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    At the heart of this study lies the claim that a poet’s inward life can shape a culture’s moral imagination through sustained attention to nature and the textures of ordinary experience. F. W. H. Myers’s Wordsworth offers a finely drawn portrait of William Wordsworth as both man and maker, presenting a critical narrative that follows the poet from youthful aspiration to mature conviction. Without sensationalism or speculation, Myers concentrates on what can be known and read, tracing the interplay between life events and artistic development. The result is an approachable, reflective companion that seeks to clarify how a distinctive voice emerged and why it still matters.

This book belongs to the tradition of literary biography and criticism, written for general readers who want a reliable guide to a major writer. First published in 1881 by Macmillan as part of the English Men of Letters series, edited by John Morley, it participates in the late nineteenth century’s effort to synthesize life and letters. Its subject is the Romantic poet whose career spanned the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, with the Lake District as a recurring locus of creative energy. Myers situates Wordsworth within that historical and geographical frame, attentive to how time and place helped shape enduring poetic aims.

Readers encounter a measured, lucid voice that balances narrative with analysis. Myers sketches the outline of Wordsworth’s life and then dwells on key poems and ideas, offering a reading experience that is calm, precise, and steadily cumulative rather than polemical. The mood is contemplative; the style is compact, avoiding technical jargon while keeping a firm critical grasp. Instead of exhaustive documentation, the book provides a curated pathway through pivotal moments and works, designed to orient newcomers and refine the understanding of seasoned readers alike. It promises an immersion in the tone and temperament of a writer for whom thought and feeling were inseparable.

Central themes emerge with clarity: nature as a morally inflected presence; memory as the ground of identity; the education of the senses; and the tension between visionary impulse and everyday duty. Myers shows how Wordsworth’s commitment to common life—its speech, its labor, its quiet heroism—supports a poetics of simplicity that aspires to profundity. He considers the poet’s trust in continuity across change, the patient gathering of insight from solitude, and the ethical demands that follow from heightened perception. These themes are presented not as slogans but as working principles that animate the poems and lend coherence to a long and varied career.

Methodologically, the book exemplifies Victorian critical practice at its best: historically alert, morally serious, and grounded in close engagement with texts. Myers relates biographical circumstance to artistic choice without reducing art to biography, and he places Wordsworth among contemporaries in ways that clarify, rather than diminish, individual achievement. He is attentive to development over time, noting how early enthusiasms crystallize into later principles. Where judgments are offered, they rest on observable features—diction, structure, recurring motifs—rather than conjecture. The effect is to model a form of reading that respects evidence while allowing room for the intuitions that great poetry inevitably invites.

For today’s readers, the book retains a striking relevance. It speaks to ongoing debates about how literature envisions the relationship between person and environment, private feeling and public responsibility. Myers’s emphasis on attentiveness—to place, to memory, to the unnoticed—is consonant with contemporary concerns about care, sustainability, and the value of the ordinary. The study also demonstrates how criticism can deepen pleasure: by naming patterns without flattening mystery, and by connecting aesthetic experience to ethical reflection. In an era of accelerated reading, its steady pace offers a counterexample, inviting a slower, more receptive engagement with language and the world it evokes.

Approached as an introduction, Wordsworth provides orientation to the poet’s life, a map of the major works, and a thoughtful account of the ideas that organize them. It is neither a comprehensive archive nor a narrow thesis, but a clear, durable guide that encourages readers to return to the poems themselves. Those new to the poet will find context and direction; those already familiar may discover fresh coherence in well-known pages. Myers ultimately argues, by demonstration rather than decree, that careful reading can enlarge sympathy and judgment. In doing so, his book becomes not only about Wordsworth, but also about how to read with care.
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    F. W. H. Myers’s Wordsworth offers a compact biography and critical study of William Wordsworth within the English Men of Letters series. Myers combines narrative of the poet’s life with analysis of his works and ideas, presenting the development of Wordsworth’s art alongside his intellectual convictions. Drawing on letters, journals, and contemporary accounts, he frames Wordsworth as a poet whose central preoccupation is the moral and spiritual significance of nature and ordinary life. The book proceeds chronologically, tracing formative experiences, major publications, and evolving doctrines, and concludes with an estimate of influence and legacy, seeking to define both the scope and limits of Wordsworth’s achievement.

