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1

THE EPOCH

Christmas 1806. Coleorton, Leicestershire.

He was a long way from the rivers, lakes and mountains of his northern boyhood. A long way, too, from the rolling green hills of the West Country Quantocks where he and his new friend had planned the collection of poems that would come to mark a turning point in literary history. The eastern Midlands of England, all coalfields and low-lying farmland, was not his natural domain. He was there with his family – wife Mary, sister Dorothy, sister-in-law Sara, son Johnny, daughter Dora and new baby Tommy – at a place called Hall Farm. A generous patron, Sir George Beaumont, had given him a sanctuary for the winter of his thirty-seventh year.

Just before Christmas, the friend arrived. Samuel Taylor Coleridge: overweight, addicted to opium and alcohol, he had recently returned from a long stint in a warmer climate where he had sought to repair his health. He was in the midst of a marital crisis. After weeks of characteristic procrastination, he had left his wife Sara and two young children at the home in the Lake District that they shared with fellow poet Robert Southey and his family (Southey’s wife Edith was Sara Coleridge’s sister). Coleridge was magnetically drawn to the Wordsworth household not only because of the friendship that had led to the co-written poetry collection Lyrical Ballads, but also because he was irredeemably and unrequitedly in love with Sara Hutchinson, William’s sister-in-law.

Now he was here at Hall Farm, bringing along his eldest child, ten-year-old Hartley, named after the philosopher David Hartley. There was room enough. The house had three bedrooms on the first floor, and more on the second. The five adults and four children shared a spiced pudding on Christmas Day, Dorothy’s birthday.

Wordsworth had a treat for Coleridge and the three women, all of whom loved him in different ways. On the twelve days of Christmas, and for one day beyond, the family gathered around the fireplace in the drawing room to the right of the front door and listened to him reading a blank-verse composition in thirteen books, dedicated to his newly returned friend.[1] It was unlike anything heard before in the history of poetry.

The oldest and most revered form of Western poetry is epic. This is where Western culture began: the stories of the demigods in Gilgamesh, of the heroes in The Iliad and The Odyssey. This was the great tradition in which students were drilled through the centuries: the origins of ancient Rome in the Aeneid of Virgil, the myths of antiquity in the Metamorphoses of Ovid, the Fall of Man in the Paradise Lost of John Milton. In what may well have been the boldest act of chutzpah in literary history, Wordsworth wrote his epic poem not about heroes and gods, not about his nation, not about the spiritual story of humankind from Genesis to Revelation, but about himself. The most ancient of poetic forms was made new and made personal, turned inward to address the growth of the poet’s own self.

An epic customarily begins in medias res, in the middle of things. Our story accordingly begins at this moment, with the poem ready to be shared. Imagine that we are listening to Wordsworth’s voice as he reads his newly minted work to his immediate circle. See them gathered around the fire on a winter evening, deep in the English countryside: the women who have supported him and who are contributing so much to his vision, and the troubled friend who has inspired him to tell in verse the story of his early life. 

A new year is about to dawn, but a special trust is about to die.

*

Wordsworth spoke with ‘a deep guttural intonation, and a strong tincture of the northern burr, like the crust on wine’.[2] He began:

Oh there is blessing in this gentle breeze

That blows from the green fields and from the clouds

And from the sky: it beats against my cheek

And seems half conscious of the joy it gives.[3]

The breeze was like an instrument carrying the music of nature to his inner self. Soon he was transporting them back from the eastern lowlands to the Lake District in the north-west of England that was their spiritual home.

In the first two books he told of childhood and school time, of stealing eggs from the nests of birds, of rowing an illicitly borrowed boat beneath a towering crag, and of his skates hissing along the polished ice of a lake at night. Then, in the third to fifth books, of university, summer vacation and the influence of books. In the sixth he recalled a walking tour that had taken him across the Alps and in the seventh he tracked his residence in London after going down from Cambridge. Book eight was a philosophical retrospect, entitled ‘Love of Nature leading to Love of Mankind’.

And then he plunged into an account of how he had literally walked into the French Revolution and become an ‘enthusiast’ for the cause. By that winter of 1806–7, however, he had lost faith in the radical politics of his youth. One motivation for writing the poem to Coleridge was to capture before it faded into total oblivion the feeling of hope, of a blissful new dawn for society, that had animated him back in the early 1790s.

On he read, night after night, by firelight and flickering candle, concluding with a vision beheld on the summit of mount Snowdon in North Wales. This climactic memory led into an address to Coleridge asserting that the two of them, these young poets, their art still barely tested in the marketplace, would one day come to be seen as ‘Prophets of Nature’ with the power to offer humankind ‘A lasting inspiration sanctified / By reason and by truth’, a philosophy of the love of nature, and a blueprint for ‘how the mind of man’ may become ‘A thousand times more beautiful than the earth / On which he dwells’.[4]

Coleridge replied with a poem of his own. In his manuscript he called it ‘To W. Wordsworth. Lines Composed, for the greater part on the Night, on which he finished the recitation of his Poem (in thirteen Books) concerning the growth and history of his own Mind, Jan. 7, 1807, Cole-orton, near Ashby de la Zouch’.[5] It is a poem that makes astonishingly high claims for the work of his friend. Wordsworth is lauded as the first to tell in poetry of ‘the foundations and the building up / Of a Human Spirit’. The first to tell of how we are shaped by our childhood environment. Of how we emerge into political consciousness. And, in a magnificent phrase, of how we are eventually summoned homeward ‘From the dread watch-tower of man’s absolute self’ to a place in nature, a vision of the divine, and a sense of community. When ‘the long sustainéd Song finally closed’ and Wordsworth’s ‘deep voice’ fell silent, Coleridge looked at his friend, and at the three women gathered ‘round us both / That happy vision of beloved faces’, and then he rose and found himself ‘in prayer’. Poetry had taken on the holiness that had traditionally belonged to religious faith.

Wordsworth had three names for his work: ‘The Poem to Coleridge’, ‘The Poem on my own Life’ and ‘The Poem on the Growth of my own Mind’. But he never gave it a title and never published it. He continued to tinker with it for half a century between its modest beginnings in 1798 and his death at the age of eighty in 1850. For a long time, he conceived it to be a mere overture to a still longer work, which he never completed. That was why when his family saw it into print soon after he died, they gave it the title that has stuck: The Prelude. ‘The prelude to what?’, students will sometimes ask. The old joke among Wordsworthians is that he wrote a Prelude to his epic work and an Excursion from it, but never wrote the thing itself.

