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DISSERTATI~ ABST&\CT 

The catergories of the SuhJ.ime a"'ld the Beautiful, popularized 

duritl£: the eighteenth ce'l'ltury, are ce'l'ltral '00 ~.brdsworth 's major poem 

!9.!Ll'-~~_lu~. Il'l this poem, phrases which pair off fear or terror a'!'\d 

love obviously recall Burke's theory of the sublime as havi"1g to do '-lith 

ideus of self-preservatiot'l a"'ld the beautiful with_ ideas of love and 

society. In Book I of .Th~~ t-lo:r-dsworth interprets his formative 

experiences :in terms of solitude and society-, experiel"ces of fear and 

i'rie'!'\<.lship. This it'lterpreta.tio'"l governs the e11ti:.ce poe.m, fuough in the 

final nooks Hords\o.'Orth deprecates his tel"l<.~e'"lc;f to respor.d excessively 

to thl!'l sublim. Other ideas of the sublime tha'l1 Burke 1s also affected 

him IJ0"'terfully. The theme of 'the mi'1d 1s steady acquisitio'l'l of power 

throu;:h its perceptio'1 of nature as forreing and mirroring the mind 

ran8 through The- Prelu~; it is stated at the C01'1clusiol"l of Book VII 

a, a :h the ''Climbing of Snowdon" epjsode of Book XII!. 'lhis theme is a 

mdif:ieat:icn of the seventeenth- a'!d eightee'"lth-cMtury lo.,gbian 

subl1r.:e, 1.hich examj_nes the mi.,_d 1c activities 1-.nen it co,..frc..,ts grand 

and '\'nst natural forms, n:'id attri,outes to the mi11d capacities of 

e:;;pa·~~ticn a'~':d elevntio"1. I"l h:is 0'\-1'1 essay, "The 3ubl-L"De a11d t.'le 

Beaut0:.f'J.l 11 , belo11gi"lg to the same period as his Gu:id!! to the lakes, 

lk>.rd:wl''l:t'th ela.b::>l·a.!:;es t!-l:is 5.d."Ja., claimine that the mi11d is likely to 

::·esrc.. ·d. :!_, t-·:n·1::.c; of either 8.\.~ or e:levntio'l"l -whe'l it co~fro"'ts forms 
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combining 11ind:lviduality of form" vnth "dt.u-ation II and "power". In 

The Prelude sig"lificant experie?'lce, i11volving the arousal and exercise 

of imagination, generally arises from sol~ combinatio?'l of simpl1.city, 

duration and powar in phenomena. 1,!0rds,JOrth 1s i,t~r~st in the subl:i.rne 

and beautiful developed through C0'1Ve'1tio-.,al, sensationalist response to 

the DX>Utltainous Lake District e'1Viro71ment of his boyhood, and to the 

Alpine region he visited il'l 1790. But gradually he evolved a series of 

law, stated in 11The Sublime a'"!d the Beautiful" aT'd implied i11 !h....tl 

.Prelude, l-rhich accou'1ted for the ilnag1.nat5ve sigrdficance of sublime 

phenomena in terms of thei.r ability· to suge;est unity, i"lfinity and 

power. 'l'hese qualities, once perceived, provided emblems of the 

iJ,agi'1ation a.,d provoked its exercise. The Prelud~ traces the gro·.rth of 

the inaginatio'1, explores its powers, a"1d li"1ks it with sublimity. At 

tb.e end of t.lte po~m, ho\rever, l--.brdsworth attaches equal ir:portance to 

love and beauty. After the crisis of the Fre-.,ch Revolution his sister 

]))rothy, l1a.ry Hutchi"''S0'1 and C"..oleridge helped to restore his faith in 

man and nature by directi"lg his atte'1tion to the 'beautiful. The 

ZJ;-eJ.:ude there fore su.ggests that the beautiful is .f\r1 damen tally 

.imp-Jrtant in pron:oting mral and spiritual health. But the poem's major 

theme is the growth of a poet's mi'1d and imegina.t1.o~, and it is the 

sublime that is co'1sistently yoked with imagi'1ative vit..ality. 
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I 

r~TTil)DUCTIO"T 

'!be :purpose of this essay is to explore, as specifically as 

possible, tlbrds'\-.'Orth 's use of the Sublin:le and Beautiful, twin 

cateeories of eighteenth-century aesthetics a-nd psychology• .Ih~ 

ml'll.9.2. seems to be the work most obviously relevant to this 

exploration, si't'lce it is a poem about the grovrth of 1-/ordsl-:orth 's r'li11d 

and reveals, throueh discussio, and example, how that mind interp

reted nature through the years of its development. 

'fue extraordbary nunber of doublets t..~roughout the poem 

suggestive of these twin cater;ories of e~rie~co n<"~kes obvious 

"S"J.blime and beautiful" topic spri'1gs to mi'1d i.mmediately \~brds\:Qrth 

tells us that J.fan first beca~ important to him bece:use of his 

assoc:iation with "objects t.ilat \Jere great and fair" (.The_Pre1uc1~, 

VIII • .t,51) ;1 doublets of t..~is ki'"ld, '\-.>hether t..~ey s:inply typH'y la't'ld

scape in a general \:ay (e.g., "subli~ and lovely forir'..::~"--J...'1II .146) t 

or tranSJ:'-'Se the raference to psychological states i"'duced ty la~d

scape (e.g., 11da'1ger or desire tt--I .498), w5.11 appear so pers:1st.e-.,tly 

-------------·-----·-·--------------------------------------------
lti~tless otherv1se t.,dica.t.ed, all quotations from the p('em are 

c.rr.-..ir~ :f::t~m the 1~()5 vers:To, as pri~-tcd i, J:t.vrsJ2lf~. ~LS~:~1~_!2.f 2: 
£.9..2.i~f..Jll:1.£~ !'!c. 3. 6 S(:H"iCO'..."-l't, 2---d ec. rev. 1Tel~·1 I.::·lroic7d.l'-' 
(O:;~f~n·r?.~ Glt;.x·e·H~0'1 Pr:~s">: 195S'). Qunbtions from the; poem \dll be 
idcr:.l;:.ii':l.3d hy oook f.~:td l:he 1"Ut~ber alon~. 
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throughout the follow:i.ng chapters 'that the multiplication of i'1Sta"lces 

here is unnecessary. Iet few \Jl"iters on 'Ihe Prelude have recog"ized 

the underlying reference to a philooophy of aestheti~ and psycho~ 

log:lca.l experience so popular during the eighteenth cel'l'b.lry, let alone 

thought it worth their wh1.le to cD>"sider that the reference .might be 

roore than superficial. Samuel Eonk, b his classic study The Su~, 

considered it unquestionable that "Wordsworth was a sharer of that 

experience which the eighteenth ce.,tury had called 'sublime'", and. 

drev attention to the Burkea'1. a'1tithesis of fear and love in Bool:: I; 

but H·:mk VJ8.S writi.ng a study of t~e history of an idea, and his short 

discu.ssion does not allo\1 \brdsworth any more than a te"luous 

connection with the philosophy of his ti!i!e: "lrbrdswort..lJ. could not 

'Wholly escape the aesthetic ideas of his age. 11 2 Hs.rjorie Hope 

'iicolson, wo in her book }~:m.nt.9.1n Gloom a.,d l~ou,ta:tn Glorv approached 

the topic of the sublime .from the standpoint of shifting att:i. tudes to 

nature, raade much m:>re of \brds\o/Orth 's admiratio'1 for mou'1tains and 

quoted to effect from '1-.brdsl-.Orth 's Guide to the lalli as well as .from 

The Prelude; but she, too, \-JS.S witing a general history. 'Which 

precluded an i"ltensive study of \1ordsworth.3 And i'1 spite of t."le \>.!Ork 

of these writers i., drawi,... g attention to 1-.brds'-'Orth 's place1 i'11 a 

tradit1.o'!"' of thought, references to 1-.brdS\>iOrth a'1d the Subline and 

211l!".:.-~.:,1...b]J~ S"C'J.d_:y of Cr.i!ical Tneor:~s in Eigh~c.,"t'"l
~ll:LI':h€.:.1&:.::..£ (1935; rptd. Arm Arbor: University of Uichiga"l Press, 
1960), pp. ::::2'7-3/. 
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Beautiful have occurred i'!'1frequently, a'rld have remained superficial 

and unspecific.4 

'!he obvious starting-point for 8.'11. assessment of this topic iVl 

'Ihe Prelude must be Book I, which takes for granted to such an exte11t 

the tlro Burke a.., faces of fear a"''d love, and accorM.,gly I devote :nuch 

of the first part of this stucly to a specific comparison of Burkea!'l 

citatiO""'s 'With the inc5o.ents of \brdswrth 's childhood as they are 

recorded i"! the poem. But much of the material of '!he Prelude seems 

dependent on ot.1.er mdels of the sublilll'! tha11 Burke's. H. J. B. Own 

confirmed this whe"'' he published, in his i-.Tordsworth as Cr1tic, 

substantial portj.ons :from a hitherto U'l"l.published manuscript essay by 

Wordsworth, directly conceMed with the Subliir.e a!'ld Beautiful.5 'Ihis 

manuscript essay shows only slight co"''tinuity with tl:.e Burkean 

implications of Book I, but rather con11ects with such passages as the 

praise of muntains at the CO"''clusion of Book VII, 'Which speaks of the 

capacities of nature to elevate the mind. 1-hen eightee.,th-ce.,tllry 

theorists like John BailBe referred to elevation o.s M effect of 

sublimity they generally quoted selected passages from "Longinus", a"'td 

it is to this traditio'!'! that mch of '!he Prelude belongs. He follo,.red 

such theorist..., as Baillie and Gerard, too, ill seekj_ng to defi"'le those 

4rrwo recent studies, however, relate the sublime and beautiful 
tD Til!'~, recog"lizi"'!l; oore fully thar~ previous '\lriters the 
sigrd.. fica'1Ci~ of the relationship. See Ja.m~s A. W. Hefferna.,, 
J;&t:ds_;,1Q!'_~~2D. of' PQ0_trv. The Tra.l"!sfor_rni,g IT"~<J.gi,ation (Ithaca: 
C',omell t'1ivers:i.t.y Press, 1969), pp. 156-69; a.,d H. H. Abrams, ~;at11;rsl 
§1D~'~..21~t:!li~.:k_..1>.:?::l5.J:·i.Q:! r.~~d :'..a·:olutio"'' 1'l"l P.on:t"'ltic Lj:terature ('rev 
Yoz·:i:: '7orto,'l, 19'/1), pp. 97-112. 

5191:~: :;:_;:.:!.::L~~~j::t'L~ (Toro'-· t.o: U~i'V"}rsity of' Toront~ Press, 
1969). Sv:; c::;v:-c.:o.J.ly :;; ..~:;)·i.....:r 8, SLCtiv•\ IV, pp. 2~l3-10. 
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qualities ~-n objects necessary for sublimity. He found that they were 

i11dividuality of form, duration and powr; a"ld the recurrence of such 

words as "simplicity", 11e11dura"lce" and "power" in 'Ihe Prelude suggests 

that the bas1.c philosophy expressed in a.., essay writte"l some five years 

after the first complete version of the poem might be the s~ as that 

pervading The Pre lud.e. I have called this }ililosophy Wordswrth 1s 

"paradigm of grandeur" in order to differentiate it from the mre 

strictly Burkeen aspects of the poem on the 011e hand, and more 

conventional, u'!"'theoretical natural sublimity 0'1 the other. 

'lfo type of sublimity is without its U""derlying philosophy, 

crude or otherwise; but the kind of basic respo"lse to E-tll'Opean 

lllO'Witain scenery 'Which beca~ so autoxr.atic \lith imag:ina"dve v..rriters of 

the late eighteenth century, and 'Which pervades tr-avel diaries, 

journals and letters, alike in life and fiction, is oftel'l no rore than 

Burke stripped of any basis i"l aesthetics. I call this the 

"sensational sublilm 11 • It is present werevor a writer or artist 

exploits sce"lery for eDYltional purposes, making natura the excuse for 

eDX>tional theatricals, as men an artist makes the spectators' 

respo"l.se a rooasure of the power of an avalanche, or a writer peopies 

his alpine tract with wolves, birds of prey a,d \Jhitened bones. This, 

too, must be CC'1sidered, because somethil'lg led v..brds"oorth beyond the 

senoationa.lism of his early Descriotive Sketehes to the formulation of 

a"'l. i~telligent psychology and aesthetic in The Prelude and the essay 

11 'I"nt:; S'!.1blim<..; a.nd '3eautiful''; this "sor:ething'' probably explai"''ls 

1-brck-n'I'Orth 1s 1roture criteria for perception. 

'lbe sublir..e, perhaps to a lesser extent tha'1 the besutiful, is 
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undefinable, but 1-n this essay I have used it only in the se11ses 

indicated above, not in the ge"'eral sense of "high" nor as a term wit-h 

rhetorical reference. The sublime of the follovring chapters has to do 

with the experie"'ce of distanced fear (Burke); with eleva.tio"l of the 

mind and soul respondi'1g to certain forms of "lature ( "Longinus'1 as 

interpreted by the eighteenth century); with objects simple, durable 

and powerful (v.brdswrth); or with types of sensation provoked by 

Alpine and similar scenery. The aim is not to prove i11flue'1ces 0"1 

w~rdswrth, but to place his O'Wfl ideas in a rnore geT"Jeral co'1text. 

Therefore I have been selective in my choice of authors and quota

M.ons, usi.11g them only "ne'l"! I believe that a certain pa.ssaee thro"t-m 

light on what Y.'brds-worth is sayi"l e i"' his prose or i11 The Prelude; 

similarly~ passages from \-lordsworth 1s prose, especially the essay "The 

Sublime and BeautHul" and the Guide to the L"lkes have been used where 

they seem to illumi"late The Prelude. 

This study is concel""'!ed with the Beautiful to a n:uch lesser 

extent tha"'l. the Sublime, thou@l I have devoted a chapter to it. There 

are several reasons for this. The beautiful has always stubbornly 

resisted defi"lition, and whe"l the subliroo became a popular category of 

aesthetic psychology, it te,..1ded to find defhitio.., by simple co11trast 

v.rith the less stubborn sublilro; thus, if Sl'l.hlimity implied disorder, 

beauty l-.rfiS see.., as order. lbrds\-JOrth ms.kes the sublin~ i11 terestjng 

because his imag:i.native processes are so clearly provoked by it. If \.'e 

wish to U'1derst.;xr'ld v.hy he r-.ac1e poetry out of certai-1 phenoms"1.a "t-re must 

have son:::: und.ersta"1ding of w-hat e:xercjsed :power over his t1i11d, e.11d 

t.'l-:tis leads <'1 ir~ctJ.y i"li:o tho su.blir.e. Poauty, CM the ot.l-J.er ha11d, seems 

http:ot.l-J.er
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to have had little to do with the imagil"lative process; in Book XIII of 

The Prelude it is associated with lOOral and emotio'!'tal health Sn life. 

\-Jordsworth, like Burke, links beauty a!'ld love, but he is not at all 

interested in defirdng physical beauty. The topic of the picturesque 

does not e'!'tter the study at all, because Wordsworth himself defines it 

as a sterile methodology of perception, U'!"!related to meani'l'lgful 

imaginative experience. 

This fuller study of t·k>rdsworth 's Prelude i.n its relatio'l'lship 

to t..~e Sublime and Beautiful, made possible by the new light throHn on 

Wordsworth's thought by his own essay, should show how C0'1Ve'1tio,al 

-were the bases of his thought, and how integral the sublime becaiiD to 

his poetry a11d to his theory of the imagination. 



II 


In the final book of The P:roluee t.fordswrth celebrates the 

faculty of the imagination in 1trligher minds" and acclaims the freedom 

a'!'ld liberty he finds in those minds, in possession of a mature 

imagination, that are "truly from the Dei.ty 11 • He numbers himself am:mg 

the genuinely free, attributing this freedom "to fear and love, 11 

to early i~ tercourse, 
In presa"lce cf subli.,~ n.,d lovely forms, 
With the adverse pril"'ciples of pai"l and joy. 

(XIII.l45-47) 

This passage at the climax of the poem echoes, in its pairing of fear 

with love, pain with joy, and sublims with lovely forms, several 

similar references throughout ~ Prelude to emotions and quali.ties 

linked for puriX>ses of association artd co"ltrast. Amone these 

references may be mentioned "danger or desire 11 (I.49S), ''beauty a"ld 

. . . fear" (I • .306), fear and pleasure (I .6.31-.32) a,d "Terror or . . . 
love, I Or Beauty" (III.l.32-.3.3). ~k>rdsiDrth reiterates, ti.me and 

agai.n, that he associates healthy emotional and imagi,ati've growt.~ 

with a certain kind of response to the envirol'lmont, i'!'l 'Which nature 

appear_s as both beautiful and sublime, evoking in the perceiver now 

love, no"r fear; "lOW joy, '!'lOW pa.irt. 

H1en 'Pordsv:orth assoc1ates "fear nnd love 11 with "early 

irttercourse I In preserrce of .sublir.~ a!'1d lovely forr.£ 11 he is clero•ly 

adverM.nr, to the cateeories of tho sublL~ a":d the beauti1'..1l so 
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popular among theorists a"''d poets of the eightee"''\th ce,..,tu.ry; a."'\d the 

use of the three terms "sublime 11 , "fear" and "pain" i'l'l close proximity 

seems to echo particularly Burke 'a defi'l'lition of the sublime: 

~hatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and 
danger, t~1a.t is to say, "~atover is in any sort terrible, or is 
conversant about terrible ob;Jocts, or operates in a na.n>'Jer 
analogous to terror, is a source of tho §ubJlr.!~~H that is, it is 
productive of the stront_;est emotion wich the mind is capable 
of feeling. (Enquiry, I.vii) 

In his definitio'1 of beauty, too, Burke offers a clue to ~rdsworth's 

"lovely forms" and his juxta.posi tion of the words 11 love 11 a"'ld 

"beauty": "By beauty I mea.,, that quality or those qualities j., bodies 

by which they cause love, or so1ne passion similar to 1.t11 (Enguir:r, 

III.i). Insofar as lbrd.swrth repeatedly associates fear and love as 

the t-wo domina'l'lt hUll"An ellX>tio"ls :it is likely that he is recalling tho 

cateeod.es of the sublime and beautiful as Burke interpreted them, 

referring them to sig1ificant Emotio"'l.S in reE~ponse to certain 

definable qualities in phenomena; a11d that 1--.brdswortci.'s 11fear", "pain" 

and 11 danger 11 are to be silnply Ut'lderstood i"'l terms of Burke's sublirn..e 

of terror.l H.tch in The Prelude, in short, echoes not only ge"l"'eral 

ideas of' sublimity but specifically Burke's sublime of terror. 'lhe 

purpose of this e,'l)apter is to provide a basis for evaluating the role 

of the sublime of fear in The Pr"lude by outli1"1ing Burke's theory i"'' 

its essentials2 a"'!d t..l-ten exa.nrl.ninr, t·k>rdsworth 's theory in 11The Sublime 

1"Terror" is Burke's characteristic term; I speak indiscrim
inately of terror a.,d fear i,..tso.far as they refer to 0'1.e theory of the 
sublime. Terror simply denows a :~tro'1g forru of fear. 

2It is not to our fllrf--'O~;n t.o n'lke any use of the ~hysiological 
data of Part IV of th~ 2'~.i.2:z, n ::.!Gction of ?urk~ ts theory thnt r::oot 
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and the Beautiful" for comparison. 

I 

In a sentence that expresses :roost directly t."le essenMal point 

of his theory, Burke states that "terror is in all cases whatsoever, 

either more openly or late'l'ltly the ruli'l'lg principle of t."Je subli.Ir.e" 

(Enquiry, II.ii); for his comprehensive treatment of the sublime and 

the beautiful rests not, as -we might expect, on qualities diacovored 

in objects, but on the sensations and experience of the subject. The 

significance for Burke of the sublime--produced as it is by 'Whatever 

awakes "ideas of pain, and danger"--is that it is productive of strong 

el'OC>tion and involves passio"1s l>h"lich relate tc ideas of self

preserv&.t.ion; henc3 terror is :S.ts measure. H:n-eover, the effect. of the 

terrible subliloo is to th\.lart t..'-le mind so t."lat it loses its po-wer to 

entertai'l'l other eootions and thoughts: '"To passion so effec'b.lally 

robs the mi'I"J.d of all its powrs of acting and reasoning as fear" 

(.Eriqu:lr.v, II.ii). The sublim! seizes the mi~1d a'l'ld, in the strol'lgest 

word Burke applies to the e:A-perie"l1ce, astonishes it: "The passion 

caused by the great and sublime in nature, 'When tl:1ose causes operate 

most powerfully, is Astonishtoont; and astonishment is that state of 

the soul, in l>.hich all its motions are suspended, with some degree o:r 

horror" (linguiry, II.i). 'lbe ultimate sublime, then, rests on the 

union of terror with astonishment noticed previously by John Den'T'Iis: 

of his critics ceplore. See ~~. J. Hipple, The Poa.nti:f':l1, th~ Sn}:H~ 
B.'id the Pjci..-::._rc::c::ll.:'!.~~l/'~r>Hl-~o,t:l..rv Pr:b_t:ip'1 Ao~.-~·--lc-t.i~ '.;,::c.on 
( Carbo'1 d:::~.lo: Sou i:hcr•·t Ill:inu:l.s ·~n i \~arnl -cy Press, lS'S'l), p. ')8. 

http:d:::~.lo
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Things the, that are poY.119rful, a.,d likely to hurt, are the 
causes of Co1:11r.or:t Terror, and the rr.ore they are pol~erful and 
likely to hurt, the more they become the causes of Terror, 
which Terror, the greater it is, the nnre it is join 'd with 
wnder, a11d the "'earer it comes to astoni.shment. 3 

Like Dennis, Burke recogniz~s a scale of eroti.on, in 'Which "Astonish

ment ••• is the effect of the sublime in its highest dee,rree; the 

inferior effects are adnrlration, reverence and respect" (fuguj_ry, 

II.i). The sublime scale runs the gamut from astonishment to respect, 

but every step depends on an apprehe,sion of terror, imrninel'lt or 

potential, or on circuttsta':1ees associa~d vTith terror. 

Because the thrust of his theory is sensationalist, raising 

itself on the experiences of the subject, Burke iliscards t."le te':1dcncy 

of his predecessors to defi11e sublimity in terms of +lle qualities of 

objects, elaimi'r'tg that "vhatever ••• is terrible, with regard to 

sight, is sublime too, \Jhether this cause of terror, be endued \olith 

greatness of dimensio11s or 'r'tot; for it is impossible to look on any 

thi'1g as trifli11g, or contemptible, that may be dangerous'' (fl:>£Uliry, 

II.ii). The sublime is not to be associated with J:hysical gra,deur or 

vastness alone; a momtain rray be considered sublime to the extent 

that it ca'1 cause fear, and t.>onversely a venoiiDus snake will 

certainly evoke the subliloo, inspiring terror. 

In resisti11g the notion that experience of the sublime 

involv~s an intellectual response to qualities in objects, Burke 

short-circuits the mind; for he defines astonishmsnt as 

that state of tho soul, i'< which all its mtio"'ts are 

http:eroti.on
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suspended, wtth some degree of horror. In this case the 
mind is so e~tirely filled with its object, that it 
cannot entertain any other, nor by consequence reason on 
that object which employs ite Hence arises t.~e great power 
of the subli.me, that far from being produced by them, it 
anticipates our reaf;oni""!gs, and hurries us on by an 
irresistible force. (f.nau1.ry, II .i) 

~e sublime at i.ts wst powerful usurps the mind's powers; "the 

strongest eiootion 'Which the mind is capable of feeling" in fact forces 

the mind into a temporary abeyance. 

If this -were all that Burke had to say about the experience of 

the sublime, his t'heory v.uuld be merely an ecce"ltric dead-end, for the 

fascination of the &'Ubli~ lay in its demand for an expla."'l.ation of the 

satisfaction lOOn can derive from the overpowerlng and menacing as they 

do from t"'te beautiful. As ~la:lpole remarked b a letter to Richard 

\-lest, "1-bunt Ce,is ••• carries the permission mountains have of 

being frightful too far; and its horrors were accompanied with too 

nnch danger to give one tim:! to reflect upon their beauties. 11 4 The 

eighteenth-ce"ltury man thought of the sublime as a necessarily 

pleasurable experience in the face of potential ~rror; a~d Burke, 

mile denying any role to "reflection 11 in his theory, had to account 

for the satisfaction attendant upon the sublime. Consequently, he 

llX>difies his emphasis upon astol'lishment and horror to admit that 

effective danger precluoos the sublime: 

terror is a passion \-111ich always produces delight \J.le"'l. it does 
not press t.oo close. (~rt£.11..1~, I.xiv) 

4r.ettcr c.ated September 30, 1793 ("T .S.), quoted in 1·arjor1e 
Hopo •acolson, ~:l.J.}.£'~"1d Lb,t... !£~!, Glo;cr ('1ew York: ~rorto.,, 
1963), P• 355. 

http:f.nau1.ry
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l·lhen danger or pa1.n press too nearly, they are i"lcapable of 
giving any delieht, and are simply terrible; but at certain 
distances, and. with certai"'l znodj fications, they may be, and 
they are delightf"ul, as we every day experience. (~gu:iry, I.vj i) 

To Burke, experience of the terrible, when it does "lOt actually 

threaten the observer, is neH.her simply painful nor simply 

pleasurable, and he is careful to prepare the foundations for his 

theory of the sublime of terror by positing the existence of a kind of 

pleasure that is entirely distinct from "positive pleasure" and that 

allies itself with the potentially pai!lful without sha.rbg the 

characteristics of "positive pain". To this state he gives the name 

"delight". '.-hen the sublillle is experienced j_t is affording delight, 

not pain nor pleasure. A precondition for, though not the cause of, 

the delight that offers itself in the terrible subl~ is the freedom 

of the experiencing subject from actual terror. At the same time, 

nothing that is not to some degree potentially terrible or analogous 

to terror will affect with delight. 

Clearly Burke's ulti..mte, astonishing terror does not permit 

of the traditional not:ion of the subl:i.Ioo, deriving from longinus, that 

it affords satisfaction by expandi!lg or elevating the mi"ld: "It is our 

nature to be elevated and exalted by true sublimity. Filled with joy 

and pride, we come to believe we have created what -we have only 

heard. 11 5 I..ongj_~us is talking about the rhetorical subli.Ioo, but fr--.>m 

Boileau 0'1 the theorists applied the "lOtio"l of elevation to the 

natural sublj_me, so that Gerard ca"'l state, echoing several 1deas of 

5"I..o"' rY.r.L"'u-" c>., ~11 1)1 :t "'l.·hr tr D A n..sse 11 (Ox+'-o,·d·· • h · ' .:> ' _...::::.,_,,!;..;.::.;:':,!.!;:_:::..,.. ' · • • o hU _._ ._ ~ • 
1 ar-l"'C'10"' ::...,.... ..,,.. 1otr' 1~ ''C..t.. t'.:ii ·; ,._._.....;.0' ,U:) 1 ' J• I• 
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Burke,. that 

We always co.,template objects and ideas with a disposition 
similar to their nature. 1-.he!l a large object is presented, 
the mind e>..-pa'1ds itself to the extent of t.l-tat object, a'1d 
is filled ,.nth one grand se.,sation, Yhich totally possessing 
it, composes it into a solemn sedateness, and strikes it 
with deep sile"1t wonder and adniratio'1: it fbds such a 
diff:lculty j_rt spreading itself to t.~e dimensio'1s of its 
object, as enlivens a'1d invigorates its frame: and having 
overcom9 the oppositio'1 vihich this occasions, it sonetims 
imagines itself pgesent in every part of the scene, mich 
it contemplates. 

Gerard's stateme'l'lt, later than Burke's .&quia, demnds quotation 

because it puts so clearly the classic subliloo the1m of elevation. 

Wlen the eye and the mind encou'1ter a sublime object something 

happens, but that "so:methingtt can be stated O"'lly in terlllS of "as if". 

It is ~ if the sublim object actually challenges t..~e po"~rs of the 

observ-er; .ru?. U t..~e mind possesses material and spatial qualities; ~ 

if the mi'1d ca'1 expand; and !!§. i.f i!l expa'1ding it can overcom t..~e 

object presented. Burlro i'1corporates this idea O!lly in passing, in a 

section e't'ltitled "Ambition"; clearly the notio'1 is not entirely con

sistent \lith his emphasis on terror. ~ieveetheless. he recognizes its 

relevance: 

lfow whatever e:lt."1er on good or upon bad grounds tends to raise 
a man in his O'Wii opi'1ion, produces a sort of svrelli'1g and 
triumr:h that is extrernly grateful to the human mir!d; and this 
Slrelling is never rore perceived, "lOr operates "rith nnre force, 
than "hen , . .rj_thout ds.'iger \...e are co'1versant with terrible 
objects, the mind always clairni~g to i tsolf scm part of t.~e 
dignity and importance of the fui>1gs \Jlich i-t; COTJtert,plates. 

(EnffilifY, I .xvii) 

Although hardly compatible '\l.rith the complete subjugatio'1 of th~ mind 

that Burke calls asto··,ishf';e.,t, 11s\lelline and triumph'' is a part of 
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the subline experience when terrible objects that have "dignity and 

importance" are contemplated by a subject in no danger from them. 

In Burke's theory, then, the subli.lm is defined primarily 

without description of objects and their qualities. His sublime 

depends 0'1 the experience of the delightfully terrible, what might be 

called unarmed terror, and this terror is subli.lm wb.ether or not it 

resides in an object of magnitude; thus Burke frees the sublime from 

its generally inevitable attachment to natural grandeur. The subli.me 

makes its effect prior to the subject's reasO"ling faculties coming 

into play, but when terror is linked with "dignity and importance" 

(terms which imply some oeeree of physical grandeur) the mind can be 

elevated and dignified. Such are the esse"ltials of Burke's theory; 

only secondarily does he turn to a C0'1Sideration of specific qualit:les 

in objects or sense-data that, annexed to terror or analogous to it, 

awaken the subliroo. 

Part II of the Enguil"'.l is a catalogue of qualities in the 

objects of se11se perception that call forth sublimity. He starts with 

the 5.dea of obscurity, li'1king this with terror: 

To make any thing very terrible, obscurity seei:lS 1.n general 
to be necessary. vhen we know the full extent of a11y danger, 
when we can accustom our eyes to it, a great deal of the 
apprehension va'1ishes. Every 0'1e l-rill be se'1sible of this, 
who considers how greatly night adcls to our dread, in all 
cases of da.,ger. (.§hrp.liiT, II.iii) 

Full knoldedge precludes the sublime, so th.at it is such "privations" 

as vacuity, darkness and silence that, giving scope to the imagina

t5.cm, impart apprehef'sio.., and fear. !~y exte'!don, "Surke ca"l claim that 

"a c1ear id~a js a 1itt.le ice-a'' R'1d ar;:;u.e for the sup~::-jority of 

http:subli.me
http:subli.lm
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literature over pai'l'lting on accou'1t of the former's greater power to 

suggest. For the production of gra11d images, obscurity and darkness 

are pre-eminent; a'1d "An immense nxnmtain covered with a shini'l'lg_ green 

turf, is nothing • • • to one dark and gloomy; the cloudy sky is more 

grand than the blue; and night more sublizne and solenn tha'l'l day" 

(&!guiry, II.xvi). Obscure sounds, low, tremulous and i"ltermitti"lg, 

"leave us in • • • fearful anxiety concerni'l'lg their causes" (II.xix). 

Obscurity is productive of the subli.Ioo simply because obscure 

condi.tions proiOOte Mxiety and terror. 

Infinity, because it does not permit bounds, is a further 

sublim3 idea. In fact, there are few ideas and no images that ai>e 

truly i"lfinite, but m.ny objedts and ideas 'Whj.ch strilr.e the observer 

as unbounded "make some sort of approach towards i"''f:.nit-y" (E-lguiry, 

II.iv): 

the eye not being able tc perceive the bounds of many t."li"rlgs, 
they seem tc be infbite, and they produce the same effects 
as if they 'l.!9re really so. He are deceived i'l'l the 111ce manner, 
if the parts of some large object aro so continued to any 
indefi'l'lit9 nuniber, that the inagination r.:eets no check which 
may hind~r its extending them at pleasure. (~gu:i.rv, II.viii) 

Infinity can be suggested in objects of a reasonable size by an 

inherent pattern. This infi'1ity Burke calls the "artificial infi"lite" 

and it is produced t.Jhere the object meets the requirements of 

"succession" and ~iformity", that is, where it ccmvi11ces us that it 

progre-sses ''beyond [its] actual l:lmits" by a regular, U"liform 

extension in one d5..rection. According tc this law Burke finds the 

rotu.,ds. sublime, but l"lOt the exterior of a church with tra"lsepts. 

Po'\.;er &ugr;ests t.~o sublirn a-nd is i""!volved necessarily i"l all 
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sublimit;.,-; Burke knows of "'lathing sublime ,.mich is not some 

mdificstion of po\>er. A11d this bra.,.1ch rises • • from terror, the• 

collli!X)n stock of every thing that is sublime 11 (J!nguiry, II.v). By power 

Burke seems to !l18an, simply, strength that has the capability of 

frightening. 'lhe idea of God is the most po-werful there is, because 

the idea of God's poyer strikes the senses and imagination before 

milder i.deas connected with divinity. !-breover, powr obviously 

resides 5.n objects and living thi"1gs that do not !lecessarily :bflict 

actual t.error; but "the iuaas of pai!l, a!ld above all of death, are co 

very affecting, that milst 'We remain in the presence of whatever is 

supposed to have the _p.)~r of inflicting either, it 5.s impossible to 

be perfectly free from terror't (II.v). Purke 's pcn-~er is lodged in 

wa.tever defies our CO!ltrol a!ld thus might inflict pain on us. It is 

not an automatic concomitant of great size or bulk, for if this wre 

so man \o/Ould find the ox and the bull equally povrerful. 'Ihey do indeed 

share the a.ttr5.buws of size and strength, yet are not equally 

po-werful tr.> Eurke, since the former is subservient to l"'JJB.n, the latter 

potentially dangerous. 'Ihe bull has sublimity but the ox is relatively 

con tozaptible: 

That pol.Jer der5:,r~fl all its sublimity from the terror wit.lJ. which 
j_t is generally accompanied, will appear evidently from its 
effoct ir1 the '\""Bry few casas, in 'nich it may be possible to 
strip a co~"w1.cer<tble degree of st.rer.cth of its ability to hurt. 
~he'1 you do this, you spoil it of every thi"l g suhlina, M d it 
:lril!r_.ediately becomes contemptible. (Ji}lguiry, II.v) 

A seco•1d kind of power, that of force e}.-erted in the 

subjugation of 1n:1terials for .m.s.'1 1S purposes, Burko c:::.lls "difficulty•:; 

Sto'1ehe'1t;e 's ".r'l . .:d.o r:nsses of sto-r1e, set on end, a'1u piled each on 
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other, turn the lni.nd on the i.rronense force necessary for such a work" 

(~mJ:tr:y;, II.xii). '!he emphasis here is not on the object itself but 

on the reflections it inspil.--es. lan feels aw because he senses the 

forces and strength involved in raising such a mnument, and 

presumably terror is also indirectly involved in this experience, 

since such force and energy could be 5.1m.gined capable of inflicting 

pain and death. 

Burke is nO\o,>here interested in grandeur or size for its O'Wn 

sake, and he refuses to make such qualities a necessary condition of 

the sublilll:l. In the section on "Vast"less" (II.vii) he asserts that 

"greatness of dilll:lnsion, is a po-werful cause of the sublin.e 11 but he 

links the idea of size with other ideas. Vastness itself refers mre 

particularly to ervension in pla!'!e S'tlrfaces; it wuld be conducive 

to sublimity pres-umably in its relation to infinity. The other tw 

forms, height and depth, relata oore easily to the notion of terror 

itself. Thus, to look doln. from a precipice would be a. mre sublime 

exped.e..,ce than looking up to a. sunmit, a!ld "the effects of a rugged 

and broken surface seem stronger than where it is sm:>oth and 

polished". t-.hile the sublir~ in grand natural forms (such as ocean, 

desert and mountain) depends upon the two ideas of danger and 

infinity, 11rna.gnitude :l.n buildi~g11 depends upon the i'l"lfinite only: "To 

the subl:tma in bui.ldi11g, greatness of dimension seems requisite; for 

on a fev parts, and those sr.nll, the :iJnagination can.,ot rise to any 

idea of infinit-y" (Enqgi..!:l:, II.x). Burke is again referring to the 

"artificial i"1finite" here, for he adds that t'Desig1s that are vast 
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only by their dj;rsnsions, are ahr2.ys the sign of a common and low 

i:ma.gi.nat:ton • 11 Inf:inity is a suggesti.on of pattern rather than of :mere 

extension. 

Finally, Burke discusses lit.'ht, colour and sound in terms of 

the subl:i.me. Both lieht and SOU"l d co;~vey subl:imity wh.en they are 

extreroo or sudden. Extreme light, such as the direct glare of t.~e sun, 

indeed approaches darkness in :t.ts effect by blotting out the objects 

of sieht. •Tatural effects like thundar and the sou-1d of cataracts 

overpov.-er. Lightni>'lg affects by its rapid motion, and similarly sudden 

beginnings or cessation of CO"!'!Siderable sound affect. Concentrated, 

forceful e."'.d repeated sound (like t.~at of t."le: 11str:tkb.g of a great 

clock when the silence of the night prevents the attention from being 

too much dispersed") produces awe. 

Burke's sublime is consiste"ltly a sublim of terror, building 

itself' on the assumptio!1s that sublimity issues .f'rorn strong em::>tioe1, 

and that the strongest emotions are ccn'1ec't'3d with ideas of self

preservation. Basically sensationalist, his theory refers the sublime 

emphatically to human experience as it is felt prior to the activity 

of complex reflection. Phenorc.ena corue under the dorr.inion of the 

S'-..:.blirr.e only insofar as they have to do, directly or indirectly, with 

ideas of danger, pain and terror. vJith reference to the hunan mind 

Burke 1s sublime affect.s rrore by asto'1ishing than by elevating; with 

reference to sense-data, obscurity and po1-;er are the major coYJstants 

:tn prc,moting terror. By choosing to em_r.hasize terror, Burke has 

discounted physical greatness; more importantly, ho has broueht mind 

http:subl:i.me
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and phenomena i~to a close relationship with each other by seeking 

for a series of laws under '-Jhich the mi!'!d is affected i11 the sublillle 

experience. 

II 

\1ordsworth published no systematic theory of tho sublime and 

beautiful but he did intend one; and besides his Guide to fue Lakes, 

\lhich co~tains scattered observatiCMs on the topic, -we have his 

fracment "The Subli.Ioo a!l.d the Beautiful", 7 unpublished du.ri"'l.g his 

life, 'Which co>1stitutes a coherent if incomplete accoun·:; of t1is mature 

thi~king about the subli..me. Like Burke, Wordsworth emphasizes the 

processes of mi'1d involved b sublimity rather than qualities in 

objects ,,nich can, Q<ll.: ,££, be co>1sidered sublir.re: 

I run persuaded that it is of infinite importa"lce to the 
noblest feel1.,...gs of the Hi'1d & to 5ts very highest powers 
that the forms of ~rature should be accurately co>1tenplated, 
&, if described, described in lanQiace that shall prove that 
-we understand the several grE:.'1d c011stitutional lal-rs under 
\..thich it has been ordai"led that these objects should 
everlastingly affect ~~e mind. (Prose, II, P• 350) 

\-lordS'WOrth is interested in those 18.'\-JS U'1der l-Jhich the mind Operates 

and, like Burke, thinks it important to discover them. Objects demand 

accurate attentio'1 "lot for their O'\-M sakes but for \-:hat they reveal 

about the hun.a, mind. 'lheir iltportance is that through c:erwerse with 

the forms of 'Tature the hurtan mil"\d may recogt; ize its OW"' operatio>1s 

and powers. 

7Iuch of my d:i.scussior! of 1-brdsv.'Orth 1s theory of suhlimity 
here ar.d :hi C:1ar,-ter IV overlaps ;.r:i th H. J. B. 0'\.re"l 1 s sectio•1 ot1 "?ho 
Po1.>:8I' of the Su'hl:i mo" i-1 .:.2;:.2:(:,\<Qf't"}:-t r··s Cd. tic, pp. 20.3-10. 'Ihj s is 
i,.~c·v:t .;.:n..hle, 'hcc[t."~~r.c r~.~.s hovk :i3 t; i<:! o~..., l:r c~o 7/et to rr1o.k9 use of .:..tl10 

c;;;sG.y "The Su~JliD'J h 1 d the Den~lt1.f'ul''. 

http:sublir.re
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H::>rdst<orth 's dlscussio'!'l focuses largely Ol'l the form of the 

:nnu.,tajn. For the mountai-n form to be felt as st(blillle it is necessary 

that the corJplete form be see, and that it be the only object that is 

seen. Tnis is a co-ndition, not a cause; for its sublimity will consist 

i•1 three senses t.~e spectator derives from it: a sense of individual 

form, a sense of duration a'1d a se'rlse of power. The spectator 

experiences the sublime O'!'lly when he can attrihute these three 

qualities to one form. He must se'1se that this form has existed since 

time immemorial, and that it is able to exert power. 

Of these three qualiHes, 11power" fascina. tes ~.brdsv10rth m::>st, 

evidently because it is t.~at power inhere"!t 1.n objects also possessi"lg 

individual form and euratiol'l which clains sol'J.e kind of relatio'!'lship 

with the observer's mi,d: 1\rith [a sense of i11dividual form and a 

sense of duratio;.:} must be combhed irnpressi011s of po\o.'er, to a 

sympathy with & a participation of which the mind rust be elevated-

or to a dread and a'W9 of which, as existing out of itself, it must be 

subdued" (Prose, II, pp • .351-52). In fact, Wordsworth does "lOt define 

po'Wer explicitly, but its ~aning emerges from considerbg its force 

on t.lJ.e mi"''d. On the one hand, po\oler may impress the mind and, by 

offering a challe'1ge, persuade the mind of its own po\.:er; this is a 

common notion of the subliroo, already exempHfied in passages from 

lo"''ginus, 'Rurke and Gerard. l.o11gjnus talks about the elevation and 

exalta.tio"l of our '1ature; Burke about "a sort of swelB"'g a'1d triumph 

that is extr'3Irt3ly erate ful to th.e hums."'\ m:i1'l d ,, ; and Gerard about 

"expa'lsio!'.". tbrdsworth 's "sy·npathy 1-:ith & participatio~ of" po~,'er 
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seems akin to Cre~ard 's notion that the mind "someti.m':ls imagines itself 

present in every part of the scene which 5.t cCll"ltemplates • 11 To all 

three of the writers on the natural sublime the experie"'lce can be 

elevating inasrruch as it persuades the subject to believe that h:ls 

mind enlarges to share the sublime characteristics of the object. For 

l-.brdsworth this characteristic is power. On the other hand, the form 

contemplated rray possess such grandeur and communicate such power that 

it subdues the mind. It is t.~is second possibility that Burke 

emphasizes, a process i'1 which the mind is asto'1ished, the motions of 

the soul "suspended, with some degree of horror." 

There are patteMs and shapes i>1 natural forms, specifically 

here rnoUl"'tains, Hordslrorth believes, that determine the nature of t.~o 

spectator's response, ei.ther raising M.m to sympathy a"ld participatio"l 

or subduing him to dread and awe: 

A IllOWltain bei"1g a stationary object is enabled to effect 
tthese) j_n connection with duration and individual form, by 
the sense of untio'1 which in the mi'1d accompa'1ies the lines 
by which the l·bu1"1tai"l itself is sha!Y)d out. These lines may 
either be abrupt a,.,d precipitous, by lmich danger & suC.den 
cha'r'!ge is expressed; or t."-ley may now in to eac.~ other like 
the '.raves of tb.e sea, and, by involvi"'lg in such image a 
feeling of self-prop12Gation infi'1itely continuous a'1d w:t thout 
cognizable ber;in>"~in g, these li'1es ID9.y thus convey to the mind 
sensations not less sublime than those l>Jhich mre excited by 
their opposites, the abrupt and the precipitous. 

(Pl~se, II, p. 352) 

The divis:io, of these patterns into flol>Ji"'lg a"'ld abrupt recalls Burke; 

the first bears a similarity to his discussion of the "artificial 

i"'lfi"1ite 11 i, vhich successio'1 a"1d U"'lifornrlty persuade the observer 

that the pa'tterrl is, in Hords't-!Orth 1 :J phrase, 11 i...,fi'1itely cO"'ti•·.uous"; 
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broken surface seem stro-1ger than \.!here it j_s soootb and polished." 

v.brdsworth does not share Burke's preference for "strong e!!X>tion" but 

obviously both Burke and \-brds'\ororth link the abrupt and rugged with 

dread and danger, the smoth al'ld flowi'1g with infinity. 

Burke wrote that he knew of 11"1othil1g sublime 'Which [was] not 

sotm IilOdification of power", linking power with terror; for terror 

remained the essential spring of his sublime. Power seems to play the 

equivalent role in \k>rdsworth 1s theory. Throughout "'Ihe Sublim a"'ld 

the BeautHul" Vk>rdsworth reiterates the poi"'lt about the different 

conditiol'ls u"'lder ,.;hich power ''awa.ke,s the subloo 11 • 't-hen the mi"'ld is 

elevated, roused to a "sympathetic e1"1ergy", the sublime achieve~mnt is 

that the mind, '\olhile not attai't'il'lg its goal, "participates force which 

is actil'lg upon 1.t"; When fue mind is humiliated or prostrated, its 

grandeur "subsists in the 't1aked fact of bei't1g conscious of external 

Power at 011ce awful & ~asurable". I'l both of these states the 

-spectator enjoys a Se'1sati0'11 Of 11 f"1tense U'1ity 11 in mich he loses 

c.-.onsciousness of himself as separate from the object before hi."'l. 

(Prose,rr, p.354). 

Later in the essay 1-hrdsworth adds yet a third cOl'ldition under 

mich po\Jer effects the sublime-- "resistance". Po-wer acts ''upon our 

moral or spiritual nature" by ''awakel1ing e'1ergy either that would 

resist or that [hopes] to participate" (Prose, p. 355). Presui!li:1.bly 

power too innnedia.tely forbidding to i"'lvite participation i"lcites the 

L'lind to resist it, if t'hat po'.Jer is not so forbidding ·t.~at it 

prostrates the m1nd. Ev:idently the n:ind's achievement of t':1e sublir..e 

by th:ls act of resisW.,...,ce :is crBat..er t:.1an :h the act of sympathy a-,d 
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part:i cipation: 

there is no sublimity excited by the co.,templatiort of 
power thought of as a thing to he resisted & '\o.hich the 
roral law enjoi'1s us t.o resist, saving only as far as 
the mind, either by gla."''ces or cont:i:nuously, co.,ceives 
that t..~at powr may be overcome or re"''dered eva'lescent, 
and as far as it feels itself te"''di"lg towards the unity 
that exists 1n security or absolute triump.'l. (~, II, p. 356) 

Vbrds"WOrth mieht seem to be :i.ntroducing a confusion into his theory by 

describing this third mde of res:p:mse to power, whose end wuld seem 

"U> be to plunder the object of its sublimity by re"''deri"''g its pol-.<er 

evanescent. However, the confusion is appare"''t rather than real, and 

this third mde is but a different way of presenting t.~e idea of 

participation in the force of the sublir.Je object; and this idea, as we 

have seen, is a classic element of t.l}e sublime, deriving from 

I.J.>nginus. It is the emphasis that is different i"1 this additio'1al 

stntement, and that emp'hasis is on the notion of res:ista'1cc: the 

subject C0'1fro'1ts the powerful object and his mind, i'1 the wrds of 

Gerard, finds "such a diff:i.culty in spreading itself to the dizrensions 

of its object, as enlivens and invigorates its frame." Gerard pre

supposes that the object cO"lstitut9s a "challenge"; to \\Tordsworth, a 

powerful object promotes the experience of sublimity in this way .(i.e. 

by cha.lle"lg:i.ng or :l...,viting resistance) only when the subject believes 

that his mi'1d will prove superior to the powr contemplated, eve"l to 

the exte'1t of rendering that power "evanescent". To put it simply, the 

basis or resistance is belief that the resistance will prove 

successful; but it is the r:roc~ss of resistance that is ce¥\tral to the 

ex_p3rience, ann presu1:1ably all t.l-:lat 1.s '1ecessary for the experie¥\ce to 

http:cha.lle"lg:i.ng
http:sublir.Je
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unity that ex:i.s ts in se cu~i ty or absolute triumph • " Thus t.brdsworth 's 

third rode is rtot far rem::>ved from Burke's ''swelli'1g and triumph ••• 

extremely grateful to the human mind." 

Wordsworth himself provides, in "'!he Sublime and the 

Beautiful", a sophisticated mdel to illustrate the notion of resist-

an ce, in the account of the fall of the mt ine at Schaffhausen, where 

the two forces opposed are rock and vater--"the Rock in the middle of 

the fall of the Rhbe at Cha.fhausen, as opposed for countless ages to 

that mighty mass of 1-aters": 

there are U!1 doubtedly here before us t'WO distinct images & 
thoughts; & there is a most complex irtstrumentality acting 
u_r:on tl1e se"lses, such as the roar of t.l-Je 1-Jater, the fhry of 
the foam, &c.; a,d an :irtstrui'lentality still mre comprohe"l
sive, fuMished by the inng1natio"l, & dra'Wn from the le"lgt.~ 
of the River's course, the l·;nuntabs fro1:1 which it rises, 
the various countries thro' "toibich it flows, & the distant 
Seas 5.tl which its waters are lost. Tnese images & t.'Ioughts 
will, in such a place, be prese"lt to the mi"ld, either 
personally cr by ropresen ta tive a.bstractlons more or less 
vivid. Yet to reb.l:M to the rock & the 'is.terfall: these 
objects w-111 be fou'1d to have exalted t..~e mi"''d to the highest 
state of sublinity \,~,e,, they are thought of i11 that state of 
opposition & yet reco'!"lcilement, analogous to parallel lines :h 
mathematics, l-ihich, being infi'1itely prolo'1ge9., can never come 
nearer to each other; &hence, tho' the imaces & feeli"'gs 
above enuroorated have exerted a preparative i"1fluence upo'l'l the 
mind, the absolute crown of the impressio11 is infi"l i ty, ;.mich 
is a roodifica.tion of U"1ity. (Prose, II, pp. 356-57) 

v:Ordswort.~ denotes the rock's resistance as "of a passive naturen 

whereas the mind of t11e resisti'1g observer is hardly so; the rock and 

waterfall are in a "state of opposition & yet reco"""ciler.e"'t" u-:like 

the observer confro"l.ti"lg his IXnverful object :b t..,_e hope of making it 

"eva,.,escont"; yet i"l both cases the key to sublinity is resistance 

yieldi"lg u·1ity. The resjstant mi11d approac~10s ''t..~e U"')ity that exists 

i"1 security or absolute trjunph''; to use Gerard's -vrords, it "ir:agi"'les 
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itself present in every part of the sce~e, which it CO'ltemplates" and 

knows :i.t as a 'Whole, ide11tical w:i.th the experience of the observer's 

mi'!"ld. The rock and the l<.ra.terfall are like parallel lines continued 

infinitely; a"l example of Burke's "artificial infi1"1ite", they can be 

compared with his example of t.~e rotu1"Jda. and, havi..,g "'lei ther begin,.., i"lg 

8nor end, they cart indeed seem "a modificatio'l of ur- ity11 • 

Burke's power, a strength t.~reateni'!"lg danger to man, invite~ 

astonishment; lbresworth 's power invites elevation, participatio.., and 

even opposition.9 r, general, \Jords\rorth fb ds sublimity 'Where 

~lsewhere, \~rdsworth has this comrnent O'!"l the relationship 
betwen i..l'l fin i ty, rJUltituc., and U"'l ii.;y: 

It is indaed true, that in cou"ltries '\-.here the larch is a 
native, a"'ld 1-.here, without i"'lterruptio,, it may svreep from 
valley to valley, and from hill to hill, a sublii:ne i:mrJ..ge 
may be produced by such a forest, in the same mal'lner as by 
one composed of any other sinele tree, to the spreading of 
\lhich no limits can be ass1.g"led. For nubl1nity will l'lever be 
wanting, where the sense of i"'l"lu:merable II"JU.ltitudo i.s lost in, 
and alternates with, that of inte"lse unity. (Guide, p. 87) 

9 . 
In the follo\oli'!"lg passage Hume "lOt only admits the COI1'J.1'X)n idea 

of elevation bnt hints at the concepts of resista'lce and opposition 
of which Horcs\o.Qrth vras to make so much: 

'Tis a quality very observable in. hurr.a., nature, that any 
opposition, i..hich does not entirely discourage and intimidate 
us, has rather a contrary effect, and inspires us with a ru:>re 
than ordinary grandeur and nagnanimity. I"l collecting our 
force to overcome the oppositio.,, -we invigorate the soul, Md 
give it a"i elevation ,,rith which otherwise it \olOU 'd never have 
been acquai'1ted. Comp.liance, by rer.deri"'lg our strength 
useless, makes us i"lsensible of it: but opposition awakens 
and employs it. 

'lids is also true in the U" i verse. Opposi tio'!1 "lot only 
enlarges the soul; but the soul, 'M1en full of courage and 
rtng1an lmity, i"'l a Ina.'1ner Geeks opposition. • • • 

l-.hatover supports and fills the passiona is agreeable to us; 
a.s on the contrary, "tlat l-Iea kens and in. feebhs them is 
U"leasy. As opposition has the f:lrst effect, and facility t.~e 
s~co"'lcl, no \·10•1d0r the nd.1cl, i"'l ccrta:i.., d1sposition.s, desires 
the .form"Jr, an.cl is Rvor:::e t/) the lati'::Jl'. 

Tnese prll'lciples 11ave El-n. eff'?lct 011 the imgbation as \-.'ell as 
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countervailing forces achieve some kind of satis.:f'yi"lg stasis, where 

po-wers of destructio'l'l are opposed. Yet in a revealing passage in his 

Guide to the lakes he admits a susceptibility also to Burke's 

destructive p::n,,-er. Comparing the Alps to the mou"ltai'ns o.f the lake 

District for evidences of sublimity he notes that 

A.rr.ong the Alps are few places that do not preclude this feeling 
of tranquil sublimity. Havoc, and ruin, and desolation, and 
e"lcroachment, are everywhere .llX)re or less obtruded; and it ia 
difficult, notwithstanding the naked loftiness of the pike~, and 
the S"low-capped SUIW.'lits of t.,_e mouy'ts, to escape from t.."le 
depressi'ig sensatio, that the v.holc are b a rap:id process of 
dissolution; 8.'ld1 t-c-:..·e it not that the destructive age'1cy nust 
abato as the heiGhts diilli"" ish, would, in t:im to come, be 
levelled with the plains. 'Tevertheless 1 I VJOUld relish to the 
utzoost the demonstrati.0'1S of every species of po-wer at vlOrk to 
effect such cha'"lt:es. (p. 99) 

The exhibitio"l o.f t.'r).is destructive polrer migat be impressive, a"'ld 

sublilm in a crude way; but the balance of resisti11g forces produces 

a higher kind of sublimity, and it is this bala'1ce i.Jords'l-.urth makes a 

feature of in the essay. 

To SUllliilQ.rise, po\rer is the IW.in quality of '\-klrdsvJOrt..'l]. 1s 

sublime, cohering in forms that i'1stance i'1dividuality and durat1.on; 

it awakens the sublilm response by i'l'lviti11g the rn:lnd to sympat2:iise 

with it or by co..,vincing the mind, mable to raise itself, of its· 

superiority; it i"lvites,. in certain sircumsta"lces, resistance; it 

leads to a scnsatio"l of u11ity. It is obviously li'1ked with fear to the 

the passions. To be co"'lvbc'dof this w needo':'lly CO'isider 
the i'1flue'1c~ of h!U.~ a"ld dept.'1s 0'1 that faculty. A"1y great 
elevation of place COiitrurdcates a kind of pride or sublimity 
of :iltngination, and t:;ives a fancy'd superioritj' over those 
that lie below-; 8.'1d, ±-2. x~, a sublh--:::e o.nd strong 
imr,i>1at:'J.o, co'iveys the icoa or' ascA'1t a:"ld E:levatio•,. (A 7Po"!.t:1s9 

Of ~r,~~.•. •r,.l:··"' ·c1 '·' ~t" ··.... ~" r:'r~-~.,.:>,,., .;.\., r,r'ldl,...····---~~l~ .......i.--:.:....;::...:.}_......::• e ~ ......~e ... t~ • .l.c~Su 1er l:_4u.r,~'l; tV.;')woruL, ·uc e..,~JA• 
·' • ·~ 1 } t c:·J 1 Pf"l o~ ' re'lt)...U:l '··OOt(G, .';u; 1 lJP• "fV'.J-c:..L), 
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exte"1t that it may in.duce dread and awe, but it has a nuch w:i.der 

scope. It seer.lS to signify that gra~deur and energy i'i natural forms 

'Which invite the observer to answer by recogt'li:ii'ig a corresponding 

gra'1deur and energy in his own mental faculties. 

'Ihe sig-lifica:nt d:i.stinctio·:1 between Burke's theory of the 

sublime and that of 'Vk>rdsworth is the basic err.phasis the ol"le gives to 

the notion of terror, the other to the idea of povrer. As we have seen, 

lbrdswrth 's discussion begi'1s '\odth a. def'inition of the sublillle as 

that 'Which, when CO"'' templated as an entire grand .form, imparts a sense 

of individual form, of duration and of po-wor. '!he notion of fear 

enters t.~e discussion apparently only i'icide"ltally, '\o.The"'' ltordsl-JOrth 

considers possible obj"Jctionn to his linking of i"ldividual form, 

duration and power as '1ecessarily coob:i.ned. It might be objected, for 

example, that a person familiar Hith L10U11tainous cou11try remembers 

having been impressed in childhood t'by a sensation of sublimity from a 

precipice, in wrdch awe or personal apprehension \-Jere the predomi11ant 

feeli"'lgs of his mi11d, & .f'rom \/hich the milder 1-lfluence of duration 

seemed to be excluded. 11 l.Jordswrth proceeds to answr this objection 

by exemplifying a child's reactio··1 to a cloud. A child can imagine the 

cloud as a precipitous form, so-lid like a precipice a11d able "to 

sup:r:ort a substantial body. 11 He might ev3n imgi"'le himself seated on 

this cloud, i'1vesti11g it thereby ttw:tth some portion of the terror 

which belongs to the precipice. 11 Yet il"l fact the child realises that 

the cloud lacks duration, lll'id CC"lsequently is more likely to think of 

the cloud as e\73..-,escent tha."l to f:i"ld it exciting 1'1 him those 

"feelbgs o.f dreR.d" associated w:i.th the features of a precipice. 
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(Prose, II, p. 353) 

Fear seems to be excluded from 1-brdsworth 's direct definition 

of the sublime because fear, insofar as feeli'1gs of sublimity depend 

on it, dimi'11shes with growth, knowledge and experience. llcrds'WOrth 

had earlier ma1ntai'1ed that i'1creasi'1g knowledee of and familiarity 

with subliloo objects wre not likely to destroy the apprecia.tio'1 of 

them as sublime. By C0'1 trast, Burke's ''astonishment" seems to imply 

ti1e opposite as likely. But 1-brdsworth's theory takes account, as 

Burke's does not, of perso..,al develop~nt. As the child grows, objects 

do not lose their power to inpress as subliiOO; they simply impress for 

other reaso'1s: 

Fardliarity with these objects tends very wch to nitiea.te & 
to destroy the pt:>wer vlhich they have to produce the sensation 
of snbli.mity as depende.,t upon perso,al fear or upon w'0'1der; 
a comprche'!'J sive awe takes the place of the one, and a 
religious n.dr:d.ratio'1 of the other, & the condition of the 
mi'P1d is exalted accordingly. (Prose, II, p. 353) 

In terms of Burke's decrees of the sublime, lbrds'WOrth 1s process of 

growth i'1volves a descent .from asto,ishment to a'-re and respect with a 

gain in the capacity of the mind to be exalted; where Burke had 

emphasized the sublimity of astonishment a'1d similar stro1"lg emotions 

that subjugate the mind, 11orc1sworth sees maturity as stre'1gtheni'1g the 

mind 1s pov~er so that sublimity calls forth a correspo~ding grandeur ill 

the su.bject. 

On the other hand, if tjperso.,al fear & surprize or wnder have 

not been carried beyond certain hou..,ds" childre~ and novices ca"l 

e:x."JXlrie.,ce the suhlir.:e of fear. l'ear co,veys sul:lir:rl. ty •··he., it 

http:nitiea.te
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feeling of 1.'11tense U"'lity without a contenplation of parts." 'Ihis state 

of unity is "the consummation of the sublime". Il'l 'that it robs the 

mind of certai., of its normal powers, this state seems comparable to 

Burke's astonishment in which 11all [th~ motions [?f the soul] are 

suspe'1ded, with some deeree of horror." Like Hordsworth, Burke had 

recognizeu that \men fear presses too close it forbids the experience 

of the sublime; a person about to be crushed by the force of an 

avalanche will hardly he disposed to appredate its sublimity. To 

\-.Jordswrth, the "feeli,e or :i.maee of i'1te'1se U"' 1ty" is destroyed When 

too tm.lch personal fear is felt, because the fearful spectator wishes 

to separate hiinself from "the object excitine the fear" (Proce, II, 

pp. 353-54). 

1hen he co:roo s to talk about fear in con, e ction \.>i th the Deity, 

Wordsworth again disaerees with Burke :t'1 dissociati'1g the sublime from 

terror. Burke had asserted that when our· thoughts turn to God, the 

immediate impressio'1 or sensatiOl'l we e'1tertai'1 is of the fearful, 

potentially destructive power of God. Hordsworth .wuld consider this 

to prevent the sublime: 

if the object CO"ltemplated be of a spiritual nature, as that of 
the &upremo Bebg, for i•1stance (though few minds, I will hope, 
are so far deg-raded that ...r.tth reference to the Deity they can 
be affected by se'1satio'1s of personal fear, such as a prec:3.pice, 
a conflagra.tj_o'1, a torrent, or a shipt-rreck might excite), yet 
it may be confide"ltly affjrmed that '10 sublimity CR'1 be raised 
by t.l)e co'1te:mplatio'1 of such po"rer '\>.UC"'l it p:resses up:>'1 us with 
pai'1 ar1d individual fear to a degree -which takes precede'1ce in 
our thoughts [over} the po'.;er itself. (Prose, II, p. 354) 

::-!ere as elsc-vihere i,.., the essay Hordsworth puts severe limits 0'1 the 

sensational powars of the sublim.1. He wuld not agree wit.~ Burb~ r s 

charact.3J•isMc trfbuto to t.~e suhHraj_t:r thut "hurries us O"l vrith an 
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irresistible force". 

'lhe differe'!"lce between 'tl:le two 'IA"leories is one of emphasis. 