Myers begins with Wordsworth’s early years in Cumberland, emphasizing the Lake District’s lasting imprint on his imagination. Schooling at Hawkshead encouraged independence and close observation of rural life, while Cambridge brought little distinction but widened experience. Early walking tours fostered a habit of solitary reflection and attachment to landscape. The role of Dorothy Wordsworth is noted as central in feeling and memory. Early poems show descriptive skill but tentative purpose. Myers introduces the notion of powerful, formative “spots of time” to explain how early impressions shaped the poet’s later method, setting the foundation for a poetry rooted in remembered emotion and natural communion.

The narrative turns to Wordsworth’s Continental travels and encounter with the French Revolution. Initially sympathetic to its ideals, he spent time in France, formed a relationship with Annette Vallon, and embraced hopes for social renewal. Political turmoil and the Reign of Terror, however, led to disillusion and inner conflict. Returning to England amid financial uncertainty, he published Descriptive Sketches and An Evening Walk, works that reveal a developing voice. A legacy from Raisley Calvert enabled independent work. Reunited with Dorothy in 1795, he settled first at Racedown and then at Alfoxden, where a decisive companionship with Samuel Taylor Coleridge began.

Myers highlights the 1797–1798 collaboration with Coleridge as a turning point. In Somerset they planned a new kind of poetry, culminating in Lyrical Ballads (1798), a collection that redirected English verse toward ordinary life and plain diction. Wordsworth’s contributions advocate language “really used by men” and the principle of emotion recollected in tranquillity. The preface, expanded in later editions, articulates his poetic theory and purpose. Poems such as Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey exemplify the fusion of memory, nature, and moral insight. A sojourn in Germany followed, deepening study and providing further material for sustained philosophical reflection.

The return to the Lakes in 1799 initiated the Grasmere years at Dove Cottage, a period of concentrated creation. Dorothy’s journals recorded shared perceptions that fed Wordsworth’s verse. Marriage to Mary Hutchinson in 1802 consolidated a domestic setting supportive of his work. Myers surveys the poems of this time, including the Lucy sequence, Michael, Resolution and Independence, and the Ode: Intimations of Immortality. He identifies recurrent themes: the educative power of nature, the dignity of humble lives, and the redemptive function of memory. Wordsworth’s style seeks gravity without ornament, aiming to disclose a spiritual order beneath daily experience.

A central portion of Myers’s study addresses The Prelude, completed in 1805 but published posthumously. Conceived as the autobiographical introduction to a larger philosophical poem, The Recluse, it traces the “growth of a poet’s mind” through episodes where nature disciplines and enlarges imagination. Myers outlines its structure and emblematic scenes, then summarizes the poem’s central claim: that meaningful poetry arises from the interaction of mind and external world, mediated by memory and imagination. He treats The Prelude as Wordsworth’s most coherent statement of his poetic vocation, linking personal history with a general theory of spiritual development.

Myers next considers The Excursion (1814), a philosophical dialogue that brought mixed reception for its breadth and didactic tone. He notes the figures of the Wanderer, Solitary, and Pastor as vehicles for meditation on faith, loss, and endurance. Subsequent works, including the Ecclesiastical Sonnets and various odes and sonnets, reflect maturing conservatism and a religious temper more settled than earlier speculation. Practical circumstances—appointment as Distributor of Stamps, removal to Rydal Mount—coincide with a gradual decline in imaginative power. Family events and bereavements mark the later years. Wordsworth became Poet Laureate in 1843 and died in 1850.

In his general estimate, Myers balances praise and reservation. He credits Wordsworth with renewing English poetry through sincerity, simplicity, and a moral seriousness attentive to common life. He notes limitations: diffuseness, occasional prosaic passages, and a restricted dramatic range. Comparisons clarify distinctions—Coleridge’s speculative agility, Byron’s energy, Shelley’s idealism—while affirming Wordsworth’s unique authority in meditative and descriptive modes. Myers examines the doctrine of imagination, the reform of poetic diction, and the poet’s influence on later writers and critics. He records a trajectory from early neglect and satire to broad recognition, shaping Victorian sensibility and beyond.

