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CHAPTER SEVEN

THE ASCENDANCY OF THE IMAGINATION

The Borderers with its rejection of revolutionary radicalism' marks

the end of an early though formative period in Wordsworth's development as

poet and philosopher. The period of disenchantment from which the play emerged

was of such intensity and depth that Wordsworth was later to explore its

significance in his major long poems The Prelude and The Excursion. In both

these poems, and in surviving sections of his projected philosophical epic

The Recluse, Wordsworth places his revolutionary enthusiasm and disenchantment

in the larger perspective of his discovery of the relationship between Nature

and the human mind. Both major poems see Wordsworth's revolutionary experience

and his recognition of the failure of the French Revolution as a central

period in his discovery of the redeeming role of the imagination in the life

of the common man.

In The Prelude of 1805, Wordsworth re-examines his experience of alienation

which had lead to the moral confusion from which The Borderers had emerged.

The Prelude deals in direct, autobiographical terms with Wordsworth's growth

to self-consciousness and to his consciousness of Nature and the imagination.

The Tenth Book, in particular, culminates in a description of the moral crisis

resulting from the misguided intellectualism and revolutionary enthusiasm

described in the previous two books. In a moment of unspa4ring self-analysis,

Wordsworth laments his deviation from the nurturing force of Nature and from

the emotional life of common humanity:

... I was betrayed

By present objects, and by reasonings false

From the beginning, in as much as drawn

Out of a heart which had been turned aside

From Nature by external accidents,

And which was thus confounded more and more,

Misguiding and misguided.2

1	 See Geoffrey Little "An Incomplete Wordsworth Essay upon Moral Habits",
Riview of English Literature, II, 1961, p.11. In 1798, Wordsworth was
planning an essay attacking Godwin and Paley. See Alan Grob, The Philosophic
Mind: A Study of Wordsworth's Poetry and Thought 1795-1805, (Columbus, Ohio,
1973) pp.98-118. By 1796 Wordsworth had rejected Godwin.In A Night on
Salisbury Plain, Wordsworth clearly shows Godwin's influence. However,
by Adventures on Salisbury Plain, (1795), Wordsworth is starting to
recognize the limitations of Godwin's rationalism. The Borderers reveals
the rejection of scepticism and abstraction and in its place the beginnings
of a belief in the intuitive relationship between mind and nature.
Though there has been some debate about the extent of Godwin's influence
on Wordsworth, F.M. Todd in Politics and the Poet, (London, 1957) seems.to
present the most forceful a •m -	 • - - ce and eventual rejection.

2	 William Wordsworth, The Prelude, (1805), Bk X, 11.882.ff.
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Wordsworth states that his pursuit of the rationalist precepts of the

Jacobins and Godwin had become more confused as it moved away from the ground

of everyday experience:

Calling the mind to establish in plain day

Her titles and her honours, now believing,

Now disbelieving, endlessly perplexed

With impulse, motive, right and wrong, the ground

Of moral obligation, what the rule,

And what the sanction...
1

Unable to distinguish between the reality of revolution and the radical politics

lying behind it, obsessed with a Utopian vision which he could not admit

to be unfounded, Wordsworth portrays his further retreat into abstract thought,

and collapse:

... I lost

All feeling of conviction, and, in fine,

Yielded up moral questions in despair.2

In contrast to The Borderers which deals mainly with the rejection of

rationalism and man's attempts to achieve perfection in isolation from Nature,

The Prelude and The Excursion describe Wordsworth's moral regeneration.

While the earlier writings of the 1790's chronicle Wordsworth's immediate

responses to his experience, the later writings place these in the perspective

of the discovery of the redemptive and creative power of the imagination.

In The Excursion, Wordsworth creates characters whose depicted experiences

of betrayal, disillusionment and redemption mirror and make objective Wordsworth's

own period of liminality. In The Excursion, the Solitary, an older, disaffected

version of The Borderers' Mortimer, lives an unfulfilled life apart from

society. His view of existence has been jaundiced by his earlier disillus-

ionment with the French Revolution, and by his inability to surmount his

sense of betrayal by society. As a result, the Solitary had turned within

himself, seeking the truth in the light of reason and pessimism. The Solitary

denies any common link with the community of men and isolates himself from

them and from the healing power of Nature.

1	 ibid., 11.890 ff.
2	 ibid.,11. 896-900. In The Prelude of 1850, Wordsworth extends his descrip-

tion of his moral collapse, Bk XI, 11.306-334:
This was the crisis of that strong disease,
This the soul's last and lowest ebb; I drooped,
Deeming our blessed reason of least use
Where wanted most ...

The 1850 Prelude clarifies the forces which brought about "a saving
intercourse/With my true self" (11.341-2), his sister, Dorothy, and Nature.
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In the third book of The Excursion entitled "Despondency", the embittered

Solitary describes his misguided enthusiasm for the French Revolution. He

attempts to deny the reality of the anarchic blood-bath in France, bolstering

his flagging faith with increasingly abstract philosphy:

... I began to feel

That, if the emancipation of the world

Were misled, I would at least secure my own,

And in part compensated ...

