WILLIAM WORDSWORTH
1770-1850

““’@ ﬁé« ; / illiam Wordsworth was born in Cockermouth in West Cumberland, just on

WY the northern fringe of the English Lake District. When his mother died, the
eight-year-old boy was sent to school at Hawkshead, near Esthwaite Lake, in the
heart of that sparsely populated region that he and Coleridge were to transform into
one of the poetic centers of England. William and his three brothers boarded in the
cottage of Ann Tyson, who gave the boys simple comfort, ample affection, and free-
dom to roam the countryside at will. A vigorous, unruly, and sometimes moody boy,
William spent his free days and occasionally “half the night” in the sports and rambles
described in the first two books of The Prelude, “drinking in” (to use one of his favor-

ite metaphors) the natural sights and sounds, and getting to know the cottagers,

shepherds, and solitary wanderers who moved through his imagination into his later
poetry. He also found time to read voraciously in the books owned by his young
headmaster, William Taylor, who encouraged him in his inclination to poetry.

John Wordsworth, the poet’s father, died suddenly when William was thirteen,
leaving to his five children mainly the substantial sum owed him by Lord Lonsdale,
whom he had served as attorney and as steward of the huge Lonsdale estate, This
harsh nobleman had yet to pay the debt when he died in 1802. Wordsworth was
nevertheless able in 1787 to enter St. John's College, Cambridge University, where
four years later he took his degree without distinction.

During the summer vacation of his third year at Cambridge (1790), Wordsworth
and his closest college friend, the Welshman Robert jones, journeyed on foot
through France and the Alps (described in The Prelude 6) at the time when the
French were joyously celebrating the first anniversary of the fall of the Bastille.
Upon completing his course at Cambridge, Wordsworth spent four months in Lon-
don, set off on another walking tour with Robert Jones through Wales (the time of
the memorable ascent of Mount Snowdon in The Prelude 13), and then went back
alone to France to master the language and qualify as a traveling tutor.

During his year in France (November 1791 to December 1792), Wordsworth
became a fervent supporter of the French Revolution—which seemed to him and
many others to promise a “glorious renovation” of society—and he fell in love with
Annette Vallon, the daughter of a French surgeon at Blois. The two planned to
marry, despite their differences in religion and political inclinations (Annette
belonged to an old Catholic family whose sympathies were Royalist). But almost imme-
diately after their daughter, Caroline, was born, lack of money forced Wordsworth
to return to England. The outbreak of war made it impossible for him to rejoin
Annette and Caroline, Wordsworth’s guilt over this abandonment, his divided loyal-
ties between England and France, and his gradual disillusion with the course of the
Revolution brought him—according to his account in The Prelude 10 and 11—to
the verge of an emotional breakdown, when “sick, wearied out with contrarieties,”
he “yielded up moral questions in despair.” His suffering, his near-collapse, and the
successful effort, after his break with his past, to reestablish “a saving intercourse
with my true self,” are the experiences that underlic many of his greatest poems,

At this critical point, a friend died and left Wordswaorth i sum of woney just sul-
ficient to enable him to live by his poctry. In 1795 he settled fn o rent Tree house m
Racedown, Dorsetshirve, with his beloved sister, Dorothy: who now began her long,
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shire, to be near Coleridge, who lived four miles away at Nether Stowey. Here he
entered at the age of twenty-seven on the delayed springtime of his poetic career.

Even while he had been an undergraduate at Cambridge, Coleridge claimed that he
had detected signs of genius in Wordsworth’s rather conventional poem about his tour
in the Alps, Descriptive Sketches, published in 1793. Now he hailed Wordsworth unre-
servedly as “the best poet of the age.” The two men met almost daily, talked for hours
about poetry, and wrote prolifically. So close was their association that we find the
same phrases occurring in poems by Wordsworth and Coleridge, as well as in the
remarkable journals that Dorothy kept at the time; the two poets collaborated in some
writings and freely traded thoughts and passages for others; and Coleridge even
undertook to complete a few poems that Wordsworth had left unfinished. This close
partnership, along with the hospitality the two households offered to another young
radical writer, John Thelwall, aroused the paranoia of people in the neighborhood.
Already fearful of a military invasion by France, they became convinced that Word-
sworth and Coleridge were political plotters, not poets. The government sent spies to
investigate, and the Wordsworths lost their lease.

Although brought to this abrupt end, that short period of collaboration resulted
in one of the most important books of the era, Lyrical Ballads, with a Few Other
Poems, published anonymously in 1798. This short volume opened with Coleridge’s
Auncient Mariner and included three other poems by Coleridge, some lyrics in which
Wordsworth celebrated the experience of nature, and a number of verse anecdotes
drawn from the lives of the rural poor. (The verse forms and the subject matter
of this last set of poems—which includes “Simon Lee,” “We Are Seven,” and “The
Thorn”—make evident the debt, announced in the very title of Lyrical Ballads, that
Wofdsworth’s and Coleridge’s book owed to the folk ballads that were being tran-
scribed and anthologized in the later eighteenth century by collectors such as
{homas Percy and Robert Burns.) The book closed with Wordsworth's great
deseriptive and meditative poem in blank verse, “Tintern Abbey.” This poem inau-
purated what modern critics call Wordsworth'’s “myth of nature”: his presentation
ol the “growth” of his mind to maturity, a process unfolding through the interaction
hetween the inner world of the mind and the shaping force of external Nature.