The alternative descriptions recorded on the title page of the first edition when it was finally published are more apt than the lead title: The Prelude, or Growth of a Poet’s Mind; An Autobiographical Poem. The growth of the subject’s mind: that is the most interesting dimension of any biographical endeavour. And an ‘autobiographical’ poem: the very word had been coined only a few years before. We might say that Wordsworth’s exploration of the growth of his own mind was and remains the original, the exemplary autobiographia literaria.

*

Wordsworth and Coleridge both began writing their best poetry when they met each other. They both stopped writing their best poetry when they fell out with one another. When and why did it all begin to go wrong?

Something else happened during that Christmas and New Year visit to Coleorton. Or may have happened. Coleridge scrawled an entry in giant capital letters in his notebook: ‘THE EPOCH’. He then gave a date and a place: ‘Saturday, 27th December, 1806 – Queen’s Head, Stringston, ½ a mile from Coleorton Church, 50 minutes after 10.’[6] It would appear that he had left Hall Farm in horror, crossed the fields and ended up in a pub in the village of Thringstone, where he sat down to drink and to write about what had happened. He was disorientated: I have followed in his footsteps across the fields to Thringstone from the church of St Mary the Virgin, Coleorton (which nestles beside Hall Farm) and it is a walk of three miles, not a mere half.

You can tell from the manuscript that Coleridge’s hand was shaking as he wrote. The following three leaves, which would have been densely written in his rapid penmanship, were later ripped from the notebook and destroyed. But their content can be inferred from a notebook entry written some months later, after Coleridge awoke from a dream of tears and an ‘anguish of involuntary Jealousy’. He poured out his unrequited love for ‘Asra’, Sara Hutchinson, describing it as the very ground of his identity: ‘Self in me derives its sense of Being from having this one absolute Object.’ Then he wrote of his thoughts of suicide. And then this:

O agony! O the vision of that Saturday Morning – of the Bed / – O cruel! is he not beloved, adored by two – & two such Beings – / and must I not be beloved near him except as a Satellite? – But o mercy mercy! is he not better, greater, more manly, & altogether more attractive to any the purest Woman? … W. is greater, better, manlier, more dear, by nature, to Woman, than I – I – miserable I! – but does he – O No! no! no! he does not – he does not pretend, he does not wish, to love you as I love you, Sara! – he does not love, he would not love, it is not the voice, not the duty of his nature, to love any being as I love you.[7]

Was it not enough for Wordsworth to be adored by his wife Mary and his sister Dorothy? Was he to be the lodestar of his sister-in-law Sara, too?

Some months later, Coleridge wrote again of ‘that miserable Saturday morning’. The thunderclouds had been gathering over his relationship with the Wordsworth household. The dreadful possibility that Asra might have been in love with William: he had been staring it in the face, then averting his eyes from it. Did she not brush off Coleridge when they were physically close to each other? ‘But a minute and a half with me and all the time restless & going.’ But with him: ‘An hour and more with Wordsworth – in bed – O agony!’[8] Wordsworth’s name was written here in a cipher using Greek characters, Coleridge’s way of shielding himself (and prying eyes) from intimate matters. The rest of the notebook entry is scored out.

Around the same time, Coleridge wrote a poem in Latin called ‘Ad Vilmum Axiologum’. ‘Ad Vilmum’: to William. ‘Axiologum’: a Latinized play on the Greek words for ‘words’ (logoi) and ‘worth[y]’ (axios). Like the generous verses written on hearing the recitation at Hall Farm, this is a poem ‘To William Wordsworth’. But it is very different in tone. A translation of the opening lines might read

Do you force me to endure Asra’s forgetting,

Make me see how she turns her eye from me,

Make me know that the one I’ll always love

Is false and cruel?

And the end: ‘My life is finished. Asra lives on, forgetting me.’[9] Thanks to Wordsworth, Asra is shown to be an ‘empty’ woman. She who was Coleridge’s everything has become nothing. In common with many of Coleridge’s poems, this one stitches together an assortment of literary borrowings, in particular some virulent and unpleasant lines about sexual infidelity from the Italian Renaissance poet Ludovico Ariosto.[10] It is hard to read the poem as anything other than an accusation against Wordsworth and Sara.

Could it really have been so? Perhaps the image of the pair of them in bed together was a bad dream or an opium-induced vision? That was how Coleridge rationalized it many years later: ‘Did I believe it? Did I not even Know, that it was not so, could not be so?’ Maybe the ‘horrid’ vision was ‘a mere phantasm’. ‘And yet what anguish, what gnawings of despair, what throbbings and lancinations of positive Jealousy.’[11] Many more years later, the image was still with him: one night in 1819, he dreamed of ‘Wordsworth and SH’ together, her ‘most beautiful breasts exposed’.[12] The frenzied exit to Thringstone and the enduring force of the memory feel too vivid for the whole thing to have been a mere imagining. Nor is it plausible that he was under the delusional influence of opium at the time: Dorothy had made a point of ensuring that there was no brandy in the house, so that Coleridge would not have the opportunity to mix a tincture of laudanum. It was presumably in order to find alcohol in which to dissolve a dose of opium that he headed across the fields to the tavern.

We will never know what Wordsworth and Sara were doing in bed together.[13] The innocent explanation would be that, though the weather that Christmas was unseasonably mild, Hall Farm was a chilly house. Bed was the obvious place to be on a December morning, in order to read together or look through the manuscript of the long autobiographical poem which Wordsworth was preparing to read aloud that evening. Sara had wonderfully clear handwriting and wrote the fairest copies of William’s poems. Coleridge did not stop to think that they might have been working together; instead, his memory fixated itself on Sara’s beautiful naked breasts.

Wordsworth was a man of strong passions, but there is no external evidence to support Coleridge’s perception that he had an affair with his sister-in-law, just as there is no warrant for the idea promoted by some modern critics that the love he bore for Dorothy might have been incestuous. Coleridge’s problem was that he could think of love only as something all-consuming. His own insecurity led to his self-perception as a mere ‘Satellite’ in the sphere of Wordsworth and the three women who supported him in his work. In a letter to his friend Henry Crabb Robinson, a poetry-loving lawyer who got to know nearly all the major authors of the age, Coleridge wrote that ‘Wordsworth is by nature incapable of being in Love, tho’ no man more tenderly attached – hence he ridicules the existence of any other passion than a compound of Lust with Esteem & Friendship, confined to one Object, first by accidents of Association, and permanently, by the force of Habit & a sense of Duty.’[14] Though the tone of this is negative, Coleridge grants that a compound of lust with esteem and friendship is actually an excellent recipe for an enduring relationship. The Wordsworthian attitude whereby initial sexual desire is subsequently married to respect and companionship will, Coleridge continues, make for ‘a good Husband’ and a happy life. That is indeed what Wordsworth achieved. Perhaps, though, at the cost of his continued creativity.

