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Chronology of Wordsworth’s Life

















	Year

	Age

	Life






	1770

	 

	Wordsworth born at Cockermouth, Lake District






	1771

	1

	Only sister Dorothy born






	1772

	2

	Favourite brother John born






	1776–7

	6–7

	Attends nursery school in Penrith with Mary Hutchinson, his future wife






	1778

	8

	Mother dies, aged 30






	1783

	13

	Father dies, aged 42






	1785

	15

	Writes first extant poem






	1787

	17

	Enters St John’s College, Cambridge






	1788–9

	18–19

	Composes An Evening Walk







	1790

	20

	Vacation spent walking in France and Switzerland






	1791

	21

	B.A. without honours. Moves to London. Visits Wales; climbs Snowdon; leaves for France






	1792

	22

	Meets Annette Vallon in Orleans; returns to London; Caroline, daughter by Annette born; An Evening Walk and Descriptive Sketches published; walks over Salisbury Plain; visits Tintern Abbey






	1795

	25

	Raisley Calvert (brother of a Hawkshead schoolfriend) dies, leaving Wordsworth a legacy of £900; introduced to Godwin; meets Coleridge and Southey






	1796

	26

	Spiritual crisis in which he yields up ‘moral questions in despair’; begins his only play, The Borderers






	
1798

	28

	Describes scheme for The Recluse; Lyrical Ballads published; visits Germany; writes first lines of what became The Prelude and three Lucy poems





	1799

	29

	Returns to England; completes The Prelude in its two-part version; settles with Dorothy at Dove Cottage, Grasmere




	1801

	31

	Much-expanded edition of Lyrical Ballads published, with the famous Preface




	1802

	32

	Visits Yorkshire, London, Dover and Calais where he spends a month with Annette; marries Mary Hutchinson; third edition of Lyrical Ballads









	1803

	33

	Amid fears of French invasion, enlists in Westmorland Volunteers; son John born; tours Scotland; visits Burns’s house and grave




	1804

	34

	Expansion of The Prelude to five books; daughter Dora born




	1805

	35

	Brother John drowned in Weymouth Bay; expansion of The Prelude to 13 books




	1806

	36

	Son Thomas born; moves to a farmhouse in Coleorton, Leicester




	1807

	37

	
Poems in Two Volumes published; returns to Dove Cottage




	1808

	38

	Completes The White Doe of Rylstone; moves to Allan Bank, Grasmere; Coleridge arrives and stays for two years; daughter Catharine born; De Quincey visits and stays




	1809

	39

	Publishes disapproving pamphlet on The Convention of Cintra; part of Reply to Mathetes appears in The Friend





	1810

	40

	Conclusion of Reply to Mathetes; son William born; estrangement from Coleridge






	
1811

	41

	Moves to The Rectory, Grasmere; teaches briefly at Grasmere school




	1812

	42

	Partial reconciliation with Coleridge; daughter Catharine dies; son Thomas dies




	1813

	43

	Appointed Distributor of Stamps for Westmorland; moves to Rydal Mount, between Grasmere and Ambleside




	1814

	44

	Tours Scotland; The Excursion published




	1815

	45

	Collected (shorter) Poems published; The White Doe of Rylstone published




	1817

	47

	Meets Keats at Haydon’s house, London




	1819

	49

	Begins major revision of The Prelude; appointed J.P.; Peter Bell published; Vaudracour and Julia (fictionalized account of affair with Annette) extracted from The Prelude and published; tours Continent; in Paris meets Annette; four-volume Miscellaneous [collected] Poems published






	 

	 

	 






	1822

	52

	
A Description of the Scenery of the Lakes published




	1827

	57

	Five-volume Poetical Works (third collected edition)




	1831

	61

	Last meetings with Coleridge; visits Scott at Abbotsford; tours Highlands




	1832

	62

	Second major revision of The Prelude; four-volume Poetical Works (fourth collected edition) published




	1835

	65

	
Yarrow Revisited and Other Poems published; writes ‘Extempore Effusion’




	1836–7

	66–7

	Six-volume Poetical Works (fifth collected edition) published






	
1837

	67

	Last Continental tour, visits Rome and Venice




	1838

	68

	One-volume edition of his sonnets published; third major revision of The Prelude; campaigns for authors’ copyright