Both writers evideTttly consider that the subli.Iw has more to do with 

'tA"le operations of the human mind tha.., 1-rith external pheTtome"''a. Both 

regard pcn.rer as a notio"l ce'l'ltral to sublimity. 1-here 1-brds\oJOrth 

disagrees with Burke it is because he has given m:>re thorough 

attention to the two polar effects of the sublime, those of elevation 

and prostration; and because he has accou'1ted more carefully for t.l:le 

role of fear. Because Burke starts from the extreme position of basi'1g 

the sublime on terror, he eives min :lmal attention to that aspect of 

the experience ·1-mich establishes some approach to analoey between m.i"id 

and nature. And because his theory is static, he gives no thought to 

the effects of experie"''ce on the mi"ld. \-Tordsworth admits fear to his 

theory, but 0'1ly as a preparative influe11ce whose importance 

diminishes as knol-rledge, accurate contemplation a11d increased po-wers 

of mind lead to maturity. Burke's spectator must perforce remain 

largely passive i11 the face of the sublime; i..brdsworth grants that 

passivity is sometimes i11evitable, but he generally views sublimity 

as a challe'!"lge to the mind "Which ca.., be met with a resulting access 

of power to the experie..,cing subject. It is this split that is 

involved when Burke places a premium o.,., the upr-er ru11gs of the ladder 

of emotions--aston ishiD911t, terror a'1 d WO'lder--•.:hile llirdsworth 

emphasizes the lo\.Jer rungs of a1o1e, adnrl.rat5on a'1d respect. 

http:subli.Iw
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TSE SUBLIH~ OF FEAR r1 v.ORDSt-:OR'I~l'S PFm:LUDE 

Argui'1g that "the pervasive i'1fiue11ce of Burke's E>;ouiry 0'1 

language and habits of observatio"l can11ot be discowted 11 a recent 

editor of that work recogrtizes t.."te stro'l"lg possibility that Burl'..e 's 

i"lfluence is to be seen in 'The Prelude: 

I, the discipline of ''beauty" and of "fear" of which ~brds-worth 
makes so much i'1 The Prelud~ we may have a relic--give1"1, of 
course, added si~ifica'1ce by the poet's perso~al visio11--or 
Burke's divisio'1 of aesthetic experie11ce bto that ¥:hich causes 
"love, or some passio'1 similar to it", a'1d that w~ich "operates 
il'l a man,er Malogous to terror". Tne prese"'ltati011 of certain 
eve'1ts in the poem. also gives more tha11 a hint that \-iordsw'Orth 's 
:method of self-anal ":}sis had bee11 at least partly shaped by his 
readi'1g of the f"lauiry. Book I of The Prelude, for example, in 
\.fu.ich he begins to show how ~rature filled his r.1ind "with forms 
sublime or fair", turns pri'1cipaj:ly on evidence of "the 
impressive discipline of fear". 

It is not part of my argume'!1t to claim that v!ordsworth W!l.S directly 

influe.,ced by Burke's treatise, though he had probably read it; but, 

give"' the persistence with \·Jhich 'Ihe Prelude reiterates the dual 

influence of fear, da'i ger and pain on the one ha"ld and love O'!'l the 

other,2 the Burkean subH.me pervades the poem as nora than a "rel5c". 

This chapter attempts a close analysis of fear i't'l the poem i'1 the 

1Edmund Burke, A. Thiloso M.cal En irv i'l"\to the Or1 i'1 of our 
Id.e.as of the Sabli!l~ and ReautH'ul, cd. James T. Boulton london: 
rtoutledce and Kega"'l Paul, 1952),P. ci. 

?.SP.e, for exar:ple, the folJowi,.,r: passa;~:::s: I.305-06r 494-501, 
GJl-40; III .3.31-J6; IV.240-46; XIII.lL.J-~9, 21,4-1,6. 
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light of the mguir:y. Such an analysis reveals that, however much 

'\-.brdswrth may be said to have developed a rather different critigue 

of the sublim, certai'1 of Burke's principles are at work throughout 

the poem; and, as Boulton suggests, the experie~ces of Book I provide 

the logical startine-point for an exploratio'1 of these pri..,ciples. 

The ''stolen boat" episode (!.372-427) is certainly the most 

striking, as it is the nnst obviously Burkean, of l-.brdswrth 's 

instances of 'Tature 1s 11rni'1istry I 1-bre palpable" in The Prelude. It i.s 

an account of ho\.r a state of guilt operated in allia'1ce with exteMal 

circumstance to produce terror. Stealing, or (nx>re accurately) 

borrowing t.~e boat "t-ras to the snall boy 11 a'1 act of stoalth I And 

troubled pleasure". As in the earlier 11 s11ari..,g woodcocks'' episode, 

feelings of guilt had the effect of' sharpenj'l'le the you11g \·lordsworth 's 

responses to the se..,se data arou'1d him so that he noticed such sounds 

as "the voice I Of 100u11tain-echoes" which accompanied the boat's 

l'lX>Vement through the water. But a natural illusion troubled the 

pleasure of the rower. l·bving away from a moun tab ridge but still 

facing it, he could not see until he was son:e dista'1ce from it--and 

it had ceased to bou'1d the horizon--that behind it was Mother, taller 

ridge; and as he rowed away, the domi'1atbg ridge, as it rose above 

the smaller one, appeared to grow in size a11 d so to move to"t-rards him. 

'The spectacle impressed with such terror that the boy retu::rned the 

skiff to harbour rapidly; for some ti~ the cliff's remembered inage 

thwarted his ability to perceive t.~e ordi'1ary oorld of "faniliar 

shapvs" a11d "hourly objects P. 
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Tile poetic accou"lt of this experience is notably successful b 

reproducing all the elements and imagery of the incide11t through the 

stages of its effect on the young boy. The boat is discovered by 

'unexpected chance" though the act of borrowing it is one 11of 

stealth I And troubled pleasure 11 , but the effect of the i'1cident is 

porte11tous and lasting. At first the action of rowing produces soroo

thing like a musical cadence, but whe11 the "huge Cliff" looms up, the 

oars strike in desperation. 'lhe boat llX>Ves "like a Ha.!'l who walks with 

stately step I Thoueh bent on speed!' al'ld heaves 11 through the vrater, 

like a Swa.l'\ 11 ; but later it is the cliff that strit\es after the boy 

11with rooasur'd llX)tion, like a livbg thi"1g 11 ) Before the cliff is 

thrust in to view the mountains are ''hoary" but everything else clear, 

the moving boat 

Leaving behi'1d her still Ol'l either side 

Small circles glitteri,., g idly in the nno,, 

Until they L'}:llted all into o"'\e track 

Of sparkling light {391-94); 


3with t.'IJ.e descriptiOl'l of the ''huge Cliff11 as replaci'"lg the 
lesser steep and becotli"'g a "!OW bound to the horizon, blotti"1G out .the 
stars and seemj"'tg to possess "volu~ tary power'', compare the follow:ing 
passages from drafts of "The Sublime a,.,d the Beautiful'': 

these outlines I} .e., of rr.ou--:tabs] also affect us 11.ot merely 
by sensations referable to m::>tio, but by dim a,alor,ies which 
they bear to sue..'!) parts of ore;anized bodies as heif1lt of 
stature head l'leck shoulders back breast &c. which a1~ 
dignif:ied i-n our estir..atio'1 as bei'1g the seats & instrutoonts 
of active force 

t.l)e il'lflue'1ce of these B."''es is heightened if the rou,., ta.i, 
before us bg "'Ot over-topped by or i1"lclud.ed i'"' others but 
does itself form a bou"''d.ary of the horizon for thus all these 
turhule"''t or awful sensatio'1s of pol-rer are excited b 
immed:ta.to co"''traat with the fathomless depth 8: the serenity of 
the sky or jn co-,trast of a-nother kind the pern:::.>:el'lt nou..,tn.i"'' 's 
i'1dividual forn is opr;osed to the fleetl.,g or cha"t;ei'ul 
clouds \-:hich pass over it or last1y the sense of p·a"''deur which 
it excites is hei[;ht.G11ed "by the po','Crs of the atr-...osp1:1ore that 
are vjsibly allied mth lt (J.:r£2~, IJ, pp. 352-5.3, .822• cr5t.) 

http:immed:ta.to
http:i1"lclud.ed
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the cliff has the effect, immediate and prolonged, of blotting out the 

stars a11d ii.!posing utter darkness. H:"~ing out i"lto the lake the boy 

"proudly row'd I With his best skill" but the retu!'l'l is furtive: "with 

trembli'l"lg hands I turn 1d, I And throu€,11 the silent water stole my 

-way". 

'Ihe terror that this situation imposed was remarkable for its 

extended effect. 'Ihe boy returned home "with grave I And serious 

fuoughts 11 but the cliff continued to pursue him: 

a..,d after I had see.., 
'Ihat spectacle, for many days, my brain 
Work r d with a d:lm and undetermin 1d sense 
Of unknol-m oodes of bei"1g; iT'I my thoughts 
There wan a darkness, call it solitudo, 
Or blank desertion, 110 familiar shapes 
Of hourly objects, images of trees, 
Of sea or sky, "10 colour::> of cree11 fields; 
But huge and mighty Fbrms that do l"'ot livo 
Li:Y...e living r::.en nnv'd slo'I..J"ly through rrry mbd 
Ry day and were the trouble of my dreams. (417-27) 

'Ihe eliff's immediate effect lJa.S to blot out the stars; in the lo,ger 

term it usurped not only the horizcm but also the boy's eye and mind, 

introd.udng Burke's four "general pr:lvations": vacuity ("blMk 

desertion, no familiar shapes"), darkness, solitude and silence. The 

overpowri"1g memory (or, even, presence) of the cliff lef't no room 

for the actual and perceivable "irrages of everyday nature. '1-ha.t was 

m:>ra terrif'yi,g, to the boy t..brdswrth the object seemed to possess 

attributes of life, alth.ough this life was clearly not that of ''living 

nen "; it could :roova and, like Burke's powerful a.., imals, it seemed to 

have the will s.nd the stre,.,gth to i,.,flict suffer1,.,e. In The Frelud9 

this :i'r.cide11t seeir.s to be a clettr exa.nple of the sublime of fear 

raised to :its rost dramatic pitch, t~nt of asto,...,:ishn:mt; a,.,d it is 
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Burke's defi"'lition of asto,ishmnt that provides the clearest 

comma, tary upo-r, it: 

The passion caused by the great and sublilre in nature, when 
those causes operate mst powerfully, is Astonishr.1ent; a"ld 
astonishment is that state of the soul, in vlhich all its 
motions are suspe11ded, with soroo degree of horror. r, this 
case the mind is so e11tirely f1lled with its object, that it 
cannot en tertD.in any other, nor by co.., sequence reason on that 
object which employs it. Hence arises the ereat pov.rer of the 
sublime, th.at far from being produced by them, it anticipates 
our reasonings, and hurries us on by an irresistible force. 

(Enquiry, II.i) 

The "mind ••• so entirely filled with its object, that it canr>ot 

entertain any other" describes precisely v.brdswrth 's state for many 

days after he went rowing in tl1e borrowd skiff. 

Does this "spot of tizoo" record an experience of sublimity, or 

Ol'le of closely-pressb g terror precluding sublimity? For Burke's 

descriptio., of sublim:l causes at their mst powerful, and V.brdsworth 's 

account of his early experience of astonishzrent, both puzzle when we 

recall that both -writers stressed that a, over-bala"lce of personal 

fear is ,ot conducive to the subli.ms. Certai•,ly the you.,g boy 'Who 

thought he saw a "huge Cliff" pursuing him would not recog1ize 

anything sublime about the experie.,ce, but he wuld certai,ly feel 

terror. Indeed, lt.brd.sworth the boy would be totally ig"'lorant, we mlght 

suppose, of wb.o.t was meant by sublimity. =we, the mature writer of 7.'13 

Prelu~, howevor, provides "'lO direct evidence that he "lOW recards thi;; 

ear~, experience as imparting a sense of sublinity. 1-.e have to e"lquire 

whether this is an experie'1ce of naked fear precluding sublimity or o.n 

experie'rlce of sublimity f'ou"ided 01"\ terror. 'Teither Burke '10r 

http:subli.ms
http:tertD.in
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sublimity; they simply agree that "Whe•1 fear presses too close it 

precludes the sublime. 

The answer to this question ms.y be implicit in the theory of 

fear. Fear is decreased as its causes are d1.stanced, and this dista"lce 

can be established by removal in space or time. Such a distance is 

automatically involved, too, \o/h.e-., the experience is not apprehended 

directly but in a work of art. As Scott has one of his characters 

remark, "to wi.tness scenes of terror, or to contemplate them in 

description, is as different ••• as to bend over the bri"lk of a 

precipice holding by the frail tenure of a half-rooted shrub, or to 

admire the same precipice as represented i'1 the landscape of 

Salvator." 4 A clear example of how distance modifies terror and 

admits the sublime can be seen in a comparison of tvro paintings of the 

Romntic period. In a painting by J . .H. U. Turner, Cottap;e De:stroyed 

by a"!.. Avalanche (1812), 5 a huge mass of rock and pi.'1e trees is about 

to crush a small alpine log cabin. The cabin is reduced to i'1sig

nificance by the forces of '1ature arrayed against it--oppressive 

atroosphere, cragey mountains, pine forests and rock formations. The 

pai'1ting might seem to be i11ustrati'1.g lk>rdsworth 's comment, quoted in 

the preceding chapter, about the "havoc, and ruin, and desolation, and 

encroach:roont" that evi'1ce the destructive powers seen at work in 

alpine surroundings. 1-Jordsworth compared this power Ul"lfavourably to 

4.Quy_l~an.,erinlh Ce"'Jten.,ial editio'1 (Edi,burgh: A. & C. Black, 
1285), p. :20.3. 

5a.eproduced in Hilliam Gaul"lt, ~ (l.ol"'don: Phaidon, 1971), 
Flr.te 10. 
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the "tranquil sublimity" i"lspired by his O'W'1 lake District, but 

remarked that he would, nevertheless, "relish to the utnx>st the deirDn

strations of every species of powr at '\.JOrk to effect such changes" 

(i.e., changes i"l. the Alps due to the "dissolution of the heights"). 

Such powr might be sublim 'When its :manifestatio11s are vietred from a 

distance, but--to revert to Tu~er 1 s pai11ting--its prese11ce in the 

avalanche could hardly appear sublime to anyone in its path, least of 

all to the occupants of the cottage about to be obliterated. Sublimity 

as the demo"'lstration of po·Her mj_ght be called the "spectacular" or 

"sensational" sublime, especi.ally as it is offered to the spectator 

6by Salvator Rosa a'1d his successors. The painti"lg I offer as a 

contrast to Turner's, l.outherbourg 1s An Avalanche 1n the Al~ (le03),7 

is patently i"ltended as an essay in the spectacular sublime. The 

avalanche itself is similar to Turner 1s--there are craggy rocks, 

uprooted pine trees, turbulent atirDsphere and a seethi11g mass of 

falling rubble--but the sublimity of power is clearly bei"lg 

appreciated hy three travellers who strike statuesque poses i11 the 

safe distance of a raised path. These poses suggest a mixture of 

surprise, awe a,d horror, but the horror is emphatic£.lly IrDdified by 

the abse't'lce of pressi11g danger; the spectators 1 experience is 

6For a general account of Sa.lvator Rosa and the pa.i.,ters of 
the spectacular subHr.:e, see A. S. Byatt, F~rdn.'Orth and (',oler.;td:8 in 
their Time (lo'idon: 'Telson, 1970), Ch. 7 passim. J.or the i'l'lfluence of 
Burke 0'1 pai'1tcrs of the pre-Romantic a':"ld Tioma'1tic periods, see Janes 
T. ~oulto"l 1 S i"ltrod:uctio"l to h:i..s editio"l ofBurke 1s .~.srqj,ry, 
pp. cix-czviii. 
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evidently pleasnrt:iblc, and by their poses they are showing the person 

'\oh1o view the pai11ti'n.g how he ought to react to the depicted 

avalanche. Louther'tJOu.rg 's paintb.g exemplifies double dista>1cing;_ the 

travellers are safely distanced fro:o :immediate da,.,ger, and the paint

ing itself dista1"lces the terror, allowi,g its viewer a demo-nstratio11 

of the sublime. 

As Ha.rmaduke suggests i'1 \brdsworth 's early pluy .1'h2. 

BordP-rers, terror recalled has a'1 effect different from terror felt.: 

11I, terror, / Reroombered terror, there is peace and rest" (11. 1468-9)~ 

The terror of the cliff that seemed to possess "voluntary power" was 

real and pressil'lg to the boy \\'ordsworth but, recollected '-then the 

apparent danger had passed, terror could yield to aW3 and so convey 

sublinity to \-k>rds\o!Orth a':"ld tc readers of The Prolnd9. '.:he belief that 

the cliff p-J.rsued him obviously precluded a"'l ilmnediate se11se of 

sublimity, but in other respects the effect of the escapade is 

accounted for i"l'l a passage from Hords,.rort..'-1 's "The Subl:im9 and the 

Beautiful" which corresponds to Burke's description of the effects of 

as ton ishmen t: 

it cannot be doubted that a Child or an unpracticed J:erson \Jnooe 
mind is possessed by the sieht of a lofty precipice, with its 
attire of ha"'lgbg rocks & starting trees, &c, has heen visited 
by a sense of sublimity, j_f personal fear & surprize or vJO"I'lder 
have not been carried beyo,.,d cert..ai"'' bou'!'lds. For ·whatever 
suspends the co:mpari!"lf, power of the mi'id & possesses it with a 
feelil'lg or iP.ace of i."ltense un:ity, \.rithout a co~'scious contem
piatio'1 of parw, has produced that state of the mi':"ld \-lhich is 
the consum:ll8.t:to'1 of the subliroo. (Prose, II, pp. 353-54) 

If 11perso'1a.l fear & surprize" disqualified the experience from be ine 

irr~'lledie.tely a'1 i.'1stance of lfthe consumr.1a.tio'1 of the subli!Je" there can 

be Httle douht t..~at, acld:hg to Burke's d0se;ript:io"'l of asto,.,izhtlEmt 

http:Louther'tJOu.rg
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the idea of growth, it enabled a specific imagery of sublimity to take 

root in 1-k>rdsworth 1a mind, an inagory of "huge and mighty Forms that 

do not live I Like living zoon". '!he point at 'Which the reported. 

incident becomes most relevant to 't.'le structure of the poem as a whole 

is the applicat:t0'1 of it to the growth of the mind. In this mind the 

mountain form--like the cliff evincing simple .form, duration a11d 

power--yas to assume the force of a central image relating mind to 

nature; and it could do this because experience, through this and 

similar encounters, had discovered life, movezoont and power in t.'le 

mountain. 

'lbe episode just exam1:ned is the most strikil1g of a group of 

incidents forming, with their associated apostrophes, the core of 

Book I. 'I'nis cere extends from li11e 305 to line 501. It begins with a 

thematic indication, "Fair seed-time had my soul, and ! grew up I 

Foster'd alik~ by '!Jeauty and by fear'', but within the core passage 

-specified the emphasis is on fear. 'lhree short vignettes follow: 

snaring woodcocks 009-24), removing birds trapped by others (324-

.32) and plu11deri•1g riests (.33.3-50); the ensuing cormnentacy 051-71) 

strengthens t.'-le thenatic indication of fear by referring to the 

11mi11istry / l-bre palpablett of nature, and this leads 011 to the 

narrative of the borrowed skiff and stridi"lg cliff, after which the 

idea C?f fear is further reinforced in a!! apostrophe to the "i.;isdom 

and Spirit of the U"'iverse" (428-41) and a tribute to that which 

sanctifies ''both pai'1 and fear". The core ends w-ith the vivid accou'!'lt 

of eYeni..,e skati-.;g (452-89) a:1d a concludjng apostrof.he (490-501) to 

the "Presences of ·;atnre" \-./hjch 

http:apostrof.he
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Impress 'd U.fX>n all forms the characters 
or danger or desire, and thus did raake 
'lhe surface of the un iversa.l earth 
With triurnph, a"ld delight~ a""d hope, and fear, 
ibrk like a sea (497-501;. 

Within this passage as an entirety one can see a general Burkean 

eillJ:hasis on fear, associated with a taute"ling of the young boy's 

senses by various patteMs of natural phenoroona; several explicit 

parallels '00 Burkean circumstance; and an overriding account of 

growth which inevi.tn.bly leads beyo'id Burke and is specifically 

U:>rdsworthian. 

'!he last incident of t~e group, skating on Esthwaite, 

provides the nnst obvious parallel to a natural phenomeno'1 li'1ked 'by 

Burke with sublimity, thou@l in tact it has nothing to do with fear. 

"l,lhe'1ever -we repeat a,y idea frequently," Bu.rke states (II.viii), 

''the mind by a sort of zoochanism repeats it long after the first cause 

has ceased to operate. After whirling about; when -we sit do"Wn, the 

·objects about us still seem to whirl." It is exactly this process 

Wordsworth recalls in his account of skating: 

and oftentines 
i.Jlen \1e had give'1 our bodies to the wind, 
A'1d all the shadowy banks, on either side, 
Cam s-weeping through the darkness, spin~ ing still 
'Ihe rapid line of nntion; then at 0'1ce 
Have I, recli•1ing back ur:on my heels, 
Stopp'd short, yet still ~~e solitary Cliffs 
1i.heeled by ne, even as if the earth had roll 'd 
V:ith visible :motion her diurnal round (.478-86). 

'"hat is, of course, missing in Burke is the sense of wonder that 

informs tho poetry; to the experie'1c1'1g boy this ¥Jas no l!Ere '1atural 

}11cn or~non • 

A nore si C1 ificant example of the Burkea1'1 sublir:n occt.:.rs jn 

http:occt.:.rs
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the short section that recalls the snari"lg of wodcocks. Setting these 

snares by 'l'ligb.t af\d al0"1e (Burkean privations) the you11.g school-boy 

11 seem 1d to be a trouble to the peace" of the stars. Havi11.g stole"l 

birds trapped by the preparations of others, he 

heard al'!¥)ng tl1e solitary hills 
!Dw breathings comine after me, and sounds 
or undistinguishable rootj0"1, steps 
AlnDst as silent as the turf they trod. (.329-.32) 

Such "sounds I Of U"ldistinguishable motion 11 recall Burke's "low, 

CO"lfueed, uncertain soundsn that "leave us i'-1 the same fearful anxiety 

concernitlg their causes, that no light, or an u"lcertain light does 

concernbg the objects that surround us" (II.xix). There are other 

8
examples of "intermitting" in The Prelude, but the descriptio':'l Burke 

gives of' this phenomenon as "leav l}.ng] us in • • • fearful a11xiety 

concerni11g their causesn is particularly relev-&nt to the central 

episodes of Book I Wn.ich, taken together, record the growbg sense of 

a puzzling non-hunan but purposive life in nature. "'lhe sky seem' d not 

a sky I Of earth", "low brea.t.l;ings" emanated from "a.m:mg the solitary 

hills" and 11hu(;e and mighty Fbrms that do not live I Like living men" 

8cf. IV .170-80 where, alone in the twilieht, i-lords\.'Orth 
experie'ices this phe'1.omenol'l, a. tautenil'lg of the senses superve"1ing on 
tra."'1 qui.llity: 

before a rippling breeze 
1he lo"1g Lake le'igthen 1d out its hoary line; 
A"1d in the shelter'd coppice were I sate, 
Arou"'l d tlll3, from alr0"1 g the hazel leaves, 
'Tow here, "lOW there, stirr'd by the stra.ggli>1g wind, 
Came interoitti'1gly a breath-like sound, 
A respiration short a'1d quick, \.nich oft, 
Yea, rrlcht I say, ar.;ab a'l'ld yet acai'<~ 
Histaldnr, for th·:) p::..., t:l'!e of ny Dog, 
The off-n.nd-o":'"l Cvmpa'1jo'1 of my Halk, 
I tur1 1d r:y head, to J.ook if he l-.'0re there. 



hau"lted the boy adventurer. Some potver of Nature was giving to "forms 

and images a breath I A'1d everlasting motion". 

Whereas in Burke's accoU"'l t of the sublime of fear external 

circumstances such as obscurity a""ld intermittent sound produce a 

state of tensio1'i in the senses, in The Prelude a prelimlr1ary feeling 

of guilt is also involved. In HS. JJ, which dates from wi"lter 1792-99 

a"'!d contains t."le earliest form of material 'Which later constituted the 

core of Book I, '\.Jords,.,'Orth suggests that aggressive activity in this 

early stage of his boyhood produced innnediate self-eX"'....Iili1"1ation: 

I w'Ould not strike a flower 
As many a man [wuld] will strike his horse; at least 
If) from tho W'd.1'i"W1"1'19BS in wh5.ch we play 
\-lith things '\ole love, or from a freak of (powerj thought 
Or from involu"ltary act of hand 
Or foot U"lruly wit.~ excess of life 
It eer should cha"1ce that I UYJgently used 
A tuft of r )or S'1app' d the stem 
Of foxglove bendi·'1g oer h:i.s native rill 
I should be loth to pt3.ss alOr" g my road 
With unreproved indifference. I would stop 
Self quest1.oned, aski'1g wherefore· that was done 
For seei'ig little t-JOrthy or sublim 
In \bat w blazon with the names [of power 
And action) I l-Jas ~arly taught to love. 9 

Such act1.ons of wanton aggression are the episodes U"lder ccr1sider

atioh: S'iari'1g woodcocks ("In thought and wish ••• I was a fell 

destroyer"), stealing birds trapped j., the preparatio'1.s of others, 

plu"'.deri'1g ?'\ests (a "mean 11 object) al"ld taki"'lg the skiff ( 11 a'1 act of 

stealth I A'1d troubled pleasure 11 ). To these may be added the episode 

recorded in '"'iuttbg", a poem which origi"lally a"1d a.pprop.c1ately 

formed prJ.rt of ;.:hat is "10~! ~~ook I: t..l-te act of robhj~g a hazel trae \..'I 

?Dr,-.] p ? ,., • t"'f'. +l-.v"' p"~ ... ~r·r:. fro•" ,,,~ l~a c~ted ~ 612 1/~...;• J _ • u ••~, ....,._ ..,,... ~~...:1 .._t:.l. ,.... J.l lJI.). G ....._ eP• ·- -- .,., 
a.:Jd XII.i/1-52 1..here tha co"'lteRt sut;t:;ests a quite differe'r1t applicatio:-: 
of "p::nrer and actio.,.,, n. 
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its clusters of "luts, which is seen as a 11 devasta.tion", an act of 

"merciless ravage 11 • 'lhese actions, which \ebrdsworth himself calls 

"involuntary act(s] of hand I Or foot u11ruly with excess of life", 

seem to be the ordinary a"ld hardly culpable escapades of juve-., ility, 

ones f'tbr 'Which most boys wuld spare few feelings of guilt. Yet 

\brdsworth regarded them as not merely assaults OT" specific things-

wodcocks, hazel trees, mmers of traps and boats--but i11trusions on 

nature itself, l.tlich exacted its Olm pe'1alties; if the boy vl8.s "loth 

to pass along my road I ;{it.'1 unreproved indifference" nature y,as the 

reprover. Setting SY1a.res, the adventurer hurried on wile 

1ooon and stars 
l~re shi11ing o'er my head; I was alo11e, 
And seem'd to be a trouble to the peace 
That ya,s amo"'lg them. (321-24) 

In '"Tutti11g 11 the place he makes for is "one dear nook I Unvisited", 

11a virgin scene". In fact, in this poem -t'le impH_catio11 that he is 

.disturbing 'l"tature is nnde explicit in the metaphor of death, with even 

a hint of murder: 

Then up I rose, 
And dragged to earth both branch and bough, with crash 
And merciless ravage: and the shady nook 
Of hazels, and the green and IJX>ssy bo"t-rer, 
Deformed and sullied, patiently gave up 
Their quiet being. 

The i"'ltruder here is clearly the boy himself, yet so sheltered is the 

hazel· grove that the sky itself seel':lS to intrude: "I felt a sense of 

pain when I beheld I The silent trees, and saw the i"ltrudi"lg sky. 11 Th.e 

"low breathi.'1£S" a'1d ''sou,ds I Of u'1distincuishable rotion" heard at 

n:l.ght 0'1 thA ope11 turf a"'d the "m"~::ts\:r'd rrntior1 11 of the cliff, then, 

are not instances of a ve"')geful nature puYlishing potty cr:i.m but 
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echoes of' the boy 1-lordst.JOrth 's se""'se of' i"ltrusion, given edge by his 

consciousness of' being a 11plu'1derer 11 • 

'lhe particular sublimity conveyed in these incidents, taken 

s.s a mole, is suggested by i-lordsworth 's comment that "Though mean I 

Ny object, and inglorious, yet the end I Wa.s not ig1oble 11 • Elevation 

was potential in all of them. A sense that "there is a Spirit i'1 the 

woods" is the crude form this takes in '"'futti.,g"; risky suspension 

from a ridge yielded a thrilling sonsation that "the sky seem'd not a 

sky I Of earth"; and the terrifying encou"lter with the cliff convi11ced 

v.brdsworth that ''huge and mighty Forms" -were living, if not with the 

life of "living me"l". The "end I 1~'as "lOt ig1oble" because it prepared 

for \-lords-..rorth a. standard of EJU.blimit:y aris:lng out of but tra"lscending 

experie"lces of fear, and resti11g on a sel'1Se of gra"ldeur in the 

w1iverse and i11 man himself; i11 \-lords'\<.orth, .,atu.t?e intertwined 

The passions that build up our huma.-, Soul, 
~lot wi t.l:l the zooan and vulgar works of Hs.n, 
But with high objects, '\<.rith e"lduri"1g things, 
\-lith life and nature, purifying thus 
The eler..ents of feeli11g and of thought, 
And sa"lctifying, by such discipline, 
Both pai11 and fear, until we reco£;'1ize 
A gra,.,deur in the beatings of the heart. (434-41) 

Burkean circumstance thus coalesced 'With the psycholoeical 

disposition of a "favour'd beine" to provoke a se,se of the subliroo. 

II 

Tile sublime of Book I of The Prelude...-as we have seen, a 

ge"1.erally Burkcan experie"lce of fear i:'ivolving asto.,ishment, a 

tauteni'lG of the se11ses to "'lut...4ral p'!1e'10Imna a11d t.~e acquisition of 
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trore sophisticated i"lterpretaticm of' nature a':'ld exporiet1Ce; it is not 

an end :i.n itself. 1-.\3 have already noted t·brdsworth's comment irt his 

prose essay "The Subl1.roo and the neautif\11 11 that 

Familiarity \lith these objects [Precjpitous forms capable of 
i'ispiring fear] tends very lllU.ch to mitigate & to destroy the 
power ~lhich they hu.,.re to produce the sensation of sublimity 
as dependent upo'1 personal fear or upon \JQnder; a comprehensive 
aw"'e takes the place of t."'1e 0'1e, a.,d a religious achn.iratiCM of 
the other, & the condition of the mind is exalted accordi"lgly. 

(Prose, II, p.353) 

This comment is relevant to The Prelude, in Which there is less 

emphasis on fear than on "the conditio'1 of the mindtr, especially as 

l..brd.sworth brings his story forward to adolescence and manhood. Tw 

other co~e.,ts fro~ tho essay will also serve to i'1troduce ~"'1e process 

\.re are 1'10W to examine, that of i'1creasing susceptibility to beauty. 

The first is the observatio'1 that, 

thoueh it is impossible that a mi'1d ca... be b a healthy state 
that is not freque•1tly a"d strongly mJved hoi.h hy sublirJity 
and beauty, it is rrore depe"lde""'l.t for its daily ,,rell-bei'1g upon 
the love & e;e'1 tle'less vbich accompa>1y the one, tha"l upo, t.."le 
exaltation or awe w•hich are created by the othe~·.--Hence, as 
we adva'1ce i1'1 life, V.'e can escape upo11 the i'1v5_tation of our 
IOOre placid & gentle 11ature from those obtrusive qualities i'1 
an object sublime in its f:eneral character; ~kdch CfLlalities, 
at a11 earlier aga, preclu~ed iuperiously the perceptio'1 of 
beauty vfuich that Object if COl"'ttempla.ted U'r1der at"Jother 
relativ~, wuld he.ve been capable of imparti'ig. 10 

(Pror.e, II, P• 349) 

lOHith "obtrtlsive qu.al:ities" cf. Guice to the Lakes, p. 87: 
"Sublimity is the result of 'Tature 1s first great deali'1gs "WHh the 
SUp0rftc1es of the earth; but tl-:.e ge..-leral te'"lde'icy of her subsequent 
operatjo.,s is to\-JB.rds the producti0'1 of beauty, by a lllul:tiplicity of 
symn;etrical parts U'1iting j_'i a C0'1Sj_stent \Jhole'1• !'1 general, it was 
tl1e "co'1si.ste'1t 1.-nole" that i'1terested i·brds\,'Orth, and t·l:i.thi'"'~ that 
\oJhoJ.e its obtrusive features. "Ue:xa'"ldor ir.rce quotes tho follot.,ri'1g 
frap1L''1 t f'.!:'c•r:i the _r..10e t 1s co'iver.sa tio'l : 

I., "lr:-.L'iti-,g _r;octic::.l de~;cripU_o:'"l~ o!"' natural ohjects, it is 
bott11r ..,ot to ·.~:!.-!:...~ : 1:0n O'! ·u--<r· S[.X)t, b<:.::;~u:::~ :i.f you cJ..), )'OU 
t·d ll enter J" to a. great doa.L of U'""l'"'.CCr::csa.ry datrdl: ;y-ou 

http:U'""l'"'.CCr::csa.ry
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Secondly, the same scenes can, at different times, affect with both 

beauty a"'l.d sublimity: "the Sa.m9 obje~t may be both sublime & 

beautiful; or, speaking more accurately, ••• it may have the powr 

of affecti'1g us both with the sense of beauty & the se'1se of 

sublimity; tho 1 ••• the mind can.,ot be affected bu both these 

sensations at the same time, for they are '10t only different from, but 

opposite to, each other." In The Prelude, in the context of the rich, 

poetic account of his experie"ltial growth, we find 1-k>rdsworth holding 

to this consistent set of axioms: eraltation of the mind replaci11g 

fear, a growing responsiveT'less to beauty as natural, and the ability 

to see the srure objects as beautiful and sublilae at different times, 

according to the "co,diM.on of th.e mind". 

The stage of his life at 'Which \{ordsworth places a growing 

susceptib:i lity to t.'he beautiful is variously located, though the 

kind of shift involved is consistently seen as occurriT'lg between the 

two Burkean poles of terror and beauty or love. At the e'1d of ..1h2 

Prelude it is the influence of his sister Dorothy which he 

acknowledges as the cause of a "softening do"Wn 11 of the admiration he 

had previously give"!. the terrible i'1 '1ature, an influence "lot 

exerted till "the very go:tng out of youth 11 : 11 

should wr:i.te just after the object is rernoved from your sight, 
a'1d t.~e'1 its great features o,., ly will remai'1 inpressed upon 
your mind. ("Rj_chard J. Schrader, ed., 'I'na R~~ce"""cos of 

AleJ\-ander Dvce {!'olumhus: Ohio Un jversi t;r Press, 1972j, p. 187.) For a 
s:irnilar euphasis 0"1 seei"'\ e "co"""siste'1 t whole IT;) n see also The PN 1ud~' 
VII.707-l2. 

11.)... D. Eavens dates th:ts fro:1 tbe \·.brdst.;ort!-1 •s 1 settlement a.t 
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sp1.te of thy ~nreet in flue11co a11d the touch 
Of other kindred hands that open 'd out 
'Jbe spri•'gS of te""lder thourt.1t i'1 infancy, 
And spite of all which Si'1gly I had watch 'd 
Of elegance, a,d each mjnuter charm 
In .,a,ture a.., d in life, st:i 11 to the last. 
Eve'1 to the very go i'1 g out of 3routh, 
The period which our Story now hath reach 1d, 
I too exclusively esteem'd tl-lat love, 
And sought that beauty, 'Jhich, as l·=:ilto.., sings, 
Hath terror in it. Thou dids t so fte., do-wn 
'lbis over-ster::nness; but for thee, S'\oreet Friend, 
Hy soul, too reckless of mild grace, had been 
Far longer v.ba. t by 'iature it was framed, 
Ion r;er re ta.i'1 1d its cou.., tenan ce severe, 
A rock '\..rith torre..,ts roari'1g, wit~ the clouds 
Familiar, aYJd a favorite of the Stars: 
But thou didst plant its crevices vrl th f101.-rers, 
Hang it with shrubs that twiYJkle i'1 the bree2e, 
And teach the little M.rds to build their '1ests 
And -vrarble iYJ its chambers. (XIII.216-36) 

Quite apart from Hords"urth 1s attribution of this 11softe'1ing 11 process 

to Dorothy, conso'1ant ,n.th Burke 'a associat:ine the beautiful with the 

fer.rl'line, the general nature of the co'1trast offered is Burkean; a'1d 

despite the suggestion that terror is a species of love and beauty, 

the co'1trast that emerges bet'loreen terror and love is radical. 

l·breover, the teri'lS that \lorC.swrtb chooses are directly remi'1 isce'1t 

of Burlr.e, assuming as they do that the prime sig>1ifica'1re of the 

distinctton between the sublime ar1 d the beautiful is fou"ld in the 

passions they arouse--the sublinc awake'1ing terror, the beautiful 

drawing out love ar1d te"'ldcrness. The irw.gery, too, is decisive, 

alignir1g tercror with the impressive Md mysterious in nature ("A rock 

with torre"1ts roari'1e, with the clouds I Familiar, a'1d a favorite of 

the Stars") a"ld ceauty w1th ·the ele(Jl.'1t a"id mJrmte ("each minuter 

charm./ 1'1 nat-ure a"id i'1 l:tfe'1 
; 11 i'lov.·crs", "Httle birds"). I"" v:ie-.1 of 

http:thourt.1t


te:cll'.s and t.~at of Dorothy in terms of the be!l.utiful is i'l"lteresti'l1g, 

for aea,i'l"l it aligns beauty w-ith the feminine. In the fbal version of 

tho poem Coleridge stands clearly with Dorothy as a modifying 

i"'lfluence, in his case shedding a "mild Interposition" of the human 

on the "self-haul"'ting spir:tt11 : 

Thy ki"'ldred innuence to my heart of hearts 
D1.d also find its \-ray. Thus fear relaxed 
Her OYerwening grasp; thus tho1.:.ghts and things 
In the self-bau,ting spirit learned to take 
J.bre ratio"1al proportio"'ls; mystery, 
The incumbent rr~rs'tery of sens~ and soul, 
Of life ancl death, tir..19 and eternity, 
Admitted nore habitually a ll".ild 
Interposition--a serene delight 
In closelier eathering cares, such as become 
A huJ!l.9,n creature, ho\-.'Soe 1er endo\-.ed, 
Poet, or destined for a humbler na1lle. 

(lg50; XIV.281-92) 

Here, the relaxation of fear accompanies a move to the rational; and 

one recalls that, in Burke's terms, the sublim ':far from being 

produced by them, ••• anticipates our reaso"'lings, and hurries us on 

by an irresistible force". v.hereaa I:brothy's "interposition" tauf1lt 

'\11ords"'Orth to appreciate minuter charms and comrron things, Coleridge 

is t.l).ou@lt of as having give-:'1 him "delight / In closelier gathering 

cares" suitable to a 'buman creature". This recalls Burke's 

distinction between the passions of the sublime turning on ideas 

of self-preservation a'1d those of ilie beautiful on ideas of society. 

But to e.n esse'1tially Burlr.ean view of the sublins of fear as distinct 

from and antit.'l-tetical to the beautiful--an idea with which, as we have 

seen, he agreed--Hords,~rth adds the idea of growth :lrora the one to 

the other in his own life; and this is a leading !!E.lli of The 

£relude. 

mailto:t.l).ou@lt
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At the close of the poem, the!l, Wordsworth claims that he 

broke away from his appetite for terror at a relatively late period 

of his life as it is recorded h 'Ihe Prelude: that of his return from 

Franca, his disillusion with the fruits of the French Revolution a'1d 

his brief engagement with Godwi'rliart philosophy. It was duri'1g a'1d 

inn:nediately after these eva!lts that Dorothy a11 d Coleridge exerted a 

strong influence O""l him. In other parts of the narrative, ho-wever, 

t.he process is see-n as having occurred much earlier. Rememberil'lg his 

first U'1iversity SUll'.tner vacation spe'1t at Hawkeshead, he !lotes that it 

was then he first thoucht of the objects of his love (that is, natui·al 

forms) as existi'1g also for others; his love for these forw..s then 

acquired a ''human-hearte&le~s". This is in contrast to an earlier 

stage of his youth, when 

l·hatever shadings of rortality 
Had fall.cn upo'1 t..hese objects heretofore 
t-.ere differe'1t in kind; not ~nder: strong, 
Deep, gloomy were they and severe; the scatterb gs 
Of childhood (IV.240-4/~). 

The la'l'lguage of this passage allies it with a'l'lother emphasj_s of the 

early books, which sees the oost basic fu'l'lction of the imagination as 

o11e of intensifyi'1g or addi.,.,g colour to the observed \lOrld (a Illt3taphor 

from painting); the you-ng \Iordswort..h evidently saw h1s world (trees, 

mou'1tains a'l'ld stars) t..~rouf71 the le11s of the subliioo, shadi't'lg it to 

co11form to his om predilectio11s. The wrds 11strong 11 a'1d "severe" 

recall Burke's C.escriptio.., of the kind of pleasure to be derived fron 

the subl1me, 5.,so:far as it C0'1S:ist~ b Hnodificatio"!s of pai-n.'': ''Tne 
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nature" (I.v). 12 Hordsworth 1s phrase 11shadjngs of roortality11 seems to 

indicate a belief that children tend to see objects as menacing--that 

this process of sublime shading is therefore characteristically the 

11scatteri'1gs / Of Childhood11 • 13 But i-brdsworth, as his later essay 

confirms, learned to "scatter" 'What he ·w:tshed onto a sce'1e, in 

accordance vith the mi11d 1s laws; and a11 account of a vacatio'1 later 

than his first return from Cambridge to Hawkeshead shows such 

"scatteri11gs 11 i11volved with perception of the beautiful, arising from 

the new 1'human-heartedness 11 of' fue youth's reaction to nat-ural forms: 

I11 all that 1'\eighbourhood, through narrow lanes 
Of eglantine, and t.~rough the shady mods, 
And o 1er t.~e 3ordcr Beacon, a•1d the Haste 
Of naked Pools, a"ld co:mrron Crags that lay 
Expos 1d oY~ the bare ?'ell, was scatter 1d love, 
A spirit of pleasure a'.:'ld youth's ;;olden gleam. 

(VI.240-45) 

This vacation Words'\-;orth spent with his sister Dorothy a't'ld Ha.ry 

Hutchinson; and the account of it points to an earlier 11softenbg11 

process than that described i'1 Book XIII. 

l?hbrdsworth, in 1he Preluch, uses "delight" to mea, 
"pleasure"; but the follovTi'1g usage, from a sublime sce11e i11 
Descriptive Sketche.s (1793), co11forms with Burke's '!'lOtion and 
termi"'lOlogy: 

How stilll no 1.rreHgious soul"\d or sight 
Rouzes the soul from her severe delight.

(430-31) 

l3'Jhe language of the 1850 Prelude sharpe11s the associatiol"l 
between chilc1~ood percept1o'1 and the subline of fear: 

vihatever shadi"1GS of mortali"bJ, 
1-.hatever imports from the 'WOrld of death 
Had corn ar:.o'1g these objects heretofore, 
l!ere, i'1 the F..a.i'1, of nt.>od bss te'1cler: stro"ig, 
Deep, gleamy were tbey a...,d severe; t.~e scatteri'1£S 
Of a'.-.re or trer:rulous dread. 

(XIV.21~8-53) 
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lhen read in conju""lction with an account of another, earlier 

incident that occurred in the same locale (the vicinity of the Border 

Beacon above Penrith) this passage exemplifies the power of terror and 

love to DX>d:i.fy the way in which a la""ldscape is vievred; it shows how 

sublimity and beauty can emerge as a result of what a person 

"scatters" OT'lto a scene. 'Ihe earlier incident had occurred when 

'Wordswrth was a very small boy, "not six years old" by his own 

account. In t.~e company of an older, nnre experienced horseman, the 

you"lg 1-lordsworth went riding tc'.fards the hills. He became separated 

from his ~de, dislllOunted be caus3 he \-Ja.S afraid, and led his horse 

Go'\.111 to a declivity· of t.'1.e "rough and stony lbor 11 • 1-.brdsworth 

indicates that his initial fear stemmed from the disappearance of 

''honest James" his guide; but evidently he knew that at this '!bottom" 

of the zooor an executed nurderer bad previously been ''hung in iron 

chai'ls". And although the paraphernalia of the hanging had all but 

disappeared, 1-.brdsworth could see the i11itials of t.~e felon's name 

cut into the turf: 

The monun:enta.l writing -was engra.ven 
In times long past, and still, from year to year, 
By superstition of the 11eighbourhood, 
The grass is clear'd away; artd to this hour 
The letters are all fresh and visible. 
Falteri'lg, a,a i~orant vlhere I was, at length 
I chanced to espy those characters inscrib3d 
Or! t.'l1e gree, sod: forthwith I left the spot 
And, reasce1'1.ding the bare Connoon, saw 
A naked Pool that lay be"1eath the hills, 
The Beaco'l 0'1 the surnr.rl t, and nnre near, 
A Cdrl llhO bore a Pitcher 0'1 her head 
And see1:1 1d w.i t.~ difficult st€ps to force her way 
Af..:ai..,st the blovi,...tf, \D."1d. It was, i'1 truth, 
.\'1 ordir,ary sit;'-1t; h:1t I should "1eed 
Golcur:::: l.i'-:d ,,Dr~s that are •.r;l:::ovn 'Lo I:'.an 

http:surnr.rl
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To paint the visio"\ary dreariness 

Which, l-Jhile I look'd all round for my lost Guide, 

Did at that t~ irtvest the naked Pool, 

The Beacon on the lonely Eminence, 

The ~bmn, a"ld her ga.rme"lts vex' d and toss 1 d 

By the stro"lg wind. (XI.295-316) 


Having recounted this b.cide"lt, Wordsworth deliberately and directly 

associates it with the later one, recorded in Book VI, of the 

vacation walks in the same vicinity with his sister and Hs.ry 

Hutchinson, by repeatiTlg a l:ine from that passage--"The sp:lrit of 

pleasure a.,d youth's golden gleam.": 

t~hen, in a blessed season 
With those tm dear Ones, to my heart so dear, 
"-hen i'1 the blessed time of early love, 
!.Dng afterl.:ards, I roa:rr 'd about 
I·l dail:\• presence of this very scene, 
Upon the naked pool a"Jd dreary crags, 
A'1d on the melancholy Beacon, fell 
'Ihe spirit of pleasure and youth 1 s golden gleam 

(XI.316-23). 

On the first visit "visionary dreariness" "invested" the sce"le; on the 

vacation excursion, i"l the company of people he loved, the "spirit 

of pleasure" "fell" onto it. 

Althoueh w are told that the sce"le b j tself \-JaS ordi"lary, 

its details, 'Which give the passage such vividness and strength, -were 

obviously IOOm:>rable and affected the boy stro.,.,gly; they bri11g out a 

sublir.ity late"'lt i11 the scene itself, desp:tte the fact that nothing 

recoreed .marks out t.."le rooor as a sublime landscape. The sce"'le a'id t~e 

incident in fact o"re their sig"lif:ica"lce to t.rordsworth 's plai'1'1ly 

repudiating the _pcnrer of t."le la't1dscape to produce of itself a"l 
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observer or participant. 

The "law of the mi"ld" basic t.o this passage is that of the 

powr of a young boy's fear t.o invest an ordinary sce'1e with 

"shadi,gs"--"strong I Deep, gloomy ••• and severe". This fear arose 

from two circu."USta:nces: first, the separatio"l of the boy from his 

guide JaiOOs ("through fear I Dismou,ting"); a"ld secondly from the 

recognition that the letters cut int.o the turf were an actualized 

fragment of the awesome st.ory of the felon who had bee'1 hu"lg ifl chai"ls 

near to the spot where he had committed his crime·. In the 1805 ~ude 

Wordsworth's account of the local legend itself is obscured by 

:i."1accuracies and vagueness; that of the i"1 cident is even more elusive, 

but consequently it gai"1S in effectiveness. The reader must work out 

for himself that the young boy must have heard the st.ory, the local 

legend of a notorious murder a..,d execution, before encou"'tering the 

three characters cut iTlto the turf; had he not been familiar with the 

st.ory, the i"1scription could have had scant effect on him. The reader 

mus-t. also establ:ish that the text ironically displaced, at least 

partially, one cause of fear (for the boy, having seen the 

inscription, would no lo"lger be totally "ignorant where (he] was") 

only to replace it with a"'!o't.,.er., 'Which impelled the boy to "reascend'', 

seeing reflected i, a few sharply-defi'1ed and memorable objects his 

Ovtn Se'1se of fear, vulnerability, isolatio., and exposure. It was 

hardly '1ecessary, but in revising this evocative passage vlordswrth 

i'1serted a li'1e to rna.ke clear that it was the sight of the el"1graved 

chars.ctcrs tha.t raised fear i'1 the boy: ''A casual glance had ~hO'Y.'t'l 

thern, a~d I fled'! (1350; TI1.24G). 
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This is a clear i'l1stance of Burke 'a sublime of terror: 

circumstances "conversant about terrible objects" producing "the 

subli.lne ••• +.he strongest emotio11 Which the mi"ld is capable of 

feeling." In 1-lordsworth 's experience this terror is an eiOOtion 

associated with youth; it is beneficial in its end; it allies itself 

with the natural tendency of youth to colour its enviro"'1me>'lt; and it 

is always viewed in the con text of growth. Yet the terror is not 

permanently thwarU"lg; a la"ldscape of horror, Wor.dswrth demo..,strates, 

ca>'l later be seen as 0'1e of beauty, reflecting love, if it is 

encou"ltered witl1 strength of mind and me100ry. "Diversity of strength / 

Attends us, if but O>'\Ce \ole have been strong", says Wordsmrth 

(XI.327-28); it is a case of the strongest emtion, terror, being root 

with correspondi"lg stre..,gth of perceptio'l"l, and thus overcome. The 

remembered landscape i"l all its "visionary dreari"less" does not 

dominate, but rather stre'1gthens and liberates the inagi'1ation. 

The analoey to Burke's "strong emotion tt· in The Prelude is the 

partiC".:tlar yoking of experiences of fear with child.lJ.ood, for in a 

process of eiJX>tional growth we should expect strong e:zrotions to emerge 

before responses to milder phenome>'la and experie"lce. It is this poi>'lt 

to which 't.brdsvrorth gives hi.storical reso"la>'lce \-the>'\ he remarks that 

"sublimity is the result of '·Tature 's first great dealings with the 

superficies of the earth", beauty in detail etoorgi>'lg later. As with 

nature, so with mind. Sublimity and beauty are the tm polar aspects 

of nature, the O"lC primitive, gra11d a'1d U'1ified, the other co"''sisti"lg 

i~ detail, r;-.d.,.,ute'~o::>J and decoration. The first makes its iLlpact 
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early and directly, the second demandi"'lg ti.l'J)3 a..,d the developme"'lt of 

finer S9'1S9S • •r.fordsworth makes this poi"'lt \olhen he COI!ll11ents On the 

effects of alpine scenery: 

Finally Whate'er 
I saw, or heard, or felt, l.J11S but a stream 
That flow'd i'1to a kindred stream, a gale 
That help' d ms for1.,ra.rds, did admi"l ister 
To grandeur and to te'1derness, to the 0"1e 
Directly, but to te"lder thoughts by ~ans 
less often i11stantaneous itl effect; 
Conducted me to these alo"'lg a path 
l..hich i"'' the main "Was DDre circuitous. 

(VI.672-80) 

'Ihe response to beauty is delayed, si"lce it is response to the subtle, 

the mi"lute, the muted i"l the e"lviro'1me11t. As .a boy living am.,g 

mou"'lt.ains, v.brdsworth says, man clained little of his attentjo..,; 

naturally, 

Far less had then 
The inferior Creatures, beast or bird, attun'd 
l!y spir:l t to that ge"l tle"less of love, 
1-b"l from me those mi..,uto obeisa.,ces 
Of te"'lderness, mich I nay number now 
vlith J'Jy first blessbcs. 'Tevertheless, on these 
The light of beauty did l"',ot fall i"1 vain, 
Or grandeur circumfuse them to no e1'1d. 

(VIII .490-97) 

The point is glossed in t.~e later essay "'I'ne Sublime and the 

Beautiful": 

Se'1sat:io'1s of bev.uty & sublimity impress us very early i1'1 
life; "lor is it easy to determil1e \Jhich have precedence i., 
poi11t of titlJ, & to which t~e sensibiUty of the mi"''d i'1 its 
..,atural cc"1stitutio'1 is r:nre alive. But it IT'""'l.y be co'1fide'1tly 
affirmed that, '1-.Jbere t.'1e beautiful & the sublime co-exist i11 
the same object, if that object be ~ew to us, the sublitn 
always p.reced~s t.~e beautiful in ski"'lg us co"1scious of its 
presa~ce (£~~' II, p. J50). 

The prior clujrJ of the s11~li:J.~ 1s stc=tted here rather mre te~tatlvely 
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constitution" :in youth the mi11d responds m::>re immediately to the 

sublime. ~.brdm.rorth 's poi11t applies also, of course, to sublimity a..,d 

beauty i11 differe,.,t objects. Obviously, a you"'lg boy havi"~g in vi.ew a 

rugged precipice a11d a bea.ut:iful small bird w"'1.1ld 11otice the precipice 

first, a11d respo'rld to it--!lot. least on accou'1t of its physical 

impressivel"Jess. Howver, a practiced viewer might well be fou"'ld rrore 

attentive to the bird. 

Wordsworth's sublime of fear, i11deed his whole treatme!lt of 

the sublime and beautiful in The Prelud~, differs from the najor 

treatises in that its concern is with something much wider than the 

psychological and the aesthet:ic. Terror a..,d love, with all their 

permutations, are f'u'1damental to the experience of youth because they 

secure the boy to his 1-.orld and provida nourishn~:mt for his 

imag:i.nation while challenging it to grow beyo'1d crude psychological 

response. 

III 

It wuld be absurd to i'1stance all experiences o.f fear and 

experiences accompa'1ied by Burkean c:ircumsta-,ces in The Prelude as 

sublir~. Fe~r a11d such privations as obscurity and silence, which 

Burke makes so much of, are i'1deed involved in llordsworth 's exper1ence 

of subl:hd.ty, but they do '10t of themselves co!lstitute the sublin:e; 

for, by definitio'1, '\..!ordsworth. 's sublim3 stimulates and elevates the 

subject by· provoki"rg his IX>Wers of !lli'1d and ima.gi'1ation. So .much can 

bo demo....,s+...rated from the p-Jem jtself, by exami"'li"'le briefly three 

e:xped.C'1 c-:.:s 1-tdc:1 ·have i-1 co:-r::~o.,.., t'-lc Pu:r.kea•1 species of fear but \hi:~h 
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can hardly be comitted as sublime experiences: 1·:ords\-10rth 's m9:zrory of 

the rna~ dro\med in Esth\J8.:i:te I;.tke (Book V); the confusio:; of a night 

spent in the open ali"' outsi.de the town of Gravedo11a (Book VI); and the 

account of a ni~tma.re e)c-perionced in a Paris hotel shortly after the 

September massacres of 1792 (Book X). 

'lhere is, i-.brdswrth implies in his account of the drowned nan 

of Estln.rcdte (V.450-81) s a "vulgar fear" which suppresses the mind and 

imagination; this notion accords with the assertion of both Burke and 

1-.tordswrth that. closely-pressing terror precludes the sublirre. But the 

incident under discussion is curiously neutral. The dead nan is 

acknowledged to have been "a spectre shape 1 or terror", yet that 

shape imparted neither "vulgar fear" nor any challe"lge to the boy's 

ima.gination. The absence of 11vulgar fear 11 is readily explicable; the 

man was dead, incapable of inspj_rfug direct tlk9nace and so--one wuld 

think--ideally suited to be a source of Burke's sublime. '\\hat "W8.s it 

about the situation that precluded any provocation to the illla.gination? 

The young 'Wordswrth, walking around the lake at twilight (a time of 

day pre-eminently qualified 1:D assist in arousing terror), saw a pile 

of discarded clot.~es on the shore and surmised that they bel011ged to 

sozoobody bathing. The following day, "those unclailood garments telling 

a plain Tale 11 , t."la lake \IB.s dragged: 

At length, 'the dead Han, 'mid th"-t beauteous scene 
or trees, and hills and water, bolt uprift1t 
Rosa with his ghastly face; a spectre shape 
or terror even! and yet no vulgar fear, 
Young as I \13.S, a Child not nine years old, 
Possess' d roe; for my- inner eye had seen 
Such sights before, am:>t1g the shining streams 
Of' Fairy Land, the Forests of Rorua.nce: 
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Thence came a spirit hallo\o.r1ng mat I saw 
'>lith decoration a"ld ideal grace; 
A dignity, a srooothness, like the wrks 
Of Grecian Art, and purest Poesy. 

(V.4?Q-Sl) 

lbrdsworth 'a own expla.,ation for the abse"!ce of fear is hardly 

C01'1Vinci'1g; to izmgi"le or read about death does '10t. prevent its 

presence from affecti'1g strongly, as w know from the gibbet episode. 

All that we know here is that the corpse and the circumstances 

surrounding its discovery did not make V.brds,.JOrth's imaginatio'l"l 

restless. The dead man remained but a lifeless image. Perhaps the fact 

that the young boy was prepared for the situa.tion, ha.vi'1g seen the 

pile of clot.."1.es, and the daylight a-.,d public recovery of the corpse, 

lessened the interest of the i'<cide-.,t. At a.,y rate, it beca.:rre food for 

romance, not imagination. Fancy could embellish and embroiC:.er what 

gave the ima.gi,ation no scope: the clothes and corpse 't-.>ere totally 

self-reveali'1g. 

The discharged soldier of Book IV provides the direct co..,trast 

most helpfUl in establishj,g the relatio"lship be~ween sublimity and 

itmgination. A.,.,other upright a'1d stiff shape like the dro\-med man, he 

affected with something of t."le sublime of terror. The begil"'"'ling of 

l-.l'ordsworth 's encou,.,ter with him was atte'l"lded with several 

circwasta11ces favourable to the Burkean subliroo. The you'1g \·brds-worth 

w.s alone, it was dark, and tht3 silence "ras brol'..an only by the 

"intermittbg" sou'1d of a brook. The soldier came i.,to viet.r at "a 

sudde"1 tuMi'1g of the road" e.>: d. the Iro'O""' l:ight made his oouth shOi<I 

''ghastly''· '.::"ne ''u,.,cou.th shG.pe" it:Jelf posse::>sed St.lch attribut.::s as 
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attend9.nt circumstances co"lspired to leave him a suffj ciently obscure 

figure to pror.:ote fear: 

He was alone, 
Had no attendant, neither Dog, ~or Staff, 
~or knapsack; in his very dress appear 1d 
A desolation, a sir:1plicity 
That seerr. 1d akin to soHtude. lo'ig time 
Did I peruse him 1-rith a mi,gled se~se 
Of fear and sorrow. (IV.415-21) 

'lhe fear is not lasting, but it is one anxmg other circumstances that 

stretch the in1agi"'ation, impelling \brdsworth to see the soldier as 

one of his Lake D:istrict shepherds, a man "sufferi, g amne; awful 

Powers and Fbrms" (VIII.213), a figure like the leech-gatherer, 

evoking awe a't1d promising revelatio~. 

If a total lack of obscurity played any part i~1 deprivi'rlg t.~e 

drowned man of Es-th:waite of any sublil)}3 effect, the "light of sleepless 

frustratio'l"t spent on the banks of Lake Com, recou"ted i'1 Book VI 

(621-57), l-19.S replete with Burkean circumstances of obscurity a'rld 

intermitting sound. At the C0'1clusio'1 of their Alpi'1e tour l.brdsworth 

a~ld his companion Jo'1es, thinking that a clock si.E,"'lalled immbent 

day-break, left the to\ln of Gravedo.,a hoping to catch a sight of Com 

"in its oost deep repose". They had, however, misunderswod t..~e clock 

a'ld -were forced to wa:tt out the hours of '1ight "lost, bewilder' d 

am:mg 'WOods immense 11 : 

On the rock we lay 
And wish 'd to sleep but could not, for the stings 
Of i'1sects, whic.'l with '1oise like that of 'rloon 
Fill'cJ all the wods; the cry ofunk10W>1 birds, 
The moulitai"ls, nDre by ds.rl:Yless visible 
A11 d the j_r O'-J'1 d z;e, tha~ a""y ou t\-Jard lj eh t, 
'Ihe breathless "d.lderness of clouds, the clock 
Tha.t told with U''d"'1t~1Hci1)le voice 
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The 1-lidely-pc:U'ted hours, the 11oise of streams 
A~1d sor~.ti.ll}"::S rustliYJg mtio'1.s nigh at hand 
"''hich d:i.d 11ot leave us free from :r;erso"'lal fear, 
And lastly the wi thdra\vilig l·bo>'l, that set 
Before us, while she still was high i>1 heave"1, 
These \·rere our food (VI.641-54). 

Here is fear, and a veritable illustrative catalogue of Burke's 

sublime agents: the cries of animals (641-44)-- 11 such sounds as im~ tate 

the l'latural i11articulate voices of men, or any anima.ls in pain or 

danger, ••• capable of conveying great ideas" (E>1guj_ry, II.xx); the 

palpable darkness of a great ohject (645-46)-- 11rnore productive of 

sublime ideas than light"; 14 suddenness (647-49 )-- 11 few thi"lgs being 

m:.>re aweful than the striking of a great clock, wen the silence of 

the night prevents the attention from being too much djss:ipated" 

(II.xviii); and internitting (649-51)--''productive of the subliroo 

••• so:ma low, confused, U'1certai'1 sounds, leave us in the samo 

fearful a>1xiety concerni'1g their- causes, that no lieht, or a, 

u.>1certain light does C0'1cei'T1i'1g the objects that surround us" 

(II.xix). Such a catalogue of Burkean instances mif,tlt seem to areue 

that Hordsworth consciously i11tended to record a night of sublime 

14"Darh."'less visible" is a11 echo of Paradise Lost, I.63, which 
describes the fl~s afflictbg the falle1'1 a""gels; ironically, 
Burke's i>1stance of subli:roo dark-less draws from 1-!ilton 's description 
of God: 

Our great poet was co"''ViYlced of this; a~d bdeed so full was 
he of t."lis ldea, so el"ltirely possessed with the po~r of a. 
\.'911 lTh:'1."1aced dark_r.ess that, il"l descdbi'1g the appearance of 
the Deity, midst t.~at profusio>1 of mag>1ifice'1.t images, ••• 
he is far from foreetti-:g the obscurity which surrou~ds the 
IOC>st incomprehe'1sihle of all bei-:gs, hut 

--H:5th the rnlJ.jesty of dflrkness rou'1d 
Circles his thro"''o. 