There is, says Coleridge, contrasting his own state of mind to Wordsworth’s tender attachments, ‘such a passion as Love – which is no more a compound than Oxygen’. Coleridge was in close touch with the science of his time: only a few years had passed since Joseph Priestley had demonstrated that oxygen was not a compound and Erasmus Darwin, grandfather of Charles, had popularized its chemical name in his poem The Botanic Garden. For Coleridge, love was oxygen, a pure element, uncontaminated by anything so mundane as ‘Esteem & Friendship’. One of his poems was called ‘Constancy to an Ideal Object’, another ‘Love and Friendship Opposite’. He wanted Asra, his ideal object, to be constant to him as he vowed he would be to her (having failed to be constant to his wife, the other Sara). And he wanted her to be an all-consuming lover, not a friend. He wanted all or nothing. To use the terms of the novel that Jane Austen published during the very year of this letter to Crabb Robinson, Coleridge was in thrall to ‘sensibility’, whereas Wordsworth lived and loved with ‘sense’. Coleridge was Marianne Dashwood to Wordsworth’s Elinor.

Aching with his passion for Asra, Coleridge could not abide the sight of Wordsworth so ‘tenderly attached’ to his wife, his sister, his sister-in-law and his children. But he was again and again drawn back to the home and family that they offered him. Later in the day, he returned from the Queen’s Head. The Wordsworths, for now, were patient. There were probably some stern words, or at least looks, with regard to his drinking and his moodiness. But nothing seems to have been said about the morning encounter, if indeed it ever happened. Over the following evenings, they huddled together around the fireplace in the drawing room and listened to the poet as, with his North Country burr, he read the 8,000 lines of the

POEM

TITLE NOT YET FIXED UPON

BY

WILLIAM WORDSWORTH

ADDRESSED TO

S. T. COLERIDGE

A breach had been opened in the friendship, but for now it was healed by the sharing of poetry as together they inaugurated an epoch in the history of the modern self.
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A VOICE THAT FLOWED ALONG MY DREAMS

The poem he read to Coleridge on those winter nights in Sir George Beaumont’s farmhouse had its origin some eight years earlier. Wordsworth, his sister Dorothy and Coleridge had gone to Germany, ostensibly to learn the language. Coleridge had been urging Wordsworth to write a philosophical epic. Wordsworth was meditating upon his poetic vocation. The question of his destiny led him to think of his origins, and that was where he began:

Was it for this

That one, the fairest of all rivers, loved

To blend his murmurs with my nurse’s song,

And from his alder shades and rocky falls,

And from his fords and shallows, sent a voice

That flowed along my dreams?[1]

Wordsworthian questions may convey a sense of doubt and hesitation, a sense of wonder and surprise, or sometimes both at once. Was it for this? Negatively: for being stuck in Germany, far from home, suffering from writer’s block on a project that I don’t really believe in, but that I cannot give up on because Coleridge believes that it is my destiny to be the greatest philosophical poet of the age, the true successor to John Milton. Positively: perhaps it was for this, the act of writing, the very thing that I am writing now, that I was born. A poetic vision that would indeed become philosophical, but that begins in memory, in home, in nature and in childhood.

A vision that begins with the river Derwent flowing beside the garden wall of the house in Cockermouth where he was born. With the musical murmur of that river. If you are lucky enough to be born beside a river – especially in a world without the hum of traffic and electricity, let alone the white noise of modern communications – the sound of its water will be a constant under-presence to your childhood, heard below the bedtime lullabies, through the drift into sleep and on into your dreams. The river speaks and asks the nascent poet to respond in lines that will flow in blank verse across the line endings: ‘Was it for this / That’, ‘loved / To blend’, ‘a voice / That flowed’. The river Derwent was his first muse. 

His birthplace, now owned by the National Trust, is elegant and imposing, Georgian architecture at its best, bathed in light by way of eight large sashed windows on the lower floor and nine on the upper. There were spacious, wood-panelled rooms and ample quarters for family servants. The children’s bedroom was at the back of the house, looking out on the well-stocked garden that led down to a terraced path by the Derwent. When you open the window, you hear the water. There is a rocky patch on the bed of the river as it flows past the house, causing the water to eddy and to murmur a little louder.

A new build in an old community, this was, and still is, the most handsome dwelling on the main street of Cockermouth, an ancient market town on the north-west fringe of the English Lake District, dominated by a partially ruined Norman castle. The house belonged to a man said to be the richest landowner in England: Sir James Lowther. He was variously known as ‘Wicked Jimmy’, ‘the Bad Earl’, the ‘Tyrant of the North’ and ‘Jimmy Grasp-all, Earl of Toadstool’. As well as his rural estates, he owned whole towns, coal mines and the harbour at Whitehaven, the second-busiest port in the land and an engine room of the northern economy. He was master of all he surveyed, exercising control over nine seats in Parliament.

Wordsworth’s grandfather Richard had been law-agent for Lowther’s properties and dealings in Westmorland until Richard’s death in 1760. Wordsworth’s father John followed in the family footsteps, training in the law and then entering the service of the Lowthers. In 1764, John Wordsworth was made responsible for their estates in Cumberland (the Lake District is now in ‘Cumbria’, but it was then two counties, Westmorland on the Pennine side, Cumberland towards the sea). Lowther installed his agent in the impressive house on Cockermouth high street so that everybody would know that his man was someone to be reckoned with.

Eighteenth-century England was a place where property was power. Without it, you couldn’t even vote. If you committed a crime against property – poaching, trespass, petty theft – your punishment would be severe. Most of the English land was owned by the all-powerful families of the aristocracy and the gentry, though with some important exceptions, among them the remoter parts of the Lake District. The traditional role for the steward and law-agent of a great landowner was to oversee the estates, collect rents and handle disputes. But John Wordsworth was also tasked with the work of ensuring that eligible voters turned out to support the Lowther interest at election time. To maintain the family’s supremacy in the region, it was necessary to keep all those parliamentary boroughs in their pocket. Some votes were openly bought, but most were ‘canvassed’ by way of the supply of free alcohol. The biggest election expense was the reimbursement of innkeepers, who provided drinks on the house through the several days of polling, in return for the assurance of a vote for their patron. Following the 1774 election, John Wordsworth had to settle a bill just a few shillings short of £200, for ‘Victuals and Liquor consumed during the course of the poll’.[2] That is about £30,000 or $40,000 in today’s money.

The role of Lowther’s agent did not make for popularity. When John Wordsworth’s only daughter was a teenager, she complained that ‘it is indeed mortifying to my Brothers and me to find that amongst all those who visited at my father’s house he had not one real friend’.[3] The only callers were there on business or trying to gain influence with Lowther. One would have expected Mr Wordsworth to be well remunerated for such work. He was not. The house came rent-free, but he had no formal contract or salary. Instead, he was rewarded with interests of his own, such as the tolls on cattle gates and rents on small parcels of land. His financial dependence on his master would become a huge problem for his children.