	1839

	69

	Receives honorary doctorate from Oxford University




	1841

	71

	Annette Yallon dies. Dora Wordsworth marries Edward Quillinan




	1842

	72

	
Poems Chiefly of Early and Late Years published; resigns Distributorship of Stamps and receives Civil List pension of £300 a year




	1843

	73

	Succeeds Southey as Poet Laureate




	1845

	75

	Meets Tennyson; one-volume Poems (sixth collected edition) published




	1847

	

	Dora Wordsworth dies, aged 42






	 

	 

	 






	1849–50

	79–80

	Six-volume Poetical Works (seventh collected edition) published




	1850

	80

	Death of Wordsworth; The Prelude published









Chronology of his Times







	Year

	Literary Context

	Historical Events






	1770

	 

	Beethoven born






	1771

	Scott born

	 






	1772

	Coleridge born

	 






	1774

	Southey born

	 






	1775

	Charles Lamb born

	 






	1776

	Adam Smith, Wealth of Nations


	US Declaration of Independence






	 

	Gibbon Decline and Fall


	 






	1778

	Hazlitt born

	 






	1783

	 

	Pitt’s first Ministry






	1785

	De Quincey born

	 






	1788

	Byron born

	 






	1789

	Blake, Songs of Innocence


	French Revolution begins with Fall of Bastille






	 

	 

	 






	1791

	Paine, Rights of Man


	 






	 

	Boswell, Life of Johnson


	 






	1792

	Blake, Marriage of Heaven and Hell


	France declares war on Austria and Prussia; Louis XVI imprisoned; September Massacres in Paris






	 

	Shelley born

	 






	1793

	Godwin, Political Justice


	Louis XVI executed; France declares war on England; Reign of Terror begins; Marie-Antoinette executed






	1795

	Keats born

	 






	 

	 

	 






	1796

	Death of BurnsColeridge, Poems on Various Subjects


	Napoleon’s Italian campaign






	
1797

	Coleridge writes Kubla Khan and first version of The Ancient Mariner


	 






	 

	Death of Burke

	 






	1798

	Coleridge, Fears in Solitude


	Irish Rebellion






	1799

	Royal Institution founded

	November: Napoleon made First Consul






	1801

	Southey, Thalaba


	Addington’s Ministry replaces Pitt’s






	1802

	Coleridge, first version of ‘Dejection: an Ode’

	Treaty of Amiens; temporary peace between England and France; war with France resumed






	1803

	Coleridge, Poems


	 






	 

	 

	 






	1804

	Blake completes Milton Death of Kant

	Napoleon becomes Emperor, Addington Ministry collapses; 2nd Pitt Ministry begins; Spain declares war on Britain






	1805

	Scott, Lay of the Last Minstrel


	Battle of Trafalgar






	1806

	 

	Death of Fox and Pitt






	1807

	 

	Abolition of Slave Trade






	1808

	Goethe, Faust, Part I

	Convention of Cintra






	 

	Scott, Marmion The Examiner begins Quarterly Review founded

	 






	1809

	Coleridge first issues The Friend


	Perceval Ministry






	1810

	Blake working on Jerusalem and Vala


	1st Reform Bill since 1797; George III officially acknowledged insane






	 

	Coleridge, The Friend ceases publication

	 






	
1811

	Shelley, The Necessity of Atheism


	Prince of Wales made Regent






	 

	Austen, Sense and Sensibility


	 






	1812

	Byron, Childe Harold, I–II

	Napoleon invades Russia; Retreat from Moscow; US declares war on Britain






	1813

	Byron, The Giaour


	Leigh Hunt imprisoned for libelling Prince Regent






	 

	Austen, Pride and Prejudice


	 






	1814

	Scott, Waverley


	Napoleon exiled to Elba; Congress of Vienna






	 

	Austen, Mansfield Park


	 






	1815

	Scott, Guy Mannering


	Battle of Waterloo; end of Napoleonic Wars






	1816

	Austen, Emma


	 






	1817

	 Coleridge, Biographia Literaria


	 






	 

	Keats, Poems


	 






	 

	 

	 






