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Introduction

Books! ’tis a dull and endless strife,

Come, hear the woodland linnet,

How sweet his music; on my life

There’s more of wisdom in it.

from ‘The Tables Turned’ (1798)

William Wordsworth was born on 7 April 1770, at Cockermouth, in the English Lake District, the son of a lawyer. He was one of five children who all went on to enjoy success later in life: his brother Richard became a wealthy London solicitor; his brother Charles became the master of Trinity College, Cambridge; and his youngest and most beloved brother, John, worked as a Captain for the East India Company. It was his only sister, Dorothy, however, with whom Wordsworth developed the closest bond: they lived together for most of their lives, and she is seen as one of the key influences on his poetry.

At the age of 17, shortly after the deaths of his parents, Wordsworth went up to St John’s College, Cambridge. He did not excel academically, and left with a mere pass in his degree. From Cambridge, he went to France, where he met and fell in love with a young woman called Annette Vallon, who bore him his first child. Returning to England, he embarked on a career as a poet, publishing An Evening Walk and Descriptive Sketches at the age of 22. A legacy of £900 (bequeathed him by the brother of one of his friends) enabled him to devote himself wholly to his writing. In his late twenties, Wordsworth began work on The Recluse – his unfinished masterwork, of which the ‘Prelude’ was only the beginning. At this time, he also became great friends with the other Romantic poets Southey and Coleridge, with the latter of whom he collaborated on the celebrated collection, Lyrical Ballads (1798–1801).

At the age of 32, Wordsworth married his childhood sweetheart, Mary Hutchinson, with whom he settled once more in his beloved Lake District. His middle age saw him moving away from the radicalism of his youth, towards a more conservative outlook; and as well as continuing to produce copious amounts of poetry (and continuing to work on the ‘Prelude’), he began to involve himself in political concerns. In 1843, he succeeded Southey as Poet Laureate, but he was by then an elderly man. He died at the age of 80, in 1850: the year in which the ‘Prelude’ was finally published.

During his lifetime, Wordsworth was the major literary figure of the day: dominating the artistic scene between the death of Dr Johnson (in 1784) and the rise to fame of Alfred, Lord Tennyson (whose In Memoriam was published in 1850, the year of Wordsworth’s death). This pre-eminence is impressive, considering his career also coincided with those of Coleridge, Byron, Shelley, Keats and Sir Walter Scott; yet it is not altogether surprising. Wordsworth’s poetry defined English Romanticism, laying down many of its essential and enduring themes; and the fact that he outlived so many of his contemporaries meant that his position in the public’s consciousness was seldom eclipsed. In his time, Wordsworth was considered (in the words of Thomas de Quincey) ‘destined to be held in everlasting remembrance by every generation of men’. If we wish to fully appreciate his work, it is well worth considering what made him so attractive to his eighteenth- and nineteenth-century readership.

First, perhaps, his popularity stemmed from his directness of approach. Although in his later years he became associated with Toryism and the conservative outlook, Wordsworth began his literary career as a radical. He was a fervent admirer of the French Revolution, which, according to de Quincey, gave ‘the whole system of [his] thoughts and feelings a firmer tone, and a sense of the awful realities which surround the mind’, and which also, apparently, led Wordsworth to find new ‘moulds of thought’ in his poetry, ‘different from the old worn-out channels in which they had been trained to flow’. Whether this is true or not, Wordsworth, in his early days, blazed a revolutionary trail for a new kind of verse. He discarded the literary tropes and conventions which were current in the poetry of the time, and replaced them with an idiom which was much more akin to everyday speech: he was therefore one of the first modern poets to connect with his readership in their own language.

Wordsworth combined this linguistic radicalism with a strong, yet highly personalised, religious sense; and although to twenty-first-century minds this may not be much of a selling point, it certainly was in his day, when many people looked to artists and poets to give them moral guidance. Wordsworth’s religion tends to show itself in his writings in two ways. First, through a strong moral didacticism: it is not unusual for him to break off in mid-flow, so to speak, and give his reader a stout lesson. Secondly, and more importantly, it shows itself in his treatment of the natural world. Wordsworth, more than any other writer, is the poet of Nature. He believed that God, after creating the beauty of the Earth, gave man the divine capacity to be moved by it; and this theme – the divine healing power of the natural world – is the major concern of most of his poetry. It appears time and time again: in ‘Tintern Abbey’; in ‘I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud’; indeed in practically all of his poems. This deification of Nature, and particularly of the English countryside, was, perhaps, so compelling at the time because nobody had done it before. Wordsworth reimagined the reader’s environment for them: he put it in a different context, making it easy for them to feel close to God, and opening up new windows of epiphany in the everyday world.

To our slightly more jaded eyes, Wordsworth is perhaps less exciting than he was to our Victorian forebears, possibly because he has fallen victim to his own success. It is now commonly accepted that poets should write in an accessible idiom: we have not been raised on a diet of formalised Restoration-period verse, and consequently, do not appreciate the revolution that Wordsworth’s poetry represented. Secondly, we are so used to the idea of wandering-lonely-as-a-cloud and being delighted by daffodils that we fail to see the wonder, the freshness, and the divinity in Wordsworth’s view of the natural world. Perhaps his praise of Nature seems a little effete or obvious (Byron thought so, at least). However, if we can bear these things in mind, and approach Wordsworth’s poetry with some sense of its original newness, we might be able to break through much of its unhelpful familiarity, and enjoy it with new eyes.

