems are not nearly so dissmilar as a
superficid reading might suggest. But (the dreamlike quality of
Coleridge's poem comes from the incidents, whereas in Words-
worth's poem the effect derives from a specid use of language.!
Put very crudely Wordsworth's method here is to combine posi-

tive and negative ideas so that they cancel each other out: in the
resulting confusion of common-sense criteria the reader finds him-
sdf according a momentary credibility to a non-rational redlity.
A smple example of the method is the paradox propounded
by the last two words of the poem's first line. How can ways
be untrodden ? It is the process of treading that creates and main-
tains a way. No doubt we can take untrodden as meaning 'only
occasondly trodden’, but this is not what the line actualy says.
What it says is that Lucy lived among ways that were not, strictly
spesking, ways a dl. There are two smilar verba contradictions
in lines 3-4 and 9-10. If there were a very few who loved Lucy
there cannot have been, literally, noneto praise her. And if she had

1 See his letter to Wordsworth, Feb. 1801.



32 Wordsworth—A Re-interpretation

redly lived unknown how could there be even a few who knew
when she ceasad to be? The contradictions are unobtrusive and
it isn't difficult to make certain dlent corrections which make
Wordsworth's statements completely intdligible. By praise a
public eulogy of some sort may have been intended, such as Lucy's
sample neighbours would have been incepable of. And by un-
known Wordsworth may have meant that she was unknown to
the wider world, a socia nobody. The qualifications are easy
enough to insert, but it is obvious, once these surface contradic-
tions are pointed out, that qualifications of some sort do in fact
have to be inserted. The meanings are not actually in Words-
worth's text. Simple though the poem may appear to be, it is not
just a series of straightforward statements.

The immediate effect of the verbal contradictionsis to undercut,
as it were, the statements with which they are associated. If they
arc disregarded—if, that is, the reader confines his attention to the
common-sense meaning of these three sentences without con-
sdering the form of its expresson—a picture emerges of two
incompatible worlds, one public and one private. The public
world is traversed by well-trodden ways, its vaues are not love
but praise, and the penalty that it holds over its membersis to be
unknown. The private world, on the other hand, has so few
inhabitants that its ways are the merest tracks, its modes of com-
munication are so intimate that praise is something of which it is
incapable, and to be unknown outside its own little circle is a
condition that it takes for granted. In other words, if the verba
contradictions are disregarded we are left with a crude and amost
vulgar statement of the case for a Rousseallist escapism. God made
the country and man made the town. In fact, however, to dis
regard the verbal contradictions is to misread the poem—they
are after dl a prominent part of its text—and once registered
their effect is to blur the rigid outlines of the antithesis by an
implicit criticism of dl linguistic distinctions. If it is possble to
use language so loosely that untrodden need not mean 'not trodden’,
that love cannot connote praise, and that unknown obtains a
positive sense (‘known to afew'), and yet be completely intelligible,
the neighbouring oppositions and collocations of grammar and
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logic naturally dso tend to become discredited. Both the private
and the public worlds retreat into a common unredity for the
reader, who emerges with the impresson that the boundaries
between them are less absolute and perhaps less important than
the surface meaning of these three sentences had suggested.
Some such interpretation of the function of the verbal contra-
dictions in this subtle and €lusive poem is suggested by the
behaviour of the imagery in the crucial second verse. The role
of thisimagery as asort of ful crum is established by the repetitions
in the third verse of phrases from the first verse—'She lived
repests 'She dwelt’, ‘few' repeats 'very few', and the
sentence-patterns are similar—which provide a frame, asit were,
for the syntactically dissmilar second verse. The poem's success
derives from and turns upon the half-hidden violet and the single
star. It is significant, therefore, that there is aso a contradiction
between the surface function of the violet and the star and the
actual impression that they create in the reading of the poem.
Superficialy the violet and the star arc antithetic opposites, like
the public and the private worlds of the other verses. Indeed, it
looks as though the half-hidden violet is intended to symbolise
Lucy's inggnificance in the public world, and the single star to
represent her supreme importance in the private world. In the
actua reading, however, the images behavein amuch lesslogicd
way. Thesimplest way to put itisto say that the two images turn
out to be one image. The reader begins by looking down at the
violet and then up at the star, and in the process the twoj uxtaposed
images form themselves into a single landscape—presumably a
twilight one when it would be particularly difficult to distinguish
the violet from the mossy stone. The merging of the two images
has a further symbolic consequence. In some sensg if it was only
a superficid one, the violet symbolised Lucy and so did the star—
and with the two images now forming the termina extremes of
this tremendous new image Lucy inevitably comes to occupy
the whole interval between them. Lucy 15 the whole evening
scene. The symbolic aggrandisement of Lucy and the sublimity
that it confers upon her react upon the poem's concluson, and it
is their combination that converts the near-bathos of the lagt line
]
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into ‘the most perfect pathos, as Kests cdled it, according to his
friend Baley.> But the sublimity and the pathos are in a sense
by-products. What "She dwelt among the untrodden ways'
seams to be saying, as a poem, is that the digtinctions of the
intellect, the water-tight compartments in which we keep violets
and stars, our public lives and our private lives, need to be broken
down in the interests of a higher redlity. It is only as a symbol of
this higher redlity that Lucy achieves poetic coherence. Whatever
other meanings attach themselves to her are adventitious or
secondary. It follows that, in so far as the poem has acentral mean-
ing, it is not a poem about human love or human death so much
as about the nature of human knowledge. In the strictest sense of
the term, it is a metaphysical poem.

The method employed with the poem's words and images is
repeated in the central symbol. There is the same technique of
arousing and disappointing the reader's rational expectations. The
antithetical opposites collide and disintegrate, and their place is
taken by a more inclusive, more impalpable whole. The process
is gpplied to Lucy in the first line of the poem. Here we seem to
have a human being (‘She dwelt)—who is not, however, a
human being. Instead of living in a house she lives among ways
that are not really ways—which suggests a bird rather than a girl
(asuggestion that receivesirrational, and thereforein this context
significant, reinforcement from the river-name Dove in the next
line). 1s she perhaps, like the nightingales, skylarks and cuckoos
of thelater Romantics, asymbol of the poetic afflatus? Andin that
cae is her death Wordsworth's first symbolic acknowledgement
of the drying-up in himsdf of the capacity of ecgtatic response
to wild nature? Such an interpretation, however, is immediately
contradicted by the capitdisation ofMaid in the third line. If sheis
holier than other maidens Lucy, it is clear, is not primarily a bird.
The merging of the two opposed images in the second verse
brings with it a further implication. If Lucy can span the whole
evening landscape from the violet at our feet to the immensdy
distant gtar, she must dmost be a nature-spirit, a supernatural
creature. The human being, an English girl (her name proves

" H. E. Rdllins, The Keats Circle (1948), 11, 276.
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that) whom the poet had loved, returns in the last verse. Unlike
anature-spirit she has died, unlike a bird sheisin a grave. But the
find Lucy, when the poem's conclusion has been reached, is not
a human being or a bird or a saint or a nature-spirit. She is not
even a synthesis of these human and non-human beings. The
contradictory symbols cancel each other out, just as the positive
and negative concepts have on the verbal level and the opposed
images on the levd of imagery. The total effect of these devices
is to create in the reader's mind the impression that Lucy exists
on aplane of redlity to which such contradictory categories do not
apply. The suspension of dishdlief is complete. Even Lucy's early
and unexplained death is not entirely tragic. In the irrational
context of the poem it is right that she should die, just as it was
right that the Ancient Mariner's guiltless companions should die
while he himsdf survived. In Wordsworth's closed but com-
pletely coherent subjective world the values of everyday life are
asirrelevant as the logic of common sense.

VI

The analyses that have been attempted in the preceding
sections were embarked upon with two objects in view. One was
to see if it would be posshble to expand or fill in the acute but
somewhat schematic account Coleridge gives in Biographia
Literaria of the impression Wordsworth's early poems made on
him. What struck him, it will be remembered, about Salisbury
Plain, when he got to know it in 179, was 'the union of deep
feding with profound thought; the fine balance of truth in
observing, with the imaginative faculty in modifying, the objects
observed, and above al the origina gift of spreading the tone,
the atmosphere, and with it the depth and height of the ided
world around forms, incidents and situations, of which, for the
ccommon view, custom had bedimmed al the lustre, had dried up
the sparkle and the dew drops. With the anayses of three poems
completed in some detail it should now be possble to determine
how far Coleridge's account of Salisbury Plain is relevant to
Wordsworth's poetry in generd, if not to that poem itsef (which
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has not been printed, except for along extract in Lyrical Ballads,
in the form in which Coleridge knew it).

The second objective proposed in the anadlyses was to define
more closdy the character of the change that Wordsworth's
poetry seems to undergo in the summer of 1798. A complete
answer is obvioudy not possible on the basis of three short poems,
one of which was written three or four months before the change
is thought to have occurred, but the nature of the problem should
be clearer.

Coleridge makes two assartions about Salisbury Plain in the
sentence under discusson. One is that the separate poetic conti-
tuents of the poem are divishble into two antithetic categories—on
the one hand, (i) deep fedling, (ii) imaginative modifications of
phenomena redlity, (iii) refreshing idedisations, on the other
hand, (i) profound thought, (ii) accurate observations, (jii)
everyday dramatis personce, incidents and setting. Coleridge's
other assertion is that the Sx opposed qudities achieve 'union'
and 'balance. In other words, the poem is both emotional and
rational, in equa quantities of each, the writing is both fanciful
and redigtic, and the subject-matter is at the same time idedlised
and sordid. Both of Coleridge's assertions are exaggerated, of
course, epecidly as applied to Salisbury Plain, a promising but
very imperfect poem, but they do point out, with accuracy
and discrimination, what might be caled the intentions of
Wordsworth's poetry. A few of his poems, like "The Old
Cumberland Beggar", Book Il of The Prelude and "Resolution
and Independence’, may even be sad to unite dl the six condti-
tuents in a more or less perfect baance. In most of the poems,
however, including some of the best ones, one or more of
Coleridge's congtituents will generdly be found to be missng,
and it is not dways possble to tak of a ‘union' or ‘baance
between those that are not.

None of the three poems andysed conforms precisdy to
Coleridge's formula. There is no ‘degp thought' in "Goody
Blake and Harry Gill* and little or no idedisdion in it ether.
And perhaps the only 'modifying' touch contributed by Words-
worth's imagination to the poem is the smile describing Goody in
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summer—'as any linnet gay'. "There was a Boy", on the other
hand, seems to have dl the separate qualities distinguished by
Coleridge, but they are certainly not in a state of union or balance.
And though "She dwelt among the untrodden ways' does
achieve union and balance and possesses most of Coleridge's
other constituents, there is little reditic observation in it in the
ordinary sense. It is not clear either that if ‘deep thought' covers
the psychologica law promulgated in "There was a Boy" it
should aso include the rational irrationality of * She dwelt among
the untrodden ways'. A label asvague asdl that is almost useless.
Thisis not to deny that the formula provides an excellent point
of departure. As a genera description of the most characteristic
features of Wordsworth's poetry it is probably the best that has so
far been advanced. But obvioudly it must not be pressed too hard.
It is not much help certainly when one tries to define what the
essentid differenceis between the poems written beforeJuly 1798
and those written after it.

The specid problem that "Goody Blake and Harry Gill"
raised was the nature and degree of Wordsworth's own involve-
ment in the poem. On the face of it the poem is a straightforward
trandation of Erasmus Darwin's prose into the idiom of the
contemporary street-balad. It ends on a highly didactic note:

Now think, ye farmers dl, | pray,

Of Goody Blake and Harry Gill.
And Wordsworth's own statements about the poem and poems
like it suggest that what he was most concerned about in writing
them was to illustrate a psychological principle. What impresses
and interests the reader, however, is the emotiond authenticity of
Goody Blake. We bdieve in her misary in the cold weadier and
we share her hatred of Harry for condemning her to more of it.
The poem is good, or at any rate fairly good, because we cannot
help identifying oursdves momentarily with Goody. But if the
reader identifies himsdfin this way with the poor old woman the
writer must have done so too. Why then does Wordsworth try
and fob us off with the lesson the poem will teach farmers or its
psychologica interest? We are left in a state of dighdy resentful
bewilderment
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The curious thing is that the poems written after July 1798 raise
amogt identica problems. Some of them have aready been
discussed in the case of " There was a Boy". It is not smply that
the reader cannot help asking if the Boy is a red boy or not, and
if he is real whether he is the young Wordsworth or a school-
friend of his. There is dso the question of the relaionship of the
irrelevant sentimental conclusion to what precedes it, and the
further difficulty about the psychologica law that the poem is
apparently illustrating—a difficulty smilar in kind to that raised
by "Goody Blake and Harry Gill" but more embarrassing in
"There was a Boy" because the psychologica aspect is so much
more prominent.