	1821

	Death of Keats

	 






	 

	De Quincey, Confessions of an English Opium Eater


	 






	1822

	Death of Shelley

	 Coronation of George IV






	1827

	Death of Blake

	Death of Beethoven






	1831

	J. S. Mill, ‘The Spirit of the Age’

	 






	1832

	Death of Scott, Crabbe and Goethe

	Reform Bill passed






	1834

	Death of ColeridgeDeath of Lamb

	Poor Law Amendment Act






	
1837

	Dickens, Pickwick Papers


	Accession of Victoria






	1838

	Dickens, Oliver Twist


	Chartists demand suffrage






	 

	 

	 






	1839

	Dickens, Nicholas Nickleby


	Copyright Bill passed






	1841

	Carlyle, On Heroes and Hero Worship


	Peel becomes Prime Minister






	1842

	Tennyson, Poems


	Chartist agitation






	 

	 

	 






	1843

	Dickens A Christmas Carol


	 






	 

	Southey dies

	 






	1845

	Disraeli, Sybil


	Newman received into Roman Catholic Church






	1847

	Anne Brontë, Agnes Grey


	 






	 

	Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre


	 






	 

	Emily Brontë, Wuthering Heights

	 






	1848

	Thackeray, Vanity fair


	 






	1849

	Coleridge, Notes and Lectures on Shakespeare


	 






	1850

	Tennyson, In Memoriam


	 









Introduction


Wordsworth was the longest-lived of the great English Romantic poets. This simple fact has a number of important implications. First, he wrote a great deal. Second, he had time to revise his poems extensively. Third, he experienced and contributed to deep changes of society and culture. These changes are reflected in his poems and in the changing attitudes towards them.


Wordsworth was thirty before the eighteenth century ended; he was fourteen before Samuel Johnson (1709–84), the chief proponent of English Augustanism, died. Hence Augustanism was for Wordsworth (as it was not for Keats [1795–1821]) the prevailing outlook among the adults he grew up with. Wordsworth once said that his prose was too formal and elaborate because he’d never outgrown the influence of a schoolmaster who admired Johnson’s neo-classical grandeur. Augustanism, roughly speaking, was an attempt to promote in English literature and society the values thought characteristic of classical Greece and Rome. In poetry, this meant elegance and succinctness of expression, accompanied by emotional restraint, all in the service of a system of moral values refined through tradition and aligned with Christianity.


It was in this cultural climate that the young Wordsworth began developing his own distinctive outlook and made his first attempts at poetry. There were aspects of Augustanism that Wordsworth liked; others he loathed. He liked its principled conservatism, but loathed its complicity with social injustice. The principal source of the nervous breakdown he suffered in 1796 was a conflict between the wish to promote good political change and a wish to conserve equally good moral traditions. In 1793 he wrote a denunciation of the Bishop of Llandaff’s apparent indifference to the poor. This was not an attack on Christianity, since concern for the poor is a duty enjoined no less by Christ than byWordsworth; but it was an attack on the tendency of institutions (here the church) to cramp ‘the human heart by which we live’.1 Just five years later, however, Wordsworth wrote in the Advertisement to Lyrical Ballads (1798) that it was only by long continued study of ‘the best models’ that readers could hope to acquire ‘an accurate taste in poetry’—an opinion which most Augustan writers would have endorsed.


Wordsworth is at once the most revolutionary, and the most conservative of the great English Romantics, possibly of all English poets. He would, I suspect, have agreed with T. S. Eliot’s dictum that sometimes it is more distinguished ‘to be original with the minimum of alteration’ than ‘with the maximum …’. And he was, equally probably, foremost of the poets whom Eliot had in mind when he declared that ‘sensibility alters from generation to generation in everybody, whether we will or no; but expression is only altered by a man of genius.’1.


What Eliot’s dictum, applied to Wordsworth, would mean is that Wordsworth re-established the relation between poetry and speech. This is important because it is in speech that the current sensibility — the whole interlocking system of habits of thinking and feeling — is embodied. The last great poet beforeWordsworth was Pope (1688–1744). In the fifty years between Pope’s death and Wordsworth’s reaching poetic maturity in the late 1790s, poets had, for the most part, continued to write in Pope’s manner. That is to say, in the overtly ingenious, antithetical manner which became synonymous with the heroic couplet. But sensibility had, inexorably, moved on, so that a gap was evident between what Wordsworth denounced as ‘the gaudiness and inane phraseology’2 of much poetry and the way that people were actually thinking, feeling and speaking.