The year after arriving in Cockermouth, John Wordsworth, now twenty-five, married eighteen-year-old Ann Cookson, daughter of a linendraper from another market town, Penrith, in the east of Cumberland. Within six years, there were five children: firstborn son Richard, the responsible one, destined to become a lawyer like his father; William, born two years later, on 7 April 1770, a temperamental child, the only one his mother ever worried about; Dorothy, the only daughter, born on Christmas Day of 1771; the following December, John, adored by William and Dorothy, ‘from his earliest infancy of most lonely and retired habits’, and therefore known by his father as ‘Ibex’, after ‘the shyest of all the beasts’;[4] then finally, in 1774, Christopher, the scholarly one, who would rise to the supreme position in the academic world, master of Trinity College, Cambridge.

The woman’s role was to nurture her children in the Christian faith. At Easter, they would troop to church to say their catechism, dressed in fresh clothes. One of William’s few memories of his mother had her pinning to his breast a nosegay of flowers that she had picked and bound for the occasion. With her husband away from home, riding the county on Lowther business, Ann often sent the children to relatives for a change of air. John’s elder brother, Richard, was Collector of Customs in the port of Whitehaven. On their first sight of the sea, little Dorothy wept. In old age, William would say that this was the first sign of her remarkable ‘sensibility’.[5] On the beach, they picked up shells and took them back to Cockermouth, holding the hollows to their ear and hearing the sound of the sea.

The children also made long visits to Penrith, staying above the linen shop with their mother’s parents, whom they found grumpy and critical. This encouraged a rebellious streak in William. He had a temper. Once, he recalled, he was so angry at being told off for some trivial offence that he went up to his grandparents’ attic and picked up one of the swords that he knew were kept there, with the intention of killing himself. On another occasion, he and his older brother Richard were whipping their spinning tops on the bare boards of the drawing-room floor. The walls were hung round with family portraits. ‘Dare you strike your whip through that old lady’s petticoat?’ asked William. ‘No, I won’t,’ was goody-goody Richard’s inevitable reply. ‘Then,’ said William, launching his whip, ‘here goes.’[6]

William was christened and Dorothy baptized at the same time.[7] They became inseparable. Their favourite place was the terrace by the river at the bottom of the garden, which commanded a fine view of Cockermouth Castle and the hills beyond. Sparrows built their nests in the closely clipped privet and rose hedge that covered the terrace wall. Tearaway William chased butterflies, while sensitive Dorothy feared to brush the dust from their wings.[8]

Standing at the confluence of the river Cocker and the Derwent, the town has always been prone to flooding: in 2009, Wordsworth’s birthplace was temporarily inundated by his beloved river. His own earliest memory, he claimed, was of total immersion in the Derwent’s crystal water. The first self-image in the first draft of his autobiographical poem is of a naked four-year-old boy making ‘one long bathing of a summer’s day’, basking in the sun, plunging into the stream. And then, when the rain comes pouring down, as sooner or later (usually sooner) it always does in the Lake District, standing alone like ‘a naked savage’ framed against crag, hill, wood and ‘distant Skiddaw’s lofty height’.[9]

He would always be pulled back to these mountains, rivers and lakes. But he was also born with the restless spirit of a wanderer. From an early age, his eye would be drawn to a road that led over the hill above the town and on into an unknown distance. Few things, he claims, pleased him more than a ‘public road’, a sight that

Hath wrought on my imagination since the morn

Of childhood, when a disappearing line,

One daily present to my eyes, that crossed

The naked summit of a far-off hill

Beyond the limits that my feet had trod,

Was like an invitation into space

Boundless.[10]

Wordsworth loved space. He did not want to be bound. At least in retrospect, he imagined himself being called from his home to a vagrant life. He loved nothing more than to walk. Thomas De Quincey, one of his disciples, reckoned that in the course of his life Wordsworth walked some 175,000 miles. The on-the-road conversation with a beggar, a discharged soldier, a dispossessed woman, an impoverished leech gatherer, a shepherd bearing the last of his flock: this would become a hallmark of his poetry.

*

William and Dorothy periodically attended a ‘dame school’ (kindergarten) in Penrith, where among the fellow pupils was Mary Hutchinson, his future wife, and her sister Sara. At the age of six, William entered the grammar school in Cockermouth. The master spent half a year trying fruitlessly to teach him Latin. But then Wordsworth was educated into strong feeling by harsh experience. Nearly all his greatest poetry is pervaded by a feeling of loss: the loss of childhood, of freedom, of the unmediated relationship with nature symbolized by the four-year-old child plunging naked into the Derwent. For a psychological explanation of this, we need look no further than a day one month before his eighth birthday.

His mother returned from a visit to friends in London. She had been accommodated in the so-called ‘best bedroom’, that is to say a guest room reserved for special occasions and therefore not regularly aired. The bed was damp. She caught a cold, which turned to a ‘decline’, probably pneumonia. Soon after her return to her parents’ house in Penrith, she died. The seven-year-old William’s ‘last impression’ of his mother was ‘a glimpse of her on passing the door of her bedroom during her last illness, when she was reclining in her easy chair’.[11] She was buried at Penrith on 11 March 1778.

He readily admitted that he remembered very little of his mother, yet he firmly believed that it was from her that he learned his love of nature. ‘Blest the infant babe’, he wrote, as he embarked on his project to use his ‘best conjectures’ to ‘trace / The progress of our being’: the baby nursed in its mother’s arms or sleeping on its mother’s breast is blessed because it is learning the experience of sympathy, the force of love. It is through the bond with our mothers in our infancy that we first claim ‘manifest kindred’ with a soul other than our own. As the baby at the breast gazes into the mother’s eye, it has its first experience of feeling. The reciprocal exchange of ‘passion’ is like an ‘awakening breeze’ that in time will extend its force and bind us to our natural surroundings, irradiating and exalting ‘All objects through all intercourse of sense’:

Along his infant veins are interfused

The gravitation and the filial bond

Of Nature that connect him with the world.[12]

The baby feels safe when ‘by intercourse of touch’ it holds ‘mute dialogues’ with the ‘mother’s heart’. That is the sensation needed to secure the self in the world. This ‘infant sensibility’ is the ‘Great birthright of our being’. So Wordsworth argues, innovatively using poetry to invent a theory of infant psychological development.