Myers concludes that Wordsworth’s permanent value lies in his witness to the unity between human consciousness and the natural world, and in a poetry that educates feeling and conscience. Certain lyrics, odes, and passages of sustained reflection are presented as imperishable achievements, independent of the unevenness elsewhere. The book’s final chapters reaffirm Wordsworth’s place within English letters as a poet of healing insight and moral steadiness. Without advocating doctrine, Myers synthesizes life, work, and influence into a coherent account, leaving the reader with a clear sense of the poet’s aims, methods, and enduring contribution to modern thought and art.
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    F. W. H. Myers’s Wordsworth, published in London in 1881 within the English Men of Letters series, situates its subject amid the upheavals of Britain and Europe between 1770 and 1850. The book’s geographical focus moves from Cockermouth in Cumberland and the Lake District’s Grasmere and Rydal to London and Revolutionary France, foregrounding how landscapes and polities shaped a poet’s civic conscience. Myers writes from late-Victorian Cambridge and London, viewing the revolutionary era, the Napoleonic struggle, and the early industrial age through a moral-historical lens. Thus the work is effectively set in two frames: Wordsworth’s Britain and France across six decades, and the author’s own 1880s Britain, reflecting back with documentary sobriety.

The book opens onto the revolutionary threshold: Wordsworth’s youth in Cumberland after 1770, schooling at Hawkshead, and Cambridge years at St John’s College (1787–1791) form the prelude to encounters with a continent in ferment. In 1790 he walked across France and the Alps as the Bastille’s fall (1789) and the August Decrees still reverberated. He returned to France in 1791, residing in Orléans and Blois, sympathetic to moderate republican hopes. Myers traces these movements with topographical precision, showing how the Lake District’s customary life and French municipal politics together informed Wordsworth’s early political attachments and set the stage for the reckonings of 1793–1794.

No single historical event shapes Myers’s narrative more than the French Revolution and its violent turn. He outlines the sequence: the Estates-General convened in May 1789; the storming of the Bastille on 14 July; the Declaration of the Rights of Man in August; and the Constitution of 1791. War with Austria began in April 1792, followed by the September Massacres and the proclamation of the Republic. Louis XVI was executed on 21 January 1793, and the Committee of Public Safety under Robespierre presided over the Reign of Terror (1793–1794) with the Law of Suspects and revolutionary tribunals. Wordsworth lived in Orléans and Blois in 1791–1792, formed a liaison with Annette Vallon, and their daughter Caroline was born in 1792. When France declared war on Britain on 1 February 1793, the Channel closed him off from France, intensifying personal and political turmoil. Myers links this enforced separation and the Terror’s spectacles—executions, civil war in the Vendée, coercive economic decrees—to Wordsworth’s crisis of faith in abstract revolutionary dogma. He also attends to the Revolution’s Atlantic dimension, noting Napoleon’s seizure of Toussaint Louverture in 1802 and the Haitian struggle (1791–1804), to which Wordsworth responded in his 1802 sonnet to Toussaint. Thermidor (July 1794) ended the Terror, but for Myers the ethical wound remained: the book’s chapters anatomize, with dates and places, how the early republican idealism of Orléans gave way to a chastened English patriotism grounded in local duty, legal restraint, and continuity.

The Napoleonic Wars (1803–1815) anchor the next phase. The Peace of Amiens (March 1802–May 1803) briefly reopened borders, allowing Wordsworth and Dorothy to meet Annette and Caroline at Calais before he married Mary Hutchinson at Grasmere in October 1802. Naval and military mobilization intensified as Napoleon crowned himself Emperor in 1804. Personal calamity intersected with national anxiety when Wordsworth’s brother John died on 5 February 1805 in the wreck of the East Indiaman Earl of Abergavenny off Weymouth. Myers treats these years as the matrix of a measured patriotism: in 1809 Wordsworth denounced the 1808 Convention of Cintra in a political pamphlet, and after Waterloo (1815) his civic thanksgiving is read as hard-won, not jingoistic.