Wordsworth believed that the speech most perfectly attuned to ‘the essential passions of the heart’3 was not that of educated people living in cities, but of people living in constant communication with the grand and enduring objects of nature. His theory, expressed in the famous Preface to Lyrical Ballads (1800), was that God had so created human beings that their most important feelings would be stirred by beautiful scenery, thus keeping them emotionally alive and healthy. Hence it was to people living amid such scenery that poets should look for the language in which to express their deepest feelings. Wordsworth himself sought ‘a selection of the real language of men in a state of vivid sensation.’1 In a note to ‘The Thorn’ — a poem which contains some of his most defiantly humdrum phrasing — Wordsworth asserts that the language of deepest passion is characterized by simple words and repetition, such as we find in the Authorized Version of the Bible. The aim of using such language was to achieve ‘the unostentatious beauties of a pure style’2 — an aim which, as the ambiguity of ‘pure’ suggests, was at once aesthetic and moral.


Following Eliot, F. R. Leavis affirmed in some notes found after his death that Wordsworth was the poet of genius who ‘altered expression’. Yet he is also, Leavis rightly perceived, the most neglected of the great English poets. Why should this be? According to such influential commentators, Wordsworth effected a permanent change in the way poets write, making it possible both to express and to rouse into health-giving action, the profoundest human emotions. So why should he now, despite signs of a resurgence of interest in him among living poets such as Seamus Heaney and R. S. Thomas, be so under-appreciated?


The reason is, I believe, that the complex system of cultural changes which he helped instigate, has estranged us from many of the basic presuppositions which inform his poetry. When we bump into these beliefs therefore — often without being consciously aware of it — we are either repelled by them, or don’t recognize them for what they are, or else we pretend they are something else.


The view that Wordsworth had two voices — serious and namby-pamby — was established as early as Byron’s review of Poems in Two Volumes (1807). Modern criticism, accepting this, has tended to focus on the serious, quasi-philosophical poetry to the exclusion of the gentler poems represented in Palgrave’s Golden Treasury (1861), where Wordsworth has the greatest number of poems after Shakespeare. There is need for a reconciliation between ourselves and Wordsworth and thus between the gentler and the severer aspects of his achievement. This is unlikely to occur until it is recognized a) that Wordsworth was throughout his career a Christian poet; b) that he considered himself primarily a teacher; and c) that his slightest lyrics are no less ‘philosophical’ (in his sense of being concerned with wisdom) than his loftiest blank verse.


For example, in ‘Tintern Abbey’ we get a characteristically unobtrusive insistence on the paradox that pleasure can be disturbing:




And I have felt


A pleasure that disturbs me with the joy


Of elevated thoughts …1





This is perhaps to be expected in a poem which is obviously concerned to register both the grandeur and the distinctiveness of Wordsworth’s experience of God in the world. Yet he alludes to a similar contrariety at the start of the first of his three poems ‘On the Daisy’:2






In youth from rock to rock I went,


From hill to hill, in discontent


Of pleasure high and turbulent,


Most pleas’dwhenmost uneasy …








Moreover, in our predilection for the Shakespearian virtues of ‘sensuous particularity’, indirectness, and density of meaning, we are apt to discount Wordsworth’s right, both in his meditative blank verse and in his shorter poems to be more prosaically direct and hortatory. The slight lyric, ‘Yes! thou art fair …’, might (justly) be thought less profound than ‘Elegiac Stanzas’ in its treatment of the theme of the mind’s creativity in perception. Yet it achieves, by virtue of its very simplicity, a sternly gallant jauntiness of manner which it is touching to see Wordsworth assume in his 76th year. Similarly, though the ‘spots of time’ episodes in The Prelude will be remembered chiefly for their singular depth of implication, we owe the phrase by which we designate them to a stretch of more prosaic verse in between the narratives.3


The ablest Romantic and Victorian readers valued Wordsworth’s poetry equally for its artistry and its import: they wanted to learn what Wordsworth had to teach and therefore did not need to make a false distinction between the aesthetic and the admonitory elements in Wordsworth’s poetic character. Our own situation is different.