William Hazlitt said that when he heard Coleridge read some of the newly written
povims of Lyrical Ballads aloud, “the sense of a new style and a new spirit in poetry
vume over me,” with something of the effect “that arises from the turning up of the
fresh soil, or of the first welcome breath of spring.” The reviewers were less enthusi-
astic, warning that, because of their simple language and subject matter, poems such
ax “Simon Lee” risked “vulgarity” or silliness. (For a sampling of these reactions, see
"'Self-constituted judge of poesy”: Reviewer vs. Poet in the Romantic Period” in the
supplemental ebook.) Nevertheless Lyrical Ballads sold out in two years, and Word-
wworth published under his own name a new edition, dated 1800, to which he added
# second volume of poems. In his famous Preface to this edition, planned in close
cousultation with Coleridge, Wordsworth outlined a critical program that provided a
telroactive rationale for the “experiments” the poems represented.

Late in 1799 William and Dorothy moved back permanently to their native
lukes, settling at Grasmere in the little house later named Dove Cottage. Coleridge,
following them, rented at Keswick, thirteen miles away. In 1802 Wordsworth
fmally came into his father’s inheritance and, after an amicable settlement with

Annette Vallon, marricd Mary Hutchinson, whom he had known since childhood.
iy Life after that time had many sorrows: the drowning in 1805 of his favorite
hiother, John, a sew captain; the death in 1812 of two of his and Mary's five chil-
drens o growing rift with Coleridge, calminating in a bitter quarrel (1810) from
which they were not completely veconcited for ulmost two decades; and, from the
1408 on, Dorothy's physieal and memtal illness, Over these years Wordsworth

becime, nonetheless, increasingly prospevous and famous, He also displayed a



e o WHICES RO MG Ean - hoar
Thy voice, nor cateh from thy wild ¢yes these gleams
Of past existence®—wilt thou then
150 That on

A worshipper of
Unwearied in that ice; rather say
With warmer lope”—ohith far deepér zeal
155 Of holier loyezNor wilt thowth
c¥'many wanderin
Of ahsénce, these steep
‘this green pasto
“More dear, both f;

July 1798

landscape, e to me
themselves and for thy sake!

Preface to Lyrical Ballads (1802)  To the first edition of Lyrical Ballads
published jointly with Coleridge in 1798, Wordsworth prefixed an “Advertisement
asserting that the majority of the poems were “to be considered as experiments” tg
determine “how far the language of conversation in the middle and lower classes of |
society is adapted to the purposes of poetic pleasure.” In the second, two-volume
edition of 1800, Wordsworth, aided by frequent conversations with Coleridge
expanded the Advertisement into a preface that justified the poems not as experi-
ments, but as exemplifying the principles of all good poetry. The Preface was enlarged
for the third edition of Lyrical Ballads, published two years later. This last version
of 1802 is reprinted here.

Although some of its ideas had antecedents in the later eighteenth century, the
Preface as a whole deserves its reputation as a revolutionary manifesto about the
nature of poetry. Like many radical statements, however, it claims to g0 back to
the implicit principles that governed the great poetry of the past but have been per-
verted in recent practice. Most discussions of the Preface, following the lead of
Coleridge in chapters 14 and 17 of his Biographia Literaria, have focused on
Wordsworth’s assertions about the valid language of poetry, on which he bases his
attack on the “poetic diction” of eighteenth-century poets. As Coleridge pointed out,
Wordsworth’s argument about this issue is far from clear. However, Wordsworth'’s

His Preface implicitly denies the traditional assumption that the poetic genres consti-
tute a hierarchy, from epic and tragedy at the top down through comedy, satire, pas-
toral, to the short lyric at the lowest reaches of the poetic scale; he also rejects the
traditional principle of “decorum,” which required the poet to arrange matters so
that the poem’s subject (especially the social class of its protagonists) and its leve] of
diction conformed to the status of the literary kind on the poetic scale,

When Wordsworth asserted in the Preface that he deliberately chose to represent
“incidents and situations from common life,” he translated his democratic sympa-
thies into critical terms, justifying his use of peasants, children, outcasts, crimi-
nals, and madwomen as serious subjects of poetic and even tragic concern. He also
undertook to write in “a selection of language really used by men,” on the grounds
that there can be no “essential difference between the language of prose and metri-
cal composition.” In making this claim Wordsworth attacked the neoclassical
principle that required the language, in many kinds of poems, to be elevated over
everyday speech by a special, more refined and dignified diction and by artful figures

R. Le., reminders of his own “past existence” five years earlier (see fines 116-19).
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From Preface to Lyrical Ballads, with
Pastoral and Other Poems (1802)

[THE SUBJECT AND LANGUAGE OF POETRY]