Agrarian transformation under the Enclosure Acts is presented as a slow, often brutal revolution at home. The General Enclosure Act (1801) facilitated the privatization of commons across counties including Westmorland and Cumberland, displacing smallholders and reshaping customary rights. Earlier crises—the bad harvests and bread riots of 1795, the Speenhamland relief system of that same year—had already strained rural life, while the Corn Laws (from 1815) inflamed class tensions. As Distributor of Stamps for Westmorland (1813–1842), Wordsworth travelled widely among dales and market towns, observing tenants, discharged soldiers, and vagrants. Myers uses these observations to anchor a historically specific social conscience in the poetry, while emphasizing Wordsworth’s skepticism toward sweeping, abstract remedies.

Industrialization and transport expansion transform the book’s northern landscapes. Cotton mills grew across Lancashire from the late eighteenth century, with machine-breaking and Luddite disturbances peaking in 1812. The Liverpool and Manchester Railway opened in 1830, inaugurating a railway age that soon threatened the Lake District’s quiet. Tourism surged after 1815, and villas crowded Windermere’s shores. Wordsworth responded with a preservationist ethos in his Guide to the Lakes (first issued 1810; expanded 1835), urging protection of vernacular building and pasture patterns. Myers highlights the 1844 Kendal and Windermere Railway bill, against which Wordsworth published sonnets opposing track-laying into the vales. He reads this as early environmental advocacy rooted in concrete local governance debates and parliamentary dates.

Myers threads British reform and protest into Wordsworth’s political evolution. The Peterloo Massacre at Manchester (16 August 1819) exposed the volatility of mass meetings and magistrates’ force. The Roman Catholic Relief Act (1829) and the Reform Act (1832) reconfigured civil and parliamentary life, while the Poor Law Amendment Act (1834) centralized relief in workhouses that many decried as punitive. Chartism (1838–1848) pressed for universal male suffrage and annual parliaments, with national petitions in 1839, 1842, and 1848. Myers shows Wordsworth’s positions—loyal to the established Church, wary of mass agitation, yet critical of bureaucratic harshness—as historically grounded responses, citing officeholding dates (1813–1842) and the laureateship conferred in 1843.

As social and political critique, Myers’s book contends that Wordsworth’s life exemplifies a principled resistance to both revolutionary terror and laissez-faire indifference. By correlating specific events—the Terror’s tribunals, the 1805 shipwreck, Peterloo, the 1834 New Poor Law, and the 1844 railway proposal—with Wordsworth’s public interventions, Myers exposes the era’s central fractures: state violence, displacement under enclosure, industrial despoliation, and class exclusion from representation. The study advocates stewardship of land and institutions, reform without iconoclasm, and humane administration over doctrinaire schemes. In doing so, it indicts the age’s injustices while arguing that durable liberty is secured through local obligations and historically tested civic forms.
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BIRTH AND EDUCATION—CAMBRIDGE.

I cannot, perhaps, more fitly begin this short biography than with
some words in which its subject has expressed his own feelings as to
the spirit in which such a task should be approached. "Silence,"
says Wordsworth, "is a privilege of the grave, a right of the
departed: let him, therefore, who infringes that right by speaking
publicly of, for, or against, those who cannot speak for themselves,
take heed that he opens not his mouth without a sufficient sanction.
Only to philosophy enlightened by the affections does it belong
justly to estimate the claims of the deceased on the one hand, and
of the present age and future generations on the other, and to
strike a balance between them. Such philosophy runs a risk of
becoming extinct among us, if the coarse intrusions into the recesses,
the gross breaches upon the sanctities, of domestic life, to which we
have lately been more and more accustomed, are to be regarded as
indications of a vigorous state of public feeling. The wise and good
respect, as one of the noblest characteristics of Englishmen, that
jealousy of familiar approach which, while it contributes to the
maintenance of private dignity, is one of the most efficacious
guardians of rational public freedom."

In accordance with these views the poet entrusted to his nephew, the
late Bishop of Lincoln, the task of composing memoirs of his life,
in the just confidence that nothing would by such hands be given to
the world which was inconsistent with the dignity either of the
living or of the dead. From those memoirs the facts contained in the
present work have been for the most part drawn. It has, however,
been my fortune, through hereditary friendships, to have access to
many manuscript letters and much oral tradition bearing upon the
poet's private life;[1] and some details and some passages of
letters hitherto unpublished, will appear in these pages. It would
seem, however, that there is but little of public interest, in
Wordsworth's life which has not already been given to the world, and
I have shrunk from narrating such minor personal incidents as he
would himself have thought it needless to dwell upon. I have
endeavoured, in short, to write as though the Subject of this
biography were himself its Auditor, listening, indeed, from some
region where all of truth is discerned, and nothing but truth desired,
but checking by his venerable presence, any such revelation as
public advantage does not call for, and private delicacy would
condemn.