... and promptly seized

All that Abstraction furnished for my needs

Or purposes; nor scrupled to proclaim,

And propogate, by liberty of life,

Those new persuasions. 1

The Solitary's description of his seduction by Utopian revolutionary ideologies

mirrorsWordsworth's own account of his infatuation with the abstract political

philosophy of Godwin. As the reality of political events in France and England

tended to confirm the failure of the anticipated Golden Age, the Solitary

like Wordsworth had retreated fully into the Utopianism of speculative thought:

... Not that I rejoiced,

Or even found pleasure, in such vagrant course,

For its own sake, but farthest from the walk

Which I had trod in happiness and peace,

Was most inviting to the troubled mind;

That, in a struggling and distempered world,

Saw a seductive image of herself. 2

The Solitary following the narcissistic bent of his mind turns to its own

fabrication of reality rather than to the external world:

Here Nature was my guide,

The Nature of the dissolute; but thee,

0 fostering Nature! I rejected ... 3

Effectively, the Solitary, a man isolated and alienated by his beliefs, awaits

reconciliation with life. His despondency awaits correction.

In The Excursion, Wordsworth depicts his crisis and_ redemption through

the relationship between the Solitary and the Wanderer. In effect, Wordsworth,

through the Wanderer, was attempting to bring saving knowledge of the power

of the imagination to a generation which he saw as betrayed and despondent

1	 Wordsworth, The Excursion, ed.de Selincourt, (Oxford, 1949) Bk III,11 790ff.
2	 ibid., 11.799-805
3	 ibid., 11.807-9.
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at the abortive birth of a new age.

The Wanderer is a sage who through "wise passiveness", a simple, receptive

life amidst Nature, has achieved a reconciliation with man and Nature through

the imagination. The Wanderer, like Wordsworth, has been able tolook back

on the French Revolution and his own idealism with the clarity of vision

produced by his faith in the "One Life":

The loss of confidence in social man,

By the unexpected transports of our age,

Carried so high, that every thought, which looked

Beyond the temporal destiny of the kind,

To many seemed superfluous .... 1

The Wanderer deals sympathetically with the Solitary's despondent state,

but makes some perceptive comments on the uncompromising stance of the radicals:

The two extremes (despondency, revolution) are equally disowned

By reason: if with sharp recoil, from one

You have been driven far as its opposite,

Between them seek the paint whereon to build

Sound expectations

... By Nature's gradual processes be taught ... 2

The Wanderer's condemnation of the French Revolution and espousal of conservative

orthodoxy reveals Wordsworth's growing sympathy with Burke during the period

of The Excursion's composition. The suffering and blood-shed brought about

by the Revolution are justified by the Wanderer, as are the consequent reaction

and oppression: "the law/By which mankind now suffers, is most just." 3 However,

the Wanderer's faith in an ultimate reconciliation of man with Nature leads

him to look beyond the confines of a narrow Burkean orthodoxy to a state

where freedom is guided by Nature:

... the bad

have fairly earned a victory o'er the weak,

The vacillating, inconsistent good.

Therefore, not unconsoled, I wait in hope

To see the moment, when the righteous cause

Shall gain defenders zealous and devout

As they who have opposed her; . 4

1	 11.799-805.
24k4±10c1., 11. 268 ff.
3	 ibid., 11. 307 ff.
4	 ibid., 11.307-313.

• •
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In retrospect, the Wanderer, and, by implication Wordsworth, see the

inherent inevitability of the collapse of the revolutionary cause. Its
RI

adherents, the radicals, lacked a guiding faith in Nature. More precisely,

as the Wanderer had earlier observed, man's concept of Nature as a construct

of the human intellect, had led to a misplaced faith in man's powers of reason,

and a denial of the real Nature. The Wanderer had been able to penetrate

the illusory model of Nature propounded by radical philosophers, and had come

to an understanding of the moral order:

... in which Virtue

Will, to her efforts, tolerate no bounds

That are not lofty as her rights; aspiring

By impulse of her own ethereal zeal.

That spirit only can redeem mankind;

And when that sacred spirit shall appear,

Then shall our triumph be complete as theirs.'

For Wordsworth, the writer of both The Prelude and The Excursion, the revolution

must occur not in society, at first, but within the individual. His perception

of reality must be transformed by living not just in harmony with the moral

order, but with a faith that will give constancy and stability to the ephemeral

and unstable nature of society and social change, by:

s toKnowing the heart of man is to be

The centre of this world, about the which

Those revolutions of disturbances

Still role; ... 2

Moreover, as Wordsworth had earlier done in the The Prelude, the Wanderer

warns against man's sin of contravening, and attempting to alter the Providential

scheme, couching his adjunct in the myth of man's original fall from grace.

Revolutionary hubris and man's primal sin of pride in his own intellect are

equated:

... Ye, aspire

Rashly, to fall once more; and that false fruit,

Which, to your overwhelming spirits, yields

Hope of a fight celestial, will produce

Misery and shame ... 3

,.‘ See AL . ve, j oy lc 	 Ct	 f- C.14.4. t	 F- 6 1tel,	 •P

1	 ibid., 11.313 ff.	 co	 rQvi

2	 ibid., 11.323 ff.
3	 ibid., 11.290-5. 