I'he lirst volume of these poems has alre?dy been submi?t(;,ld tboge;xe(x;zxirl‘ Ee:::a;lo.
It was published, as an experiment, \yhlch, 1 hoped, mig tl et(i)o : me use to
+adttain, how far, by fitting to metrical arrangement a s; elc ion of the real
Linguage of men in a state of vivid sensation, that sort o tI') f;:ﬁl e and that
«quantity of pleasure may be imparted, which a poet may rationally
" ;l;:ggrft'(.)rmed no very inaccurate estimate of the probable'elffe]:t of t};:)js
pocms: 1 flattered myself that they who should be pleased l\:’lt L en;]w uld
ad them with more than common pleasure.: and, on the other han ,d
s o]l aware, that by those who should dislike them they would be rea
:: ‘i|4shwn:or: thar; common dislike. The result has differed froml my expedctz;
tion in this only, that | have pleased a greater number than I venture
’"'Il')'(L;rltﬁlo:alﬁeptl:;a::lziety, and from a consciousness o{f my (;1w3 weak'riis:},]l
as i he assistance of a friend, who furnis ed me wi e
::1::;12‘1::; :l:]etzz?:;slt\/;uriner, the Foster-Mother's Tale, the cll\hﬁbtmg?lf, ::;1
the poem entitled Love. I should not, howevel", ha:/e reqt;le§te this atssnse Zsuré
had 1 not believed that the poems of (ringlhfx;letr}li u;v}c::}lw rl: v:oﬁ;flaber?ound e
ave t dency as my own, and that,
} ;‘i'l"i,f(t;rle}:c:?]::e::nwoulg be fo}lrmd no discordance in tl.xe ]cololers i(c)li; our style;
as our opinions on the subject of poetry do almost entn;e {, coinc n;s o
Several of my friends are anxious for the successo tCl ese PO'; ko
helief, that, if the views with which they were compose d“t/er;anlt ndeed real
ized, a class of poetry would be produ.ced, wellla_dia'pye rc:d gl el
kind permanently, and not unimportant in the multip 1c:lty., ad 2 the ({- ualiey
of its moral relations: and on this account they have advised me to p

1. The “friend” of course is Coleridge.



o bring my lunguage near to the hnmung(* of e, and farther, beeause |
|?|(':lSl|l‘t' which | have proposed 1o mysell to impart is of w kind \”(‘l‘\' dili'vr nte
from that which is supposed by many persons to he the proper ubject ;
poetry. { do not know how, without being culpably particulor || cin ,1(\: ﬂ"(
rea.der a more exact notion of the style in which I wished tlw;v p;) .
written than by informing him that I have at all times endeavoufed to o ‘k
steadily at my subject, consequently, I hope that there is in the ocms It

tle falsehoosl of description, and that my ideas are expressofl in languuig

ﬁtted.to their respective importance. Something I must have gainec‘l bR :'ﬁﬁ
practice, as it is friendly to one property of all good poétry, namel ’ :i
sense; but it has necessarily cut me off from a large poftion ,of hra:e’: R Ond
figures of'speech which from father to son have long been regall)rded :s*:a

common .mheritance of poets. I have also thoughf it expedient to r;;l i 4
myself still further, having abstained from the yée of many ex ressiox:lsr C?l
themselves proper and beautiful, but which have been foolishlypre cated ll g
bad poets, till such feelings of disgust are/‘Z:nnected with therf\ i i
scarc'ely possible by any art of association tg overpower. o h'}
‘ If in a poem there should be found a s¢ties of lines, or even a single line
in 'VVhICh the language, though natux:{ﬁey arranged and accordingto tl::
strict laws of metre, does not differ from that of prose, there is a m%merouf; ;

class of critics, who, when they é?f}.ble upon these prosaisms as they call

¢ pocis Hie

them, imagine that they have made a notable discovery, and exult over the
poet as over 2 man ignorant of-his own profession. Now these men woul(i V
establish ‘a canon of criticisth which the reader will conclude he muf
utterly reject, if he wishes to be pleased with these volumes. And it wou;c;

The Telds to all thicir wonted tribute bear;
To warm their litte loves the birds complain,
1 fruitless mowrn (o ltint that cannot hear
And weep the more because 1 weep in vain.

It will casily be perceived that the only part of this sonnet which i
volue is the lines printed in italics: it is equally obvious, that, ex
hyine, and in the use of the single word “fruitless” for fruitlessly, which is
w far o defect, the language of these lines does in no respect differ from
that of prose.

By the foregoing quotation I have shewn that the Jéhguage of prose may yet
1w well adapted to poetry; and 1 have previouslysserted that a large portion
of the language of every good poem can in nerfespect differ from that of good
prose. | will go further. 1 do not doubt tHat it may be safely affirmed, that |
tlwere neither is, nor can be, any esse 71 difference between the language of
prose and metrical composition,We are fond of tracing the resemblance !
hetween poetry and painting and, accordingly, we call them sisters: but :
where shall we find bonds of connection sufficiently strict to typify the affin- !
ity betwixt metrical apd prose composition? They both speak by and to the
wume organs; the bodies in which both of them are clothed may be said to be
of the same substance, their affections are kindred and almost identical, not
necessarily giffering even in degree; poetry® sheds no tears “such as Angels
weep,™ byt natural and human tears; she can boast of no celestial ichor® that
Jdistinguishes her vital juices from those of prose; the same human blood cir-
culates through the veins of them both.