As regards the critical remarks which these pages contain. I have
only to say that I have carefully consulted such notices of the poet
as his personal friends have left us[1], and also, I believe,
nearly every criticism of importance which has appeared on his works.
I find with pleasure that a considerable agreement of opinion exists,—
though less among professed poets or critics, than among men of
eminence in other departments of thought or action whose attention
has been directed to Wordsworth's poems. And although I have felt it
right to express in each case my own views with exactness, I have
been able to feel that I am not obtruding on the reader any merely
fanciful estimate in which better accredited judges would refuse to
concur.

[Footnote 1: I take this opportunity of thanking Mr. William
Wordsworth, the son (now deceased), and Mr. William Wordsworth, the
grandson, of the poet, for help most valuable in enabling me to give
a true impression of the poet's personality.]

Without further preface I now begin my story of Wordsworth's life,
in words which he himself dictated to his intended biographer.
"I was born," he said, "at Cockermouth, in Cumberland, on April 7th,
1770, the second son of John Wordsworth, attorney-at-law—as
lawyers of this class were then called—and law-agent to Sir James
Lowther, afterwards Earl of Lonsdale. My mother was Anne, only
daughter of William Cookson, mercer, of Penrith, and of Dorothy,
born Crackanthorp, of the ancient family of that name, who from the
times of Edward the Third had lived in Newbiggen Hall, Westmoreland.
My grandfather was the first of the name of Wordsworth who came into
Westmoreland, where he purchased the small estate of Sockbridge. He
was descended from a family who had been settled at Peniston, in
Yorkshire, near the sources of the Don, probably before the Norman
Conquest. Their names appear on different occasions in all the
transactions, personal and public, connected with that parish; and I
possess, through the kindness of Colonel Beaumont, an almery, made in
1525, at the expense of a William Wordsworth, as is expressed in a
Latin inscription carved upon it, which carries the pedigree of the
family back four generations from himself. The time of my infancy
and early boyhood was passed, partly at Cockermouth, and partly with
my mother's parents at Penrith, where my mother, in the year 1778,
died of a decline, brought on by a cold, in consequence of being put,
at a friend's house in London, in what used to be called 'a best
bedroom.' My father never recovered his usual cheerfulness of mind
after this loss, and died when I was in my fourteenth year, a
schoolboy, just returned from Hawkshead, whither I had been sent with
my elder brother Richard, in my ninth year."

"I remember my mother only in some few situations, one of which was
her pinning a nosegay to my breast, when I was going to say the
catechism in the church, as was customary before Easter. An intimate
friend of hers told me that she once said to her, that the only one
of her five children about whose future life she was anxious was
William; and he, she said, would be remarkable, either for good or
for evil. The cause of this was, that I was of a stiff, moody, and
violent temper; so much so that I remember going once into the
attics of my grandfather's house at Penrith, upon some indignity
having been put upon me, with an intention of destroying myself with
one of the foils, which I knew was kept there. I took the foil in
hand, but my heart failed. Upon another occasion, while I was at my
grandfather's house at Penrith, along with my eldest brother, Richard,
we were whipping tops together in the large drawing-room, on which
the carpet was only laid down upon particular occasions. The walls
were hung round with family pictures, and I said to my brother,
'Dare you strike your whip through that old lady's petticoat?' He
replied, 'No, I won't.' 'Then', said I, 'here goes!' and I struck my
lash through her hooped petticoat; for which, no doubt, though I have
forgotten it, I was properly punished. But, possibly from some want
of judgment in punishments inflicted, I had become perverse and
obstinate in defying chastisement, and rather proud of it than
otherwise."