But what happens if the mother is lost, the child ‘left alone / Seeking this visible world, not knowing why’? How will the sense of Self and Other develop if the ‘props’ of the ‘affections’ are removed?[13] Wordsworth writes of the baby in his mother’s arms, ‘No outcast he, bewildered and depressed’. He is reaching back to that unconscious early memory – or perhaps clutching at the beautiful belief of belonging – because his mother’s death occurred when he was at a highly sensitive age. The loss made him an outcast, bewildered and depressed.
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FOSTERED

Dorothy was only six when their mother died. Three months later, she was separated from her brothers. A poignant note in the family account book, now held in the Wordsworth Library at Dove Cottage, reads: ‘Dolly Left Penrith for Halifax in a Chaise with Mr Threlkeld and Miss Threlkeld on Saturday 13th June 1778. Mr Cookson gave Miss Threlkred 5 gns towards her conveyance etc.’[1] The Threlkelds, brother and sister, were cousins of Mrs Wordsworth; Mr Cookson, who gave the five guineas for expenses, was William and Dorothy’s maternal grandfather. As far as is known, during the next ten years Dorothy never returned from Yorkshire to the Lake District. Nor did her father ever visit her. Many years later, she still held the bitter memory of never being invited to spend ‘a single moment under my Father’s Roof’.[2] Unlike her brothers, she did not return home annually at Christmas, even though it was also her birthday.

Initially, the brothers remained in Penrith. A year later, the two eldest, Richard and William, were sent to the Free Grammar School at Hawkshead in the vale of Esthwaite. Young John joined them in 1782. The brothers lodged, at a cost of ten guineas each per year, with Hugh (a joiner) and Ann Tyson, whom William would come to regard as a foster mother. William remained in Hawkshead during term time for eight formative years; halfway through his education, he moved with the Tysons from the little town itself to a nearby hamlet called Colthouse. In the summer vacations, as well as at Christmas, the boys returned to Cockermouth or Penrith.

The move to Hawkshead took them from the northern corner of the Lake District to the more mellow landscape of its southern edge. Gently sloping fells led down to the woodland around the lake. Here the seeds were sown for the growth of the poet’s mind, as he was fostered daily by beauty and sometimes by fear:

Fair seed-time had my soul, and I grew up

Fostered alike by beauty and by fear,

Much favoured in my birthplace, and no less

In that beloved vale to which erelong

I was transplanted.[3]

*

One of the most evocative exhibits in the Wordsworth Museum at Dove Cottage is a pair of ice skates that belonged to the poet. They inspired an exquisite poem by Seamus Heaney.[4] They consist of steel blades hinged onto a wooden bed shaped to fit the foot, with spikes to attach them to the skater’s footwear and leather ankle straps to secure them. At the rear, there is a braking mechanism: rock back upon the heels and the wood will come down on the steel, bringing you to a sliding halt. For many readers and students, Wordsworth at first seems a staid figure, as plodding as his later verse. To imagine him on those skates is to set him in motion, to conjure him back to youth, speed and joy.

Such images were among the most forceful of his recollections of his early years. In the memories of ‘Childhood and School-time’ that begin The Prelude, he remembers the ‘thundering hoofs’ of his horse as he and his friends galloped over Levens Sands, moonlight gleaming in the sea, as they headed home from an excursion to the ruins of Furness Abbey. At such moments, he recalls, he sensed a ‘spirit’, some form of sublime presence emanating from the rocks and streams.[5]

He felt this spiritual ‘transport’ again when skating on the lake at twilight in the frosty season. The village clock tolls six as ‘All shod with steel / We hissed along the polished ice in games / Confederate’.[6] The sibilance of ‘shod’, ‘steel’, ‘hissed’, ‘polished’ and ‘ice’ brings the very sound of the skates to life. And then the boy Wordsworth veers away from the noisy crowd of schoolmates, swerving into silent reverie as he cuts ‘across the image of a star / That gleamed upon the ice’. In a rare example of a late revision improving The Prelude, the final version of the text has ‘the reflex of a star’ instead of ‘the image’. With ‘reflex’ it is as if an X doubly marks the spot: the star reflected in the ice below the criss-cross of skate trails.[7]

Then he would lean back into a moment of giddy delight:

and oftentimes

When we had given our bodies to the wind

And all the shadowy banks on either side

Came sweeping through the darkness, spinning still

The rapid line of motion, then at once

Have I, reclining back upon my heels,

Stopped short; yet still the solitary cliffs

Wheeled by me, even as if the earth had rolled

With visible motion her diurnal round.[8]

His body is still but in his head he is moving with the earth, as if he were one with the mysterious force to which, as he moves from narrative to philosophizing, he gives a sequence of names: ‘Presence of Nature’, ‘visions of the hills’, ‘souls of lonely places’.[9] This will not be the only time that something profound, simultaneously comforting and terrifying, is conjured by Wordsworth’s collocation of those words ‘earth’, ‘rolled’, ‘motion’, ‘diurnal’ and ‘round’.

He must have known that the skating scene was one of his best and most characteristic passages because it was one of the few sequences of his verse autobiography that he brought into print. It appeared in 1809 in the – suitably wintery – Christmas issue of Coleridge’s magazine The Friend. Wordsworth then reprinted it among the ‘Poems referring to the Period of Childhood’ in his collected poems of 1815, with the title ‘Influence of Natural Objects in calling forth and strengthening the Imagination in Boyhood and early Youth’. An explanatory subtitle gestured towards the work that had been in progress for a decade and a half: ‘From an unpublished poem’. The descriptive sequence is preceded by a verse paragraph addressed to the ‘Wisdom and Spirit of the universe! / Thou Soul, that art the Eternity of thought!’ This spirit is said to be the force that gives ‘breath’ and ‘everlasting motion’ to forms and images. Working in conjunction with sublime landscapes, it purifies ‘The elements of feeling and of thought’, bringing us to a recognition of ‘A grandeur in the beatings of the heart’.[10] The shift of gear between vivid recollection of childhood and high spiritual-philosophical theory is another Wordsworthian hallmark.