"She dwelt among the untrodden ways' is dso a puzzling
poem, but its puzzles are more fundamental. It does not redly
matter who Lucy is, though the question is a natural one to ask.
What is redly disturbing is the ultimate implication of Words-
worth's poetic method in the poem. Its success, as we have seen,
derives from what can only be cdled a kind of linguistic perver-
sity. Matthew Arnold once described the Lucy poems and their
companions as having 'no style—a curious comment on the face
of it Snce every poem must possess a style of its own if it is to
succeed as poetry. But Arnold's phrase does in fact describe
Wordsworth's use of language in "She dwelt among the un-
trodden ways'. By manipulating his words, metaphors and
symbols so that they create the illusion of cancelling each other
out, he was able to suggest a more inclusive and a more rarefied
meaning than it was possible to express directly. But the poetry
lay between thewords. In aphraselike 'oh! Thedifferenceto mel*
the pathoscomesfrom theinexpressibility of die emotion that
is nevertheless expressed. And <o, if style is the perfection of
language in its normal uses, Wordsworth's use of language hereis
the negation of style. In order to hint a meanings behind language
he has had to discredit and break down the ordinary apparatus of
language. Carried to its logica conclusion the process amounts to
an attack upon poetry itself, snce language is the medium of
poetry and a poem is inconceivable without it.

It should be obvious by now that Wordsworth's change of
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poetic manner in the summer of 1798 cannot be explained in
merely literary terms. Coleridge's formula and the smplified
verson of it that | have presented, in which Wordsworth's
Augustan and Romantic ' Voices are proposed as complements
of each other, are useful introductory devices. To the reader who
is only beginning to get to know his way about Wordsworth's
poetry they may perhaps be recommended as convenient and
reasonably rdiable signposts. But they do not answer the
guestions that arise the moment one startslooking at al closely at
particular poems. These questions, thereal puzzles, al go back to
Wordsworth himself. The mixture of autobiography and fiction,
the confusion of conscious, semi-conscious and subconscious
meanings, the superimposed layers of socia propaganda and
anarchic nihilism—all this sort of thing can only be sorted out and
explained in terms of Wordsworth's own state of mind when he
wrote his poems. To a greater degree than with any other magjor
English poet his reader needs continuous extraneous assi stance—
not so much to clear up minutice of interpretation asto understand
the whole poetic attitude, what Wordsworth is getting at in the |
widest sense. Thisis because his poemsdo not derive their vitality
so much from the common literary tradition, as Milton's, Tenny- -
son's and Eliot's do, or from the common literary audience, as
Chaucer's, Dryden's and Auden's do, as from Wordsworth
himself. They are exceptionaly persona poems, almost dl of
them directly or indirectly autobiographical. It follows that a -
sympathetic understanding of the oblique persona confessions
and the indirect autobiographical alusions in the poems must
necessarily be preceded by a general knowledge of the outlines of -
Wordsworth's life. We cannot read Wordsworth properly until
we have got to know Wordsworth. And this means not only the
externa Wordsworth, the gaunt, rather urdikeable figure who
went to school and to Cambridge, who travelled, had an illegiti-
mate daughter, settled at Grasmere and married. It dso means the
internal Wordsworth who loved and suffered and feared. It is
becoming clearer every day, with the progress of modern
Wordsworthian gtudies, that it is the internal, emotiond Words-
worth who redly matters. The critics and biographers have paid
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too much atention in the past to Wordsworth's idess to his
political theories, his adoption and rejection of Godwinism, his
enthusiasm for Hartley's associaionism, his attacks upon poetic
diction, and his idedisation of the Westmorland 'statesmen’.
| am not sure that any of these interests, red though they were,
affected his poetry very much. Ther eucidation has only a
marginal relevance, in my experience, to the difficulties and
obscurities of the poems themsdves. Wordsworth was not
primarily a thinker but a feder. The determining events of his
career and the sources of dl that is essentid in his poetry were
the personal tragedies, the anguished decisons, the half-conscious
half-anima terrors and ecdases, and not the discoveries of the
intellect.

The importance of the subjective elements in Wordsworth's
poetry will not, on this hypothesis, require further emphass,
Since the poems are either the direct or the symbolic expression
of his personal fedlings, moods and intuitions their interpretation
must depend upon a reconstruction of the evolution of the
affective undercurrents of his personality. It will be necessary .
therefore to try and define states of mind of which Wordsworth
was not whally conscious himsdlf, which he sometimes mis-
understood or tried to suppress. The evidence, of course, is
aways inadequate and sometimes non-existent. | have often had
to guess and no doubt | have often guessed wrong. But thereisno
dternative. If Wordsworth's poetry is to go on being read it must
beunderstood, fully and conscioudy. Asit becomesmoreremotein
time the reader can no longer count on the unconscious compre-
hension, the ingtinctive fellow-fedlings, on which the Victorian
reader could draw. And the venture is eminently worth while—
even if we

must tread on shadowy ground, must sink
Deep—and, aloft ascending, bresthe in worlds
To which the heaven of heavens is but a vail.



Chapter  Two
THE FATHER OF THE MAN!

My heart legps up when | behold

A rainbow in the sky:
So wasit when my life began;
Soisit now | am aman;
So beitwhen | shdl grow old,

Or let me die!
The Child is father of the Man;,
‘And | could wish my daysto be
_Bound each to each by natural piety.

wod

—

WORDSWORTH wasthirty-onewhen hewrote those now almost
too familiar lines. Apparently they summed up for him, then
and later, the whole process of growing up. The specid doctrinal
importance that he attached to them is shown by their being
prefixed to the section of his poetica works devoted to "Poems
referring to the Period of Childhood". The last three lines dso
regppear as an epigraph to "Intimations of Immortality”, the
poem that expounds the consolatory function of "Recollections
of Early Childhood".

A childhood in which the element of continuity is provided by
rainbows has an uncomfortable sound. But by ordinary standards
Wordsworth's childhood was exceptiondly discontinuous. This
was perhaps one of the reasons why he came to ascribe an dmost
mystical importance to rainbows, stars, clouds, winds, mountains,
lakes and woods, and the animas, vegetables and mineras
asociaed with them. In a world in which human satisfactions

! The exigencies of my 're-interpretation’ may sometimes obscure the external
facts of Wordsworth's life and the historica order in which his poems were
written. For the benefit of the scepticd or bemused reader | have added two
Appendixes, pp. 20521 bdow—a Time-Table of Wordsworth's Movements
up to 1800, and a chronologicd list of the poems to the end of 1815.
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did not recur, they recurred. Natural piety may have been a
.bottom a substitute for the emotiona security of a happy family
;Iife. With nobody left to love him, or to be loved by him,
‘Wordsworth fel in love with nature. According to his own
statement, at any rate, it was on a bads of this passionate delight
in the natural scenery of the Lake Didtrict that his adult life was
eventudly built—"Love of Nature leading to Love of Mankind",
to quote the tide of Book V111 of The Prelude.

The first seven years of Wordsworth's life were probably
happy enough. In retrospect, and in acute contrast with the years
that followed them, they may well have seemed blissfully happy.
Generdising from his own nursery experiences, he summed up
his memories of those early yearsin the great "Ode". Heaven lay
about himinhisinfancy. Or so at any rateit seemed to the mature
Wordsworth a great many years later])

What the infantile heaven was like, he has described in part of
Book | of The Prelude:

Oh! many atime have I, afive years Child,

A naked Boy, in one delightful Rill, . . .
Made one long bathing of a summer's day,
Bask'd in the sun, and plunged, and bask'd again
Alternate dl a summer's day, or coursd

Over the sandy fields, legping through groves
Of yellow grunsel, or when crag and hill,

The woods, and distant Skiddaw's lofty height,
Were bronz'd with a deep radiance, stood aone
Beneath the sky, asif | had been born

On Indian Plains, and from my Mother's hut
Had run abroad in wantonness, to sport,

A naked Savage, in the thunder shower.*

That was Cockermouth in Cumberland, his 'sweet Birthplace,
as he cdled it, where William Wordsworth came into the world

! Prelude, I, 11 291-304. All quotations are from the 1805 text. The 1850 re-
vison is a deplorable affair. In his dassc edition (1926) de Sdincourt, though
recognising the general superiority of the earlier version, seems to me to exag-
gerate the poeticad merit of many of the later changes. On ingpection they will
amog aways be found to be only superficid improvements—emptily eegant

phreses, pretty-pretty images pseudo-profundities.
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on 7 April 1770. The 'delightful Rill was a mill-stream attached
to the river Derwent, which ran immediately behind the Words-
worths house, then as now the largest in the little town. John
Wordsworth, the father, was the agent of the first Earl of Lons
dae, who was the owner of one of the largest etates in the north-
west of England, and by middle-class standards the Wordsworths
were comfortably off. A by-product perhaps of this materia
prosperity was the freedom allowed to the children. They did not
see much of their father, a busy and slent man, and it was the
mother,
who was the heart

And hinge of al our learnings and our loves . . .

Anne Wordsworth was a kind and sensble woman, who im-
posed few restrictions on the children's activitiess On one
occason, for example, a butterfly hunt ended up in the little
William exploring dl by himself the pitch-black dungeon in the
ruins of Cockermouth Castle? Generally, however, he had a
companion on the bird's-nesting and butterfly-catching adven-
tures in his sster Dorothy, who was the nearest to him in age of
the five Wordsworth children. Such as it was, the difference in
their ages at this time—Dorothy was some twenty months the
younger—may have emphasised a fundamental difference of
temperament:

A very hunter did | rush

Upon the prey:—with leaps and springs
| followed on from brake to bush;

But she, God love her! feared to brush
The dust from off its wings

In the poems celebrating this period of his life, Wordsworth
keeps returning to the contrast between his own wildness and the
gentleness of Dorothy. It sounds an innocent enough wildness in
al conscience. But Wordsworth tells us in his Autobiographical
Memoranda—the objective record dictated in his old age which

! Prelude, V, 11. 257-8-
2 " Address from the Spirit of Cockermouth Castle”
3 "To a Butterfly."
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supplies an invauable complement to the earlier and more or less
subjective autobiography of The Prelude—that his mother con-
fessed to a friend of hers that the only one of her children whose
future caused her any red anxiety was William. He will be
memorable, she said, either for good or for evil ]

William's wildness was what we should now cdl Vitality'.
Almost every boy goes through a naughty stage round about the
age of seven, and William's greater naughtiness was smply the
corollary of his greater vitdity. De Quincey, who knew Words-
worthvery well indeed (hisRecollectionsoftheLake Poetsismuch
the best biography of Wordsworth), was struck by the strength
of what he cdled his' animal appetites. The observation occurs
in the detailed and fascinating account that De Quincey gives of
Wordsworth's physica appearance:

The nose, alittle arched, is large; which, by the way (according to
a natural phrenology, existing centuries ago amongst some of the
lowest amongst the human species), has dways been accounted an
unequivocal expression of animal appetites organicaly strong. And
that expressed the simple truth: Wordsworth's intellectua passions
were fervent and strong: but they rested upon a basis of preter-
natural animal senghility diffused through all the animal passions (or

appetites) . . 2

There is plenty of other evidence to confirm the generd
accuracy of De Quincey's impresson. The flame of life burned
more strongly in Wordsworth than in most of his contemporaries.
For one thing, even as a boy, he was apparently never ill. John
Wordsworth's accounts give details of payments to doctors and
nurses for the other children, but never for William, and in later
life, except for headaches and a mysterious pain in the sSde that
may have been connected with the later eye-trouble, he retained

! The Autobiographical Memoranda were dictated in Nov. 1847. They will be
found in the second chapter of Christopher Wordsworth's Memoirs of William
Wordsworth (2 vals 1851)—one of the few bright spotsin that dreary compilation.
(Another cedisis SrJohn Taylor Coleridge's reminiscencesin Val. Il of Words:
warth's conversations with him in 1836.)

% Recollections of the Lake Poets, ed. E. SackvilleWes, p. 122.
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the same immunity from disease. Another and more familiar
example of Wordsworth's exceptiond vitdity are his feats of
pedestrianism. Even as an old man, Wordsworth thought nothing
of walking thirty miles aday. One summer afternoon, according to
George Brimley,! 'the coach met Mr. Wordsworth and stopped;
and ayoung lady insgde who was going on avigt to the poet, put
her head out to spesk to him. "How d'ye do?' sad he—"how
dye do! Mrs. Wordsworth will be ddighted to see you. | shdll
be back in the evening. I'm only going to tea with Southey."
Southey lived a good fifteen miles away, with hardly a yard of
level ground al the way! De Quincey once caculated that by the
time they were sixty-five years old the Wordsworthian legs had
traversed 175,000 to 180,000 English miles.