4:t.rtifit oil' 0 .1,,„„	 rog Pe •
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For the Wanderer, the impulse to revolution is essentially Satanic in Nature

and effect.

In opposition to man's easily and destructively misleld reason, Wordsworth,

through the Wanderer, posits the concept of the mind's "excursive power",

essentially a development of the earlier credo of the "One Life".

By an expansive love for the physical world man can intuit the presence

of, and participate in, a spirit that underlies all creation:

... for, the man -

Who, ... communes with the Forms

of Nature, who with understanding heart

Both knows and loves such objects as excite

No morbid passions, no disquietude,

No vengeance, and no hatred - needs must feel

The joys of that pure principle of love. 1

It is essentially through the fusion of soul, sense and imagination that

man achieves, paradoxically, a liberating union within Nature; Wordsworth

defines this outgoing impulse as "the mind's excursive power", 2 the foundation

of man's moral being:

Thus deeply drinking the soul of things,

We shall be wise perforce, ... 3

For Wordsworth, the mind's excursive power extends beyond an initial, momentary,

participation in and union with Nature to a permanent state of being whereby,

as Wordsworth had stated in the Prospectus to the Recluse, the mind is wedded

to the external universe and the moral order:

... my voice proclaims

How exquisitely the individual mind

(And the progressive powers perhaps no less

Of the whole species) to the external World

Is fitted: - and how exquisitely, too,

... The external world is fitted to the Mind;

And the creation (by no lower name

Can it be called) which they with blended might

Accomplish: .... 4

1	 ibid., 11.1027 ff.
2	 ibid., 1.1262.
3	 ibid., 11.1262-6.
4	 Wordsworth, Preface to the Excursion, composed in 1798. It also occurs as

the conclusion to the first part of The Recluse, Home at Grasmere (1800).
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In essence, what Wordsworth and the Wanderer propose, is that the imagination

has a political function, and a power that is revolutionary in that through

it alone, the individual can achieve those rights of freedom and equality

tragically and futil 	 sought through political revolt. However, as Wordsworth

so clearly emphasizes, it is not through the mind alone that change will

occur. It is through the harmony and unity of mind with Nature that man

can achieve true emancipation from the tyranny of political institutions,

a state of:

... passionate intuition; whence the Soul

Though bound to earth by ties of pity and love,

From all injurious servitude was free. '

In the Prospectus to the Recluse, written in 1798, in the period immediately

following the composition of The Borderers and The Ruined Cottage, Wordsworth

had tabulated in definitive form the redemptive concept of the One Life,

a doctrine initially proposed by Coleridge in Religious Musings and explored

by Wordsworth in the poetry stemming from his political disenchantment and

moral crisis. In this, Millennial hope is blended with disenchantment and

mistrust of radical rationalism and with the growing awareness of the mind's

empathetic power with Nature. The Paradise which the radicals and revolutionaries

of the latter half of the eighteenth century had mistakenly sought in rationalism

and chaotic social upheavel would only ever be discovered through the mind's

excursive power, through revelation:

For the discerning intellect of man,

When wedded to this goodly universe

In love and holy passion, shall find there

A simple produce of the common day. 2

During the course of The Excursion, Wordsworth, through the Wanderer

and the narrative surrounding his attempts to reconcile the Solitary with

life and his fellow man, shows how a quiet and gradual revolution in sensibility

can be achieved. The Wanderer initiates the Solitary's moral regeneration

by revealing to him his philosophy of man's potential unity with Nature.

Over the course of the subsequent Books, the Wanderer leads the Solitary

on a pilgrimage through Nature and society, the end result of which is that

the Solitary partakes of the Wanderer's prophetic vision and achieves moral

regeneration:

1	 Wordsworth, op.cit. 11.1295 ff.
2	 Wordsworth, Prospectus to the Recluse, 11.52.ff.
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... To enfeebled Power

From this communion with uninjured Minds,

What renovation had been brought, and what

Degree of healing to a wounded spirit,

Dejected, and habitually disposed

To seek, in degradation of the kind,

Excuse and solace for her own defects;

How far those erring notions were reformed; ... 1

Wordsworth in The Excursion, then, sets out to describe and initiate the

beginning of a change or revolution in sensibility. At the same time, through

the two principle characters, the Wanderer and Solitary, he was portraying

his own growth, through revolutionary enthusiasm, disenchantment, despondency

and regeneration, from belief in revolution to revelation.

At the same time that Wordsworth was completing The Borderers, he was

in the process of composing The Ruined Cottage. These two works show with

greater immediacy the transition in outlook which was later to be dealt with

in sharper definition in The Prelude and The Excursion. The Ruined Cottage

and its associated fragment The Pedlar 2are amongst Wordsworth's first major

attempts to express his vision of the "One Life".
3 Together, The Borderers 

and The Ruined Cottage portray the single phase in Wordsworth's outlook which

was later to be depicted with greater clarity and unity in The Prelude and

The Excursion. Each work deals with a phase in Wordsworth's discovery of

the imagination. The Borderers documents Wordsworth's disenchantment, alienation

and fragmentation, while The Ruined Cottage deals with redemption and reconciliatior

through Nature and the imagination.