Winters were cold through most of his childhood. There was a particularly prolonged and severe frost in his fifteenth winter, during which not only little Esthwaite Water but even large parts of the vast lake of Windermere were frozen over with thick ice. He often skated in this and other frosty seasons. Several of his peers were very accomplished skaters, though it was always a dangerous sport – one of the best of them, Tom Park, died on Esthwaite when he went through the ice in his twenties.[11]

There is no reason to doubt the autobiographical inspiration of The Prelude’s skating scene. At the same time, though, it should be recognized that skating scenes were much favoured in the poetry (as in the painting) of the eighteenth century, so Wordsworth was entering into a literary tradition as well as remembering his own past. The passage was drafted in Germany shortly after he and Coleridge visited the aged poet Friedrich Gottlieb Klopstock. This grand old man of German letters was famous for his odes, one of which, ‘Der Eislauf’, is an energetic evocation of the art of skating, at which Klopstock excelled. He twists and turns and plays poetically with the sound of skate on polished ice. It was reported that when he met Goethe, Germany’s other great poet, they talked about skating more than literature. Both Coleridge and Wordsworth left accounts of their visit to Klopstock, which appears to have been rather disappointing to the young English poets who were so excited to meet the old master. Skating is not mentioned in their recollections, but we cannot rule out the possibility that this encounter was one of the factors that led Wordsworth to turn his own memories of evenings on the ice into poetry.[12]

*

Wordsworth attaches the word ‘oftentimes’ to the skating scene. This was not a one-time memory. For the most part, we remember our formative years as a blur. In retrospect, each day is very like the next – save for the distinction between schooldays and holidays. We remember long hot summers, freezing cold mornings, the excitement of the first fall of snow. Day upon day, year upon year, of friendship and games, of laughter and tears, will merge together. But if we were fortunate enough to build dens in the woods, skate on frozen ponds and run hallooing in the mountain breeze, then our abiding memory will be of air and light, of the wind upon the face and the arching sky above.

Sometimes, though, we remember in singular flashes. Particular adventures and misadventures become part of family lore. And particular incidents take on symbolic force. These are what Wordsworth called the ‘spots of time’ that shape our identity. He coined the phrase towards the end of the first part of the autobiographical ‘Poem to Coleridge’ that he began in late 1798 and early 1799. ‘Such moments’, he wrote, ‘chiefly seem to have their date / In our first childhood’. The very act of recall gives them significance, makes them into the joints and the musculature of the self. Often they come at transitional moments, between light and darkness, marking ‘The twilight of rememberable life’.[13] Wordsworth was the first master-poet of memory. That very word ‘rememberable’ belongs distinctively to him.[14]

At the same time, he was aware of the tricks of memory. His past has ‘self-presence’, another newly minted turn of phrase, in his heart and yet there is such a gap – a ‘vacancy’ – between the lived experience of the child and the mind of the poet as he nears the age of thirty and begins to write down his memories that ‘sometimes when I think of them I seem / Two consciousnesses – conscious of myself, / And of some other being’.[15] The notion of two ‘consciousnesses’ was discussed by various eighteenth-century philosophers writing in response to John Locke’s theory of human understanding, but the tendency was to argue for the unity of the past and present selves, not a fracture between them. So, for example, Bishop Joseph Butler in his highly influential The Analogy of Religion argued that thinking about the relationship between one’s past and one’s present inevitably raises ‘the Idea of personal Identity’ and may create the anxiety that we do not have a single stable self, that ‘the Consciousness of our own Existence in Youth and Old-age’ could constitute ‘different successive consciousnesses’. Butler answers the problem by saying that if we are capable of recognizing that we may look at the same thing at different times and have different feelings about it while still knowing that it is the same thing, then we can be confident in the continuity of the self: ‘The person of whose existence the consciousness is felt now, and was felt an hour or a year ago, is discerned to be, not two persons, but one and the same.’[16] Wordsworth, by contrast, was interested in exploring his sense of uncertainty about his ‘personal Identity’, not in the provision of neat logical answers. The question is inevitably raised each time he summons up the remembrance of things past: to which consciousness does the emotional response to the moment belong, that of the original child or that of the adult attempting to piece together the story of the growth of his own mind?

The particular example he gave when defining his idea of ‘spots of time’ was one of his first horseback rides – he was probably only five – in the company of a servant or groom called James. They became separated on the moors. Afraid, the boy dismounted and with stumbling step led his horse down into a gloomy valley where he saw the mast of an old gibbet upon which a wife-murderer had been hanged years before. The rest of the execution structure was long gone; all that remained was ‘a long green ridge of turf’ in a shape that resembled a grave.[17] Hurrying away from the sinister spot, the child went back up the hill only to see a ‘naked pool’ and a prominent stone signal-beacon on the summit. Then he noticed a human figure:

A girl who bore a pitcher on her head

And seemed with difficult steps to force her way

Against the blowing wind. It was in truth

An ordinary sight but I should need

Colours and words that are unknown to man

To paint the visionary dreariness

Which, while I looked all round for my lost guide,

Did, at that time, invest the naked pool,

The beacon on the lonely eminence,

The woman and her garments vexed and tossed

By the strong wind.[18]

Wordsworth makes the ordinary seem extraordinary. ‘Visionary’ moments and the ‘dreariness’ of the everyday ought to be opposites, but the power of memory and imagination ‘colours’ the monochrome of the scene.

Why did Wordsworth choose such a bleak ‘spot’ to illustrate his proposition that ‘There are in our existence spots of time’ that fructify, nourish and repair our minds and ‘Especially the imaginative power’? The presence of the gibbet, the grave-shaped mound of turf, the Stygian pool and the sepulchral beacon suggest that the girl with the pitcher on her head, buffeted by the wind, is struggling through life, walking towards death.

Wordsworth was much possessed by death. In the first version of the ‘Poem to Coleridge’, the spot of time immediately before this one tells of how, just after being taken to live in the Vale of Esthwaite at the age of nine, he was walking by the lake and found a pile of clothes on the shore. Despite watching for a full half-hour, he could not see a bather. Shadows fall on the lake, with only the occasional plop of a leaping fish disturbing its ‘breathless stillness’. (Poetic convention would advise against the juxtaposition of ‘less’ and ‘ness’, but here the image of momentary suspension perfectly captures the mix of calm and foreboding.) The next day, a group of men rowed out to sound the depths of the lake with iron hooks and long poles.

At length the dead man, ’mid that beauteous scene

Of trees and hills and water, bolt upright

Rose with his ghastly face.[19]

It is a moment of horror like something out of a Jacobean tragedy – and indeed in the next line Wordsworth quotes (or rather, slightly misquotes) a phrase that Shakespeare gave to Othello, ‘moving accidents by flood and field’. The high drama of the Shakespearean stage is replaced by local ‘Distresses and disasters, tragic facts / Of rural history’. We, the people of northern England, Wordsworth is implying, are not the kings, heroes and nobles of traditional tragedy, but we have profound travails of our own and our stories merit the telling. And, as with the girl walking against the wind on the bleak hill, the ‘ghastly’ – ghostly – face of the dead man, a local schoolmaster who drowned in June 1779 while bathing in Esthwaite Water, impresses itself upon the young Wordsworth’s mind and is in later years recalled with very different feelings.