' The boy's naughtiness, it is obvious, was a sheer superfluity of
* anima spirits. Properly handled, as his mother was handling it,
there was nothing to worry about] The evil potentidities that she
detected in him can safely be ascribed to the imaginations of her
father and her mother, who never liked or understood ther
young grandson. Indeed, if his mother was Wordsworth's good
angel, Mr. and Mrs. Cookson of Penrith were undoubtedly his
bad angels. Their influence on Wordsworth's life, and so on his
poetry, is of incaculable importance, and it will be worth
recording what little is known about this unamiable couple.

William Cookson was the principal mercer, or draper, in the
little Cumberland town of Penrith. His chief digtinction in the
eyes of his fellow-townsmen was that he had married ‘above
himself—his wife being the heiress of a minor 'county' family,
the Crackanthorps of Newbiggen Hdl, Westmorland. In char-
acter he seems to have been a typica petit bourgeois—Philistine,
snobbish, puritanical and avaricious. His elder son, Christopher,
who lived with his parents and helped in the shop, was a chip
of the same block, perhaps indeed an even more disagreesble
goecimen than his father. And Mrs. Cookson, if less actively
detestable, shared most of her husband's characterigtics.

An andyss of the family accounts makes it clear that the
young Wordsworths spent much of their time, perhaps haf of it

! Essays, p. 157.
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dtogether, with these grandparents at Penrith.! It is significant,
however, that whereas there are severa ecdtdic references to
Cockermouth in ThePrelude, the childhood daysat Penrith receive
no mention at al ether there or in the other poems. The omission
suggests that Wordsworth preferred not to remember his visits to
Penrith.2 As long as his mother was dive, the oppressive pseudo-
gentility of the draper's shop may not have mattered much, but
her sudden death in March 1778 changed the whole of Words-
worth's world. Henceforth, until he went up to Cambridge in
1787, it was the Cooksons, and to a lesser degree his morose and
broken-hearted father—who, however, died in 1783—who ruled
his world. The sudden shock of the transition from the mildness
of his mother's authority to the tyranny of the Cooksons left a
profound impresson on Wordsworth. The boy's high spirits
seem to have been immediately diagnosed as wickedness and
drastic steps were taken to suppress them. And the sense of isola
tion and incomprehension was intensified by the remova of his
aly and playmate Dorothy to far-distant Halifax in Yorkshire,
where she passed into the care of akindly cousin of their mother's.
Wordsworth did not see her again for over nine years.

In Book | of The Prelude, looking back at the years following
his mother's death and his separation from Dorothy, Words-
worth expresses his astonishment that he survived them without
loss of mental balance!

Ah me! that dl
The terrors, dl the early miseries,
Regrets, vexations, lassitudes, that all
The thoughts and feelings which have been infusd
Into my mind, should ever have made up
The cam existence that is mine when |
Am worthy of myself! 3

! S Gordon Wordsworth, "The Boyhood of Wordsworth", Cornhill
Magazine, Apr. 1920, p. 414.

& The one exception is the moving account of the little Wordsworth's rinding
himsdlf alone on the site of the murderer's gibbet (Prelude, X1, 11 279-316), which
was by the Border Beacon near Penrith. But the exception only confirms the rule
since this episode did not occur in the town but on the heaths above it.

" 3 Prelude, |, 11 35561
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One or two anecdotes have survived to show what the 'early
miseries were like in practice, and how Wordsworth reacted to
them. Ther sgnificance as the background against which his
nature-mysticism developed has not, | think, been sufficiently
stressed by his biographers.

Above the shop, which was at the top of the Penrith market
place, there was alarge drawing-room, though it is typica of the
Cookson menage that the carpet was only lad down there on
gpecid occasions. Itswalls were covered with family portraits, no
doubt of the Crackanthorpsand their connections, and itwasin this
s0-cdled drawing room of hisgrandfather's that theyoung William
made hisfirst protest against the socid order. He and his brother
Richard, who was two years the older, had been whipping tops
on the uncarpeted floor, when William stopped abruptly and sad
to Richard, pointing at one of the ancestresses, 'Dare you strike
your whip through that old lady's petticoat? Richard, who was
to grow up into a dilatory London solicitor, with the family tree
as his one hobby, refused the chalenge. 'No, | won't', he said.
‘Then', sad William, poisng the lash before an enormous
hooped petticoat in one of the portraits, 'here goes!' For which
the poet added, when telling the story seventy years later, 'no
doubt, though | have forgotten it, | was properly punished'’

Another Penrith episode is aso recorded by Wordsworth in
the Autobiographical Memoranda. 'l was of a stiff, moody, and
violent temper,' he says, 'so much so that | remember going once
into the attics of my grandfather's house at Penrith, upon some
indignity having been put upon me, with an intention of destroy-
ing mysdlf with one of the foils which | knew was kept there.
| took the foil in hand, but my heart failed. . . . It would be
interesting to know what the indignity was that had been put
upon him on this occason. When relating these episodes Words-
worth added a significant comment. 'But possibly,’ he sad,

! Memoirs of William Wordsworth, |, 9. Mrs. Moorman, who has examined the
family accounts, tells me that Uncle Kit presented Wordsworth's father with a bill
for £75 a Whitsun 1779 for expenses incurred in connection with William.
F'ezrhat;))?j one item in this formidable figure was "To family portraits destroyed'?

Ibid. )
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'from some want of judgment in punishments inflicted, | had
become perverse and obgtinate in defying chagtisement, and
rather proud of it than otherwise/

It was while living with the Penrith grandparents that Words-
worth attended his first school, where his future wife Mary
Hutchinson, a daughter of the Penrith tobacconist, was a school-
fellow. A somewhat exclusive establishment, it was kept by
Anne Birkett, who is described as "a remarkable personage, who
had taught three generations, of the upper casses principdly,
of the town of Penrith and its neighbourhood'.* To the segrega-
tion from the lower dasses, the sub-shopkeeper stratum, that this
tribute suggests may perhaps be ascribed, in part at any rate, the
amost total ignorance of folk-lore and folk-song displayed in
Wordsworth's poetry. Their absence differentiatesit sharply from
the poetry of his contemporaries in Scotland and the north of
England. Burns and Hogg—the latter Wordsworth's exact
contemporary, who had grown up only some seventy miles from
Cockermouth and Penrith—and their English counterpart Robert
Anderson of Carlide (whose Poems on Various Subjects was published
in the same year as Lyrical Ballads) were the products of an
essentially popular culture. Their poems sprang from and were
addressed to a popular audience; Wordsworth's were not. 'Well
you see, blessed barn,’ a Grasmere farmer told Canon Rawndey,
by way of explaining why none of his neighbours read the poet's
works, 'there's pomes and pomes, and Wudsworth's was not for
s as us? This verdict is confirmed by a writer in the West-
minster Review for January 1855, who had heard, he says, the
"Reed Robin" of Anderson 'sung in an outhouse upon the Fdls
to a party of sporting daesmen by a country lad in a manner that
moved both performer and audience to tears. Wordsworth's
poems, however, were not loved or sung in this way:

The writer of the "Lyrical Balads', even in his own beloved lake
country, has not superseded its native uncouth melodists; the maker

1 Memoirs of William Wordsworth, 1, 17.

2 "Reminiscences of Wordsworth among the Peasantry of Westmorland”,
Transactions of the Wordsworth Society, VI (1884). The Reminiscences are do to
be found in Rawndey's Lake Country Sketches (1903), pp. 12-13.
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and enricher of that district, just as Scott was of the country around
the Trosachs, he is spoken of with great respect and reverence by dl
his countrymen, but heis never sung. Intensity, gracefulness, learn-
ing, and philosophy seem to be far from advantages to him who
would become the people's poet . . .1

Wordsworth's unawareness of the popular poetic tradition was
the price paid for the pseudo-gentility of the draper's shop. At
the time when the young Walter Scott was drinking in old
Border balads, songs and legends at his grandmother's knee at
Sandy-Knowe, the young Wordsworth's grandmother was no
doubt instructing her grandchildren in the surpassing grandeur of
the Crackanthorps of Newbiggen Hall. Except in the servile soul
of Richard the seed did not sink deep, but for the rest of his life
William at any rate was never entirely at ease in the company of
hissocid inferiors. It was not snobbery, but a consciousness of the
immengity of the gap that separated the rich and the poor. A
broadside verson of "We are Seven" that was published about
1820 has the dternative title, "The Little Maid and the Gentle-
man". One point certainly of the poem is that the two inter-
locutors live in different socid woiids, the Little Maid with her
own peculiar system of arithmetic, the Gentleman with his. And
between these two worlds no communication was possible:

'But they are dead; those two are dead!
Ther spirits arein heaven!'

"Twas throwing words away; for ill
The little Maid would have her will,
And sad, 'Nay, we are seven!'

between the young Wordsworttis and even the more amigble
adults of Penrith. Indeed in both "We are Seven" and the "Anec-
dote for Fathers', the poem preceding it in Lyrical Ballads, itis
clearly Wordsworth's recollection of his own difficultiesin making
contact with the dien, if not hogtile, world of'grown-ups' that
enables him to present the child's point of view so sympathetically.

Things got even worse for the young Wordsworths after their

'0p.cit., pp. 434
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father's death in 1783. Owing to his long absences on business they
had never seen much of him, and beyond the fact that he made
William learn a lot of Spenser, Shakespeare and Milton by heart,
we know little or nothing of his relations with his children. There
is a well-known passage in Book Xl of The Prelude which
describes Wordsworth's impatience at the delay in the appearance
of the two horses that were to carry him and his brothers back
to Cockermouth for the Christmas holidays. Ten days later, on
30 December, John Wordsworth died, and

Theevent
With dl the sorrow whichit brought appeared
A chastisement . . .

—a statement which suggests that it was the effects resulting from
his father's death which were felt to be the real disaster. John
Wordsworth may not have been regretted by the children very
much in and for himsglf. A sense of guilt can, indeed, be detected
because of the gap between what William did fed and what he
knew he ought to have felt. Asheputitin The Vale of Esthwaite,
one of his earliest poems, where the episode of the long wait for
the horses is also introduced:

| mourn because | mourned no more.
Nor did my little heart foresee
Shelost ahomeinlosing thee.

Nor did it know, of thee bereft,

That little more than Heaven was left.?

John Wordsworth's death was certainly not the emotiona
disaster for the children that his wife's death had been. Apart from
the two passagesjust referred to, there is not a single alusion of

! Prelude, XI, 11 368-70.

2 Except for an' Extract' of 14 lines, very much re-written, that Wordsworth
included among his "Poems written in Y outh”, The Vale of Esthwaite was first
printed by de Sdlincourt in Val. | of his edition of The Poetical Works (1940).
The lines in the passage quoted are numbered by de Sdincourt 433-7. Unfor-
tunately de Sdlincourt did not print the whole of the surviving text of the poem.
Some interesting additional extracts were transcribed by Wordsworth into the
leather-bound notebook (MS. D.C,, |, 4), which includes fair copies of dl the
early poems he wished to preservein 1787,
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any kind to his father in the whole of Wordsworth's poetical
works. In so autobiographical a poet the omission is tantamount
to a confession of indifference, if not of active didike. Financidly,
however, John Wordsworth's death was a caamity for his
children. Instead of being left with a modest competence, as they
might reasonably have expected, they found themselves with
very little indeed that they could count on. Most of their father's
savings, it transpired, had gone in more or less forced loans to Lord
Lonsdale, his half-mad employer, who now refused to pay them
back. And nearly twenty years were to pass before the sum
involved, some £5000 was refunded by the second Earl (the
‘good Earl’, as he was cdled locdly, to distinguish him from his
predecessor the 'bad Earl'). Some of Wordsworth's later revolu-
tionary fervour can no doubt be attributed to a natural resentment
at Lonsdaes dishonesty and the series of legal chicaneries by
which he succeeded in evading the payment of one penny to the
Wordsworths until he died.