Peter Harness


All good poetry is the spontaneous

overflow of powerful feelings:

it takes its origin from emotion

recollected in tranquillity.

William Wordsworth


‘My Heart Leaps Up When I Behold’

My heart leaps up when I behold

A rainbow in the sky:

So was it when my life began;

So is it now I am a man;

So be it when I shall grow old,

 Or let me die!

The Child is father of the man;

And I could wish my days to be

Bound each to each by natural piety.


We Are Seven

– A simple Child,

That lightly draws its breath,

And feels its life in every limb,

What should it know of death?

I met a little cottage Girl:

She was eight years old, she said;

Her hair was thick with many a curl

That clustered round her head.

She had a rustic, woodland air,

And she was wildly clad:

Her eyes were fair, and very fair;

– Her beauty made me glad.

‘Sisters and brothers, little maid,

How many may you be?’

‘How many? Seven in all,’ she said,

And wondering looked at me.

‘And where are they? I pray you tell.’

She answered, ‘Seven are we;

And two of us at Conway dwell,

And two are gone to sea.

‘Two of us in the church-yard lie,

My sister and my brother;

And, in the church-yard cottage, I

Dwell near them with my mother.’

‘You say that two at Conway dwell;

And two are gone to sea,

Yet ye are seven! I pray you tell,

Sweet Maid, how this may be.’

Then did the little Maid reply,

‘Seven boys and girls are we;

Two of us in the church-yard lie,

Beneath the church-yard tree.’

‘You run about, my little Maid,

Your limbs they are alive;

If two are in the church-yard laid,

Then ye are only five.’

‘Their graves are green, they may be seen,’

The little Maid replied,

‘Twelve steps or more from my mother’s door,

And they are side by side.

‘My stockings there I often knit,

My kerchief there I hem;

And there upon the ground I sit,

And sing a song to them.

‘And often after sun-set, Sir,

When it is light and fair,

I take my little porringer,

And eat my supper there.

‘The first that died was sister Jane;

In bed she moaning lay,

Till God released her of her pain;

And then she went away.

‘So in the church-yard she was laid;

And, when the grass was dry,

Together round her grave we played,

My brother John and I.

‘And when the ground was white with snow,

And I could run and slide,

My brother John was forced to go,

And he lies by her side.’

‘How many are you, then,’ said I,

‘If they two are in heaven?’

Quick was the little Maid’s reply,

‘O Master! we are seven.’

‘But they are dead; those two are dead!

Their spirits are in heaven!’

’Twas throwing words away; for still

The little Maid would have her will,

And said, ‘Nay, we are seven!’


‘Strange Fits of Passion Have I Known’

Strange fits of passion have I known:

And I will dare to tell,

But in the Lover’s ear alone,

What once to me befell.

When she I loved looked every day,

Fresh as a rose in June,

I to her cottage bent my way,

Beneath an evening-moon.

Upon the moon I fixed my eye,

All over the wide lea;

With quickening pace my horse drew nigh

Those paths so dear to me.

And now we reached the orchard-plot;

And, as we climbed the hill,

The sinking moon to Lucy’s cot

Came near, and nearer still.

In one of those sweet dreams I slept,

Kind Nature’s gentlest boon!

And all the while my eyes I kept

On the descending moon.

My horse moved on; hoof after hoof

He raised, and never stopped:

When down behind the cottage roof,

At once, the bright moon dropped.

What fond and wayward thoughts will slide

Into a Lover’s head!

‘O mercy!’ to myself I cried,

‘If Lucy should be dead!’


‘She Dwelt Among the Untrodden Ways’

She dwelt among the untrodden ways

 Beside the springs of Dove,

A Maid whom there were none to praise

 And very few to love:

A violet by a mossy stone

 Half hidden from the eye!

– Fair as a star, when only one

 Is shining in the sky.

She lived unknown, and few could know

 When Lucy ceased to be;

But she is in her grave, and, oh,

 The difference to me!


‘I Travelled Among Unknown Men’

I travelled among unknown men,

 In lands beyond the sea;

Nor, England! did I know till then

 What love I bore to thee.

’Tis past, that melancholy dream!

 Nor will I quit thy shore

A second time; for still I seem

 To love thee more and more.

Among thy mountains did I feel

 The joy of my desire;

And she I cherished turned her wheel

 Beside an English fire.

Thy mornings showed, thy nights concealed,

 The bowers where Lucy played;

And thine too is the last green field

 That Lucy’s eyes surveyed.


‘Yes! Thou Art Fair, Yet Be Not Moved’

Yes! thou art fair, yet be not moved

 To scorn the declaration,

That sometimes I in thee have loved

 My fancy’s own creation.

Imagination needs must stir;

 Dear Maid, this truth believe,

Minds that have nothing to confer

 Find little to perceive.

Be pleased that nature made thee fit

 To feed my heart’s devotion,

By laws to which all Forms submit

 In sky, air, earth, and ocean.
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