The Ruined Cottage 4 is a continuation of Wordsworth's earlier poetry
of social protest. Like the Salisbury Plain poems it deals with domestic

tragedy. However, whereas The Salisbury Plain poems ended with a call for

social and political change, The Ruined Cottage advocates acceptance and

reveals the redemptive power of Nature in the life of the poor and oppressed.

1	 WordsworthIleglaBk.IX.1.783 ff.

2	 See Jonathan Wordsworth, The Music of Humanity, (Harper and Row, New
York, 1969) pp.184-241 for a full discussion of the poem, and its significance
in Wordsworth's articulation of his philosophy of the "One Life". Though
The Pedlar was composed separately and later, it marks a transitional
stage in Wordsworth's poetry of social protest to the autobiolgraphical
mode of The Prelude. It ultimately became incorporated into Wordsworth's
portrait of the Wanderer in The Excursion.

3. See above.
4. The Ruined Cottage was composed in the Summer of 1797.
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Essentially, The Ruined Cottage deals with Margaret, a figure in direct

descent from the female vagrant and the persecuted wife of Adventures on

Salisbury Plain. The domestic bliss she had experienced in an harmonious

relationship with Nature, was disrupted by famine, war, and the intrusion

of external, political causes:

... It pleased heaven to add

A worse affliction in the plague of war,

A happy land was stricken to the heart,

'Twas a sad time of sorrow and distress

... Many rich

Sunk down as in a dream among the poor,

And of the poor did many cease to be,

And their place knew them not.
1

The strength of Margaret's love for her husband prevails over war and her

husband's mysterious disappearance. Subsequently, she learns that he had

enlisted to provide an income for their family's state of penury:

... Poor man, he had not heart

To take a farewell of me, and he feared

That I should follow with my babes, and sink

Beneath the misery of a soldier's life.
2

Drawing on the conventions of contemporary anti war poetry, Wordsworth, through

the narrator, poignantly portrays the decline of Margaret and her baby:

... Her infant babe

Had from its mother caught the trick of grief,

And sighed among its playthings

... She said, 'I fear it will be dead and gone

Ere Robert come again'.3

As Margaret sinks into despondency and grief at her husband's loss,

so the cottage symbolically decays about her:

... Meanwhile her poor hut

Sunk to decay; for he was gone ...
4

Margret's decline occurs in sympathy with the natural world's decline from

summer to winter and death:

'In sickness she remained; and here she died,

Last human tenant of these ruined walls.'
5

1	 William Wordsworth, The Ruined Cottage, in Jonathan Wordsworth, The Music 
of Humanity, p.37. 11.135-44.

2	 ibid., 11.270-4.
3	 ibid., 11.409-426.
4	 ibid., 11.477-80.
5	 ibid., 11.491-3.
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However, Margaret's presence remains after her death. Her soul has

become infused into Nature:

That secret spirit of humanity

Which, 'mid her plants, her weeds and flowers,

And silent overgrowings, still survived. 1

The joy, love, despair and eventual tragedy of Margaret's life have become

absorbed into Nature as a matter of course. The tale of Margaret, her loss,

and forbearance, points to Wordsworth's belief in the inseparability of human

existence from Nature. In the end, Wordsworth maintains, man must accept

the inevitability of the seemingly amoral and apathetic process which dominates

his life. Change, in its dual aspect of growth and decay, is an inevitable

part of man being a part of natural creation. Beyond this, Wordsworth reveals

his belief that society and human suffering when perceived from the vantage

point of the omnipotence, omnipresence and eternal duration of Nature, must

necessarily be seen as transient.

For Wordsworth, man must resign himself in all hurrijlity and acceptance

to the processes which dominate his life. He must learn to see his life from

the perspective of Nature. This wisdom and acceptance bring with them a

reconciliation with the spring of his being. Wordsworth expresses his vision

of life-within-Nature in the final image of Margaret's death, reconciliation

with Nature, and transcendence of suffering:

She sleeps in the calm earth, and peace is here.