A vivid picture of life in and behind the draper's shop is to be
found in the letter Dorothy wrote to a Halifax friend, when she
was summoned back to Penrith to help in the house:

| was for a whole week kept in expectation of my Brothers, who
staied at school al that time after the vacation began owing to the
ill-nature of my Uncle who would not send horses for them because
when they wrote they did not happen to mention them, and only
said when they should break up which was aways before sufficient.
This was the beginning of my mortifications for | felt that if they
had had another home to go to, they would have been behaved to
in avery different manner, and received with more chearful coun-
tenances, indeed nobody but myself expressed one wish to see them.
At last however they were sent for, but not till my Brother Wm had
hired ahorse for himself and came over because he thought someone
must be ill; the servants are every one of them so insolent to us as
makes the kitchen as well as the parlour quite insupportable. James
has even gone so far asto tell us that we had nobody to depend upon
but my Grandfr, for that our fortunes welre] but v(ery sma)ll, and
my Brs can not even get a pair of shoes cleaned without Jamess
teling them they require as much waiting upon as any gentlemen,
nor can | get a thing done for mysalf without absolutely entreating
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it as a [favjour. James happens to be a particular favorite [with] my
UndeKit, who hastaken adidike to my Br [and] never takes any
notice of any of us, so that he thinks [whijle my Uncle behavesin
this way to us he may do anything. We are found fault with every
hour of the day both by the servants and my Grandfr and Grandmr,
the former of whom never speaks to us but when he scolds, which is
not seldom. | daresay our fortunes have been weighed thousands of
times at the tea table in the kitchen and | have no doubt but they
alwaysconcludetheir conversationswith 'they have nothing to be
proud of . *

This was the draper's shop as Dorothy found it in July 1787
after nine years absence. She was fifteen when she wrote this
letter. By this time William was seventeen, John (the salor
brother who was drowned in 1805) fourteen, and Christopher,
who was to grow up to be the Master of Trinity College, Cam-
bridge, thirteen. Richard, the eldest, had already settled in London.
By then, of course, the young Wordsworths were old enough,
or nearly old enough, to look after themsdves. It is the years
immediately following their mother's death in 1778 and their
father's death in 1783 that do not bear contemplation. 'Many a
time', Dorothy tdls her friend, 'have Wm, Jn, C, and myself
shed tears together, tears of the bitterest sorrow, we al of us, each
day, fed more sensbly the loss we sustained when we were de-
prived of our parents. . . . [We] aways finish our conversations
which generdly take a melancholy turn, with [w]ishing we had a
father and a home!' ’

Dorothy did not have to wait long before she was able to
escgpe from Penrith again. On her serene and sunny disposition
the gloomy tyranny of the Cooksons left little or no impression.
But William had been exposed for a much longer period and at
a more defenceless age to the grandparents and Uncle Kit, who

! Thisundated letter toJane Pollard is theearliest of Dorothy's | ettersto survive.
All quotations both from her letters and from Wordsworth's are from de Sdin-
court's edition (6 vols. 1935-9). The one serious fault | have to find with this
superb piece of editing is that de Sdlincourt neglected the numerous letters by
Wordsworth that are only extant in print—in Victorian biographies, Notes and
Queries, etc. It is true that most of the printed letters belong to the second and
non-cregtive haf of Wordsworth's life and have little biographica vaue.
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had become one of the children's two legd guardians on their
father's death (the other was Uncle Richard Wordsworth, a
customs officia at Whitehaven). The mark left on his proud and
sendtive nature was profound and indelible.

The' early miseries are a psychological fact of the first im-
portance to an understanding of Wordsworth's character. Pos-
tively, they help to explain the passionate attachment that he felt
not only for Dorothy but aso for his brother John. John's loss in
the Abcrgavenny, an East-Indiaman that went down in the Channel
in 1805, was the one rea tragedy of Wordsworth's adult life.
There is a specia pathos in a phrase that he used in a letter to
Richard at the time: 'God keep the rest of us together! the st is
now broken." Their common misfortunes had been a bond that
tied the young Wordsworths much more closely together than
most brothers and sisters.

But the negative importance of the 'early miseries was per-
haps even greater. They help as much as anything to explain why
Wordsworth, for good and for bad, was not as other men are.
One direct consequence of the denial of an outlet to the boy's
affections and energies in the draper's shop was the intense
Wanderlust from which he was never free. Wandering, he once
said, was his passion, and this rapturous pedestrianism is the sub-
ject of an eloquent paragraph in Book XII of The Prelude:

Oh! next to one dear state of hliss, vouchsafed

Alas! to few in this untoward world,

The bliss of walking daily in Life's prime

Through field or forest with the Maid we love, . . .
Oh! next to such enjoyment of our youth,

In my esteem, next to such dear delight

Was that of wandering on from day to day . . 2

Even fdling in love, it will be seen, was conceived by Words-
worth in terms of country walks. It is significant that his poetry
too was amog dl of it composed on his feet. 'Nine-tenths of my
verses, he cacukted towards the end of his life, 'have been

! The letter is dated 11 Feb. 1805.
2 prelude, XII, 11 127-37.
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murmured out in the open air.* And the quasi-mystical experi-
ences described in The Prelude—the climb to the raven's nest, the
crossing of the Alps, losing his way as a child where the murderer
had been hanged, the ascent of Snowdon, for example—al
occurred to him when walking, running or climbing. His com-
ment on the character of the Wanderer' in The Excursion was
that, if he had himsdf been born in a dass which would have
deprived him of aliberal education, being strong bodily he would
almost certainly have taken to the'way of life . . . inwhich my
Pedlar passed the greater part of his days.? His lifelong interest in
books of travel was perhaps another aspect of the same obsession.

The open road provided Wordsworth with an escape-route
from Penrith. That is, | suppose, the psychological explanation of
his Wanderlust. The escgpe was from human authority—in the
embodiment of a bad-tempered draper in a drab little provincia
town—to whatever was non-authoritarian, non-urban, non-
human. Penrith isjust outside the Lake District proper, and its
physical and spiritual opposite was mountains and lakes. Their
consolatory function derived from their difference from Penrith.
In its origins, at any rate, Wordsworth's religion of nature was
just as negative as his Wanderlust. There is a reveding phrase
in "Lines written a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey" which
suggests that the mature Wordsworth was at least partly aware
of die negative character of his early attitude to natural beauty.
When describing his adolescent fedling for nature he says that
he was

more like a man
Flying from something that he dreads, than one
Who sought the thing he loved.

This can only mean that the nature-worship of the first vist to
Tintern, which had been only a repetition of what he had felt as
ayouth in the Lake District, was based on and secondary to the

1 |.F. note on the second " Ode to Lycoris'. (The I.F. notes are those dictated
to Isabella Fen wick, at her request, in 1843. Primarily a record of the occasions
on which the various poems were written, they are dso a repository of much
i mg)ortant biographical information.)

See the beginning of the |.F. note on The Excursion.
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fear of man. The mysterious 'something' that he dreaded was
perhaps a quasi-personification of the socid order represented
for him by Uncle Kit and the grandparents, though it may well
have been accompanied and reinforced by supernatural sanctions.

A particularly illuminating example of this emotional attitude
is the episode of the stolen boat in Book | of The Prelude. The
huge cliff that seemed to stride after the skiffis, clearly a reflection
of the boy's guilty conscience. ‘It was an act', he says of the
taking of the boat, of steaith And troubled pleasure.’ But it is
difficult to believe that the temporary unauthorised loan of a boat
can have induced so profound and memorable a sense of guilt.
Something more was obvioudly involved. The fact that the lake
where the episode took place was Ullswater seems to provide die
clue: Wordsworth was spending the night at Patterdale on his
way back to Penrith. It was apparently the first day of the summer
holidays and no doubt he was proceeding by easy stages from
Hawkshead School, where he was thoroughly happy, to the
prison-house of the draper's shop. Is it not possible that, without
fully realising what he was doing, the boy had been trying to
escape into the slence and solitude of the night from the gaol he
was due to enter the next day? In that case the menacing cliff
must be seen as a subconscious symbol of adult authority. Herein
fact in darming physical form was that * something' which he
dreaded and from which his instinct was to fly.

In his sef-andysis in The Prelude Wordsworth lays particular
stress on the contribution of fear to his natural piety.In an
interesting passage in Book |, for example, a distinction is drawn
between the ‘gentlest visitations with which Nature may
educate a speciadly ‘favor'd Being' (he seemsto have had Dorothy
in mind here) and the 'Severer interventions employed in his
own cae. He was disciplined, he says, by 'pain and fear'. Nature's
instructions were sometimes milder, but that was 'rarely in my
boyish boys. Generaly spesking his initiation into the religion of
nature was painful and alarming.

- There  was cetainly a neurotic dement in Wordsworth's
atitude to nature. His ecdatic, terrified absorption in natural
scenery is worlds away from the healthy delight of Chaucer and
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Shakespeare in the processes of vegetable and anima growth.
Wordsworth's nature—'rocks and stones and trees, rivers and
migts, winds, stars and rainbows—is curioudy uncreative and
dead. Was it perhaps primarily a mirror in which his subconscious
mind could reflect itself? Things can often be sad in terms of
'nature’, through the intervention of a symbol, that cannot be
sad, or even thought, directly and objectively!'}

Wordsworth's response to natural scenery did not remain
merely neurotic. In time the subjective identification with nature
was counter-balanced by an objective, amost connoisseur's
interest in nature as the Picturesque. The Two Voices begin to
make themselves heard. That they do is attributable as much as
anything to his eight years at Hawkshead Free School. The lessons
a the Penrith Dame's School had been followed by a period at
Cockermouth Grammar School, where Wordsworth learnt little
or nothing. In 1779, however, Richard and William were sent
asboarders to the distant village of Hawkshead, where a sixteenth-
century Archbishop of York had founded a small school. (In its
pamiest days there were never more than a hundred pupils.)
Thenceforth it was only during the summer and Easter holidays
that the Wordsworth boys had to endure the purgatory of
Penrith. The month a Christmas, alessr evil, was generdly
spent with Uncle Richard at Whitehaven.

Luckily for the Wordsworths Hawkshead was dl that Penrith
was not. The teaching was good, if the range of subjects was
limited (English, Latin, Greek, Writing and Arithmetic) and
before and after school hours there were practically no restrictions
on the boys activities. Wordsworth's account of their excursons
by foot, on horseback and by water in Books | and Il of The
Prelude is confirmed in amost every detail by a poem written
by aschool friend of his, one Charles Parish, whose The Minstrels
of Winandermere describes a summer expedition of a party of
Hawkshead schoolboys to Bowness. Parish's narrative is inter-
spersed with lyrical pieces, supposed to be sung by die different
boys, one of which seems to have been written as early as 1783,
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that is, in the middle of Wordsworth's school career. This poem
is cdled "The Vacation", and afew verses from it will beworth
quoting:

'Go'! is the word, when each enraptur'd boy
Rushesimpetuous from the rattling seats:
Hark to the shouts that speak the generd joy:
See with what transport every bosom beats.

Not with morejoy the weary Trojans spied,
The shore deserted and disburthen'd main:

Not with morejoy their gates they open'd wide
And pour'd impatient myriads on the plain . . .

So herein knots by Esthwaite's pleasing lake,

The playful youthstheir different sports pursue;
Some rouse the trembling hare, some beat the brake,
And force the unwilling lapwing into view.

With oary arms some press the wrinkling deep,
While each young breast with emulation burns;
Some teach the flatted pebble how to sweep
Above the waves, and sink and rise by turns.

Others their brows with flowery wreaths entwine,
And bid the rocks re-echo to their cry,

Or throw with nicer art the waving line,

And dowly trail the imitated fly.*

'Esthwaite's pleasing lake' is the smdl lake now known as
Esthwaite Water, which lies between Hawkshead and Lake
Windermere. For Wordsworth, as for Parish's schoolboys, it was
the scene or the occasion of most of his boyish sports. With the
possible exception of the 'ducks and drakes (Wordsworth was

! The Minstrels of Winandermere was published in 1811 and, to judge by the
poems dyle, most of its contents cannot have been written much earlier. " The
Vacation" is the one exception. As the lines quoted demonstrate the poetic
manner here is that of Goldsmith or Gray rather than Southey or Scott. The
poem describes the emotions of a boy who is leaving Hawkshead (it is the end
of his last term) and for whom the beginning of the holidays is the end of his
happy schooldays. Parish left Hawkshead in 1783 when he went up to Cambridge,
and it is a reasonable guess that he wrote "The Vacation” in the interval between
school and university.
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dways cdumsy with his hands)," his amusements out of school
hours seem to have been identicd with those catalogued by
Parish. There was, however, one important difference. It was that
Wordsworth generally amused himself, if we can trust the evi-
dence of The Prelude, by himself. When he went bird's-nesting
it was on his own. During the skating season, he would break
away from the others. And he was certainly unaccompanied
when in the autumn evenings he went the guilty round of his
woodcock snares:

On the heights
Scudding away from snare to snare, | plied
My anxious visitation, hurrying on,
Stll hurrying, hurrying onward; moon and stars
Were shining o'er my head; | wasaone,
And seem'd to be a trouble to the peace
That wasamongthem.?