Perhaps the single most important thing to remember when reading Wordsworth is that we are post-Romantics. This means both that we derive many of our ideas about art from the Romantics; and also that our cultural milieu is in certain crucial respects unlike theirs. We are too often beguiled by the similarities into ignoring, or underestimating, the differences of outlook. This strange blend of likeness to and difference from ourselves is evident not only inWordsworth’s general statements but inminute details of style.


Victorian critics, writing before the onset of Modernism and the dissolution of cultural traditions which formerly stretched unbroken across post-medieval literature, could count on a degree of cultural affinity with Wordsworth which no longer exists. Thus Matthew Arnold, being culturally in sympathy with Wordsworth, could write in 1879: ‘He has no style’ without supposing he would be taken to mean that Wordsworth was careless about his style. Not until A. C. Bradley in 1909 did it seem necessary to point out the danger of this way of speaking. Hopkins and Clough were also duly attentive to the blend of perfection and imperfection in Wordsworth, while yet revering him as a master, both morally and stylistically. As so often, it is Coleridge who strikes the right critical note with his ascription to Wordsworth of a ‘curiosa felicitas’ or studied felicity of expression, such as ‘chiming hounds’ in ‘Simon Lee’ — apt, because to Simon, the hounds’ ‘voices’ were sweet as a bell. Yet Wordsworth’s self-effacing artistry in such details is no less a feat of moral insight.


It might be thought, given his pro-democratic sympathies and his early dream of having his poems published in a form which could be sold cheap by pedlars, that Wordsworth shared the current view of poetry as an art which anyone can gain access to. But he was a learned and scrupulous craftsman, very insistent on the importance of ‘workmanship’ and study: ‘my poems must be much more nearly looked at before they can give rise to any remarks of much value, even from the strongest minds.’1 Moreover, workmanship for him was a moral issue. Hence his disparagement of Byron and his insistence on the need for long study of best masters. In 1815 he reaffirmed his long-standing view that it was only those who had made a study of poetry whose judgment of it could be trusted.1


Among the general issues by which the character of a poet’s style is conditioned, religion is the one where the clearest differences between ourselves and Wordsworth emerge. For example, Aldous Huxley (whose grandfather apparently coined the term ‘agnostic’) claims that Wordsworth pumped the landscape full of Anglicanism.2 This is a judgment whose recklessness would not have gone undetected in an age less indifferent, or hostile, to formal religion than our own. For one thing I doubt whether Huxley was distinguishing carefully between Anglicanism and other forms of Christianity. Most of Wordsworth’s critics, prior to Modernism, had been Christians; and their complaints that Wordsworth was too vague about matters of doctrine could hardly have been made if they’d been thinking in terms as approximate as Huxley’s. Further, Huxley would presumably not have objected to Wordsworth’s filling the landscape with secular humanism. There is a world of difference between leaning towards agnosticism from a standpoint of Christian faith, and peering towards agnosticism through a fog of unbelief.


Wordsworth had a low opinion of formal philosophy, which in any case scarcely existed as an academic discipline in late eighteenth century England. Philosophy for him was more a matter of an enlightened outlook on life; and the value to him of poetry was that it could communicate this with unrivalled force. He wished, he said (in words we should weigh), ‘to be considered as a Teacher, or as nothing.’3 Dry ethical discussions, of the sort he had once admired in Godwin’s book Political Justice (1793), were, he came to realize, powerless to ‘melt into our affections.’4 It was Wordsworth’s skill in imparting the essence of his outlook by exploiting the expressive powers peculiar to poetry that inspired Shelley’s remark that ‘the imagination is the prime agent of morality and poetry ministers to the effect by operating upon the cause.’