(~'1£l1U-J:Z, II .xiv; ~urke quotes l:ilt.oh i"''accura.tely.) 
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iopressions. But, while he and Jones, susceptible--as the Descript:ive 

Sketches demonstrate--to a "literary" sublimity, U't1doubtedly 

appreciated the sublim3 aspects of their U11expected "light i"l the ope'!"l, 

in the co"ltext of Book VI the i11cident sta."lds as the last of a series 

of frustrat:i.ons, VJhich beean when l•icmt Blanc appeared to i\brdst,JOrth 

as "a soulless image 011 the eye" (454). Just as a too directly 

apprehended fear is destructive of the sublirre, so must .frustratjon 

be, introducing thoughts of self into a11 experie"lce i"ltended to e},.-pel 

all such t.'J.oughts and self-preoccupatio"l. 

'llie last of these three i"lstances of thwarted sublimity :i.s the 

Paris '1ightmare of 1792, recounted in Book X (54-82), a"ld it is simply 

an instance of an overbalance of fear felt by Wordsw.>rth i"l a city 

made i"lsecure by viole'1t revolution. In a hotel, 

With unextinguish'd taper I kept vatch, 
Reac1Jng at i"1tervals; the fear gone by 
Press' d 0'1 me alnost like a fear to come; 
I thought of those September l·:Bssacres, 
D:ivided from me by a little month, 
And felt a'1d touch' d them, a substantial dread 

(X.61-66). 

Such fear obv:i.ously leaves '10 scope for se"lsual gratification, awe or 

elevation. Too "substantial" and palpable, it leads to nightmare in 

which Paris assumes 1-acbeth 's feverish self-accusatio'1: "Sleep '10 

DX>re ". 

!'1 \k>rdswrth 's sublime of fear, mea..,i-'lgful grcrwth, rather 

tha'1 impressive asto"""ishrre'1t, is involved; and were terror asto"""ishes 

it does so, as i'1 the case of the movi"""g cliff and the characters cut 

i""to the turf, ~~s the first step i""l a process of iiragi""lative ga.i:1. The 

:,•ell'! g child, by re ~po"1di'1 g to his 0'1V 5.ro'1rnent, be cores l:ike the most 
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important thi"lga i11 it, a11d to }.brdsworth these are "latural forms. 

Right mowlecge, in The Prelude, begi"ls with "watchful"less": 

whatsoe 'er of Terror or of !Dve, 
Or Beauty, \Tature 1s daily face put on 
From tra"'lsitory passio"'l, U"lto this 
I was as wakeful, even, as 'm.ters are 
To the sky's motion (III.l32-36). 

The mind respo'!"lds to what, i11 Book II, is called a 11u"liversal 

power I And fitness in the late,.,t qualities I And essences of things" 

(34.3-45) which der~"ids a tu"led respoY~se; the. recognition of a duality, 

of the sublirre a11d the beautiful, is no mere idle exercise but a 

C0'1formi"lg to the deepest. actuality. This actuality is '1ature, and it 

is nature that ,,.brdsworth recog>1izes as the first educator of the 

child, offering it ministry and discipli"le, buildi'1g up t.~e human 

soul 

'~ot \rlt."l the mean Md vulgar trorks of H111, 

But with high objects, \-.rit.~ e'1duri"lg thil"lgs, 

With life a, d nature, purifyi'r\ g thus 

The elements of feelbg and of thought, 

And sanctifybg, by such dj_sci.p15'1e, 

Both pail'l and fear, U'1til we recofp i ze 

A grandeur in the beati'1gs of the heart. 


(!.435-41) 

If it is "1.0t innnediately char why the experie'1ce of pain and fear 

should result i"l a recogrlition of the heart's grandeur, the con'1ection 

of such emotions with sublimity is explicit. The idea i"1volved is that 

of elevation and expa'1siol1 that we have fou"1d i-1 subli-me theOI"J' from 

1o-.,ei11us to vlordsworth. Pai"1 and fear have a wide refere"1ce, a'1d it 

becoroos a truism of the theory that they must to a laree degree remain 

pot.en tial if they are to have a role i'1 the sublime. I'i Words\·JOrt~ as 

i"!"l Burke the exper:e,.,ce of :ear is sublir.1e because it speaks to man of 
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11unkr!own modes of bei11g 11 , that is, of objects whic.l:l i11vite men to 

respond to them as if they are livi11g creatures. Thus to llordsworth 

man's works are l:tfeless, ''mean a"'d vulgar", whereas the mi.,istry of 

nature does not have a "vulgar hope" i'1 educating the you11g, but 

i"lvites man to aspire to the livi11g grandeur of high, e11during, simple 

forms: 

ca11 I thil'"lk 
A vulgar hope was yours when Ye employ 1d 
Such mi11istry, v..rhe11 Ye through ma>'ly a year 
Hau11ting me thus anxmg w.r boyjsh sports, 
On caves and trees, up:m the woods and hills, 
Impress 1d upon all forms the characters 
or da'1ger or desire, and thus did make 
'Ihe surface of the u11iversal earth 
l!H,h tr:tumph, a.:1d delight, a11d hope, and fear, 
\brk like a sea? (I.~92-501) 

'Tature is eminently qv.alifieG. to be the prime educator because her 

forms bear the patterr1s of e11nobling hunan emotio'1s. 

For a pattern of anti-natural educatio'1 we have 1-k>rdsVK>rt.b.'s 

satire on rodeM education in Book V, whose target is the boy reared 

in wrldly and therefore, presumably, vulgar perfectio.,--whose ":rooral 

part/ Is perfect" i'1 wrldly terms. This student is beyo'1d the reach 

of fear: 

He is fenc 1d rou11d, 11ay arm 'd, for aught we k'low 

I11 pa11oply complete; a'1d fear itself, 

~ratural or supeMatural alike, 

u,., less it leap upo,., him i'1 a dream, 

Touches him ,.,ct. ~riefly, the zroral part 

Is perfect, aYJd i"1 leB..l....,.,ing a'1d iYJ books 

He is a proG.igy. (V.Jl4-20) 


Besides bejng a prodigy this lad to Hordswort.l:l is also a lusus 

1"lA.turaG \-Jho must remain u'1fj tted to tbe real vrorld, immu'1e to 

~:rT'1 C:eur, a cl: Hd c f vulcari ty out of touch with "Cra'1.drute Earth". 
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Interpreting the satire, it would have to be concluded that :i.n fact 

such a child had 110 "mral part". 'lbe real boy, by radical co11trast, 

does not escape the irratiO"lal a'1d mysterious i., life; and iolordsworth 

grey up among "A race of children", 

1·nd at their sports like wither' d leaves in 'lrl.11 ds; 
Though doiDg wrong, a11d suffer:i."1g, and full oft 
Bendbg beneath our life's mysterious weight 
Of pain and fear; yet still i1'1 happil'leSS 
~ot yielding to the happiest upon earth. 

(V.440-44) 

'Ihe experience of fear is thus a "1ecessary condition of gl'Owth, 

fitting t."le child to the ''latent qualities and essences of thi"lgs" and 

preparing a grandeur :in the heart. 

In the Preface to Lyrical Ballads (1800) ltordsworth speaks of 

having displayed, i"1 "The Brothers rr, ''t."le strer1gth of frateMal, or to 

speak mre philosophically, of mral attachmel'lt when early associated 

with the great and beautiful objects of nainre '' (Zall, p. 20). 'lhe 

drift of the emphasis on the discipline of fear i'1 Book I of The 

Prelude seems to be that it is a >'lecessary ~leme>'lt i11 a IlX>ral 

educatiol'l, taking the wrd 11IlX>ral11 i., its widest sense. The 

sigr1ifica>1ce of t.lJe stolen boat incident is '10t that l-.brdfnrorth 

learl'led that moul1tai'1s speak out against theft but that, '\-lith other 

experiences, it told him somethi.,r, about the '1ature of t.lJe '\olOrld-

about graDcleur, simpBcity, IlX>vement a'1d power--~·.rhich natural forms 

exemplify for the human mind. Fear is a part of the educatio11 of the 

affe ctio'1s : 

a'1d thus 
ny t~e :impressive d5scipli~e of fear, 
F~r plr;as11re c:v,d rGJ.:lG~t(3d h.ar)p:i~<~ss, 

So r-reqt:e,.,-l~ly repeated, a"d by force 
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Of obscure feeli"l.gs represc'1tative 
Of joys that were forcotte..,, these same sce""'es, 
So beauteous Md majestic i""' themselves, 
though yet the day was dista...,t, did at length 
Become habitually dear, a...,d all 
Their hues a...,d forms were by i'1visible B..,ks 
Allied to taf:' affectio'1s. (!.630-40) 

To the exte'l'lt that fear is a part of a·1 educative la'1dscape 1 a'l'ld its 

experie11ce 11 fits 11 the child to the real vu.1.'ld, it provides a 

prepa.raM_ort lur the sublime a'l'ld is similar tu 'Wuat l-Jordswrth, i"l the 

later essay, calls "preparatory i""'tercourse", 'l'lecessary if the su~,lime 

is to evoke a response. 

J:i'ear has yet a stronger effect O!l the respo11sive mi11d. 

Hordsworth 1s btroductio.., of the "lotio., of 11res:ista"'!ce 11 into his 

t~eory corresf0'11ds to passages i"l Tne Prelude Which li"'lk the 

experie'~"~ce of terror to the growth of the imagbation. The idea ls 

that the imagi,at:ion develops by e1"'Jcou..,terbg difficulty a"'ld 

resista'1ce Vlhich must be overcoF..e, and fear ofte"l provides such a 

challenge, as it did in the discovery of the gibbet. "Higher m:i"'lds", 

says l!ords>-JOrth, gain their irnagbat:ive poW'er by encou,teri"'lg 

challe'1ge: 

They ,eed "!Ot extraordi"lary calls 
To rouze them, i"1 a world of life they live, 
Ry sensible impress:io"'ls '10t e'1thrall'd, 
But quicke1"'J 'd, rouz' d, a"ld made thereby zaore fit 
To hold conrrnu1"'J j_on with tile i"lvisible world. 

(XIII.lOl-05) 

'lhis process vJOUld dema"'ld a developme"lt beyo'1d the power of Burke 1s 

11asto"lishment". As Hordsworth :i.s at pa:hs to ooke clear :i.,... the essay, 

fear preclmies the sublime whG'1 it 1'e.,thralls", but insofar as :it ca'1 

quicke'1 and rouze it calls forth the late.,t ~i-~rs of :iJ;ne:hatlo'1. 

http:feeli"l.gs


66 

\·lords,rorth 's own growth am::m g sublime 8.'1 d terrible forms l-Ja.S possible 

because his mi'1d l-Jas "seized" but not 11e'1thralled" by his environment; 

the advancing cliff, for example, ast..o,.., ished him, but he "t.aS able to 

make the form of the cliff a part of his own imagery, and the 

expedence provoked his imagination. So he could say of images "of 

danger a11d distress, / A'1d suffering" that 

these took deepest hold of me, 
Hs.11 sufferi11g a.m:>'1g awful Pol·rers, a11d Forms; 
Of this I heard a'1d saw enough· to make 
The iiD3gi,atio'1 restless (VIII.212-15). 

Experience of the subli100 at its highest level .tooans to 

'hbrdsworth the mind's capacity to i.tself become subli111e by 

appropriati'1g whatever strength, liberty a'1d power it cal"l fi'1d i'1 its 

e"'lviro'1ment a'1d experiel"lce, a'1d by supplyi'1G such qualities whe'1 t.~ey 

cannot be fou'1d. At the· t:ilne of the F're'1ch Revolution's crisis of 

terror, '..brdsworth says, he discovered 

That U'1der heaviest sorrow earth cM bring, 
Griefs bitterest of ourselves or of our ki'1d, 
If from t.l,.e afflictio'1 smnewhere do 11ot erow 
Honour 'Which could YJOt else haYe been, a faith, 
A11 elevation, and a sanctity, 
If new stre,gth be '10t givel"l, or old restored 
The blame is ours not 'Tature's. (!.424-30) 

The idea is similar to what he has to say about the "spots of time''• 

The experie.,ce of bej_"'g lost a'1d discoverbg the place 'Where a 

murderer had bee'1 hu'1g i'1 chains was fearful to t11e little boy, but 

because he respo'1ded to the sce'1e by exerting the power of will and 

mind he gai.,ed new stre.,gth. \-hat was exerted w.s the mi'l"ld 1s JX>wer to 

mke the la,dscape i'1 its own image, to i'1vest it with "visio'":ary 

drear:i\"less"; a~d becaus':3 of t~1s i"'1t:lal act of strc1"Jgth, the Sa.ln9 
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landscape could later exhibit "the sp:i.rit of pleasure a'1d youth's 

golde11 gleam". This is a strength which issues from exposure to 

nature i'1 youth, to experience of sublimity a'1d beauty, but it is 

ultin:ately a stre'l'"lgth i"'ldependent of "''lature; if man does '!'JOt exercise 

it, "tbe blame is ours, '10t'iature's": 

Oh! mystery of Han, from what a depth 

Proceed thy ho11ours! I am lost, but see 

In simple ch:i.ldhood somethi..,g of the base 

On which thy greatness stands, but t..l-ds I feel, 

That from thyself it 1s that thou nrust give, 

Else never canst receive. (XI.329-34) 


Such a perception is of course connected with Burke's attentio'1 to 

the operations of the mind and Wordsworth's obsession with "the laws 

of the mind". It is conso,ant with his distaste for the tyranny of 

the senses and his opposj_tion of' a vulgar world, a. "universe of 

death" to the "high objects" of nature which exhibit a life analogous 

to that of msn. The experie11ce of sublinity, when it calls into force 

all corresponde'1t activities of the mil'1d, draws man away from the 

''universe of death" a.,d gives him liberty a..,d power, the ability to 

draw nature i'1to his own life: 

Gladly here, 
E>'ltering upon abstruser argument, 
W:>uld I endeavour to u11fold tlle means 
\.hich "rature studiously employs to thwart 
This tyran"'!y, SUllli!nns all t.."le se'1ses each 
To cou'1teract the other a'1d t.l-J.emselves, 
And makes t.l-J.em all, a!ld the objects with which all 
Are conversa'1t, subservie'1t i'1 their tuM 
To the great ends of Liberty and Powr. 

(XI.l76...S4) 

Ultim..<~.tely, nature 1s nrl.'1istry :is to serve the creative hu1nan ro.i..,d. 

1-brds,.JOrth 1s U'1dersta,.,ding of the sublime takes nruch of 
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Burke·~- treatise for gra"lted; on the siinplest level, several 

passages i~ The Prelude indicate that WOrdsworth finds the sublime 

awake'l'led by nuch t..l-te same sort of se"lse data as Burke. But i~ his 

elaboratio~ of the a~alogy between mi'1d a'1d nature 'Wordsworth rroves 

far from the se"'\satio'l'lalism of Rurke, establishing a pattern of laws 

by which the mi'1d can tr1.umph over nature. It is as a part of this 

process that fear is so central a., idea in 'Ihe Prelude, for it is in 

childhood, and in leaMing to respond creatively to fear, that 

\-lordsworth 's "higher minds" begin to develop. i·lordsworth 1s pattern of 

this mind, which is a 11Po\.rer", "from the Deity", is in fact himself, 

a In9.n who fbds every image and thought and experience throwi"'lg back 

consciousness of his 01rl"' power a"ld liberty; a..,d the acquisitio'1 of 

these is traced to "earliest v~sitations'1 ir'l youth, "in prese'1ce of 

sublime a>1d lovely forms!!, the roou,tains and valleys of the lake 

District. 

Esse11tially, t..~er'l, tb.e sublimity of The Prelud~ is the 

process of acquiring po-wer by meeM"lg the challenge of hi@l, 

enduring objects a~d such ot~er experie'1ces with qualities a.,alogous 

t..; those found in t.."lem. The nature of the poem is itself a patteM 

of powar \-roich, heg:i'l~:i_.,g with the ma"15fl!l'statio11 of the advanci"lg 

cliff, U"lfolds itself to 'vlords'.-TOrth, showi~g 1.tse1f to be like him, 

or like 1-rhat he could become. Such a fu"'ldame-.,ts.lly simple "'lotion 

is that found at the core of the essay 11The Sublime and the 

Beautiful"; 1mt 11'1 The Prelude w see it tra.,sce"lding t."le \-.'Orld 

of theory a"'d evolvi11g tl-:trou[h the drarratic i'1teractio'1 of a 
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gro\.1.ng boy \vith his wrld of forms "sublime a"ld fair". 
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IV 


WRDS'VXJR'IH 'S PAR~DIGH OF GRA'WEUR 

In t..i.e preceding chapter, an analysis of certain episodes in 

'Ihe Prelude demonstrated that there are marked similarities between 

'·.brdswo:~.•th 1s exploration of youthful experience, those in which his 

imagination was stimulated by "iuages of danger and distress, / And 

suffering" (VIII .211-12), and Burke's iheory of the sublilne of terror. 

Yet the experience of terror itself led i-lordsworth beyond the Burkean 

sublima, and wen he came to write his O'Wn treat:tsl3, "'Iha Sublime and 

the Beautiful", fear did not figure in the central definition of the 

subl~. According to the essay, which defines sublimity in terms of 

mountain forms, a sense of sublimity depends upon the co-existence of 

"three component parts: a sense of individual form or forms; a sense 

of du1•ation; and a sense of rower". This is l\brdsworth 1s paradigm of 

grandeur. Early experience of subliLrl.ty depended upon the arousn.l of 

imagination by fear; later experience depended ur.on recognizing the 

co-e:h.i.stence in phenomena of "individual form", ''duration 11 and 

"p:n.r-3r 11 • Like fear, this paradigm of grandeur is central ·ro .1llil 

.!I£l"t:.d~ and it too is an elaboration of notions fo1..-nd i'1 treatises on 

the sublizoo. Eighteent.'l'}-century "Writers like John Ba.illio (in An 

~a.y on t..":te Sublim, 1747) and Alexander Gerard (in An t!§sa.y O!l 

~' 1759) developed the I..o-1ginian notion of the responsi-ve and 
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expanding mind, a-.,d soueht to explain sublimity by defining the mode 

of huma!l response to the grand a"'ld vast forms of nature. The 

elaboration of this idea (with some soph:lstLcation and not a little 

co'1fusio"') exercises 'VJordsworth i'l'l the core of his essay and is a key 

theme of The Prelude. 

1. Gra'~"~deur and Vastness 

"Grandeur" and 11sublimity" are not syno'1yms. Hordsworth uses 

the term "Grandeur" to denote one aspect of subHmity within the 

sublime and beautiful pair, dj sti'"lct from the related concept of 

vastness and without iraplicit con'iectio'l'l with the idea of fear. Thus, 

he speaks in The Prelude of "beauteous forms or grand 11 (I.573--"form.s 

sublime or fair" in the 1850 V€:rsion); "grandeur and ••• tel"lderness" 

(VI.676); a'"ld in "The Sublime and the Beautiful" he distbg~.dshes 

betv."ee'1 "grandeur" al1d i'beauty". 'l'he co"l cept of grandeur froo Addiso!'l 

on (although he used the word "greatness") refers first to qualities 

bherent in forms themselves, such as height, mass, weight a"'ld 

extension, and then to qualities in things that are not il"l any literal 

sense high, large, heavy or exte'isive (such things as the products of 

art), and fi!lally to the mind or soul of I!l9.'1, respo'1di'1g to the forms 

both of nature B.l1d art. A.ddison, Baillie a"ld Gerard make no 

distbctjo'1 'between c,ra-.,deur and vastness, though the two last-..,amed 

11aturally te'1d to describe hor:izo-.,ta.lly extended surfaces as "vast" 

(rivers, the ocean, the desert and the heavel1s) a~d vert1cally 

exte...,ced fc.r:rJS as ''t;ra~d" (e •C•, Irou"'tai'ls); but cor,sidered as subl1n3 

the::re ::is 'lO dj st:1'1ction 'bot.\tecn rr<=."lc::mr a'ld vast"'less, a~,d t!1eir 
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sv.bli~ effect lies in their power to i'1duce correspondlng expansion 

or elevatio.., in the humn mind. ~hat induces this expansio"' is, simply, 

size: 11 Co'1siderable m_<tr,nj tude or large'1ess of extensio"', i11 objects 

capable of it". 1 

l-!ordsworth drew from this longi11ian tradition of subl5mity t.~e 

idea of the mind 1s expansio"l. He attacked the association of sublim.ity 

with size, however; this emphasis on size he replaced by the 

definition of sublimity as the co-existi11g senses b objects of 

individual form, durat:io'1 a..,d powr. !'1 the Guide to the I.ake8 he 

wrote that "a notion of gra11deur, as C011'1ected l-rith magnituc.e, has 

seduced perso'1s of taste i'1to a certeral mistake upo'1 fuis subjec:t1! 

(p. 3/+); the m:lstake referred to is that of preferri11g vast expa'1r:~e:s 

of water in lakes to a 'iumber of f;OOller lakes enclosed by mou.,tains, 

1Alexa'1der Gerard, Essa•r 0'1 Tante (lo'1dor., 1759), p. 13. 
Gerard, \-.>hose section 0'1 sublilrlty is called "Of the se'1se or taste 
of erandeur and sublil:lityn, adr::d.ts a debt to Jot"! Baillie; but \,-e 
shall see that he introduces several refinerunts i'1to Baillie 1s 
basically obvious accou11t. Addisor., i'1 §pectator 412, assembled the 
standard catalogue of sublime forms ir'l defil1:i"'g ''r;reat'1ess": 

not o~ly ••• the bulk of a~1y single object, but the lare-e
t'less of a whole view, co'1sidered as one e"lt:ire piece. Such 
are the prospects of a, ope'1 champaig'"l cou..,try, a vast 
U'1cultivated desert, of huge heaps of mou·1tc.d'1s, high rocks 
and precipices, or a wide expanse of \-Ja ters, where w-e are '"'Ot 
str-u.ck -with tho '1ovnlty or beauty of the sight, but with that 
rude ki'1d of Lnf7'ifice'1ce which appears j..., In9.'"'Y of these 
stupe'1dous •rorks of ":ature. (Do'1ald F. Bo~d, ed., fr.itical 
Essays fron 'Ihe Sr,ecW,tor [oxford: Clare'idon Press, 1970J, 
p. 178.) 

John Baillie, i'1 hJ.s Zssay OT' t'l,e Sublir~ (lo'1d0"1, 1"11.7), remarks that 
"we are freque'1tly it;1ora"t what it 1s i'1 Objects which co"'sti"V.1tes 
the Gra..,d, a'1d [ives then this Po\,JCr of expa'1dit'lt; the Hi'1dll (pp. 4-5); 
•1othi..., f: "prod:ucss t.h:is }levatio-: equal to larce .(rOSJ? dE, vast 
extev:ded Vie\..rs, 1:C..,~_'1t-:d·-'s, ·.:.h'~ ' 7"'2-V0'1S. a,.,d a., ir::r;2"Se Cc·:::<!."l 11 (p. 5'.----- _____ , --- ' 

;~e cc"!cludes th&.t :i.t is ~te ~r:£;::;-l}:::.;:ss of tr,ese Cbjects \..":J.ic:1 elevates 
us" (p. (:), buthe c:.c.ldr:._ru.:~-J.:·hc.:.v:J c:ll1ed it ''rra'1de::..rn. 
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as found in the lake District. To understand Hordsworth 's notion of 

grandeur, then, 'We have to begi'1 mth the mountain form of the lake 

District, the focus of his discussion in ''The Subli.Ine and the 

Beautiful11 • 

2. The lbuntai"l Form 

In 11 'Ihe Sublime and the Beautiful" l-k:>rdsworth, havi"'g 

introduced the subject of sublimity in genera,l terms, invites the 

reader to "contract the speculatiO"', & confine it to the sublime as it 

exists iT'l a mountainous Country, & to the man'1er in which it nnlr.es 

itself felt" (Prose) II, p. 356). This invitation initiates a 

discussion which states or implies general principles suggested in 

other of his works as fhr apart in period and ra.,ee as 'The Prelude a,..,d 

the Gu:J de to 't1.e lakes. One of the earliest sectio'1s of The Prelude to 

be written actually a'1ticipates the bulk of the argument of the later 

2essay:

Atte'1 tion coroos, 
A!"ld comprehensive!"less a"'d rr.crrDry, 
From early converse with the works of God 
Aroong all regjons; chiefly ~~ere appear 
}bst obviously simplicity and pow~r. 
By il"lflue'1ce habitual to t.1.e mi"'d 
The mountain 1s outli11e a., d its steady· form 
Gives a pure erandeur, and its prese,ce shapes 
The measure a, d fue prospect of the soul 
To majesty; such virtue have t..1.e forms 
Perennial of the an c:i.e'1 t hills; nor less 
The cha,geful la,guage of their. cou"ltel"lances 
Gives movement to tile thoughts, and nrultitude, 
With order a'1d relation. ('~I.716-29) 

2Thu'1 d i'1 the Alfoxden 'Totobook ir1 their fraen:mtary state, 
the li'1es derive from t'1e ,_;j_•·lt.er or sprl'"lt;; of 1798, 1Jef'orc the 
pror.F1ct:.ve sta~r 9.t r,o::Jlttr. ;~--,:;,. of cour:c praca+--e t;;e co·1c·3pt:io>: of 
ti·~e po e:t1; sce fr-:! 1. , pp. 566-6'7, '-here .Lle Se 1i"' court '"'.O t.: s the.t t1"1ey 
co'1sti tu.te a "drn.ft of tl.1e: c11aractor of t.~e ~tanderar''. 
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1-bunta.ins, of col:trse, are am:.mg the su~lirr:e objects of traditional 

lists; but lk:>rdswrt.h 1s choice of a m:mn tainous region as exemplifying 

the pre-eminent ~ for the nurtu.ce of j_rnagi..,ative povrer obviously 

depended upon hjs own experience: he ~s '1Urtw.·ed (to employ his own 

characteristic metaphor) in just such a region. In it he acquired 

powers of "attention", "comprehensiveness" and 11memory11 ; to JOOU"ltains 

he C8JOO to attribute "simplicity", "duration" and "power"; like many 

others, he identified ir~ them a grandeur '\-Jtdch comr::unicates i tsalf to 

the hu.nnn mind or soul. The muntain form became for him the paradigm 

of virtually all concepts necessary to his theory of sublimity and 

imagination. 

3. ~ly Ccm-versa" 

W:>rd..,~rth adds a radically new elemnt to the theory of 

sublimity and beauty by connecting that theory with the history of a 

mind's development. From the perspective of growth the comrx:m idea 

that familiarity with grand objects dulls their power to comnunicate 

subl:trdty ia seen to be absurd; 3 the assay insists that "continuance 

3see, for example, Baillie's ~ or~ the Subl:i.!r~9, p. 11: 
Uncom.mnness, though it does not constitute the Suhlime of 
natural Objects, very much heJ.£htens its Effect u:p:>n tba Hind: 
For es great part of t.~e _f;1::n:a_t:!on raised by vast al1d grand 
Proswcts, is owing to t.'"le Hind's finding herself in t.'Le 
Exercise of rore e"'!larged Pol.:?.r.§., and hence judging higher of 
herself, ~..!!} rr.akas this .:Q-:~,!1~ liar, and she no longor admires 
her own Perfection. It is here, as in all other things, Variety 
is \.!an tin g • 

On the other hand, .,d.th vbrds"10rth 's "early conwrse 11 compare 
Beattie ts rennrk that 11 the daily co-:1ternplation of the grand phaenom3na 
of nature, in a mountainous country, elevates, and continually 
exercises, the Inng:i.nation of" the solitary inhab3tant11 (Q.Ioted in 
Salvesen, 'Ihe landscape of J.hr:r.n;y [london: Arnold, 1965], p. 42). 
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of familiarity" can e"""large 11 co'1ceptj_o!'ls of the sublime". There is a 

corollary to this. Since C0'1ceptions of subH.mity depend to some 

exte"lt on preconceptions, a. person used to a horizo11tal scenery, for 

example, (and so con~ecting sublimity with expanses of lake or desert) 

would '10t illl!nediately respo'1d to the sublimity of a la11dscape of 

hills. Wordswort}1 gives a'1 example of this law in operation; he 

instances 

a lady, a 11ative of the Orcades (which naked solitudes from 
her birth she had "lever quitted), ,,hose iJr.agi'1ation, 
endeavouring to compleat \-Jhatever had bee!'\ left imperfect i"'l 
pictures & books, had feasted :i'1 represe'1ting to itself the 
forms of trees. Uith delight did she look forward to the day 
when it wuld be permitted -Go her to behold t.'le reality, & 
to lea.M by experience how far its gra,., deur or beauty 
surpassed the co'1ceptio'1s which she had formed--but sad & 
heavy '\-las her disappointmer't 'When this wish \o.'8.S sat:isfied. 
A journey to a feit'tile Vale in the South of Scotland gave 
her an opportunity of seeing so~ of the finest trees i'1 the 
Island; but shl'l beheld them without pleasur·3 or emotion, & 
complained that, compared with the gra"ldeur of the livbg 
& ever-va.r".ring ocea'! j_'1 all t.~e changes & appearances & 
powers of which she was thoroughly versed--that a tree or a 
wood were objects insipid and lifeless. (Prose, II, -pp. 358-59) 

Wordsworth might have had i"l. mi"ld hj_s O\m disappointlil3nt at findi'1g 

the reality of lbnt Blanc so nuch less satisfylng than his pre

C0'1ceptions; at first sight of that celebrated peak, duri'1 g tl1e 

walk:t11g-tour he 1r1 dertook wi t.h his friend Robert Jo.,es as a Cambridee 

undergraduate, he "gr:i_ev'd / 'l'o have a soulless imaee 011 the eye" 

(VI .453-54). I". a,y case, he was himself subject to this law and 

tended to prefer the gra11deur of heights over fue gra>1deur of 

vastness. ~Ie insisted on the necessity of a "preparatory i'1 tercourse" 

wit.h sublime objects for the later racornitio'1 a"'d appreciatic11 of 

t~eir suhl:i.n:ay: 
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1_t appears that eve!"\ t.~ose impressjo,,s that do most easily 
make their 1-Jay to t."le huna"'! mi'1d, s-tJ.ch as I dee1:1. those of 
the sublime to be, ca11"0t be received from a'1 object 
however eru.:hen tly qualified to impart them, without a 
preparatory i"1 tercourse with that object or with others of 
the sazoo ki..ld. (a.:ose, II, p. 359) 

't-.brdslo:orth "lever gave up his idea of the necessity of this 

"preparatory i'itercourse", and it was very nuch i11 his mind when he 

wrote to the editor of the lnrning Post i'1 1S44 to object to the 

plan of bringing a railway to i-lindermere. The tourists who would 

travel i'1 to t.~e L3.ke District, \:ordsworth believed, would brbg wi fu 

them vulgar, U"l traiDe d po,~-er8 of perceptio':'l: 

a vivid percE.ptio'1 of roma11tic sce'1ery is '!"'either i'1here'1t in 
ma'1ki'1d, 1"\0r a '1ecess<:lry co""~seque'1ce of eve.., a comprahe""~sive 
educatio"l. It is bo'1ignly ordai"led that groe11 fields, clear 
blu·~ skies, ru'1'1bt: streams of pure Hater, rich groves and 
,,'Oods,. ord1ards, a'1d all the ordi'1ary varieties of rural 
nature, shculd find a'1 easy 1.ray to the affectio'1s of all 100n, 
a:1d rrore or less so from early cl-d ldhood till the se'1ses are 
impaired by old age a'1d the sources of mere earthly e""~ joy
me11t have in a great ~asure failed. Eut a taste beyond t.~is, 
holo!ever desirable it lll9.Y be that every one should possess it, 
is 11ot to be implunted at 011ce; it must be gradually 
developed both in natjons 0.'1d individuals • .aocks and 
mountai11s, torrents a'1d wide-spread waters, aild all those 
features of natm-o which f:O to the con:posi tio'1 of such sce"ies 
as this part of Eigla""ld is dis-ti"lguished for, cannot, j'] their 
finer relatio"1s to the huma.11 mi"id, be comprehe"'lded, or even 
very :imperfectly conceived, without process of culture or 
opportu'1ities of observat:to:1 i11 some degree habitual. 

(Guide, pp. 150-51) 

'lhe ordi11ary a'1d obvj_ous aspects of '1atural beauty "flnd an easy way" 

i"lto hum...<1.11 affections, but the sublimity of "Rocks and mou,.., tai.-,s, 

torrents Md wide-spread '\oTaters 11 make a sig>1 ifica,t claim only 0'1 

those whose perceptive powers are ec.\,_co.ted by habitual i.-,tercoll.rse .4 
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The Prelude gives a fairly complete picture of this 

"preparatory il"ltercourse" b Book I, which shows the young Wordsworth 

in his early converse with the works of C-od respol"ldil"lg with fear ·a,d 

awe to sublime forms. The shape of the poom naturally parallels the 

theory, leading from "early converse 11 with to explicit recog>1i tion of 

the subBme. r,deed, it may be sig"lificant that the poem grew out of a 

series of boyhood menx>ries written do'Wt'l in shapeless sequence at 

Goslar. 

Recogr1ition al"ld responBe depel"ld upon preparation and "pre

possession". Hordsvrorth 's childhood vras both of these, for he had 

begun 

l1it.h al"l adva."'l tage; fun ish' d w1 t!-1 that kind 

Of prepossessiol"l without whic..'-1 the soul 

Receives no ~Oi.fledge that can bri"'le forth good, 

~ro genuine i11.sigh t ever cones to her: 

Happy i""" this, that I with '1ature walk'd, 

~~ot havbe a too early bterccurse 

With the deformities of crowded life, 

And those el"lSUil"lg laughters and contempts 

Self-pleasin~ (v"'II .459-67). 


Both '!he Prelude and \~brdsl,'Orth 's prose theory are in accord with a 

central eighteenth-ce!ltury assumption about the sublillle, that nature 

in its grandest forms kindles the human mind. But whereas sta11dard 

theory connected this reaction to ideas of 'l"lovelty and eve, astonish

ment (so depriving sublimity of long-term effect), 'h!ordsworth, wise 

from e-xperie"1ce, i"'l effect CO"l""ected it to the process of maturi"lg. 

According to him, what grows out of "early co'1verse", if that co'1verse 

the r:ood 1ifo is u-~oy:sr·;o~~s i':t.erC'C".J.rs,~ \ri.t.:.,.t .,.,a-t;ura.l hoauty." But 
;.:orcl.s\-rort._ry_ makes clear ·t:1ut he is "Titi-,f~ a1,out sur·lhn:t.y, '10t beauty. 
'l':1e passage j s e'1 th·ely co.,sistc"lt with The Preluc:.~, VII.716-29. 
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4. 11Attentio'1 ", "Comp:..eherysive,ess" and 11Hemory" 

\\brdsworth 1s life-lo~"~g emphasis 0'1 accuracy of observatio'1 is 

notorious;5 in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads (lSOO) he made it a 

criterion of the success he hoped to achieve: 11I do not know how • 

can give my Reader a ncre exact '1oti0'1 of the style in which I 

wished these poems to be written than by i11formi'1g him that I have at 

all times endeavoured to look steadily at my subject, co'1seque'1tly I 

hope it will be fou'1d that there is i"l these Poems little falsehood of 

description" (Zall, p. 22). Close atte'1tion v.ras a practiced part of 

Wordsworth's experience, a'1d his interest in traci11g the exercise of 

imaghative power back to its sources i'1 "early co'1verse" a'1d 

"preparatory :b·,tercourse '' made Addiso!'l 's idea of novelty a!'ld Burke 1s 

a.stonishme'1t irrelevant. The idea of 11 atte,tion n, i'1cluding bot."l 

accurate co='templatio'1 and the "watchful po'.·rer of love 11 (II.JlO), is 

basic to lobrdsworth 's way of seei11g. He thi'1ks we should both see 

accurately and know why objects sublin:E a11d beautiful affect the mind 

as they do: 

I am persuaded that it is of i'1fi'1ite importance to the 
noblest feelings of the Hl.'!!d &. to its very highest povrers 
that the forms of 'Tature should be accurately C0'1ternplated, 
&, i£ described, described i'1 language t.~at shall prove 
that we understand the several gra'1d C0'1Sti tutio'1al laws 
under 'Which it has been ordaj_..,ed that these objects should 
everlasti'1gly affect the mind. (~, II, p. 350) 

Very spedfica1ly, he links the consdous development of the mi11d, not 

just to observatio'1 of forms of nature, but to observati0'1 of these 

5For a fuller accou!"' t of Hordswrth 's att:i tuce to-.rards 
accurate observat:iO"'J' ~ee Jru.:~s A. H. Tieffer-'a"", ~,\')rds·,.:orth 's T1eonr 
2i.J?.9e tr.L, pp. 6-11. 
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forms as sublioo e.~d beautiful. At the conclusio11 of The Prelude he 

speaks of the liberty of the mind unoppressed by "the laws of Vl.tlgar 

sense 11 : 

To fear a'1 d love , 
To love as first a,d chief, fo:i.~ there fear e'1ds, 
Be this ascrib~d; to early intercourse, 
In prese'1ce of sublime and lovely F'orms (XIII.l43-46). 

Paradoxically, accurate contemplation frees the mi'1d, for it develops 

from the very begh•'ing of life wen the baby, "creator and receiver 

both 11 (II.273), is learning to exercise the itmost watchful p:.nrer of 

love 11 • The development of perception is anchored i'1 accurate looking 

and this results in a reciprocal exertion of the mind. 

The first part of l'.brdswcrth 1s account of his 11Hesidence at 

Cambridge tt i'1 The Prelude is devoted to this reciprocal patt.er11 of 

"atte11tio~ ", stressing now the process of looki,g, '10W the process of 

the mi11d exercising power. At Cambr5.dge, 

matsoe 1er of Terror or of love, 
Or Beauty, ~rature 's daily face put on 
From transit<.1ry passion, unto this 
I was as wakeful, even, as wa.ters are 
To the sky's r.10tion (III.l32-36). 

On the other hand, having left behind the mountai"!'"tous region of 

childhood, his mbd was ready to exercise itself nx>re: 

from such cha"'l ge e.., tire 
And this first absence trom those shapes sublime 
Ulerewi th I had heen co"'lversant, my mi"'ld 
Seeo 1d busier i, itself tha~ heretofore; 
At least, I more directly reco~ised 
Hy powers a'1d habits (101-06). 

Accurate C0'1templatio'1 had irJpelled his mind to a reciprocal activity, 

so that he we'1t to GP•.rabrioe;e ,.,ot o1ly to 
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apprehend all passions a"'ld all moods 
1-hich time, and place, and season do impress 
Upon the visible U"'liverse, 

but also to "work / Like cha,.,ges there by force of my O"Wn mind" 

(85-88). '!his in its turn produced further co!ltemplation, so that, 

As j_f awake.., 1d, summon 1d, rous 1d, col"'strai'1 1d, 
I look 1 d for U"liversal things; perused 
'Ihe comrno'1 cou..,tenance of earth Md heave11; 
And, tu.Ming the mind in upon itself, 
Pored, watch 'd, expected, listen 1 d; spread my thoughts 
A11d spread them with a wider creeping (109-14). 

Such dialectic of perception, in lAlich ~~e subject both receives and 

creates, is what 1.brdsworth mea:'1s by "atte..,tion". 

"Comprehensive'1ess 11 indicates t.lJ.at responsiveness to t.'le 'WOrld 

of sense b its totality vlhich spri,gs from exercise of "that 1-.nst 

watchful power of love". 'Ihe baby derives from its zoother +.be ability 

to see ill objects irradiated a..,d e},."Rlted "through all i'1tercourse of 

se'1se 11 (II.255-60). •rature, comprehe'1sive itself, teaches 

comprehensiveness: 

From nature doth emoti.on come, and roods 
Of cal.nlness equally are '1ature 1s gift, 
'nd.s is her glory; these tw attributes 
Are sister horr1s that const1tute her stre11gth; 
'Ihis twofold i'1flue?1ce is the SU'1 a't'ld sho,.,rer 
Of all her bou, ties, both i'1 oricin 
A'1d e"ld alike benig'1a11t. (XII.l-7) 

J'1 buildi"'"lg up a 111ature mi"ld 'Ta"b..tre employs both ''gentlest visHation" 

a11d 11mi,istry / 1-bre palpablen; "discorda-.,t elerne'1ts" are resolved 

into the har100'1Y of music (!.351-71). ·ratU!'e is presumably, U"1like the 

theorists, the nost u'1dor,rr..atic of teachers, as llordsworth sueeests i-., 

tho essay, \·.:"here he obser-v-es t~a t 11 co'1ceptio'1s of "t-11e sublh~ will be 

r~'1d0red LDro livel:r .?: cor'1prehe'1sive hy m~3 accurate observatio"l a"ld 
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by encreasing knowledge". ?he lady fran -L'-le naked solitudes of the 

Orcades wuld learn to see sublirn.i ty in the trees and woods of t.lJ.e 

south of Scotland, a"l.d the boy 'Who enc-..ountered an advancing cliff 

under circumstances which ''precluded imperiously the perception of 

beauty" oould learn, as he grew in maturity, to "escape upon the 

invitation of his rore placid & gentle natura from those obtrusive 

qualities in an object subliln9 in its general character" (Prose, II, 

p. 349). A sense of comprehensiveness vrould permit the observer some 

freedom in perception, so that subliroit:9· a.,o_ beauty need not -wholly 

exclude each other: 

Eve"1 sor'lething of t..,_e grandeur which invests 
The l1s.riner 'Who sails the roaring sea 
TI:lrough storm Wld darkness early in my mind 
Surrounded, too, the lla11derers of tho Earth, 
Grandeur as much, and loveliness far more 

(XII.l52-57) ~ 

"Comprehensiveness" enables the perceiver to see the world as a 

harm::mious 1-mole, now sublime, now beautiful, now reconciling both, 

nol>r modifying one by the other. 

v.brdsv;orth 's ability to recall vividly objects and figures 

f'rom his past life is connected in an obvious way to his theory of 

perception;6 11100mory11 is simply the reward of "atte11tion". It 

involves both the "accurate contemplation n of individual objects, and 

the presence of' those ideas, co"ltributed by the mind, that 1nalr.e a 

scene men:orable. Of this process there is a fine example in Book XI 

of The Prelude: 

6'l'he definitive work on the role of meoory in ~brdswrth 's 
perception and :poet..7 is Cllristopher Salvesen 1s ,Tile IAndscnpe of 
lleJrory (London: Arnold, 1965). 
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A?'ld afterwards, the wi"ld and sleety rain 

And all the business of the elements, 

'Ihe single sheep, a"!d the one blasted tree, 

And the bleak music of that old stone wall, 

The noise of Y.-::>od and water, and the mist 

lmich on the line of each of t..l).ose t~ Roads 

Advanced iT'l such i"ldisputable shapes, 

All these were spectacles and souT'lds to which 

I often would repair a"ld thence would drink, 

As at a fou"1tain (XI.376-85). 


The striking ele~nt of this passage is the determined si'1gleness of 

each item; each has ttindisputable shape 11 , and it is precisely because 

of this that the scene as a "rhole possesses "singularity". Tne scene 

-was not in itself particularly memrable, but acqu1red po-wer from its 

association with a powerful event; once fixed in the mel'lX)ry, the sce"'le 

obeyed tile laws of &'Ublimity, each item sta.,ding out with marked 

"individual form". Riveted in the mind as "forms" they could be 

subjected to repeated contemplation: "I often would repa1r and the"lce 

wuld drink, I As at a fountain". It is to the analysis of co'1cepts 

like "simplicity" and "formtt that we now turn •. 

5. "Individual form", "Duratio"l 11 a"ld "Power" 

The definition of sublir,Jity as the co-existi'1g senses in 

objects of individual form, duratio"'l and power j_s colll100n to beth the 

passage from the conclusion of Book VII of The Pre ludo, quoted in 

section 2 above, aY1d the essay "The Subliroo and the Beautiful". In 

the Prelude passage, ":hdividual form" appears as "simplicity" (721) 

and "the mou,..,tain's outline and its steady.form" (723); a':1d "duration" 

is clearly implied in "the forlT'.S I Pere'"'"lial of the ancie11t hills" 

(726-27). The raou,tain fern in;xi.rti'l£ se"lses of these properties is 

~:>u.blir.e; l t 



Gives a pure grandeur, and its presence shapes 
'Ihe measure and the prospect of the soul 
To rrajesty. 

Alt..l-J.ough the concepts of sili~licity and duration enter other 

7discussions of the sublime, l..brdswrth 's yoking of them to the 

concept of power i'l"ltroduces a new defi,.,itio'l"l of sublj.mity. 

Of these three properties or attributes, O'l'lly individual form 

and duration are definable in terms of the lOOU1'1ta.in itself; power, 

which is the mst i'1strumental of the three i-1 producing the subli100, 

is defined by the relationsh:tp of mi'1d to form, and so--as \.Je have 

seen8--is that in an object which the mind aspires to and to soms 

degree attains and appropriates, or that which subdues the mind, 

f:illing it with awe and a "feeling of :i"1tense unity". The mind feeling 

7s3e, for exar.1ple, Gerard's Essay on Tast11, 1759: ''Cbjects are 
suhliiOO, '\o.lhich possess m,1antitx:; or amplitude, and sir:ml:tcity in 
conjunctio't'1 11 (p. 13); "Objects canYJot possess that largo'1ess, ·Hhich is 
necessary for inspiring a sensation of the sublime, without 
simplicity•••• we take in, with ease, one entire conception of a 
simple object, hovever lart;e 11 (pp. 15-16); and he incluces "length of 
duration n as subllme, for "eternity is a'1 object, vihich fills the 
'Whole capadty of t.."le soul" (p. 16). Y.ant, i~1 h:is early Observatio"'s 
0'1 the Feeli'l, of the BeautH'ul a..,d Sublir;:~, tr. J. T. Goldthwait 

Berkeley a~1d los A•1[cles: U'1iversity of California Press, 1965), 
observes aJ.so t."lat "a lo"lg duration is sublime. If it is of tilro past, 
then it is noble. If it is projected bto a:1 i!'l.calculable futu.re, tt"len 
it has so~t.."lj_.,g of the fearsome j., it" (pp. 49-50). Both Beattie and 
De Quincey thou£ht durable objects favourable to the exercise of 
merory, Beattie ohservi'1g that "precipices, rocks, a'!d torre'l"!ts, are 
durable thi..,es; and bei'l1g rrore striking to the fancy than a"1y natural 
appearances i'1 the plains, take fa~ter hold of the men:ory 1' 

(Di::;r.::orbtio'1s l·or.:\1 a..,d Cd.t~ cal lDu.blin, 1783], I, 106). De Quincey 
eci.1oes-t.. thougi1-t: "I?"! solitude, a~1d chiefly i'1 the solitudes of'-1is 
nature; al"d, abov~ all, al.7Dngst the great ar.d e'!GUri,.,e features of 
nature, such as LJ:)U,...·tains a"ld quiet dells, a"1d the la\ny recesses of 
forests, and tl-te sile'1t shores of lakes, ••• u11der these drcum
st:-=trlc-3s it is that such eva"1esce"1t h3.u.,_ti,..,gs of our past a,..,d forcotten 
soJ."·:::~s are .:-ust apt to s-cartlc a·Hl to waylay us" (qu.oted by Salvesen, 
'l'h..., -j"~ll-.-,.,r,. Gf ''-. .,~,.,., pp 1<,(1_,:,-,)
~---t~~~~....;..:,.:~...-:..' J. --'~ v ... ,. 

0 
' 'lhe idea of pm.1er is discassed more fully above, pp. 20-24. 
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dread and aw recognizes the superior powr of the grand object, mile 

the mind 'Which can pursue its aspirations with some degree of success 

feels that it shares the power. An example of the former is provided 

by Wordswrth 's account of his first entry into London, sitting ''on 

the Roof/ Of an itinerant Vehicle": 

I sate 
With vulgar l·~n about me, vulgar forms 
Of houses, pavement, streets, of men and thi'lgS, 
l~an shapes 0"1 every side: but, at the time, 
\hen to myself it fairly might be said, 
The very mornen t t.l-}at I seem 1 d to know 
The threshold 'tlOW is overpass 1d, Great God! 
'lbat aught external to the living mind 
Si1ould have such mighty s'....ay! yet so it was 
A weight of Ages did at once descend 
Upon my heart; no "t'l.ought emr.odied, no 
Disti"'lct re:mmbraT'!ces; but weight a,d pol.Jer, 
Powr growing with the l.Jeight (VIII.694-706). 

'lb.e 11l~an shapes" of the city precluded the possibility of any sense 

of individual form being imparted to Hordsvx:>rth, although inasmuch as 

it was not this or that aspect of Lo11don he was experiencing, but an 

abstract sense of the city as a 'Whole, it m:ight have appeared as 

"simple". Put he did sense ''duration 11 , because he •ras affected by ~ 

sense of the city as a historic Mtity, an accumulated "weight of 

P..ges 11 
• In this instance the se'1se of power subdued Words~rth's mind 

nto a dread and a'-'8 ••• as existi'1g out of itself". He felt l.o'ldon 's 

poVJer as a weight, exercisi"1g a "mighty sway". At other times 

Hordsworth participated in pol>..'er to some extent, as 'When he witnessed 

the growi'l1g terror of the Fre""tch Revolution. Like the Hebrew prophets 

de~1ounci'11g the corrupt:lon of sod.eties and i'11voki"1g Divine wrath, so-

says \iordsworth-



did soxre portions of that spirit fall 
On 100, to uphold me through t.'-lose evil times, 
And i"l their rage and dog-day heat I found 
Soroothbg to glory i'1, as just and fit, 
And b the order of subliroost laws; 
And eve11 if the.t were not, amid the awe 
Of un1.,..d:.elliglble chastise:me'!'lt, 
I felt a kbd of sympathy with po'W3r, 
l,btio'1S ruis 1d up within me, nevertheless, 
'\hich had :v:Jls.tio'1sh5.p to hit,thest thj...,gs. 
Wild hlo.sts of music ·~A\us did f:i'!"ld their way 
Into the midst of terrible eve'1ts, 
So that wrst tempests might be listen 'd to 

(X.41D-22). 

Even mre remved from the mountai'i tha, is l.o"ldon, the 11 object" here 

exciti"'lg sublimity is "rage". Evidently "simple" i'1 its utter 

concentratj_o'1., it also imparts a. sense of duration, i"1 that l·.brds't-Tort.~ 

identifies himself 1-Iith the a-rtcie'1t Hebrew prophets a'1nOu'1ci"lg divine 

doom and thus nn.ster5.'1g Ute e"Je'itS provoki"'lg \,Tath. On t.'lis occasion 

the "pov~er" i'1heront in. the situe.t:lon elevn.tes him. "to a sympathy w5J:b. 

& a pg.rticipation" i'i :Lt.9 

'Ib.e notions of simplicity and duratio'1 are more readily 

defined than is pov.Ter. "Sil:lplicity" Ol' t!i'"'dividuality of form" in 

natural objects seems to refer to that quality i-t an object whj_c.1. 

permits it to be viewed as O"le large, entire and bou1'1ded form. The 

mou'1tai'l1 is an ideal model of t."lis, viewed either as a1'1 indi-vidual 

elevat:i.on or as one peak i'l a range. l.brdsworth 1s general avoida'ice of 

forms like t.1.e ocean i•1 discussions of sublimity is readily 

explicable; a1~ ocean or a"l expa·nse of vJater j., a large lake is 

apparently formJ.ess. The :idea of duratio, is self-evident, "!eatly 

qllitl) its :1r.lJ.£>!J' of '';.rl~d r~lasts of r::ilsic'' a'1d its ex::.1ts.tio:1 
of rov.~.1r, t'1i8 pns~:.::.,r'·3 nl[:}:S~.3 ~U:.CL8 1 S su"'li::"D of '10'~-rat~o,..,nl 
tBrror; cf. 2.2u:l::"v:, II.xvi.i. 
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conveyed in 11 the forms I Pere'1'1"\ial of the a'1c:ie"lt hills 11 • 
10 

l-herever s:lmplicity a"l.d I or Cu.ration are evide'1t in ~ 

Prelude they are likely to :l.mply powr. I, 11Th.e Sublime and the 

Beautiful" ik>rc1sworth appears to accord each of his three requirements 

a rough equality,ll but in reality the presence of any one of these 

propert:i.es in a'1y phenorae.,on seens to trigr;er the ima.gi.,atio"' a'T"Id 

excite enerey. Aspects of sublimity are i'l"\volved VJherever simpl1city 

or duratio"l or power IP.akes claims 01'\ the mi"1d. The development of t.~is 

idea, and its application to Cfhe Prelude, is treated in t'le following 

chapter. 

10IT'l his Ouh~e to t.'-le lakes t1ords\.:orth accords greater 
sublimity to the Lake District than to the Alps, O"l account of the 
forr:er's :i.mparti"lg a se-:1se of greater perir!..ane"lce: 

Again, wifu respect to the mou..,ta.ins; though these are 
comparativaly of ditninutive size, though there is little of 
perpetual S"low, a..,d '10 voice of SU111I:ler-avalanches is heard 
arro'1g them; and though traces left by the ravage of the 
elements are here comparatively rare and unimpressive, yet 
out of this very deficie,...cy proceeds a sense of stability 
and permanence that is, to mny minds, more grateful •••• 

Am:mg the Alps are few places that do "'Ot preclude this 
feeli'1g of tranquil sublimity. (p.99) 

The sublimity excited by the Alps depended Or! a state of a".ra in the 
face of exhibitions of tremndous destructive powur. Agai!l, the 
distinction bet\o..'Se!l the Alps and the lake District rou--: tai'1s is 
esse"ltially t.'-lat betwee"'l pol-Jer 't-.rhich elevates a'1d power \.Jhich subdues. 
Both are species of the sublime, but \..brdsworth was clearly nnre 
resp:msive to the former. 

11
Although Words'r:orth states that tlif any 0'1e of them t.rere 

abstracted, the others would be ceprived of +.he:tr pow-er to affect", 
power a'1d duration are excepted, each i'1 0'1e i.,sta"'lce. Power is 
allo-wed to be u"lnecessary for sublimity in the works of Ji:l.n, "for 
obvlous reaso'1s 11 that are U"'stated. Duratio~'\ is clearly "lOt 
attributable w a cloud, yet the possibility :ls a&littcd of such an 
object ::i.mpressir!g a you"lg child vith a se..,se of subl1mity. Du.ratlor1 is 
also absent from a re::;t::J.tcr.:ent of -:he defi"1itio"i ~ "I'1dividuaHty of 
form is t~e primary rr:quisi te; a..,d t::e form nust be of that character 
that deeply :ir.1pressf:s i:l1e s~nse of powBr". 

http:propert:i.es
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6. "Steady Form_: 

To the conclusion of Book \r"'I, a'"!d its passage extolli"1g the 

steady form of the mou'1tain, 'Vklrds\."<>rth added (in a late revision) a 

toore conve'l'ltioT'Ial catalogue of the sublime: 

Thi.,k, how the everlasting streams Md wods, 

Stretched a.,d still stretching far and wide, exalt 

The rovi"lg Indian, on his desert sands: 

What grandeur not u~felt, wo.t pregnant show 

Of beauty, m:lets the sun-burnt Arab's eye: 

And, as the sea propels, from zone to zone, 

Its currents; m"l~ifies its shoals of life 

Beyond all compass; spreads, a!ld se1'lds aloft 

Armies of clouds, --evert so, its powers and o.spects 

Shap:3 for rn"1kind, by principles as fixed, 

The views and aspirations of the soul 

To majesty. (VII.745-56; 1B50 version) 


This passage comes closer than the original lines (which l-rere an 

oreering of very early fragnents of verse) to the comprehensive lists 

of sublh~e objects assembled by Addison, Baillie a!ld Gerard among 

others, and follows them in its emfhasis on vast forms ("the 

everlasting streams", desert and ocean). Yet it.s inappropriate~ass in 

this eonte:h.-t is suggested by the derivative "literary" quality of 

phrases like "the SW'l-burnt Arab's eyen, and in fact the typical 

associatio'1 by \,k>rds~rth of the elevation of the soul (to a grandeur 

correspo"lding vrith nature's) with the mountai'1 form, so strongly 

established i"l the original version of The Prelude, is supported by 

the evidence of the Guide to tD.e Lakes and "The Su.bline and the 

Beautiful". 1-.brds-worth perhaps included the concept of vastness in his 

general theory of the sublim, but he d1.d 11ot on the loJhole find the 

vast forms of desert a'1d ocea., ptirtj cularly illustrative of his laws 
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of the sublima.l2 It has already been established that he favoured 

the lake District ITIOUntains over those of the Europea, Alps; 

similarly, the vastness of ''~rican and Asiatic lakes" pleased him 

less than the small lakes of his home envho'!'ltrent: 

'to doubt it SOUT'IdS mac;nifj_cent C."1d natters the ima.gi'1atio"!, to 
hear at a dista.,ce of expa.,ses of water so many leagues in 
length and miles j, width; a.,d such ample room may be celightful 
to the fresh-water sailor, scuddi"lg 'With a lively breeze amid 
the rapidly-shifting sce'1ery. But, mo ever travelled along the 
banks of Ioch-lono,d, variegated as the lower part is by 
islands, without feeli.,g that a speedier termination of the 
long vista of blank wator i-rould be acceptable; a.,d "rithout 
wishing for. a'1 i'1terposj_tion of gree"1 meadm.rs, trees, and 
cottages, and a spa.rkli'1g stream to run hy his side? I, fact, a 
notion of gran&m.r, as co'1nected with m.gnitude, has seduced 
persons of taste i'1to a ge'!'leral nrl.stake upo., this subject. It 
is much m::>re desirable, for the purposes of pleasure, that lakes 
should be numerous, and small or middle-sized, than large, not 
O"'ly for co!!l11tr1icatio., by walkz and rides, but for variety, and 
for recurre:1ce of similar appearances. (Guide, pp. 33-34) 

"Variety, and ••• reeurrenco of similar appearances" suggests the 

12Addison certai-.,ly favoured vastness in his definitio"'l of 
greatness--"the prospects of a, open champaig"l -cou11try, a vast 
uncultivated desert, of huee heaps of mou.,tains, high rocks a"'d 
precipices, or a wide expaY'tse of \13.ters 11 • lJords-...-orth does not make 
muc.lt use of the ocean i"'l his discussio"ls of sublimity, but deprecates 
"wide expanse [s] of waters" as they are fou11d in lakes of magnitude. 
Tne follo\dng quotaM.on suegests that he regarded the ocean as subline 
because it combines crandcur and power: 

I na.y add, as a ger1eral remark, that, i.., lakes of great width~ 
the shores car1""ot be disti,ctly see"'l at the same time, and 
therefore co11tribute little to rutual illustrat:io"' a1"ld ornru::t~1"lt; 
and, if the opposite shores are out of sight of each other, lH:e 
those of the Arerica"'l a"'d Asiatic lakes, the"l unfortu.,ately t..'"le 
traveller is reminded of a Ylobler object; he has the blanmess 
of a sea-prospoct vii thout the grandeur a'1d accompa-.,yj_.,g seT'se of 
po'\o!9r. (Cuid~, p. 34) 

i·Iith i·k>rdsHorth 's ter~dency to deprecate the merely vast, compare 
Sai"1t-Evremnd 1s com~~ent that is a perfectio'1 of !3."'lds; Vast11~ 
ahAys a rx~fec~. !~ just Md rerulo.tl)d "Sxte-.,t makes the Great; a., 
iilli<nd<;rate Greatness the Y£;.?..! 11 (qJ.oted hy lD.rjorie Hope ':ricolso.,, 
11?.u'1t:-:d.'1 GJoon a'1d i_Dll"t'.l:i:' GJ9___n:, pp. 31-32). 
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presence of two opposi'l1g but harmonized te"ldencies i"l nature; a.,d the 

i"lstrumental presence of tw such opposi"lg pri.,ciples reconciled in a 

sil"'gle appearance is the key to ~.brdsv.orth 's idea of form. Else'Where 

in the ~' remarking that "an elevation of .3,000 feet is sufficient 

to call forth in a most impressive degree the creative, and mdifyi"lg, 

and softening powers of the atmosphere'', he stresses that sublimity 

depends IJX)re on form a"l.d relationship than upon magr1itude: 

A short residence among the British H::m~tai11s ¥rill furnish 
abuv:~dant proof that after a certai11 poj_,t of elevatio"l, vjz. 
that 'Which allows of compact a't'!d fleecy clouds settli"lg upon, 
or s"~aepbg over, the sum1i ts the se"'lse of ~mblimity dcpe'1ds 
m::>re upo"'l form a>1d relation of objects to each other than 
upon their actual ma.gnitude. (p. 102) 

'lhe two oost common versions of the idea of form as reconciling 

opposi"'lg tendencies are the se,si"'lg of parts a,d vmols in a single 

form, a'1d the SEmSi"""g of movement and stability. 'n1ere are also a 

number of related co't'lcepts referri'l'lg to the sense of sublimity induced 

under essentially the same law of "simplicity": "u.,ity", syrmnetry and 

·"infinity" (vlhich \hrdsVJOrth calls, in "'llle Sublime and the 

Beautiful", a "mdification of unity"). 

We have noticed earlier one very suggestive definitio'1 of 

sublimity and beauty offered b the Guide: 

Sublimity is the result of "'~ature 's first great dealings with 
the superficies of the earth; but the ge'l'leral te'1del"lcy of her 
subsequent operatio"ls is towards the production of beauty; by 
a multiplicity of s:yn.roetrical parts uniti"ig i"l a consistent 
'Whole. (p. 35) 

Implicit i, this defl"''itio'1 is the same ideal l...ay of viewi'l"lg held up 

i'1 Dook VII, .....nel!e lo'"ldon is called 'lhy nature an unrr.a,ageable sight" 

(709). By •1ature, lo"'dO'! is in capable of imparti"''e a sol'lse either of 
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sublimity or beauty; but the trained eye does ~ot see "by nature" in 

this sense, and indeed to that trained eye l!.>ndon is not wholly 

1'u"1manageable": 

It is not 'Wholly so to him who looks 
In steadiness, '1,b.O hath among least things 
A, U"l dar-sense of greatest; sees the parts 
As parts, hut '1-Tith a feeli"lg of the whole. 

(VII.709-12) 

These lines suggest the possibility of seeing objects as both sublime 

and beautiful. A large object would impress with sublimity to the 

exte'flt that it -was vievred as a whole, i"'' the outline that resulted 

f'.rom '"'4ature 's first great deali"''gs '\-lith the superficies of the earth" 

or with the "under-se"1se of greatest" thi..,gs predomi11ating over the 

perception of "least thi"1gs". Q:mversely, a set'lse of beauty 'WOuld be 

derived from a.ttenti0"1 to the "rultiplicity of Sy!lll1)3trical parts" 

produced by nature i'1 her subsequent operations. The closi"1g li'1es of 

Book VII show that llords"WOrth felt london was a manageable sight 

.because he had seat'\ it in both of these ways: 

The Spirit of \Tature was upon me here; 
The Soul of Beauty a'1d e'1duri'1g life 
\<las present as a habit, and diffused, 
Through magre lines and colours, Md the press 
or self-destroying, transitory things 
Composure and en'1obli"!'lg Harm:my. 