Presumably this was the phase of ' coarser pleasures and 'glad
animal movements' that is referred to in "Tintern Abbey" as
preceding the 'dizzy raptures of his ‘thoughtless youth'. The
intercourse that he held with the eternal Beauty was ill, at ten
years old, an unconscious one. Even at this time, however, the
face of Nature occasionaly spoke rememberable things to the
young boy. Indeed, his education in Natural Piety, if we may
trust the description of the process in The Prelude, seems to have
been essentidly towards an ever greater consciousness of the
feelings the natural scene aroused in him, and a more and more

1 doubt whether he was ever on ahorsein hislife. For | recollect that Hartley
Coleridge, in criticising one of his poems—"Lucy" | think—s,aid that a certain
verse, inwhich the poet described himself asriding, was spoiled for him (H. C.)»
becausetheideaof Mr. Wordsworth on horseback was utterly incongruous. The
only feat | remember his performing in the way of sport, was endeavouring to
catch what he thought to be atrout, by tickling it, but which when he hauled it
on shore, to hishorror proved to beatoad!" (Edward Whately, " Persona Recol-
lections of the Lake Poets’, The Leisure Hour, i Oct. 1870, p. 653). Whately was
quitewrong, of course, in thinking Wordsworth never rode ahorse. Asaboy and
ayoung man hewasoften on horseback, but it ssemsto betruethat hewasavery
indifferent rider (see H. D. Rawndey, Lake Country Sketches, 1903, p. 135),

? Prelude, 1,11 318-24.
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sophisticated appreciation of the causes of those fedings. The
protective armour with which it endowed him proved its
strength, according to his own account, in the difficult period of
puberty, which coincided with his father's death:

For now a trouble came into my mind

From unknown causes. | was left aone,
Seeking the visible world, nor knowing why.
The props of my affections were rcmov'd,
And yet the building stood, as if sustained

By its own spirit! All that | beheld

Was dear to me, and from this cause it came,
That now to Nature's finer influxes

My mind lay open, to that more exact

And intimate communion which our hearts
Maintain with the minuter properties

Of objects which already are belovd. . .*

The morbidity of the state of mind described in these lines is
mitigated by the movement towards objectivity implied in the
new interest in the minuter properties of the visible world. This
new addiction to detail and

manifold distinctions, difference
Perceived in things, where to the common eye,
No difference is ...

would seem to have been altogether healthy. It can no doubt
be connected with Wordsworth's sudden discovery of poetry a
short time before his father died. A more immediate cause,
however, was a discovery of another kind that he made at the age
of fourteen on the road between Hawkshead and Ambleside. The
sun was setting at the time and its effect, he noticed, was to make
the boughs of an oak that happened to be between him and the
sun stand out much more distinctly than they did by day. 'The
moment', he sad later, 'was important in my poetical history;
for | date from it my consciousness of the infinite variety of
natural appearances which had been unnoticed by the poets of any

! prelude, H, 11 291-302. 2 1bid., 11, 1L 318-20.
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age or country, so far as | was acquainted with them; and | made
a resolution to supply, in some degree, the deficiency.” The
moment was not less important, | suspect, in Wordsworth's
psychologica history. It marked the end, for the time being at
any rate, of the extreme subjectivism of his earlier relationship to
the physica world. How extreme that subjectivism had been can
be seen from a passage in Wordsworth's note on " Intimations of
Immortality”. 'l was often unabl€, he says, 'to think of external
things as having external existence, and | communed with al that
| saw as something not apart from, but inherent in, my own im-
material nature. Many times while going to school have | grasped
at awall or tree to recall myself from this abyss of idedism to the
redlity.'

The cottage where he lodged when at school was at Colthouse,?
a little hamlet half a mile from the school buildings, and only a
very dreamy boy could have achieved these abysses of idedism
in the ten minutes walk. But Wordsworth was a very dreamy
boy indeed. Towards the end of his life, he told Bonamy Price,
the Oxford economist, that there had been atime when he had to
push against something that resisted to be sure there was anything
outside himsdlf. When making these avowals to Price, he suited
the action to the word by clenching the top of a five-barred gate
that they happened to be passing, and pushing against it with all
his strength. 'Such natural spontaneous idedlism', Price com-
mented, when describing the incident later, ‘has probably never
been felt by any other man.”®

The link with the external world was re-established, or at least
strengthened, as a result of the excited interest Wordsworth now
began to take in poetry:

' |.F. note on An Evening Walk. Helen Darbishire has seen a notebook in
whichWordsworth and hisschool friendsrecorded Smilar picturesque’ moments
(Wordsworth, 1953, p. 12).

2 The Tysons, with whom Wordsworth lodged, were certainly living in
Colthousein 1784, when Hugh Tyson died. Ann Tyson aso died there. The pro-
bahility is that Wordsworth lived with them at Colthouse throughout his schoal-
dag/s See Oliver de Sdlincourt, Review of English Sudies, Oct. 1945, pp. 329-30.

See Prices letter to William Knight, 21 Apr. 1881 The letter is printed in
Knight's edition of The Poetical Works (1883), 1V, 58.
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Thirteen years
Or haply less, | might have seen, when first
My ears began to open to the charm
Of words in tuneful order, found them sweet
For their own sakes, a passion and a power;
And phrases pleasd me, chosen for delight,
For pomp, or love!

By some odd accident the first poem to arouse his youthful
enthusiasm was the "Ode to Wisdom" of Dr. Johnson's blue-
stocking friend Elizabeth Carter. This was a favourite anthology
piece in the later eighteenth century, and its character can be
gauged from itsfirst verse:

The solitary bird of night

Thro' the pale shades now wings his flight
And quits the time-shook tow'r,

Where, sheltered from the blaze of day,
In philosophic gloom he lay,

Beneath hisivy bow'r.

Miss Carter's metre, which is that of his own "Ruth”, must
have remained tucked away at theback of Wordsworth'smemory,
but for her matter the adult Wordsworth can have had little
sympathy or respect. Miss Carter was soon supplanted, however,
by Gray and Goldsmith, who provided the models for the poems
that he began to write when he was fourteen and fifteen. Unlike
the better-known English schools, Hawkshead School did not go
in for verse-compogition in Latin and Greek, and exercises in
English verse took their place. Wordsworth's earliest original
compositions, "The Pleasures of Change" and "The Summer
Vacation”, were both 'a task imposed by my master'. These
exercises have not survived. They were succeeded by the lineson
the bicentenary of the School, ' written as a school exercise a
Hawkshead anno setatis 14, which was published by Words-
worth's nephew after his death. 'The verses were much admired,
Wordsworth says, and their success, which incidentdly was
thoroughly deserved (the rhetoric is very spirited), 'put it into
my head to compose verses from the impulse of my own mind'.2

! Prelude, V, 11 575-8L 2 Memoirs of William Wordsworth, 1, 10.
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The man who commissoned these early poems of Words
worth's was the Rev. William Taylor, who was the headmaster
of Hawkshead School from 1782 to 1786, when he died at the
ealy age of 32. Taylor can be compared with Beaupuy and
Coleridge as one of the decisve influences in Wordsworth's
intellectud life. It was amost certainly Taylor's kindly interest
that reconciled Wordsworth to the claims of human authority,
and Taylor's death, in Wordsworth's penultimate year at Hawks-
head, made agreat impression on the sixteen-year-old boy. There
is a well-known passage in Book X of The Prelude, in which
Wordsworth has described how eight years later, in August 1794,
he came across Taylor's grave in die churchyard at Cartmel The
boys had been caled into his bedroom, one by one, to say good-
bye to the dying man. 'My head will soon he low', he sad to
Wordsworth. The passage ends:

He loved the Poets, and if now dlive,

Would have loved me, as one not destitute
Of promise, nor belying the kind hope

That he had form'd, when | at his command,
Began to spin, at first, my toilsome Songs*

Taylor was the origina of Wordsworth's Matthew, the love-
able old schoolmaster in the poem of that name and its two
sequels ("The Two April Mornings' and "The Fountain"). An
element of fantasy has entered into these poems, but the relation-
ship that they depict between Matthew and his young friend
undoubtedly reflects the terms Wordsworth had finally been on
with Taylor. Whether Taylor did or did not really write

those witty rhymes
About the crazy old church-clock,
And the bewildered chimes?

it is clear that he must have been a most original and attractive
man. Politicdly, to judge by the progressive opinions expressed
by Wordsworth in the bicentenary lines, Taylor was certainly a
Whig, perhaps even a potentia Radicdl.

It would be to clam too much for Taylor to say that he made

! prelude, X, 11. 511-15. 2 "The Fountain", 11. 70-2.
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Wordsworth into a poet. What he did was to introduce the boy
to poetry and to teach him an abhorrence of poetic dovenliness.
The scrupulous, not to say fussy, attention to the details of poetic
craftsmanship that kept the mature Wordsworth revisng and
re-writing his poems was, | suspect, a habit of mind derived from
Taylor. Taylor'sown literary predilections can be guessed from his
dying instruction that the last verse of Gray's "Elegy" was to be
inscribed on his tombstone. Gray had been in residence at Pem-
broke College only a year or two before Taylor came up to
Emmanuel, and he clearly represented a neplus ultra of poetry for
Taylor as for so many of his contemporaries. Wordsworth was
later to revolt against Gray, but for what may be cdled the
School of Gray—poets like Collins, Dyer, Akenside, Bedttie,
Langhorne and Mickle—he retained to the end an uncritical affec-
tion which may be attributed to Taylor's influence. The album of
"Poems and Extracts' that he presented to Lady Mary Lowther,
a daughter of the 'good' Lord Lonsdale, in 1819 is almost entirely
made up, except for thirty pages devoted to Lady Winchilsea
(an early 'discovery' of Wordsworth's own), of this so-caled
pre-romantic poetry.

Bedattie's Minstrel was, it seems, the poem that exerted the
greatest influence on the young Wordsworth. It took the place
in his poetica education that Bowless Sonnets occupied in
Coleridge's. Here was a contemporary, 'perhaps not many years
older than himself, surrounded by the same circumstances, and
disciplined by the same manners, as Coleridge put it," who must
often have seemed to Wordsworth to be giving poetical utterance
to his own unspoken thoughts. Besttie's 'Edwin’ was the son of a
Scotch shepherd, a nature-lover from childhood, who on every
possible occasion

to the forest sped;
Or roam'd at large the lonely mountain's head;
Or, where the maze of some bewilder'd stream
To deep untrodden groves his footsteps led,
Therewould hewander wild, till Phoebus beam,
Shot from the western cliff, released the weary team.?

!BiographiaLiteraria, ch.i. 2 The Minstrel, Bk. |, stanza xvii.
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Inits own heavy-handed way, The Minstrel is a sort of Prelude,
in Spenserian stanzas instead of blank verse but dso dealing with
the 'Growth of a Poet's Mind. And Edwin's poetry was aso
nature-poetry:

From Nature's beauties variousy compar'd

And varioudy combin'd, he learns to frame

Those forms of bright perfection, which the bard,

While boundless hopes and boundless views inflame,
Enamour' d consecrates to never-dying fame.!

Dorothy wrote to afriend alittlelater that' the whole character
of Edwin resembles much what William was when | first knew
him—after my leaving Halifax'.? It is not impossible that William
at this time was to some extent conscioudy moddling himself on
Seditl€'s hero.

The reconciliation with the human world that Taylor, and the
English poets to whom Taylor had introduced him, had begun,
was carried one step further by John Fleming, afellow schoolboy,
'then passionately loved', according to The Prelude, with whom
Wordsworth used to circumambulate the little lake of Esthwaite
Water before school started,

Repeating favourite verses with one voice,
Or conning more . .

Fleming's father was a Mr. Raincock who had been a customs
officia in London, and no doubt an aroma of London culture
hung about the Raincock home at Rayrigg Hal, near Winder-
mere. Altogether four of the boys were at Hawkshead with
Wordsworth, one of them being that William Raincock who was
s0 good at imitating owls. John, however, had changed his name
from Raincock on becoming the heir of a member of the ancient
local family of Fleming, and a certain socid superiority to the rest
of his schoolfdlows, including Wordsworth, is indicated by the
'Esq.’ added to his name in the leaving volume he presented to

! The Minstrel, Bk. I, stanza Iviii.
Dorothy Wordsworth toJane Pollard, 10July 1793.
® Prelude, V, 11 5889,
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the schoal library. Wordsworth's own leaving volume, which was
shared with three other boys who were going on to Cambridge
with him, is simply inscribed ' William Wordsworth of Cocker-
mouth'.! De Quincey got the impression that as a boy Words-
worth had been 'austere and unsocia ... in his habits; not
generous, and not self-denying'.2
Only one anecdote, however, survives of his schooldays (apart
from those recorded by Wordsworth himselfin The Prelude and
elsewhere):
When he was a boy at school a Hawkshcad, he was even then dis-
tinguished above his fellows in verse writing. One day a boy, much
older than himself, asked him to take awalk with him, which seemed
an act of great condescension, but it soon appeared that the boy had
an object in view, for he presently addressed to him, in his north
country dialect, the following question: 'How is it, Bill, thcc docst
write with such good verses? Doest thec invoke Muses??

Fleming, who was older than Wordsworth, left Hawkshcad in
June 1785. By that time Wordsworth's inner wounds had begun
to heal, and some sort of a balance had been achieved between the
subjective and the objective worlds. Qt is to the years 1785 and
1786 that he seems to look back in The Prelude as the period when
his love of nature was deepest and purest) But the balance was a
precarious one and it was soon upset. Into the vacuum created by
Fleming's departure to St. John's College, Cambridge, and by
Taylor's death in June 1786, a new and disturbing influence
entered in the form of the beautiful Mary of Esthwaite Water.