sgrztii ::102; easy task ;o rove to him, that not only the language of & large ¥ T
every good goem, even of the )
o A Y most elevated character, fhust nec- "'} [“WHAT 1S A POET?"]
g P eference to the metre, in no respect diffepfrom that of

good prose, but likéwise that some of the most interesting parts of the best
poems will be found to be strictly the language of prose, when prose i wesil
written. The truth of this assertion might be demonstra’tﬁed by ilr)mumesr bel

passages fromy almost all the poetical writings, even of Milton himself. I }? e
not space fgf much quotation; but, to illustrate the ﬁbject ina genere;l m:ve
ner, | willhere adduce a short composition of Gl;é'j', who was at the head n;'
t!mse whq by their reasonings have attempted 6 widen the space of sepa .

tion betv.vxxt prose and metrical composition; and was more than an pt}:a-
man curiously elaborate in the structure gf‘fhis own poetic diction.? yome

In vain to me the smiling/mornings shine
And reddening Phoebqs’%ifts his ggolden fire:
The birds in vain their amorous descant join
Or cheerful fields resume their green attire: ,
These ears, alas! %S other notes repine;

A different object’do these eyes require; ’

My lqnely angujsh melts no heart but mine;
And in my breést the imperfect joys expire;

Yet Morning/smiles the busy race to cheer,
And new-hoérn pleasure brings to happier men;

2. Thomas Gray (author in 1751 of the “El
Written in a C?untry Churchyard”) had writti?'l},’
in a letter to Richard West, that “the language of

the age is nevér the langua Y

ge of poetry.” The
poem_ that follows is Gray's “S :
Death of Richard West.” Y onnet on the 9

taking up the subject, then, upon general grounds, 1 ask what is meant by
the word “poet”? What is a poet? To whom does he address himself? And
what language is to be expected from him? He is a man speaking to men: a
man, it is true, endued with more lively sensibility, more enthusiasm and |
(enderness, who has a greater knowledge of human nature, and a more com- |
prehensive soul, than are supposed to be common among mankind; a man |
pleased with his own passions and volitions, and who rejoices more than
other men in the spirit of life that is in him; delighting to contemplate simi- ‘
lar volitions and passions as manifested in the goings-on of the universe,
and habitually impelled to create them where he does not find them. To
these qualities he has added a disposition to be affected more than other
men by absent things as if they were present; an ability of conjuring up in
himself passions, which are indeed far from being the same as those pro-
duced by real events, yet (especially in those parts of the general sympathy
which are pleasing and delightful) do more nearly resemble the passions
produced by real events, than any thing which, from the motions of their

3. 1 here use the word “poetry” (though against truth, & strict antithesis; because lines and pas-

my awn judgment) as opposed to the word sages of metre so naturally occur in writing
“prose,” and synonymous with metrical composi- prose, that it would be scarcely possible to avoid
tion. But much confusion has been introduced them, even were it desirable [Wordsworth’s

into criticism by this contradistinction of poetry note}.
and prose, instead of the more philosophical one 4. Milton's Paradise Lost 1.620. ,
of poetry and matter of fact, or science. The only 5. In Greek mythology the fluid in the veins of|

strict antithesis to prose is metre; nor is this, in the gods.




owi ninds merely, other men are accostomed to foel in themselves; wheoee,
and from practice, he has acquired o grenter readiness and power in
expressing what he thinks and feels, and especially those thoughts and feel-
ings which, by his own choice, or from the structure of his own mind, aris
in him without immediate external excitement.

But, whatever portion of this faculty we may suppose even the greatest
poet to possess, there cannot be a doubt but that the language which it will
suggest to him, must, in liveliness and truth, fall far short of that which is
uttered by men in real life, under the actual pressure of those passions,
certain shadows of which the poet thus produces, or feels to be produced,
in himself. However exalted a notion we would wish to cherish of the char-
acter of a poet, it is obvious, that, while he describes and imitates passions,
his situation is altogether slavish and mechanical, compared with the free
dom and power of real and substantial action and suffering. So that it will
be the wish of the poet to bring his feelings near to those of the persons
whose feelings he describes, nay, for short spaces of time perhaps, to let
himself slip into an entire delusion, and even confound and identify his
own feelings with theirs; modifying only the Tanguage which is thus sug-
gested to him, by a consideration that he describes for a particular purpose,”
that of giving pleasure. Here, then, he will apply the principle on which I
have so much insisted, namely, that of selection; on this he will depend for
removing what would otherwise be painful or disgusting in the passion; he
will feel that there is no necessity to trick out® or to elevate nature: and, the
more industriously he applies this principle, the deeper will be his faith that
no words, which his fancy or imagination can suggest, will be to be com-
pared with those which are the emanations of reality and truth.

But it may be said by those who do not object to the general spirit of these
remarks, that, as it is impossible for the poet to produce upon all occasions
language as exquisitely fitted for the passion as that which the real passion
itself suggests, it is proper that he should consider himself as in the situation
of a translator, who deems himself justified when he substitutes excellences
of another kind for those which are unattainable by him; and endeavours
occasionally to surpass his original, in order to make some amends for the
general inferiority to which he feels that he must submit. But this would be
to encourage idleness and unmanly despair. Further, it is the language of
men who speak of what they do not understand; who talk of poetry as a mat-
ter of amusement and idle pleasure; who will converse with us as gravely
about a taste for poetry, as they express it, as if it were a thing as indifferent
as a taste for rope-dancing, or Frontiniac’ or sherry. Aristotle, I have been
told, hath said, that poetry is the most philosophic of all writing;?® it is so: its
object is truth, not individual and local, but general, and operative; not
standing upon external testimony, but carried alive into the heart by pas-
sion; truth which is its own testimony, which gives strength and divinity to
the tribunal to which it appeals, and receives them from the same tribunal.
Poetry is the image of man and nature. The obstacles which stand in the
way of the fidelity of the biographer and historian, and of their consequent
utility, are incalculably greater than those which are to be encountered by