(7.35-40) 

The "parts" of london could be brought into meani'1gful relationship 

within a whole by neans of this disciplined way of perception; and the 

coexistence of sublimity a1'ld beauty is neatly capsulated in the phr·ase 

"ennobli..,g harzr.£>;1y", the first of the pair i..,dicative of subl:i.mity, 

the second of beauty. 

A..,other r.nde of t:ra'1deur is p.coduced by coexisting stah:ility 
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a.'!'1d I~Pvezoont. On the o.,.,e ha1'1d, the form of' m:m"'tahs is "steady" a"1C. 

"pere!'lnial"; 0"1 the other, 

The cha'"lgeful la,..,euage of their cou11tenances 
Gives moveroo11t to the thoughts, a"1d mult:itude, 
With order a"'d rela.tio'1. (727-29) 

If 0'1e i"'terprets these li11.es in the l:icht of the def'i,..,iU0'1 just 

quoted from the Guide O"'e ca11. ally "steady" a11d "perennial" with 

sublimity, "rooveroo,t" and ''multitude" with 1"~eauty, and "order n"ld 

relatio11. 11 with the process of harroo,y \Vilich draws parts i"1to a "hole. 

However, in "The Sublillle a"ld the Beautiful'' this duality of direct 

influence is traced to the sublime itself. A mountab is a "stationary 

object" ("steady form"); yet t..'-le mi"ld e"ljoys a "sense of motio'1 11 

arisi"lg from the "lines by which the l·bu.,tain itself is shaped out": 

These li'l'1es may eit.'ler be abrupt and precipitous, by 'Which 
danger & sudden cha~ee is expressed; or they n1ay flow i"lto 
each other like the ":aves of the sea, a.,d [involve) in such 
inage a feeljng of self-propa.eatio'1 i'1fit1itely co"'l ti"luous and 
without cog1izable begin'rling (~, II, p. 352). 

Later i'1 the essay i'1finity is called "a m::>dificatio"'l of U"1ity 11 • To 

this sane duality of influence, "nether co'1sidered as a'rl e'1do\,n:oont-of 

sublimity or of subl:imity and beauty,l3 1-.brds,.lOrth a.ttr:i.hutes his 

resilie.,ce i'i escapi"lg from the tyra"''r>Y of adolesce11t "fa,cy": 

13In the essay lbrdsworth says that he "take[s] for gra!'lted 
that the same object roy be beth sublime &: beautiful; or, spe3.k:i'1t; 
nnre accurately, that it r:fly have the po,,<er of affecti~g us both "lith 
the se:'lse of beauty &: the se"''se of sublimj_ty; t.~o' ••• the mi~d 
can"'ot he affected by both these se"''satio""s at the same time, for they 
are 110t o,ly differe'"tt from, but opposite to, each other". For the 
perceptio~ of change as CO'"l"'~ected '-r.i:t.~ the beautiful, cf. :Sock IV, 
1e1-99 and 222-46. For n'"t exte'"lded d5scussio'1 of' t.~e rclat)o,ship 
bct•ree.,., perceptlo,.. i"'' terr'...s of sut-.lir...i ty D."1d beauty se"l Chapter VIT 
below. It see!i'.s co'1siste~t tdt..'J. everythi,g 1.ordst-.:orth ,.,Tote O'rl the 
subject to sw::·cst t1--Ja.t "\-~'1A'1ever ''n;.ltii::'J.d9" is see"' as c0heri"1[ b 
"order a"'d relation'', boauty is yialdi'"'lg to sutl:i!1itye 
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Yet i'"l the midst 
Of these vagaries, with a"l eye so rich 
As mine was, 'tl'1rou@1 the cha."lce, on rue '"lOt wasted 
Of having been brought up i., such a grand 
A'1d lovely ree::lon, I had forms d:tsti"'\ct 
To steady me; these t"lou6rh ts did oft revolve 
About solll9 centre palpable, which at Ol"'ce 
Incited them to motion, and co'1trol'd, 
And ·whatsoever shape the fit might take, 
A'1d whe.,cesoever it might come, I still 
At all times had a real solid world 
Of images ahout me (YIII.594-605). 

To som;, extent, then, grandeur results from the modificat:io,., of fixity 

or steadiness by-a sense of movement. It is this se,.,se of noverrent 

v.nich, giving to "forms and images a breath / A'1d everlasti'1g motio," 

(I.428-31), imparts grandeur by maki"' g possible the attributio"l of 

life to natural forms. 

Parallelism and symmetry are types of formal patterni'1g 

appro.xilw.te to simplicity and u,ity. V.brdswrth's discussio'"l of the 

"Rock in the middle of t.~e fall of thfl Rhine at Chaf'nause'"!" i'1 the 

essay (quoted i"l Chapter II above) relates the idea of "oppositio'1 and 

reconcilement" to sublimity and says that :tt is ''analogous to parallel 

lines in mathematics 'Which, being i"'finitely prolo,ged, can ""lever 

come nearer to each other 11 • Parallelism suggests i'"lfinity, and 

infinity is "a modificatiO"r'! of U'1ity", perhaps because in forms truly 

suggestive of infinity (such as parallel li'"les) '"IOt,_i,g breaks the 

simplicity of t.,_e form. To quote again a sig1ificant remark .from 

e lsewnere i"l the essay, 

'Whatever suspends t."'le conpari'ig: po,.Jer of the mi"1d & possesses 
it w:th a fecli,..,e or j_na.c;e of i,...,te...,se unity, without a 
conscious co"'ltem:;latjo•, of parts, has produced t~at state of 
the mi'1d whic1: is the co'1surr~.'!at:io'1 of the sublil'::'e. 

(f!£p~, li, PP• 353-54) 
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'UY'tity, of course, j_s similar to sirlplicity, a term Words"WOrth uses as 

a variant of the essay's 11i'1dividual form". The relationship betl.'Ben 

these concepts is suggested, for example, i'!1 the following passage 

from the Guide, which refers to the primitive nature of the patterns 

of munta.in-clusters and lake beds in the lake District: 

The bases of those huge barriers may run for a long space i"'l 
straight lines, and these parallel to each other; the oppOsite 
sides of a profound vale may ascend as exact cou,terp~trts, or 
in mutual reflection, B.ke the billows of a troubled sea; and 
the impressio'l be, from :tts very sinplicity, mre av.rful a'1d 
sublime. (p. 35) 

Here 'WEI have the assoC'iaM.o, of s1mp11city 'With sublimity, and types 

of patter-ti'ng with simplicity. 

F.rom the passages of the Guice cited i'1 this sectio,, the 

reasons behi'1d 'Vlords'\o.JOrth 's rejectiO"l of ~'le"'itucle as a deterni'1ant of 

sublimity in favour of form become clear. The co"'summati~ of the 

subline occurs l-ihen co'1sciousness of parts is lost i'"l contemplatio"'l of 

the mole; but consciousness of U"lity is achieved by an ability to 

interpret parts in terms of wholes, to see "the parts / As parts, but 

with a feeli'1g of the 'Hhole''• \.Jordswort.'l 's rationale of form is 

clearly '10 abstract co"lstruct of the mi'l'td. It is, rather, the result 

of a way of looking at natural forms with just such a sense of unity 

and d1.versity. 
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GRP.~TDEUR r·T 'JSE PR2LUD!i: 

Having defi""led what i-lordsworth mea!lt by grandeur a"ld give., to 

that concept a fairly specific co,tent, \.,re now proceed to examine 

grandeur as it is manifested in the phenome..,a a"'d experie'1ces of The 

Prelude. \here simplicity, duration and po"t-:er are prese"'t si'1gly or in 

comhination i."'l natural objects, human figures a11d the 't-JOrks of 

intellect a'!'ld art, \\'Ordsl-!Ort.i. alm:>st i"lvariably attributes to them a 

capacity to stir the imagination a'1d dig"'ify the mbd. l·ha..,ingful 

human growth and health are dependent upon them; in phenome"'la and 

circumstances lacking i"l gra"1deur the human mind must exert itself to 

overcoiOO a threat to the 5.magination. I., this chapter "tore shall examlne 

t-lords,rorth 's method of interpreti"lg his 't-JOrld bl the standards of 

grandeur, directing our atte!'lti<n to the urban a"ld social i'!1 london 

and Cambrldge, to hUI:lan figures, a'1d to mathematics aYld art. 

1. london (Book VII) 

l-Iordsworth 's accou"lt of I.ondon in Book VII of 'Ihe Prelude is a 

fascinating record of the impact of the city 0'!1 a you"1g I!la'!1 's mind and 

se'1ses. As a you'1g resident Uords\o.'Orth vi.ewed J..o"ldon daily "uit.i. keen 

and lively pleasure even there / 1\here disappointment ws the 

strongest" (141-4/); he y1elded to th~ e'1cha'1tinent and felt its 
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"r~X>tley imagery" as "a. vivid pleasure". But tho London of 100roory and 

imagination created in The PreluSk, is the 1'u"'lreal city" of Baudelaire 

and Eliot, a city of Ovidian JMtamor}1·10sis ,.mich lacks solidity and 

form, in l-lhich the real is submarged beneath the nrlmic a"ld pantomimic. 

l-lordsworth 's ID3thod is to present London both as a. disjunctive series 

of random parts a11d as a procession vthich passes before the eyes as a 

stream; the point of the in:age is that in such a procession nothing 

haa separate identity, all its parts being melted into an a.I!X)rphous 

1 
ms.ss. The "broad high-\IB.y appearance" of' the city is communicated in 

a aeries of abstracts and generalized plurals: 

the quick dance 
Of colours, lights and for.m.<:t, the Bat~l din 
The endless stream of Ine"'l, and moving thil'1gs, 
From hour to hour the illimitable '\-18.lk 
Still ro.a:mg Streets with clouds and sky above, 
llie l-Jealth, the bustle and the eagerness, 
The glittering Chariots uith their pa.mper'd Steeds, 
Stalls, Barrows, Porters (156-63). 

In a sense, this is a -way of seeing 11 the parts / As parts, but with a 

feel:i.ng of the whole 11 • For London passes before the eyes rapiclly a..'1d 

incoherently as a succession of parts or "shapes" (t..~e latter is a 

recurrent word in the Book, occurring at 228, 427, 576, 601 and 621) 

1Uith the nstream" ilr.agery of Eook VII compare the first 
part of T. S. Eliot's 1·'7aste L'='''' d ( 11A crcnvd flo ~>Jed oYer Lon do-:1 Bridge" ) 
and Blake's lyric ''Holy 'Ihursday" from Sone,s of I.,noc,~ in vfuic.1. the 
Charity children's processional into Saint Paulrs is like the flow of 
the Timrr.es. R. F. Storch ( 11 \;ordsv:ort.l. a't'ld t.~e C:i ty: 'Social P.eason 1s 
Inner Sense'", The i.hrdsviorth Cirr.1e, I fl970), 114-22) notes that the 
11rootap..1.or is by '10 :n:eans original "t::> lbrds•;orth but seems to have 
occurred about 1660. languace i.., fact hands dom suCJ.'1 rr.atapbors of 
natural forms applied to hur.:ai1. life as part of a U"liversal education." 
Storch uses t.l-le parndic;m from ti1e conclusion of Book VII as a crit1.que 
of london i'1 the -.Jay that I do, but do2s 'iOt relate the concepts of 
simplicity, duration and po1-rer to an ovBrall pattern of subl1.mity. 
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lack5_...,e in esserd:Sal form; but as a 11-v.hole" ev6ry part of the city ca-11 

be seen as a'1 aspect of !tsrectacle ", a scene from 8.'1 exte'1ded 

pantomime. As used throuehout the Book, the wrd "spectacle" encompasses 

all p."lencroena forced onto the viewer in random encounter; it 

compreher.ds and cO"'lfuses the theatrical a'1d the real, i'1dicating that 

London's characteristic effect is to obliterat~ distinctions between 

the two. To cite only t..>10se instances where the wrd "spectacle" is 

actually used, the performing animals of indoor amusernnt houses 

(245-47) and Bart.1.oloiD.;~'\oT Fair are spectacles, but so also are the 

wnnn whom Hordsworth first heard utter ''blasphemy'' (413-20) a-:1d the 

blind beggar waring a "wr·itten paper" of his history (610-23). 'Ihis is 

to suggest not that Hordswrth made no distinction between these two 

very different kinds of spectacle, but that Londoners did not, 

Living amid the same perpetual now 
Of trivial objects, melted Md reduced 
To one identity, by differences 
'Ihat have no law, no r.r.eaning, a'1d no end 

(701-04). 

Barthololll3w Fair and the performing animals are spectacular i'1 the 

sense of being theatrical eJd:tibitions, while the blaspheming woman a."'l.d 

the blind beggar are so perhaps in the nx>re prosaic sense of being 

things presented to the sight. 2 London tends to subsuma both under 

the first definition, as is aptly suggested by i-bl·dsworth 's story of 

2'Ihese h10 meardngs of "spectacle" correspond with definitions 
1 and J in the S}jorter Oxford D:l£lisr...Q.~ct1.oYJar;z:. Bartholomew Fair is 
"a. specially prepared display of a rrore or less public nature ••• 
formiYJg an impressive or interest5_ng show for those viewing it"; the 
blind beggar should }:'Elrhaps be merely Ha thing seen or capable of 
being seen; a siGht", but by donning his written paper of explanation, 
he presents himself as a 11s}:Elctacle" i"l the first sense also. 
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the 11rosy Babe 11 seated upon a refreshment table at a theatre and made 

the centre of attraction for 11a Ring I Of chance Spectators": 

Upo'l'l a Board 
VAlence an attendant of the Theatre 
Serv'd out refreshments, had this Child been plac'd, 
And there he sate, e"lviron'd with a Ring 
Of chance Spectators, chiefly d5.ssolute men 
And sh~less wo~n; treated and caress'd, 
Ate, dra"'k, and with the fruit and glasses play'd, 
~ile oaths, indece'1t speech, a""td ribaldry 
were rife about him as are so'1gs of birds 
In spring-ti:rna after sho~rs. (382-91) 

I.Dndon sobers because it dehumat1izes man. l:Ordswrth recalls the 

"lovely Boyn "as if embalm 1d I By >Jature" in order to dissociate him 

from the degradation of I.Dndon. For this episode clearly deserves the 

coi!lf:lentary offered 0'1 the sieht of the bla.sphemi"lg woman: 

a barrier seem'd at once 
'Ihrown in, that f'rom hun19.nity divorced 
The humn· Form, spHtting the race of Han 
r,., twain, yet leaving the same outward shape. 

(423-26) 

In the Preface to Lyrical Ballads (1802) Wordsworth notes this 

same degrading quality of large cities, this same "savage torpor" 

paradoxically produced by, and productive of, 11 the application of 

gross a11d violent stimulants". AnM.cipating ma'1y m::>re recent critics 

of urban societies, vlords,-IOrth lame'"'lts the blunting of discrimi""'ation: 

For a multitude of causes, U'1k-lown to former times, are now 
acti'!'lg with a combined force to blu,t the discrir:d"'atibg po1o1ers 
of the mi'1d, a'1d u..,fitti'1£ it for all volu~tary exertio'1 to 
~duce it to a state of alnnst savage torpor. The most effective 
of these causes are the great national events which are daily 
taki'1g place, a"""d the i"lcreasing accumulation of roon in clties, 
'\..mere t.l}e u·,ifornrlty of their ocr.upa.tio"'s produces a craving 
for extraordi>Jury i'1c:ide.,t, 1>!hich the rapid co!IJJ:u'"'5cat1on of 
5nte1Bgc~ce hourly r:ra.tifies. (Zall, pp. 43-44) 

To cor1_pare t.~e j.,dece'1cies of dissolute me,., surrou.,.,C.1.~g a little boy 
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to the songs of birds is iro"'ically to draw attention to this loss of 

discrirni,atory pow-er, and the perverse nature of som of the "gross 

a"'d viole"lt st1Jaula"'ts" used. 

London submerges huma."'i_ty beneath spectacle. One notices only 

things that sta"'d out, that are "conspicuous less or more" amo..,g the 

ra"'dom; but because the city is a stream, co'1spicuouS'1ess is "'ot 

particularly significant apart from offering items for a catalogue: 

See, amo"le less distbguishable Shapes, 
'!he Italian, with his frame of Images 
Upon his head; with Basket at his waist 
The Jew; the stately and slow-moving Turk 
With freight of slippers piled be'1eath his arm. 

(228-32) 

A,d, 'With a ""Written paper, to explai,., / The story of the Han, a1"1d viho 

he was 11 , the bB."'d her,gar, merely one in this tt100vi11g pageant". 

I"ltima.tions of subm'3rt;ed humanity come to '1-.brdsv.:orth !'rom such 

deprived and de formd figures si"l.gled out from the mass; two cripples 

attract notice i'1 a group that includes a nurse, a bachelor, a 

11mjl:itary Idler" and a drum (216-26), a"ld it is a crippled boy 'lrJho, 

returning to Havkeshead school from a visit to L:mdon, gives 

Herds-worth to believe that London must be recko11ed with i11 terms other 

thM those of fancy and romance. ~.hat he had imagined about london 

held Vk>rds\o.!Orth 'lrlith wonder and delight, but there was an aspect of 

the city these took 110 accou11t of: 

I wll 
Remember that among our nock of Boys 
Was C'rle, a Cripple from his birth, \.Jhom cha""!ce 
Sulnro"l 'd .fron Sc~ool to lo'1.d0'1, fortunate 
A..,d c-.,vied Traveller! and \-me.., he retun 'd, 
After short abse'·.ce, a"'ld I first set eyes 
Upon his t:.erson, verHy, though ntra'1ge 
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The thing rre.y :1een, I "m.s not "iholly free 
From disappoi1'1t.rtv-)nt to behold the same 
Appearartce, th!! flaMe b':ldy, not to fi"ld 
Som;, ch&nge, sorn.e beatn."'l of glory brought away 
From that 'l"'ew regie,.,. l·hch I question 1 d him, 
A!id every \-!Ord he utter'd, on my ea.rs 
Fell flatter tha., a caged Parrot's note, 
'lhat a"'!Svlers U"'lexpectedly awry, 
And mocks the Proopter's liste'1ing. (93-108) 

The structural u>:ity of Book VII is suggested b this co'1trast bet-vreen 

the london of fancy, romaT'Ice and spectacle 0'1 the O"le hand, a"ld the 

submerged, real city 0"' the other. A product esse'fltially of the 

imagirtativa recortstructio'1 and thought that WGre i'1volved i'1 writi~g 

the poem, this contrast did not altogether elude the young nan who set 

up house ir1 london for a few short mol'lths il'l ·1791 and 17933 and \-:ho 

~s both fascinated by the e'1chal'lting surface and sobered by its 

UYJdertones of perverted humanity: 

J.!a.rve llous th i.'1 gs 
Hy fancy had shap'd forth, of sie;hts a'1d shows, 
Processio11s, Equipages, lords and Dukes, 
'lhe Kil'lg, al'ld the Kil'lg 1s Palace, and not last 
Or least, heaven bless him! the re'10W"l 1d lord Ha.yor: 
Dreams hardly less bte"ille t.'lan those t-klich wrou~tlt 
A cha,ge of purpose in youl'lg l,.,hittbgt.on, 
l-.he'1 he in friendlessness, a droopi.;g Boy, 
Sate on a Stone, and heard the Bells speak out 
Articulate music. Above all, O"le thought 
Baffled my u'1derst'1d1:ng, how men lived 
Eve, next-door '1eighbours, as we say, yet still 
Stra'1gers, a>'ld k>-\owi'l1g 110t each other's 11azms. 

(lOB-20) 

'!he imaginative resona"'lce of Book VII results from this i,.,terplay of 

U"\reality a"ld reality, the "narvellous things" and "sights and showa" 

3nook VII, recordi11g t·lordsi-.'Orth 1s 1mpress1ons of a "lovel 
e"''viro>'lnent, probably c&als partly wit!-1 !1:is stay there after his 
return from. the Alpi'1e tour he nadc \oli th ~rohert. Jo.,es. For a 
h:lova~:h:icn.l ac.~ou"'lt see IG.ry !~')orr::::\'1, ~~11ia'J. ~:ord:;1,f(n•t:'1 1 _}. 
'SJorJ:-'1phy: The :;arly Y(•8.rs (Lon doh: Oxforrl U'11 versit:r ?ross, 1957), 
pp. 153-60. 
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on the 0'1e hand, ar~d 0'1 the other the problem of striki'1g do\-m to a 

firm reality b a milieu l-lhere next-door '1eighbours are strangers to 

each other. 

As implied by the wrd ltspecta.cle 11 , the metaphor 0'1 which the 

Book is fou""lded is that of the theatre; sections of the narrative are 

i11deed concerned with the theatre itself, a"ld almost every aspect of 

London life is seel'"l in terms of that mta.phor, or variations of it. In 

the core of the Book (248-588) Hordsl-JOrth begins with a treatment of 

mim5 cry in art, proceeds to pantomime and theatre, a'1d fi11ally exte'lds 

the metaphor to the real wrld, i"l \hich roombers of differel'lt 

profess5ons seem to be acting parts. Despite' the savagery with which 

t-.brdswrth treats Bartholomw Fair, the clinax of the spectacular, as 

a m'1 strous dream, it is clear that as a you, g nan the surface of the 

city delighted him; O"lly gradually did he begi."l to see lo"ldol'l as a 

massive spectacle obliterati'l"lg huma'l"lity and deade'1i"lg the imagi'l"l

ation. 4 'lheatres, he says, "then -were my delight, 11 

A yearning made nnre stro'1g hy obstacles 

lliich sle"lder fhnds imposed. Life the'1 was "lew, 

The se"lses easily pleased; the lustres, lights, 

'!he carv:i"lg a,d the gilding, pai'l"lt a-nd glare, 

A't'ld all the man upholstery of the place, 

\-:a-nted not a"limatio"l in my sight: 

Far less the Hvi"lg Fieures on the Stage, 

Solemn or gay (437-45). 


As had bee11 the case during his first year at Cambridge, his "sight / 

\\'as dazzled by the "lovel show" (III.202-03). Si"lce llirdsworth is 

4r.., fact, 1Jordsworth 1 s descrjptio"l of Bartholomew Fair r:ay 
derive from his vis:lt there 5.'1 the comoa"ly of Charles Lamb in 1202. 
S•3e T,-!illian Heath, ""~rr:s1:0rt~1 3~"'-~ i';Dl.--.r:ic1r-~. A Stud'r of ~h~ir t.it;:>:>CJr<r 
Holatjot1s i, l£:,Ql-1202'l0xf~r'd7" raare:;-do:;-·Press ;· i97o), p. 22. 
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interpreting lot1don from the standpoi"''t of maturity it is t1ecessary tD 

distinguish between the reactions of the you..,ger man and the 

reflectiol'ls of' tile Grasmere poet. Both are caught in the poetry, the 

superficial delight i'l1 the crisp and vivid itemizing of impressions 

at1d richness of :imagery, the sober refiectlon il"t passages like the 

digression on the boy 'Who EJeemed "a sort of Alien seatter 1d from the 

clouds". 

If' the verse, in the sheer vigour of its listing of lo"' don 

anuserne'l'!ts, CO"'veys vividly the delight of a you"1g man whose senses 

wre gratified by the richness of cosmopolitan urban spectacle, the 

language also poi.,.., ts up the overall CO"l text b. 'Which these are tD be 

viewed. I, the sectio"l 0"1 i'l"ldoor amuseme"lts (244-BO) there is 

criticism of that perverted taste which falls under llorc1s1·.JOrth 's scorn 

in Rook XI as one which he had shared. \·.brks of art that attempt tD 

provide panoramic impressions "ape / 'llie absolute presence of' 

reality"; they do not attain "purest e"lds'1 but are, rather, 

11 imitatio'1s fondly made i, plain / Col"lfession of man's weak"less and 

his loves." They are both presumptuous (the state!ll!l"lt that the painter 

tries tD 11 pla'1t us upo"l some lofty Pi"'lnacle" recalls Sata11 1s 

temptation of Christ) a'!1d trivial. The painter has a "greedy ~"lcil"; 

he attempts to record every "scratch mi,.,ute 11 , each detail that a 

traveller viOuld see if he were actually i.,.., prese':'lce of the scene. His 

wrk is a "life-like rrockery". The ps.ssage i.., fact recalls 

1·/0rdswrth 's stricture on Crab'be 's met'>od.s of writing poetry, and the 

criticism l"' the Preface to L~rrical ~al hcls of "scie'l"ltific m::>des of 
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apprehendiTlg truth" . .5 "ro less it implicitly coTldeill"ls that k1.Tld of 

seeing characteristic of lovers of the picturesque, a manner of 

perception hbrdsworth admits his 0\111 subjectjo, to: 

'lbe state to \Jhich I now allude was one 
In which the eye was master of the heart, 
hhen that \lhich is i"'l every stage of life 
The most despotic of our se"'!ses gain'd 
Such stre'1gth i'1 me as ofte, held my mind 
In absolute dominion. (XI.l71-76) 

The passage in Book VII reveals a distrust of l.Jhat 1-brdsworth calls 

the "rules of mi.I~ic art" (XI .154), but this was not necessarily his 

attitude at the time of his l.o'l'\don sojourns. 

The next. section Ill)Ves to "shifting pan tomimic scenes". 

1-.brdsworth 's experience of the theatre in london -was of obviously 

crude emibitions and spectacles of delusion. In "half-rural Sadler's 

Uells" there \YS.s, evidently, a steady diet of spectacle, "Sbeers, 

Rope-dancers, Giants and Dwarfs, / Clowns, Conjurors, Posture-masters, 

Harlequins" (294-95), a'l'\d pantomime. \brdsworth ·saw, for example, 

"Jack the Giant-killer": 

He dons his Coat of Darkness; on the Stage 
\~lks, and atchieves h1.s wo11.ders, from the eye 
Of living mortal sa.fe as :is the nx>on 
'Hid in her vaca,t i'1terlu'1ar cave' 

Delus1o'1 bold! and .faith nust needs be coy; 

Hov is it \Jrouf,ht? His garb is black, the word 

rTVISIBLB names forth upo.., his Chest. 


(303-09) 

Evidently deBghted by all this, he did -not take it too seriously, 

watchi'1g "crude '1ature wrk i'1 untaught mindst' and "10ti'"1g "the larrs 

'i
··J. A. l7. JiefferH~~1, l£r.:..~~-..11::.12~r of Po-3tz:y, p. 13. For 

a useful br1ef accou... t of \iordsvorth 1 s philosophy of perceptio.,, sea 
t1>?. fjrst ch~1.pt.er of this book, 11 ':'he Eye a~d t.~e ~Ieart 11 • 
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and progress of belief" as later he 'Was to exam:i."le the la'WS of the 

human mi"ld in "The Sublim and the Beautiful". 

'!here :is little of the truly satiric, though much true 'Wit, i"l 

lbrdsworth's extension of theatrical imagery to London as a 'Whole, as 

he passes 

from en tertai111:00n ts that are such 
Professedly to others titled higher, 
Yet in the estimate of youth at least, 
~bre near aki"l to these thatJ names imply 

(516-19). 

Swift l-K)Uld have executed w:i.t.h co.,siderablY mre ruthless thorough.,ess 

the· reductiort of la"Wy-ers, judges, se.,ators al'ld preachers to empty 

stage-strutters. Somethbg of Hords'WOrth 1s u'1easi'1ess \olith the saMric 

DX>de emerges b his treatrrent of Pitt;6 the to"la of this is curiouslJr 

ambivalent, and we are '10t sure ,,nether the epi.that "to.,eue-favor'd" 

is il'ltertded as deflatiortary or not. The quality of the paragraph on 

the "show" of ''holy Church'' is essentially literary a'1d diffuse 'With a 

vague allusiveness suggesti.,g Chaucer's Pa.rdo.,er, Hilto"l 's attack 0'1 

the clergy i"'i Lyc:i.das a.,d Pope 1s foppish rapists. 'Ihe poi"l t of the 

611:>st rece"lt comm~'1tators, follo1d'1g Edith C. ~atho (The LatQ.r 
l.brdst.,"'rth [Cambricge: Cambridge U'1iversi ty Press, 1933], ~· 156n), 
:i.dentif'y the orator of 524-/+3 'With 1-:illial:l Pitt (1759-1806). The 
passage eulogizi"lg EdilDJ.Tld Burke i'1serted into the 1850 versio"l (512
43) co'1flicts both with the tone of the Book a"ld 'With 1riordsworth 1s 
feel1'1{':S at the t1me of h:is early res:ide'1ce i"'' Lo"ldo"l. 

For discussio"ls of Poole VII i.., terms of sat5_re a.,d the 
11 Juve"lalia'1 spjrit" Coleridge had expected i·:Ords\o:orth to assurre :i.'"l 
describi-ng ''high c:ivi.lizat:i.o'1 '', see Herbert Li"lde'"!berger, ()vi 1.brds
"\.TOrth 's "?relud~" (Pr:i-.,ceto..,: Pri>-~"eto"'l U"dverslty Press, 1963), 
pp. 233-1.2, ll'"!d Ford T. S\.ret,...,an, Jr., ''The S::tt:idc Voices of 'fue 
Prelude'' :t11 £cr:-·~tr~::nrv 1.~o:rc::;\:ort11 S·b~ (Ithaca a-., c. Lo,..,do'l: Co~ell 
1J'Iivcrs:ity Pr-;ss, 1S'7C), pp. S·2-ll(). Li'1c:e.,berear 1 s tre[tti[l3"t is 
n;a.r.red by a lnck of sy:::.pc':l.thy Hith the rocc of verse j_., Book \'II, i-l.dc-:..1 
he coDpareG u~ f_n-rou_ra1 ,ly w:i ·t~ t~e satiric sty}~ of ?o~e a-nd Joh'"'S0~"1. 
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inclusion of a very mildly satiric elernnt in the Book seems to be its 

place :J.n revealiT'lg something of "Jords\oJOrth 1s attitudes at the time of 

his stay. His purpose was not (like Swift) to lash the follies of the 

age, nor (like Pope) to reduce the over-serious to comic proportior!s. 

"Candidates for regard" Bke the orators and judges, and the oore 

serious nanifestations of folly, vice and extravagance, -were simply 

part of the "comroon produce 11 and everyday spectacle 'Which eT'lgaged the 

you'l1g countrynan 1s mi"ld fairly superficially: 

Such Candidates for regard, 
Although well pleased to be 'Where they lolere fou..,d, 
I did not hunt after, or greatly prize, 
Nor made unto myself a secret boast 
Of readi"lg them wifu quick ar1.d curious eye; 
But as a co:r.m-.cn produce, thi"lgs that are 
To-day, to-rrorrow will be, took of them 
Such willing 'l"lOte as, on t:ore erra"'ld bou"'ld 
Of pleasure or of love some Traveller mi@"lt, 
Amng a thousand other imges, 
or sea-shells that bestud the saT'!dy beach, 
Or daisies s\o/8-rming throu{j:l the fields in June. 

(576-58'7) 

Tr1 terms of tile sustained subject of The Prelude, the growth of mind 

and i~giT'lation, london represents the S811)3 kind of experie"1ce as · 

Cambridge. At the urtiversity, Hordsworth tells us, he had a watchful 

eye that busied itself with observatioT'l and analysis (III.103-13, 

156-59); so, in I.ondo"1, 

the mind 
Turn 1d this way, that way! sportive a..,d alert 
AT'ld watchful, as a Kitten vme"'l at play, 
1-bile '\-rl."'lds are blowiT'lg round her, a.nx:>'l"lg grass 
And rustling leaves. (469-73) 

Imge.ry and a rather literary use of perso"1ificatio'1, that tool 

Vordswor-th affected to despise so much, suggest thg,t lo't1d0'1 seemed to 

http:co:r.m-.cn
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him to be a microcosm of 611 outside '\o.Urld dezm..,ding observatio..,, a't"!d 

on this aspect of Book VII a passage from the conclusio11 of his 

account of Cambridge mit,tht well serve as epigraph: 

I play the loiterer: 't1s e'1ough to '!"'ote 

'Ihat here, in dwarf proportio"'ls, ~re express 'd 

Tho limbs of the great '\o.Urld, its goingS-0'1 

Collaterally pourtray' d, as i'i rock fight, 

A Tournamant of blows, some hardly dealt, 

Though short of mortal combat; a'id whate 'er 

Hight of this pagea'!1t be suppos 'd to hit 

A simple Rustic's notice, t~is way less, 

l·bre that way, was not '\-Jasted upon me. 

--And yet this spectacle may well demand 

A nnre substantial na~, ""tO mimic shew, 

Itself a living part of a live whole, 

A creek of the vast sea. (111.614-26) 


!'I'!. view of Wordsworth's habitual linking of grandeur with simplicity 

and sharply-defi"led form, the imagery of London is sig>1iflcant; the 

city is a "quick dance / Of colours, lights and forms" (156-57), its 

population is an 11e"'dless stream of IOO"'" (158), "a wary throng" (171) 

and a 11 tide 11 (206), and the streets are "labyri"'ths" (201) which rust 

be threaded. ''Atte'1tion 11 could hardly derive from this e"lvironmnt of 

"random sights" which "press forward ••• O"' t.11e· sicht". 

london, like Cambridge, tended to suppress imagi"latiel"; as 

\>brdswort-~'s "imagi'1ation slept" (though not completely) during his 

Cambridge stay so it did in_ london, eve"l \<hen theatrical tragedy 

filled his heart (500-02). Yet the account of lo'1d0'1 certai"lly reveals 

an "imagi,ative power" in its co'1ce'1tratio'1 of impressions of fluidity 

and formlessness into a cohere'1t symbolic whole, and i"l apologizing 

for his descent i"lto humble subject matter 1-lordsmrth CO"'!fesses that 

wen he thinks of "r.:ore lofty Themes" (such, perhaps, as he ccntem

plates i'1 Book I as fit themes for a n1.::1.jor wrk) he feels "imaginative 
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Po-wer I Languish" within him (496-500). Renection, then, tells 

\brdswrth that his experience of london has a distinctive role to 

play i"l the history of his imagbatio"l; it is 

"lot to be despis'd 
By t."'lose \lho have observ'd the curious props 
By mich the perishable hours of life 
Rest en eac."'l other, and the world of thought 
Exists a11d is sustain' d. (491-95) 

'Ihe melodramatic tragedy of the theatre, for example, affected him 

O"lly superficially, making a slight impression O"l his faculties, 

affecting only the "suburbs of the mind", but even it could 

cominu"licate soln9thing of "real gra.ndeur 11 insofar as bad acting, by 

co..,trast or oppositio"l, evoked the "Spirits that mov'd I Amid the 

Poet's beauteous \.'Orld" and helped \brdswrth to formulate disti"lctly 

the vague idealizations of imagination (506-16). 

As contrast (between the fluid, superflcial vJOrld of spectacle 

and the underlying humn reality it conceals, for example) is a major 

structural pri"''cj.ple in Book VII, so it was the pri11ciple by 'Which 

"single forms and objects" drew their power to affect \-k>rdsworth 

strongly. This he mkes explicit i'1 a passage inserted into the 1850 

versio,: 

As the black storm upcm the m::>u"1tai'1 top 
Sets off the sunbeam i"l the valley, so 
That huge ferme"lting mass of human-kind 
Serves as a solemn back-grou"ld, or relief, 
To sbgle forms a"ld objects, 'l·:he"lce they draw, 
For feeli"lg a"ld CO"ltemplative ·regard, 
J.bre than i'1here'1t liveli'1ess a"ld power. 

(619-25; 1850 versio'1) 

Thus the rnovi.,e stream of lo'1d0'1 shapes, wile imposing a'1o11ymity 0'1 

its i'i<Hvidual co,.,st1tue'1t.s, thro\.rs i,to relief particular spectacles 
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like the blind beggar whom Wordsw.:>rth chooses as the bstance of the 

above ge,eralizatio~. This blind be gear is one of "such structures as 

the mind I Builds for its"' lf" (624-25), that is, he i.s a f5.gur3 

capable of activati'l'lg the symbol-making power of the i.naginatio,, 

and--as t-~e Jdght expect--he js to that extent an instance of 

subli.Liity, a'l'l adn:>"l i tion from another wrld. !"'! terms of t..'le paradigm 

analysed in the preceding chapter, he evi'l'lces sbt=:,ularity, duration 

and po\\er. 'hhereas the stream of passi.'1g lortdoners \,ras i'l'ld:tsti11ct and 

dream-like, becomi"lg for llordsv.10rth "A seco,d-sight procession, such 

as glides I Over still J!):)U"1tains, or appears i11 dreamstt (601-02), the 

beggar arrested the view abruptly and with sint,'Ularity. Here was a 

stark, simple en t:l.ty that cetached itself fron1 the perishable life of 

t..lJ.e city, acquiring the duratio"'l and powr of a syr.lbol: 

'tws.s Drf chance 
Abruptly to be smitten \·r.i th the view 
Of a blirtd Beggar, "Who, wHh upright face, 
Stood propp' d a.gaj_nst a Hall, upon his Chest 
vleari"lg a written paper, to explain 
'!be story of the 1-hn, a11d who he was. 
Hy mi'1d did at this spectacle tuM rou11d 
As l-ri th il1e might of waters, and it seem 1d 
To me that i "1 this La.be 1 was a type , 
Or emblem, of the utmost that we k"low, 
Both of ourselves a11d of the U"'iverse; 
A11 d, on the shape of the U'11IOOVi"1 g man, 
His rixed face a.nd sightless eyes, I look'd 
As if admo""'ish 'd from a"'lother world. 

(609-22) 

'lb.e blind l•eggar, like the discharged soldier of Book IV, reveals some 

final truth about the nature of reality. He becomes a livi""'g symbol of 

the lcndo'1 in "t.tdch next-door nei~1bours remai'1 stra..,cers to each 

other. Yet if he possessed subLimity, it must have been the sublimity 

that awes, subcues a"'\d depresses, rather tha"'' that which exalts and 
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raises. Seeming an emblem of the mbd's limitations, of "the utmost 

that -we mow, 11 he stands as the polar opposite in The Prelude to the 

scene from S"''owdon (Book XIII), which appeared to lbrdsworth as 11 'Ihe 

perfect image of a mir,hty Hindtt. London and -nature offer radically 

different emblems of ultimate truth. 

!Dndon is indeed the "dear domain" of tlfoolishness a"''d madness 

in parade" (588), though of course these are to be found everywhere. 

Equally, however, this parade sets ofl--like a theatrical back-drop-

individual sights and figures which awake the imaginatio"'l or touch the 

heart. "J.~, rather, 11 1-.brdswrth says, 

j_t eMployed, to note, a'rld kaep 
In merory, those i"''d1.vifual sights 
0f courage, or i,., te grity, or tru.tb, 
Or te"'lderness, ,,...~ic.'1 t.~~re, sat off by foil, 
Appeared :r.nre touching. (598-602; 1850 versio"'l) 

'Ihe 1850 versjon makes this poi'rlt very clear, for the above-quoted 

remark i-ntroduces the vignette of the tender artisan with his "sickly 

babe" seen i"'l B."'l open square, a pasr;age 'r.rh1ch Hords'\o.'Orth roved to Book 

VII from the end of Book VIII, where it sta?lds rather inappropriately 

in the earlier versio"'l. 'Ihis vigr1ette is in tuM followed by the 

simile that compares the way i'l'l which background throws into relief 

si'l'lgle sights with the black storm setting off the val1ey sunbeam 

(quoted above), M observatio"'' which i"'ltroduces the accou'1t of t..'!-J.e 

bli'1d beggar. This principle of contrast is of course illustrated 

throughout Book VII, for besides the "rotley inl9.gery 11 a"'ld "ra,dom 

sights" of London, so vividly recorded, there are also the starker 

symbols of imag:hative bterest like the two cripples (215-23), lla.ry 

of 3utterrrere (346-64), the "rosy Babe" em:ibited at the theatre 
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(365-412) and the blaspheming woman (Lt.lJ-35). I"'lsofa.r as these become 

symbolic of the deeper reaUty all but submerged by the ocean-like 

city they are, "though rear'd upon the hase of outward thi'1gs", "such 

structures as the mind I Builds for itself" (623-25). 

Like Book III, the accourtt of Lo"ldon is bou,-id up with a"! 

exploration of de·.reloping powers of rnirtd and ima.gina.tio,, a11d the 

ce'1tral question is, "what role is there for active employment of the 

iroginatioT1 when one e"lcou"lters a spectacle so deatie'1i'1g as Lo11don?n 

It is this questio'1 that occupies llords\rorth in the last section of 

the Book (623-740). To find in the blind beg.gar a11 emblem of man's 

limited knowledge of h5.r:melf a"'ld the urtiverse is, we are told, to 

build a 11structtW~ 11 , "rear' d upo., the ba~e of outward thi.,gs" but 

certainly not self-evident; i-n such an act1.vity the mi"ld is exerting 

itself. Other phe"lom.erta, hot-le.ver, are entirely self-reveali"lg--"the 

peace I Of night, for i"lsta'1ce 11 (627-28). So they seem, but even these 

require co-operatio'1 from the perceiver if they are to take 

"possession of the fac-..1lties 11 • They are 

thi,..gs that are, are -.;ot, 
h'ven as v1e give t.~em welcome, or assist, 
Are prompt, or are remiss. (642-44) 

1-bst phenome,a, it '\oiOUld se.em, leave some welcome scope for the mi"ld 

and iinagi11ation of the viewer. Soms aspects of l.ondo'1, howver, are 

utterly deadening i'1 their effect: 

\-.hat say you t."len , 
To tines, whe'1 half the City shall break out 
FUll of 0'1e passio"1, vengea:1ce, rage, or fear, 
To execuUo~s, to a Street 0'1 fire, 
J.bbs, riots, or rejoici"'lgs'? From t.'"lese sights 
Take one, a"t annuc:.l Festival, the Fair 
Holden where li<irtyrs suffer'd i"'l past ti~, 
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And "'!a.tred of S.<ti"'lt Bartholoroo~o1; t."lere see 
A '\oiOrk that's finish 'd to our· hands, t.."lat lays, 
If a'ly specta.cle o.., e!lrth can do, 
The vihole creative powers of Dl'ln asleep! 

(644-54) 

'·hat i<brds,-rorth i'ltends us to say about such spectacles is simply that 

.,ot only do t.~ey prese"lt themselves to the eye and the mi'l"ld fully 

fo~d, but also they forbid the mind to exercise :i.tself imaginative

ly. The bli'1.d beggar prese,ts h:Jmself, and the nrl.nd res.r:onds by 

deali'l"lg with him i'"' tl1e stren"~gth of its po\rers. The peace of '1ight 

prese'!"''ts itself, apparently fully self-evident, but even this :i.'1V1tcs 

sone exertio'1 of the mi't"'d to g:lve it wlcome. The crude spectacles 

detailed i't"' the quoted passage above are radically different. 'Tot o·1J.y 

do spedtr2eles like Sai.,..:t Barthol()me:v's Fair tzl:e full "possess1on of 

the facult:i.es", they also completely cauterize the hnaei,a.tio..,; i.., 

U"'lderli"ling this maimir-e effect of upectacle, u,rdsuorth ire.., ically 

calls 0'1 the Huse 's assista"!ce in descr:i.h:i.'1g the fair. From a va'1tage

.r:oint 0'1ly a little "above the press a'1d da'!"leer of th(l crot,d", vlhat 

appears is bot.~ an 8Xaggeratio.., of all the spectacle previously "loted 

in the Book a"~d a parody of vihat, i'1 nature, awakens human 

imagi..,ation. The fair is anarchic, a'1 u•·real, ronstrous hell with the 

U"1natural a"'ld false life of a pha'1tasm. Like the form of the r.10U"'ta.5.n 

the fair has "colour, motio.... , s~1ape, sieht, sou"'d" (661), but i'1 

perver'l;.ed, antl-nB..tural formless"'!ess. It is j_ndeed a"'! assembly of 

All out-o'-th'-1-ray, far-fetch'd, perverted th:tY'lr,s, 

All freaks of '·Ta.ture, a.ll Promethea"' thout;hts 

Of ~h~; his ch.1l,...,ess, mad,..,ess, a"'ld their feats, 

All jumbled up tot:;ether to make up 

This Parliaroont of H.>':sters. (687-91) 


Partholorrew Fair, a Hell for the imagi,atio1'J, is 
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blank confusio~! a'1d a type not false 
Of 'What the m5.ghty City is itself 
To all except a Straggler here and there, 
To the whole Swarm of its i'1habita'1ts 

(695-98). 

'!his central Book of the 1805 Prelude is, ho,.rever, not simply 

a descent i'l'lto Hell. lo'1dor1 fasci"lated the young resident 

considerably. 'lhe C.isturbbg dehuma.n1.zing effect of city life i"l '\olhich 

next-door neighbours remained stra..,gers did not preclude a respo"sive

ness to show and spectacle. The you'~"g visitor had made sorr~ progress 

"i"l roodi tations holy a11d sublime 11 (477), yet the novelty of the city 

attracted him; his mind, "watchful as a kitte.., me11 at play" (471), 

recog11ized the "real grandeur" that lay ideally behi11d the theatrical 

incarnatio'1s. As a mole, london did not lay the "whole creative 

po'\oJers" of 1-iordswort.'l asleep. Lacking essent1al sublir:rl.ty itself, it 

achieved 200a"!"lingf\1l form because it was grasped by a11 irnagi..,at1.on and 

a stre11gth of perception gained through "early i11tercourse, I In 

presence of sublime and lovely Forrr.s!l (X1II.l45-46). 1tlordsHorth 1s mi"ld 

remained healthy because it had been "frequently and stro"lgly moved 

both by sublimity and beauty" (Prose, II, p.349). He dj.d '10t reject 

the experience of umdo.,, but rather saw it through eyes and mi11d 

trai11ed by nature. or itself the c1.ty was a, "un~nageable sight" 

'Which lacked form a"ld gra11deur, a 

perpetual flow 
or trivial objects, melted and reduced 
To one ident:ity, by differe"lces 
That have no law, "10 meani11g, and 110 e"1d 

(701-04). 

But HorC.sworth looked in steadiness, a"ld retai"'led "arocmg least 

thi"lgs I A'P'\ u"lder-sense of greatest'!. Behind the boy exh.ibited at the 
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theatre and the blaspheming woma11 he saw l!ary of !3uttermere, and her 

dead child who slept i11 peace, a part of nature; behind the random 

ootion of the fair he saw "the mountai11 's outlbe and its steady form" 

giving movement to the thoughts and gra'ideur to the mind. lo11don vra.s 

neither sublime rror beautiful, but tl1rough trai11ed perceptio"'~ it could 

share pervadi'P'1g sublimity and beauty, the twin laws under which 

phenomena gain sigryificant form: 

'lhe Spirit of'~ature was upo11 me here; 

'!he Soul of BeA.uty a"'ld e'1durbg life 

'Has prese11t. as a. habit, a'1d diffused, 

'Ihrough rueagre lines a...,d colours, and the press 

Of self-destroying, tra"'lsi tory things 

Comr..osure and e"1'10bling Haruxmy. 


(735-40) 

2. JQndon (Book VIII) 

'fue sections of Book VIII wh:i.ch summad ze the force of 

\V<>rdsworth 's experiences at Cambridge a"'!d lo"'!don have somethi,g of t...'le 

nature of second thoughts; having characterized life at the U1"1iversity 

a.'l'ld in the city as a. superficial if brillia"lt charade, ~iordsworth 

adopts a tone of rore serious retrospect i"'l order to do justice to t...'l-te 

i~act both experiences made 0'1 his irnagi.,atio'1. Addressing london, he 

admits that he returns to it j_.,_ order to speak of its grandeur: 

Erewhile my Verse play'd O"'ly with the flo\-rers 
Iinwrought upon thy ma"'ltle; satisfied 
'\.Tith this amusement, and a s:i.mple look 
Of child-like i"lquisi tion, "10\ol a1'1d the, 
Cast up,.mrds 0'1 thi11e eye to puzzle out 
Some i.,,er mea1'1i>:gs, \o.nich might harbour there. 
Yet did I '10t eive way to this light mod 
\-,holly beguiled, as O"'le i'icapa'ble 
Of h~eher tlli"'lgs, a.,d ig"'lora1'1t t~at high thi"'1gs 
t-,9re round me. (VIII.680-89) 

This passage refers to the composition of nook VII rather than to 
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,,'brds\>o'Orth 's rea.ctiO"ls at the tim of his london visits, a11d it offers 

fair comme11t 011 that Book. 'Ihe "flowers I Enwrought upon thy ma"ltle 11 

are presmna.bly such thi"'lgs as t.l-te diverse huma11 figures aTtd 

entertainments listed, '\<.nile i>'~ his treatment of the boy exhibited at 

a t11eatre and the blind beggar, hbrdsworth "puzzle [s) out I Some j"'11er 

rneani'l"lgs". Yet if Cambridge and london were, on the 'Whole, 

conglomerates of vulgarity Which possessed a superficial fascination, 

where did their erardl.eur lie? that were the "high things" round 

"tlordswrth? The a"lswer is ~llegested i1'1 the brief summary of Can.bridgo: 

Erelong transported hence as in a dream 
I found myself begirt vrith temporal shapes 
Of vice a..,d folly thrust upon my view, 
Objects of sport, a..,d ridicule, and scorn, 
Ha.'111ers al'ld characters discrirai~ate, 
And little busy passio"''s t.~at ecHps 'd, 
As well they mieht, the ir.lr,erso'l"lated thou€,11 t, 
The idea or abstractio"l of the Khd. 
A"' Idler a.rno't"l g acanemic Bowers, 
Such vras my "lew co"l di tio>'~, as at large 
Hath been set forth; yet here the vulgar light 
or present actual superfi.cial life' 
Gleaming through colouri,..,g of other times, 
Old usages a,d local privilege, 
'lb.ereby was soften 1 d, aLwst solemized, 
And re"lder'd apt a11d pleasing to the view 

(VIII.641-56). 

A sense of tradition and history mdified hbrds-v10rth's view of beth 

Cambridge a'1d lol1don, raising them above the mea•mess a'!d vulgarity of 

the everyday. 

'Ihe :imagery of the above-quoted passage shows that to 

1-Tordswrth Cambridge and L:m do'1 \-Jere the same kind of experie11 ce • In 

bot.~ places, accordi'!g to t11e poem, he was the soB tary observer 

zoovi'1g amjd experience so U"lreal to him t.~at it had to be described as 

dream or pagea,t. Phe"lomena seemed to press i'1 upo'1 him, the passive 
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spectator, with both the appealing unreality of ,,urks of fancy and the 

dead weight of "prese"'lt actual superficial life tt. Put his im9.gination 

needed so~ middle ground bet'\o.'ee"l the unreality of dream and the dead 

ar:tuality of the superficial to en gage it. 'Ibis middle ground was the 

se1"lse of both places as embodiD"Je"lts of history, able to exert a k:i.nd 

of power and to evoke awe. Ue have already discussed \k>rdsworth 's 

account of his entry into I.ondo"l in such terms, an entry in \lhich a 

11we1.ght of ages" see~d to press down upo"'' him as he rode i"lto the 

city; and to a lesser degree the few li'!eS in Book III referri"lg to 

the entry i"''to Cambridee convey the same se"1se of pow'l!r bei"'lg 

asserted: 

The Place, as '1-Je approach' d, seem' d more &"l d mre 
To have a'1 eddy's force, a"ld suck'd us :i."l 
1-bre eagerly at every step we took. 

. (III.lD-12) 

Like I.ondo"l, Cambridge at this 100ment exerted power--presu:mably 

because of its historiw.l associations, the "colouring of other times, 

Old usages and local pr:tvilege" by 'Which ths everyday a"ld superficial 

were ttsolell!'liz 'd". A sense of exte"lded history could make buildi"lgs 

seem ''high", able to support thought a"''d feed the izoo.ginatio"1. 

london exhibited stro"'lgly this sublimity of duration and pov.'8r 

wic.l} at Cambridge p,zas felt as little nnre than a tx>dif'ying "colour". 

Lo11don 's ''duratio"l 11 made the city, i~ th:ls O"le respect, like nature: 

a se1'!se 
Of \hat had been here do11e, and suffer'd here 
Through tig•3s, a"'ld ws doi"lg, sufferi~g, still 
Heigh' d with me, could support the test of t"Jough t, 
H:l.s like the e"'lduri'1g :rl9.jesty a"'d po'!-.rer 
Of independent "'lature (VIII.?Sl-86). 

By "independent nature" tbrdsworth seems t.o mean the comparatively 
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uninhabited 'l"tature of the lake Distl'ict 'Which formed his conceptions 

as a young boy. 1-.'e have see"'' the central place occupied by the idea of 

duration i.n 11 'lhe Sublime a'l"ld the Beautiful" where spedi.fically 

"independent '1ature" is being discussed. Book VIII of 'lhe Prelude 

attributes a sublirnity to lo'1d0'1 quite impossible in terms\ of the 

accou"lt in Book VII but reasonable if one follous vbrdsworth 1s 

treatme'1t of the city as a simple idea like a mou.,tai11, possessi..,g 

"enduring Ir.a.jesty". 'there in Book VII londo"l appears as a jumble of 

ra,do:m sights, 1.'1 Book VIII it is presented as a unity, though not a 

physical U'1ity: l-lhich embodies a variety of great ideas, :a 

vast l·~tropolis, 
'lhe Fou"''tain of rrry Country 1D desti"ly 
A'1d of t.~e dest:t'iy o.r Earth itself, 
That great Em.poriu.m, Chro'1icle at o11ce 
And Burial-place of passio"ls a"''rl their home 
IIU.J:>erial a.,d chief livi!'le residence. 

(746-Sl) 

A feeling for london as a., abstract whole e'1ables lbrdsl>.JOrth to 

compare it with "independe.,t nature". 7 

\bile there i.s '10 problem in recogr1 izi."l.g how london as a 'Whole 

can be said to possess grandeur, it is more difficult to reco"'lcile 

with his earlier view of the city i..brds·Horth 's claim that he found 

power "in all thi'1gs 11 : 

I sought not then 
K'1owledge; but craved for powr, and pow-er I found 

?o.,ly si"'lgle bui1di'1gs i'1 I.ondo'1 could be said to possess that 
11 i'1div:i.eualit;r of forD" i:ordsworth co"''sidered esse-ntial for sublinity. 
But i'1 Book VIIT thls cri ted_o., could hardly apply. 'V!ordsworth is "lOt 
talking about this or that single bui1d1'1e or !lart of U:lndon, hut 
about the city as an ahstract ,.,~10le. ''Si!.iplidty", a term usod 
freque"''tly in 'ilia Pr':lb.de, 1·.0uld seem to be the equivalent of 
11indi'Viduali ty of formu i'i a:t"eas where the latter is irreleva"''t. 

http:Pr':lb.de
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In all things; nothing hRd a circumscribed 
And narrow influence; but all objects, be:i:ng 
Themselves capacious, also found i"'' me 
Capaciousness a'l'ld amplitude of mind 

(754-59). 

'lhe 1850 '\"ersio.,8 makes it clear that 1-lords't-IOrth intended ''being I 

'Ihemselves capacious" as a phrase of specification: such objects as 

were themselves capacious had mre than "a circu:0.scribed I And narrow 

influence 11 • Even so, and granted that 1o1e are not told which of 

lo'1don 1s objects specifically did impress Words-worth, the claim that 

he found po'-ler in all t.1.i'1gs seems large. l·bch of the long passage on 

london in Book ~rrrr (678-g59) answers the question as to how he found 

objects themselves, as distinct from the city as a 'Whole, embodirn11ts 

of po"t-rer; but his ans"t-rer is i'"l a. somewat con fusing form. 

'!he accumulating weight and powr felt on first e"ltering 

l.Dndon l-Jas, we are told, a transitory experie"lce--it "ca.tle a"ld went I 

As in a mment" (708-09). Yet somethi11g like this experience 

persisted, for i'1 lines 742-51 1-k>rds-wort.h notes having first "been 

zoov 1d I \.lith a swell cf feeli'1g 11 , the"l having had "a blank sense of 

greatness pass 'd away", and finally having "afterwards conti'1u 'd to be 

IOOV 1d". The reason that he was so rooved is suggested i.n lines 

746-51 quoted above: he -was moved by the sense of London as a 

historical force, an instrur~nt of destiny; the effect of bei"lg rooved 

by this is described i.., the long simile i.., the epic mn>Jer of the 

preceding paragraph (711-41). The long simile, that is, tells us how 

8 'Whate 1er was i.., itself 
Capacious fou.,d, or seemed to fi'l'ld, :i.1'1 me 
A correspondent amplitude of mind 

(604-06). 
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the 11]:X>\o!er11 of london affected '\llords'WOrth 1s perception, milo the 

COJ:l'!l';lentary 0"'1 tbat simile points to the source of this power. 

The s5.mile itself li"lks this sublime perception to a versio'1 

of Burke's obscurity. The exr;e.rience of a man \omo enters a "grotto" s 

"den" or 11 cavern 11 bearinc a. torch is illusory a'1d fantastic. v.hile the 

torch at first seems to illuminate the limits of the cave, it rapidly 

confuses the sight by mingling "substance and shadow". llie flal!le of' 

the tol"ch thr0\7S erratic patterns of light and shad.o'o~ on the cej linG~ 

creating extravacant shapes 1-lhich constantly "shift at1d va~ish, ch~~>:ge 

and interchange / Like Spectres''. This process Word.s"WOrth calls a 

"ferment quiet ar:d subli~"; presum.bly it is the suhlime of obscurity 

that Bur~ makes much of, fer it lasts 0'1ly briefly and 

works less and less, 
Till every ei'fort, every motion gone, 
The scene 1)8fore him Bes i"l perfect vielo~, 
Exposed a~d lifeless, as a ~Titte~ book. (724-27)9 

'Ihese stages of fer1rent a.,d its disappearance correspond-to the first 

ns,.~ll of feeling 11 and the suhseque.,t 11blank sense of ereatness _pass' d 

away". Row-ever, the first effect ca., bo recaptured if atte'1tio-., is 

diverted :f'rom the cave's ceil:tng and then throtn onto it at;ain, 

allowing the torch to resuroo :i.ts t'l.ag5.c operatio...,s: 

a ~ew quicke~ing shall succeed, at first 
Beg:i_.,..,i'"ig t3.mjdly, the...., creepi"rlg fast 
Through all which he beholds; ~~e se>1seless mass, 
In its projectio'ls, wr:hkles, cavities, 
Through all its sw.·face, '"ith all co:J.ours streaming, 

is "Like a mag:tcia,.., 's airy pagea'it" (729-34). So, after the se-nse of 

9cr. l<nguiiJ:, II.iv, especially t.'1e sugcestive d.ictum that "a 
clear ic1ea js ••• a'1other nane for a little 1.0.ea'1 • 
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greatness seemed to have vanished from lo'idon, did Wordsv.orth co"ltinue 

to be roved. 

Interpreting the Book VIII version of V.brdsworth 's l.Dndon 

experience accordi"'g to the simile, we ca'1 say that the torch was the 

sense of roma.,ce stimulated by lo'1do'1 's historical associatio'1s. 

London was a place of "strong Sensations, teemi'1g ••• I Of past and 

present". Presumably because of the richness, variety a"ld eve..,, 

perhaps, vagueness of the associaMo'1s Wordsv10rth brought to the city, 

11nothi,g had a circumscribed I A'1d '1arrow influence 11 , a'1d a'1yt.'1i'1g 

which could be thought of as capacious (such "objects", one WJuld 

suppose, as St. Paul's Cathedral, }~stminster Abbey and the Houses of 

Parliament) struck an ansl>rering capacity in the visitor's mind; here 

agai'1 we see the I..ongi'1 ia'1 notion of expal1sion in the mind 

correspo•1ding to some grandeur i'1 external phe11ome..,a. Thus l.Dndon, 

seen as a city of "shapes" a"ld "objects", could seem to be an 

e'1v1.ronment as powerful as t.hat of the lake District: 

Even individual re~mcrances, 
By wrki'1g on the Shapes before my eyes, 
Became lilr..e vital fu'1ctio"'ls of the soul; 
And out of what had been, what was, the place 
Was throng 1d with impregnatio'is, like those wilds 
In which rrry early feeli,gs had bee"'l '1Urs 'd, 
And T"!aked valleys, full of caverns, rocks, 
And audible seclusions, dashing lakes, 
Echoes a'1d t1aterfalls, a'1d poj.,ted crags 
That into music touch the passi•1g wind. 

(787-96) 

The overall effect of the Book VIII "retrospect" as far as 

I.on don is con cene d is to cou., ter the Bartholomew Fair episode 'Wh i c.}} 

portrays 0'1e as_rect of urba'1 life as death a'1d indeed hell to the 

ima.gination. Rut althou@l there is a. marked difference in the tw 
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accou'l'1t"3 of the c1.ty, both ultimately make the same point. At the e"ld 

of Book VII, V.Tords"WOrth says that a way of perception learnt :f'rom 

nature can make se11se of what otherwise would be an 11u'l"lnnnageable 

sight"; i'l"l Pock VIII the m::>st glorious truths of the imagi.,ation are 

aclmowledged to have derived from "the external universe, / ••• 

striking u:p.:m Wc1at is found within" (761-69). I'1 both discussio'1s the 

mind and imagination are recognized as creative faculties wich never 

defy external nature but which ca'1 work b co-operation with it and 

even redeem its 5.mperfect1_o"''s. Even b lD'1d0'1 this was possible: 

Tnus here i.lna.gination also fom d 

A"! eleme'1t that pleas 'd her, tried her stre-ngth, 

Aru::mg ne'\-1 objects simplifled, arra"lged, 

Impregnawd my knowledge, made it Jive, 

A'l"ld the result was ele"l<lti"lg 6houbnts


1or human ~ature. (797-$02) 

Perhaps the best comoenta.ry O'l"l the functio'1 of I.ondc·~• b the 

development of ima.ginati0'1 1s fomd at the e"'ld of Book XI, 'Where 

vlordsworth i"!vokes that vital pri'l"lciple which seems to be a test of 

the operatio,s of the irll9.gi"lation i1"l every episode of the poem-

"action from withb and from without" (370-79). Insofar s.s london 

could offer "action from without" to provoke "action from withi"l" it 

~s a theatre of sublimity, ele·vati'1g mi'l'ld a'1d imagbatio.,. 