... Those weeds, and the high spear-grass on that wall,

By mist and silent rain-drops silvered o'er,

... did to my mind convey

So still an image of tranquility.2

The Ruined Cottage, beyond portraying the tragedy of Margaret, depicts

the enlightenment of a younger by an older man. The ruined cottage, while

representing the transcendence of suffering through reconciliation with Nature,

also represents the focal point for the old traveller's initiation of the

young man into the mystery of the "One Life". After explaining Margaret's

troubled history, the old traveller explains his philosophy of acceptance

and receptivity resulting from his own visionary insight into the experiences

1	 ibid., 11.503-6.
2	 ibid., 11.512-517.
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he has just related:

Amid the uneasy thoughts which filled my mind,

And what we feel of sorrow and despair

From ruin and from change, and all grief

The passing shews of being leave behind,

Appeared an idle dream that could not live

Where meditation was.1

In Margaret's tale, Wordsworth had described grief and anguish in all

its intensity. In the surrounding philosophic framework, Wordsworth, through

the old traveller, reveals the contrasting detachment from suffering humanity

which the vision of the "One Life" brings. Almost approaching callousness

in the extent of his detachment, the old visionary questions the basis of human

grief:

'Why should we thus with an untoward mind,

And in the weakness of humanity,

From natural comfort shut our eyes and ears,

And, feeding on disquiet, thus disturb

The calm of Nature with our restless thoughts. 2

Through the detachment which comes with an initiation into the vision of

man's existence in Nature, Wordsworth voices his hope for the reconciliation

of the comon man with the suffering and oppression inherent in the human

condition.

The Pedlar is a fragment associated with, but not incorporated into,

The Ruined Cottage. Composed after The Ruined Cottage, The Pedlar contains

the nucleus of The Prelude, The Excursion and The Recluse? In it, Wordsworth

expresses in semi-biographical terms his discovery of redeeming power of

the imagination. While The Ruined Cottage deals with man's reconciliation

with Nature, The Pedlar deals in more depth with the imagination, the power

within man through which this will take place.

In a telescoped version of The Prelude, the narrative of The Pedlar 

traces the moral and imaginative growth of a visionary. In a manner similar

to that of the young Wordsworth of The Prelude, 4 Nature responds to an active

1	 ibid., 11.519-524.
2	 ibid., 11.193-8.
3	 For a detailed .discussion of the growth of The Recluse and its relationship

with The Prelude and The Excursion, see Kenneth R. Johnston, Wordsworth
and The Recluse, (Yale University Press, New Haven,1985). See also
Jonathan Wordsworth, William Wordsworth, The Borders of Vision, (Oxford,
1982).

4. In particular, Book 1 and 2 of The Prelude, (1804), largely containing
The Two-Part Prelude of 1799.
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power within the mind, "An active power to fasten images/Upon his brain",

(11.140-141). The Pedlar's mind had evolved from this embyronic state to

a more moral level with its rudimentary initiation into the imaginative life

of the community, which

... gave the mind that apprehensive power

By which she is made quick to recognize

The moral properties and scope of things. '

The dominant metaphor for the illuminative power of the imagination emerges

during Wordsworth's description of the pedlar's youth:

... He had early learned

To reverence the volume which displays

The mystery, the life which cannot die,

But in the mountains did he Feel his faith,

There did he see the writing

... nor did he believe - he saw

What wonder if his being thus became

Sublime and comprehensive.2

The imagination irradiates the moral order making it intellig ale to

the mind. It is the revelation of an underlying universal spirit which comes

through faith. The subsequent communion with Nature binds man to the dynamic,

organic world surrounding him creating faith:

... an unrelenting agency

Did bind his feelings even as in a chain.3

In effect, the mind reciprocates the active, creative power of Nature:

He had a world about him - 'twas his own,

He made it - for it only lived to him,

And to the God who looked into his mind.4

The pantheistic view of God and Nature informing these lines was shortly

to receive sharper focus in Two-Part Prelude of 1799. Central to this

autobiographical account of the role of Nature in the formation of the human

mind is the concept of the "active universe" in which man's mind:

1	 William Wordsworth, The Pedlar, in Jonathan Wordsworth, The Music of 
Humanity, p.174, 11.62-5.

2	 ibid., 11.119-130.
3	 ibid., 11.354-5.
4	 ibid., 11.339-341.
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Even as an agent of the one great mind,

Creates, creator and receiver both,

Working but in alliance with the works

Which it beholds. 1

In The Borderers, Wordsworth had shown revolutionary ideologists vainly

aspiring to realize a latent divinity in man, through reason. In The Pedlar,

Wordsworth reveals that man's mind is not merely an agent, but in its creativity

is a reflection, of the mind of God. Rather than isolating man from Nature

and God, as the revolutionary intellect had tended to do, Wordsworth believed

that the imagination enabled man to live in harmony with the universe and

partake of the divine spirit innate in it. In The Pedlar, then, Wordsworth

had expressed his belief that a new order was not to be achieved through

violent social change, but through a revolution in consciousness, an enlightening

and liberating revelation of man's creative role within an animate Nature.

In The Two Part Prelude of 1799, Wordsworth had explored his own imaginative

growth as a product of the interchange between mind and Nature. In the next

five years, as the idea for his projected philosophical epic, The Recluse,

took shape, Wordsworth saw the need to extend the experience described in

The Prelude beyond his childhood to his early manhood. By 1804, The Prelude 

had been extended to include his imaginative education in society.

The Five Book Prelude 2 of 1804 had a limited scope of "Books and Nature".