6. Dress up,
7. A sweet wine made from muscat grapes.
8. Aristotle in fact said that “poetry is more phil-

osophic than history, since its statements are of
the nature of universals, whereas those of his-
tory are singulars” (Poetics 1451b).

the poet who has o adequate notion of the dignity of his art. 'I'I_w poet
wiites under one restriction only, namely, that of the necessity of giving
nnmediate pleasure to a human being possessed of that information which
may be expected from him, not as a lawyer, a physician, a mariner, an
wtronomer or a natural philosopher, but as a man. Except this one restric-
tion, there is no object standing between the poet and the image of things;
hetween this, and the biographer and historian there are a thousand.

Nor let this necessity of producing immediate pleasure be considered as a
depradation of the poet’s art. It is far otherwise. It is an acknowledgment of
the heauty of the universe, an acknowledgment the more sincere because it is
not {formal, but indirect; it is a task light and easy to him who looks at the
world in the spirit of love: further, it is a homage paid to the native and naked
dignity of man, to the grand elementary principle of pleasure, by which he
knows, and feels, and lives, and moves.® We have no sympathy but what is
propagated by pleasure: I would not be misunderstood; but wherever we sym-
pathize with pain it will be found that the sympathy is produced and cgrrled
on by subtle combinations with pleasure. We have no knowledge, that is, no
pencral principles drawn from the contemplation of particular facts, but
what has been built up by pleasure, and exists in us by pleasure alone. The
man of science, the chemist and mathematician, whatever difficulties and
disgusts they may have had to struggle with, know and feel this. However
painful may be the objects with which the anatomist’s knowledge is con-
nected, he feels that his knowledge is pleasure; and where he has no plea-
sure he has no knowledge. What then does the poet? He considers man and
the objects that surround him as acting and re-acting upon each other, so
as #b produce an infinite complexity of pain and pleasure; he considers man
in his own nature and in his ordinary life as contemplating this with a cer-
tain quantity of immediate knowledge, with certain convictions, intuitions,
and deductions which by habit become of the nature of intuitions; he con-
siders him as looking upon this complex scene of ideas and sensations, and
finding every where objects that immediately excite in him sympathies
which, from the necessities of his nature, are accompanied by an overbal-
ance of enjoyment.

To this knowledge which all men carry about with them, and to these
sympathies in which without any other discipline than that of our daily life
we are fitted to take delight, the poet principally directs his attention. He
considers man and nature as essentially adapted to each other, and the
mind of man as naturally the mirror of the fairest and most interesting
qualities of nature. And thus the poet, prompted by this feeling of pleasure
which accompanies him through the whole course of his studies, converses
with general nature with affections akin to those, which, through labour
and length of time, the man of science has raised up in himself, by convers-
ing with those particular parts of nature which are the objects of his stud-
ies, The knowledge both of the poet and the man of science is pleasure; but
the knowledge of the one cleaves to us as a necessary part of our existence,
our natural and unalienable inheritance; the other is a personal and indi-
vidual acquisition, slow to come to us, and by no habitual and direct sympa-

thy connecting us with our fellow-beings. The man of science seeks truth as

9. A bold echo of the words of St. Paul, that in God “we live, and move, and have our being” (Acts
17.28).



n remote and inknown bepelactor; he cherishoes and loves it in his solitudes
the poet, singing a song in which all human beings join with him, rejoices
in the presence of truth as our visible friend and hourly companion. Poctry
is the breath and finer spirit of all knowledge; it is the impassioned expre
sion which is in the countenance of all science. Emphatically may it be said
of the poet, as Shakespeare hath said of man, “that he looks before and
after.”! He is the rock of defence of human nature; an upholder and pre-
server, carrying everywhere with him relationship and love. In spite of dif-
ference of soil and climate, of language and manners, of laws and customs,
in spite of things silently gone out of mind and things violently destroyed,
the poet binds together by passion and knowledge the vast empire of human
society, as it is spread over the whole earth, and over all time. The objects
of the poet’s thoughts are every where; though the eyes and senses of man
are, it is true, his favorite guides, yet he will follow wheresoever he can find
an atmosphere of sensation in which to move his wings. Poetry is the first
and last of all knowledge—it is as immortal as the heart of man. If the
labours of men of science should ever create any material revolution, direct
or indirect, in our condition, and in the impressions which we habitually
receive, the poet will sleep then no more than at present, but he will be
ready to follow the steps of the man of science, not only in those general
indirect effects, but he will be at his side, carrying sensation into the midst
of the objects of the science itself. The remotest discoveries of the chemist,
the botanist, or mineralogist, will be as proper objects of the poet’s art as
any upon which it can be employed, if the time should ever come when
these things shall be familiar to us, and the relations under which they are
contemplated by the followers of these respective sciences shall be mani-
festly and palpably material to us as enjoying and suffering beings.? If the
time should ever come when what is now called science, thus familiarized
to men, shall be ready to put on, as it were, a form of flesh and blood, the
poet will lend his divine spirit to aid the transfiguration, and will welcome
the being thus produced, as a dear and genuine inmate of the household of
man.—It is not, then, to be supposed that any one, who holds that sublime
notion of poetry which I have attempted to convey, will break in upon the
sanctity and truth of his pictures by transitory and accidental ornaments,
and endeavour to excite admiration of himself by arts, the necessity of
which must manifestly depend upon the assumed meanness of his subject.
What 1 have thus far said applies to poetry in general; but especially to
those parts of composition where the poet speaks through the mouth of his
characters; and upon this point it appears to have such weight that I will
conclude, there are few persons, of good sense, who would not allow that the
dramatic parts of composition are defective, in proportion as they deviate
from the real language of nature, and are coloured by a diction of the poet’s
own, either peculiar to him as an individual peet, or belonging simply to
poets in general, to a body of men who, from the circumstance of their com-
positions being in metre, it is expected will employ a particular language.
It is not, then, in the dramatic parts of composition that we look for this
distinction of language; but still it may be proper and necessary where the