3. 'llie SheP!lJ.erd Form (Book VIII) 

O"'e of the major themes or '!he Prelude :l.s the accou'1t of how 

10Si'1ce only "imgir-atlo.," ca·.,_ he the subject of ''s1mplified, 
arranged, / Impre[7lated", it 5.s probably also the suhjedt of 11 tried11 ; 

the corrnna at the e'id of li"le 798 is U"lnecessary, but the sense would 
demand one to follow "objects 11 1?> the 'l'lext line. 

http:comoenta.ry
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ma.n gradually came to i'!~rest '·Tordsworth, to gr1.p his imgi.,atj_o, and 

evoke his love. Book VIII, "I.JJve of t-Tature leading to l.JJve of lfa.":l", 

tells the story of the place man occupied in Wordswrth 's early 

affections, iYl the co"'text of his upbringing in the pastoral highlands 

of the lake Distr1.ct. It is t.~erefore "''Ot only a. record of the 

development of a feeli.,g for humanity but also a comme,.1tary on the 

values Vbrdswrth associates with the "real" pastoral e11viro,ment of 

his youth contrasted with a far oore traditional, "literary" 

pastoralism. l'!s.n takes his place as a p9.rt of nature, hardly to be 

thought of apart from the surroundi"lg "la'tt.lre.l environtnent yet sta'l1ding 

out from it, a'!1d to be understood in the s~ C0'11text of subHmity and 

beauty. The two therues of pastoralism and h'l.UJI.in1ty are so closely 

allied because i•.brds\-!Orth first 

look' d 
At l>hn through objects that were great aY~.d fair, 
First corll!llU"l 'd. with him by their help. (450-52) 

The conventional pastoral offered nothiY~g stro"lg or rich e"!ough to 

grip the imagination; the real pastoral with its mou,tains a,d 

DX>U'1 tai11 shepherds could evoke a response of a">e and love. 

Structurally, the pastoral sectio"' of Book VIII (1-640) is a 

series of pa.ssages alternati"'g bet-wee"' evocations of previous pastoral 

la"''dscapes a"'ld co"'trasting statements about the pastoral e'flvjro.,mnt 

of \-lords-worth's youth a'1d its sig"lificance. 'I'nere is the classical 

pastora.l of Tneoc.ritus, Vergil and Horace (1B3-B5, 312-24), the 

renaissance 11 terary pastoral of Shakespeare at\d Spenser (186-204), 

an evocatio"l of the famous gardens of Gehol mde for the ''delight / Of 

the Tart.arian Dy"lasty", based en a"' accou"'t i"l travel literature 

http:Distr1.ct
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(123-43) and a description of the COU'!'ltrys:ide around Goslar, according 

to '\o.brds"WOrth "a pastoral Tract / Like O'l'le of these, mere Fancy might 

ru11 wild" (325-53). The basic distinction between these pastoral 

la11dscapes ar,d 1.Jordsworth 's lake District is that between fable and 

reaB_ty. 'Ihe "doms.ini' of the Lake D:i.str1ct is more beautH'ul because 

it embodies "ordinary human i11terests" (167). Beauty here refers to a 

quality that includes both the beautiful and the sublime, for 

t<lordsworth finds its reality i11 the "severe Md unadol.'""l 'd" customs and 

manners so far from the Hay-day rituals of Spen&er a11d ~uch 

Elizabethan poets; this beauty, in fact, depends upo, the general 

sublimity of a'1 env:iro11ment which lo/'&S favoured ''in '~ature's primitive 

gifts" (145), a'!'ld it was the specifically subl5me aspects of the 

local1.ty ,,nich interested 'hbrC.SviOrth. 11 Although the life of the lake 

District was beauM.ful, v.i:th "beauty that was felt", 

:hrages of danger a,d distress, 
And suffering, t.~ese took deepest hold of ne, 
Hin sufferi"~g amo'1g awful Powers, a'1d Forms; 
Of this I hee..rd a>'1d saw enough to nake 
The ill'.agina tiol'l restless (210-15). · 

Go~lar was an attractive pastoral cou'l"ltryside, the ki11d of countrJside 

perhaps familiar to t."le classical pastoral poets, a gentle and 

variegated "Pleasure-ground''; but 1-lordnworth rejects it i"' favour of 

the steTTl sublimi.ties of his own home: 

Yet hail to You, 
Your rocks and precipices, Ye that seize 
The heart with fj_rmer grasp! your s..,ows a"'ld streams 

11cm the disti'1ction betweeT'! beauty as a-t1 inclusive term 8'1d 
beauty as opr;osed to sublin1ty, sea A. C. Bradley's "The Subl1.me" i>'l 
his Oxford lectu~·es 0'1 Poetry (1909; rptd. lo>'ld.O''l a'!'ld ~rew York: 
Hacmillan, 1965), pp. 38-40. 
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Ungovernable, and your terrify:i'1g wi'1ds, 
That howl'd so dismlly when I have been 
CompM:i.o!'lless, amo'1g yo·ur solitudes. 

(353-58) 

The fabled was less attractive than the real, which riveted the 

imagination because of its very austerity a'1d lent its character to 

the i'1habitants. 

The lake District was more impressive to hbrdsworth than the 

landscapes of traditional pastoral--more beautiful in the wider 

application of that word--because it was more comprehe'1sive (see 

above, pp. 80-81). 1lte shepherds of the district shared these 

comprehensive attributes, and we:re therefore loved, revere"lced and 

even worshipped. Yet these shepherds are severely distanced, and when 

'\-k>rdsworth speaks of "love of Ina."' 11 he·iS not talking about a growing 

affectionate response tci i'1dividual men Md wo:tJ:en but about tna"l in 

general, "purified,/ ReJOOv'd, a"ld at a dista11ce 11 (439-40). "love", 

15.ke ''beauty", i"l this context seems to be a term of wider reference 

than the love of the "love and fear" pair; it is a.., emotio.., that 

includes ai-re aTJd reverence. The reason for this is that, -as \.Jordswrth 

accou'1ts for it in Book VIII, his attitude to man was shaped by a 

series of remarkable views i, 'Which 11atural phenome'la literally showd 

0 ff the form 0 f man i•1 a "lumber 0 f 11 ghts. !'1 the first 0 f these 

views, a shepherd ar1d his dog acquired extraordi'1ary si~ificance by 

appearing like i"'~habita'l'1ts of a, isla..,d noating above through a sea 

of trl.st: 

Along a !'!arrow Valley a,d profound 

I journey 1d, Whe,, aloft above my head, 

Emergi"1g from t~e silvery vapours, lo! 

A Shepherd and his Dog! in open day: 
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Girt round with mists they stood and look'd about 

From that en closure small, inha.bitan ts 

Of an aerial Island floating on, 

As seem' d, with that Abode i11 which they '\orere, 

A little pendant. area of grey rocks, 

By the soft wind breath' d fonl8.rd. (92-101) 


In the mist the shepherd and his dog are the only objects that stand 

out clearly, with especial distinctness because seen from below. This 

passage is followed i.mmed:i.ately by the account of a similar visual 

}ilenom:mon with reversed circumstances: i..brdsworth, situated above a 

vale, looks do"Wn O"l a shepherd standi.11g "i, the bottom of a Vale I 

Towards the centre" who instructs his clog by means of signs where to 

zoove on the hills1.de i"l pursuit of' the sheep. 

'\-.bile certai11ly possessi11g 11 ind:tv:i duality of form" a'!'ld seen 

from sublime viewpobts above a"ld belew1 these two shefherds inspired 

'T,'brds-v;orth with "motions of cl.elight" (BO). They appealed to the sense 

of the beaut1.ful rather than t..o that of awe. The "mists and stee..m-like 

fogs" were "not vehe:rre'!'lt, I But calm and mild, gentle a"ld beautiful" 

(86-B7) and the effects created by the shiftbg patterns of nrlst a11d 

su"lshine caused Hordsv.rorth to see with "joy Md love". 'l.he second 

shepherd and dog pair were viewd wi t.'t alm::>st as "bla"ld" a delight 

(101-02); this delight, however, arose "lOt from a sport appearance but 

from gratif:icat:ion at the i.,telligence of a sheep dog Md respo"lse to 

the particular r.eauty of a mou"ltai11 sur,set which seeli'.ed, wH.h shepherd> 

dog a"ld sheep, to reflect divine love. 

The shepherds of Book VIII are di.sta"lced, yet rore real and 

comprehe11sive tha•; any !'Cori"l of t.~e groves 11 (4-~0), that ims.ge of t..~6 

tepid beauty of the tradj tio'1al pastoral shepherd, because i"l them 

http:seeli'.ed
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tJords'\<IOrth sees a "sa~ctity of natu.ro e:tven to nan" (430). It is in 

the relatio,ship of n~n to the compreher1sive landscape of the Lake 

District that man ga1.ned his grip 011 the lmagination, and t.lJ.e 

landscape in turn is seen as borro...r.i:ng glory from its i11habitants. 

Thus, alt.1.ough the ga.z·dens of Gehol were doubtless exquisitely lovely, 

lovelier f&r tha"l this the Paradise 
'\-/hare I was rear'd; in ·rature 's primitive gifts 
Favor 1d no less, and rrore to every sense 
fulicious, seeing t.lJ.at the sun and sky, 
Tile eleiDents and seaso"ls in their change 
Do find their dQarest F8llow-lnbourer there, 
'lhe heart of li:m, a diztrict on all sides 
The fragrance breathi11g of hutJB.nity, 
Han free, man working for himself, with choice 
Of tirre, and place, a~d object; by his lJants, 
His comforts, native occupations, cares, 
Conducted on to individual ends 
Or social, and still follO\>Jed by a train 
Unwo'd, unthought-of even, simplicity, 
And beauty, and ine1ritable grace.

(VIII.144-58) 

The key to the splendour of the garden of Gehol is va1·iegation and 

gentle variation; the Lake District's worth lies in the sharper 

contrasts seen in ma.n and nature, contrast 'Which is epitomized in 

"~rdsworth 's use of terms associated with the beautiful and the 

subliroo. Han's freedom, simplicity a!'ld his i>Jdividual ends point 

towards the subliiOO; his grace a!'ld his social ends to the beautiful. 

hbrdswrt..1. 's ttfar Irore of an imaginative form", no "Corin of 

the groves", v18.S in fact a figure like lfichael in the poem of that 

title, not merely a shepherd but a "stat.esmn ". In ''}licha.el", 

Vbrdsv10rth wrote to Thoms Poole (9 April, 1001), 

I have attempted to eive a p:icture of' a man, of strong mind 
at1d lively se'1~ibility, agitated by tw of the ID.)St po"t-Terful 
affections of t.~e hum.:tn he~rt; the pa.-r•Emtal affection, and 
the love o:r property, In-Hied property, including the feelings 

http:licha.el
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of i'1heritance, home, a,d perso,..al and frunily 
iT'\ dependence. (!:J...u p. 322) 

'lhese affectio"ls remind one of the stress 0'1 the passions in the 

Preface to Lyrical Ballads, 12 a, d the deoonstratio11 of passio, fou'! d 

in such ballads as "The last of the Flock" and "The Idiot Boy". Such 

passi.ons as pare, tal affectio11, the love of property a.,d i'! dependence, 

have DX>re of the force of bdividual thaT'\ social ends, or at a'"ty rate 

the tw goals of action seem to coalesce. The subl:L"lle figure of Book 

VIII is just such a Statesna.., as Hichael, as is evidenced by tl1e 

anecdote of. the shepherd, his so'1 a"\d the lost sheep i'1 Book VIII. 

Both shepherd and SOT'\ demo11strate the love of property, a"\d the 

shepherd the po\.rer of parental affection. Thus tb.e strong cleavage 

Burke sees in the E"''Q:!lir.y betvJeen the ·passj_o'"ts atte:-'laant o-., ~~e 

sublime, turning O"!'l fear, a., d those a tte11 dan t on the beautiful, 

turning on love, is not evident here. The story of the shepherd in 

search of his so'1, 'Who in turrl has bee, searching for a strayed sheep 

(222-311) i11volves bofu fear and love; and these emotio'"ts are 

i'1separable in the context of this accou"lt of sublimity, 'Which 

stresses the shepherd's individuality, his freedom and his affections. 

12The followi1'lg passage .f'rom the Preface caT'\ sta1'1d as a prose 
comr::e'1 ta.ry 0'1 the theme of Rook "VIII: 

low a1'ld rustic life \.Jas ge,erally chose1'l because i"'l that 
situation the essential pa.ssjo"1s of fue heart find a better 
soil j_~,, which they ca'1 attai"l theu" maturity, are less u11der 
restrail'lt, a'ld speak a pla.i'"ter a11d IJX)l"'e emphatic la"1guage; 
he cause :1.'1 that si tuatio"'l our elerne,tary feeli"1gs exist in a 
state of greater simplicity a"1d co"lsequently rtay be more 
accurately co-.,templated a"\d r:..Ore forcibly comrnunicated; 
because the r:.lli""l"ers of rural life germinate from t.~ose 
elementary feelit1£S; a,d from the '1ecessnry character of rural 
occupat5.o'1s are mre easily corr:prehended; a1'1d are lOC>re durable; 
and lastly, hecause j ...J that situation fue ps.ssio'"ts of rran ar.e 
incorporated l-Ti. th fue beautiful and permanent forms of nature 

( Zall, p. 18) • 
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However, the "affectio"ls" in the portrait seem to be stressed less 

than another aspect: the shepherd as a singular, simple and rennved 

fignre. As in the earlier shepherd vi.ews, this particular shepherd was 

apprehended ma.ter:!.ally in a way t.'1at seemed alnx>st. automatically to 

c011fer on hha symbolic status. W:>rdswrth actually s·aw him as a 

"Freeman" offering service i"l "vast regions": 

A rambli"lg Schoolboy, thus 
Have I beheld him, without ~O\-.ring why 
Have felt h:is prese~ce in his own domai11, 
As of a lDrd a"'ld l'aster; or a Power 
Or Ge'1ius, under 'Tature, u"'der God, 
Presiding; and severest solitude 
Seem' d rore co:mt1a'1di"1g oft 1-.hen he \-.19.5 there. 
Seeki11g the rave~ 's '1~st, a"'ld sudde"lly 
Surpriz'd vrith vapours, or on rai"ly days 
1-.hen 1 have angled up the lonely brooks 
Hine eyes havo ghnced upo"1 Mm, few steps off, 
I'1 si..ze a gia'1t, stalki-.,g through the fog, 
His Sheep like Gree'11a'1d Bears; at other tines 
}hen .:rou.,d some shady promor>tory tuMing, 
His Fo)':'m hath flash' d U:f01"1 me, elorified 
By the deep rad1.a'1ce of tha setti'1g :m'1: 
Or him have I descried i., distant sky, 
A solitary object a"'ld sublime, 
Above all heif,ht! like M aerial Cross, 
As it js stationed on so:n:e spiry Rock 
Of the Chartreuse, for 1.10rship. (.390-410) 

That the ~rd "sublime" has here mre tha"1 metaphorical weight is 

attested by the stl"C'1g visual details which llla.ke the figure "grand" i11 

the way that moU" ta:in s are. The shepherd looms up ahead, is 

apprehended as a "form" compliiM'1ted by the effect of SU'1set glory, 

is seen uplifted "i'1 distant sky11 like a cross set high above the 

Chartreuse. Han, an ''object", a 11Po1.rer11 , was 11m~obled outwardly 

before mi"''e eyes". Yet this perception W.ich raised man to a spiritual 

height did not preclude the realization that this shepherd-figure 

was, 
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for the IfJ.rposes of kbd, a Han 
\-lith the roost comma"'\; Husba"ld, Father; learn 'd, 
Could teach, admo,..,1sh, suffer'd l>d.th the rest 
From vice a"ld folly, V.Tetchemess and fear 

(423-26). 

&..1ch a figure could he the ce"ltral age'1t or sufferer in a lyrical 

ballad. 

v.e have already noted i, a previous section the way 5., which 

Yorcsworth claims t.o have used a patteM of perception gained from 

intercourse loTi th natural forms as a bridge retwee"'' the e"llduring, 

lively forms of nature 011 the one ha11d a11d the transie'1t, dead urban 

enviro'1ment on the other. T1e sublime form of the shepherd also had 

such a use, derived iT'I its turn from the wrld of "'atural forms. 

lk>rdsworth be"'efitted from looki'1g at H3.n first "through objects that 

were great aT'!d fair 11 (451); as he v:lewed mou'1tai'1s, so he viewed men, 

"purified, I Ren:ov'd, Md at a dista'1ce that was .fit" (439-40). Like 

the moll'1tai"l which possessed steady form, a clear outli'1e a'1d also 

lines of mtio'1, so ma, was t'a shape I I'l'lsti'1ct with vital .ftl'l'lctions 11 

(433-3/+). Hith such an idea.li~d, sublime form before his in,er eye 

Wordsworth could view with steadi,ess a,d safety 

the weight of mea..,-,ess, selfish cares, 
C-oarse rnan,ers, vulgar passio'1s, that beat i"' 
On all sides from the ordinary YX>rld 
In Which we traffic. (454-57) 

Presumably these are 'lOt u11manageable sights to ''him 'l..ho looks I In 

steadinesstt; the gral'ldeur of nan stands i'l'1 the same relation to these 

human trivialities as the grandeur of the mou'1tain form does to the 

co11.fusio'1 of the city. 
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4. The Discharged_§9ldjer (Book IV) 

Of the discharged soldier, the e"'lCOunter \.rith whom he 

describes in Book IV of The Prelude, 1·brdsworth co11 eludes that he is a 

figure just falling short of sublimity: 

solenm a'1d sublima 
He mig..~t have seem 1d, but that i.., all he said 
'Ihere was a stra11ge half-abse"'lce, and a to"'e 
Of weakness and i"'ldiffere'r'lce, as of O"'le 
Reroombering the importa'1ce of his theme 
Rut feeli"'lg 1.t no lo11ger. (473-78) 

Yet in describi"'lg the soldier Hordsworth uses most of the co..,cepts 

applied elsewhere i"'l the poem to i"tsta"'lces of sublimity, and this 

1'u'1couth 11 figure did exhibit a remarkable djgn1ty of form a"'ld 

behaviour. The "wandering'' duri"'lg ,.Jbich the cha"'lce e"'lCOU"'lter occurred 

was one of those "that have left behir:d I P..emembl'a..,ces not lifeless" 

(360-61); the account describes 0'1e of those "primitive hours" vlhen 

I experienc 'd j_-1 myself 
Conformity as just as that of old 
To the e11d and writt-3"1 Elpirit of Cod's 1.rorks, 
l-hether held forth i11 ·~atur6 or in Han. 

(356-59) 

'Tow the discharged soldier holds forth this "Md a"'ld witten spirit" 

\>A1en he reproves ~brdsworth for the latter's well-meant but i11ept. 

suggestion that he should in future ,.,eed seek 11earby assistance; the 

soldier asf:ures him that "'my trust is i"l the C'JOd of Heaven I A11d 5."!1 

the eye of him that passes me'" (494-95). By this stateme"1t of' trust 

the soldier clearly exemplifies th~ ''end and writte11 spirit of God's 

·~o:orks", yet the "-w>eakrless a11d i-.,differe.,ce" with which he a-.,swers the 

questions put to hila seem, to Hordsi-.'Ort.h, to detract from t.l-te 

sublimity of his de~a..,our a"'"ld att:l.tude-··pcrhaps because they draw 
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attention to the soldier's humanity. 

Despite lk>rdsvrorth 1s to"'!e of qualification, the whole passage 

(363-504) shows the cj_rcumstances of the evening el"coun ter as sublime 

in their suggestio'1s, and the figure of the soldier subHme i'1 terms 

of "lordsv.rorth 's own theory. Parts of the story ca.., be isolated as 

re-'WOrkings of very early drafts dating from the begin"'i'1g of 1798, 13 

a period wen v.brdswrth was interpretbg his boyhood experience ~n 

terms of fear a"ld t.'le kind of obscurity said by Burke to pro:roote fear. 

Solitude, obscurity aYJd fear all corrtribute here to create an 

atmsp..'lere of heightened awaren~ss, almost of apprehe'1sion, whic..'l 

anticipates t.'le energence of the soldier as a figure of romance 

promising revelaM.on; and the li-terary conve'1tion (nnst obviously 

associated il"l ~gB.sh poet..."'Y with Spenser) with which 1-Iordsworth 

chooses to introduce the hwmn figure, rebforces. the bvitatio"'l. 

provided by the details of obsc-.1rity to view the soldier as a mystery-

figure: 

t.Jhile. thus I tr;a'1 der' d, step by step led on, 
It chanc 1 C. a sudde, turning of the road . 
Prese'!"Jted to my view an u..,couth shape 

(400-02). 

'lhe sublime of obscurity a'1d the language of romance combine to 

establish an atmosphere of apprehensive expectation. 

Th.e hegin"'i'1g of the episode bri,gs together several of 

Burke's examples of general privations: dark-less, desert1.on a'1d 

Dsee Beth Darlingto,, 11T1.10 Early Texts: A 'Hg0.t-Pjece a'1d ~ 
Discharred Soldier" i··"' Jonatha, 1:0rds1-.crth, ed., Picen te11ary 
i-brds't-JOrth Studies, pp. 425-28. 

http:desert1.on
http:revelaM.on
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silence.l4 The walk leads 

Along the public iTay, '1.'he11, for the night 
Deserteu, i'1 its silence it assumes 
A character of deeper quiet"less 
Than pathless solitudes. (365-68) 

But there is light from the moo!'l, perm:!.tU!'lg some grotesque visual 

effects lJlen it throws the form of the soldier i"lto stark relief, a"'!d 

the co-.,trast betwee., this stra'1ge pole-like figure a'1d the nearby 

sleepi.,g village in lolhich "every silent wi'1dow to the l•bo11 / Sho'1e 

with a yellow gl:ltter'' (452-53) gives a., atmosp1.ere of wted eei":iness 

to the episode. 

In terms of '1-brdsworth 's triad of i"ldividuality of form, 

duration a.,d povrdr, which co-i,..,here i'1 impressio"ls of sublinrlty, the 

first tm are er.Jfbas::ze d i'1 the portrait of fue soldier, while pot-rer, 

11ot spec:i .fically mentio'1ed, is implied by the strol"lg hold the figure 

exerts~ ~rcsworth's imaginatio'1. J'1di~iduality of fo~ the soldier 

certs.inly possessed, hoth 5.'1 form a'1d uttera.,ce projectirrg a stark a':"ld 

weathered austerity: 

He 'r/8.S of stature tall, 
Stiff i'1 his form, and upright, lank a'1d lean, 
A rna,., more meagre, as it seem 1d to me, 
l~s v!ever seen ahroad hy 'light or day. 
His arms were long, a'1d hare his ha!'lds; his mouth 
Shew' d t,11astly i,.,· the moon light; from beh1nd 
A m:i 1esto'1e propp 1d him, a1-1d his figure seem 1d 
!-Ialf-s~tting, a,d half-sta,.,di""lg. (405-13) 

The mo0'11ight gives the sce"lc a Burke9'1 flavour, intensifyi'ig the 

ll~r11. the early ma;uscr~ pts the sue:eest:io'i of Burkea'1 sublimity 
1.s aU[;I!le"lted by the detail o.f a dog's ho\oili...., g, a•: example of j.,ter
mitti'1g sound.; but t.1.e '1oise was heard duri1-1g a v.>alk t'lkel1 by 'liillian 
and Dorot.~y dt1rbg Ja'1uary 179fL See neth Darli,gt0'1 i'l"l ~ice-:tenan;: 
l.:Orc1.suort'1 Stud}es, p. 427, and 11. ~0-8.3 of HS Verse 18A appe'1cled to 
her artjclo. 

http:silence.l4
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ghost-like effects of the sce.,e, yet equally it thro,.,rs the military 

f1gure i~to stark relief. The soldier possesses clear outline of form 

and extensio'l"l. He is like a 100U'1 t.R.i11 peak, to be grasped by- ·the eye as 

entirely single: 

He \<.'8.S alo'l"le, 
Had no atte"lda'1t, "'!either Dog, "'lor Staff, 
'f.Tor ms.psack; in his V>3ry <h,ess ap~ar 1d 
A desolation, a simplicity 
That seem'd akin to solitude. (415-19) 

The kbd of life the soldier embodies soems like the life of the 

mountai'1 form. 15 His "for.m I Kept the same steadiness" and \-:han he 

eventually sMrred his ~In nnved ''In ~asur'd gesture''. A sense of 

steadi"'less and measured rrovei:Je'1t ~-brosl-JOrth else'!-.here attrjbute£: to 

mountain forru, sud: as the one i"l nook VII \<IDOSe "out.li•1e and • 

steady form I Gives a pure grandeur 'It yet also, as \<.'e have see.,, "Gives 

nnvement to the thoughts"; Ule advancing cliff of Book I strode after 

the boy "Hith measur 1d IrDtio':1, like a livi'1g thing". :t-reasured rootio'1, 

a quality of r::overJent shared by the sold1er and the IOOu"ltai"'l, produces 

a degree of awe--~brds1-.urth looked the soldj_er over "\oli th a mingled 

l5several details of description and comment ~o!hich \..~re 
deleted from the early manuscript versj_o'"'s emphasize the un-hunanness 
of the soldier: 

He appeared 
Fbrlorr1 a1"!d desolate, a ma"l cut off 
From all his kind, a11d m::>re tha'1 half detached 
From his o'n 1'1at1.:'-.re. 
~ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

I think 
If but a glove had da"1gled in his hand 
It \.rould haye mde h:lm .m:>re akin to ma'1. 

The ahove lines are from the ~cited ver~do., of liS Verse 18A (57-60, 
65-67) appended to Reth Darli'1gto~, 1s article i'1 pj ce'1tenarv tbrds'l-.urtb 
Stud1es, pp. 433-37. 

http:1'1at1.:'-.re
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sense I Of fear and sorrowi', a fear which on this occasion was not so 

thwarting as to preclude a se"'lse of subBm:lty; what he had to overcoM 

\JaS his ''heart's spec1.ous cowardise". 

'Ihough there is 11othb g to co, firm that the soldier is 

actually old, duratio11 is certainly implied throughout the ""~arrative. 

He has, of course, returned from war-service o'\·erseas, so that 

duration figures as l-18ight of experience rather than length of time, 

as 11\-fuat he had e11dur 1d I From hardship, battle, or the pestilence 11 

(470-71). One senses this quality of e'1dura"1ce from the faded military 

garb, the "murmuri"'lg voice of dea.d complai,t" (431) and the eeneral 

slowness in speech and moveme11t of the soldier. Like several of tlie 

heroes of vbrdsworth 's studies of Clld age like the "Old Cumberland 

Beggar" a11d "Old Nan Travelling", the soldier sesms fixed in a state 

of venerable e"1dura11ce and it is hard to ir.lagine him as ever being 

EMything other tha, old. 

In spite of ibrdswrth 's disclaimer, the soldier does emerge 

as 11solem and sublj]l}3". The impress io"'l is a result of the descriptio, 

of his appeara,ce, IJX)vement a"'ld speech, all so marked, deliberate and 

d:igrdfied with that steadi11ess a'1d measured gesture a~ady 110ted. He 

have, l'!l:)reover, been encouraged to accept the soldier as portentous by 

the account of the solitary evening walk on which the figure super

vened, a"ld the ooonlight has invested the soldier with a certai11 

ghostliness. Altogether, the"l, the episode as a. whole gabs its we1.ght 

of sigt1ificance by combini"lg with Burkea"l i"lcide"'ltals the maturer 

paradigm of grandeur U"ld.er 'Which, accordi'1g to \brdsl-!Orth, it is 

ordained that the mit1d should be affected by a se~lse of sublir.1ity. 

http:sublir.1i
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It \-10Uld be j.mpossible to co"lclude a discussion of the 

dischareed soldier episode w:i.thout mentloni"lg the leech gatherer of 

"Resolutio"l a"ld Independe"lce". He, too, is a figure of trezr.endous 

si.PXkness and e"ldurance upon whom l-lords¥.10rth "cha'1 ces". If the 

rigidity of the soldier suggests that he is a natural form which has 

been moulded by t.ime or eneurance i"lto fixed shape, like an old tree, 

the leech gat..1.erer's body, ''bent double", demands description by means 

of the fruoous double simile in lvhich he is compared to a ''huge sto!1e 11 

lyi"lr, atop a peak, and the sto.-,e is i!l turn like"led to a aea-beas t 

possessed of just sufficie'1t power of movement to crawl O"lto the 

ledge .16 '!he simile imparts a se..,se of min:iJnal life and requires its 

modification i"1 order to compre-he'1d the ideur:; of both steadi.ness and 

measured movement. Ve'1erable a..,d dig" ified, the leech-gailierer shares 

steady form and measured movement with the soldier: 

J.btionless as a cloud the old Ha.n otood, 
That heareth "lOt the loud wi'1ds ¥!hetl they call; 
And mveth all together if it move at all. 

( "Re solution a'1 d I., de pe'1 defl ce" ) 

The leech gatherer carries a weight of age and e'1dura'1ce, as if 

unpleasant experie"lce "A zoore than h~n weie;ht upo'1 his frame had 

cast". He too delivers a simple message of perseveraflce a'1d trust. But 

the power these two figures exercised Upo"' 1-.brdsworth 's imagi"'!atio'1 

derived rtot from their oracular uttera.., ce but from their &mbodimant of 

16The clearest explanatiort of how the double-simile y,urks, a'1d 
the reaso'1 it was '1ecessary, rem..<J.i'1s that of HordslJOrth himself i'1 the 
Preface of 1815; see Zall, pp. 148-49. 
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t.'Iose "several gr·a.'1d co'1stitutiol'"lal laws U"lder \omich }.t has 1Jee'1 

ordai"led t.~at ~ •• obj~cts should everlast:bgly affect the mi,d". 

5. 119:thematics and Rooks 

~rds-worth 's obser~ration i'1 Bock VIII that he first "look'd / 

At Ha., through objects that were great a"ld fair" holds true for r.JO:r·~ 

than man. Every part of his experience as recorded i'1 The Prelt.::.d·~ a~d 

discussed in this chapter gai"1ed its value for i-:Ords"\-m:.·th by bei'"'s 

perceived through objects "great a,d fair". Only the Fre,.,ch H.evolutioo·1 

could not be made cohere'1t i'1 t.hese terms, a'1d of course Engla,d's 

intervention in that evel'lt set in rrotion the'temporary rejection by 

l<JordsHorth of the iraagi'1ative perceptb'1 he had span t his childhood 

al1.d youth in acquiri'1g. Othend.se, the sublime a.,d beautiful forms of 

his boyhood surroundbgs provided him with criteria by which every

thi"1g could be judged. The criteria for sublitrl.ty listed in the essay 

"The Subline a"'ld the Beautiful" are especially j_mporta.,t," for we fi'1d 

them recurri'1g si.,gly, il'l pairs or i'1 a triad t."'l.roughout The Prelude; 

Md 'While the presence of any 0"1e of the three concepts (i.,dividuality 

of form or sirnpHcity, duration and power) does '10t justHy the label 

of "sublime" bei"lg 1mmediately ~pplied, it does give i~rdswrth 's 

explanation of the basis for his response to the particular object or 

phenome"lon • 

Apart f'rom 'Ihe Prelude, t.~e docu.me'1t of the period that 

extrapolates most amM tiously certai'1 laws of the mi'1d from the Lake 

District cmv5ronment i~ the Preface to LYrical Ballads (1800). I-., that 

docume~t the sublimity of the regio!'l appears as the co-existe11ce of 

http:Othend.se
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perma'l'lence anc1 s:lmplicity in the natural forll".s; these features, it is 

clai.m9d, become a part of the life of the area affecti'l'lg the passions 

and ma.n'1ers of the i'1habjta,ts. This doctrine is ofte, glanced at in 

The Prelude, vrnere \·Jordsworth expresses gratitude for havi'1g bee, 

born in a poor District, a'1d which yet 
P.etai'rleth more of a'icie'1t homeli1'1ess, 
l~i:l.nners erect, and fra'1k simplicity, 
Tha, a11y other nook of English Land 

(IX.217-20). 

In the Preface tbrdsworth draws comfort from the l:ink he detects 

betv..reen grandeur and permanence i"'l nature and it1 the mi"'ld; he says 

that, 

reflecting upon the m9.£'1 i tude of the r,e.,eral evil, I should 
be oppressed ,,rith no disho.,ourable mele""~choly, had I not a 
deep impression of certai'1 i-,herent a'1d i'1destruct.:lble qualities 
of tha hUI"l8.n mind, a"1d likewise of c~r.tain J:Owers i"l the great 
a.,d JX!rr.la'1ent objects that act UJ:011 it \>mich are equally 
i'1herent a'1d indestructible. (Zall, pp. 21-22) 

Such a reflection lay behind the aesthetic a11d poetic of the Preface, 

of course, and dictated the choice of "low and rustic life" for the 

ballads, of "characters of '-1hich the elements are simple, belo'1ging 

rather to nature than to 1119.'1"'\ers, such as e:dst now and will probably 

ahre.ys exist, and 1-Jhich from their co,stitutio'1 may be d:isti"'lctly and 

profitably co'1templated" (Z"lll,. p. 20). 1'1 his attempt to yoke art a'1d 

nature, the concept of duration or permane'1ce proved i"lstrumental;l? 

the B.'1alogy between mathematics and "'lature derived more from the idea 

of simplicity which generally accompanies the firmer idea of duration. 

Msthe:rmtics seems to have bee11 the only bra'1ch of study 

17For a critical exami,.,atio'1 of the use \k>rds\.,rorth makes of 
the "lotion of J=e.ITla"'le"lce i"l the Praface to L'-Tical T1allads (1800), see 
l-1. J. B. Owe,, i..brds1.J0rth as Critic, pp. 7-15. 
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besides literature to have serioucly held Hordsworth 's i'lterest as a 

student at Cambridge, and it was to the study of Geometry that he 

turned for a period after .Ehgla"'ld's declaration of war on France had 

u:r1dermined his trust irt the emotions. In Book VI he explains the 

attraction of geometry, a study from which he derhred "elevation and 

composed delight" (120, 1850 versio'1), responses associated 

respectively with the sublime al'ld the beautiful. \-hat made geometry 

thought-provoki.,g was 

the alliance of those simple, pure 
Proportio"ls a'1d relations with the frame 
And lalm of ·~atura (144-46), 

the ide'1tity beti<reen "'latural forms in their ideality and the ideal 

"proportions a'id relatio..,s" of t:eometry; the part:i.cular problem that 

engaged H:>rdsHorth -was that of discovering a process by l-lhich 

geometry, like ..,ature, could become a "leader" to t.~e huma'1 mi..,d, but 

essentially he orew pleasure from it as a., image of the ''one I 

Surpassing Life" outside of time and space which gave hii:J. a "sense I 

his Guide to the lakes i.JordsioiOrth i'1 several places li'1ks aesthetic 

satisfactio., in sce'1ery to t~e gratification of the se'1se of 

proportio-n, a""ld i'1 "'Ihe Sublime a"! d the :9eautif'u.l 11 there is the 

comparison, i<Jhich -w-e have ..,oted earlier, betweeP '\<rater and rock at the 

Schaffhause'1 falls a1"'d parallel li'1es in rr.athematics; it seems the"'l 

that geometry, i"'lsofar as it emhodied ideas of i"1fi'1ity, proportio"'l 

a"'ld dmple form, irr;parted a se""lse of sublh1ity to 1-.brds't-.'Orth. 

11Geometric truth" is 11M t--,depe"1de,t world I Creat-ed out of 

pure I'1tellige11ce '' (VI.186-S7) l-lhich nevertheless i11 its simplicity 
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bears an analogy to nature. Rut l:Ure poetry it is also a'1 artifact of 

mn, as near to achieving the apparent duration of some of nature's 

forms as the work of huma'1s ca., be. In The Prelude tlordsworth creates 

a rather curious position of analogy to works of '1ature for books. The 

"sovereign Intellect" communicates with man thl'OUgh 11the speaking face 

of earth a't'ld heaven", a 11bodily Imagen through '\-Jhich is 

diffus 1d 
A soul divine which w participate, 
A dea~~less spirit. (V.l2-17) 

l·an, correspondingly, co'tverses with himse~.f by mea't'ls of books, 

"Things worthy of unconquerable life", yet perishable. "Tature is also 

liable to destruction by ·.riole't'lt 't'l:ltural paroxysn of some kind or 

other, or even by decay,l8 but 'tklrdsworth ca't'l"lOt CO"J('eive of its fi"'lal 

disappeara't'lce--"thc living Presence would still subsist/ Victorious"; 

but vX>rk.q of literature and science, e'1shrined as they are i'l'l books, 

could totally disappear. Such is the fear coill!lllnicated i11 the 

apocalyptic dream of Book Y, a dream i'1 which the subli100 forces of 

vastness, desert a'1d ocean, threaten to bury the 11 Childre.., of the 

Earth". 'lbe hero of the dream, a.., Arab Don Quixote figure, rides 

across the desert carryi..,g a stone a'1d shell, symbols of ma'1 's 

subliiOOst accomplishme'1ts. The Arab 

18Wordsworth had mixed feeli'1gs about the Alps, because h~ 
thought t.~ey lorere decaying. On a European tour, He"'lry Crabb Robinson 
foll'1d the sad"1ess produced i"1 tb.e Valais augme11ted, because 11 i:here 
i-k>rds1.rorth remarked that the Alps ,.;ere i'1 a state of d-2cay--crumbli'1f: 
to pieces. IHs is the li'1e: 'The huma'1 soul craves sotn.ethi1"1g that 
e't'ldures'".jqMry Crahb Rohb_son o·~ Books a:nd tbeir i·!riters, cd. Sdith 
J. lbrley ll938; rptd. 'ie\.r York: ALS Press, 196?], I, 253). See also 
Chapter VI below, pp. 167-6S. 
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\-las going the'1 to bury those tw Books: 

'lhe one that held acq_'Uai'1tance with the stars, 

And wedded man to nan by purest bond 

Of nature, U'1 disturbed by space or time; 

Th' other that 'WS.S a God, yea many Gods, 

Had voices more t.~an all the wi'1ds, and was 

A joy, a consolation, a'1 d a hope. 


(V.lOJ-09) 

'lhe dream, vivid and powerful, nevertheless explai"ls the 

rather sle"lder role intellectual i'1fluences play in '!he Prelude. The 

"sovereign In tellect 11 is embodied in natural forms which i<.brdsv..rorth 

accepts as genuinely perma'1ent; man's :intellect, on the other hand, 

makes its home in books wh1.ch F.re fragile. Yet poets are "Po-wers", 

their influence a"1alogous to nature's but :i:0ferior (V. 218-22), a"1d 

\-.brdswrth hilnself hoped to be ~uch a poet, as h& admits to Coleridge: 

forgive ~~, Friend, 
If I, the mea'l'lest of this Ba"ld, had hope 
'lhat unto me had also been vouchsafed 
An i.'1flux, that :in some sort I possess 'd 
A privilege, a't'ld that a M:>rk of mi'1e, 
Proceeding from the depth of U'1ta:ught things, 
F.hdurbg a'1d creative, night become 
A power like one of ·rature 1s. (XII.305-12) 

\lordsworth bo1•rowed t.1.e "lotion of simplicity in literature from the 

mountain forms and shepherds of his 'boyhood e'1viro'1ment; from them, 

too, he derived notions of perma'1ence, duration and endurance; now we 

see him aspiring to create a 'WOrk of art that will also eLlbody a power 

like that found i,., ~1ature. Thus he bridges the gulf between sublimity 

in the \.X)rks of God and sublimity in human productions; "the 

cc"''secrated works of Bard and Sage" ca., be simple, e11during a'1d 

po"rerful, but their s-..1blimity would seem to be less secure tha'1 that 

of '1ature. 
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Th.e topics ~ have treated il'l this chapter occupy the pos:ition 

they do i'l'1 'Ihe Prelude because of their relationship to the 

imag5.nation, a. faculty that sought to exert itself towards the 

establishment or a mental reality corresponding to the phe~ornenal 

wrld, a reality 'Which wuld be simple, e'1during a'1d powerful. The 

subl:i.n:e la!ldscape of the lake District did not have exclusive 

OW"lership of sublimity, but it provided the model for grandeur il'l all 

ot.~er phe"'!omena l.Jhich, if they wre to challe, ge Hords"WOrth 1s 

im9.ginatio'1, had to be see>1 as possesshg power, duration and 

simplic:i.ty. lo"ldol'l :r:xn~ed the first rP-al chal+enge because it seemed to 

lack basic simplicity to which the other attributes of grandeur could 

be att9.ched, and tc"1e pol..rar it U" doubtedly exerted seemed to be 

oppress:ive. But lo'1don '1everthelcss attracted ~.brdsworth, a"'!d its 

power could be explai'!1ed il'l terms of duration. In fact, duration-

\\!hether in the form of history, perma'1ence or er~durance--~100rges as 

the basis for pol-.ter, steillr.ling from !Xfe"1ome'1a or impressed upon them, 

a'1d it thus li"'lkS the disparate entities we have analyzed :1.'1 the 

prese"'t chapter. Cities, men a'1d the perl!la'1e'1t works of i"'!tellect 

a11d art all evince simplicity a'1d po-wer in some form; but it is the 

quality of duration t.~at emerges as the ~~ JE.U of gra'1deur. 

http:simplic:i.ty
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t-DRDSH)RTH A'W AlPr·TE StJBLIHITY A~m BEAUTY 

In the summer of 1790, the lo"lg vacatio11. precedi11.g his fl11.al 

examinatio"ls as a ca.T'Ididate for the Cambridge B. A. degree, Horclsworth 

set out on a Europea'1 walki"lg-tour with his fello·w Collegia"l Robert 

Jones. This tour would take them south1.,rards through France to the 

Savoy regiofl, the Fre"'lch and Swiss Alps, roilt'ld the Lakes of Geneva, 

l'.aggj_ore a'1d Com, a,.,d t."'rough S-vdtzerlard, Germany and France hack to 

England. The two young zoon he.d chose11. a significant route, .for similar 

itineraries had constitv.ted the popular "tour" whic-h such writers as 

Den.,is, Shaftesbury, Addison, 1-."alpole a"ld. Gray had u"'ldertaken duri"'~g 

the late-seve'1tee:71th a'l'ld early-eightee'l'lth centu.ries. 1 This Alpi'l'le 

tour 1."icluded as its pri....,cipal .features the Chartreuse region, the 

Lake of Geneva, the glaciers of Charoo...,ix, l·b"lt Bla'l'lc and lb"lt Cenis, 

the Simplo"l. Pass a, d the Rs.vine of Gon do , Lake Conx> a, d the .falls of 

the Rhi11e a.t Schaffhausen. Fixed jn the mi"ids of 1'nglish travellers as 

the pre-emi..lent expressio'1 of natural sublimity, the tour had 

encouraged the vogue o.f the "natural" a'!d ''sensn.tio,a.l" sublime in 

literature and painting. It fou"1d its classic celebratio"l.S in the 

1For a., accou, t of these tours, see Ha.r jorie Hope 'rico lso"l, 
1J2.u.,tain Gloom nnd J;ou....,~1:d"1 C'rlOJ"'.b pp. 271-.39.3. I have drawn freely 
from Professor 'Tj colso"' 1s ma.ter1 al in the first part of this chapter, 
a"'ld the passages i'L'OTJ Del'Jnis, Shaftesbury, Addjso'1, lialp:>le ar:d Gray 
are all quoted from her book. 
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writi'1gs of such diverse figures as ne.,,..,is, Walpole, Shelley and 

fuskh, a..,d in the productions of such artists as loutherbourg, 

Martin, Tu.Mer and Thlskin. 

The extracts from letters and journals assembled by l·Iarjo.de 

Hope ~acolson in her valuable book l·bu'1ta:tl"l Gloom a"ld l1ou,tain Glon 

are releva!'lt to a study of 1·.brdsworth 's accou'1t of hi.s tour of the 

Alps, in Book VI of The Prelude, because they show how the perception 

of Alpi'1e scenery, a,d the rhetoric employed to describe that 

perception, u'1derwent a process of co1"lditioning: Alpine travellers, 

e&pecially those 'With a literary be"lt, arrived !1'1 Europe t.rith a fully

form9d mowledge of what to look for, how to react to '\-mat they saw, 

and how "00 dAscribe it, all ;,., terms of the sublime a'1d the beautiful. 

vk:>rdsworth was aware that there was ecce'ltricity, if 11ot reckless"less, 

in his decisio.., to devote his last s~r vacation to Europe rather 

than to study; a,..,d he tells us that 'What gave "a charter to irregular 

hopes" was ''mighty forms seizi"lg a youthful Fa'1cy 11 (VI .348, 347). He, 

toe, was co'1ditio'1ed by '\-.hat had becotm the ''received sta'1dard!t body 

of infornatio'1 and i'1terpretatio'1 about the Alpine region. 2 Yet ~ 

Prelude devotes only 400 li"les to the tour (VI .332-705), a..,d this 

poetic accou"lt j_"l ge,eral either esche,.IS the co'1Ve'1tio'1al rhetoric ()f 

previous literary travellers, or employs it, as it does in the passage 

describi'1g the Ravi"le of Gondo ( 549-72), 0'1 ly to transcend ultimately 

2 see Hs.x vlildi, "tbrdsworth a"ld the Simplo"1 Pass", Olf'"lish 
Studies, XL (1959), 224-32; 'dildi ~otes that 1·.brds~.ororth ma.y have bee, 
fa:!:rlliar with ce Saussure's Voyai"~S da"1s las Alnes (1779) a'1d Hilliam 
Co:Are 1 s Sk~tches__of tlte ,,.aturs.l,, Civil_, a""td Pol~ tical State of 
SH:iSs3rl~:::·;d (1779), the trans}atio'l of which by R.a.ynx:;..,d, ~·brdsworth 
co•1sulted ">hen writing Descript:i.ve Sketc~..E· 
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tech~iqu.es of sensational description. By comparing the I:re1ude 

account of t.1}a tour with the long letter to his sister written in 

Septalllber 1790, a.>1d tho Descri2Yve Sketches written solll9 eighteen 

:roonths later (both docun:ents mich have nuch in conn:oon with 

conventional responses), and with the effusions of figures like Dsnnis 

and lJalpole, w can see :roore precise-ly 'What vbrdswrth was doing with 

the subBme and the beautiful. And if we add to these the relevant 

ps.ssages in the later llill_de to the Lakes, -we can trace the emrgence 

of a consistent, non-sensational and non-literary approach to the 

sublillB. 

The three distinctive erophases discernible in those pre

Words-worth1an travel accounts -we shall '!OW survey are on horror, 

destructi011 and Burkean m:i.xed erlA')tion. All three are present in John 

Dennis 1s letter describing some muntain experiences of his 1688 tour. 

From. the ascent of MouYJt Aiguebellette, Savoy, his ~gas i'"lclude "the 

impending fuck that hung over us, the dreadful Depth of the Precipice, 

and the Torrent that roa.r'd at the bottom"; the "craggy Clifts, 'Which 

1o.-e half' discern' d thro the misty gloom of the Clouds that surrounded 

them, oometiroos gave us a horrid Prospect" ('Ticolson, p. 277). Added 

to the sense o:f horror produced by rocks, precipices, yawning chasms 

and torrents, is the idea that this scenery is both the exhibited 

result of destructive forces and perilous to men. 'Thus he notices, in 

his descent of l·bnt Cenis, "&.ins upon Ruins in nxmstrous Heaps, and 

Heaven and Jt.':a.rth co'!'"\ founded," and "Rocks that -were void of all form, 

but 'What they had receiv'd from Ruine" Nicolson, p. 278); and he 

reports the alarm of journeying alo"lg mountain paths, 'When "w v.1alk 1d 

http:tech~iqu.es
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upon the very bri~k, in a literal sense, of Destructio~; one Stumble, 

a"ld both Life a'!'ld Carcass had bee"1 at once destroy'd" ('Ticolso"l, 

p. 277). However, we have also the begin,.,i'1g of typically Burkean 

erotion; the experie"1ce evoked 11a delightful Horrour, a terrible Joy, 

and at the same tir:Je, that I was i'1fi.,itely pleas'd, I trembled" 

('-Ticolso>J, p. 277). Everythbg consp1..red to make up 11 such a Consort 

••• fur the Eye, as that sort of l·hsick does for the Ear, in liDic.lJ. 

Horrour can be joY'"!' d 1.rHh Harrro'1y 1' ('Ticolso'1, p. 278). Joh"l Den., is 

had also divined the polarity between the subline a"ld the beautiful in 

this Alpine e'1Yixonme:it. 1 '10ticing the distinction between that l.Jhich 

stirs the soul and that wh:ich pleases the se'1ses: 

f.rature] roves us less, whe'1 she studies to please us more. I 
am dellghted, 'tis true at the prospect of Hills a'1d Valleys, 
of flowry Heads, a"'d murl'!llr:ing Streams, yet it :ts a delight 
that 1.s consiste'1t with i1easo"':, a deli@lt that creates or 
improves H9ditati.o"'. Put transporti'1g Pleasures follO\v 1d the 
sight of the Alpes, a"ld \olhat u...,usual Transports th1.nk you wore 
those, that were mi"lgled· with horrours, a.,d sometimes almost 
with despa1..r'? ('·Ticolso,, p. 278) · 

Yet if "delight ••• is co'1siste~t lvith Reason 11 
, the transport, 

horror and despair were depe"lde,..,t Upc>"l relig:io"1. As Professor 'Ticolso!'l 

notes, "The true source of' the Sublillle, for De"l"' is, l-Tas in religiol"). 

Beauty might be found in the works of ma.,. '!he source of subliznity was 

in God a11d i'1 t..~e mart ifestatio"ls of His grea'b1ess a, d po1-rer in 

·,~ature." 3 

Arttho-.,y Ashley Cooper, Earl of Shaftesbury, had made the tour 

jn 16~6, leavi'1g &..'1 i'1diroct accou'!t in The lbralists (1709). 

31rou"tai"1 ('rloom and !·irn.l~taj., GlorY, pp. 221-22; for the 
relevant p:1ssaGes i,., l:-e..."is, see .Q££unds of Critjc1sm, pp. 20-38. 

http:liDic.lJ
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Discussing the same sce"lery as Den"lis he, too, fou"ld in precipices, 

rocks a"ld torrents 1.nages of horror: 

With \<lha.t trembli"lg steps poor ma'1kbd tread the ,arrow bri"lk 
of the deep precipices, from whence with giddy horror they look 
down, mistrusti'<g even the grou'<d whi.ch bears t."lem, whilst t.~ey 
hear the hollow sound of torre'!ts tMdeMeath, a"ld see the ruin 
of the impendi'1g rock, with falli""g trees 1othich ha'1g with their 
roots upwards a.,d seem to draw more rui'1 after t.'lem. 

(•acolson, p. 289) 

Shaftesbury's traveller finds his imgi11ation provoked, Md from the 

natural scene before him he constructs an embodiment of rui"l a'1d 

decay, poi'1ti"'g ahead to the fi"lal dissolution of the wrld: 

[Ven] see, as i11 one j_nstant, the revoluUon s of pn.st ages, 
the fleeting forms of thbgs, and the decay even of this our 
globe, whose youth a"''d first formation t'ley co'!sider, whilst 
the apparent spoil a'!d irreparable breaches of the wasted 
mom t:ai'1 shou them the vK>rld itself only as a "lohle rui·r'l, 
and make them think of its approachi'1g period. 

_ ('Tico lson , p. 229 ) 

Addiso'1, too, felt ''giddy" amo'1g the momtai"ls during the tour he made 

in 1699. Safely at Geneva, he '\-.TOte to a'l English friend of his 

11 troublesorne JouMey over the Alpes, '1-lhere I have bi'1 for some days 

together shiveri'1g aroc>'1g the E+..er-~nl &lows". His head "still Giddy 

with mountains a'l"\d precipices" 1 be appreciates at last the sight of a 

plain. In a later accou'1 t he comrue,., ts 0'1 the Alps i.,., Burkean terms, 

fi'1di'1g that they "fill t."le m.j-.,d with an agrMahle ki11d of horror, and 

form one of the most irreeular, mis-shapen sce'1es i'l"\ the world" 

('Ticolso'1, p. 305). 

Walpole and Gray, travelli'1g forty years later tha11 Addiso'1, 

reJX)rt the same sensatio11s; the former fou'1d the ''horrors [or 1-J:)"'lt 

Ce'1is) . . • accompa'~"~i.ed with too r:ru.ch da'1ger to g:1ve one tins to 

reflect upo'1 (its] beauties 11 while Gray, on the other ha'1d, mre 
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strictly Burkean, four:d that "You have Death perpetually before your 

eyes, only so far reiOOved as to compose the roi~d without frighti.,g 

it" ("'Ticolso'1., pp. 355-56). In Gray's accou""t of the Grande Chartreuse 

'We have again the innges of ruin i11 imps11ding rock.~, torre11ts and 

hangi'1g trees: 

You here ~roet with all the beauties so savage and horrid a place 
can present you with; Rocks of various a11d u11couth figures, 
Cascades pouring dO'\o.'l'l from an iilll"lel'lse height out of hangbg 
Groves of Pine-Trees, & the soleiTM Somd of the Stream, that 
roars below; all concur to form 0"1e of the roost poetical scenes 
ima.ginable. c~acolson' p. 356) 

If_ Gray calls these scenes ''beauties so savage and horridn it is 

'1evertheless evident that he is admiri'1 g the sablime. Like De'1n is, he 

finds the scene elevating; but i11 his formulatio'1 of a poetic and 

religious response he is preparing the grou11d for later travellers, 

\lho will know how to articulate the appropriate respo,se: 

In our little jou.."""ley up to the Grande Chartreuse, I do "''ot 
rezrember to have go'1e te11 paces without a'1 exclamatio"l, that 
there '\-Ta.S no restra.i11ing. ·~ot a precipj.ce, rlot a torre'1t, not 
a cliff, but is pregnant with religion and poetry. There are 
certain scenes that ¥10uld 8.\o.'e a11 atheist i'1to belief, without 
the help of other argume'1ts. ('iicolso~, p. 357) 

His frie'1d \-lalpole begi'1s to offer roore precise descriptio,, but 

offers \/hat will become the truism of later travellers: i'1 reality, 

the Alps and t.~eir regio11 are i'1describable--descr5ption tends to take 

refuge i"l romantic respo1"l.se, evadi'1g the extremism of the sce1"\es 

themselves: 

Tie low, a torre'"lt breaki'1g through cliffs, a'!d tumbli-ng thick 
fragrnants of rocks! Sheets of cascades forci'"!g their silver 
speed doW"! cha"''H~led predpj.ces, and hasti'1g i'1to tho 
roughe•1ed rh•er at the bottori! ·row a,., d the"' a'1 old foot-bridge, 
wit.~ a broken rail, a J.ea>·d.,g cross, a cottaee, or the rui11s of 
M hermitage! 'l~'1is sou'1ds too boi!lhast a~d too romal'\tic to o'le 
that has "'Ot see11 it, too cold for O"le that has. If I could 
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send you my letter post bet\,tee'!"'! hKJ lovely tempests that 
echoed each other's wath, you might have some idea of this 
noble roari"lg scene, as you were readbg it. ('Hcolsol'l, p. 357) 

vlalpole saw the same precipices a,.,d torre"lts as had Dennis fifty 

years earlier, but the former's accou"rit of them, while protestbg the 

scene's indescribability, poeticizes it. The foot-bridge, cross, 

cottage and rubed hermitage indicate the tendency to render a scene 

picturesque by t.i.e inclusion of a few standard "properties", and 

foreshadow 1--.brd::n-.'orth 1s i~1troductio"l of the Chartreuse mo,.,astery i"lto 

the 1850 version of 'lhe Preluci,e, Pook '\TJ:., 

Since the passages \.,re hc.ve quoted, with the single exception 

of' those from Shaft...esbury, are excerpts from the travel literature of 

)Jnroed:i.ate :impressio"ls--letters a"ld journals---the obvious p:>i"lt of 

departure for an exami"lation of 'What i·k:>rds\rorth gai"led from his tour 

is the lo"lg letter he addressed to Dorothy 1·7ordsworth, begun at 

Kesswil and written betwee"l September 6 and 16, 1790. 4 Unfortunately 

the previous letter, appare"ltly coveri'1g 1T1e Grande Chartreuse, is not 

~xtant. The Y.esswil letter is tantalisil'lgly sketchy i"l :i.ts details, 

mixing sigr~ificant cor.wnent with banal detail as 'When, for example, 

1..brds-vrorth a"lY'IOUnces that his trspirits he.ve been kept i"l a perpetual 

hurry of delight by the alm:>st u.,i,.,terrupted successio"1 of subl:ime a"ld 

beautHul objects which have passed before my eyes during the course 

of the last month'', only to follow this immediately with the 

U'1exciti'1g :information that ''our U"''ited expenses si"''ce we quitted 

1+For the full text of t,;,e "Y..esswil letter" see The lette.~.·s of 
HilJ.ian a"1d Dcrot:.r_1ordsv.'Orth: 'TI1e .2:'1rlv vears 1727-i:::':O"', ed. Zr'1est 
de Seli•1court, ~d ed., rev. Chaster L. Shaver Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1967), pp. 32-38. 



Calais ••• havf:'l "lot aJrl'..:>u, ted to roore tha"' twlve pou11ds 11 (E. Y., 

p. 32). 'llte modeM reader must anticipate disappoi11tment '\.Jhen 

Wordsworth "resume [s] the btent of this letter by endeavouring to 

give you so:roo Idea of our route; it will be utterly impossible for me 

to dwell upon partj cula.r sceT'es, as my paper wuld be exhausted before 

I had done with the journey of t'WO or three days 11 (E. Y., pp. 32-3.3). 

Despite this a'Vowed summari"'less, fortunately, comparison of the let·ter 

with both the earlier travel documents l-Ie have "10ticed a11d 

viordswrth 's other Alpi'1e material is poss:ible, to sone extent. 

'lhe Kesswil letter avoids both the em}ilasis upon ruin of the 

earlier travellers and their formu1atio~ of a. ki"1d of Burkean mixed 

erootio11, hut 1-re will meet with thess t'l-}emes i11 J?escr:i.pt,iv!2...§ketches 

and 'l"ne Prelude. Several other t.~emes are, holvever, echoed i'1 the 

letter. Like De'1'1is, Wordsworth "'laturally "10ticed the sharp co"1trast 

betwee"l mou,tain -and lake scenery, and implied the same disti'1ction 

bet\ree1'l the ei0C1tio11s drawn out by them: 

It was impossible not to co"ltrast that repose· that complace11cy 
of Spirit, produced by these lovely scenes [i.e., at Como], 
with the se'1satio1"'ls I had experienced tw or three days before, 
i11 passi,g the Alps. At t..~e lake of Como my nind ra"l thro a 
thousar1d dreams of happiness llhich might be e11joyed upo"1 its 
banks, if heightened hy conversatio''1 a'1d the exercise of the 
social affectiorts. A..ml"'tg the more awful scenes of the Alps 1 I 
had '10t a thought of ma,, or a si'1t;le created hel"1g; r:ry mole 
soul was tuMed to hlin who produced the terrible majesty 
before me. (E. 'Y., p. 34) 

'Jo doubt if llord.s'\.JOrth had fe 1 t i., clined to exemplify "the more ald'ul 

sce'1es" a'1d the ''terrible m.jesty" of the Al!)S he wuld have give'!'\ 

examples silnnar to those of his fore-run..,ers; and it is clear that 

·when he uses the phrase "complacency of Spirit" produced by CoiOO, he 
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has £'ou'l1.d a., equivalent to De'1"l1s's ttdelight that is co'1siste"1t with 

Reaso"l", whereaf! \.ben he has the Alps pre cludi"l g "thought of men, or a 

sj_,gle created bei"lg 11 Hords\.uri:h echoes De"l"" is's 11 tra'1sporti"lg 

Pleasures" a'l'ld "u"lusual Transports". Dennis, we remember, C0"1""~ected 

the subl:ime vrlth religious imagery and emotio"l. 

lo.brdsworth obviously has good reasoY~s "lot to feel impell.ocl m 

attempt detailed descriptio"l of specific forms i"l h1.s letter to his 

sister, reasor~s suppleme""tary to lack of tine and space. the is that) 

like viordsworth himself prior to his visit, Dorothy had al!rost 

certainly read the sort of description ve have found i"l t..~e reports of 

such travellers as 'trTalpole ar1 d Gray. FUrt..~err.::ore, if she had "lot, no 

descriptio~~ would be adequate to the reality; 5 "You have u--doubt-sdly 

heard", writes 'Hords\-~rth, "of these ~elebrated sce"les, &.."le gl&ciers 

of Savoy at Chan:o"li~ but if you have not read of t..1.em a"ly descriptioYI 

'Which I have here room to give you must be altogeth~r i"!adequate" 

(E. Y., p. 33). v!alpole had felt this diff:iculty, w:iting to his 

friend \Jest: 11 TI1 is SOWl ds too bombast a."! d teo roma~l tic to 0'1 e that has 

not seen it, too cold for one that has 11 • l-Jbrdf'l'WOrth iYideed stressed 

h:i.s wish that Dorothy could be by his s:ide, to appreciate the 

5rt vas equal1:r possible, of course, for f.escriptio""l n"ld 
co"'! sequent expectat:ion t.o het;t:ar reality; later i"" the lettor 
1-k.>rds-w'Ort.~ CO"lfesses his c:!isap]Y"Jin t.'lle"lt i"l the Hld"le falls at 
SchaffnauseYJ; "I had raised ray ideas too h:leh'' (althow.;n, j_, the later 
"'Ihe Sublime and t."le Beautiful", he l-.ras to use these same falls as a 
type of suhBmity); th5.s rocalls also the terse 1i--1es about !·~"lt Bla,., c 
i'1 ~ Pre1ude: 

That day ,,.e first 
r:eheld t..'le summit of 1-b"lt Bla'1c, a.,d criev 1d 
To have a soulless image o,.., the eye 
H'1ich had usurp 1d 1;pon a livj.,g thou£ht 
That ~ever more could bo. (VI.~52-56) 
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differences between Swiss a:-1d Lake District sco"'lery: 

I have thought of you per.l_:)P.tually a"'ld never have my eyes burst 
upo11 a sce.,e of particular loveliness hut I have alnost 
instantly wished that you could for a nome'1t be tra'1sported 
to the place \-mere I stood to e'1joy it. I have been nnre 
particularly i"'lduced to form these ¥1ishes because the scel1es 
of Swisserla.,d have no resemblance to a,y I have found b. 
Er1gland, a"'ld conseque.,tly it may prohably 'lever ·be i'1 your 
power to form a'iy idea of them. (E. Y., p. 35) 

Wordsworth ws voici'1g a typical tourist cliche--'!there is nothing 

like this to be seen at home"--but he evidently meaTJt it, for he 

reiterates the dissimilarity i'1 the Guide to the lakes. 

From the material of the Kesswil letter -we may draw either of 

alternative CO"lclusio"ls about 1-.brdswort.h 's respo'1ses, during that 

first European tour, to sublimity a"ld beauty: that he respo'ided more 

readily t.o beauty t.~an to sublimity ('which is U'1likely, i'1 view of 

his reiterated co.., fessi0'1, i., 'Ihe Prelude, that sublimity preceded 

beauty in his developm'3"1t); or that he fe.lt less co'l"lfide'1t about 

formulating his responses to the latter than to the former. !11 view of 

his reaction to the "more awful sce.,es of the Alps" the seco11d of the 

alternatives seems probable; he recog11ized a1"ld respo'ided to sublime 

forms, but did'1 't know quite mat to say about them, whereas he could 

readj.ly id~'l"'\ tify wat gave him pleasure i'1 the beautiful 8."1 d the 

picturesque. The t~ reasonably specific imvressio'is of the Kesswil 

letter aro both of baauty--i-1 the J..ake of Ge11eva and the lake of Com:> 

with its picturesqu9 ba,ks--a,d they recur, sig1ificantly, with little 

modification i~ later documents.6 v~rdswurth travelled along the 

6Some of what 'V.brcsworth wrote about the s~iss lakes i, the 
g~, which was first published i, 1810, dates from after the 
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north-western ba"lk of Lake G~"1eva to the i:.own of Ville"leuve at its 

head. "'lb.e lower part of the lake 11 , he rei11:1.rks, "did "'lOt afford us a 

pleasure equal to 1-mat might have bee•1 expected from its celebrity" 

(E. Y., p. 33). 'lhe high grou"ld on the south-eaRtern side of t'1e lake 

'WB.s "veiled i"'1 a species of bright obscurity", but at least at its 

head the lake was sufficie"1 tly narro..,, to permit good views of the 

opposing picturesque bank; since the lowest part of t.~e lake of Ge"leva 

is also narrow, i·,brdsworth must actually have i"~te"'lded, by 11 "tt'1e lo,,!Elst 

part", the long middle section ....,ilich is broad a~d constitutes the 

greater part of the lalr..e 's length. 1-k>rdsworth 's aesthet:tc of lakes did 

not change and he co"1siste'1tly stressed the adva'1tages of small lakes. 