The Five Book Prelude, an intermediate stage of composition in Wordsworth's

epic of imagination growth, had culminated with Wordsworth's revelation on

Mount Snowden of the divinity inherent in Nature and the imagination. However,

Wordsworth had found that his experience of the French Revolution still had

to be explored for a fuller and more truthful account of his imaginative

growth. The subsequent expansion of The Five Book Prelude into the thirteen

books of The Prelude over the next year radically altered the focus of Wordsworth's

introduction of the proposed Recluse. Wordsworth's experience of the French

Revolution and his sense of his imagination's betrayal by it were to become

central in his re-evaluation of his experience. Essentially the seven last

1	 William Wordsworth, The Two-Part Prelude, in The Prelude, ed. J. Wordsworth,
et al, Second Part, 11.302-6. See H.W. Piper, The Active Universe,
(London, 1962) pp.3-29, and pp.106-23, pp. 123-147.

2 Johnston, op.cit.,pp.107-110 brings together much recent work on this
transitional stage in the composition of The Prelude. The Five Book
Prelude is essentially a reconstruction by scholars who hold that, in
1804, it consisted of Bks. I,II,III,IV,V of The Prelude of 1805. See
also Jonathan Wordsworth, William Wordsworth, The Borders of Vision,
(Oxford, 1982), pp.235-246.
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books are structured around the central idea of fall and redemption, imaginative

impairment and restoration.

Books Nine and Ten deal with Wordsworth's infatuation with revolutionary

ideology and the consequent impairment of his imagination. The three following

books deal with the restoration of the imagination resulting from Wordsworth's

discovery of the healing power of Nature and his consequent reconciliation

with man. Wordsworth's hopes for man are founded on his acceptance of things

as they are and a rejection of the falsified images presented by political

philosophies. Moreover, it was during this period of spiritual rehabilitation

that Wordsworth discovered his role as prophet of the very power of imagination

through which he had achieved a new faith to replace his misguided enthusiasm.

In The Twelfth Book of The Prelude he states:

... Thus haply shall I teach,

Inspire, through unadulterated ears

... my theme

No other than the very heart of man

As found among the best of those who live

Not unexalted by religious faith,

... In Nature's presence. I

In the thirteenth book of The Prelude, Wordsworth upholds the conciliatory

power of the imagination in the moral life of the individual:

Hence sovereignty within and peace at will,

... Hence chearfulness in every act of life;

Hence truth in moral judgements and delight

That fails not, in the external universe

... This alone is genuine liberty. 2

The very changes which the French Revolution had misguidedly attempted to

introduce through violent social upheavel and alienation from the moral order

were now, for Wordsworth, to be found through the imagination:

... another name for absolute strength

And clearest insight, amplitude of mind,

And reason in her most exalted mood. 3

1	 William Wordsworth, The Prelude, (1805), ed. J.Wordsworth et al. Bk.XTV,
11.239-244. See also XII, 11.368-371 where Wordsworth states his belief
that a new world is to be achieved not by political activity but by
"an ennobling interchange/of action from within and from without. ... a
new world ... fit/To be tramsitted and made visable/To other eyes."
(371-3) See Piper, op.cit.,pp.106-23.

2	 ibid., Bk.XIII, 11.114-122.
3	 ibid., 11.168-170.
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He believed that the imagination would bring man's perfection with it:

... complete the man,

Perfect him, made imperfect in himself,

All shall be his ...
1

As a prophet of Nature, Wordsworth concludes The Prelude in the certain

knowledge that his role was to bring man to a consciousness of the Paradise

potentially within him:

... how the mind of man becomes

A thousand times more beautiful than the earth

On which she dwells, above this frame of things

... In beauty exalted, as it is itself

Of substance and of fabric more divine.2

Wordsworth's revisions and expansion of The Prelude during 1804 effectively

meant that the epic of his own growth was to become the vehicle for his prophetic

enunciation of the role of the imagination and Nature in man's moral redemption.

Though The Prelude had been intended as an introduction to The Recluse, it

had soon surpassed it and become the major vehicle for Wordsworth's philosophy

of "Man, Nature and Society". Wordsworth's preoccupation with The Prelude 

had effectively lead to the abandonment of his projected philosophic epic.

However, Wordsworth was able to complete major portions of it,
3 Home at Grasmere 

and The Tuft of Primroses.

In Home at Grasmere, Wordsworth describes his meditative retirement

from society and the spiritual renewal he experienced in the interchange

between Nature and the imagination:

... surpassing grace

To me hath been vouchsafed; among the bowers

Of blissful Eden this was neither given

Nor could be given, possession of the good

Which had been sighed for, ancient thought fulfilled,

And dear imagination realized,

Up to their highest measure, yea and more.
4

1	 ibid., 11.203-4.
2	 ibid., 11.446-452.
3	 See William Wordsworth, The Tuft of Primroses, ed. Joseph F. Kishel,

(Cornell University Press, Ithaca, 1986). Besides Home at Grasmere,
The Tufts of Primroses, surviving sections include, St. Pauls, (1808),
To the Clouds, (1808) and "Composed when a probability existed of our
being obliged to quit Rydal Mount" (1826).