"Of my earliest days at school I have little to say, but that they
were very happy ones, chiefly because I was left at liberty then,
and in the vacations, to read whatever books I liked. For example, I
read all Fielding's works, Don Quixote, Gil Bias, and any part of
Swift that I liked—Gulliver's Travels, and the Tale of the Tub,
being both much to my taste. It may be, perhaps, as well to mention,
that the first verses which I wrote were a task imposed by my master;
the subject, The Summer Vacation; and of my own accord I added
others upon Return to School. There was nothing remarkable in
either poem; but I was called upon, among other scholars, to write
verses upon the completion of the second centenary from the
foundation of the school in 1585 by Archbishop Sandys. These verses
were much admired—far more than they deserved, for they were but a
tame imitation of Pope's versification, and a little in his style."

But it was not from exercises of this kind that Wordsworth's
school-days drew their inspiration. No years of his life, perhaps,
were richer in strong impressions; but they were impressions derived
neither from books nor from companions, but from the majesty and
loveliness of the scenes around him;—from Nature, his life-long
mistress, loved with the first heats of youth. To her influence we
shall again recur; it will be most convenient first to trace
Wordsworth's progress through the curriculum of ordinary education.

It was due to the liberality of Wordsworth's two uncles, Richard
Wordsworth and Christopher Crackanthorp (under whose care he and his
brothers were placed at there father's death, in 1783), that his
education was prolonged beyond his school-days. For Sir James
Lowther, afterwards Lord Lonsdale,—whose agent Wordsworth's father,
Mr. John Wordsworth, was—becoming aware that his agent had about
5000£ at the bank, and wishing, partly on political grounds, to
make his power over him absolute, had forcibly borrowed this sum of
him, and then refused to repay it. After Mr. John Wordsworth's death
much of the remaining fortune which he left behind him was wasted in
efforts to compel Lord Lonsdale to refund this sum; out it was never
recovered till his death in 1801, when his successor repaid 8500£
to the Wordsworths, being a full acquittal, with interest, of
the original debt. The fortunes of the Wordsworth family were,
therefore, at a low ebb in 1787, and much credit is due to the
uncles who discerned the talents of William and Christopher, and
bestowed a Cambridge education on the future Poet Laureate, and the
future Master of Trinity.

In October, 1787, then, Wordsworth went up as an undergraduate to St.
John's College, Cambridge. The first court of this College, in the
south-western corner of which were Wordsworth's rooms, is divided
only by a narrow lane from the Chapel of Trinity College, and his
first memories are of the Trinity clock, telling the hours "twice
over, with a male and female voice", of the pealing organ, and of
the prospect when

From my pillow looking forth, by light


Of moon or favouring stars I could behold


The antechapel, where the statue stood


Of Newton with his prism and silent face.


The marble index of a mind for ever


Voyaging through strange seas of Thought, alone.



For the most part the recollections which Wordsworth brought away
from Cambridge are such as had already found expression more than
once in English literature; for it has been the fortune of that
ancient University to receive in her bosom most of that long line of
poets who form the peculiar glory of our English speech. Spenser,
Ben Jonson, and Marlowe; Dryden, Cowley, and Waller; Milton, George
Herbert, and Gray—to mention only the most familiar names—had owed
allegiance to that mother who received Wordsworth now, and Coleridge
and Byron immediately after him. "Not obvious, not obtrusive, she;"
but yet her sober dignity has often seemed no unworthy setting for
minds, like Wordsworth's, meditative without languor, and energies
advancing without shock or storm. Never, perhaps, has the spirit of
Cambridge been more truly caught than in Milton's Penseroso; for
this poem obviously reflects the seat of learning which the poet had
lately left, just as the Allegro depicts the cheerful rusticity of
the Buckinghamshire village which was his now home. And thus the
Penseroso was understood by Gray, who, in his Installation Ode,
introduces Milton among the bards and sages who lean from heaven,

To bless the place where, on their opening soul,


First the genuine ardour stole.



"'Twas Milton struck the deep-toned shell," and invoked with the old
affection the scenes which witnessed his best and early years:

Ye brown o'er-arching groves,


That contemplation loves,


Where willowy Camus lingers with delight!


Oft at the blush of dawn



I trod your level lawn.


Oft wooed the gleam of Cynthia silver-bright


In cloisters dim, far from the haunts of Folly,


With Freedom by my side, and soft-eyed Melancholy.