In the Guide to the lftkes, small bodi~s of vm.te:r such as abomd in t.~e 

ID1gJ.ish Lake District are preferred because of their still..,ess and 

their capahility of reflecti'1g the 3ux·rcu'1dj_,.,g elevatio'1'1S and 

atmospheric phenomena; yet in spite of its size- (a'1d t·,brdsworth calls 

it 11vast 11 ) the lake of Geneva appealed ruore tha'l some other Alpi"1e 

lakes because its 11 impuritiesn were deposited at the lake's bed, and 

in its extreme lovrer part its '1arrowness preve"\ted U"\due agitatio"'_•7 

European tour he took with his wife l·!ary a'1d sister Dorothy i'1 1820. 
This Iilaterial fou'1d its \.Jay i"lto later ecitio"ls, hut is j,., ge"'leral 
accord H:l t.'-1 early impressio'1 s. I~l her journal of the tour ( JoU!"'!als of 
Dorothy ~!ordsworth, ed. E. de Sel:i.n court [I.o.,don: Hs.cmilla"'l, 1952 J, 
II, 7-336) a,..,d i:;"le letters wr:i tte"'l duri":g it (~Letters of Hi1Ha.rn 
a"'!d Dorothy 1-k>rds•.-:orth. The H:i dd.le Years, ed. E. de Seli.,court 
[Oxford: Clare'1doyl Press, 1937], IT, 890-9e6) Dorothy ~lordsworth 
ec3oes several of her brother's judgne'1ts O"'l the sce'1ery they passed 
through. 

7See Guide, p. 107, pp. 32-36; O""! p. 33, '1-lords-vrorth remarks 
that at the L1.ke of Ge,eva "the proportio"l of difi\Jsecl water is ••• 
too great" to admit of its always heing see'l as a co,...tai'ied form with 
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'!he most sienif'icant si'1gle description of the letter is 

lk>rdsworth 's account of his walk northwards al0'1 g the westerr1 shore of 

lake CoiiD, for elements of this description recur--in Descr~_ptive 

Sketc~, in The Prelude, in the Guide to the Lakes and i"'l Dorothy 

\k>rdsworth's ,iournal of the 1S20 tour--with very little modificatio'1. 

A number of features of the sce"le imprinted themselves indelibly on 

Wordsworth's mi'1d. He noted that the path al01'1g the lake \>18.S extremely 

charrei•·1g, bejng but a small foot-path co-nT'lecting the scattered 

v5_llages that cl:itcbed the hiJ_ls P.lo':1 g the westeM shore. 'lb.'3 walk was 

begun at noon, so that ,,njle ho a"'ld Jones wore i"l the shade af.'orded 

by the steep, sometimes over-hangi"lg cliffs, the SU'1 "illuminated fue 

woods rocks and villages of the opposite shore''. Because Conn is a 

narrow lake, the mou"1tai'1s rapidly threw their shado,.,s across it, 

'Which produced a particularly beautiful effect as they moved up the 

westerr1 face of the easterr~ hills, coveri"lg one half of a village i'1 

shade vm1.le the other half Y.'Ould yet remai'1 1.'1 bright su'ilight. Both 

shoreli'1e a,d lake were striki..,g, the former bei"'lg "steeps covered 

with large sweeping \..OOds of chestnut spotted with villages", the 

latter offerbg a'1 equally i'1trigui.,g surface, "part of it glowi"lg 

with the richest green a-nd gold ••• part shaded with a soft blue 

ti11t 11 (E. Y., PP• 33-34) • 

lhy v.rords,.rorth devoted such space to this si"lgle picture is 

expla.i"led by the passages 0'1 Coroo i-n Descriptive Sketches and 'Ihe 

Pre1u~: it was a self'-i'1terpretj.'1g picture, co:r:1posiTJ.g i'1 itself aYl 

atten dan t aC:.vantages i"l clarity a"'d still"''ess. Ch his deprecatio>l of 
the AL-.erica"1 Great Lakes see above, p. S8. 
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im9.g:inative, U"" ified t-rhole. As such, the same details come toget..1.er 

i~ Descriptive Sketches (80-147) to constitute thG sectio~ of that 

poem least marred by the ndditio'r'l of se"ltimenta.l and histrionic 

i"lterest. The acco'U""lt of lake Como sticks closely to the sober details 

of the letter, albeit ti~ged by o. p'lcturesque vie\-IpOi"''t. 1-lords\-rorth 

mentio•1s the 1'hidde11 margi"1'' along v..nich he roves. Conn is 1'bosom 1d 

deep in ches-tnut groves"; the hills rise steeply from "narrow deeps"; 

the towns around the lake cli~g to the water's edge, or "lurk i'-1 wody 

sunless groves pro:fou11d11 , c:::- "from t~e bo"ldi~g rocks obtrusive cling"; 

the hills are reflect~d in the water, and their shadows track the sun 

"up ttl.:!' opposi"lg hills", givi11g the impression me11Uo'1ed i'1 the letter 

as 'lJ:lalf a village shi:r;es, i'1 gold array'd, / Bright as th'9 nl0o'1, half 

hides itself i'1 shade''; the woods clDw golden~ reflected i~ the lake, 

and the chest·mt woods are al?'ain referred to, !!Th 1 U'1wearied sweep of 

wad thy cliff that scales 11 • 
8 ~rothing is added to thAse and other 

picturesque details by the description i'1 Book VI of The Prelude, 

although Wordsworth 1-1ants to greet Como i'1 hett..er poetry, 

a m::>re melodious So11g, 
\-here to'1es of leru:"1ed Art and 'iature mix'd 
Hay frame e'1<fu.ti'1g la.,guace (VI.603-05); 

8
A direct recall of the letter's ''large swepi"''g t-'Oods of 

ches't11ut". It is to the regia., of Cor:JO that 1:ords11orth attributes the 
"torre'1ts shootj_., g from the clear-blue sh--y" { 130), given, i"'l The 
.f.relude, VI.561, to the Ravi,.,e of Go-:do; cf. lg_ur.,als, II, 217-18, for 
Dorothy ~.Ords'v,~rth 's descriptio, of the Fiur1e d1 Latte, a clear, 
procipj_tous torre1t which ''1ssues s:ile.,tly from the cold caver"'', 
slides but a very little ".t!IJ.Y over the rock, the~ bou'1cls i" a short 
cataract, arzd rushes rapj dly to t:.1e lake.'' 'l'he pages of the Jour1al 
deali"'lt, with the Cono regia,., self-cov~scjously quote several r~hrases 
from the Des~r5 nt:tve Sl~etcbes ( 1793). 
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mst of the phrases, ho~rrever, siaply echo Descrjot:i.ve Sketches, 

''bosom'd up/ :r.., Ahyssi"1ian privacy'1 replaci'1g "bosom'd deep i11 

chestnut groves", a"'d the "dark-eyed Hlids" co.,ti11ui'1g to te'1d thej_r 

plots of !'1dia.., corn although "10 lol"\ger, apparently co'1tradict.:rily, 

also "fair". Clearly, vTith the exceptio'1 of ~~e nlarge sweepbg w::>ods 

of chestnut" (possibly a.., i'1sta"1ce of that sublir.rl.ty \-mich "will ..,ever 

be wanting, where the se11se of i11'1umerable multitude is lost i..,, and 

alteMates with, that of j_,te..,se u-:itytt--~, p. S7), lake Como's 

attributes impart a se>1se of beauty as opposed to the sublimity of the 

Alps t..i.emselves, as i·brdsv.'Orth suggests i"'l The Prelude: 

Like a breeze 
Or su"'lbeam over :y-our domai•1 I pass' d 
:r.., r10tio'1 Hithout pause; but Y.e ha7e left 
Your beauty \-lith rr.e, a.., .jrr.pas:::io'1 'd sight 
Of colours a"1d of forn:s, whose po"t-Ier is S\-:eet 
A11d era.cious, almost rlit;ht I dare to say, 
As virtue is, o.c goo~ e ss , SvTe et as love 
Or the rememhra"\ce of a r:Oi)le deed, 
Or ee•1tlest visitations of pure thouf)'-lt 
'1-he"l God, the Giver of all joy, is tha..,k' d 
Religiously, i'1 sile"'lt blessed..,ess, 
Sweet as this last herself; for such it is. 

(VI.605-l6) 

This passage is ..,ot without its explicatory sig"1ifica'1ce, in vie,., of 

the stateme'Ylt of the Kesswjl letter that 11 Te'1 thousand tir;;.es i'1 the 

course of this tour have I reeretted t~e i"labiHty of my memory to 

retai"l a rrore stro..,g impression of the beautiful forms before me". 

Como w~s the occasio~ of "'O such regret; its beauty impressed itself 

O"l the sight a"ld the imaci..,ation with that self-evide"1t power revealed 

in such qualities as virtue and love. 

'To less i.,.,teresti"'lg than the marked co..,c:,ruity of the accourts 

of Como b the letter of 1790, the ~iptive Sketches (1793), The 
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Prelu~El and eve'1 Dorothy Hords"10rth 's jour1al, :is the begi'1rdng of 

t.ltat process \-!hereby v.brd.sw'Orth abstracts general aesthetic laws from 

his ow1 experience. Because the phe"'oruena first described in the 

letter ~vere made pr>ssible by an afte~oon excursio'1 alo'1g t..l-J.e v;estei"'l 

shoreBne, tlorcs\rorth recommends this course in a nots to line 90 of 

Descript:i.ve Ske tcho s: ''Tf a'1y of my readers should ever visit the lake 

of CoiiX>, I recommend it to him to take a stroll along this charming 

little pathway; he nrust chuse the eve>"~ing, as it is on the westeM 

side of the lake ·•. By the time of the puhlicatio~ of t..l-J.e ~' this 

has bee"'l made into a general pri,.,ciple of aest..l,etic percept1on: 

A stra~ger to a mou, tai'1ous cou.,try may '1ot be a"rare that his 
walk i'1 the early nx:n:"i:i'1g ought to be taken 0'1 the easter1 
side of the vale, otheruise he will lose the mor-, :i"'lg light, 
first wuchi'1g t.l-J.e tops a't"'d the'1ce creepJ.ng cown the sides of 
the opposite hills, as the sun asce1~ds, or he may go to some 
ce'1 tra.l emln en ce, coL1111a:1 di"lg both t.~e shadows from the 
easterr1 aPd th0 lights U}Xl'·· the vJestcrn mou'1tai'1s. Put, if the 
horizon li'1e in the east he low, the \>JeSter" side r:..ay 'be taken 
for the sake of the reflectio'1s, upo'rl the v.rater, of light from 
the risi•1 g SU'1 • !'1 the eve·1 i'1 g, for l:i ke reaso'1 s, the contrary 
course should he take,. (p. 98) 

This pri'1ciple, as we have seen, dates from 1790 a'rld the walk alo""'g 

the westeJ:'I"l ba'1k of Iake Com. 

Perhaps the description of Lake Coro--give'rl i'1 the Kesswil 

letter, elaborated a'1d slightly roma"' ticized in Descriptive .Sketches 

a'1d retu.!""1ed to its essentials in The Prelude--should be regarded as 

the "set piecett of i1ordsworth 's attempts to discrimi'1ate het-wee'1 the 

sublime a'l'ld the beautiful i"l Alpi'1e scenery, as the fusing of eleme'1ts 

mai'ily experienced i"l his jouMey throu~::h t.~e GoY~do Ravi'1e sta'rlds as 

his classic express1o"1 of Y~atur-al subl:im) ty (The ?relude, VI.549-72). 

At any rate, the description from the letter provided the basis for 
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tloK> poetic accounts of nature..l and human beauty i"l which various 

details are successfully combined i"lto a single, U"lified picture; and 

about only one element of the sce'!'le does lbrdsworth appear to have 

altered his original judgm.ent.9 

i-k>rdsworth '\.-13.S able to be particular about the "beautiful" 

aspects of his tour but, i"l the Kesswil letter, he avoided such 

particularity about the sublime. There "~re "awful sce"les" which 

diverted his thoughts from man a'1cl creation a"':d turned his soul "to 

him wo produced the terrible majesty befo~ r.1e ". As if purposefully 

evading further com~nt on sublimity, he fellows this co""lfession, 

safely appropriate as it is i.., terms of what the sublime was supposed 

to do, with the discla:iJner that he is "too partic:u lar for the limits 

of my paper''. Similarly, although he remarks that "The impressio"""s of 

three hours of our walk a.roong the Alps will never be effaced", he 

neHher describes the locale of the walk "lor details the ineffaceable 

impress ions ; the se ere t was not revealed by i-.brdswcrth tj 11 he '\vTO te 

Book VI of Tho Prelude •10 Despite ~~is reticence ·about the f>\lbli.me i'"' 

his letter written durj,g the tour 1-k>rdsl..rorth certai'1ly luxuriated 1n 

9I refer to i-k>rds"~-.rorth '~ deprecatio"l of Alpil1e trees and 
foliage, il1 compariso...,_ ,,rith those of Bri"t.'li>i, i,., t.~e Gu'lde, pp. 
104-06. He >iotes that "01 the Italia'1 side of the Alps, chesttut and 
wabut-trees grow at a C0'1siderahle heieht on the rnou..,tai"ls; but eve.-, 
there t.~e foHage is """Ot equal j_t"l beauty to the 'natural product 1 of 
this climate.-" Ho1-rover, i.., his earlier descriptio.-,s of the chest>11:t 
weds, t.hey appear to i"1sta:"1ce sublimity, ~ot beauty. lbrdswrth also 
slights such Italia~ foliage as the vi~e and the olive. 

10
A, i11teresti.-,g accou.,t of the date, tine a"~d surrou'1di.-:gs of 

this part:\ cular th:cee hours is give~ i"~ !·ax Hildi 1s t,,'O articles cited 
above, i'1 :f\'1. 2 of' this ch~tpter; the 11 i ..... ~ffacea·ble impresd.ons" are, 
of course, :imagi"'.atively reconstituted i11 The Prelu~, VI.553-72. 
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the stel"'"! aspect.s of his tour v.nen he vTrOte the Descri12..tive Sketches 

dur1:ng his second 'Tisi t to Fra!1ce. For '\orhereas tc~e letter belC"lged to 

"lifen, the Sl:etc:1es defi>1itely belonged to "literature''; a"1d it YJS.s 

in the v1ritings of earlier litera..7 travellers that 'ihrdsi..orth 

discovered a mythology of sublime la~dscape ready to hand. He was 

eager, following their examples, to find the "m:>re avful sce!'les of the 

Alps" redolent of chaos, danger, ruin and destruction. In Descriptive 

Sketches the sublime appears as the tra,sformation of aw evoked by 

alpine scenery into a serias of vi~ettes of natural threat and 

devastation. Several of the sketches are "sensat5.onal11 to the :p::>i."lt of 

absurdity. 

't-hen, after the account of the Ra.vi11e of Go11do in Book VI of 

Th.e Prelude (549-72), lbrds\o.urth tells us that 

Tumult and peace, the darkness and the light 
Were all lilr.e ~rkings of one mind, the features 
or the same face' blossoms upon one ~e, 
Characters of t!1e great Apocalypse, 
'lb.e types and symbols of' EteMity, 
Of first and last, and midst, and wit.1.out end, 

we recognize that manifestations of the sublim and the beautiful have 

bl3en broug1.t imaginat1.vely into a meanbgful mutual r-elatio"1ship; 

resolutely separate, they yet manifest different facets of a unity. In 

pescri:gtive Sket.:,ches no such imsginative ordering is achieved. 

WOrdsworth tr:i.es to balance the beautiful ar;a:i.nst the suhlin:e but 

presents the latter as so oYerl.-Jhelminely hostile to ::l.'l.n that the fel-T 

passages depictbg natural hospitality and projecti>1~ a spirit of 

optimism are quite unconvincing. Cftt the other hand, so determined is 

i{ordsl<X)rth to portray sublime nature in the extreiOOs-: rigours of its 
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al."bitrary hostility to human creatures that wild nature, too, is 

reduced to grotesque bathos and ba..,ality. ATl example of this 

ridiculously sensational:s.tic sublimity is the vignette of the Grison 

gypsy and the landscape of the river Reuss (188-262). 'lbe gypsy, "hand 

in hand with Fear", wanders "solitary through the desert drear".11 Her 

inhospitable environment is about to be eclipsed by storm Md 

avalanche, and the gypsy 'WOm&.n takes shelter in a covered bridge as 

rocks crash dot.n from the cliffs a"''d il'Jbu'!'lder slips abroad 11 : 

On the high summits Dark'less co1:1..es a"ld goes, 

Hiding their fiery clouds~ their rocks, and snows; 

The to~r~nt, travers'd by the lus~ broad, 

Starts lik!" a horse beside the flashil'lg road; 

In the roof'd bridge, at t.'I-J.a·:. despairi"lg hour, 

She seeks a shelter from the batteri"''g show'r. 


(~:05-lU) 

It is characteristic of. J)o,scriptive Sketch~ to multiply the wes o:f 

hapless man: we might ha·ve ~xpected that the bridge, "totteri"''g to its 

fall" under the avala..,che 's powr, wuld have proved fatal to t.."'le 

gypsy, but sh~ survives to be t."'l.e prey to further l!le"laces •.\ "dea-th

dog" howls, a fox barks, the ''Havoc" impels a predatory bear to vacate 

his bone-strewed lair, "Banditti voices talk" in the valley and 

finally the cry of the gypsy's baby (about \ilose existe"'ee, to fuis 

point, -we have been ignorant) leads the "famish 'd wl:f" to his prey. 

At this climactically terrible point the fable is suspended. 

In the following verse-paragraph -we pass, all too rapidly, the 

beautiful vale. of Urseren to 

ll,,brds\JOrth uses the -w-ord "desert11 in ~cr1pt1.ve Sketches i"l 
its wider sigrd.ficatio.., of 11u..,peopledtt, 11vmste ", "desolate 11 ; the 
countryside he describes in tr.~.e IX>em is l>f course extreiuely mountain
ous but as little susceptible to human cultivation as vast, flat 
barren expanses. 
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Plunge with t"le lbsa embrown 'd by Terror's breath, 

'Vllere daYlger roofs the narrow walks of death; 

By floods, t.~a.t, thu.,deri'ng fl~m their dizzy height, 

S~ll more giga':'ltic an the stedfast sight; 

Black drizzli"'lg craggs, that beaten by the din, 

Vibra~, as if a voice complai~'d within; 

Bare stseps, where Desolatio., stalks, afraid, 

tmstedfast, by a blasted yew upstr3.y'd; 

By cells whose image, trem'bli'1g as he prays, 

A-we struck, the 'kneeli'1g peasant scarces surveys; 

loose-hanging rocks the Day's bless'd eye that hide, 

And crosses rear'd to Death em every side 


(245-56). 

'!he landscape of this ~rse is familiar to us from the travellers' 

accomts summarized earlier in the chap"t,.t)r, with its giddy heights, 

narrow paths, overha11ging rocks, »starti.'tlg 11 trees and yawning gulf's, 

but here they serve as the backdrop to vig!!ettes of romantic tragedy 

such as wr" popt1larized by the a.rMst De J..outherbourg i.n his Burkee.r. 

12 
canvasses. lha.t is especially notewrthy in the quoted passage is 

the presence of the vibrati.,g crags, a ceta~.l \lhich '\v"S.S t.::-an::~ferrecl. 

13
'00 the description of t.lJ.e Ravine of Cion do i'l Boc:>k VI of '!lle Px'elude e 

'lhis seems to indicate that the '•stedfast sight" at least ifi no 

rhetorical flourish; Vbrdsworth certainly observed subl~ J:henomena 

in their CO"lstituent details on his first Alpine tour, wit'hout at that 

t:ilne knowing how to give them more than factitious sigrtifica't"lce in 

description. 

If a typical nx>de of eightee>"~th-cerrb.u-y descriptive poetry, 

12Such pa'i.l"!ti,gs as, for example, 'Ihe Shipwreck (1793), 
reproduced i'1 Plates 125 and 126 of \lilliam Gaunt's Tne Great ~'1YJ£I 
Qf British Pa1'1tjn.,.: Hogarth to 'r~ (london: Phaidon, 1971); see 
Chap~r III, i"'. 6, abovo. 

13Besides the few lines that were i11corporated into the P..avinc 
of Gondo description, 11. 492-511 were used in the 11asce'1t of S'noio.rdo1 11 

episode with mich \·k>rdsworth in'MYJcred to conclude the poem from quite 
an early stage of compositiQ1'l of The Prelude. See below, Chapte::- VIII. 
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that in t-rhich the reader is invited to traverse vast tr'act-'3 indicative 

of natm:·al plenitude and '00 extrapolate a variety cf general truths 

about hum..1.nity, is employed in pescriptive Sketc~es l-ritb. disastrous 

results~ it is r;erhaps because 1-brdsvrorth presses the natural sublime 

to its Rurkea.n limits. 'Ihis certail'lly occurs i'1 the sketch of the 

Alpine cham:>is hunter (366-413), l-Jho first reflects Uordsworth 's awe 

in the face of subliioo forms and then becotoos a victim to nature's 

excesses; the sa.."t!e technique is the'1 employed in the description of 

the Swiss herdsmn (550-621), except that in this latter vignette the 

herds:ma.n !s lot in life becon:as an emblem of the general human 

condition. In the former sketch the narrator qui.te appropriately 

stands atop an emi!1Emce and surveys a vista, his soul attuned to 

sublimity~ Far off he descries a cha.roois huYJter who must track through 

"wastes" (371) and "vacant 'WOrlds" (372), wrlds 

'Where Life and Sound, and }btion sleep, 
1-.here Silence still her death-like reig.-1 extends, 
Save when the startline cliff unfrequent rends: 
In the dl5lep sno'W' the mi@l. ty ruin drown 'd, 
lvbcks the dull ear of Tilm with deaf abortive sound 

(375-79). 

This is sufficiently conventional and not essentially different from 

the terms in which Byron and Shelley \-rere to conceive of Alpine 

scenery, as we shall see. But \brdsl-rorth cannot resist particularizing 

the f.:Oi:kntially destructive qualities of the environirent, by having 

it wreak its po'\-.-cr 011 the ch8.11X)is hunt.er. Caught in Alpine m:lst and a 

snow storm, the hunter dies in the wastes far from home, an eagle 

hovering above eager to ~atch its prey. Perhaps, l-brdswurth remarks 

less t..~a.n cheerfully, the hu,ter's son will 0'1e day pass his father's 
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bones and "start11 a.t ttthe rel:l.ques of t."lat very thigh, I 0"1 which so 

oft he prattled 'Whe"l a boy" (412-13). I"' the latter of these tw 

vignettes a solite.ry herdsma"l meditates 0'1 the heights. In Burkean 

fashion, flsavage "l'ature hU!ilbly jo:lns the rite, I ~lhile flash her 

up\IEU'd eyes severe delight" (554-55), but the parallel description of 

his emot:tonally mixed state, "great joy by horror tam'd dilates his 

heart", is surely absurd. ¥,bat the heresman sees is aw-inspiri~g and 

f.dghterdng: "Alps overlooki'!'\g A.lps their state upswell" ...nile ''Huge 

Pikes of Darkness named, of Fear a!ld Storms, / Lift, all serene, their 

still, illumin 1d forms" (560-65) •14 
As for the Alpine shepherd, 

Wordsworth sayst so for humanity i'1 general--brief joy cheers a 

"ld,1try w.e.y"; we all clirtJ.b th?l "e'1dless Alp of life" ar1d the 

"avalanche of Death" destroys the ''little cottage of domestic Joy'1 
• 

Such ~lodramatic el-'isodes of gr~J.tuitous sufferi!'g and generalized 

m:>ral allegory are all that 1-.brdsworth can do with his 11l!X)re awful 

scenes" in Descriptive Sketches. 

It is .h1structive to compare t.Jordswrfu 's early treatme~t of 

Alpine sublimity w!th those of Byron end Shelley, 'Who saw the sam 

threatening natural phenoroona yet gave to them a d:!..fferent 

sig1ific8."'\ce. !""! By..."''n 's Hanfred (1817), a Faustian poetic drann about 

the torments of a danned soul that is at once alienated from yet bound 

to humanity, the theme of sublime ruin is embodied in the Alpi11e 

l4These Pikes are presumably such fo~ as 1·.brdsworth i~tends 
in "The Sublim9 and the BeautH'u.l", whose lines [are] abrupt. a11d 
precipitous, hy ·which da11ger & sudden cha.,ge is e.x-pressed 11 ; and they 
thereby differ frorn the rnou.,tai, of "steady form" (Th~ Prelude, VII. 
72.3) ·whose lines, "flow [i.,g1 i'1to each other li!Ce the vaves of the 
sea", :impart a differe11t sartse of sublimity. 

http:solite.ry
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"latural' theatre Yhich, l-lhil.e ~.t i'1vites }fa."'lfred to y:teld to forces 

wich are transce'~'~ dently pcrwerful, serves as a"' emblem of his O\Jn 

heroic but ruined spirit; neverthelt!ss 1 some po-wer restrains Ma"1i'red 

from seek:!"'g his sopulchre in an alpi'1e abyss. t.hen Hanfred bids the 

cosmic. spirits ap~ar, the "Second Spirit" insta'1ces Hont Blanc as the 

ancient king of oou,t.a.ins, accoutred with rocks, S!10W, clouds, forests, 

avalanches and glaciers; yet this monarch, potentially self-levelling, 

is subject to the "spir-it or the place" \lhich controls the release or 

the mow'ltain 's d~structive energy: 

1-S:mt Blanc is t.~e DX>narch of roountains; 
They cro"m 'd him long aeo 

On a thrO"le of rocks:- i'1 a robe of clouds, 
Hlth a diad~m of snow. 

Arou'1d h~.s ·..rd.iat. are forest.s braced, 
nw Avalan~he in his hand; 

But ere i ~ tall, that thn"1 d~ri'1 g ball 
1-bst pause fer my CO!!lrla"l d. 

'lhe Glacier's colo and restless mass 
lbves onward day by day; 

But I am ha who bids it pass, 
Or 'dth its ice delay. 

I am the spirit of the pla~e, 
Could mak-! the IOOU"1 tai, bow 

And qu:tver to his caverrt 'd base-
And \hat with me wouldst Thou? 

.(I.i.6D-75) 

\mat Hanfred actually seeks from the cosmic spirits is "forgeti'u.ll

ness", but m:>re relevant for our purposes here is Byron 1s CO"lventiona.l 

tl1ea~nt of the Alpi>'le theatre as a vast collocatio, of destructive 

and even self-destructive forces held 1'1 check by a controlling power. 

As Manfred stands on the cliffs of the Jungfreu, he gazes "on the 

torrent's brink beneaih" a,,d sees 11 th~ tall pines dwindled as to 

shrubs / Jn dizziness of distance 11 (I.ii.13-15); besides employing the 

familiar rhetoric of the natural subli.loo, Byron suggests 1o-hat was 

http:forgeti'u.ll
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implicit in the accou,.,ts of such travellers as Ualpole--the il"1sidious 

pull exerted by the depths, causing dizzi11ess in the elevated 

spectator. He also has I-18nf'red perceivi11g this world as perpetually 

falling and decaying, perhaps fore&hadowing the universe's f5"lal 

crisis: 

M:Yu."ltai"ls have fallen, 
leaving a gap in the clouds, and with the shock 
.Rocki"lg their Alpine brethre,; fillil"'g up 
The ripe greel"' valleys with destruction's spli."l ters; 
Damming the river with a sudd~ dash, 
Ylich crush 'd the waters into mist and made 
Their .fou"'tains fhd a"lother channel (I.i.i.92-9S). 

Han.fred himself is like the blasted SCf'.!nery, 

Grey-hair'd wtth a"lguish, like these blasted pi.nes, 

1-.'reeks or a single wil'lter, barkless, branchless, 

A blighted tru"'k upo11 a cl.lrsod root, 

t.hich but supplies a feeling to decay 


(I.H.•66-69). 

Such subl~ forces are ~de '00 reflect Ha.nfred's spirit wile they 

refuse to an,ihilats him, expending their W"lton power i"lstead, in 

'«.>rdsl>'Orth:ta"l fashion, crt innocent, Ul"aspiri'l"'e aspects of creation, 

fa.lli"lg "Ol"! the youl"'g flourishing forest, or the hut / And hs.mlet of 

the harmless villager" (I.i:t.SO-Sl). Ms.nfred 's alpine "WOrld is thus 

similar to \-brdswcrth 's, awful, powerful and host:i le; 1mt :.t is see11 

frorn th~ perspective of a huma.n creature \o.UO challe-;ges its sublimity, 

not from that of vuL"lerable huma."lity. 

- Byron's poem also has an :i.'1teresti'1g co"lnection with Book VIII 

of The Prelude, i"l that just as 'Vk>rdsworth saw the statesllll!!n of the 

Enelish lake District reta:tni"lg patriarchal Gig·lity amo"g "imaees of 

danger and distress", so Han.fred observes that am::rn.g the S\.riss Alps 

"the patriarchal days are not/ A pastoral fable" (I.ii.49-50). 'J:he 
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Chanois hunter of Byron's poem, i"'ldeed, has affiliati.ons with the 

JllOU"\tain patriarchs of The Prelude rather than with the wfortu"''ate 

victim of Descr5ot:ive Sketches. He is an embodiment of rural 

i"ldependenca a.,d fortitude 'Who mows his terri+...ory ru"ld its eangers, 

and he attempts to reclaim Hanfred to C0Illl1'X)"tl humanity, uttering a 

l,obrdsworthian se"ltiment in his plea to lfa:t1fred to "ITold, madman!-

thou~ a-lo.'l9ary of thy life, / Stain not our pure vales with thy guilty 

blood" (I.ii.ll0-11). 

In his r:.esswil letter l.brdsworth did ·not nention 1-i:>.,t Bla"'lc, 

presum.bly for the reaso"" give., in 'ft1e Preluda, that the first sight 

or Jvbnt Blanc's summit was a disappointment: WorC'tS'W01'th was 

grie·v'd 
To have a soulless image on the eye 
'\rh ich had Usurp I d U po'l a liVir'l e thou£ht 
'lhat nev~r roore could be. (VI.453-56) 

Expectation, fed by imagination, had been cheated. But i., ~riptive 

Sketches the "soul" necessary to give meaning to the image tvas 

provided by the conventional rhetoric of alpine sublimity. As Byro"'l 

sees ll10nt Blanc as the ancient ":roo.,arch of IJXJUYJtains" possessi.,g an 

ar:rooury of threatening inst.ruln'3.,ts, so does v.brdsworth: 

.A.lone ascends that mountain nalll'd or 'White 

'lhat dallies wi tb. the Sun the summe:;:o night. 

Six thousa"'ld years amid his lo.,ely bounds 

'Ihe voice or win' day 8.1"\d night, resounds. 

'Where Horror-led his sea of ice assails, 

Havoc and Chaos blast a thousand vales 1 


In -waves, like tw enormous serpents, t-ri"'ld 

And drag their length of delug-3 trai'1 behind. 

Between the p5_ne 's e"'oroous boughs descry' d 

Serene he to-w-ers, in deepest purple dy 1d; 

Glad Day-light ln.ut,'hs uy:>n r1is t.cp of snow, 

Glitter the stars above, s:~d all is black below. 


{690-701) 
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'Ihis descriptiCM suggests, by comparison with tha. t of Byror1 quoted 

above, the \leakrtess of 'r.brdsworth 's subl:iloo mode i"l the Sketches. 

Wbrdswrth 's r.:JOU!ltain, like Byron 'a, has it..s circle of pine forests 

O.l'ld its glaciers. But 'Whereas Byron U'l'lifies all the ele:roo.,ts in his 

description to prese'1t B:"l 1mpressiO'I'l of power checked a'"ld co,.,trolled, 

W:>rdsw-orth both exaggerates the idea of ww1ton destructio~ by 

introducing such pers011ifications as "Ruin", "Horror", ''Havoc" and 

"Chaos", and dissipates the impressio"l of power as t•bnt Blanc 11dallies 

lrlith the Sun n and "Glad Daylight lRUghs upon his tip of snow". Th.e 

description fails ~ fi"ld a true cenu-e. ThtrJ .phrase "Severe he towers" 

nrl.ght be seen e.s te"ldi"lg tow<L...ds Byron's perception of a.., unmoved 

cont~lUr"~g spirit or Shelley's ~oM.c-., of a po"Wer beyond its Ol-.n 

embodiment, except that the surrou'"lding details of \-lords-worth's 

description suegest a capr:i.c1.ous e'1tity, sporting with the varieties 

of heavenly light while launching blackness earthwards--certainly no 

mysterious "serene" power. Evidence that i..brds\..'Orth was stumbling 

tow"al"ds a more sophisticated IOOde of presenting sublimity, of which 

fue key principle t-JOUld have to be the comnnrn ication of a unity of 

impressiO"'l ("simplicity") 1 is provided by the Ttote he appe"lded to 

line 347 wich con eludes ihe description of an alpine storm~ 

I had once given to these sk.,tches ths Mtle of Picturesque; 
b'ut t.l-}e Alps are :insulted in applyi'1g to t.l-}em that term. 
U10ever, i"'l attenpting to describe their sublime features, 
should CO"I1fi"le h5mself to the cold rules of pai'"lting would 
give his reader but a very 5.mperfect idea of those emotions 
wich they have the irresistible po'..er of communicating to the 
wst impissive Imaei-.,atiO"ls. The fact is, tha·t CO'"'trouli'1g 
:!.nfluence, ,,.hich disti"ir,tJ.ishes the Alps from a.ll other scenery, 
is derived from images which disdai.., the pe'1cil. Had I wish~d 
to make a picture of this scene I had thrown much less light 
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into it. But I consulted nature and my feelings. The ideas 
excited by the stormy sunset I am here oescriblng ol.oed their 
sublimity to that deluge of light, or rather of fire, i"1 
mich nature ha.d wrapped the :inune.,se forms around me; a"ly 
intrusion of shade, by destroying the unity of the impression, 
had necessarily dim:inished it's grandeur. 

1-brdsworth recogr1 ized the storrn as a sublime phenomenon, and realized 

that to convey that subHm.ity certain aspects of the scene would have 

to be omitted, and the imagery 'WOUld have to be -welded into a po\lerful 

unity. A similar process l-JOUld have been necessary to rendel.. the 

sublimity of l·bn t Blanc; i., fact, ~rdswrth never succeeded :i.n fusing 

what his imagination had told him about 1-bnt Bla"lc with the image that 

~this eye, so that the sublimity of the Descriptive Sketches 

treatment of it is borrowed, "l:i.terary", and, in fact., false. 

The mst successful of the various attempts of the major 

Romantic poets to corununicate the ~ense of subB.rr.ity imparted by lb"1t 

Blanc is undoubtedly Shelley's l,b>-!t Blanc (1816). It is successful 

because it fi"1ds a"l imaginative and intellectual abstraction exactly 

appropriate to t."'le visual :illlpact of the mountain (that is, for Shelley 

1-Dnt Blanc did not become "a soulless image on the eye / \hich had 

usurp'd upon a living thought") wile at the SaiJlE) t:Une it employs .the 

imagery and ideas of t."le "ruin" mythology, -which -we have seen to lie 

behind the conventional rhetoric employed by the alpine traveller

writers. To take the second point first, S1telley follows his 

predecessors i'r'l seeing the tremendously powrf'ul release of e"l.ergy 

from l·b"lt Blanc, indifferent if not hostile to man: 

The glaciers creep 
Like s11akes that watch their prey, from far fomtai""ls, 
Slow rolli11g on; t.~ere) many a precipice, 
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Frost a:nd the Sun in scorn of mrtal powor 
Have piled: dome, pyrantid, a"'..d pin'!"lacle, 
A city of death, distinct with many a tower 
And wall impreg1able of beami"'g ice. 
Yet not a city, but a nood of rui11 
Is there, that from the boundarles of the sky 
Rolls its perpetual stream; vast pi,es are strewi'l"\g 
Its destined path, or in th~ mangled soil 
Bra"lchless and shattered stand; the rocks, dra\."1. do-wn 
From yon remotest waste, have overthro\.n 
'lhe limits of the dead and living wrld, 
!fever to be reclaimed. The dwelling-place 
Of il"'sects, beasts, and birds, becomes its spoil 
'Iheir food al"!d their retreat for ever gone, 
So wch of life and joy is lost. The race 
0£ :ma"l flies far in dread; his wrk and dwelli"lg 
Vanish, like sDX>ke before the tempest's stream 
And their place is "'.Ot knovn. (100-20) 

This passage combines the emphases of those of Byron and Wordswrth 

quoted above, but significa"ltly 1_t omits the mou"ltain itself w 

concentrate 0'1 the forces that emanate from 1-bnt Blanc. That m:>nntain, 

indeed, seems to stand above and apart from i.ts subject ''shapes", 

which pose a question about the origin of so much ruin: 

Its subject muntabs their unearthly forms 

Pile around it, ice E.:."'d rock; broad vales bet'Neen 

Of froze"' floods, unfathomable deeps, 

Blue as the overhangi"lg heaven, that spread 

And wind am:mg t.."'le accumulated steeps; 

A desert peopled by the storms alone, 

Save when the eagle bri"l gs some hu"' ter 's bone, 

And the wolf tracks her there--how hideously 

Its shapes are heaped around! rude, bare, a'ld high, 

Ghastly, a"'d scarred, a...,d riven .--Is this the scene 

V.here the old Earthquake-da.emn +.aught her young 

Ib.lin? i·iere these their toys? or did a sea 

Of fire e1·welop once this silent S"10W? 


'Tone can reply--all seems ete!""'al '!'lOW. 


(62-75) 

Although 11none can reply", the suggestion that the ruin is a 

conti'!u'ing process i"lstigated by an a"lcient "Earthquake-daem:m 11 poi.,ts 

to a local opinion that Shelley himself noted and h'orclswrth must also 
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have been made auare of. Shelley wTote to his friend Peacock on 24 

June 1S16 a"ld i"lcluded some i"l teresti11g remarks of a quasi-scientific 

na"tll're on Vent Blanc, the valley of Cha.lOOnix and i.ts glaciers: 

Withi"l this last year, these glaciers have adva"!1ced three 
hundred feet il"lto the valley. Saussure, the naturalist, says, 
that they have their periods of i"l crease and decay: t.'-le people 
of the country hold a, opinion entirely differel"lt; but as I 
judge, !lDre probable. It is agreed by all, that the snow on 
the summit of. l·bnt Blanc a!:!d the neighbouring mowtains 
perpetually augments, a."\d that ice, in the form of glaciers, 
subsists without melt:i.11.g in the valley of Chruoouni duri11g the 
transient and variable su.mmer. If the snow mich produces this 
glacier must auement, 8"'1 d the heat of the valley is no obstacle 
to the perpetual ex5.ste"\ce of such masses of ice as have already 
descended i11to :it, the conseque"lce is obvious; the glaciers must 
augll)'3nt and ~ill subsist, at least urttil they have overflowed 
this vale. 1 

Ylereas the naturalist Saussu~ believed that sometimes the glaciers 

i"lcreased in volume and movement, and. sometimes decreased (implying 

that relatively there WJ.ld be little ch'i"lge in the general pattern of 

the landscape), the i"\habjta-nts themselves believed that the glaciers 

only augm9nted: i:he ice never melted, a"ld was in fact perpetually fed 

by the ST!OV from Ibnt Blal"lc, so that i."l time, they imagi"led, the vale 

would disa.ppea.r. It is this belief that Wordsworth may well have had 

i"l mind when he de11igrated the sublimity of the Alps b his Guide to 

the Lakes: 

Havoc, and ruin, and desolation, and encroachment, are 
everywhere more or less obtruded; a..,d it. is difficult, 
notwithstandi"lg the naked loftiness of the p:lkes, a'1d the 
snow-capped summits of the rnou,ts, to escape from the 
depressi"lg se..,sation that the whole are in a rapid proces3 
of dissolution; and were it not that the destructive agency 
must abate as the heights dimi11ish.~o would, :i, time to come, 

l5'Ihis passaee is quoted from Earl R. Hasserman, 'Ihe Subtler 
I.a-.,guare. r.ritic:J.l ru.~ad1.., s of "Teoclassic &'1d Ibm"'ltic Po.:H::s, Johns 
Hopkins Paperback editio!l BaJ.tirore: Joh11s Hopkins, 1968 , pp. 231.. 
32. Passerma"l 's reading of J,b"lt Blanc is exceptio"lally helpful. 
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be levelled w1.th the plai'ls. (p. 99) 

:rhat the heights wuld eventually be levelled 'With the plains was 

precisely the opi'lion of the inhabitants as recorded by Shelley in his 

letter. Vbrds"WOrth, it is true, sensibly realizes that the gla.ciers 

lose their destructive power as they flow to lower grou,.,d; it is the 

depressil"'!g se..,satiO"l that nevertheless everythi"'lg surrom1di'r'lg the 

IOOUrttain is u'l'ldergoi,...g d:tssolutior. that affects him. '!he process of 

such dissolutio'l is itself COl"ducive to a certain se'1se of subHmity-

"if a traveller be am:mg the Alps, tt Wordswrth advises i"l. the Guide, 

"let him surrender up his mind to the fury of the giga'1tic torre.,ts, 

and take delight in the cD"ltemplation of their al.Ioost irresistible 

viole"l.ce 11 (p. 98); however, as w have learnt .from our earlier 

analysis of "The Sublime and the Beautiful", sublimity i~volves 

exertion of the mind, so that the state i"'lv-olved we., the mi'1d is 

surrendered is perhaps something less than sublimity.16 

Shelley !llight ha'7e agreed with :,brdswrth me'1 the latter 

deprecated the sublimity of the Alps as depe'1de'l'lt upon impressive 

evidences of ruin and dissolution, for in ~ Bla'l'lc it is the 

mou'1tain itself t.."la.t challe'lges comprehe"1Si0'1; 8:!1d, like "tbrdsv.-ort.."l 

in "The Sublim and the Beautiful", Shelley attributes to the mou11tain 

as its M.ghest quality, "Po-wer''· Y1erey, produci'l'lg destruction a"'ld 

cnaos, flows from the heights of l,b,t Blanc as froLl a source, but the 

m:nntain itself sta"'lds apart--''Far, far above, pierci"l.g the bfi'1ite 

sky, / H:>,t Bla.no appears,--still, s'lowy, a,.,d serene" (60·61). The 

1~ut cf. <l.'!'1other passage of '''Ib.e Sublime a'1d the Beautiful", 
in which o"l.e species of sublimity is excited ~ objects "to a dread 
Md aw of 'Which, as existing out of itself, Lthe mind) must be 
subdued". 

http:sublimity.16
http:viole"l.ce
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true sublimity of 1·bnt Bla'11c, Shelley suggests, lies i"l its 

i'l1ccmpreherrsibiB.ty; it embodies power, but is not the source of it; 

jt transce11ds the e"lergy which flows from it; a"ld its "sile"lce Md 

solitude" will be ut-terly frighteni"lg i.f t..'le mi"ld apprehends them as 

mere "vacancy": 

M::mt Blanc yet gleams on high :--the power is there, 
'lhe still and solemn power of many sights, 
And many sounds, a!1d much of life and death. 
In the caliil darmess of the mooYJ.less nights, 
In the lone glare of day, t..":l.e S"lOWS descend 
Upon t.~at l·bu•1 tain; "lOne beholds them there, 
~or vmen the flakes burn in the si,ki"g sun, 
Or the star-beams dart through them:--Hinds contend 
Silently there, and heap the snow with breath 
Rapid Md stro.,g, but sile"l tly! Its home 
The voiceless J.ighini'1g in these solitudes 
Keeps in"'ocently, and like vapour broods 
Over the S"1ow. The secret strength of tidn gs 
lhich goveMs thought, and to the infinite dome 
Of Heavo"l is as a law, i11habits thee! 
And \kat were thou, and earth, a11d stars, nl'ld sea, 
If to the human mind's imaginings 
Silence lr'ld solitude -were vacancy? 

(127-/+4) 

~rds'\o.rort."l 's portrait of lbl'lt. Blane is quite W! CO"lVi"lcing 

beside those of Byro'!1 and Shelley, and it is clear that in Descriptive 

Sketches he is much happier describing blendi"lgs, as in the Cozoo scene 

and the lines devoted to the C"namonix valley, beneath l~nt Blanc. The 

former we have already discussed, but the latter also deserves brief 

notice since they, too, contributed to the Prelu~..e account of the 

tour. Just as, i'1 Shelley's }-bl"\t Blanc, the u,ta.raed torrents emanate 

:from "secret chamr..s" to ''Heet in the vale" \-here they CO"lVerge to 

become "one majestic River, / '!he breath and blood of distant lands" 

(122-24), so Words"\·JOrth's glaciers descend into a hospitable region 

http:i'l1ccmpreherrsibiB.ty
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were all the seasons meet: 

Last let us turn to were Chanr.mny shields' 

Bosom'd in gloomy 'WOOds, her eolden fields, 

Five streams of ice amid her cots descend, 

A'!'ld with wild flowers a'rld bloomi'rlg orchards blend, 

A sce11e more fair than what the Grecian feigns 

Of purple lights a"1d even vernal plai'rlS. 

Here la'W"ls and shades by breezy rivulets form'd 

Here all the Seasons revel hand in hand. 


(68o-S7)17 

It is this blended scene, with its descending "streams of ice" 

contrasting yet blending with "wild flowers" and "blooming orchards", 

a blending of the seasons metaphorically rather than actually, that 

reconciled t-:ordsworth to "reality" after his disappointment at l·bnt 

Blanc; as he puts it in The Pr.eluee, echoing the phrases a'rld ideas he 

had earlier used in the ~hes, 

the wo11 cl.rous 'Vale 
Of Ch'h"'llUny did, O'!'l the follcwing daW!"t, 
'Hith its dumb cataracts and streams of ice, 
A motionless array of mighty waves, 
Five rivers broad a'l'ld vast, make rich amends, 
And recol'lcil'd us to realities. · 
There small birdS "(.)arble f'ro~n the leafy trees, 
'lhe Eagle soa.rath i'l'l the element; 
There doth the Reaper bi"ld the yellow sheaf, 
'lhe l<i:l.iden spread the haycock in the sun, 
'-bile Winter like a tamed Lion walks 
Descending from the m:>untail1 to make sport 
Amng the cottages by beds of flowrs. 

(VI.456-6S) 

As the last image suegests, beauty here "tames" sublimity. The "dumb 

cataracts and streams of ice 11 are sublime, but at the lowr reaches 

thay are "mtio"'lless''; +.he eagle is confined to his element wile 

17 
... Cf. ~,brds·Horth 's comparison of Lake District with Alpi11e 

sce11ery i'1 th•3 ~' p. 101: "o,ly during late spring a-:1d early 
autumn is realized here that assemblage of the imagery of dj.ffere~t 
seasons, which is o:xhibit9d through the ltlole sun'.tler anx:mg the Alps-
winter in the dista'1ce--a"1d warmth, leafy wods, verdure and fertility 
at hand, and widely dj ffueed." 
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below the productive, cheerful wrk of huma"'ity goes O!l.. Such a 

blending of elements is perhaps more characteristic of 'Ihe Prelude 

than the creation of scenes overwhelmingly sublime .18 

It is now time to turrt to Th.e Prelu9£ itself, to see 'What 

lobrdswrth does with the sublime a"td the beautiful in his account of 

the Alpi'1e wlking-tour he and J0'1es made, the truant excursion of 

\brdswrth 's last Cambridge long vacation. It co,., firma 'What w have 

already fathomed from ~criptive Sketches arid the comparison of 

~rdswrth 's treat.me"'t of 11:>nt Blanc there with those of Byron a"'ld 

Shelley--that not till some time after his early European trips -was he 

able to formulate a Ihilosophy of the sublime, although the principle 

of variegation, the consta"1t alt13rnation of sublime with beautiful 

scenes, ws clear to h~. '·.brdsworth 's accou"'t, occupies lines 332-705 

of Book VI of the poem. It begi'1s with the journey southwards through 

France (332-425). 'lbe journey :itself -was through "beautiful" country

·side, end the soc:i.al implications of the ben-atiful -were augme,.,ted by 

the optimism generated by the li'rench Revoluti0'1, for, as 1-k>rdsworth 

relates, he and Jones -were accompanied on their southwards journey by 

delegates returning from the celebration of the first tete ~ ~ 

F~de'ration, and had in fact a1•rived in Calais on 13 July 1790, the eve 

of the day 'Whe!l louis XVI was to publicly s-wear fidelity to the new 

constitution. 'Thus, the atm:>sphere of the beautiful is conveyed by 

such accoU."l ts as hol¥, 

CM the public roads, 

18Fbr a s:i.nrllar ble~di.,g, se9 Th.e Prelude, IV.33D-39, 
discussed below, p. 196. 

http:soc:i.al
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And, 0'1ce, three cays successively, through paths 

By Y~tliC"h our to:U.:;o:me journey wa.s abridg i d, 

Among segu.este:-'d villages we wa.lk~d, 

And foU11d benev-olence and blesseChess 

Spread like a fragrance every'\obere, like Spring 

That leaves '10 corner of the la'1d untouch 'd. 


(364-70) 

'Ihe principle of variegation is here provided 0'1ly by the young 

traveller's rather self-cot'lscious "tender melancholy I And fond 

conceit of sadness," indulged in such pleasant surroundings, and by 

the travellers' arrival at the Cot1vent of Chartreuse \-lhere they 

t'rested in an awful Solitu~ 11 • As in the letter, '1-.brdsworth disclaims 

any htention of dwelli"lg em his journey "step by step"; the nature of 

its fasci"lation was simple: nature ws before them in all it-s variety, 

and as they travelled on, 11earth did cha"l ge her images and forms I 

Before us, fast as clouds are chaT'!g 1d iT'I Heave," (429-30). 

As the youl'lg travellers passed across the border to 

S\:it~erla'"ld and Chamo"lix it was, accordi"lg to the Prelude accoll"''t, the 

scenes of rusticity that were affecting, "Sweet coverts ••• of 

pas t.oral life 11 • Like Byro'"l, \Jords'\-rorth foWl d that "the patriarchal 

days are not I A pastoral fable'' (lfa...,.fred, I .ii.49-50): 

Oh! sorrow for the Youth 'Who could have seen 

Unchaste, 'd, u,..subdu 'd, U'1.aw 1d, u"lrais 1d 

To patriarchal dig;rdty of mbd, 

And pure simplicity of '\.Tish and will, 

Those sa'":ctified abodes of peaceful H9.'1. 


(441-45) 

It was duri11g this part of the tour, how~ver, that Ho"'lt Blanc 

cJisa.ppoi·-ted H:>rds\.rorth, and the Chruoonix valley compensated for that 

d:isappo:i1'1tm'1t by prov1.di'1g a satisi'yi,g comprehe,sive pic17--tre of 

stel"n'":ess and beauty. Tne succeed:i."lg pa.ragra}:hs of ·rwrrat:i.ve, hot,...-ever, 
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present the underlying sense of u-,r:'ulfjlled expecta.Uon that 

viordsworth. carried '1-d.th him through the journey. He first CO":fesses 

his i.u1rna:turity--he was in an ''unripe state / Of 5:ntellect and heart" 

(470-71), and mile his heart was touched by scenes of simple 

tenderness he was able to indulge in 'What might be terrmd "roma...ntic 

reveries 11 : 

dreams and fictions pensively com.p::>s 'd, 
Dejection taken up for pleasure's sake, 
And gilded sympathies (4Sl-83). 

'!be landscape of beauty, of patriarchal Swiss herds!;)3n and peasant 

girls, encouraged a juvenile languor, a m::>od of swetly-sober 

meditation. Yet in spite of this 1-brds'IDrth suffered disappointment, 

for he n:ust have set out \rith a. strong desire to experience what was, 

by nov, the traditional sublimity of the rE'gion--J.bnt Blanc, the 

Chanxmix glaciers, the crossing of the Alps, and the general landscape 

of mountains, crags, pine forest and ravine; and the dejection caused 

by the failure of such forms tD fulfill expectation pro&lced a real 

vexation in place of a literary melancholy: 

Yet still in IOO, mingling wit."l these delight~ 
l-as son:ething of stern rood, an under-thirst 
Of vigo1.u", never utterly asleep. 
Far different dejection once was mine, 
A deep and genuine sad~ess then I felt 

(488-92). 

'!be beauty of the journey l.6S obvious and gratifying, but Hordsworth 

a.l~o wa.11ted to feel the "vigour" of sublimity; and, after the let

dow of 1-bnt Blanc, the failure of the crossing of the Alps into Italy 

to satisfy this vigour was indeed baffling. Having dxpected to stand 

atop the wrld, as it were, at the highest point of the Alpine ra11ge, 
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it llUst have been fully as disappointi'ig as the Prelude accou"'lt 

suggests to discover that at that point, further paths of ascent were 

indeed visible, but that the route into Italy ignored these to follow 

a descent by a road obscured in the "stony chan.,el" of a stream. 'Ibere 

-was, "b:>o, an element of humiliation in the circumstances of discover-

i-1g this--terse information provided by a peasar1t "00 travellers 

toiling up "a lofty H:m1'ltain 11 : 

Hard of belief, we questio., 'd him agai'l1., 
A, d all the ans-wers which the Han return' d 
To our i'iquiries, in their sense and substa."lce, 
Translated by the feelings which we had 
:Ended in this; t."ta.t \re had cross' d the Alps. 

(520-21.) 

Had vbrdsworth been able to follo\r appropriate rhetoric, an 

exclamation :mal"k should have co~cluded the paragra}il; what should have 

been a rap'b.lrous etateroont of sublime achievement is, instead, a cry 

of :intense disappointme!lt. 'lbe "soul" had had no opportu!lity to bri"'lg 

its powers in to play. 

Disappoj.r1tmsnt j_n objects that should theoretically impart a 

sense of sublimity but actually fail to do so is an experience that 

l-.brdsworth later built into his prose discussi01"\s of the subject,· 

claiming h "'Ihe Sublime and the Beautiful" that preparation and 

conti"lued ''i.,tercourse 11 11rith sublime objects is necessary if they are 

to have their full effect; iT'l the Guide to the lakes he remarks that 

"A stra,ger to mow.tai'rl imagery "'!aturally on his first arrival looks 

out for subli:znity i"'' every object that admits of it; and is al.loost 

alw11ys disappointed. Fbr this disa.ppoi"''tloo"'lt there exists, I believe, 

no general preventive; nor is it desirable that there should" (pp. 99
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100). Obviously the allowance he nakes for disappointment arises from 

Vk>rds-worth 's O'\M early experiences a.100ng the Alps. 

The verse-para.gra.Ib immediat.ely follo·wing the account of 

frustratio11 felt at the m:>ment of crossi,g the Alps should, we feel, 

interpret this experience iT'I some way. Instead, that mighty "Powr" 

'Which 1-k>rdsworth celebrates i.., The Prelude as the faculty shaping 

reality rises up against him as he retraces his Alpi~e crossing: 

Imagination! lifti'1g up itself 

Before the eye and progress of my So'lg 

Like Bn unfat.~er'd vapour; here that Powr, 

I'>'l all the might of i t.CJ endo\o.rmeT'Its, came 

Athwart me; I was lost as il"l a cloud, 

Halted, without a strugc;le to 'break t..'n"'ugh. 


(525-30) 

The frustration t.'lat nnrked t..'le origi•1al experiel"lce returns when 

llordsv.'Orth records it years later. Here is "'Othing of the subtle 

modification characterist.ic 'Whe11 '\-k!rdsv.?Orth recoJJ.ects etJOtion in 

tranquillity, but a baffling of his powers by that very Power on wich 

he depends to 'Write p:>et:cy. C0"'1trary to the opinlo'1 of ma"ly critics of 

the poea, the experience \olh ich is "!Oted here (525:.30) is 11ot centra.l 

to the poem, for it is in fact the only one of its kind i'1 The Prelude. 

'lhis i"l itself perhaps attests to the stre.,gth of the disappoi,tme11t 

felt in the original experience of crossing the Alps. Yet the brief 

usurpation of the poet's irnaginatiol'l by t.."lat awfUl Powr itself 

does not prove e'1tirely UT'Irewardi"lg. \,brdsworth is certaiT'Ily "lost" 

and ''Halted", as the travellers wre years previously, but 110w he is 

11-wi.thout a struggle to break throur,h !t, Md cla:iJilS that i"l such a 

usurpation the ''l:i.ght. of se'l"lse / Goes out" but it does so ''in flashes 
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that ha."V-e shem to us / The invisible i-JOrld11 where "Greatness ma.ke[s] 

abode 11 • This v5sionary e:>..-perience remains stubbornly inaccessible to 

the reader, but the recognition that ~brdswort.b corr:es to Hhen the 

li01t of sense is re-illumined is certainly applicable to the 

experience of crossing the Alps, ·which involved tlnm.rted expectatio.,. 

It is man's nature to pursue ":t!'lfinitude!', saya i·brdsl-lOrth, and wa may 

recall the role iT'lfinity plays in his own theory of the subliroo, as 

well as that of other writers on the subject: 

Our destiny, Ot1r ,ature, a"'ld our hom 
Is with infinitude , U'1 d o~ ly t.~ere ; 
With hor:e it is, hope that can never die, 
Effort, a11d expectation, and desire, 
And sozmthing everiWre about to be. 

(538-42) 

In this sense, although crossing the Alps :rrust have been as 

disappointing an experie'!'lce as seeing Hmt Blanc, neither calling 

up:m tbrdswrth 11 to grasp at so:roothing tol.ra.rds which [tbe mind] can 

make approaches but vhich it is incapable of attaining" nor 

"producing a humiliation or prostratio"1 of the mind before some 

external age'1cy which it presumes not to mke m1 effort to 

participate" (~, II, p. 354), it r:erhaps verged on sublimity in 

fact and in memry, as an experience of "Effort, and expectation, and 

desiren for 11 so:rootiling evernnre about to be." 

The centrally sublime episode of his Alpine tour occurred, 

characteristically for vlordst.JOrth, when he \-aS no loT'lger keyed up with 

attention and expectation, having crossed tile Alps and entered tile 

Ravine of Condo. In lines 556-72 of Book ili tile po-wer of imagbation 

is obviously at work as 1-.brdsl-:orth takes certa5.n "impressions of 
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three hours of our walk a.IJ}.')l'lg the Alps mich will never be effaced", 

impressions which he did not report in the Kesswil letter and did not 

weld into a meaningful U'r)ity in the Descr:tpt:i:ve Sketches, al"'d combir1es 

them with other impressions not attributed to the Ravil'le of Go"ldo to 

produce lines of poetry that transnru.te literary cliches and ordinary 

exper1.ence into a symbol of the sublime of the same order as Shelley's 

M:Mt Blanc. 'Ihis "powr" did not enable him to make a'I"Jything of M:mt 

Bla'!c or the Alpi'1e crossing; but the Ravine of Gondo paragraph is the 

product of an imagi.,atio"l that works >-lith rather than against the poet, 

that offers the one completely authentic account of sublimity denied 

to l\brdsworth 1n nis other Alpine experie"'lces. 

'lhe basic scenery l·brdsworth works on in this episode is that 

of the ravi•1e itself and the banks of the rive~ Reuss. It is in arty 

case scenery ·U:tat is to be .fotM d i11 many places a.JOOng the Alps, its 

basic constituents being a chasm surrounded by pine forests, 'With 

cataracts, craggy rocks and a rag1'1"Jg stream. In his book Hordsworth as 

Critic, vT. J. B. Owe, has "10ted the connections i'I"J treatment bet\.oeen 

the passage and the descriptions of similar scenes by earlier alpine 

t.ravellers, from \Jhose records we have already quoted.l9 vhat is 

iilllllediately clear is that llordsworth began by embodyil'lg the se'r)se of 

the scene's sublimity in the CO'I"JVel'lM.onal mythology o.f ruin, which he 

ca.me to regard as less than sublime but no.,et."leless attractive. This 

suggestion is enhanced by the manuscript variants of the passage, one 

l9lbrd<'~'h'Orth as Crj_tic, pp. 49-50; see also p. 209. Si"lce the 
pa.SS'1f!e has been adequately analyzed by Professor Owen and ofuers, I 
refrai"1 from dwelling 0"1 it here. 
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of v.hich approaches the sensationalistic tone of J)sscripti~ 

Sketches: 

And ever as 'We halted, or crept on, 
Huge fragments of primaeval JJX>l.I"ltai11s spread 
In powerless ruin, blocks as huge aloft 
Impending, nor permitted yet to fall, . 
'llle sacred Deat~-cross, mo,ument forlol""l 
'!hough frequent of the ~rish 'd 'l'raveller 

(~. ' pp. 210-11' !llll2. .Q!.i!. ) • 

'lbese lines 'Here of course rejected, but the tradition tD \lhich they 

belong is clear. 'lhe sublimity of the sce'1e wuld have had tD do with 

the emibition of ruin and decay in prodess. But ~.brds'WOrth mdified 

the idea of e"lergy destructively expe11ded. ~e wods are decayi11g, but 

they will never be decayed; the water-falls are indeed :impressive 

masses of released water, but looked at from a certa~.n point of view 

they appear to be stationary, as if ralease is held in check; \!here 

Shelley has his winds ''u.,chained", "tbrdsVJOrth 's thwart each other, so 

that the wind can no longer be regal'ded as a destructive force meeting 

no resistance; tho torrents, iT' this 00'1ta:x1i, are not wanton 

inst..~nts of destruction but appear tD shoot from "the clear blue 

sky"--their source is infinity; t.'1e rocks "mutter" but they are no 

longer about to fall. 11'Ihe images ir; this passage", remarks Professor 

Own, "are concerned lrith the perpetual release of energy from an 

infinite source" (p. 49); by a system of checks and balances, also, 

ruin and decay are restrai.,ed. Like Shelley in H::mt Bla"lc, Wordsworth 

has found the rie,'ht oonnectio!ls between the ideas of sublime ph8'1omena, 

power 8.'1d enerey. 