i. Cf. Shakespeare’s Hamlet 4.4.9.27.
2. Wordsworth is at least right in anticipating
the poctry of the machine. His sonnet “Steam-

boats, Viaducts, and Railways” is an early
instance.

poet speaks (o usinhis own person and character, To this 1 unswet by refer-
ving, my reader to the deseription which Thave before given ol a poet, Among
the qualities which 1 have enumerated as principally conducing to form a
poet, is implied nothing dilfering in kind from other men, but only in degree.
Uhe sum of what 1 have there said is, that the poet is chiefly distinguished
{vam other men by a greater promptness to think and feel without immediate
external excitement, and a greater power in expressing such thoughts and
feelings as are produced in him in that manner. But these passions and‘
thoughts and feelings are the general passions and thoughts and feelings of
men. And with what are they connected? Undoubtedly with our moral senti-
ments and animal sensations, and with the causes which excite these; with
the operations of the elements and the appearances of the visible universe;
with storm and sunshine, with the revolutions® of the seasons, with cold and
heat, with loss of friends and kindred, with injuries and resentments, grati-
tude and hope, with fear and sorrow. These, and the like, are the sensations
and objects which the poet describes, as they are the sensations of other men,
and the objects which interest them. The poet thinks and feels in the spirit
of the passions of men. How, then, can his language differ in any m.atenal
degree from that of all other men who feel vividly and see clearly? It might be
proved that it is impossible. But supposing that this were not the ca'se,‘th'e
poct might then be allowed to use a peculiar language, when expressing his
feclings for his own gratification, or that of men like himself. But poets do
not write for poets alone, but for men. Unless therefore we are advocates for
that admiration which depends upon ignorance, and that pleasure which
arises from hearing what we do not understand, the poet must descend from
this dupposed height, and, in order to excite rational sympathy, he must
express himself as other men express themselves. * * *

[“EMOTION RECOLLECTED IN TRANQUILLITY"]

[ have said that poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: it
téﬂg‘ﬁg’(;igin from emotion recollected in tranquillity: the emotion is con-
templated till by a species of reaction the tranquillity gradually disappears,
and an emotion, kindred to that which was before the subject of contempla-
tion, is gradually produced, and does itself actually exist in the mind. In
this mood successful composition generally begins, and in a mood similar
to this it is carried on; but the emotion, of whatever kind and in whatever
degree, from various causes is qualified by various pleasures, so that in
describing any passions whatsoever, which are voluntarily described, the
mind will upon the whole be in a state of enjoyment. Now, if nature be thus
cautious in preserving in a state of enjoyment a being thus employed, the
poet ought to profit by the lesson thus held forth to him, and ought espe-
cially to take care, that whatever passions he communicates to his reader,
those passions, if his reader’s mind be sound and vigorous, should always b_e
accompanied with an overbalance of pleasure. Now the music of harmoni-
ous metrical language, the sense of difficulty overcome, and the blind asso-
ciation of pleasure which has been previously received from works of rhyme
or metre of the same or similar construction, an indistinct perception per-
petually renewed of language closely resembling that of real life, and yet, in

3. Recurrence.




the cireumstance of metre, ditfering from it s widely, ull these imperceptis
bly make up a complex feeling of delight, which is of the most important
use in tempering the painful feeling which will always be found intermine
gled with powerful descriptions of the deeper passions, 'Vhis effect is always
produced in pathetic and impassioned poctry; while, in lighter compost
tions, the ease and gracefulness with which the poet manages his numbers
are themselves confessedly a principal source of the gratification of il

reader. I might perhaps include all which it is necessary to say upon this
subject by affirming, what few persons will deny, that, of two descriptions,
either of passions, manners, or characters, each of them equally well exe:
cuted, the one in prose and the other in verse, the verse will be read a hun-
dred times where the prose is read once. * * *