All that is known about Mary is what can be read between the
lines of some of Wordsworth's earliest poems. Professor de Sdin-
court, who was the first to print these poems, was under the
impresson that the Mary they concern was Mary Hutchinson,
Wordsworth's future wife. Mary Hutchinson was living at
Penrith at this time, and an earlier minor flirtation with her in the

! After his father's death Wordsworth had no real right to describe himself as
‘of Cockermouth*. Was it perhaps a gesture of defiance directed against Penrith?

2 Recollections of the Lake Poets, p. 142

3 Edward Whately, "Personal Recollections of the Lake Poets', The Leisure
Hour, i Oct. 1870, p. 653. One of Southey's nephews was told the same story by
Wordsworth himsdlf (see Knight's Life of Wordsworth, 1, 38).

5
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holidays need not be ruled out. (Thereis a reference to her in an
early text of The Prelude as 'the maid To whom were breathed
my first fond vows.’) But Mary Hutchinson cannot be the Mary
of "Reynolds, come, thy pencil prove’, "Beauty and Moon-
light" and "A Ballad" (de Selincourt's title for a poem in ballad
form that has no title in the MS.)), if the incidental information
provided by these poems is to be given any weight. Mary of
Esthwaite Water had jet-black hair and an ivory-white com-
plexion (whereas Mary Hutchinson's complexion, according to
De Quincey, was fair and her hair dark-brown)? she lived in
‘Esthwaite's Vaé, i.e. a Hawkshead or in its neighbourhood
(whereas the Hutcliinsons were at Penrith al the time until 1789);
and she had a father who was till dive (whereas Hutchinson pere
had died in 1785). Accordingly to "A Ballad" the Mary of these
poems lived in a house near a bridge, and her bedroom window
overlooked Esthwaite Water. She was, no doubt, the daughter of
one of Wordsworth's humble neighbours at Colthouse.

Of the three 'Mary' poems, the two written first do not call
for specid comment. "Beauty and Moonlight" is a poem of
considerable promise. Years later Wordsworth gave a copy of it
to Coleridge, who then worked it up into the familiar "Lewti",
the scene being changed from 'Winander's stream' to Circassa
This poem and "Reynolds, come, thy pencil prove" (an accom-
plished adaptation from Anacreon) suggest nothing more serious
than the healthy caf-love of adolescence. It is different with "A
Bdlad", a curious poem which was perhaps intended as an
elaborate private joke. If 50, it is ajoke that leaves a decidedly
nasty taste in die mouth. Mary, it seems, is dying from a broken
heart. Her lover William has broken his promise to her, and Mary
sees him laughing gaily with other girls. As she lies dying, she
reflects upon the situation:

Heaven told me once—but | was blind—
My head would soon lie low;

A Rose within our Garden blew
Amid December's snow.

! Sec de Sdlincourt's edition of The Prelude (1926), p. 440.
2 Recollections of the Lake Poets, p. 114
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That Rose my William saw—and pluck'd,
Hepluck'd and gaveit me;

Heavenwarn'd methen—ahblindwas|—
That he my death would be.

A glove that William had given her is then brought to her
bedside. She sees it, Sighs and expires:

The next day to the grave they went,
All flocked around her bier;

Nor hand without a flower was there
Nor eye without a tear.

There is not a hint of irony or the mock-heroic in the whole
poem, though it isimpossible to believe that Mary hasreally died.
What purpose the fiction was supposed to serve is not clear. Was
William hoping to minimise his own defection by a sentimental
exaggeration of Mary's distress? Some such an interpretation is
suggested by the Chattcrtonian "Dirge sung by a Minstrel*'
which accompanies "A Balad" in the small quarto notebook
bound in brown calf into which Wordsworth copied his school-
boy poems. In itsfirst form, this poem commemorated the death
of a boy, but the final version substitutes a girl, the poet's love,
who is presumably Mary, though the actual name is not given.
There is the same uncomfortable mixture of reality and literary
fantasy asin "A Balad":

List! the bell-Sprite stuns my ears
Slowly calling for a maid;

List! each worm with trembling hears
And stops for joy his dreadful trade.

It would be uncritical to make too much of the Mary affair.
| cannot believe, for instance, that Mary of Esthwaite Water was
the prototype of Wordsworth's Lucy. In so far as Lucy had any
human original she was, amost certainly, Dorothy Wordsworth.
But there is at any rate a significant parallel between the fiction
of Mary's and Lucy's early deaths. Sooner or later apparently
Wordsworth had to kill the thing he loved, even though it was
only in poetry.
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What went wrong in this early love-affair it is impossible even
to guess. If "A Badlad" is to be trusted, the fault was on Words-
worth's sde and not on Mary's. Some timebetween August 1786,
when Wordsworth wrote " Reynolds, come, thy pencil prove’,
and March 1787, the date of "A Balad", something occurred to
make Mary less desirable in his eyes. But what it was we shdll
probably never know. The immediate effect of the Mary affair,
however, is not in doubt. Its psychologica repercussions can be
seen without the possibility of mistake in The Vale of Esthwaite,
along poem in octosyllabics that was written, according to the
leather-bound notebook, 'at Hawkshcad in the Spring and
Summer of 1787, that is, in the months immediately following
the composition of "A Balad".

In some respects The Vale of Esthwaiteis an eminently Words-
worthian poem. A passage headed "Evening Sounds' in the
selections from the poem transcribed into the leather-bound note-
book reveals a precocious precision in the use of language:

The ploughboy by his gingling wain
Whistles along the ringing lane,

And, as he strikes with sportive lash
The leaves of thick o'crhanging ash,
Wavering they fall; while at the sound
The blinking bats flit round and round.

Thereis an admirable objectivity in these lines, which show the
young poet conscientiously carrying out his programme of
recording 'the infinite variety of natural appearances. The
paralel passage in The Minstrel, a catalogue of morning sounds,
is certainly no better than Wordsworth's vignette. The wavering
descent of the leaves of the ash is, indeed, an observation of a
more delicate order altogether than anything in Beattie's poem.
The specid interest of the passage in Wordsworth's poetic evolu-
tion is that this cool and detached notation, which represents an
enormous advance on the accomplished rhetoric of the earlier
poems, is accompanied by whole paragraphs that are amost
hysterical. The advance in objectivity here seems to have been
made possible only by an amost smultaneous regresson into
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extreme subjectivity elsewhere in the poem. For side by side with
such eye-on-the-object writing as the "Evening Sounds' are
pages and pages of flesh-creeping supernatural ' horrors'. The poet
is apparently making a tour of the country round Esthwaite
Water, and after noting realistically a young shepherd and his
dog, he suddenly finds himself, though it is only noon, in
' Superstition's glades:

And hark! theringing harp | hear
And lo! her druid sons appear.
Why roll on me your glaring eyes?
Why fix on me for sacrifice ?

And this sort of thing keeps on recurring. Although there was
literary precedent enough for such Gothicterrors, Wordsworth's
supernatural seems to me to have a nightmare quality that isnot
literary at al. Obviously, | should say, he was really frightened.
The old subjectivism had apparently returned, if in a new form.
It was supernatural fears very like these that he had felt when he
stole the boat at Patterdale or took the woodcocks out of other
peopl€e's snares. There can be little doubt that a guilty conscience
played a part in those childish terrors, and his betrayal of Mary—
if he did betray Mary—may have had similar psychological
conseguences.

Taylor was dead by the time the Mary affair got under way and
for the months of March, April and May 1787, Wordsworth
had no one to turn to for advice or consolation. But in June
Fleming returned from Cambridge for the Long Vacation, and in
July the Wordsworth boys were reunited with Dorothy in the
Penrith shop. Towards the end of The Vale of Esthwaite there arc,
as it happens, sentimental tributes to both Fleming and Dorothy.
The lines to Dorothy seem to suggest—a point of great psycho-
logica interest—that she now resembled his boyish memory of
his mother:

Sister, for whom | fed alove
Which warmsaBrother far above,
On you, as sad she marks the scene,
Why docs my heart so fondly lean?
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Why but because in you is given
All, al, my soul would wish from Heaven?

Why but because | fondly view
All, al that Heav'n has claimed, in you.

Fleming is complimented in more rhetorical terms:

While bounteous heaven shall Fleming leave
Of Friendship what can me bereave?

Till then shall live the holy flame,
Friendship and Fleming are the same.

Curiously enough, though Wordsworth went to the same college
at Cambridge as his friend, Fleming seems, at this point, to pass
out of hislife. There is not one reference to him in either Words-
worth's letters or poems until The Prelude, when:
our minds,
Both silent to each other, at this time
We live asif those hours had never been.!

Perhaps Fleming had been associated in some way with Mary and
was made to share her exclusion ? Whatever the reason Dorothy's
lively interest in her brother and the excitements of Cambridge
soon drove both Mary's lovely face and Mary's shortcomings,
whatever they were, out of Wordsworth's head. The poetry that
he was to write in 1788 proves this. And there was to be only an
occasiond return to the nightmare horrors of The Vale of Esth-
waite until another love-affair went wrong, again somewhat
mysteriously, Sx years later.

Wordsworth became a member of St. John's College, Cam-
bridge, in October 1787, and took his B.A. in January 1791
Although his correspondence makes it clear that he made many
firm friends at Cambridge, none of them has recorded the impres-
son that he made upon his contemporaries there. The one surviv-
ing item of evidence, apart from the extremely subjective

! prelude, 11, U. 356-8. Flemi ng went into the Church and became the Vicar of
Rayrigg. He died, 'not in good circumstances (see Wordsworth's letter to
Robert Jones, 30Mar. 1835), in 1835.
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portrait that he drew of his first year in Book 111 of The Prelude,
is a passage in the review of An Evening Walk that appeared in
the Gentleman's Magazine for March 1794. The anonymous
reviewer, who has not been identified, writes that he saw
Wordsworth once or twice, ‘while | was his contemporary at
Cambridge":
The only time, indeed, that | have a clear recollection of having met
him, | remember his speaking very highly in praise of the beauties
of the North; with a warmth indeed which, at that time, appeared
to me hardly short of enthusiasm. He mentioned too, which appears
aso from the present poem, that he had received the whole of his
education in the very bosom of the Lakes, at a small seminary, which
has produced of late years in our University several names which
have done it very considerable credit.

It is interesting to learn that Wordsworth was aready, at Cam-
bridge, a propagandist for the Lake District—so much so,
indeed, as to seem to this casuad acquaintance to have been guilty
of that 'enthusiasm' which to the eighteenth century, with its
philosophy of nil admirari, wasamost thesn of dns. A less polite
word for ‘enthusiasm' was madness. And, as it happens, this was
the precise term, Wordsworth tdls us, that some of the under-
graduates applied to his habit of conducting private conversations
with himsalf:

Such sympathies would sometimes shew themselves
By outward gestures and by visible looks.
Some called it madness. . . .

He had aready formed those habits of ambulatory composition
aoud which were later to fascinate and aarm his Grasmere
neighbours. Apparently he wrote next to no verse his first year,
but during his second and third winters at Cambridge it was his
practice, he says, to retire after dark into the College gardens,
where he continued to pace up and down its 'Groves And
Tributary walks' in the throes of poetic composition, until the
Porter's bell caled him in a nine o'clock.? An odd way this of
spending the winter eveningd It is not surprising that his second

LPrelude, 111, 11 145-7. 2 |hid, VI, 11 81-2,
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cousins a Halifax were beginning to cdl him that * eccentric
young man'.

The principa poetical product of the Cambridge years was An
Evening Walk, a poem of 446 lines in heroic couplets, which,
though not published until 1793, was most of it written, according
to Wordsworth's own account, in 1788 and 1789. At least two
stages can be distinguished in the process of the poem's composi-
tion. About half of it appears to have been written in the period
July 1788-June 1789. At this stage the poem consisted of a series
of descriptions of Esthwaite Water and the immediate surround-
ings of Hawkshcad, which may be regarded as a continuation,
and in part perhaps a re-writing, of the more objective passages
in The Vale of Esthwaite.? The principal technica difference is
that the latter was in octosyllabic couplets, a distant descendant of
Dyer's Grongar Hill, whereas An Evening Walk wasin decasyllabic
couplets reminiscent of Goldsmith. Almost everything that is
good in the poem is to be found in this first draft. It includes the
moving account of the beggarwoman and her two children
(based on, but much better than, the description of the soldier's
widow in Langhorne's CountryJustice) and the two realy brilliant
catalogues of the sounds heard respectively before and after
sunset. These passages should no doubt be connected with the
self-dedication to poetry that Wordsworth records in Book 1V
of The Prelude, which dedls with his first "Summer Vacation”
(nine weeks of it spent at Hawkshead, though for part of the time
he was at Penrith with Dorothy or staying with his Wordsworth
relations):

! See de Selincourt's Dorothy Wordsworth (1933), p. 50.