And Wordsworth also "on the dry smooth-shaven green" paced on
solitary evenings "to the far-off curfew's sound," beneath those
groves of forest-trees among which "Philomel still deigns a song"
and the spirit of contemplation lingers still; whether the silent
avenues stand in the summer twilight filled with fragrance of the
lime, or the long rows of chestnut engirdle the autumn river-lawns
with walls of golden glow, or the tall elms cluster in garden or
Wilderness into towering citadels of green. Beneath one
exquisite ash-tree, wreathed with ivy, and hung in autumn with
yellow tassels from every spray, Wordsworth used to linger long
"Scarcely Spenser's self," he tells us,

Could have more tranquil visions in his youth,


Or could more bright appearances create


Of human forms with superhuman powers,


Than I beheld loitering on calm clear nights


Alone, beneath this fairy work of earth.



And there was another element in Wordsworth's life at Cambridge more
peculiarly his own—that exultation which a boy born among the
mountains may feel when he perceives that the delight in the
external world which the mountains have taught him has not perished
by uprooting, nor waned for want of nourishment in field or fen; that
even here, where nature is unadorned, and scenery, as it were,
reduced to its elements,—where the prospect is but the plain
surface of the earth, stretched wide beneath an open heaven,—even
here he can still feel the early glow, can take delight in that
broad and tranquil greenness, and in the august procession of the day.

As if awakened, summoned, roused, constrained,


I looked for universal things; perused


The common countenance of earth and sky—


Earth, nowhere unembellished by some trace


Of that first Paradise whence man was driven;


And sky, whose beauty and bounty are expressed


By the proud name she bears—the name of Heaven.



Nor is it only in these open-air scenes that Wordsworth has added to
the long tradition a memory of his own. The "storied windows richly
dight," which have passed into a proverb in Milton's song, cast in
King's College Chapel the same "soft chequerings" upon their
framework of stone while Wordsworth watched through the pauses of
the anthem the winter afternoon's departing glow:

Martyr, or King, or sainted Eremite,


Whoe'er ye be that thus, yourselves unseen,


Imbue your prison-bars with solemn sheen,


Shine on, until ye fade with coming Night.



From those shadowy seats whence Milton had heard "the pealing organ
blow to the full-voiced choir below," Wordsworth too gazed upon—

That branching roof


Self-poised, and scooped into ten thousand cells


Where light and shade repose, where music dwells


Lingering, and wandering on as both to die—


Like thoughts whose very sweetness yieldeth proof


That they were born for immortality.



Thus much, and more, there was of ennobling and unchangeable in the
very aspect and structure of that ancient University, by which
Wordsworth's mind was bent towards a kindred greatness. But of
active moral and intellectual life there was at that time little to
be found within her walls. The floodtide of her new life had not yet
set in: she was still slumbering, as she had slumbered long, content
to add to her majesty by the mere lapse of generations, and
increment of her ancestral calm. Even had the intellectual life of
the place been more stirring, it is doubtful how far Wordsworth
would have been welcomed, or deserved, to be welcomed, by
authorities or students. He began residence at seventeen, and his
northern nature was late to flower. There seems, in fact, to have
been even less of visible promise about him than we should have
expected; but rather something untamed and insubordinate, something
heady and self-confident; an independence that seemed only rusticity,
and an indolent ignorance which assumed too readily the tones of
scorn. He was as yet a creature of the lakes and mountains, and love
for Nature was only slowly leading him to love and reverence for man.
Nay, such attraction as he had hitherto felt for the human race had
been interwoven with her influence in a way so strange that to many
minds it will seem a childish fancy not worth recounting. The
objects of his boyish idealization had been Cumbrian shepherds—a
race whose personality seems to melt into Nature's—who are united
as intimately with moor and mountain as the petrel with the sea.

A rambling schoolboy, thus


I felt his presence in his own domain


As of a lord and master—or a power,


Or genius, under Nature, under God;


Presiding; and













CHAPTER II.


RESIDENCE IN LONDON AND IN FRANCE.




































CHAPTER III.


MISS WORDSWORTH—LYRICAL BALLADS—SETTLEMENT AT GRASMERE.
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