I know that nothing would have so effectually contributed to further the end
which I have in view, as to have shewn of what kind the pleasure is, and how
the pleasure is produced, which is confessedly produced by metrical compo-
sition essentially different from that which I have here endeavoured to rec- -
ommend: for the reader will say that he has been pleased by such composition;
and what can I do more for him? The power of any art is limited; and he will
suspect, that, if I propose to furnish him with new friends, it is only upon
condition of his abandoning his old friends. Besides, as I have said, the reader
is himself conscious of the pleasure which he has received from such com-
position, composition to which he has peculiarly attached the endearing
name of poetry; and all men feel an habitual gratitude, and something of an
honorable bigotry for the objects which have long continued to please them:
we not only wish to be pleased, but to be pleased in that particular way in
which we have been accustomed to be pleased. There is a host of arguments
in these feelings; and 1 should be the less able to combat them successfully,
as I am willing to allow, that, in order entirely to enjoy the poetry which I am
recommending, it would be necessary to give up much of what is ordinarily
enjoyed. But, would my limits have permitted me to point out how this plea-
sure is produced, I might have removed many obstacles, and assisted my
reader in perceiving that the powers of language are not so limited as he may
suppose; and that it is possible that poetry may give other enjoyments, of
a purer, more lasting, and more exquisite nature. This part of my subject I
have not altogether neglected; but it has been less my present aim to prove,
that the interest excited by some other kinds of poetry is less vivid, and less
worthy of the nobler powers of the mind, than to offer reasons for presum-
ing, that, if the object which I have proposed to myself were adequately
attained, a species of poetry would be produced, which is genuine poetry;
in its nature well adapted to interest mankind permanently, and likewise
important in the multiplicity and quality of its moral relations.

From what has been said, and from a perusal of the poems, the reader will
be able clearly to perceive the object which I have proposed to myself: he will
determine how far I have attained this object; and, what is a much more
important question, whether it be worth attaining; and upon the decision of
these two questions will rest my claim to the approbation of the public.

1800, 1802

Strunge fits of passion have 1 known!

Strange [its of passion have I known:
And | will dare to tell,

But in the Lover’s ear alone,

What once to me befel.

s When she I loved looked every day
Fresh as a rose in June,
I to her cottage bent my way,
Beneath an evening moon.

Upon the moon I fixed my eye,

10 All over the wide lea;
With quickening pace my horse drew nigh
Those paths so dear to me.

And now we reached the orchard-plot;
And, as we climbed the hill,

15 The sinking moon to Lucy’s cot
Came near, and nearer still.

In one of those sweet dreams [ slept,
Kind Nature’s gentlest boon!

And all the while my eyes I kept

On the descending moon.

My horse moved on; hoof after hoof
He raised, and never stopped:

When down behind the cottage roof,
At once, the bright moon dropped.

33 What fond and wayward thoughts will slide
Into a Lover's head!
“O mercy!” to myself I cried,
“If Lucy should be dead!"”?

1799 1800

She dwelt among the untrodden ways'

She dwelt among the untrodden ways
Beside the springs of Dove,?

version demonstrates how a poem can be improved
by omission of a passage that is, in itself, excellent
poetry: “I told her this: her laughter light / Is ring-
ing in my ears; / And when [ think upon that night /
My eyes are dim with tears.”

1. For the author's revisions while composing
this poem, see “Poems in Process,” in the supple-
mental ebook.

2. There are several rivers by this name in
England, including one in the Lake District.

1. This and the four following picces are often
grouped by editors as the “Lucy poems,” even
though “A slumber did my spirit seal” does not
identify the “she” who is the subject of that
poem. All but the last were written in 1799,
while Wordsworth and his sister were in Ger-
many and homesick. There has been diligent
speculation about the identity of Lucy, but it
remains speculation.

2. An additional stanza in an earlier manuscript
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A Maid whom there were none to praise
And very few to love:

A violet by a mossy stone
Half hidden from the eye!
—Fair as a star; when only one
Is shining in the sky.

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

But she is in her grave, and, oh,
The difference to me!

1800

Three years she grew 1799

Three years she grew in sun and shower,
Then Nature said, “A lovelier flower

On earth was never sown;

This Child I to myself will take;

She shall be mine, and I will make

A Lady of my own.!

“Myself will to my darling be

Both law and impulse: and with me

The Gitl, in rock and plain,

In earth and heaven, in glade and bower,
Shall feel an overseeing power

To kindle or restrain,

“She shall be sportive as the fawn e
That wild with glee across the lawn
Or up the mountain springs;

And hers shall be the breathing balm,
And hers the silence and the calm

Of mute insensate things.

“The floating clouds their state shall lend
To her; for her the willow bend;

Nor shall she fail to see

Even in the motions of the Storm

Grace that shall mould the Maiden’s form
By silent sympathy.

“The stars of midnight shall be dear

To her; and she shall lean her ear

In nuny a secret place

Where rivalets dance thelr wayward vornl,

30

35

40

18

And beauty b.
Shall pa:st)iln)to\x AMONG UNKNOWN MEN

“And vital feelings oilng sound
Shall rear her form to s

Her virgin bosom swell;

Such thoughts to Lucy | wir,
While she and I together live
Here in this happy dell.”

Thus Nature spake—the work was do.
How soon my Lucy's race was run!
She died, and left to me

This heath, this calm, and quiet scene;
The memory of what has been,

And never more will be.

A slumber did my spirit seal

A slumber did my spirit seal;
I had no human fears:

She seemed a thing that could not feel
The touch of earthly years.

No motion has she now, no force;
She neither hears nor sees;

Rolled round in earth’s diurnal® course,
With rocks, and stones, and trees.

I travelled among unknown men

I travelled among unknown men,
In lands beyond the sea;

Nor, England! did I know till then
What love I bore to thee.