2 An unbound quarto notebook in the Wordsworth Museum (MS. D.C,, I, 7)
contains early drafts of several passages of An Evening Walk. The longest of these
passages, the basis of 11 255-326 in the first edition, has the figure 106 entered
against itslast line. This suggests that there may have originally been 60 lines that
are now lost preceding 1. 255. The passage describes the misfortunes of a soldier's
widow and may have been intended at this stage as a separate poem. The other
passages arc descriptive fragments, some of them partly based on The Vale of
Esthwaite. The red trouble with An Evening Walk in its final form is that the
framework into which the earlier fragments have been fitted is a mere piece of
machinery and the fragments, where the poetry is to be found, have no essentiad
connection with each other.
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| made no vows, but vows
Were then made for me; bond unknown to me
Was given, that | should be, else sinning greatly,
A dedicated Spirit.*

The modern reader may find it difficult at first to adjust
himself to An Evening Walk. His first impression is likely to be
how ' literary" it dl is. The poem's second paragraph, for example,
begins as follows:

Fair scenes! with other eyes, than once, | gaze,
The ever-varying charm your round displays,
Than when, erewhilc, | taught,' ahappy child',
The echoes of your rocks my carols wild.

Why, the reader will wonder, is 'a happy child' in inverted
commas? The phrase is sufficiently commonplace, and, if it has
been borrowed, it would seem unnecessarily scrupulous to feel it
incumbent to acknowledge the loan in thisway. And as a matter
of fact, when Wordsworth reprinted the poem in 1820, he did
leave the inverted commas out. But the Wordsworth of 1820 was
avery different person, with avery different poetic theory, from
die undergraduate who wrote the poem. In the original text the
inverted commas were a tribute to a contemporary poet whom
Wordsworth admired and with whose works he took it for
granted his readers would aso be familiar. Although none of
Wordsworth's editors seems to have identified it, there can be
no doubt, |1 think, that an alusion is intended here to Charlotte
Smith's Sonnet V "To the South Downs':

Ah! hills belov'd!—where once, an happy child,

Your beechen shades, 'your turf, your flowers among',
| wove your blue-bells into garlands wild,

And woke your echoes with my artless song.

It will be noticed that Mrs. Smith had the same addiction to
inverted commas. In her case the quotation—this time from Gray
—is acknowledged in the elaborate notes at the end of her volume.
Notes and inverted commas were a necessary part of the apparatus

! Prelude, IV, 11 341-4.
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of poetry in the 1780s It was a particularly 'literary’ moment in
the history of English poetry, the decadent twilight of the
Augustan tradition, and by the time he had completed the second
draft of An Evening Walk, Wordsworth was as 'literary' as any of
them. But the notes and quotations were all added after the poem
proper had been completed, and they do not affect its essentia
vaue.

Wordsworth is unlikely to have acquired his intimate know-
ledge of Charlotte Smith's Elegiac Sonnets before 1789, since his
copy (now in the Wordsworth Museum, Grasmere) is the fifth
edition, which was only published in that year. For his topo-
graphical notes he depended on James Clarke's A Survey of the
Lakes, of which the edition he used, the second, also appeared in
1789. Another book he citesin anoteis William Gilpin's Observa-
tions relative chiefly to Picturesque Beauty made . . . in Several Parts of
Great Britain, particularly the Highlands of Scotland, which was
published in the same year. (Gilpin was a relative of his Hawks-
head and Cambridge friend, Charles Parish, and for some years
Wordsworth took hisviews on the Picturesquewith great serious-
ness.) Inview of dl this, and the fact that no book published after
1789 is used or referred to, it seems probable that the poem
assumed its existing form in 1789-90. The device of the letter—it
is nominaly An Epistle; in Verse, Addressed to a Young Lady, from
the Lakes ofthe North of England—can only have begun to have
any redity in the Long Vacation of 1789, when Dorothy, the
'Young Lady' of Wordsworth's title, had left the Lake District
for Lincolnshire and Wordsworth was back at Hawkshead or
staying with hisvarious relations. It was presumably in the course
of its transformation into a poetic epistle that the poem's range
was extended to include Windermere, Grasmere, Rydal, and
other places even further afield. Unfortunately, whenever
Wordsworth deserts Esthwaite Water, the writing loses most
of its precison and brilliance. This difference in poetic quality
between the descriptions of the Hawkshead district and those of
other parts of the Lake District is perhaps another example of
that subjective accompaniment which his best objective writing
seems to have demanded. Asin The Vale of Esthwaite's"Evening
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Sounds’ the impersona description was apparently only made
possible by its emotional context and associations.

An Evening Walk belongs to a genre much cultivated in the
eighteenth century, that of the 'loco-descriptive poem’, of which
the best-known representative today is probably Pope's Windsor
Forest. The guide-book elements are, however, its least successful
parts. What gives the poem its value today is the delicacy and
detail of some of the descriptions. It is impossible not to be
reminded of Dorothy Wordsworth's future journals in such a
passage as the following:

The whistling swain that plods his ringing way
Where the dow waggon winds along the bay;
The sugh of swallow-flocks that twittering sweep,
The solemn curfew swinging long and deep;
The talking boat that moves with pensive sound,
Or drops his anchor down with plunge profound;
Of boys that bathe remote the faint uproar,
And restless piper wearying out the shore;

These dl to swell the village murmurs blend,
That soften'd from the water-head descend.

Thereisaverbal precision here that is perhaps more Tennysonian
than Wordsworthian. The ‘talking boat' is particularly brilliant
—the perfect epithet for the chatter of the little [ake waves against
the boat's side. The ten lines are typica of the poem as a whole
because of their combination of redlistic observation, the eye and
the ear on the object, with literary reminiscence. The 'whistling
swain', for example, comes from Milton's "L'Allegro” by way
of Gray's "Elegy" and Beattie's Minstrel. The 'Slow waggon'
is dso from Bedttie. The odd word 'sugh’ is from Burns's
"Cotter's Saturday Night", but indirectly through Gilpin's book
on the Highlands, which provides an explanation of Burnss
word (‘the sound which the wind makes, when it is resisted’).
And the 'solemn curfew' descends from "Il Penseroso”, again
via Gray and Besttie. This curfew is certainly a bit disconcerting.
There had been no curfew in the Lake Didrict, as far as | know,
snce the Middle Ages. As much is equaly true, of course, of most
of the rest of England and Scotland, but the curfews of Milton,
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Gray and Beattie, if equaly anachronistic, are less disturbing,
because their settings are so patently unredlistic. Gray's country
churchyard is not really that of Stoke Poges in Buckinghamshire
s0 much as the Nevcr-Never-Land of the Latin pastoral tradition.
But Wordsworth's catalogue is rooted in redity. The village
murmurs are descending from his own Hawkshead, beyond
which there was, as the old maps show, a real Water Head Hill.
We can even identify the spot where Wordsworth was standing
as he segregated and defined the separate noises of the summer
evening. The internal dlusions al point to what was then a
strip of common on the east side of Esthwaite Water, which is
described in the later "Lines left upon a Seat in a Yew Tree,
which stands near the lake of Esthwaite, on a desolate part of the
shore, commanding a beautiful prospect”. 'This spot', according
to Wordsworth's own note on the yew-tree poem, ‘was my
favourite walk in the evenings during the latter part of my
school-time.

A real place, rea sights, red sounds. In this context the curfew
must be admitted to have been a mistake. Here, if only momen-
tarily, thereis a clash between the Two Voices. The talking boat
was objective, it had an existence in time and space; the solemn
curfew, on the other hand, was subjective, the memory of amental
event experienced in the pages of a book. In 1794, when Words-
worth was preparing a revised edition of the poem, the couplet
became

The sugh of swallow flocks that twittering pass,
The clamorous land-rail quaking in the grass.

which is an improvement in as far as it gets rid of the curfew,
though 'pass' is less vivid than 'sweep’. The substitution of a
natural noise (the landrail's cry) for a socid phenomenon (the
curfew) has, moreover, aprofounder significance. It isasymptom
of the difference between the Wordsworth of the Cambridge
period and the Wordsworth who emerged from the criss-year of

! According to Knight (The Poetical Works (1882), I, 108) local tradition placed
Wordsworth's yew on the east Sde of the lake about three-quarters of a mile from
Hawkshead. Robertson (Wordsworthshire, p. 92) hasconfirmedthetraditionfrom
an examination of the local Enclosure Award (1799).
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1792-3. For there can be no doubt, in spite of the Mary episode,
that at Hawkshead and Cambridge the neurosis inflicted by
Penrith had begun to disappear. Taylor and Fleming had initiated
a process of reconciliation with society which such friends as
Parish, Robert Jones (with whom Wordsworth shared a
momentous walking-tour through France, the Italian Lakes,
Switzerland and the Rhindland in his last Long Vacation), Basl
Montagu, William Mathews and others continued. In spite of his
eccentricities he had made plenty of friends at Cambridge, which
was aready emerging from its mid-century intellectua torpor.
A more accurate picture probably of the spirit, if not the letter,
of his life a Cambridge than Book Il of The Prelude is that pro-
vided by his brother Christopher's diary there. Christopher's
entry for 5 November 1793, is particularly interesting because it
introduces Coleridge (who came up eight months after Words-
worth went down) as well as An Evening Walk and its successor
Descriptive Sketches (the two poems were both published early
in 1793):

Tuesday Nov. 5. Roused about nine o'clock by Bilsborrow
and Le Grice with a proposal to become member of a literary
society: the members they mentioned as having aready come into
the plan, Coleridge, Jes., Satterthwaite, Rough, and themselves,
Trin. C, and Franklin, Pembroke. Heard Allen's dissertation on
K. William; was to have gone to Coleridge's to wine, to consult
on the plan, had | not been engaged at home with the Howescs and
Strickland. Went with them to the coffee-house. On my going out
met Bilsborrow: returned back with him. Soon after came in Le
Grice, Coleridge and Rough. Got all into abox and (having met with
the Monthly Review of my Brother's Poems), entered into a good
ded of literary and critical conversation on Dr. Darwin, Miss
Seward, Mrs. Smith, Bowles, and my Brother. . . . Coleridge
talked Greek, Max. Tyrius he told us, and spouted out of Bowla
At nine o'clock caled on Satterthwaite, and sat awhile with him*

That was, | suppose, a typical day in the life of a Cambridge
undergraduate with literary interests. When he was writing The

! Extracts from Christopher Wordsworth's diary are printed in his Social Life
at the English Universities in the Eighteenth Century (1874), pp. 587 ff.
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Prelude, some fourteen years after his university days had ended,
Wordsworth looked back with regret on the number of hours he
had spent injust this fashion:

We saunter'd, play'd werioted, we talk'd

Unprofitable talk a morning hours,

Drifted about adong the streets and walks,

Read lazily in lazy books. . . .

But the regrets were amost certainly afterthoughts. At the
time he may well have enjoyed the literary and critica conver-
sations at least as much as his brother. We have one glimpse, the
only one that has survived, of such a conversation in a note that
Wordsworth added to a line of Guilt and Sorrow, when the poem
was published in 1842. The note reads. 'From a short MS poem
read to me when an undergraduate by my schoolfellow and friend,
Charles Parish, long since deceased. The verses were by a brother
of his, a man of promising genius, who died young.”” There may
well have been similar interchanges. Parish must surely have read
Wordsworth the poem on Hawkshead School quoted earlier in
this chapter, and no doubt Wordsworth retorted by 'spouting'
bits of An Evening Walk at him. These are the habits of under-
graduate poets. And it is impossible to doubt that the eccentric
country youth benefited by such humanising contacts.

An Evening Walk itsdlf is evidence that he did. No doubt it is
primarily a poem of natural description, but men and the works
of men are not excluded in the way that they were to be in some
of his later poems. There is, for example, a whole paragraph on a
date quarry. And in the passage describing the sounds of evening

! Prelude, 111, 11 251-4.

2 The note is appended to 1. 81. The promising poet was probably Charles
Parish's elder brother John Bernard Parish. Charles eventualy became a Fellow
of Queens. In 1793 as the University Proctor he had to rebuke Coleridge for
clapping his hands during the trial of William Frend, who had written an anti-
Pitt pamphlet, in the Vice-Chancdlor's Court. See E. K. Chambers, Samuel
Tagll or Coleridge (1938), p. 2L

Wordsworth's contacts with senior members of the University seem to have
been distant and occasiond. He did well in the College examinations at the end
of his first term, but contented himself in his second and third years with taking
papers only in the subjects that interested him. The details will be found in a
paper by E. A. Beniansin TheEagle (the St. John's College magazine), Aug. 1950.
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that has already been quoted the waggon and the swalows, the
bathing boys and the sandpiper, come in happily and naturally
sde by sde. There is the same mixture of the human and the non-
human in the last and best lines of the poem. This is another cata-
logue of the sounds that were to be heard on and near Esthwaite
Water, but evening has now become night:

All air is, as the deeping water, still,

List'ning th' acrcal music of the hill,

Broke only by the Sow clock tolling deep,

Or shout that wakes the ferry-man from deep,
Soon foliow'd by his hollow-parting oar,
And ccho'd hoof approaching thefar shore;
Sound of closd gate, across the water born,
Hurrying the feeding hare thro' rustling corn;
The tremulous sob of the complaining owl;
And at long intervals the mill-dog's howl;

The distant forge's swinging thump profound;
Or yel in the deep woods of lonely hound.