4	 William Wordsworth, Home at Grasmere, ed. Colette Clark, (Penguin, 1960)
11. 103-110.
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Essentially, Home at Grasmere describes a state of visionary solitude in

which Wordsworth reveals his reconciliation with life and perceives in sharper

definition the prophetic role his own imagination was to have in the rehabilitation

of fallen, revolutionary, man.

In Home at Grasmere, Wordsworth was portraying the state of mind from

which The Prelude and later sections of The Recluse' had issued. While Home 

at Gracemere portrays the attainment of a state of grace resulting from the

activation of the imagination, the extent of its vision is limited to a purely

individual level. Recognizing that the consciousness of a society could

not be changed by individuals acting in isolation, Wordsworth attempted in

The Tuft of Primroses to introduce an element of communality and solidarity

into his vision of the "One Life", thereby giving it a greater social relevance

and purpose.

The theme of the "Tuft of Primroses" is change. For Wordsworth, in

1808, change is not the abrupt and complete cessation of one order, to be

superceded by another. Change is organic; it is an evolutonary process.

The old is preserved transformed in the new. Moreover, Wordsworth sees the

changes in man's political, spiritual, and material existence as analogous

with, and related to, the processes of change in Nature. As a meditation

of the theme of change, "The Tuft of Primroses" deals with man's relationship

with Nature in the context of the major spiritual revolutions in Western

European history. Wordsworth seeks to define an historial context, a tradition,

of which the French Revolution is a product, and his own prophetic vision

its culmination.

For Wordsworth there is a basic postulate of the relationship between

man and Nature underlying and determining the course of history. Each age

redefines this postulate. Wordsworth formulates his own version of this in

the "Prospectus of the Recluse":

How exquisitely the individual mind

(And the progressive powers perhaps no less

Of the whole species) to the external world

Is fitted; and how equisitely too -

Theme this but little heard of among men -

The external world is fitted to the mind;

And the creation .. which they with blended might

Accomplish ... 2

1	 See Jonathan Wordsworth, William Wordsworth, The Borders of Vison, (Oxford,
1982), pp.340-377.

2	 Wordsworth, "Prospectus to the Recluse", from "Home at Grasmere", ed.B.
Darlington (Cornell University Press, Ithaca and New York, 1977) Ms.B.
11. 1006-10014.
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"The Tuft of Primroses" explores and elaborates the position Wordsworth

had taken up in his "spousal verse of the great consummation of the human

mind with Nature" 1 in the first book of The Recluse. "Home at Grasmere"

relates Wordsworth's rejection of society, and his consequent return to Nature.

Its narrative focuses on the poet's regaining of Paradise, where;

... the individual mind keeps its own

Inviolate retirement, and consists

With being limitless the one great life. 2

Thought, landscape, and action are drawn within the circumference of the poet's

consciousness. The force of reality is focused upon the poet's ego, which,

in turn irradiates all with a transforming vision of Paradise. The narrative

of "The Tuft of Primroses" is more centrifugal. In it Wordsworth outlines

a continuous tradition extending throughout the past from which his vision

has evolved.

In "The Tuft of Primroses", Wordsworth discerns and nparts/Inherent things

from casual,/What is fixed from fleeting". 3 Schematically, "The Tuft of

Primroses" combines metaphor and metonymy through the architectural linkage

of Dove Cottage: the tuft of primroses is to Dove Cottage as Dove Cottage

is to the abbeys of England and France. Dove Cottage, Tintern Abbey, Fountains

Abbey, and the Grand Chartreuse are all dwelling places of spiritual power

which "cleave ... to the earth in monument/Of Revelation" .4 Metaphor links

the primroses to the Abbeys, uniting the natural and the spiritual. Moreover,

the metonymic and metaphoric linking extends to history, revealing the continuity

of a tradition which embraces monasticism, the Reformation, the French Revolution,

and Wordsworth's own vision. They are all spiritual revolutions where devotion

to pure Utopia and revolt against a polluted society are part of the process

of a rediscovery of obscured, pristine, values. Ultimately, revolution is

seen in terms of a more essential, universal rhythm of cyclical change, return

and regeneration. Through the poetic techniques of metaphoric and metonymic

linking, Wordsworth reveals how events and phenomena, which, on the surface

seem contrasting and unrelated, are the manifestations of one essential and

universal process.

The central dilemma which Wordsworth confronts in "The Tuft of Primroses"

1	 ibid., 11.1003-4.
2	 ibid., 11.969-972.
3	 ibid., 11.1030-31.
4	 ibid.
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is the relation between vision-in-solitude and life-in-society. The Prelude 

relates Wordsworth's quest for Paradise. "Home at Grasmere" depicts Wordsworth's

attainment of that Paradise as an individual. However, it presents a mode

of existence possible only in isolation from society. For Wordsworth, society

is alien to Nature and the imagination. ) In order to bring about a transformation

and regeneration of society, in order to:

arouse; the sensual from their sleep

Of Death, and win the vacant and the vain

To noble raptures. 2

Wordsworth seeks to bring together these two conflicting orders. A dialectical

process will retain the essence of both in a higher conciliatory order.