These two spots of time are followed by a third one, in similar vein. This one is a memory of a winter’s day when Wordsworth was thirteen. It is the end of school term. He and his brothers are going home for Christmas. Horses are being sent for them. They wait at a crossroads. Once more, it is a threshold moment. Unsure as to which of the two roads will bring the horses, William leaves his brothers and climbs up a crag onto a ridge in order to look out for them. It is cold and sleety, with mist intermittently obscuring the view. Huddled against a drystone wall, the boy finds himself in the company of a solitary sheep and a bare hawthorn bush that is bristling and whistling in the wind. The moment is implanted in his mind, mixing the ‘anxiety of hope’ (anticipation of the horses and of Christmas) with a peculiar sense of ‘chastisement’ arising from the event that followed: ten days later, between Christmas and New Year, his father died. Thirteen, the onset of adolescence, was as bad a time to lose a father as seven, the onset of enduring childhood memory, had been to lose a mother.

Again and again, especially when the rain batters his roof on stormy nights, this spot of time comes back to haunt him, but also, paradoxically, to refresh him:

And afterwards the wind, and sleety rain,

And all the business of the elements,

The single sheep, and the one blasted tree,

And the bleak music of that old stone wall,

The noise of wood and water, and the mist

Which on the line of each of those two roads

Advanced in such indisputable shapes,

All these were spectacles and sounds to which

I often would repair, and thence would drink

As at a fountain.[20]

Sigmund Freud would have called this sequence of The Prelude a ‘screen memory’. ‘There are some people whose earliest recollections of childhood are concerned with everyday and indifferent events which could not produce any emotional effect even in children, but which are recollected (too clearly, one is inclined to say) in every detail’, Freud wrote in his essay ‘Screen Memories’: ‘what is recorded as mnemic image is not the relevant experience itself [but] another psychical element closely associated with the objectionable one’.[21] By placing himself in the craggy wintery landscape of the pre-Christmas journey home, Wordsworth is evading the actual moment of his father’s death. A literary-minded psychoanalyst would, however, tease out an unconscious memory of the dead father in the animation of the scene, not only because of the ghostliness of the figures in the mist, but also because the phrase ‘indisputable shapes’ is an inversion of the words that Hamlet, literature’s most famous son, speaks to the ghost of his dead father: ‘Thou com’st in such a questionable shape’.[22]

The primal image of the girl battling against the wind near the gibbet, the drowned schoolmaster seen soon after the move to Hawkshead consequent upon his mother’s death, and the ‘waiting for the horses’ scene just before his father followed her to the grave are defining examples of how Wordsworth’s way of dealing with loss was always to find restorative power in nature, however bleak the scene. At the same time, like many children who have lost their parents, he often feels a sense of guilt. Was it somehow my fault that they died? Did some transgression or inadequacy of my own precipitate their absence?

It is perhaps for this reason that, though Nature in the early books of Wordsworth’s autobiographical poem is usually his guardian, nurturing him by her beauty, she is also sometimes a figure who admonishes, fostering him with fear and trembling. In the earliest notebook of manuscript drafts for what became The Prelude, there is a memorable passage composed in the autumn of 1798, which was duly incorporated into book one of the full-length poem. It describes an occasion during a summer holiday ramble when, without permission, he unmoored a shepherd’s boat and set out across Ullswater by moonlight. In remembering the night, his art of observation does not fail him: there is an exquisite image of how, on either side of the boat, the oars left upon the water

Small circles glittering idly in the moon

Until they melted all into one track

Of sparkling light.[23]

He fixed his gaze on the ridge that formed his horizon, with nothing but the stars above. As he rowed further from the shore, a higher hill, which seemed to the child’s eye like ‘a huge cliff’, reared into sight, blocking out the stars and seeming to pursue him ‘like a living thing’. He turned the little boat and stole his way back to the willow tree where it had been moored. For many days thereafter, he writes, ‘my brain / Worked with a dim and undetermined sense / Of unknown modes of being’. He was haunted by an inner darkness that turned the familiar shapes of trees and sky and green fields to ‘huge and mighty forms that do not live / Like living men’. These spectral shapes ‘moved slowly through my mind / By day, and were the trouble of my dreams’.[24] The vividness and intensity of the writing are testimony to the persistence of the memory and the weight with which anxiety pressed upon him, however mysterious – undetermined, unknown – its meaning.

After describing the days and nights of fearful visions, Wordsworth tries to identify their origin. Who or what is the spirit that haunts him? In the two-part Prelude of 1799, he imagines some combination of the localized nature gods of pagan antiquity and the sprites of native folklore. He begins his invocation: ‘Ah! not in vain ye Beings of the hills! / And ye that walk the woods and open heaths / By moon or star-light’.[25] In the more finished Prelude of 1805, he elevates this force into something grander. The ‘Beings of the hills’ are replaced by what can only be described as a world-soul:

Wisdom and Spirit of the Universe!

Thou Soul that art the Eternity of Thought!

And giv’st to forms and images a breath

And everlasting motion! not in vain,

By day or starlight thus from my first dawn

Of Childhood didst Thou intertwine for me

The passions that build up our human Soul,

Not with the mean and vulgar works of Man,

But with high objects, with enduring things,

With life and nature, purifying thus

The elements of feeling and of thought,

And sanctifying by such discipline

Both pain and fear until we recognise

A grandeur in the beatings of the heart.[26]

It is through his sense of the uncanny that he comes to believe that he has penetrated to the heart of the mystery of being: the human soul is only fully made when, instead of assuming that man is the master of all, we interwine our selves with the ‘enduring things’ of the natural world. 
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THERE WAS A BOY

In school, he began with Latin. Out of school, with fishing. The usher (deputy to the headmaster) taught him more in a fortnight than he had learned in all his time in Cockermouth. Once fluent in Latin, he took special delight in the Metamorphoses of Ovid, with its panoply of mythological tales of human beings transformed into rivers, rocks, flowers, trees and stars. He grew to love and respect the headmaster, Reverend William Taylor, Cambridge-educated, appointed headmaster of Hawkshead at the age of twenty-five, passionate about poetry and described by another poet as a man of ‘sound judgment, a modest demeanour and unblemished morals’.[1] Taylor became a substitute father, as Ann Tyson became a second mother.

There was brotherhood too. Not only with Richard and John, but also with schoolfriends. William and an older boy called Philip Braithwaite carved their names in a window seat in Ann Tyson’s cottage. The son of a hatter, Braithwaite had a limp, later exacerbated by an accident when he was apprenticed to a local farmer. This did not stop him from accompanying Wordsworth on long walks. On one occasion they crossed Windermere ferry and explored an unknown valley, where they found an abandoned charcoal-burner’s hut. They wondered about spending the night there but thought better of the plan. In the autumn, they would go into Graythwaite woods to gather hazelnuts. As an old man, Braithwaite remembered how William was always asking him questions, eager to learn of the world. When Braithwaite returned from a trip to London, in connection with family legal business, Wordsworth quizzed him about the great city – and was disappointed not to see some visible sign of how his friend might have been transformed by the experience.[2]

Another boy, Thomas Maude, described Wordsworth as ‘the uneasiest bedfellow I’ve ever had’.[3] This chimes with the poet’s own memory of nocturnal restlessness. He writes in The Prelude of how, when a student at Cambridge, he went home for the summer vacation and lodged again with Ann Tyson, taking comfort in his return to

That bed whence I had heard the roaring wind

And clamorous rain, that bed where I so oft

Had lain awake on breezy nights to watch

The moon in splendour couched among the leaves

Of a tall ash, that near our cottage stood,

Had watched her with fixed eyes, while to and fro,

In the dark summit of the waving tree,

She rocked with every impulse of the wind.[4]

Sometimes he would walk out alone at night.