It is pretty certain that Wordsworth would have had little patience with the majority of modern academic studies of his work, which too rarely ask the question why his poetry really matters and whose writers seem so little prepared to learn anything from him. The comparative neglect of Wordsworth’s lyrics is not the result of critical discrimination, but of a preference for verse which, being more openly discursive and less openly Christian, is more amenable to current styles of critical discourse. As Wordsworth said himself, the praise he wanted most was that of people whose suffering he had helped to lighten. Among those of his contemporaries whose opinions he valued, his death was lamented in grief-stricken terms:






Time may restore us in his course


Goethe’s sage mind and Byron’s force;


But where will Europe’s latter hour


Again find Wordsworth’s healing power?1








Wordsworth believed a poet should help ‘render [our] feelings more sane, pure and permanent.’2 He claimed that there was


… scarcely one of my Poems which does not aim to direct the attention to some moral sentiment, or to some general principle, or law of thought, or of our intellectual constitution.3


This was recognized and appreciated by contemporaries such as Coleridge, Lamb and De Quincey. Equally, it was recognized by such Victorians as John Stuart Mill and Mark Rutherford — both of whom credited Wordsworth with helping them to survive profound spiritual crises — and by Matthew Arnold, whose term healing power most aptly describes this central aspect of Wordsworth’s poetic character.


Modern readers, particularly those influenced by modern academic criticism (which often dismisses the past as a graveyard of discredited ‘ideologies’) may be inclined to think of Wordsworth’s healing power as merely a historical phenomenon, available to Romantics and Victorians, but not to us. This, in my opinion, is a mistake. We have only to ask what Wordsworth’s healing power was, and why it was so warmly appreciated, in order to perceive its continuing relevance to ourselves.


Wordsworth was born in the immediate aftermath of what is conventionally, and somewhat unaptly, known as the Enlightenment: the era in European history when influential thinkers began to subject even the most sacrosanct traditional beliefs to intellectual scrutiny. This led to an over-reliance on discursive (as distinct from intuitive) reasoning which Wordsworth explicitly opposed.1 Moreover, the Enlightenment marked the beginning of a process which led to modern relativism, or the belief that morality is the product of social conditioning and has no ultimate sanction.


Wordsworth saw this development coming. He was far from sharing the modern indifference to Christianity and what Coleridge called ‘the eternal Verities of Plato and Descartes’. Concentrating on ‘the great and universal passions of men’.2 he struggled to reaffirm through poetry the grounds for believing that ‘we have all of us one human heart’.3 His poetry registers the distress which many of us feel at the slippage of those certainties traditionally felt to be necessary to a healthy, humane existence; but more than that, it shows him overcoming this distress in a strong recognition of the values by which all human beings — regardless of differences of culture, class and creed — are in fact united. Wordsworth’s healing power, therefore, consists in his ability to provide, bymeans of his poetic art, moral reassurances which, deep down, we crave. And perhaps we need this power the more acutely because the temptations to moral despair are greater now than ever before.





STEPHEN LOGAN




Note on The Text


Arrangement of Poems The division of the selected poems into those published during and after Wordsworth’s lifetime is the result of my wish to redress two kinds of imbalance. Owing to the immensely valuable recent work of scholars in editing his manuscripts, there has been a tendency to value poems which he did not publish at the expense of those he did. For example, the poems now known as ‘The Ruined Cottage’, and ‘The Pedlar’ were never published byWordsworth in their current forms (though he did at various times think of them as independent poems). Then there is the very different, yet related case, of The Prelude, now familiar to many readers in three versions (1799, 1805, 1850), yet which Wordsworth himself did not publish. Nonetheless, a cursory examination of Wordsworth criticism over the past thirty years would reveal a far more intense preoccupation with these poems, andwith the projected The Recluse thanwith either his lyrics, or the one substantial part of The Recluse which he did publish, namely The Excursion. Consequently, I have devoted most of my allotted pages to poems published inWordsworth’s lifetime and have given them in the versions (subsequently much revised) in which they made their first impact on the public. The relegation of The Prelude to the class of unpublished poems is meant less to downgrade that poem than to upgrade others which Wordsworth was less hesitant about, and which his first few generations of readers knew better.


Choice of Poems While not sharing Matthew Arnold’s low opinion of The Prelude, I have reverted a little towards him in giving priority to the shorter poems. Owing to the disproportionate attention bestowed on The Prelude, the lyrics have in recent years suffered neglect. Also, since The Prelude was never published—apart from a few excerpts1
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