'Ihe number of sublime "set-pieces" that ca., relate soi!l9thing 
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disti'!'wt about S'!.J.blimity is limited, if they are not simply to becozoo 

repetitive. U:>rds"vJOrth himself proeuced few. In the Kesswil letter he 

\TaS able to co11vey a sense of the beautiful in his accou"it of Com:>, 

but the articulation of what l-.TaS sublime b the "mre awful scenes of 

the Alps" had to -wait until understanding caroo. Th.e Falls of the .ffiline 

at Schaffhausen disappointed him, but much later he was able to see 

t.lJ.em as embodyi"'lg a key principle of sublimity (see above, pp. 24-25). 

In the Descri,ptive Sketches he could see sublimity O"'lly in the dead, 

conventional terms of ruin, wi ti1 t..lJ.e si.>1gle exception of the Storm 

scene, where the simplicity and unity necessary to the sublime is 

conveyed 5.n the images of intense light and heat. In a sense, then, 

the account of the Alps i"'l Book VI of 'lbe Prelude is uneven and 

inadequate. 'Ihere are the twin acccunta of the sublime and the 

beautiful, in the passages on the Ravine of Gondo and lake CoilX>; there 

is the account of the "blended11 scene, the Chazoonix valley, mich 

alleviated lbrdsoorth 's disappointment 'With 1-bnt Blanc; the rest is an 

accour1t of the various frustrations inevitable 'When the imagination 

beggars reality (as in "Crossing the Alps"), or wen ordinary 

circ:umstance and accident prevent any :maningful interpretation of 

experj.ence. Examples of this latter are the lines describing the 

overnight stay at an Alpine hospice (573-SO), when the combination of 

the hostel's dreariness and the deafening noise of waters prevented 

sleep; and those describing the frustration caused by the misinterp

retation of the Italian clock at Gravedona (621-57--a passage Yhich 

might, however, under different circumstances, have proved subliroo in 
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the BurKcan manner; see above, pp. 59-60). By contrast with Book VII, 

\mich welds London, the at1tithesis of the ~mbl:i.Ioo, i'1to an 

irnagi'1atively-unified experiEmce, Book ·vr tends to reraain j_n its 

f'ragments, experie"lce to v:h:Lch the b.aej..... atio'1 has .failed to give 

ultirrnte U'li.ty. 

By placi'1g 1.brds1rorth 's Pre1ude accout1t of his 1790 Alpine 

tour in the C0'1te::..-t of the contemporaneous account of the Kess\-ril 

letter, the slightly later poeticized rec-ord o.f pescriptive Sketch~, 

and the general prose disquisitions of a later period of his life, 

this chapter has tried to sho,., how exp3rience of the natural sublime 

:initiated a self-education for \-,brdsl.JOI'th, the end of \o.lhich was the 

formulation of laus t.~at muld draw the equation between phenomena and 

mind he sought all his life. The conclusion of Book VI probably 

distorts the balance of this equation as it stood at the end of 1790, 

since the one passage that exhibits a high intellective and 

imaginative organization of experience dates from 11ll.ch later than the 

tour itself. Indeed, as we have seen, t.~ere was little in his Alpine 

tour that vbrdswrth could Jrake imaginative sense of at the tiloo. Yet 

in summarizing the effects of the tour, 1-.brdsworth 's "parting \oiOrd" is 

that not 
I't'l hollow exultat:to'1, dealing forth 
Hyperboles of praise comparative, 
l-1ot ric.~ O!"e rr.oment to bo :r;oor .for evor, 
~iot prostrute, overborn, as if t'!1e mind 
Itself were nothi'1g, a ~2Cl.'1 pensioner 
On out\-:ard for.n:."', did \.fa in prese"lce stand 
Or "\;ha.t Ina.gnifi~e~t regio~ • 0"1 the front 
or this whole Song is written that my heart 
l·b.st in suc~1 temple ~1aeds have offer 1 d up 
A dirfere"lt '~rship. Finally v..nate 'er 
I Sa'W', or heard, or felt, was but a stream 
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That f'Jov' d i'l"lto a kindred stream, a gale 
That help' d me forwards, did admi'l"l ister 
To grandeur a'"td t.o tenderness, to the one 
Directly, but to t.ender thoughts by means 
leas often i11Stal"!tal"!eous in effect; 
Conducted me to these along a path 
~ich iT'l the mab was more circuitous. 

(662-80) 

In .fact, even if we accept that the Alps administered to grandeur 

directly, to tenderness circuitously, it is nevertheless the case that 

such scer1es as the Chamonix valley and Lake Com, predomi"lantly 

"beautiful", \.Jere zoore accessible to l-.brdswrth as experiences that 

could be talked about, than the sublime aspects of the Alps. The 

Alpine tour as a v.nole made its effect O"l Hordsworth 's poetry, and its 

lasting effect on his aesthetic only gradually; al'ld perhaps Ol'lly after 

the tour was concluded, a'!'ld 1,!ordsworth vas begin.,ing to assimilate its 

experiences, could he deny that he had stood a3 if his tli..'l"ld were "a 

mean pensioner / 0'1 outward forms". 



VII 


BEAUTY A'VD :WVE 

'lhroughout The Prelude the related terms ''beauty" a"''d "love" 

occur as insistently as do "sublimity", "gra,deur" and "fear", but 

they rest less obviously upon a'1. underlyi1'lg theory, a"l.d 1-k>rdswrth 

left no prose discuss1.on comparable to his brief analytic of the 

sublime to provide a basis for extrapolating such a theory. Certainly 

Burke's Enauin is less eerms:ne to a"l exploration of \k>rdswrth 's 

,Fhilosophy of beauty tho"l :i-t is to the sublime; but it does provide a 

starting-poi..,t, a'1.d ".brcisworth appears to share several of Burke's 

pretdses. 

Burke arral"lgos his treatise Ol"l the assumpM.on that sublimity 

end beaut7, .fear and love are stro""lgly c01'ltrasted, even riutually 

exclusive qualities and emotiol"ls: 

(Subl:tmity a.,d beauty] are i'1deed ideas of a. very differe"''t 
nature, O"le being fcu"''ded 0'1 pai"l, the other 0"1 pleasure; 
a"ld however they may vary afterwards from the direct l"lature 
of their causes, yet these causes keep up a1'l eter!'lal 
disti,ction betwee"'' them, a distinction never to be 
forgotte, by a.,y one whose bus il"less it is to affect 
the passions. (Ehguiry, III .xxvii) 

'\-brdsworth tends to blur this disti,ctio., but, by habitually lbki'1g 

the grMd and the beautiful in a number of combi.,atio-.,s draW"1 from 

these and their cog-1ates, he ge"lerally implies a "latural separation 

and col"ltrast. 'Ihus he '-'l-ites of havil"lg grol-n up !'foster'd alike by 
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beauty and by fear" (1.306); of natural forms on which are impressed 

"the characters of da>1ger or desire'' (I.497-9S); 1 of "giddy :rootio'1" 

&s against 11 a regular desire / For calmer pleasures" (II.49-51); of 

the "Terror or •.• wve,/ Or Beauty" perceived in >1ature (III.l32

33); of "calmer Lakes, a>1d louder streaillB'' (VI.l2) a11d of t.i.e 

innuence of the "discipline of fear" on the oYle hand and "pleasure 

and repeated happi'l'less" 0'1 the ot..i.er (!.631-32). These contrasts 

employ the sazre general distinction bet-ween the terrible a'"ld a-we

inspiring, and the calm, mild or tender, that Burke exploits in his 

lbrdsworth follows rurke i'1 setting off the fair and beautiful 

d:i..re ctly agai, st the sublirre, thus permitting the distinction to 

establish itself by implicit contrast, rat.'ler tha'1 by defini"'lg the 

beau.tif\1l as a number of qualities (e.g., proportion, fi-tness or 

perfection) to be found in perceh""ed objects. Both witers assume that 

\..re encou.nter tw disti"'lct roode:s of apt:eara'"lce in nature, a'1d that 

phenomena in the environme'1t draw forth either fear or love, or their 

related emotions. There is, how'Cver, a difference he t-ween Burke's 

approach to this and that or Wordswrth: Burke seeks to estabH.sh the 

most uncompromising distinctj_o,., bet-ween the sublime and the beautiful, 

terror a-,d lo-ve, where vJordswrth 's emphasis is rather o,., the 

1By impressi'1g these ''characters of da11ger a"ld desire 11 on 
'1a.tural forms, ~rature, says 1-lordsworth, made 

'Ihe surface of the U"' iversal earth 
~:ith triumph, and delight., a'1d hope, and fear 
1-:0rk lH:~ a sea. (!.499-501) 

Tnis further er,.forces the disti'1ctio'1 het~e"' sublimity a"'ld beauty, 
"triumph" a"'ld "fear" sug~.;e~ti""!g the forrrer, "delight" a'1d ''hope 11 the 
latter. 
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compreheY1siv~ness of natu;c.e and experience, \-,hich employ both IIXJdes of 

appearance &"'ld response to achjeve the complete a"'ld unified: 

'Ihe mi"ld of man is fram'd even like the breath 
A'!'ld harmo"ly of music. There is a dark 
Invisible ~rkman3hip that reco~ciles 
Discoreant elements, and n:s.kes them move 
I'!'l O'l'le society. Ah mel that all 
The terrors, all the early miseries 
F.egrets, vexations, lassitudes, that all 
'lhe thoughts and feeli"lgs wich have been i.,fus 'd 
Into my mind, should ever have made up 
'Ihe caJ..m existence that is mi"'le \-Jhen I 
Am worthy of myself! Praise to the end! 
'Iha'1ks likew:lse for the mea'!'ls! But I believe 
~at "Tature, oftentimes, when she -v.'Ould f'ran:a 
A favor' d Being, from his earBest dawn 
Of infancy doth ope•i out the clouds, 
As at the touch of light"'li'ng, seekhg him 
With ge'1t1est visitatio'1; not the less, 
Though haply aiming at t.~e self-same e"'ld, 
D::>es it delight her sometimes to employ 
Severer i'1 terve., tions, lnin istr-J 
:Vore palp~ble, and so she dealt with me. 

{1.351-71) 

'lbe key wrd here i.s ''ha.rm:my". 'Ihe beautiful ( ngentlest visitation") 

and the sublime ("ministry nora palrable ") are different mea"'ls 

employed by the one nature to a single e"1d. ~ere Burke's d:i.sti'1ct~on 

em}ilasizes the "either • cr", Words"WOrth \oll'ites i'l'l terms of 

"both • • • and". 2 

Like Burke, lbrdsworth tends to asSUllle implied el"lvironmental 

qualities Wlder the respo'1ses these draw forth. Just as Burke had 

defined the sublime as that which excites terror, so he defines beauty 

as 11all such qualities i'i thinga as i'1duce i., us a sensa of affection 

2This clistinction ~-s echoed in Wordswrth 9s un.-Burkean 
assertion that "t<'1e sa.rM object may be both sublime & beautiful", 
though "t.'l.e mi'l"}d ca•1~ot ba affected by both these sensations at, the 
same time» (Efos~, II, p. 349). 
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and tenc1eMess, or some other passion the oost nearly resembli'1g 

these" (Enquiry, I..>..'V'Hi). This cogent de:f~:nition is alloost always 

implied i'1 ltte Prelude, and marks off e.xperie·nces of fear and 

elevation from scenes of domesticity \olhlch evoke tenderness. '!he core 

of nook I, for example, prese!1ts a series of fearful episodes which 

are bala'1ced by a secti0'1 devoted to the milder domestic aspect of 

life at Havkeshead: 

Ye lowly Cottages in which -we dlvelt, 

A ministration of your om was yours, 

A aa'l'lctity, a safeguard, and a love! 

Can I forget you, being as ye were 

So beautiihl 8J00'1g the pleasa"lt fields 

In Which ye stood? (I.525-30) 


In the image of the fam:i]y and the do~stic scene \brds"WOrth locates 

the spri"lgs of love and te'1derness, as in the picture of the hen and 

her dependent brood: 

Behold the Pare""t He'l'i amid her Brood, 
Though fledged and fea.t..~er'd, a'!"ld well plee.sed to part 
A.., d straggle. from her prer.ence, still a Brood, 
A'1d she hereelf i''rom th~ L":a't9Mal bond 
Still mdischarged; yet doth she little more 
'!han roove \-rith them in te'1derness and love, 
A centre of t.~e circle 'Which they make 

(V.246-52). 

A mre natural picture of human tenderness is that of the artificer 

and his child i,., Book VIII. By co.,trast to the other "spectacles" of 

london is this v1gnette of parental affection,. 

a ~n, 
¥hom I saw sitting :3:n an ope, Squa.r~ 
Clos" to an iJ.'01l pali"'g that fe"'lced i'l1 
~e spacious Grass-plot; 0'1 +.be COl""ler stone 
or the lo\i wall i,., wnich t.he pales were fix' d 
Sate this one Ha."'', and l.Jith a. sickly habe 
Upo., his knee, 'Whom he had thither brought 
Fbr su_.,shine, a•1d to breathe the fresher air. 
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or those ,.mo pa.ss'd, a~droe ....n.o look 1dathim, 

He took TJO >1cte; but i'l"l his hra.wYly Arms 

( 'n1~ A:rt5.flcer was to the elbow bare, 

And from his wrk this mom~nt had bee'l"l stolen) 

He held the Child, &"'ld, be~ding over it, 

As if he \o.rere afraid both of the SU''1 


And of the air 'Which he had con;.e to seek, 

He eyed it witl1 U''"'ntterable love. 


(VIII. 244-59) 

Like the memory oi' the 1-i:dd of Buttermere i., Book VII, this picture 

bri"lgs a note of the real into the mea'l"lingless charade of lo"ldon; the 

!'ather is no actor but a worlana.~1, the i"lcident no spectacle but a 

moment of intimacy glimpsed from outside, a IOOn;.en t the artisa"1 had 

stolen from labour. I11 the CO"l text of Book VII, to which Wordswrth 

~roved it du:ring revision, th~.s passage li,ks with the memory of' Ha.ry 

of Butte.rmere "00 co~trast with both the UT1natural life of the city, as 

seen by 1-brdswrt."l, and_ the blbd beggar wh0 seems to epitomize the 

vie-w of ma:.1 as a ,,ictim C'f t.'le city's i.mpersonal· processes. I'l"l its 

original setting at the e'l"ld of Book VIII the passage co'l'\trasts with 

l.o1100n seen u"lder the aspect of sublir:lity; a"'!d t-Tords-wo:::-th i'l'ltroduces 

it with the statement t.'lat "in the tender scenes / Chiefly \o.'B.S my 

delight", a state1mnt that i.s far from obvious from a reading of 

either acco-unt of l!M.don. 

Like Burke, 1-brds'.>JOrth allied beauty with love a'1d tel"derness. 

'llle Prelude also has in comnon with Burke 1s Enquiry the association of 

beauty with society and frie,dship. For Burke, 

beauty r~s] a social quality; for 'Where 'WOllJe!l and me"'l, and 
"lOt only they, but \men other a'1imals give us a se..,se of 

joy and pleas"Ure in beholding them, (a"ld there are IllB.ny 

that do so) t11ey 1.nspire us with se-.,tilne"'lts of te"""der'less 

and affectio'1 tov!ards their persons; w like to have them 

':'tear us, and we e'1ter willi'l'lgly i'1t.o a kind of relation 
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wifu them, U'1less '\ole should have strong reaSO'P'lS to the 
contrary. (Encuirv, I.x) 

'lhe emi=basis in ~....J:relude is predomi'P'lantly on soHtude, but there is 

also a COU'1terpo1..,ting celebratiO":"l of the social, especially i"l Book 

VI were the portrait of :Fra:nce a year after the outbreak of the 

Revolutlon reflects the you11 g vbrdsworth 's sense of joy and freedom. 

Cambridge, too, attracted him towards frie"ldship a"ld society. 'lhe 

account of student life cO"lveys something of the same frustration that 

appears in the description of lo"!don, both university a'1d city 

sta"lding as worlds of u"lreal dream a'1d spectacle in c011.tre.st to those 

forms of reality derh•ed from Lake Distr1.ct scenery a"ld life, so that 

Wordsworth feels a slight sense of guilt about his attraction to 

eompa.ny, as if tho pa.t~r.-1 of his earlier life, \lith its appetite for 

solitude and subEmity, ·is bei11g challe..,ged agai'1st his 'Will. "Hy 

nature's outward coat ch~ged", he writes, a..,d 

To the deep o_uiet and majestic thoughts 
Of loneli'1ess succeeded empty "'oise 
And superficial pastimes (III.210-12); 

but in spite of this emptiness and superficiality, clashing against 

the depth and majesty of his earlier rural life, he sees society in 

terms of "delight", ''beauty" a.,d "swee-tness", offering experience 

differe"lt from but as pleasant as that of solitude a11d commu..,ion with 

grandeur: 

And yet 
'lhis was a gladsome time. Could I behold, 
lho less i"'lsensible tha'1 sodde.., clay 
On a sea River's bed at ebb of tide, 
Could have beheld with Wldelighted heart, 
So many happy Youths, so t..ride a"''d fair 
A congregation, :1:-1 its buddi':'lg-time 

http:eompa.ny
http:Distr1.ct
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Of health, and hope, and heauty; all at 0'1Ce 
So !llai"'Y divers samples of the growth 
Of life's sweet season, could have seen unmov'd 
That m5.scellaneous garla'1d or wild flowers 
Up>n the matron temples of a Place 
So famous through the world? (III.216-28) 

:Wdicrous as is the metaphor co'1cludi"'lg this passage, the 

identificatio'1 of Cambridge's you'1g scholars with a "miscellaneous 

garland of wild flo\o.-.ers" cli"!'lches the relatiOl'lship between the human 

and the beautiful. l'breover, lbrdsworth adds that his om 

susceptibilities drew him into the social; lonesome places invited 

solitude, but company demanded participation: 

Though I had been train 'd up to sta"'ld unpropp'd, 
And i'1dependent rusi,gs pleased me so 
That spells seem 1d 0'1 me when I was alone, 
Yet could I only cleave to solitude 
In lo"'tesome places; if a throng was near 
'!hat way I lean 'd by nature; for my heart 
't.bs social, and lov'd idle'1ess and joy. 

(III.230-36) 

The vivid opening of Book VIII presents a clear contrast 

between the sublime and the beautiful i'1sofar as the latter is 

associated with society, although the gathering of hUI!lble folk 

i'1troduced here wuld hardly enter Burke's co11ception or society. It 

is in. terms or the social al"l.d the hUI!lble, contrasted with RelvellY"' 's 

solitary eminence, that Uordsworth describes a lake District summer 

fair: 

\-bat sou'1ds are those, Helvellyn, which are heard 

Up to thy summit'? Through the depth of air 

Ascendi'1g, as if dista'1ce had the power 

To make the sounds more audible: what Crowd 

Is yon, assembled in t.'J.e gay gree,., Field? 

Crowd seems it, soHtary Hi11! to thee , 

Though but a little Family of l·~n, 


Twice twe,ty, with their Childre"l a'1d their 1-lives, 
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And here and there a Stra.,..,ger interspers 'd. 

Immense 
Is the Recess, the cireumambie!lt v:rorld 
Hagnifice'1t, by which they are embraced. 
TI:ley rove about upcm the soft green field: 
How little They, they a'1d their doi,gs seem, 
Their herds and flocks about them, they themselves, 
And all that they can further or obstruct! 
TI:lrough utter weak!less pitiably dear 
As tender Infa,.,ts are: a'1d yet how great! 
For all things serve them; them the lvbrni.,g light 
loves as it gliste"ls on the silent rocks, 
And them the sile'1t Rocks, which now from high 
look dom upo'1 t.."lem; the reposbg Clouds, 
'lbe lurki'1g Brooks from their i'1visible hau,ts, 
And Old Helve llyn, conscious of the stir, 
A'ld the blue Sky that roofs their calm abode. 

(VIII.l-9, 46-61) 

The scene of high Helvellyn toweri"ig above a summer gathering of local 

farmers at a fair exemplifies the sharp contrast bet~e., sublimity and 

beauty, even though the particular desig'1 or the lo"lg passage is to 

shov sonethi"lg of their i..,terpenetration .3 0'1 the 0'1e hand there is 

the mountain, tot-7eri"lg above the ''d.epth of air"·, "solitary" Md "old", 

dominating the ''circumambie"lt 1-brla I Hag!lificent11 • On the other ha"!<l, 

wrapped rou'1d by this gra11deur, a.,d viewed from the aspect of 

sublir.d.ty, is the humble world of she_rherds a.,d hawkers, lacking in 

"po1.Jer 11 (seemi'1g "little" in ''themselves I A'1d all that they can 

further or obstruct"), a--:d for that very reaso"l dema.l"'ding love and 

3no,ald Uesli,g, in ·~rordsworth a"1d the Adeguacy of La11dscape 
(~ew York: Bar11es and '.foble, 1970), pp. 83-85, has a, i11terasting 
analys1.s of this passage. I am i"lclj_,ed to agree with his co, elusion 
that llordsworth fails to achieve a SJMthesis of the mou,.,tain al"'d the 
valley folk: 11 \.brC:s1-rorth says HelvellY"l loves a"ld approves the people 
j.n their 'secluded [le"l 1 below, but the distance remai"'ls--literal a"ld 
f5 gurative". '.i.Ue 11otion of havi,., G :Ielvelly"l "flatter" the people below 
is fanciful rather tha"l ir.a.gi,ative. 

http:sublir.d.ty
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tendel'!"ess. 'Ihe natural con text for this humbleness is the beautiful 

setting of "soft" a'1d "gay" "green field". 

lmether or not Burke would have e"'ltered "willingly into a kind 

of relatio!'!tt 'vith these simple COU""try folk a"ld their flocks, his 

association of the beautiful vrith society illumi""ates this aspect of 

\..brdsworth 's 11beautiful". 3qually releva"lt to the Helvellyt"~ passage is 

Burke's comment on the relatio"lship between little"less, weakness and 

love: 

To this day in ordinary conversation it is usual to add 

the endearing T'laL'le of little to everything vre love; the 

French a"ld Italia"ls rna.ko use of these affectionate 

diminutives even more tha'1 we. In the animal creation, 

out of our own species, it is the small l·Te are i'1cli11ed 

to be f~d of; little birds, and some of the smaller 

kinds of beasts. A great beautiful thing, is a manner of 

expression scarcely ever used; but that of a great ugly 

thi1"lg is very common. There is a wide differeYJce betwen 

admiraM.on and love. 'Ihe subliroo, v.tlich is the cause of 

the former, always dv.-ells on great objects, and terrible; 

the latter 0'1 small ones, and pleasing; we submit to vlhat 

wo admire, but we love what submits to us; i"'l one case we 

are forced, in the other w are flattered i'i-lto compliance. 


(Ehquirz, III.xiii) 

In Burke Is terms' the forces 0r sublimity in the passage quoted from 

Book VIII--morning light, silent rocks, reposing clouds, Helvellyn and 

the sky--are "fiattered" into serving the "pitiably dear" wrld of the 

swmner fair. 

l·bre strictly matching v.hat Burke mea"!.s by littleness is 

Yordsworth 's mention, at the begi'1~' in g of Book VII, of a number of 

minute creatures seeming to se"ld him e,.,couragement to resume work on 

The Prelude--a choir of Redbreasts and a glow-VIOrm; thus 

the Child 
Of Summer, li"lgeri,g, shi"~"li'1g by itself, 

http:admiraM.on
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'Ihe voiceless 1-lorm on the wf!'eque"lted hills, 

Seem' d se"l t O"l the same errM d l·d.th the Quire 

Of Winter that had warbled at my door, 

And the whole year seem'd te"lderness a"ld love. 


(VII.43-4S) 

In the same way, natural be"levolence--associated with plants, insects, 

a"limals and birds participati~g i'1 Spri'1g 1s resurgence--cone to his 

aid when the developments of the French Revolution have impaired his 

imagil"'ation: 

Spri11g returns, 
I saw the Spring return, \orhe"l I was dead 
To deeper hope, yet had I joy for her, 
And welcomed her benevolet1ce, rejoiced 
I'1 common with the Children of her love, 
Plants, insects, beasts il'1 field, a""d birds i"l bo....>er. 
So Y!either were complace"lcy "lor peace 
~or teY~der yearni,gs waY~ting for my good 
Through those distracted times (XI.2.3-31). 

A further example of this idea o! be"levolent, restorative Y!a ture, a11d 

one that dates back to the same early phase of composition, occurs h 

the following Book,4 where again the theme is r1.ature 's role :t"l 

restoring Wordsworth's impaired imagination: 

Above all 
Did "fature bring again that wiser mod 
l·bre deeply re-establish' d in my soul, 
Wnich, seeing little worthy or sublime 
In 'What we blazon with the pompous names 
Of power a'1d action, early tutor'd me 
To look with feeli"lgs of fraternal love 
Upo'1 those U'1assuming thi'1gS, that hold 
A silent statio11 i11 this beauteous world. 

(XII.44-52)5 

4see Prel., p. 610 a'1d pp. 615-16. l'ragments of the passage 
quoted above from ?ock XII occur i'1 HS JJ, vtlere 11po\o.rer a"'l d actio-.,", 
far from referri'1g to t'1e French ~?.evolutio'1, co,.,sist i'1 such "i'1vol
U'1 tary acts of ha""!d / Or foot u-:ruly wHh exceDs of life 11 as s""appi'1g 
the stei:l of a foxt;love. See !1:~1·, p. 641. 

5other passages associati~g love with the mi'!'lute i""' the a'1:i.nal 
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'Ihe idea of the mi,ute, especially as it applies to no..,ers, 

butterflies a'l'!d such 1'u"lassumi11g'1 life, is closely linked 'With the 

transitory, for part of the fasci'1ati0'1 of this kind of life lies, for 

Burke, in its "momemtary duration ": 

An air of robustness a"'!d strength is very prejudicial to 

beauty. AYJ appearaYJce of delicacy, aYJd even of fragHity, 

is almost essentlal to it. i·hoever examiYJes the vegetable 

or animal creation, 'Will fi>1d this observation to be 

fowded in YJature. • • • It is the flowery species, so 

remarkable for lts weakness and mome.,..,tary duration, that 

gives us the liveliest idea of beauty and elegance. 


(E-'tguiry, III.xvi) 

'\-brds"WOrth marks one of the stages of his youthful development as the 

discovery of the tra"lsitory Md cha"lging in nature, in an interesting 

passage that hi"lts at the alliance between the '''Watchful powr of 

love" and society on the one hand a.,d· the experience of gra.,deur and 

solitude on the other. The "watchful power" focusses o!l the traYJsitory 

and the mi"""ute: 

The seasoYJs came, 
A'1d every seaso'l"l to my "!"!Otice broueht 
A store of tra"'sitory qualitles 
\ohich, but for this most watc.~ful _pOwer of love 
Had been neglected, left a register 
Of perma"lent relatJ.o.-,s, else U"l~O'Wt'l 1 
Hence life, 8.'1d cha""!ge, a'1d beauty, solitude 
J,bre active, even, tha.,_ 'best society', 
Society made swe.t as solitude 
By silent i'l'!obtrusive sympat~ies, 
And ge,tle agitations of the mi'1d 
From lna"l ifold disti'1ctio'1s, differe"l ce 
Perceived in thi,gs, "1-.ihere to the comroon eye, 
~o differe"lce is (II.J0?-20). 

wrld are II.296-·307 and XIII.l49-5S, 212-14; in VIII.490-97 
l.brdsv.'Orth refers to the corr.parat:i.v.ely late stage of deveJ.opme"lt at 
'-ih:i ch the "b ferior creatures" claililed ''mj_>;ute obeisa'1 ces of 
te'1der-tess 11 from him. 
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'lhe perception of' life a':1d cha""'ge makes solitude more active than 

society, and such perception conversely makes society as "sweet" a 

CO"'lditio'l'l as solitude; but a basic distil')ction follows bet"t-~ee"l beauty, 

which i'1volves sympathetic perceptio'l'l of' the mi"'tute and transitory, 

and grandeur, which i"lvolves the powers of' '1ature producing elevation 

in the solitary observer: 

and hence, from the same source 
Sublimer joy; for I 'WOuld walk alone, 
In storm a'1d tenpest, or il'l sta.r-licht "''ights 
Be"leath the quiet IIeave.,s; a., d, at that tj_me, 

Have felt whate 1er there is of pcn.rer in sou'1d 
To breathe an elevated oood, bv form 
Or image U'1prof'aned (II .320-26). 

Grandeur here, rather atypically for ~brdsworth, involves dismissal 

of' form; beauty depends upo'1 the perception of' detail in form; the 

essay oo "The Sublime and the Beautiful" asserts, i~1deed, that 

"co.,ceptio'1s of' the sublime ••• will be rendered nore lively & 

comprehensive by more accurate observation and by e'1creasing 

knowledge" and adds t.~at "this effect ••• will be much more 

strikingly felt i'1 the i,nue'1ces of beauty" (Prose, II, p. 349). 

Wordswrth shares with Burke the few basic associations of 

beauty with love, society and the mi'1ute a'1d tra'r'lsitory that we have 

just noted, while using these associat:i.o11s for purposes Burke 'WOUld 

6
hardly have approved. He finds beauty, for example, in the ordbary 

6For example, Burlr..e divides "society" i'1to the "society of the 
sexes 11 a'1d ''ee1"leral society'', basi'1g his a'1alysis of beauty i'1 this 
relatio'1 L'.ore O"" the love of a beautiful v:onmn than 0'1 frie'1C.ship, 
whereas H::>rdsi.'Orth 's !'love" focuses 0'1 the domest:i.c a11 d com.-:10'1 as 
~~ (i'rl terr:J.S of a"l ''a-:cie..,t rhetorical tradjt:i_on 1-rhich 
<'listj11euishes bei:;;ee~ wthos a"ld ~_t~os as the opposi11e types of 
er,JOtio"l \-.h~ch _pJctry see~~s to depict'') • .See !Ierhert Li'rldenberger, Q:l 
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a!ld unrer.orkable ln natural scenes, in people and activities. In 

Burke 1s account7 beauty evokes love; i"1 v:Ords\o.'Orth 's, love rJDre ofte'1 

creates beauty. love a'1d beauty act as a'1chors holding the growing 

mind to "the very world which is the world / Of all of us" (X.725-26), 

in counterp::>int against the Sllblime which rouses the illl9.gination and 

pulls away from the conliOC>n. r, this resp3ct, tk>rdsworth 's treatment of 

beauty differs radically from that of Burke, which is strictly 

sensatio'>lalist: 

It is not by the force of long attentio'1 and e'1qu:iry that 
W\3 find any object to be beautiful; beauty demands no 
assistance f.1."0m our reasonirq:;; eve..., the will is unconcerned; 
the appearance of bea11ty as effectually causes sollB degree of 
love it1 us, as t.."'le applicatio'1 of ice or fire prodnces the 
id~as of heat or cold. (ibggi.rJ':, III.ii) 

By contrast, v.brdsworth examines the growth of a capacity to respond 

to beauty as a process of slow a"'ld i!lsensible 11 faste'1ing on the 

heart11 • 
7 imereas the "discipline of fear" is emphatic a."1d 'tt~erefore 

forces its way upo'1 the child at an early age, affection a'1d 

te'1 derness for the ord:tnary a'-'1 d coi:'li!lOn e1rerge only gradually. 1-uch of 

Wordsmr+.h's "Prelude" (Princeton, H. J.: Princeton University Press,
1963), PPo.23-39. 

7~revertheless, there is a sensationalist aspect to 
"brdsl-mrtl1 1s account of the passions in the Essay, Supplementary tc 
the Preface of 1815, \-.here he divides e:nntion into the "simple and 
dir-ect'', the "complex ar1d revolutionary" and the "sublim 11 • By the 
"simple and diroct" pathetic, 11 i.f fue spri"'lgs of the emotion l-rere 
genuine, all m::m, possessed of comp3tent knoHledge of tl1e facts and 
circumstances, \.fOuld be bsta:1taneously affected" (Zall, p. 185). An 
exarrrplc of the "simple and direct" pathetic in The Prelude l>10uld be 
the e'Y'.nibitio'!'l of natural devotion by the ls::mdon artificer who nurses 
his child in a public square (VIII. 837-59), discussed on pp. 185-86 
above~ For ar1 a-,alysis of 'Vlords\o.'Orth's dec;rees of the pathetic, see 
W. J. B. Own, Hordsl!orth as Critic, pp. 210-28. 

http:ibggi.rJ
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Book I of The Prelude, therefore, deals m.th a successio"'l of subl:ilne 

experie"'lces, while nook II recounts t.lJ.e gradual claims of beauty on the 

growi"'g boy, the time whe11 

the beauteous forms 
or ~ature yere collaterally attach 1d 
To every scheme of holiday delight, 
And every boyish sport, less grateful else, 
A"ld languidly pursued. (II.51-55) 

8Such a process is associatio.,ist rafuer than se"lsationalist, and 

Hordsworth uses imagery that preser'l ts it as such. The young boy may 

dr'9am of exotic cliroos a'1d mag1ificent sce"les of the fancy, but at 

just that age 

the comm:>n hau'1ts of the gree"l earth, 
With the ordi'1 ary huma."l i"1 terests 
l-.hich they eohosom, all without regard 
As both may seem, are fasten:hg on the heart 
I'"tSe'isibly, each '-lith the other's help, 
So fuat 're love, not mowing that \-1'<3 love, 
And feel, "lOt knowi.,.,g whe"'lce our feeli'1g comes. 

. (v~II.l66-72) 

'Ihus in the i"'litial stages of this process the child is largely 

passive; beauty does "lOt "strike" him, does ,ot d~mand a defi"'1ite 

respo11se, but it "faste"'ls" and ''holds" his heart: 

Oh! then the calm 
A"''.d dead still water lay u:po"l my mbd 
Even with a weight of pleasure, a"ld the sl.-y 
"q'ever r:efore so beautiful, sa'1k down 
Into rrry heart, and held me like a dream. 

T'nus daily were r;ry sympathies e'"'larged, 
And thus the comr:.o., ra"'l ee of v5 sible thi'r'l gs 
Gre'\.r dear to t1e (II.l76-83). 

8Tne clas~::ic treatrr..el"lt of 1i:ords'-'Orth 1s associatj_o.,isn reraai'1s 
Arthur neatty' s \~'illian \.'Ordst-Jorth: H:l s Ibctri.,e a.,.., d Art j-., their 
llistori,cal :"t1l>,.t.~ ( 1922; rp·Gd. 1·i1d.:is.:>'1: U·.., iv:!rsi ty of ',j sea·~ sj., 
Press, 1962). S0e esr-ec:i.ally t;hspters V-VJT. :'eatty ruthlessly 
excluJes other i,.,flue""ces O"' ~-.brc?zworth 1s maturity j., orc'er to 
enphasize a debt to ti1e theories of David Hartley. 
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Experience of gra~deur or sublimity characteristically occurs 

in solitude a~d draws the parMcipa'1t a\.m.y from thoughts of ma.,, a'1d 

sometilnes even from the landscape that has prompted the experience. 

Beauty makes differe"lt claims 0'1 the perceiver. It is U"'Cram.tic, 

quietly celebrati'1g the ordi1"1ary and t,e comr;on, and it i~cludes the 

human; the earth and its huma'1 ity both fasten crt the heart, "each with 

the other's help". l\brdsl-JOrth 1s report that, from feelings 

humble though i'1te'1se, 
To patriotic a..,d domestic love 
A:n alogous, the moo.., to me was dear 

(II.194-96), 

points up the associatio"list quality of the process: 0'1e loves the 

IOOOn as one loves pare,ts and country, because all are a part of the 

e!lViro"lment and of the stuff of comm:>n life, a'1chors that C0'1"'ect the 

child to his w:rld. Because of this associatio"lism, ma"ly of those 

passages in The Prelude that exemplify the beautiful, picture a 

populated landscape; "lature, see"'l in this "WS.y, evinces a benevole"lt 

purposiveness. Such a landscape provides the backgrou"ld for the 

11 dedicatioT'l n in ~-ook IV: 

Hag_1ificent 
The m:>rn :I.ng W~S.s, e. meoorable pomp, 
~bre glorious tha':1 I ever had beheld. 
The Sea was laughi"lg at a dista~ce; all 
'Ihe so lid 1·:0m tabs ..rere as bright as clouds, 
Grain-ti"lctured, drcmch 'd i~ eopyrea'1 liGht; 
And, i't"l. the meado'Ws and the lower grou't"l.ds, 
\-las all the swee-tness of a comn:cm dawn, 
Dews, vapours, a~d the melody of birds, 
A'1d Labourers goi~g forth i,.,to the fields. 

(IV.JJ0-.39) 

The sce~e, pote"ltially sublime hut here ood5fieJ so that the beautiful 

precomi"lates, would '10t be complete w5thout the labourers, who provide 

http:IV.JJ0-.39
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a :roodiating link between '11atural be,evolence and the feelbgs of tile 

you"lg t.brdsworth. Together the la'11dscape and its inhabitants are made 

to mirror the optimism, be!'\evole"lce a'1d purposive"less of the you..,g man 

walki'l1g home from a da'1ce \dth feellY'\gs of self-dedj_cation. I'1 a 

similar vein is the acco~t i'1 Book VI of the travels through France 

on the first an.,iversary of the Revolution (see, for example, 367-76). 

For 'V.brdsworth, experience of the beautiful sometimes lends itself to 

Ruskin's pathetic fallacy. One of its esse,t5al features is its 

capacity to be used as simply celebratory of the everyday world.9 

'Ibis association of the beautiful b nature with love of 

fellow huma:nity seems to spri'1g from ¥.Tordsworth 's account of how 

meani"lgful perception develops. We have already explored in a.., earlier 

chapter 1-brdsworth 's claim that the sublime makes its impact o"l the 

child earlier than does the beautiful, and is therefore in some sense 

a stro"lger power. Yet i"l Book XIII he seems i-1tent O"l shifti"lg the 

balance a"1d putting mre weight on love; he claims that he has kept 

h:is mi"1d free, U'1oppressed by a ''ur.iverse of death" a"1d respcmsive to 

that world which is "divine and true": 

To fear a,.,d lov~, 
To love as first _a...,d c.'lief, for there fear e"lds, 

9\brdsworth 's treatment of man a-.,d nature reciproc2.t5•1g a mod 
of joy and be~cvole.,ce clearly owes somethi,g to Thomso.., 's ~ 
Seaso"is, i"l passages like thj_s: 

'Tis beauty all a"ld grateful so"lg arour>d, 

Joi'1ed to the low of kine, a'1d .,tmerous bleat 

Of flocks tbick-'1 ibhli...., g throuch the clovered vale. 

And shall the h:y--n-l be m:trred hy tha,.,kless man, 

l·bst-favoured, -who ,,,1 th voice articulate 

Should lead the chorus of t~is lower world? 


(Summer [1746), 1233-38) 



19B 


Pe this ascribed; to early i11tercourse, 

!11 presence of sublime a'1d lovely Forms, 

With the adverse pri,,ciples of pai'l'1 a'1d joy, 

Evil as 011e is rashly 'named by those 

'hho mow 11ot what they say. From love, for here 

Do we begin and end, all gra11deur comes, 

All truth and beauty, from pervadi'l'1g love, 

'!hat gone, 'We are as dust. (XIII.143-52) 


'lbe phrase "for here / Do 'We begin a'1d end" might be i'l'1terpreted as 

the magisterial literal statement of the poet, who is saying, 11"We 

began this poem by discussing love, and "We are going to end it in the 

sruoo way11 • 'Ihis is possible, but uncO"''vincing, for as -we have seen, 

the stress in Book I iTl fact falls 011 experien.ces of fear. It might 

equally be that \>Tordsworth, determ5.ned to end his poem with the 

emphasis 0"1 love (feeling that he had over-stressed fear and the 

sublime), resorted to echoes of the R1.blical phrase "perfect love 

casts out fear". Certai.;.,ly it seems to have been part of his i,te,tion 

to eTld The Prelude with the elaboratiOT'l of a Christian comnon.-place, 

.emphasizing the poet's achievament of' sympathetic perception rather 

than imagi'~1ative powr. However, an. expla,ation for this apparent 

change of' emphasis, with its claim that love is after all prior to 

fear an.d i, fact encompasses it is to be found withb the poem itself, 

for Book II is largely c011cerned "'orith the grou,di'l'1g a't'ld j.,itial 

educati011 of childhood perception in mateMal love. 

The discussion of the genesis of' moa'1i'l'1g:f'ul perception begins 

as t-brdswrth is about to tell how the school-boy moved from the stage 

of loving 't'lature 0'1ly as it formed a backgrou't'ld for yout~ful sports to 

that of seeki...,g it for its O'W"" sake. This accou"'t he postpo..,es, 

however, questio't'li'1g the possih:ility a..,d \K>rth of tracbg human 
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affect:l.ons to 	their origins: 

Hard task to analyse a soul, in which, 
~rot o>1ly ge>1eral habits a>1d desires, 
But each IJX)St obvious a.nd particular thought, 
~rot in a. mystical and idle se"'lse, 
'Rut in the words of reaso"1 deeply weigh' d, 
Hath no begin-, i"'lg. (II.232-.37) 

Having questio>'led the value of this exercise, he proceeds "10netheless 

to "trace I !he progress of our being", first discussi"1g the growth of 

percepti<M in the i.., fant a'1d then, at line 220, picking up his 

iY'ltended theme of accomti'1g for the tra"1sitio., betwee'1 nature as 

''collaterally attached" to schemes of holiday delight and nature as 

sought for her own sake. 

\-brdsworth 's accotMt of i'1fant perception, challe'1gi11g locke 1s 

theory of the tabula ~~ derives the 1.nfant's feeli'1gs a'1d po-wers 

from "the discipline of love" wich he receives from his mother. 'I"ne 

force of the long verse paragraph 1s theory is that the infant rapidly 

claims ki-nship with his enviro'1tlel1t by ''gs.ther ~-r~g1 passion from his 

lvbther's eye"; se.,sing her love for him a.,d her related->'less to her 

environme'1t, he seeks to establish a relationship w'lth that 

environment, and his mi'1d soon acquires povrers--that of perceiving 

objects as l.Jholes, for example, and that of feeli"1g "grief, ••• 

exultation, fear and joy". The i-nfant, then, is 

A, i'1ma.te of this act1v'=l u11iverse; 
From nature largely he receives; 11or so 
Is satisfied, but largely gives again 

(II.266-62). 

1.,hat the i11 fa11t gives is emoti.o'1, "working but i., allia'1ce with the 

'1-.()rks I ,.hich it beholds'' but givine creatively to the '-Tature from 

http:i'1ma.te
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'Which it has received. Put all this is possible O"lly because of a law 

of gravitation, by mich t.l-te baby learns .from its mother that it is, 

indeed, at home in the wrld: 

'Ihus, day by day, 
Subjected to the tBscipline of love, 
His organs a"ld rec5pient faculties 
Are quicken 'd, are more vigorous, his mind spreads, 
Tenacious of the forms Which it receives. 
In one beloved PreseT'!ce, nay and more, 
In t.'lat I!lOst apprehe11 sive habitude 
And those se"lsations which have been dariv'd 
From t~is beloved Prese1'1ce, there eA.-.ists 
A virtue ¥.1lich irradiates aT'!d exalts 
All objects through all i.,tercourse of sense. 
~o outcast he, bewilder'd a"ld depress'd; 
Alo!'lg his i'1fant vei11s are i"lterfus 'd 
The gravitatio'1 a"ld the filial bo"ld 
Of nature, that con'1ect him with the wrld. 

(II.250-64) 

The loving JOOtber is the child's focus; i11fant a"ld enviro!'lment I!lUst be 

brought i11to mutual reaction, a'1d the mother is, as it were, the 

catalyst. I'1 this way the huma'i"\ begi'1s in love and, accordil'l g to this 

accou'1t i"l Book II, love as a "watchful power" ·provides t..'le impetus 

and power for all perception, wether of gr8J"1 deur or beauty. love is 

necessary for perceptiol'l to begi'1; there fear begi"ls and e"'lds. 

11"1 spite of his protestatio'1 that "Even to the very going out 

of youth" 

I too exclusively esteem'd that love, 

And sought that beauty, which, as Hilton sine;s, 

Hath terror i"'l it (!..'TII.222-26), 10 


lOA.1->'1 echo of Paradise Lost, IX.489-91, where Satan describes 
::!."ve as 

divi"'lely fair, fit Love for Gods, 
'Tot terrible, though terrour be j.., Love 
A'! d. beautie. 

1-·Jords\..'Orth fou'1d terror i., beauty i-., t'h.ose i'1cide'1ts of' the Purk.ean 
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there is ple'l'lty of evidence i., The Prelude that as a'1 adolescent 

Wordsworth -was respo"lsive to ordinary humanity, espec5ally that wich 

could be thought of in terms of familial a'1d domestic love. The 

impulse to see huma'1 life as evoking love and te'1deMess seems to have 

been stimulated by memories of ch5_ldhood and mater"tal affection, so 

that frequently the dichotomy between beauty and grandeur appears as 

a dichotomy bet-ween the human a'l"\d the natural. Or, to put it in 

another way, certai'1 vignettes \Jhich deal with parental love and 

analogous emotion may represent aTlother alternative \,brdsworth 

provided to the sublime, that of the "pathe~ic,,--the 11 profou'1d at'ld 

exquisite in feelbg" as opposed to the "lofty aTld U"'liversal irt 

11
thought aTld imagiTlatio'1" (Za.ll, p. 183). I'!"\ these vig'lettes, as w 

subl:i.me recorded i'1 Book I, if we admit beauty as a term i'1clus:ive of 
the subH.me; see above, p. 121, f"l. 11. 

11That i\brdswrth recogtli~d a distinction between the sublim3 
and the pathetic is clear from passing remarks in t..~e Essay, 
Supplementary to the Preface (1815) a"'ld t~e Essay Upo"'l Epitaphs (II). 
I"l the former he speaks of "the profou"'ld a"'ld the exquisite i'1 feeli.,g, 
the lofty a"id U"i iversal i"l thought a"ld imagi,atio'n; or i"'l ordinary 
la,guage the pathetic a.., d the sublime" as being outside the dominion 
of taste (Za.ll, p. 18.3); later i"1 the sane essay this disti"lction is 
complicated by a differeTltiatioTl between tw bra..,ches of the pathetic, 
that i-'lvolving "si;nple and direct" emotio"', a'1d t."lat i'1volvi"'g 
!tcomplex a"ld revolutio"lary" emotio'1 11 (Zall, p. 185). I,., the Essay upon 
Epit:.1.phs (II), lbrdst.JOrth me"1tio'1s the "prinary sensatio"1s of the 
huma"l heart, which are the vital spri"'lgs of sublir.le and pathetic 
composition" (Zall, p. 107). i,!lere pare, tal love and sinilar e:::;otio•<s 
are illustra'Wd i"1 Tho Prelu1e, as they are, for example, :1"1 the li'1es 
about t~e l.D"'ldon artificer (VIII .3/f3-59) a"'ld t.~ose about A'1n Tyso"'l 
referred to above, it may he that the distj"1ctio'1 is less 'hetwen the 
subline al"d the beautHul tha, jt :!s het1-.~ee"1 the subline a"ld the 
pathetic. ;1ovrever, I Hould hardly co"1sider t11ese disti,ctjo,s to be 
a]:l:.ot;;et.~er mutually exclusive. ::t:t :ts r~ot always clear fua t ·,:ordsworth 
i"1t€mds the pat'hotj_c to preclude S'J.'blinity; 11'1d Joh'l De~ ...~is J.i":ked, 
rather tha,.., disti,., £Uishect bet,.re.::l'1, the subl5ne a'1d the pathetic. 
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have already noticed, love creates beauty, although beauty certainly 

frames them. This love that suggests the pathetic takes its to~e from 

the domestic nostalgia of Book I a'!"ld the role assigned to the mother 

in Book II, and it features signif5cantly in the account of the 

"Summer Vacatjo.," which returns Hords\..urth to 1"'-Tature 's fairest formstt 

(IV.9; 1850 version). A~d whereas the apostrophe to the "lowly 

Cottages" in Book I follows the episodes of fear, in Book IV the 

patteM is reversed, the "subline" spot of tlln.e explori'1g the 

encou'1ter \>.1.th the discharged soldier cliruaxi"1g a book '-!hich -:1arrates 

return as nostalgia for the tender aspects of the past and generally 

exemplifies a ''human-hearte~essn i'1 1-.brC.swrth 's love for objects. 

At the start of t.~e Book, the vievr of Hawkeshead parish church, 

situated like ''a thro"1ed lady, se'1di'1g out/ A gracious look all over 

its domain" (IV .14-15) i'1troduces a passage of tribute to AnTJ Tyson; 

while the cou..,tryside is certai'11y beautiful, A'1n Tyson, the "old 

Dame", could hardly be termed so--but what '\-.brdsworth feels for her, 

the affectio'1 of a foster so,, UYJdoubtedly belo'1gs to the pathetic 

(IV.16-18, 29-32). The return to Hawkeshead is seen as a returrl to 

the femi'l"line, domestic and humble. 

}bre complex than Burke's static account of beauty is 

hbrdsworth 's :inplied attribution of developme'1t i"l perception to t.~o 

nostalgia felt 0'1 re-visiti"'e sce"les of happy ehildhood, a developrne'1t 

i'1. precisely the opposite directio"'! to "love of '1a"b.lre leadi~g to love 

of ma!1 11 • I1"l three differe~t ways \>.'13 are told of a "leW ori"e..,tation to 

the retur'1i'1g scholar's percept:i"o"' of the v/Orld: that he fou'1d a 
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"freshness • • at this time i"l human Life" (181); that he looked at$ 

his old environment with 11somethi11g of another eye" (200); aT~d that he 

felt the "da'loming, even as of Mother seT~se 11 (224) mich made him 

realize that others loved objects i.., the S!liile way that he did. All 

these modificatio11s amou.,t to a growing feeli"lg for orcinary human 

experience and its a'!alogy in the no"1-hu.ma.'1 but living world. Thus he 

was impressed by the process of change, discovering it 

not ir1differe"1t to a youthful mi"ld 
To note, perhaps, some shelter'd Seat in mich 
An old Han had been used to sm himself, 
~ow empty; pale-fac'd Pabes whom I had left 
In arms, k1own childre'!'l of the T~eighbourhood, 
"fow rosy prattlers, totteri'!g up a'id down; 
An.d growi'ig Girls l-!hose beauty, filch'd away 
With all its pleasant promises, was go11e 
To deck some slighted Playmate's homely cheek. 

(IV.191-99) 

In a sense, these are "shadi11gs of m:>rtality", dim fore-shadowings of 

death; yet the perception of change i11 human life, like that of the 

"tra11sitory qualitiesn 'Which the seasoT~s bestow on orga,ic life, is 

a, experience of the "beautiful.l2 As 1..brdsworth notes a little later, 

the morbid "scatteri.,gs I Of Childhood" give way 11 in later youth, to 

beauty, artd to love I Enthusiastic, to delight a'id joy" (IV.244-46); a 

fearfUl e,viro11tnent becomes lovely• 
.... 

The new eye with mich the youth looked at life rtoted with 

affection the details and eccentricities of ordirtary people, moviT~g 

him to smiles "such as a delicate wrk of humour breeds": 

I read, without desig"l, the opi"'l ioT~s, thoughts 
Of those plai'1-livi"'g People, i.., a se.,se 

12For "ti.e SU.t_;['3St5on t:1at Tmrke was aware of a con,..,ection 
between the tra"'lsitory a'1d the beautiful, see above, pp. 192-93. 
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or love aTld knowledge; with another eye 

I saw the quiet 1-bodma., i"l the i-.bods, 

The Shepherd OTl the Hills. With new delight, 

This chiefly, did I view my grey-hair'd Dame, 

Saw her go forth to Church, or other work 

Of state, equipp' d i., I00'1umen tal trim, 

Short Velvet Cloak (her Bo1"111et of the like) 

A Ma'l'ltle such as Spa.,ish Cavaliers 

\-bre in old time. Her sircoth domestic life, 

Affectionate without measi'!'less, 

Her talk, her business pleas 'd me, and no less 

Her clear though shallow stream of piety, 

That ra'l'l on Sabbath days a fresher course. 

With thouehts unfelt till no\.1, I saw her read 

Her Bible on the Sunday afte!""'loo.,s; 

A'1d lov'd the book, when she had dropp 1d asleep, 

And made of it a pillow for her head. 


. (IV.202-21) 

The tone of this new appreciation is firmly caught in the 

characterization of her visit to church as a mrk of state, a-.,d the 

vivid metaphor "equipp' d in oonumenta.l tr:iln", both suggesti"lg the 

discrepancy het"Wee'l'l the value the Dame places on her activities, and 

that which -we can put on them, seei'l'lg from a dista'l'lce. Yet the hu.roour 

is ki11d1 arising from affection. 

The third modificatio., i."l perception applies to "latural 

objects but has in COIIltX).., with the preceding t\o.O a 1'huma'1

heartedness". Precisely "What Vk>rdsworth means by this is not clear, 

but it is significant that the thoughts of "chal"lge, COT'gratulation and 

regret" are just those which occur to him in the first of these three 

paragraphs (181-99): the occtrpa.....,ts of Hawkeshead had changed, t.'le old 

nan who usea to stM himself havi-.,g died, babies "~'~OW prattlers and 

pretty girls married; yet i.,stead of seeir1g these cha,..,ges as evidences 

of LnrtaJ.ity, W::>rdswrth respo'1.d~ with mixed feelings of reeret a.,d 

self-aware pleasure ( 1'co..,eratulation 1'). Perhaps he "'OW sees .,ature as 
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analogous to this human pattern, and so the "scatterings of 

Childhood", "deep, gloomy a"''d severe tt, 

had given way, 
In later youth, to beauty, Md to love 
E1thusiastic, to delight and joy. 

(IV.243-46) 

Despite the general disti"lctness of the sublime (referable to 

experiences of fear and elevation) from the beautiful (predomi.,an tly 

tracing a patte:M of the developbg respo"lsiveness of the growi"lg boy 

to the milder aspects of "''ature a'!"d humanity) the two do i"lterfuse to 

a degree, as b the two passages 0'1 ambitio'1 in Book IV. In the first 

(121-67) v:brdsv.orth describes a solitary v:alk i, a setting mildly 

redolent of the sublime, take"! at the tine of su.,set: 

eve11 ing soo"l brought on 
A sober hour, not win"ling or sere.,e, 
:Fbr cold at'l d raw the air was, a., d U""' tun 1d: 
But, as a face we love is sweetest ~~e'1 
When sorrow damps it, or, whatever look 
It chance to war is sweetest if the heart 
Have ful"less in itself, even so with me 
It fared that eveni"'' g~ Ge., tly did my soul 
Put off her veil, a.,d, self-tra.,sruted, stood 
11(aked as in the presence of her God. 

(IV.133-42) 

The hour of fadi"lg light, the harsh air, the solitary figure and the 

curious 11self-tra,sfiguration" of the soul are consona11t with 

somethi.,g approachi"lg sublimity and prepare us for the e"''suing 

meditation on the sublime rowers of man. The boy feels ''swellings of 

'the spirits", he converses with promises and sees the iJill!X)rtal Soul as 

analogous to C.!od i'1 its po'lo.er of "informi'1g 1' a"ld "creati,..g" (the 

passage a'1tic5_pates, U'1dramatically a'!d vaguely, the S>lowdon episode). 

This is a fru:dl::a.r 1·.brdsw'Orthja., td.bute to the God-like Soul (perhaps 

http:po'lo.er
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also the imaglnation) of man, attribut:i.'1g to it po-wers of creativity 

that defy death, telling 

how on earth, 
lvhn, if he do but live within the light 
Of high endeavours, daily spreads abroad 
His bei11g with a stre11gth that can'!ot fail. 

(IV.l5S-61) 

Yet just as i11 the later "dedication 1' (330-45) which we have already 

discussed, the sublimity of the scene is modified (the sea "laughs", 

the solid mountains are bright a11d 11grain-ti,ctu.red11 and there are 

labourers going to work in the fields) so it is here. The happi,ess of 

the day is described in terms of the beautiful as "wide-spreadi"lg, 

steady, calm, c011t9mplative 11 , a"ld the walk is "the circuit of our 

little Lake". Compleme,ti..,g this ble'1ding of sublime a'1d beautiful j"'' 

the outside scene is the .,ature of 1-brdsworth 's meditati-on which 

begins in "swellings of the spirits" a..,d a.mb:!.tious thoughts, but ends 

i11 thoughts of domesticity a.r!d love: 

~~or lro.S there vm.nt of milder thoughts, of love, 
Of i'11'lOCe'1ce, a,d holiday repose; 
And more than pastoral quiet, irt the heart 
or amplest projects; a..,d a peaceful end 
At last, or glorious, by enduraY~ce wn. 

(IV.l62-66) 

The last li11e is ambiguous, keeping the :!.deas of glory aY~d peace 

resolutely apart (we might have expected "peaceful end/ At last, .!m.9 

glorious), but the ternperi"lg of thouehts i11 the order of the sublime 

by ''milder thoughts" :is clear; there is to be "more than pastoral 

quiet, in the heart / Of amplest projects". Characteristic of~ 

Pre1ude is this process of temperirtg a"'"'d modifyi,g, where experience 

that approximates to the suhljme is bala'1ced by a correspo,di'1g 
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emphasis on the beautHul, calm, love or tendeMess. 

:Fbr l-k>rdsworth as for Burke fear and love, the eiiX>tions 

associated with physical characteristics in nature and man, are as 

interesting as the sublime at1d t.'le beautiful. Both, though for 

different reasons, are i11terested in the activities of the huma"' mi"'ld 

and the laws under which that mind operates. \·;'e have seen that a 

sublime lat1dscape (one, that is, co.,tainil1g a IIX>U"'.tain or c!ominating 

natural form) and elements of the natural sublime (storm, for exanple) 

have distinct po-wer over 1-.brdsworth quite apart from 'What he 

c011tributes to them. The same does not seem to be true of the 

beautiful in nature. The ope,.,ing of Book VIII attracts our atte'1tion 

to Helvellj"'l and the vale of Grassmere bet:eath. Helvellyrt is by its 

very nature a sit1gle form, imposing its O\>Jn rnea'1i"'lg fairly obviously 

'Without too much assistance .from the poet; to put it simply, few 

epithets are '1ecessary to remi'1d us that the I:JOU'1tain is a sublime 

object. The Vale, howver, asserts '10t.i.ing apart from its creatures, 

humans and animals, that i'l"'habit it, and both vale and creatures 

together are W'ified into a picture which simply captures and presents 

an impression of purposiveness and benevolel1ce. The naturally 

beautiful, the'1, does .,ot always suffice to evoke from \·lords"t.Orth a 

response of tendeMess; it demands the prese11ce of man, and accretes 

mea'ling hy taking its attributes from ma, (thus i'l'l the Helvellyn 

passage the vale reflects l.brdsworth's att:itude to the ''little Family 

of He'l'l 11 
). Ha" is the measure of beauty for t..brdSl-.'Orth, beauty fou"'lded 

'10t 0'1 ?urke 's U"'1dulati'1g li'le or softness of texture, but on 
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analoeous "il"l terior" qualities like humbleness, lowli"less and 

affection. 

Ho\lever t.~is may be, O"le can"'tot then proceed to equate 

sublimity with nature a"ld heauty with humanity, for Hordsworth 

attributes sublimity as well as beauty to ma"l; me.,, no less than 

natural objects, arouse fear or awe. Book VIII of The Prelude claims 

as its subject "love of~ature leadi"lg to love of :Han" but alr.x>st all 

of its human de"liZe"'ls are figures of awe, cO"'ltrasting emphatically 

with the "pitiably dear" crowd of the vale. Insofar as Book VIII does 

deal wit.~ a process of association betwe"'l "1ature and man, it traces 

the IDa"'l"ler in Which i"'ldividual figures appropriate the formal 

characteristics a"ld imputed spiritual attributes of a "sublir.le" 

la"''dscape to themselves. By bei"lg a labourer in a"l e'1Viro"':!IOOnt of 

exposed hills, stark fells and U"''sympathetic weather the She_rherd, who 

is established as son:et.~bg of a 1,'brdsworthian !U'Chetype i'l"l th:is book, 

seems to assume a correspo'l"ldi"lg subUmi ty and so, \-k>rdsw-orth says, 

becomes 

Dmobled outwardly before mi"le eyes, 

.bd thus rrry heart at first Has in troduc 1 d 

To a"l U'l"lCO"'~Scious love a"'ld revere"lce 

Of hurna"l ·~ature (VIII.411-14). 


That the human form became for him a'l"l '1i"ldex" of erace, honour, powr 

and worthiness follows reaso'l"lably from this; that it also became an 

"index of delight", less reaso"''ably. 

A ce"ltral passage of Book 'JUI relates soir.ethi..,g like the idea 

of a proeressio.., from early, fearful experie"'lces associated with 

nature towards a love of nan and, later, animals, i"1 t.erms of the 
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general Burkaan associations of sublimity and beauty exami11ed earlier: 

Yet do not deem, my Frie'"ld, though thus I speak 
Of l·an as having take'1. in my mind 
A place thus early which might alm::>st seem 
Pre-emi'1e1'1t, t..~at it was really so • 
..!atu.re herself was at t..1·lis unripe t1m, 
But secondary to my OW"l pursuits 
A'1d a,.,iJral activities, a>1d all 
Their trivial pleasures ; a, d lo1"1. e afterwards 
When those had died away, a'1d ·rature did 
Fbr her o-wn sake become my joy, even t..~en 
A1'1d upwards through late youth, until '10t less 
Tha"l three and twenty summers had been told 
Vas IDS-'1 i'1 my affections and regards 
Subordinate to her; her awful forms 
And vle'l-rless aeencies: a passion, she! 
A rapture ofte..,, and immeM.ate joy, 
Ever at hand; he dista"'!t, but a grace 
Occasio'"lal, an accidental thought, 
His hour bejng not yet corr..e. Far less had then 
The i':lferior Creatures, beast or bird, attu11 1d 
}~ spirit to that gel"ltleness of love, 
'1-.bn fron rue those mi..,ute obeisa,., ces 
or te11 del:"'less, lhich I may '1UTJber now 
vlith my first blessiT'\gs. 'leverthsless, on these 
The light of 'heauty did 11.ot fall i'1 vain, 
Or gra11deur circumf'use them to no end. 

(VIII.472-97) 

The endi"lg of this passage with its reference to 11i"lferior Creatures" 

a"ld "minute obeisa"lccs / Of tendel.'l'ess" perhaps deceptively persuades 

us that the paragraph is discussing a complete movement, over a long 

period of time, from response to sublimity ( "aw.ful forms I And 

viewless age"''cies ") throum respo1"lse to rran a1"ld 1"la.ture, presumably 

il"lvolving love. Yet this is 1"\0t the theme that dominates the Book, 

which is more tha"l nor1119.lly confused in its attempts to give to 

chroliology the shape of a theme. The first section conce.,...trates 0'1 a 

contrast, posed i'1 several ways, between the real ar>d the fabulous 

(119-72 contrast t.~e real beauty of the Lake District with fabulous 
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beauty; 173-221 co11trasts real shepherds with fabled shepherds; 312

42S essenMally reverts to this contrast). vlithin this series of 

contrasts ~rds'WOrth provides four portraits of his real shepherds, 

tt.x> of \olhich show them as tra'isfigured, dista"lced a'l'\d idealized by a 

trick of the weather acting 011 the la11dscape, 011e showing the shepherd 

as confessedly sublime ("a solitary object a11d sublillle") and one 

showing a shepherd and his son involved in an experience of terror. 