It would be difficult to praise this passage too highly. The blend
of pastoral artifice and redlistic observation is dmost perfect.
This is what, in their various ways, Pope and Lady Winchilsea,
Thomson and Dyer, Collins and Cowper, and a hundred minor
poets, from Sr John Denham with his Cooper's Hill (1642) to
William Crowe with his Lewesdon Hill (1788), had been feeling
their way to for the last century and a half. That Wordsworth
had done it as well as the best of them, while he was ill in his
teens, is areally remarkable case of literary precocity.

The echoes from Thomson (‘aereal’), from Beattie (the clock
and the hare both come out of The Minstrel), and his own earlier
poems (the 'hollow-parting oar' is a condensation of a line in an
early unpublished sonnet—' Of unseen oar parting with hollow
sound')* don't really matter in this kind of poetry. Or rather, they
are part of the point of this kind of poetry. The object of the

! The sonnet, which begins * when slow from pensive twilight's latest gleam, is
inMS. D.C,, |, 4, p. 104. The phrase hollow sounding' is dso used in The Vale
of Esthwaite, 1. 226, and may be an echo of 'The hollow-sounding bittern', in
Goldsmith's Deserted Village, 1. 44.
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pastordistis to extend poetry's range without abandoning the terri-
tory that has aready been won for it. The fact that he is adding
new phrases and images to a common store presupposes the con-
tinuous utility of the diction and imagery that have aready proved
their poetic qualities. It is an essentidly civilised art, therefore,
adapting for its own day and audience a cultura tradition that
reaches back through the Renaissance to Rome, Alexandria and
primitive Greece.

And the aesthetic conformity implies a socid conformity.
When he wrote those last lines of An Evening Walk, Wordsworth
was, in fact, though he may not actually have realised it, snging
the praises of the socia order in which he had been brought up.
Penrith had been amost forgotten and almost forgiven. The next
step, logicaly, would have been a country curacy where, with
Dorothy as his housekeeper, he could settle down into a useful
and respectable adult life. And, as it happens, thisis precisely the
prospect that he dangles before himself towards the end of his
poem—a cottage for the two of them:

How fair it's lawn and silvery woods appear!
How sweet it's streamlet murmurs in mine ear!
Where we, my friend, to golden days shall rise,
Till our small share of hardly-paining sighs
(For sighs will ever trouble human breath)
Creep hush'd into the tranquil breast of Death.

Dis aliter visum. The curacy that an influential relative offered
at Harwich could not be taken up for the time being, as the age
for admisson to Anglican orders was then twenty-three. To fill
in the time he decided to become a travelling tutor, arich young
man's bear-leader on the Grand Tour. But to qualify himsdlf for
such apost it was necessary first of dl to spend awinter in France
learning the language. The decision was a casua and half-hearted
one. 'lIt will at any rate be very useful to him', Dorothy wrote to
her friend at Halifax, 'and as he can live a as little expensesin
Francleas in England (or nearly so), the schemeis not an indligible
one.'

! Dorothy Wordsworth toJane Pollard, 7 Dec. 1791
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Dorothy's prophecy was only partly fulfilled. Asfar as the cost
of living went, the France of 1791-2 did not prove very different
from contemporary England. In other respects, however, the
gulf was approximately that which divides Cranford from
Wuthering Heights. In France Wordsworth stepped out of the =
Picturesque into Passon, and with him English poetry moved
from the lawns and pleasances of the Augustans into the whirl-
pools of Romanticism.



Chapter Three
STURM UND DRANG

WORDSWORTH did not land at Dieppe until 27 November 1791
The packet-boat's departure was delayed by contrary winds, and
he had had therefore to kick his hedls in Brighton for the four
preceding days. Fortunately Charlotte Smith, the author of the
Elegiac Sonnets, lived in Brighton, and a cdl by her young ad-
mirer was received 'in the politest manner' Mrs. Smith even
provided him with an introduction to another feminine best-
ler, Miss Hden Maria Williams, who was then living at
Orleans.? The delay also enabled Wordsworth, aways a dilatory
letter-writer, to catch up with his arrears of correspondence. One
of the letters that he wrote from Brighton—to his Cambridge
friend William Mathews, an unstable young man with literary
ambitions who was the brother of a then celebrated mimic and
comedian—happens to have survived.? Though not by any means
a good letter—few if any of Wordsworth's letters can be caled

! Wordsworth to Richard Wordsworth, 19 Dec. 1791

2 Wordsworth's editors, including even de Selincourt, persist in attributing to
him a deplorable "Sonnet on seeing Miss Helen Maria Williams weep a a Tde
of Didtress’, whichwas published in The European Magazine, Mar. 1787, abovethe
signature Axiologus. The excuse for this attribution is that Coleridge later ad-
dressed some hexameters' Ad Vilmum Axiologum', the word being presumably
an attempt to find a Graeco-Latin equivaent for * Wordsworth'. No doubt some-
body of the name of Wordsworth was responsible for the sonnet, but it was
certainly not William Wordsworth, who did not meet Miss Williams until 1820.
Wordsworthisnot an exceptionally rarename. The Gentleman'sMagazinerecords
the marriage of aJohn Wordsworthin 1783 and an H.Wordsworth (‘of Ivy-lan€)
in 1784. Perhaps one of them was the origina Axiologus? The terms in which
Wordsworth refersto Hlen MariaWilliams in theletter of 1791— Miss Williams,
an English Lady'—do not suggest that he had been writing sentimental sonnets
about her four years before.

¥ Wordsworth to William Mathews, 23 Nov. 1791
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good letters—it throws an unconscious light on the character of
Wordsworth at twenty-one that is decidedly interesting.

He is, he tdls Mathews, tolerably happy now, though his-
character is, he realises, fluid and in need of discipline. ‘I am
doomed to be anidler through my whole life. | have read nothing
this age, nor indeed did | ever.' He ends by apologising for the
‘outrageous egotism' of his letter, and hopes that his winter at
Orleans will effect 'some improvement, which God knows |
stand in sufficient need of.

It is not difficult to relate the character painted in this letter— .
egocentric, but with no firm outlines to the egotism, self-
deprecatory, but not quite to the point of self-criticism—to that
reveded in the early poems.1The irrational, amost hysterical
subjectivity displayed in the supernatural episodes of The Vale of
Esthwaite has been outgrown. Four and a half years have elapsed
since Mary of Esthwaite Water passed out of his life, and contact
has now been resumed with ordinary every-day human beings.
There are no ecstases now, but their place has been taken by
a condition of uninterrupted placidity. ‘I am tolerably happy.'
The prolonged convalescence is clearly approaching its end and
he will soon be ready to take his place in the world of action. For
the moment, however, heis dill the passive adolescent, a young
man to whom things happen, for whom action is essentialy just
amomentary reaction to externd stimulus. An Evening Walk had
been to dl intents and purposes little more than a series of un-
related sense-impressions. The single items in the catalogue were
on the whole beautifully done, the notation of sound being par-
ticularly delicate, but the relationship between one paragraph and
the next, even sometimes between one line and another, was often
arbitrary and forced. The young poet could see and hear, but he
could not organise. In terms of subject-matter anything that
could be seen or heard in the course of an evening walk in the
Lake Didtrict was grist to his poetic mill. In terms of emotional
attitude the necessitating condition was smply the pleasure that
aman of culture and sengbility can be expected to fed in the face
of nature—'How pleasant’ (L 97), 'Not undelightful (L 127), 'l
love to mark' (1 141), 'l love, . . to stray' (L 195), 'Sweet are
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the sounds (1 301). There is no contrast of moods, no develop-
ment of attitude. Even the structural device of a letter to the
distant Dorothy is perfunctory, the greater part of the poem not
being in letter-form at al.

A recognition of this condition can perhaps be read into
Wordsworth's confession 'l am doomed to be an idler through
my whole life'. By an idler he meant, | suppose, a man without
purpose or consistency, a drifter with the tide, a shuttlecock of
circumstance—the exact antithesis, that is to say, to the man of
action. The most disquieting thing perhaps in the letter to
Mathews is the way he takes it all for granted. And this passivity
is not to be temporary but lifelong; it is not voluntary but the
effect of'doom’. Altogether it was not, it will be agreed, a very
promising frame of mind in which to take up residence in a
foreign country undergoing a revolution.

The situation, indeed, was ominously similar to that in which
Wordsworth had found himself six years before. There is even
a gmilarity in his attitude to nature. The heathier and happier
relationship to the rea world that Taylor and Fleming and the
discovery of poetry had combined to promote, had been re-
flected, it will be remembered, in a new interest in 'the infinite
variety of natural appearances. With a certain solemnity the
young Wordsworth had dedicated himsdlf to the recording in
verse of the details of landscape. The discovery of the Picturesque,
which Wordsworth made shortly before he and Jones made their
prolonged tour of the Alps, came to very much the same thing.
Instead of detail, however, it was now lightings and colours that
had become a matter of absorbing, almost technical interest. He
now owned two of Gilpin's elaborate and expensive works on
Picturesque Beauty, and since his return from the Continent in
October 1790 he had actually begun a poem on the tour that was
to be caled "Picturesque Sketches'. (The title was changed later
and it was eventualy published, early in 1793, as Descriptive
Sketches.}

But there was an important difference. Wordsworth was now
a man of twenty-one, and not a boy of fifteen. He was therefore
approaching, if he had not aready reached, sexual maturity. And
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there are one or two indications that he was by no means at this
time the 'solemn and unsexual man' Shelley later accused him of
being. Consider, for example, the account of the girls of Como
and the 'voluptuous dreams' they inspired in his and Joness
hearts, that comes near the beginning of Descriptive Sketches:

Those lips, whose tides of fragrance come, and go,
Accordant to the cheek's unquiet glow;

Those shadowy breasts in love's soft light array'd,
And rising, by the moon of passion sway'd.

When Wordsworth reprinted the poem in 1820, these lines
were left out. But their expurgation then only emphasises their
significance in 179L

Itisdifficult not to attach asimilar significance to a sentencein
an early letter of Dorothy's. Wordsworth had spent the preceding
Christmas with her at their Uncle William's vicarage in Norfolk,
and she had been delighted then, she tells a friend, with his
'violence of Affection if I may so term it which demonstrates
itself every moment of the Day when the Objects of his affection
are present with him, in a thousand amost imperceptible atten-
tions to their wishes, in a sort of restless watchfulness which |
know not how to describe, a Tenderness that never deeps, and at
the same time such a delicacy of manners as | have observed in few
men! A dangerous young man, one would say, if there were
unattached feminine hearts in the vicinity. In Norfolk the object
of this violent and persistent affection had been only a sister. But
Dorothy was not able to accompany him to Orleans, and there
her place was taken by a very different young woman, who
was to provoke a far more serious crisis than the one Mary of
Esthwaite Water precipitated.

In November 1791, the French Revolution was il in its first
phase. Louis XVI had ratified the new Nationa Constitution in
September, and the foreign interventions, which were to be the
prelude to the Reign of Terror, did not start until the following
soring. In the meantime, to the informed English observer, a
congtitutional monarchy more or less on the English pattern must

! Dorothy Wordsworth to Jane Pollard, 16 Feb. 1793.
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have seemed the likeliest outcome. At this time English opinion
was dill on the whole favourable to the Revolution. To most of
the intellectuas, including the group of young Cambridge men
settled in London with whom Wordsworth had been associating
after taking his degree at the beginning of the year, a politica
millenium must have seemed to be heralded:

Blisswasit in that dawn to be dive,
But to be young was very heaven!

The famous passage in The Prelude was published separately,
before the rest of the poem, under the heading "French Revolution
asit appeared to Enthusiasts at its Commencement™” Inagenera
way Wordsworth must certainly be included among those
enthusiasts, although in 1791 his political enthusiasms and indeed
al his political views were amost entirely second-handT)When he
and Jones had landed at Caais the preceding year on their way to
the Alps, they had found the whole nation, as he wrote to Dorothy
at the time, 'mad withjoyin consequence of the revolution'.* But,
although, when sailing down the Rhone, the two Englishmen
fraternised with some delegates from the ceremony at Paris of
14 July (the day on which the King, the Assembly and die
Nationa Guard had renewed the civic oath), their attitude had
remained detached, amost that of sightseers. £1t was a most
interesting period to be in France, the letter to Dorothy con-
tinues, 'and