Then there was John Fleming, who also loved poetry. The two teenage boys would get up at sunrise and, before the beginning of school, walk around the lake, reciting lines of rural description from James Thomson’s The Seasons, the most popular long poem of the eighteenth century. Wordsworth was becoming a voracious reader. During the Christmas and summer vacations, he worked his way through his father’s library, especially enjoying ‘on the road’ novels such as Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones, Alain-René Lesage’s The Adventures of Gil Blas in Tobias Smollett’s translation, and, father of them all, the Don Quixote of Cervantes. In later school years, his teacher lent him all the latest poetry: the meditative Task of William Cowper; the Scottish ballads of Robert Burns and the English ones of Thomas Percy’s Reliques; the pseudo-medieval effusions of the boy wonder Thomas Chatterton; the elegiac sonnets of Thomas Warton and Charlotte Smith; and The Minstrel of James Beattie, in which the rise and progress of poetical genius was expounded in florid stanzas filled with Gothic imagery.

These loans came from a new headmaster, because Taylor died, aged just thirty-two, in the summer of 1786. Eight years later, Wordsworth visited his grave near the sea at Cartmel Priory. It was inscribed with lines from Thomas Gray’s renowned poem ‘Elegy written in a Country Churchyard’, chosen by the master himself. Wordsworth, in his habitual guise of a returning wanderer, recalled how, about a week before his death, Taylor had said to him ‘My head will soon lie low.’ As Wordsworth looked at the turf on the grave, ‘those words’,

With sound of voice, and countenance of the man,

Came back upon me, so that some few tears

Fell from me in my own despite. And now,

Thus travelling smoothly o’er the level sands,

I thought with pleasure of the verses graven

Upon his tombstone, saying to myself

‘He loved the poets, and if now alive

Would have loved me, as one not destitute

Of promise, nor belying the kind hope

Which he had formed when I at his command

Began to spin, at first, my toilsome songs.’

It was indeed Taylor who had set him the exercises that became his first poems: verses on ‘The Summer Vacation’ (to which the precocious William added a sequel called ‘Return to School’) and an ode on the power of education, written in commemoration of the bicentenary of the school’s foundation.

As Wordsworth approached his father’s death obliquely by way of the ‘waiting for the horses’ passage in The Prelude, so he faced the memory of losing Taylor indirectly in a sequence of poems in Lyrical Ballads that take the form of dialogues with a teacher called ‘Mathew’. The figure was, Wordsworth acknowledged, an amalgam of several schoolmasters and other villagers whom he had known. ‘Mathew’ is an old man, in contrast to the Taylor who was cut down in his prime. He was partly based on a figure known in Hawkshead as ‘Mr John’: John Harrison, who for many years kept a small primary (junior) school in the village and who was a keen fisherman. The composite ‘Mathew’ is a representative of the teacher as father figure.

The finest poem in the group, ‘The Two April Mornings’, describes how the poet and the schoolmaster go for a walk at sunrise on a beautiful spring morning. ‘Mathew’ suddenly looks sad. The poet asks him why. He says it is because he has noticed the particular slant of purple light across a cloud over the mountaintop and it has reminded him of another April morning, thirty years ago, when he saw exactly the same fall of light crimsoning a field where the corn was just beginning to show above the ground. On that occasion, he was out with his fishing rod and, passing the churchyard, he stopped to visit the grave of his daughter, who had died at the age of nine. He felt that he had never loved her, or indeed anyone, so much as at that moment:

Six feet in earth my Emma lay,

And yet I lov’d her more,

For so it seem’d, than till that day

I e’er had lov’d before.

He then narrates how, as he turned from the grave, he saw a girl in the full bloom of youth, her flowing hair glistening with the morning dew. She is carrying a basket on her head, tripping along without a care in the world. Mathew sighs with grief as he thinks of his own lost daughter, but then he looks at the girl a second time ‘And did not wish her mine’. He accepts his own loss and rejoices instead that life goes on, that the sun comes up another day on another child. Wordsworth ends the poem by reverting to his own memory:

Mathew is in his grave, yet now

Methinks I see him stand,

As at that moment
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Wordsworth in 1798, the year of Lyrical Ballads, portrait by William Shuter
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Jean Duplessis-Bertaux, Storming of the Tuileries Palace on 10 August 1792: Wordsworth witnessed the aftermath
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Wordsworth in 1817, portrait by Richard Carruthers
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Wordsworth in Benjamin Robert Haydon’s Christ’s Entry into Jerusalem, beside Newton and Voltaire, with Keats behind
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The New School: detail from James Gillray’s caricature New Morality
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Dorothy as a young woman, miniature portrait
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Dorothy in old age, portrait by Samuel Crosthwaite, photographed in the early twentieth century by Christopher Wordsworth
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Annette, presumed miniature portrait
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The lost children: presumed drawing of Thomas and Catharine
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Samuel Taylor Coleridge, portrait after James Northcote
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Charles Lamb by William Hazlitt
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The Quantocks today, with thorn tree, lonesome road and view towards the Bristol Channel, from where it was feared that the French might invade
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Symonds Yat today, a few miles above Tintern Abbey, with woods, sylvan river, steep and lofty cliffs
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Wordsworth around the time of the completion of The Prelude, pencil drawing by Henry Edridge
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‘Perfect Contentment, Unity entire’: the vale of Grasmere
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Wordsworth’s skates

[image: Image Missing]

Alfoxden as it is today
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Birthplace: the family home in Cockermouth as it is today
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Rydal Mount in Wordsworth’s time
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Dove Cottage as it was when Wordsworth lived there
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Title page of Lyrical Ballads, 1798
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Sir George Beaumont’s painting of Piel Castle
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Original Goslar manuscript of ‘There was a Boy’
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The wedding ring and Dorothy’s journal entry for her brother’s wedding day
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William and Mary in old age
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Title page of first American edition of The Prelude, 1850
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Max Beerbohm, Wordsworth in the Lake District, at Cross-purposes
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Wordsworth on Helvellyn, painted by Benjamin Robert Haydon in 1842
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