"Ilis past, that melancholy dream!
Not will 1 quit thy shore

A sceond time; for still 1 seem
10 fove thee more and more.

Awmong thy mountains did 1 eel
The joy of my disdre,
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Fhe bowers where Lucy played;

t5 /\IE(' thine oo is the last green fiekd
That Lucy's eyes surveyced.

ca. 1801

Nutting!
————————It seems a day

(I speak of one from many singled out)
One of those heavenly days that cannot die;
When, in the eagerness of boyish hope ’
s 1 lc::ft our cottage-threshold, sallying forth

With a huge wallet® o'er my shoulder slung
A m.’ltting-crook in hand; and turned my st(’eps
Toyv rd some far-distant wood, a Figure quaint
Trlc‘ked out in proud disguise of cast-off weeds®

1w Which for that service had been husbanded
By exhortation of my frugal Dame2— ’
Motley accoutrement, of power to smile
At thorns, and brakes,® and brambles,—and, in truth
More ragged than need was! Q'er pathless rc;cks ’

15 Thrqugh beds of matted fern, and tangled thickets
Forcing my way, I came to one dear nook ’
Unvisited, where not a broken bough
Drooped with its withered leaves, ungracious sign
Of devastation; but the hazels rose &

20 Tal! and erect, with tempting clusters hung
A virgin scene!—A little while I stood, ’
Bre{athing with such suppression of the heart
As joy delights in; and, with wise restraint
Voluptuous, fearless of a rival, eyed

25 The banquet;—or beneath the trees I sate
Among the flowers, and with the flowers I played;
A temper known to those, who, after long ,
Ar?d weary expectation, have been blest
With sudden happiness beyond all hope.

30 Perhaps it was a bower beneath whose leaves
The violets of five seasons re-appear
And fade, unseen by any human eye;

Where fairy water-breaks? do murmur on
For ever; and [ saw the sparkling foam,

33 And—with my cheek on one of those green stones
That, fleeced with moss, under the shady trees
Lay round me, scattered like a flock of sheep——’

I heard the murmur and the murmuring sound,

1. Wordsworth said in 1843 that these lines
written in Germany in 1798, were "intendl;:ile;s;
part of a poem on my own life [The Prelude], but
struck out as not being wanted there.” He ;:ub-
lished them in the second edition of Lyrical Bal- rocks.

lads, 1800,

bag, knapsuck

thickets of ferns ;

2. Ann Tyson, with whom Wardsworth
while at Hawkshead grammar s:h;m?r lodged
3. Places where the flow of a stream is broken by

In thit sweet mood when pleastiee loves to pay
o Pribute to ease; and, ol its joy secure,
The heart lusuriates with indifferent things,
Wasting its kindliness on stocks? and stones,
Aund on the vacant air. Then up 1 rose,
And dragged to carth both branch and bough, with crash

And merciless ravage: and the shady nook

OF hazels, and the green and mossy bower,
Delormed and sullied, patiently gave up
T'heir quiet being: and, unless I now
Confound my present feelings with the past,

lire from the mutilated bower I turned
Ixulting, rich beyond the wealth of kings,
f felt a sense of pain when 1 beheld

'I'he silent trees, and saw the intruding sky.—

1798

'I'hen, dearest Maiden,” move along these shades
In gentleness of heart; with gentle hand
"Touch—for there is a spirit in the woods.

1800

The Ruined Cottage'

First Part

"Iwas summer and the sun was mounted high.
# Along the south the uplands feebly glared
Through a pale steam, and all the northern downs
In clearer air ascending shewed far off
s Their surfaces with shadows dappled o'er
Of deep embattled clouds: far as the sight
Could reach those many shadows lay in spots
Determined and unmoved, with steady beams
Of clear and pleasant sunshine interposed;
10 Pleasant to him who on the soft cool moss
Extends his careless limbs beside the root
Of some huge oak whose aged branches make
A twilight of their own, a dewy shade
Where the wren warbles while the dreaming man,
15 Half-conscious of that soothing melody,
With side-long eye looks out upon the scene,
By those impending branches made more soft,

4. Tree stumps. (“Stocks and stones” is a con-
ventiona) expression for “inanimate things.”)

5. In a manuscript passage originally intended to
lcad up to “Nutting,” the maiden is called Lucy.
1. Wordsworth wrote The Ruined Cottage in
1797-98, then revised it several times before he
finally published an expanded version of the
story as book 1 of The Excursion, in 1814. The
Ruined Cottage was not published as an indepen-
dent poem until 1949, when it ap) eared in the
fifth volume of The Poetical Worzs of William
Wordsworth, edited by Ernest de Selincourt and
Helen Darbishire, who printed a version known
as “MS. B.” The text reprinted here is from

“MS. D,” dated 1799, as transcribed by James
Butler in the Cornell Wordsworth volume, “The
Ruined Cottage” and “The Pedlar” (1979). )
Concerning the principal narrator, introduced
in line 33, Wordsworth said in 1843, “had I been
born in a class which would have deprived me of
what is called a liberal education, it is not
unlikely that being strong in body; I should have
taken to a way of life such as that in which my
Pedlar passed the greater part of his days. ...
[Tthe cEarsctcr I have represented in his person
is chiefly an idea of what 1 fancicd my own char-
acter might have become in his circumstances.”