The shepherds of this book are sublime figures, rezoote and stoic; 

their function is to portray real pastoralism as against that of 

romance. A parallel theme of the book contrasts ''willful fancy" with 

''plai,., imagi,.,ation and severe", the latter bei"lg a"l i11strument for 

seeing the real. Chro11ologically t.'le narrative co'1fuses, repeats ideas 

found earlier in the poem with little gai"l, and chro'1ology a11d theme 

unite only as a m3ans of providing a second, "sublime" i~terpretation 

of the meaning of London to -the growth of the poet's mind. lhile the 

book as a whole is generally co"lcerned with man, the particular 

reference of its title is to several passages 'Which accoU!'lt for the 

emergence of ma'l"l as sublilre. I11deed, only one paragraph at the 

conclusion of Book VIII, later zooved to fue preceding book, presents a 

vignette of huma11. action under the aspect of the pathetic and 

beautiful. ~.brdswort."l was r~ght to shift the passage, the account of 

the lo"ldon artificer caring for his child, for it is i"ltroduced with 

the statement that (i"l lo"ldon) ''I.., the te"lder sce11es / Chiefly was my 

delight", whereas bot.'l ma."l and London, throughout Book \"'II, are seen 

as sublime. 

A draft manuscript passage origi'ially i'1te'1ded for Book VIII 
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(.f££1., pp. 569-78, 1·1<3 Y) preserves the idea of the b:i.nary nature of 

experience far more clearly i...'la"1 does the published Book, "While 

touchi"1g on the thezoos of fable and fa"lcy mentioned above. There is 

less emphasis on sublimity giving way to beauty, or~~.; 

rather, 

Tw feelings have we also from the first, 

(?] of grandeur a.,d of te"lderness; 

vle live by admiratio"l a"1d by love 

And ev'n as these are well a'rld wisely fixed 

lY"~ digctity of beiY"~g we ascend. 

There doth our life begiY"~. (1-6) 


In this account, man gai11s maturity when he recognizes the 

correspondence and analogy between himself and the external 

environiOOnt, whe"l he recogr1izes that 

lliatever dig1ity there be [ ] 

Within himself, frol'i which he gathers hope, 

There doth he feel its coul'lterpart the same 

In kind before him outwardly express' cl, 

With differe"lce that makes the like'l1ess clear, 

Sublimities, grave beauty, excellence, 

'·Tot taken upo, trust, but self-display' d 

Before his proper senses. (176-83) 


The nan's senses testify from their O'W"' experie!lCe to the gra'!1daur a"ld 

beauty of the earth. A,d, just as the shapa of a lllRY'! 's yearrlings for 

somethiY"~g i"' !lature corresponding to his own needs are learned "f'rom 

the mother's bretast", so too "subtle virtues" iY"~ nature are a'"lswerable 

to his expectatioY'!s. The end of this is a comprehensiveness that 

cei00"1ts an "endearing u"1ion" between the huma-., se"1ses a"l d the "'Orld, 

by IOOans of the grand a"1d the beautiful: 

a path, 
f.. taper burning throueh the gloom of '"light, 
Smoke breathi"lg up by day fron cottage trees, 
A beauteous sunbeam i"l a SU"'~"'Y shed, 
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A garde11 with its valks a"'ld ba"!kS or rJ.overs, 

A churchyard, and the bell that tolls to church, 

The roari"lg ocea11 a"1d waste wildeMess 

Familiar thbr;s and awful, the mi1'lu.te 

A"!d gra"~d. (226-34) 


Generally, though not bvariably or altogether co11sistently, the 

senses respo"'ld first to oceM and waste wilderness i"l 1-k>rdsworth 's 

account. The milder appeara:~ces or "1ature, for \·:hich the child, 

through his mother's medlation, yearns from infa"lcy, claim later 

response. Their parM_cular C011'~"~ection to hurna11ity is seen in the 

phrases above, for path, taper, smoke, garde"1 and churchyard all imply 

huma11 presences.l3 

I11 Book VIII Words~~rth describes how the child makes 

connections betveen grandeur in '1ature a"ld ma"l; i"1 the draft 

manuscript, the emphasis is on baauty and h'Ullla.nity "fasteni11g on the 

heart" i'I"'Se"lsibly but surely. These t'WO emphases are complementary 

rather than opposed. 

There is no doubt that in the co11cluding three books of ~ 

Prelude "r.brdsworth tips the scales to give love precede11ce over fear 

l3This passage nay remind us of the ope"'li'rlg of 11 Ti11tern Abbey" 
where srooke asce"1 dbg through the trees modifies the soHtude of the 
Wye valley sce"1e by suggesti"'lg a huma'rl prese11ce. The passage also 
recall 1s Blair's picture of the highest beauty: 

The nnst complete assemblage of beautiful objects 'Which can be 
foU11d, is represe, ted by rich "latural lMdscape, where there is 
a sufficie"lt varj_cty of objects; fjelds in verdure, scattered 
trees a"'ld flowers, run"'iflg '-Iater, a'1d a"limals grazi"1g. If to these 
be add~d some of the productio"'ls of art suitable to such a scene; 
as a bridge with arches over a river, smoke rising from cottages 
in the midst of trees, a"'d a dista""lt view of a fine buildi11g seen 
by the risi""lg su"l; we the., e""!joy, i~' the highest perfecMo"l, that 
r,ay, cheerful a'!d pJ.acid se"'sation '1-lhich characterises Beauty. 

(Hugh Dla1r, L~n A~ridc-eme""lt of Lectures 0'1 ~etoric (re~..f York, 1821] , 
pp. 33-34) 
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and gra,deur: "from love ••• all grandeur comes" he says i'1 Book 

X!II; the "Wa"lderers of the Earth" are surrou'1 de d by gra,deur, but by 

"loveliness far mre" (XII.l56-57); the liberty of exalted minds is 

attributed to experie'1 ce of fear a'1d love, but to "love as first a'1d 

chief" (XIII.l43-44). In terms of The Prelude as a whole, this 

emphasis ca., be justified by 1lords'\ororth 'a accou'1t in Book II of the 

growth of perception in i'1fant experience of maternal love, so that 

everything which we respond to we do so because we love. But the 

chronology of the poem clearly accou'1ts for the later emphasis on love 

and beauty as the result of \lordswrth 's psychological needs after his 

experience of and reactio'1s to the Fre"lch Revolutio'1. 'Ihe elevation of 

the Shepherd as a sublime figure in Book VIII tells of how 1-.brdsworth 

thought of man at the beginning of tte revolution. The portrait of 

Beaupuy testifies to the place idealized man ca.IOO to assume in his 

development. But the real man of the Revolution l<JB.s Robespierre, a man 

who transcended sublimity to embody U'1mitigated terror. Fbr 

Wordsworth, the excesses of the period left nature and ma., all but 

bankrupt, and his recovery of faith owed itself to a rediscovery, with 

the help of Dorothy, Hs.ry Hutchinson and Coleridge, of beauty a'1d 

love. vle might speculate that Hordswrth even began to distrust the 

sublillle, and it 1.s surely significant that "power a,d action", in an 

early draft referri'1g to actions of violation agai'1st natural objects, 

in Book XII refer to the Fre.., ch 3.evolut1_on. At any rate, the regaining 

of sanity is clearly ac~owledged to be the wrk of "beauty": 

Above all 
Did •rature brbg aeain that vriser :roood 
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l•bre deeply re-establ:i.sh 'd i"'' my soul, 
lo.hich, seeing little worthy or sublime 
In what we blazen with the pompous "''ames 
or power and actio,, early tutor'd me 
To look wit.'J. feelings of frateTr~al love 
Upon those unassumi11g things, that hold 
A silent station in this beauteous oorld. 

(XII.44-52) 

Had the French Revolution not come to represe'1t the betrayal of all 

that l-brdswrth aspired to believe i"l, then it might have exemplified 

a true "sublime ••. or po-wer a"'d action II. However, quite apart from 

historical causes, Dorothy "\>k>rds\IOrth evide,-,.tly respo"lded to beauty, 

the minute manifestations of nature, mre readily than she did to 

gra"ldeur. Quite simply, she directed her brother's attention to this 

aspect of "lature •14 

The key to Words\IOrth 's attitude to beauty a"ld love from about 

1?98 on, at least Sf we ca., accept the p:>em as biographically accurate 

em this p:>i>lt, is ''benevolence", a way of thinking which gave 

"W:>rdsworth a re.,e~d faith i'"l nature after his disillusio"l with the 

course of the Revolution, which characterized his attitude to his 

sister Dorothy, l·hry Hutchi.,so., a,-,d the ''beloved Vale" of Grasnere 

from 1798, 1-Jhich typified his relatio11ship with Coleridge and which 

lies behi11d much of the p:>etry he wrote during the years he lived at 

Dove Cottaee • 

The oornbg shi.,es, 
•:ror heedeth l:.S.n's perverseness; Spring returns, 
I saw the Spring re'turt1, when I was dead 

143viden ce of this is to be fou., d i., Dorot.i.y H::>rdsoJOrth 's 
Alfoxden JouMal. See Jour""•als of Dor0t1-r• \'ordsJrorth, ed. !Icle"'l 
Darhishire, rev. l:a.ry l.borrtl!ln ( w~·,do"i: Oxford 1..I,..,.iversity Press' 1971)' 
pp. 1-12. Close ohse:ntat:io,.., of detail characterizes espeda11y the 
Alfoxde, period :i.'1 such jom...,al e,..,tries as those of January 31st Ut' d 
February 4th, 1798. 
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To deeper hope, yet had I joy for her, 

A~d welcomed her be~evolence, rejoiced 

I~ COI!UlX)rt With the Children of her love, 

Plants, i11sects, beasts in field, and birds i.n bower. 

So neither "rere complacency nor peace 

•:ror te..,der yeaMi..,gs t-la'1ting for my good 
Through t..~ose distracted times (XI.23-31). 

'I'nis be'1evolence is no complex nor systematic philosophy, but "!either 

is it fomded on the direct respo,..,ses of the sel"lses to natural 

objects. Rather, it seems to be a 100vement of the will to see natural 

objects as if they reflect a genui'1e ar.d pervading spirit i11 the 

world. 1'1 other words, such a way of looking at '1ature is i""tellectual 

rather than emotio'1al, as 1-.brdsworth admits: 

Thus moderated, thus conposed, I fou~d 
Once more in 1h'1 a, ohject of delight 
or pure imagination' a, d of love; 
And, as the horizon of my :mi'1d e'1larged, 
Agai'1 I took the intellectual eye 
Pbr my i.,.., stn1ctvr, studjous more to see 
Great Truths. thn, touch Md ha'1dle little 0'1es. 

• (XII.53-59) 

v..brdsworth deBberately reined i'1 imaginat:ion a'1d senses, a'1d "sought 

For good i'1 the fa."'liliar face of life'' (66-67). 

The Conclusion of the poem accepts this benevole•Tce as the 

source of gra,deur and love in the world, multiplyi,g disti'1ctio'1s by 

setti'1g a "pervad1ng love" apart from te,der.1ess: 

~ehold the fields 
I'1 balmy spring-time' full of risi'1g flowers 
A'1d happy creatures; see that Pair, the Lamb 
A,d the lamb's Ibther, ar~d their te'"1der ways 
Shall touch thee to the heart; i'1 some gree'1 bowoer 
Rest, a,d be '"'Ot alol"\e, but have t..,ou there 
'lbe O:e i-lho is thy choice of all the t-rorld, 
There li':r;er, lull'd a--d lost, a,....d rapt a-way, 
~e h3ppy to thy fill; thou call 1 st this love 
A'1d so it is, hut ther·e :is hit;her love 
'I'h::t'1 this, a lo1:e tha.t comes i-n to the heart 
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With a~ a>1d a diffusive sentiment; 
Thy love is h~~~n merely; this proceeds 
Hore from the broodi"'lg Soul, and is div:i.ne. 

(XIII.l52-65) 

It is a "love more i"''tellectual" (166) _15 

The characteristics of this ''higher" love as a quality 

containing "awe'' and "diffusive sentiment" and as "pervadi"lg 11 sots it 

apart from the manifestations of love we have already discussed, since 

its basis is a religious attitude to the whole of nature a't"d ma.!l 

("awe'') t.~at "pervades" them a"1d is "diffused'' through them. This 

being so, it reaches out "1aturally to embrace gra"ldeur as well as 

beauty. O"le might say t..'ltat such a higher love is o'bviously so 

distanced that it must reach out to all life and that, c~versely, 

indiVidual traits 0 f grandeur (in t.'lte form 0 f the IDOU11 tain, for 

instance) a'1d beauty (i"l a daisy, perhaps) would be irreleva'1t to it 

because too particular. I~ other words, there is little to be said 

about such he'1evolent ''higher'' love hecause it 'is so generalized a~d 

intellectual an attitude, voidi"''g disti'lctio"1s hetwee'!'l gra"'ldeur and 

beauty. Thus, in Boek XII \<.brdsworth speaks of the 11\-landerers of the 

Earth" as appeari"1g to him surroWided by grandeur~ loveli"1ess;. 

conversely, he says that 

'-lature through all CO>'\ ditio'1S hath a power 
To consecrate, if we have eyes to see, 
The outside of her creatures, a"'ld to breathe 
Gra..1deur upon the very humblest face 
0 f huma., life • (XII •282-86) 

15For a fuller d:i. scussio'1 of "I.., tellectual love" see F'ra"1 cis 
r:hriste'1Se'1, ''I..,tellectnallove: ':"le Seco"'ld Theme of ne Pr•2luce 11 , 

~' L.Y.:XX (1965), EF?-75. Profe.o,f>or Christe"1se,-,'s accou'1t is clear a"1d 
perceptive, b:1 t. i'1 call:i.'1(; it the t!s~co'ld theme 1' he ovc:n~looks the 
repeated li'1ki'1g of love with fear. Gro1trlh, through experie'1ce of fear 
a'1d love, the sublirre and beautiful, is the si"''gle theme of the poem. 
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Haybe so, but we l·.Ould like to know how, for the thought is a new one, 

and inCO"lsiste'l'lt 'With all we have gathered about grandeur and beauty 

to this point i., the poem. These paradoxical stateme"'lts suggest that 

in the last books of The Prelude i-lords"WOrth is moving the discussion 

from the level of sober experience and operations of the mind to that 

of faith. 

In terms of the structure of the fbal book, "love IOOre 

intell19ctual" sta'l'lds as a twin to imaginatio"': 

Imagi"lation having been our theme, 
So also hath that in te llectual love, 
Fbr they are each i,., each, and can.,..ot sta'1d 
Divj dually. (XIII.185-88) . 

It seems that \.brdsworth sets out to establish a structure i"l which 

"i"'tellectual love" stands in relation to love and beauty as 

imagination does to fear and grandeur. 1,'e have seen that imagination 

is accounted for as the po'Wer the mind exercises upo'1 circumsta'l"lce, 

Wlder such co"ldi tio11s as it respo'1ds to; a11d we have see., that those 

conditions are such as seem to vlordslvorth to exhibit combinatio"'ls of 

duration, simplicity and po\o.~Sr. A'1ything that exhibits qualities 

a'1alogous to these stimulates the imagi11ation. All of the "spots of 

time" in The Prelude work upo,., ·this basic con'1ecti0'1 betwee11 sublimity 

a11d the imagi.,atjon. '!'IO\o.'9ver, it is the imaginatio!1 that is 

apostroytized, '10t the materials it operates upon. 

Book XIII suggests that intellectual love is i'1te...,ded to stand 

in a similar relatio'1ship to the beautiful. It builds itself upo'!'l 

orc:i.'1ary pattens of te'1deress a.,d perccpt:to..., of beauty, 1mt 

tra'1sceYJds these to 1'1clude all thi.,.,es. A11d yet, despite this hi11t 
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that grandeur is a part of love, \-.brdsmrth surprisingly asserts that 

intellectual love can..... ot exist without imagination (166-67). 

Ultimately, then, the attempt to offer a cohereT'It explanat:i.o.., of the 

relationship beti-ree.., this "higher love" a'1d 1'i..tna.ginatio'1 11 fou..,ders, 

a..,d Wordsworth grants each a ki'1d of precede..,ce over the other. 

Ir> spite of this final co'1.fusion in The Prelude it is evident 

that \brdsworth gives the beautiful a role in his developme'1t parallel 

to but distinct from the sublime; that, although he regards the 

sublime as exerting a.., influence prior to that of the beautiful in 

youth, he derives the developme't'lt of perceptio.., from love; that he is 

in basic agreeme"1t with Burke as to the qualities of beauty in 

landscape; and that he associates beauty i'1 huma'1 bei,..,gs with moral 

qualities like humbleness rather tha.., with physical attributes. 

Difficult as it is to state with a"ly precision the place the beautiful 

occupies il"l Wordsworth 1s growth, it seems fair to say that whereas 

gra>1deur challenged his imagi'1ati0"1, beauty and love offered a sane 

way of looki_"lg at the world, and a ooral viewpoi't'lt. 



VIII 

CON' CLUSIO'T 

I 

'Ihe Jnoun tain, as '\ore have seen, was for \k>rdsworth the pre

emine~1tly sublime form. In The Prelude there are three important 

mountai"1 passages occurring, significantly, at the beginning, middle 

and end of the poem:l the story of t~e pursuing cliff in Book I, the 

tribute to the 11mU11tain 's outline and its steady form" at the end of 

Book VII and the episode of the ascent of Snowdon, with ita 

com.rne·nta.ry.~~ in Book XJII. Since 'lbe Prelude is a poem about the growth 

of poYers of mind and inl9gination (through relationship with nature in 

its gra:nd and lovely forms) and their ultimte triumph over all those 

facets of experjence which might have discredited nature and stifled 

imaginat:hre activity, t11ese three episodes stand at logical points of 

the poem; for they catch the significance of natural forms "00 

~..brdst.'Orth at t..1.ree crucial points in his life. 'Ihe pursuing 'lhuge 

1The Sr·Ol..fdon ep:lsode, of course, has to do witl1 the view f'rom 
the To)':ltmta.in ts c'Urr~"'"rl.t rather than with Sr-!owdon itself. Li'lde"lberger 
(Q:Ll£!.2§''":rtb 's :rp~elune", p. 89) '!'10tes that 't-lordsl-rort'l:l 's "visionary 
exr::er:l8~ce on muntains v.:J.s IIDra ce"ltra.lly conceMed with depths 
ra.t'"lo:r ·tha.,., heights"~-cf. the sou>;ds heard on Helvellyn's SUlllmit, 
11 'lhrough the fupth of air / Asce.,ding11 (VIII.2-3). However, 'I.B have 
see"l that 1-.brdst-Jorth also paid attentio'1 to the elevated shapes of 
ll'lOtmtains. T'ne S'10"t-.rc1o~ tableau is concerned with hej ght and depth; the 
sound ascends throue,h. the 1'blue c.'lasm 11 'While the IllOon looks down upo'!'l 
the soene from her solitary height. 
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Cliff" of Book I seemed to possess "volu'1ta.ry power", a'1d its form 

usurped the place of the "familiar shapes" of the everyday wrld to 

oove through t..brdsworth 's mind and trouble his dreams, maki"lg it 

impossible he11ceforth for 11atural objects to seem dead, a'1d providi'1g 

a basic imagery for life and poetry. I'1 Book VII the mou'1tain is 

invoked as the source of a mde of perception 'Which can make sense of 

deadening phenomena such as London; in such perception grandeur and 

majesty are "give'1 11 to the soul by the I!lOU'1 tain: 

The mou..,tain 's outline and its steady form 
Gives a pure grandeur, a'1d its presence shapes 
The measure a, d the prospect of the soul 
To majesty. (VII.722-25) 

The soul that had appropr~_ated something of the grandeur a..,d majesty 

of the mou'1tain form could, to a degree, co,tradict the debasbg 

sights of l.o'1don. But I.o.,do11 foreshadowed the much greater challenge 

eventually offered to Wordsworth 1s imagb ation by .England's 

declaration of war 0'1 France and its aftermath,· the betrayal of his 

hopes during the years 1793-95.2 Books XI a,d XII set out the process 

2This is the subject of The Prelud~, Book X. It is important 
to 110te that H:>rdsworth 's d:i.sillusio'1rnen t beea.n with Engla"'ld 's 
declaration of war 0'1 Fra,..,ce (see X.229-51, 758-68); the effect of 
this was to challenge his natural patriotism and make him exult in 
E-lgland 1s defeats. 'l'he process of impairment a.,d restoratio'1 led 
throur;h a tendency to Godv1i'1 ian ra t:io'1alism (X.805-900), the study of 
mathematics (X.901-04), the adoptio'1 of ''picturesque 11 methods of 
judgi'1g "ature, a..,d a se'1sual cravi'lg for ".aturc.l forms (XI.l38-95), 
to a restoratio'1 of a true relat:5o'1ship wit':l '1ature, through the help 
of Coleridge av1d his sister Dorothy. The 'Whole process, whose 
chro'1ology is left vaQ.Ie i"'l t.~e poem, dated from February 11, 1793 
('!fle"'l 3'1ela'1d declar8d ,..J3.r o.., Fra,ce), occupied the years 1793, 1794 
a'1d 1795, a~d _r..ossibly terni"'lated 1.fith ::oreswort!1 1s taki"lg up 
resic1.0J'"'C•3 uith Dorothy at P.D.cedOi-"1, Dorset i"'l 33ptenber 1795. 
h·orcistmrth met Coleridt;e :i.'1 h.ucust 1795 (see -~.904-15). 
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by "Which hjs impaired imaginatio"'l was restored to health. 'I'his process 

essentially i"'lvolved the rejection of sterile resf0'1Ses to nature, 

such as picturesque methods of viewi"'lg, a"'ld the educatio'1 of the mi11d 

to a poi"'t where it gave to, as "~11 as received from, >1ature: 

I renember we11 
That i'1 life's every-day appeara"'lces 
I seem 1 d about this period to have sight 
Of a new 'WOrld, a '.rorld, too, that was fit 
To be tra"'lsmitted a,d made visible 
To other eyes, as havi'1g for its base 
That \omel"1ce our dig·:ity orir,i"'utes, 
That which both gives it bei'1g a"'ld mai'itains 
A bala"lce, a'i e11noblbg i"'terchMge 
Of actio11 from wHhin a"'d from \oli thout, 
The excellence, pure spirit, a'1d best power 
Both of the object seen, and eye that sees. 

(XII.368-79) 

In view of this now explicit provision for ''actio, fron withi'1" it is 

not surprisi1'1g that where 1/:0rdsworth had previously see'1 mi"1d as 

imagi>1g nature (as i'1 VII.722-30, for i'1stance), in Book XIII he 

offers the scene vie\ol9d from the summit of S'iowdon o.s "t.1.e perfect 

image of a mighty mi'1d 11 (XIII.69). Fbr in spite of the haY~dsome 

tributes to nature in Books XI to XIII, their high points, especially 

the ''spots of tiroo" i11 Book XI, suggest that the mind may be 11I.ord a11d 

master, a'1d that outward sense / Is but the obedient servant of her 

will" (272-73). This is hardly surprisbg; 'i-k:>rdsl-JOrth could not have 

emerged f.rom a time of trial so heavy as that described in Book X 

without becomi"'lg aware that "1ature of itself could ,..,ot restore 

imagination .3 The climax of The Prelude, through the image of the 

3This 	seems to 'be irr;pBed 5.'1 :r?ook X, 426-30: 
If from t1.e afflictj 0"'1 SCIDe".·.'hcre cJO ""Ot erow 
rro-.our •rhich could "'lOt else have been, a faith, 
A'1 elevat5_on, a" d a sa.., ctity, 
If new stre,gth 'l>e '10t give'1, or old restored 
The blame js ours r'IOt 'Tature's. 
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Snowlo~ scene, quite appropriately hytm"'S that mi'1d 'Which the huge 

cliff had usurped i•1 ddla.hood. Images lmich took root i"l the mi..,d, 

having becoine part of it.s era"ldeur, ca'1 "lOW be used by that mind to 

embody its sense of its o-wn pol-.rer. 

The 11 climbi-1g of S"lovrdo"l '' episoee is i"l tw parts: an accou11t 

of an actual i'1cident (1-65) and a followi"lg cOillllle'1t.ary upon it, j., 

the form of a tMditation supposedly e'1tertahted on the same occa.sio"'l, 

11 \-hen the scene / Had pass 'd away" (66-119) .4 The force of the 

commentary seems to be that, if nature is ,ot always itself 

respo"lsible for providing that patterni,g which ~.mpresses scenes 

meani11gfully on the mind, it can nevertheless stand as an imaee of 

a mighty l·Ii:nd, 
Of one that feeds upon ~.'1fi'1ity, 
That is exalted by at'l U'1der-prese,ce, 
The senl.ie of God, or v..na.tsoe 'er :ts dim 
Or vast i"l its own bei'1g (XIII.69-73). 

The "mighty Mind" is presumably not itself the .poet or deeply 

imagi.,ative perso,, but may stand in relatio11 to the "higher mi'1ds 11 

of li"le 90, who possess the "glorious faculty" of imagi11ation, as 

Shelley's ''o,e great mi'1d11 does to the poets, who are its 

''co-operaMng thoughts''. 5 However, l"'aturs appears to ~rdswrth 

as the "perfect image" of this ''mighty Hi,..,d" because it ca,, exert, 

4As Jo~ath'it'l 1·.brds,.;orth poi~ts out i,.., B:ice.,te"''a!"'r \brds;.:orth 
Studies, p. 451, 1-Jordsworth 's statement that the S"lowdon meditatio"! 
rose in h:tm C'IYJ the n5ght of the climb is ""Ot true; see balO'\.f1 pp. 228
33. 

5shellav 1 s Cr~l ?rose, ed. '!1ruce R. HcSlderry, Jr. 
(Li'1C01'1: University of 'Te0ras;-:a Press, 1967), p. 19. 

http:balO'\.f1
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a'1d seemed to be exerting during the S"lovTdon incident, on its sce"1es, 

a po-wer similar to the operations of the imagi..,atio'1: 

abov·e all 
One fu11ct:ion of such mind had ·rature there 
Exhibited by putting forth, a..,d that 
'~ith circumsta'1ce roost awful 8."1d sublitm, 
'lbat dominatio'1 which she ofte'1 times 
Exerts upon the outlN9.rd face of things, 
So moulds them, a"ld e'1dues, abstracts, combines, 
Or by abrupt a'1d unhabitual i'1flue"'lce 
Doth make 0'1e object so impress itself 
Upon all others, and pervade them so 
That eve., the grossest mi"lds must see and hear 
And cannot chuse but feel. (73-84) 

'W:>rdswrth is saying that what he saw from the mowtain 's summit was 

such a sce'1e as would coerce eve,., "the grossest mi'1ds" i"lto seeing, 

heari'1g a"1d feeli,.,g; and, possi.bly, into acknowledging the 

"domination" of nature. The whole passage implies that, on those 

occasions whe>1 nature exerts herself in such a manner, the viewer is 

as passive as was the boy of l-!i11ander when, after his mimic hooti"lgs, 

the visible sce"le 
\-buld e"lter me:wa.res into his mi"ld 
\·lith all its solemn imagery, its rocks, 
Its wods, a.,d that uncertain Heave,, receiv'd 
I"'lto the bosom of the steady lake. 

(V.409-13) 

The Snowdo11 commentary also recalls the discussion on the relationship 

between phencme.,a, perceptio'1 a11d imagi'!"'aM_on in Book VII, where 

~rdsworth disti.,guishes betwee11 structures which ''the mind / Builds 

for itself" (such as the emblematizi"lg of the bH""d beggar) and 

djfferent scenes, 

Full-forr:l'd, which take, with small i"lteZ""\al help, 

Possessio,., of the faculties; the peace 

Of l"light, for i"\sta.,ce, the solent'ity 

Of "1ature IS i,., termedia.te hourS Of rest, 


http:termedia.te
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'\men the great tide of human life stands still 
(VII.623-.30). 

In terms of this distinction, what lbrds"WOrth saw after climbi"''g 

Snowdon was a "full-form'd" sce.,e, the description of which simply 

records what he saw a'1d heard, without a"ly super-added imagi"lative 

transformatio"''; a gross mi."''d might not be capable of writing a 

faithful account of the scene, but it 'WOuld be as capable as 

l-.brdsworth of bebg impressed by it.6 

Rut there :ts a differe,ce het-weert the process il"lvolved in the 

''boy of Wina"'lder" and the PJOok VII discuss1.on on the 0'11e hand, and the 

S'11owdon scene on the other: in the latter, ibrds"WOrth is not talkil"Jg 

about a, already formed sce.,e, but about o"le that seemed to be i"'' the 

process of formatio'1: 

A hu,dred hills their dusky backs upheaved 

All over this still Ocea.,, a.,d beyo"ld, 

Far, far beyo,d, the vapours shot themselves, 

In headla"~ds, to"~gues, a.,d promontory shapes, 

I'!1 to t.~e Sea, the real Sea, that seem' d 

To dwi.,dle, and give up its majesty, 

Usurp'd upo'1 as far· as si@l.t could reach. 


(45-51) 

By the "full-form'd" scenes mentio"led in Book VII, \.lordswrth i."ltends 

completed, static tableaus like the "solem imagery'', the completed 

"visible sce':'le" which entered into the heart of the Boy of ~Ti11a"''der. 

Here, by contrast, 1-.brdsl·JOrth 's experie"'lce seemed to be that of 

catchi"lg '1atu.re at the toome"lt 'rlhe"l it was orga"l:iZi"lg such a sce,e. He 

foWld himself 0'1 the shore ''of a huge sea of mist'!, as if he had 

6ror a f'ull discussjo., of these a""d s5nilar passages, see 
W. J. ~. 0\-:e"!'l, ~.'ord_s\-:orth as CriUc, pp. 179-87. 

http:discuss1.on
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stumbled i~to a t.'!-J.eatre at the moment of a scene-change. As the 

11vapours shot themselves" into a variety of shapes, the "real sea" 

"seem'd / To dwbdle, a..,d give up its majesty"; a process of "shapi"1g 11 

had just bee., accomplished, a"1d the sce'!e was complete whe"l the m:>on, 

the "blue chasm" and the usurpi-,g vapours had, as it were, been 

marshalled into their appropriate positio11s. Later, the sce11e 

"passed away". 

~rature, \-brdsworth is sayi11g, ofte>"~ works like a poet. I11 the 

Preface of 1815, the poet's imagi11ative activity is seen as the 

ma.ni.pulation of images by a mi11d exerti11g it~elf, "operatio"ls of the 

mi11d upon ••• objects" (Zall, p. 146); or, as he puts it in a letter 

to Lady BeaUJ!lO"lt, a certain phe'1omet1on "calls forth the poetic 

faculty, receivi11g its exertio11s as a tribute'' (Zall, p. 81). 

Precisely this patte~ is described in the Showdo"l commertary, where 

\brdsworth says that "ia ture 

Exhibited by putting forth, and that 
Uith circumsta"lce most awful and sublim, 
That donrl."lation which she ofte11times 
Exerts upon the outward face of thi..,gs 

(75-78). 

As the poet is to pheY'lomena, so o-, that occasion was 'Iature to the 

scene viewed from Snowdon's height. Just as the poetic imagination, 

viewd as the faculty -which makes poetry out of phenome'ia, operates 

"by co11ferri11g additio11al properties upo'i an object, or abstracting 

from it some of those "mich it actually possesses" (Zall, p. 148), by 

:r.x>difybg, shapi.,g, creating, 11co-,solidati'1g numbers i"'to u-,ity, a"1d 

dissolvi'1g a.,d seps.ratbg U"lity iT>to "'!U.lllber" (p. 149), so 'Tatu.re takes 



226 

moulds t..l-tem, a.,d e"1dues, abstracts, combbes, 
Or by abrupt and 1r1habitual bfluence 
Doth make one object so impress itself 
Upon all others, and pervade them so 
That eve1"'t the grossest mi"lds must see and hear 
A"1d cannot chuse but feel. (79-84) 

The specific mention of the "one object'' that "impresses itself / Up:m 

all others!! a.,d pervades them recalls lamb's defi11ition of illlagination 

quoted by ~brdsvrort.'l-t in the Preface, as that faculty 'Which "draws all 

things to one, vmich makes things animate or inan.imate, bei'l'lgs with 

their attributes, subjects with their accessaries, take one colour a"1d 

serve to 0"1e effect" (Zall, p. 150). All of 'these operations 

Vbrdswrth has "Tature performing on the 8-ioYrdon scene. The real sea 

had been made to 11 dwi>"~dle 1 and give up its ma.jesty" (abstracting); the 

mists and vapours had bee"1 e'1dued with the appeara.,ce and attributes 

of land formations ( C0"1 ferring); and the. varying sounds ~re made to 

coalesce into "one voice", m:m.,ti'1g through the ''blue chasm" Hhich 

served as lamb's m ifybg po'Wer a.., d tbrdsvrorth 's soul and 

imagi"lation: 

The U'1iversal spectacle throughout 
\-las shaped for admiration a"ld delight, 
Gra"l d i"< itself a,lon e, but i11 that breach 
Through wich the homeless voice of waters rose, 
That dark deep thoroughfare had 'Tature lodg'd 
The Soul, the Ima.ginatjo., of the \.hole. 

(60-65) 

The central JX>int to be made about the S"-lowdon passage is that 

it 1s about the ''quasi-ilnagi.,ative '1-;oorki.,gs of 'Tature ''; 7 Hordsoorth 

7The phrase is 0-v.re"l 's, Forclswrth a.s Cri t1. c, p. 183, f.\'1 • 61. 
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attributes his O\.m j_rnag5."lative activity to 'fature in order to lll8.ke it 

the "Perfect image of a mighty lii"ld'1 • If "lature does often work like a 

poet, 1.t is the poet who makes it ao so. Really, the S"lowdo"l p9.ssage 

represe'rlts the culmi'1ati'1g example in 'Ihe Prelude of the Hordsoorthia., 

process of composition, demo.,strati.,g that the i"lcide'1t of S,..,owdo'1 's 

ascent and the view from the sumni t -was D.£.:t like what happe"led to the 

Boy of Hinander, !!.2,! one of those "full-form'd" scenes referred to in 

Book VII "'Which take, with smll i-1ter1al help, / Possession of the 

faculties", but was rather a'rl exper:ie-.,ce to be recollected i'1 

tra"lquillity a-.,d oorked i"l to poetry at a much later date. \.hile it 

builds UfX'"l ordinary se-.,sory e.:q:lerje"lce, the Sno't-!d011 passage filters 

that experie"l ce through other literary passages by \4ords\o;ort.l-t a"l d 

others, distancbg and modifyi-.,g it to eive it imaei-.,n.tive embodime'!"lt 

i"ldepe"ldent of actuality. ~·he'1 w know the totality of literary 

experience that 1rle'1t into the compositio'1 of the passage v.e C8.'1 no 

lo'1ger be sure what v.Ordsoorth sa11r Ol"\ &lowdo'1 a'1d 'What he derived from 

literary sources; but we do k:tow that the imagi>-Jatio'1 \JB.S Hordsworth'sJ 

not "Tature 's. 

The asce'1t of' &lolddon was evide-.,tly Inemoreble for \·.Ordsworth, 

for he refers to it j-., a letter i-.Titten auri"lg a later t-~lsh tour of 

1S24. He notes, of the place from w'r1ere he had set out 0'1 the climb, 

that 

The village of Beddr,elert is mn.ch altered for the worse; 

'1e\oT a'1d fOri'lal houses have suppla'1ted the old rueged a'1d 

tufted cottages; a,.., d a sr:.art hotel has tuke'1 the place 

of the lm,;ly public-house i'l w:.'lch I took r0freBhT.1e'1t 

alr:nst t'f·drty yea.rs aeo, previous to a ulid,~icht asce'l"'t 
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to the summit of S"1owdo11. 8 

His mezoory, "'lot U'1"1aturally after such a lapse of time, was playbg 

him false, for it lllU.St have been sometime in the summer of 1791, some 

thirty-three years previously, that he had asce11ded S"'lowdon during a 

walki"'lg-tour of 'forth i-Jales he made with Robert Jones.9 'I':'1e letter 

says no n:ore about the climb, but does supJX>rt certai"l of the 

circumstantial details i"'l The Prelude. It was a ''midnight ascent", 

U"'ldertaken at t.h.at hour because the travellers wished "to see the 

sun / Rise from the top of Snowdon"; refreshment taken prior to the 

climb is a feature of poem and letter; a"'td ttnethkelct1s huts" (XIII.3) 

are W1doubtedly "the old rugged and tufted cottages 11 so ur:fortuaately 

supplanted. The level of circumstantial detail is certai,ly the right 

one at which to begi"'t a'1 account of the passage, for 1-Jordswrth 

8The letters of i-71.lliam a""ld Doroth \·:Ordsw'Orth. The Later 
Years, arr. a'1d ed. ZX.,est de Selincourt Oxford: Clare"ldo"'l Press, 
1939), I, 154. 

9For this date, see Ih.rk L. Reed, 1-.brdaworth. Th.e Chronolocy 
of thA Early Years, 1770-1779 (Camhridge, Jrass.: iiarvard 0>-oiversity 
Press, 1967), p. 315. The memor::r of this climb, made in the early 
hours of the moMi"'lg, or of similar climbs, may lie behil"ld soll".e advice 
proffered in Cui de to the Lakes: 

It is "'lot likely that a r:!OU'1 tain will be asce~ded without 
disappoi'1t.'lle'1t, if a wide range of prospect be the object, 
U"'t less either the sumroit he reached be fore su"'lrise, or the 
visital"lt rem!in there until the time of su"'lset, al1d 
afterwarC:s. T:1e precipitous sides of the mow tai'1, and 
the l'leighbouri~'g surnr:.its, may be see'"'\ with effect u'"'lder a."ly 
atz:Josphere '1-ihich allows them to be see.., at all; but ~ is the 
most fortunate adventurer, 1-.lho cha"l ces ·to be bvolved in 
vapours which ope'1 a'1d let in a, exte"'lt of cou'"'ltry partially, 
or, dispersi"lg sudde"lly, reveal the whole regio., from ce"ltre 
to circvrnferel"J ce. (pp. 97-92) 

The Prelude ac(:ou~t depe.,ds upon hei.,g ''i'1vo1ved i-n vapours", but 
l'.brcs,.,t)rth's n:.er1itatio" is prese...,ted as ~&vi"'g occurred after their 
app.re"ltly ~;ud,~e., d~ s.;:ersal. 
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characteristically "WOrks upward from m ilnportant detail noticed 

peripherally by his protago~ist, to revelation given upon 

. 10re laxat ~on. So here t·Tords'WOrth moves from a brief description of 

circumstances (1-9), to sober accou"t of activity, i11 1Hhich the 

arduous act of climbing is diverted only by the comic drama of the 

atte"ldant "Shepherd's Curti and the hedgehog (10-35), to the moment of 

revelation (36-65). '!hat revelatio"'"l is preceded by the act of climbi11g 

i11 "Which the dog's adve>1ture would be noticed because clilnbers 

naturally have their eyes fixed to the ground, both testifies to the 

actuality of the i11cide11t a11d aligr1s it with "What we mow of the 

processes of t-Tordsworthia"l. percept5.on. 

Thus, the Snowdon episode is built upon an eve.-..t. But \o.re 

can"lot be sure that the· description of the summit view derives o11ly 

from the memry of that ascent of Snowdo.,, because in Descriptive 

Sketches ( 1793) l1ordsworth describes a similar sce11e: 

-- 1Tis morn : with gold the verdant moun tail'! glows, 

l·bre high, the snowy peaks with hues of rose. 

Far stretch 1d be11eath the many-tinted hills, 

A mighty waste of mist the valley fills, 


10The classic statement of this process is \·:Ordsworth 's, as 
reported by T'nomas De Qui'1cey (Recollections of the Iak~s a'!d the I.ake 
Poets, ed. David \-.'right nrarmo-:dsw'Orth: Pe"1euin, 1970], p. 160h 

I have remarked, from my earliest days, that, if rr1der any 
circumstances, the attention is energetically braced up to 
an act of steaw.r observatio'1, or of steady expectation, 
then, if this i"ltense condition of vigila-,ce should sudde"lly 
relax, at that noment any beautiful, My impressive visual 
object, or collectio"l of objects, falli'"'g upon the eye, is 
carriec1 to the heart "t.rith a power "110t k!-lo"~Jt under other 
d rcums ta.Y! ce s • 

"There \.'as a Boy" (Y.3S9-413) \brdsworth himself cited as a"' eJ<..-a:nple 
of this. Othe:!' :hsta"lces ".'Ould be t.l-:!e pursube c11 ff of Pcok I (371
412) a"1d ''A 'Tir,ht-Piece". ~I. J. :9. 0we'1 traces the relatio"lship 
betl-.'een "A 'Tight-Piece'' a'"',d the Sno.,.ido-:-1 episode i"l t·:ords\-/orth as 
Critic, PP• 51-52. 

http:percept5.on


230 

A solenn sea! whose vales a'1d mountains rout'ld 

Stand motio..,less, to avrful silet'lce bound. 

A gulf of gloomy blue, that ope,s wide 

And bottomless, divides the midway tide. 

Like lea"1i,g masts of stranded ships appear 

The pi"1es that near the coast their summits rear. 

Of cabi1'1s, woods, and lawns a pleasant shore 

Bou1'1ds calm a1'1d clear the chaos still a':'ld hoar: 

loud thro' the midvJay gulf asce'1 di.., g, sou'1d 

Unnumber 1d streams with hollow roar profou1'1d. 

Jvbu11 ts thro ' the nearer mist the chaU"l t of birds , 

And talking veices, and the low of herds, 

The bark of dogs, the drowsy tinkling hell, 

And wild-mod moun tai, lutes of saddest s~ll. 


(492-509) 

The Stlowdon sce'1e is of the landscape seen by moonlight; the Alpi11e 

scene is a rnorn i'1 g one. The pi11es a11 d cabins of the Alpine s ce'1e were 

presumably not a part of what l.brdsworth saw 0'1 Snowdon; and the 

sou,ds Ine"ltioned :i.n the passage from Descript5.ve Sketches are Swiss, 

not Welsh. But the question of whether \-.brdsmrth saw tw similar 

sce'1es, or whether he transferred details from the S'1owdo'1 experience 

to an Alpine setting for his· 1793 IX>em, or even_ whether he remembered 

his cwn descriptio, of the Swiss scene when he came to write about 

climbing S>1owdon i1'1 1S04, 11 becomes irrelevant once one sees the 

lines from Book XIII of The Prelude as fulfillit'lg the char-9.cteristic 

pattern of Hordsworth 's process of literary compositio1'1: that in which 

a scet'le or i'1cident, impressed U!X>'1 the memory, is e'1riched by other 

scenes a..,d other literary i'1flue'1ces, to achieve represe..,tation b 

poetry as si~ifica,t irwaginative U1'1ity rather tha'1 as recorded, 

realistic picture. 

11r accept Jo..,at:'1a.., 1·brdsw'OrtJl 's assertio., that 11 'The Clinbi'1g 
of s..,o\.Td0'1' :ts j.-, 5ts e"1tjrety the work of early spri'ig 1804''; see 
"?:icc.,.,.te,~~~l-r ~:or<k~.;orth 3tud1.es, p. 456, .!'1. 10. 

http:3tud1.es
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Fbr the G.escription of the vista that he saw from Snowdon, a"'!d 

pos.s ibly, too, from a Swiss motM tain a year later, 1-brdsl-JOrth drew on 

Beattie's description of a similar scene, even to the extent of 

borrowing metaphor a"'d echoing sou"'ld patter1.12 Beatt:ie 's mi"'lstrel, 

in The l·D.'1stre1, 1771 (Part I, stanza XXIII), climbs a cliff to obtain 

a view of the wrld he"!eath, lost i11 mist. Gazing on the scene, he is 

as if on a waste coastli"'le, looking out o-rt an ocean of billows a11d 

gulfs, embossed w:ith momtains. Alo11g this ocea'1-like vista he hears 

the sounds of flocks, herds a"'!d waterfalls. To res_t:X)•1d to the sce'1e 

imagi.natd.vely by choosing to describe it i11 the metaphor of ocean was 

a very basic step but 110netheless suggestive; a"'ld v!ords,-lOrth borrowed 

a11d built 0'1 it i11 Descr:i pMve Sketches a.., d, latE:r, i.., The Prelude. 

Beattie's mi"'lstrel sees the wrld be..,eat.':t lost "all i'1 mist" a'1d views 

''th' e'1ormous ·Haste of vapourn; i'1 ~iptive Sketches i-k>rdsworth has 

11a mighty waste of mist", in The Prelude "a huge sea of r.1ist''. 

Beattie's description of the vapvu.~. s 1"1ow ocoop 1d i11 gulfs'' may have 

suggested the particular nQ.J.l!' of gloomy blue" h· Descriptive Sketches 

\.nich becomes "a blue cha.sm11 :i'1 The Prelude; Beattie's mi"'lstrel hears 

sounds "alo"'lg the hoar profolMd'' which suggests t~e ''chaos still a"'ld 

hoar 11 a!ld1 as J0"1athan l.brqsworth ,..,otes (fice"'lte":Rry vbrdS1•.JOrth 

Studies, p. 452), the sou.., d-echo "hollow roar profou-,.d11 of the 

12For other discussiol"ls of the S'1owdo"1 sce"'le wh5.ch comment on 
v!ordS'\-JOrth's debt to ~eattie (a"'d o"Vwrs), see \J. J. B. owe,, 
Hords1vort'h as CrHic, pp. 50-52; a"'~d Jo11atha"1 Hord~morth, ''The 
Cl:inbbg of S"!owdo"l'' j_'l t'jc,:!y't.e-·,a!"'<.T ~Jorcls'..·"Ort~ Stud~es, pp. 449-74. 
':'he relevant passat:e of ~eatt5e ls 'l",...,e l:i""strel is prbted on 
p. 452 of ~ic~,...,te"'arv ~.'orc\:i-:urt~ St<;_djes. 

http:patter1.12
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Sketches. The mi'Ylstrel sta"'lds v:iewing the scene "Like shipwreck' d 

mari'Yler on desert coast", and l·:ordsuorth picks up the associatioYls of 

shipwreck when he descdbes the tall pi'Yles, pe11etrati1"lg the mists, as 

"Like lea'Yli."''g masts of stra'Ylded ships". Beattie has the expa"'lse of 

vapour "with mou-:tains '!"!OW emboss 1dt"; i"'l The Prelude, Y.!ordsv.'Orth 

recalls lines from Hilton's Paradise lost (VII.285-86) to describe the 

same phenomenon: "A hundred hills their dusky backs upheaved''. 

Undoubtedly, the Prelude episode puts the ilnagi>1atio't1 to -vrork 

IOOre subtly than does Beattie i'Yl The H:i"lstrel or ~:ordsworth himself 

in the earlier Descriptive Sketches. It accepts the ocea11 metaphor and 

exploits it by playhg off the "huge sea of mist" agabst the "real 

Sea". FU.rtherm::>re, havi>1 g made the waste of mist in to a ''huge sea", 

Wordsworth goes 0>1 to see the vapours as la'!"! d-shapes: "headlands, 

tongues, and pror..o,...,tory shapes". A"'~d, as l-Je have 11oted, he makes the 

scene dynamic: the hills ''upheaved" "the~_r dusky backs", the var:ours 

11~ themselves" i11 shapes and ~rpe,d upc:m the real sea, which ~ 

!W its majesty. The elements of the sce'1e are thus made to function as 

dynamic e'1tities in a drama of the la'1dscape. But all this is 

prepa.ratnry to the revelatio'1 of what the sce't'le is really all about. 

Here, again, vk>rdsworth 's memory or what he experie'1 ce d 011 S>-lowdon is 

ble11ded with the recollectio"'l of the relatio'1ship Beattie drew between 

the sight of a mist-filled valley, and the sounds risi'1g from that 

valley. Beattie's mi"'lstrel could ''hear the voice or mirth a.,d so'1g 

rehound, / F1ocks, herds, a,d waterfalls, alo"'g the hoar profou~d''; i"l 

Doscriptive Sketches ,.;ordswort."'l paid special atte'1Mo'1 to these 
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SOUl"\ds. He has '''L""\1:1umber'd streams l.'i.th hollow roar profou..,d", besides 

talki"lg voices, and the low of herds, 
The bark of dogs, the drowsy ti!"lkli"lg bell, 
A'1d wild-"WOod IOOU""tai"l lutes of saddc;st swell. 

'!be parts of Beattie's !'enormous waste of vapour" 11scoop'd in eulfs", 

uncoY~nected i"1 The 1·1i'1strel with SOU"ld, have become ·ttA gulf of gloomy 

blue, that ope11s wide I And bottomless", dividi"lg the expanse of mist, 

and it is through this "midway gulf" that the roar of countless 

streams asce.,ds; the other sou,ds rise separately t.l-}rough "the nearer 

mist". \·.'he11 1ik>rdsworth comes to write the similar Prelude passage, his 

ilnagi11ation, 11 consolidatin g .,umbers into mity", abolishes all sou.,ds 

except for those of water, a'1d makes them rise through the chasm with 

undiffere"ltiated soU"ld:l3 

and from the shore 
At dista,,ce not the third part of a mile 
\-!as a blue chasm; a fracture i"1 the vap0ur,
A deep and gloomy b~ea~~i"lg-place thro' which 
H:>u.,ted the roar of waters, torrents, streams 
Int'UI!lera.ble, roaring with 0'1e voice. 

Beattie had called the sight coi!ll'OOn to all these passages o11e of 

"dreadful pleasure", that is, of Burkean mixed em::>tion characteristic 

of the sublime. ~brdsworth's sce"le i"l Descriptive Sketches is 

predominantly sublime ento awful silence bound 11 ), yet he asks us, of 

the viewer, to 11 Thi'1k not, suspended from the cliff on high I He looks 

below with undelighted eye". The scene from &-owdo-1, too, was both 

sublime a11d beautiful, "shaped for admiratio'1 and delight", but 

13Jonathan \.brds1..orth SU(;gests that the 11U'1>'\UIDber 1d streams" 
of .P2Fcr:ipth·~ S}:.,tcheft 0.'"' d T:1o Prebde 111ay come from James Clarb~ 's 
.2:Jrvny of the I.a.l<es (1787); see 3ice"'th-;ary ',.:Ordsworth St:1dies, p.45J. 
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evidently more aYe-il'lspiril'lg thal'l delightful, .for it was 

Grand in itself alo"le, but j:r1 that breach 
Through v..'hich the homeless voice of waters rose, 
That dark deep thoroughfare, had 'Tature lodg'd 
The Soul, the Imagi.,atio.., of the whole. 

F.rom beil1g an j_,teresti"lg sport of "lature, the scMe had been 

tra"lsformed i"lto a'! illustratio'1 of the pov.rer of both "iature a.,d the 

poet, a power diffused through the scene, but lodged in the ''blue 

chasm" and giving to every aspect of the sce'1e and the mind a ''home". 

II 

vmen vbrdswrth admits that 'iature, as it exhibited itself in 

the sce'1e viewed from s.,owdo'1 1s summit, "appear'd to me I The perfect 

inl.ge of a mighty Mi,.,d'', he mea'1s no more tha'1 that he had i'ldeed 

fou'l"ld a, appropriate emblem i'1 "lature for the activ1.ties of the 

imagination; and although he proceeds to suggest that the imagination 

respol'lds to both the sublil:Je a.,d the beautiful ~"Them the e'1during a"ld 

the transient both I Serve to exalt"), the m::>st striki"lg examples of 

imaginative power i>1 The Prelude are provoked by some form of 

sublimity. Yet in the concludi'1g Book of t~e poem \o.brdswrth attempts 

to modify the emphasis we have see11 developing throughout The Prelude 

0'!1 sublimity, deprecating his earlier esteem .for the sublime, "that 

beauty, which, as Hilto'1 si11gs, I Hath terror i"l it!? (218-19), and 

i"ltroducing the C0'1 cept of a "love more i'1tellectual" which appare'1tly 

diffuses itself, with a fee15.'1g of awe, over the whole creatio'1 

(154-58). T:'1is perhaps accou,.,ts for the ambigulty of the commer,tary 

ap~"'lded to the episode of the asce"lt of S..,owdo'1 (66-116), i'1 which 
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tl.O somewhat co.,.,tradictory doctri'1es of the i!nagi11atio11 are implicit. 

The first of these has to do with JX>wer. The 11mighty Hi11d 11 of 

which "1ature itself is a11 emblem is the mi'1d attu..,ed to the sublime in 

phenomena. It •'feeds UJX>n infi1"1ity''· Burke observes that "hardly a'1y 

thing ca"l strike the mind 'With its grea"V1ess, which ·does not make some 

sort of approach towards i"'lfi..,ity; which nothing can do whilst 'We are 

able to perceive its bounds" (Engyiry, II.iv). ~brdswrth was 

certai11ly res~sive to i..,fi11ity. The classic illustration of this in 

The Prelude is the description of the ravine of c~~do, in which all 

forms of energy--'WOods, "Waterfalls, torrents, streams, clouds and 

sky--are feeding 0'1 i11fi'1ity, like the sea of mist viewed from 

S"'.OWdo"l. Duration, as it "WaS se'1sed i.n lo11don, euggests i11fi.,ity. 

Mathematics co'1stitutes a"'l imnutable wrld; in "The Sublime a'1d the 

Beautiful" the centre of the power of t."le Rhine falls is the 

unalterable opposit1.o11 of the rock to the waters, a11 opposition that 

is likened to parallel li'1eS i11 mathematics and whose croW11i11g 

impression is i'1fi'1ity. It1fi'1ity is a part, too, of the attractio'1 of 

JOOU'1tai.,s, whose li"1eS may "flo-w i"lto each other like the ·Haves of the 

sea, and, by involving i11 such ilne.ge a feelbg of self-propagatiot'l 

infinitely C0'1tinuous a.,d witho~ut cog"izable beg:i'1'1ing, ••• IIIB.Y 

convey to the mit1d sensatio'!"\S '10t less sublime tha11 those lvhich -were 

excited by their opposites, the abrupt. an.d the precipitous". I,.,_fi.,ity 

is a po-werful idea. 

The ''mighty Hi'1d'', ho"t<.rever, is also the lo'1g:h:la11 mi'1d, -vlb.ich 

is attu11ed to exhibit:io'1S of era,.,deur :i"l phe.,omel'!a either f',ecause of 

a corresp:>..,di"'!g era.,deur i'1 itself ~"-Hhatsoe 1er is d:im I Or vast i•1 
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its own bei11g11 ) or because gra"ldeur suggests the Deity. The 

alter1.atives suggest the two .roodes of respoTtse to the sublime 

l'lbrdsworth wuld make so nuch of in "The Sublirne and the Beautiful": 

the mind cM either be ra5.sed by sublimity, e'"'ha..,cbg its O\-J''l dignity, 

or it caTt rest 5!1 aW3, as it must do before God. 

Uordswrt.l:l evidently began to thi"1k in terms of the 

possibility of a11 a11alogy waiti'f'lg to be drawn between mi11d and 11ature 

as he was e1nerging from his period of rae•1tal a..,d spiritual crisis, 

though the idea seems implicit throughout much of the poem. The"l it 

was that he felt that 

I JX:>Ssess'd 
A privilege, a'1d that n. ...ork of mi"le, 
ProceediTtg from the dept!l of U'1taught thi"lgs, 
Enduring a1d creative, might become 
A power like 0'1e of 'Tature 's (:Xl:I.JOB-12); 

then also that Coleridge expressed the thought 

That also then I must have exercised 
Upon the vulgar forms of prese'!t thi.,gs 
A11d actual '1-.Qrld of our familiar c.ays, 
A higher power, have caught from th.en a to!'le, 
An image, a"l d a character, by t<>o ks 
'~'Tot hitherto reflected. (XII.360-65) 

Tile '1ature of the a'!alogy is framed specifically il'l terms of the 

imagi11ation in Book XIII, where 'Ybrcswrth thbks of •rature as a kind 

of irlaginatio11, domi"lati"lg ("with circunsta"'ce most awful a"ld 

sublime") phe..,ome"la. "'Tature takes phenorne'r'Ja a'r'Jd ".rooulds them, a"ld 

e1'1dues, abstracts, combbes!'; but, more sig;,ificantly, i11 special 

cases (''by abrupt a11d U""!habitual i'iflue"lce"O she 

Doth r.111ke 0'1e object so inpress itself 
~pon all others, a'1d pervade them so 
T:1at eve'! t~e r.rosssst ml:'!ds must see e.'"'.d hear 
A"'ld ca'1not chuse but feel. 
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This is, i1"l fact, a descdption of ho1., the sublime, viewed in terms of 

vastness and i'1finity, comes to ma.,j_fest its power. I11 the S"'lowdo'1 

scene infinity, characterized as both the "huge sea of mist" 

encroaching on the real sea Md the "homeless voice of waters", 

becomes powr vrhen it rises through the chasm with O'ie voice; the 

"breach" carries up i'1finity, the dim and the vast, and makes all 

parts of the scene acmowledge "lature •s imaginative power. As -we have 

seen, this process of fi11di'1g the key to what is felt as sublime is 

characteristic of llordswrth. i.Jhere that key is "lot fou'!'ld, an image 

that should be sublime, like 1-bnt Bla'1c, remains "soulless". 1-here it 

is fou'1d, where Hordsworth discovers "The Soul, the Imagi.,atio'1 of the 

'Whole", sublimity and po-wer are joi'1ed. Thus, londo'1 evi.,ces duration; 

the Rhine falls u•1lock their JX>wer in the images of rock and water, 

i'1finitely opposed; the ravi11e of Gondo show e'1ergy seeki'1g release, 

being thwarted by i11fi11ity, in a series of images which embody the one 

idea. In the "s:pots of tirne 11 of Book XI, psychologically powerful 

incidents are fixed in images. r., the Gibbet episode the la-:1dscape is 

suffused with "visionary dreari,ess", and power selects certain 

objects to fill: 

the naked Pool, 
The Beacon O"l the loYle ly Eminence, 
The i·bman, and her garme1"lts vex'd and toss 'd 
By the stror:g wi"ld. (XI.313-16) 

Similarly, the incident of waiti1"lg for horses to appear and carry him 

home for the Chri~tmas vacatio1"l, which became so curiously con.,..,ected 

i1"l hj_s mi"ld '1-lith his father's death, localized its power in 

''spectacles a"'d sou"'~ ds" to which H>rdswrth \JOuld return and ''thence 



.238 

\I.'OUld dri'1k, I As at a fomtai'1 11 : 

the wi'1d a"'d sleety rain 
Al1d all the busi'less of the eleme'1ts, 
The si,gle sheep, and the one blasted tree, 
And the bleak music of that old sto'1e \.Jall, 
'Ihe noise of wood a"'ld water, and the mist 
Which O'i the li'1e of each of those too Roads 
Adva!"lced i'1disputable shapes •••• (XI.376-83) 

Sublimity oould seem to be a factor of imagination, iT' 'Which the mind 

acknowledges, finds or transfers po-wer, drawi"lg upo'l i"'lfinity and 

findi11g "The Soul, the Imag:i.'l'\atio'1 of the whole". I"l fact, \I.Pherever 

The Prelude exhibits imaginative activity as defi"led by \-.brds\vorth, 

in passages disti"lct from simple recollectio.,, description or fancy, 

po-wer, and therefore sublimity, seem to be i"lvolved. 

The Snowdo, scene and the section of its comme"lta.ry discussed 

above are a fitti"lg copi'1g-sto'1e to t.l-te theme of the poem as it 

concerns the growth of a mi"ld that seeks to iT"terpret itself, at every 

stage of its activities, in its relation to 'tature. The e..,suing part 

of Book XIII is not so C0"1Vi"lcing, because \hrdsworth some'Wh.at 

obscures his accou,t of imagination in order to keep the sublime and 

the beautiful securely yoked. v.brdsworth 's claim that ''higher minds" 

CS.'1 ''build up greatest thi'1gs I From least suggestio'1s 11 recalls his 

early mention of imagination, i'1 a '10te to "The Thorn 11 , as "the 

faculty which produces impressive effects out of simple elements''; artd 

that defhition seems more appropriate to the method of the ballads 

than to a!"lything i"'l Th.e Prelude, 'Where po-wer in some form seems 

necessary to produce power; recog1itio'1'1 of the "tra~sient 11 is i.., fact 

related to exaltatio"'l. The characteristic distinctio"l hetwee~ the 

http:some'Wh.at
http:comme"lta.ry
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&"Ublin;e aYJd tho beaut:lful, up to this point in the :poem, has been that 

the mind is 11 quicke11'd" a'1d "rouz'd 11 by the sublime (whic.1. ''makefs] / 

the Irr..1.ginatio,., restless"--VIII.211~-15) a'1d made 11 chear.ful 11 by the 

beautiful. 

1..brdm,'Ort.'1, then, seems to be attempting to break down the 

distinction betwee'1 sublimity and beauty, as regards their effects, in 

the final Book. l'1stead of a "yoking-with-distinction !l there is a 

"yoldng-with-conjunction". Sternness is tempered, a-r,d te,.,cterness -walks 

hand in hand wifu power: 

Md he 'Whose soul hath risen 
lip to t.~E'! hei~t of feeling i.,tellect 
Shall l-.'13.nt no huni.~1er tenderness, his heart 
Be tender as a nursing l·bther's ne?.rt; 
Of fems.le softness shall his life be full, 
Of little loves a~a. oelicat.e desires, 
Nild interests and gentlest sympathies. 

(XIII.204-10) 

Yet if distinctions are confou,...1ded in Book XIII, \-..Tordsw.i.·th neverthe

less explicitly links i.m9.gination with sublimity: he has "track'd the 

nain essential Powr, / I.nngination, up her way subl1100" (289-90). His 

business in the poem has been with mi11d and :i.roo.gination, not with 

"outward 1.llustration 11 , '",-ature 's seco'1dary grace", nor with ''Fancy", 

the f'a<.'Ulty l-.nich he has been employing to make poetry out of the 

transient, 11least suggestions", and unextraordinary calls.ll• Of mind 

14rn his book Irca~=;11'1at-!z1 a11d F'a'1QY (Linco1'1: University of 
""Tebraska Press, 1966), Jarr:.as Scog::.ins has explicitly li:1ked '\-;ords
worth1s imagi'1atio"1 wHh the subli:me, and the fancy with the beauti
1111; see Chapters VI and VII of his book. This linkage finds sooo 
support iYI the impl} cations of Book XIII of The Prelude. For a study of 
the relationship betv.>ee'i the lyrics of 1802, mainly classified as 
poems of the F'a.ncy, with Tne Pr.eJ_:2-clo, see Jared a. Curtis, tbrds
J@rth 1s Zxperirocmts 1-rltb Traditio.:!. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1971). 

http:Jarr:.as
http:l-.'13.nt
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a"ld imagination, 11actio11 f'rom within and from without1', The Prelude 

speaks eloquently, because of the ''balance", that 11en':1obli11g 

btercha'1ge 11 we have traced between the extraordi"lary calls of, a"ld 

equally extraordinary responses to, the sublime. 
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