Wordsworth seeks the solution for his dilemma in analogous historical conflicts,

where man was to be redeemed not in the confrontation of opposing movements

and ideologies, but in his transcendence of these. In "The Tuft of Primroses",

Wordsworth turns from an egocentric vision of the imagination's excursive

power to the formulation of an ideology where the imagination and Nature

interact in man's social existence.

In a series of movements linked by metaphor, Wordsworth explores the

relation his revolution holds with Nature and history. In the opening movements

the altered landscape which Wordsworth finds on his return to Grasmere provides

a focus for the subsequent meditations upon change. Wordsworth invokes a

tuft of spring primroses as a symbol of the permanance underlying change:

... Thou ar4, here, reviv'd

And beautiful as ever like a Queen

Smiling from they imperishable throne,

And so shall keep for ages yet untold

Frail as thou art ...

... so shalt Thou maintain

Conspicuously thy solitary state

In splendour unimpaired ... 3

The primroses symbolizes the process of renewal, of cyclical change. It

flowers with the return of spring. Seasonal change is a type for revolutionary

change, for return and renewal. It is a counter-image to the ruined cottage

1 Wordsworth, The Prelude,	 (1805), Bk X,11.926-940.
2 Wordsworth, op.cit.,11.813-5.
3 Wordsworth, "The Tuft of Primroses", Appendix C. The Poetical Works

of William Wordsworth, Vol.5. ed. E.de Selincourt (Oxford 1949) pp.348-362,
11.7-12.
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of the Sympson family, symbolic of the inexorable process of decay and death -

finite or non-renewing change. 1 Wordsworth defines a third category of change

in this initial movement - apocalyptic change. Abrupt and cataclysmic change

is seen as both destructive and as a means of revealing what has previously

been hidden. It is associated with external intervention and the disruption

of the establish rhythms and cycles of natural change. Wordsworth symbolizes

this in the devastated grove of Grasmere, the:

aerial grove, no more

Right in the centre of the lovely Vale. 2

While he deplores the desecration of this sacred grove, he recognizes

through it the vulnerability of his fragile Paradise to the forces of change.

Symbolically, now that the pines are layed waste, the previously obscured

chapel and the Sympson cottage now expose themselves to view as poles between

which man exists. Man is caught between the changeless, eternal, realm of

the spirit and the mutable world of his physical existence. In the first

movement, Wordsworth has established three types of change, and the three

orders of existence with which they are associated: the eternal, changeless

realm of God, the cyclical patterns of Nature, and the mutable world of physical

existence. All three co-exist, and occasionally come into conflict.

For Wordsworth, human existence is irredeemably subject to the processes

of change. It is only through the excursive, apocalyptic, power of mind
3 that

he is able to overcome, temporarily, the limitations of his own existence.

In moments of revelation he catches a gli:r.ix3e of the transcendent and eternal

within his own being. 4 In the first movement, Wordsworth confronts a paradox

central to his vision. He seeks to bring about a revolutionary change in

human consciousness by which man might transcend the impermanence and flux

to which his existence is bonded. However man is confined, as a physical

being, to the world of change. Seeking permanance he finds only a universe

continually in the process of change. The destruction of the grove at Grasmere

revealed that impermanence and change is inescapable in the world of physical

change to which man is confined:

1 Wordsworth was obviously developing the symbol of the ruined cottage
as a type for the mutability and passing spectacle of joy and sorrow
which are inherent in the human condition.

2	 ibid., 11.98-99.
3	 See Wordsworth, "Composed, when ...", 11.63-70, where Wordsworth describes

"the idealizing soul" which transcends the "residues of flesh" and the
"shallow life", allowing man to participate in eternity.

4	 See Wordsworth's "To the Clouds", 11.55-63.
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... the best

And dearest resting-places of the heart

Vanish beneath an unrelenting doom.
1

The uncovering of the chapel functions as a double revelation. It reveals

the inevitability of change, while also revealing that a higher external

reality affords man a possible escape from his incertitude and anxiety at

change. By realizing the patterns and stability of larger forces within

his own finite and mutable existence, man is offered the hope of regeneration

within his life.

In the second movement, Wordsworth explores historical situations which

parallel his own, in an effort to overcome the conflicts outlined and defined

in the first movement:

What impulse drove the hermit to his Cell,

And what detain'd him there till life was spent

Fast anchored in the desert.
2

Ostensibly the answer is insecurity, and anxiety at change and the corrupt

materialism of a despitic society. Moreover, it becomes clear that what

the hermit seeks is the reconciliation of an inner state of grace with a physical

manifestation of grace in Nature, a paradisial refuge from the change and

corruption which threaten to destroy man physically and spiritually. Wordsworth

states that the hermit seeks a changeless harmony of the physical and spiritual,

the eternal and finite:

... its absolute self, a life of peace,

Stability without regret or fear,

That bath been, is, and shall be evermore.

... The life where hope and memory are as one,

Earth quiet and unchanged, the human soul

Consistent in self-rule, and heaven revealed

To meditation in that quietness. 3

It is a state where paradox, conflict and opposites are to be resolved,

where flux and change are to be eliminated. These lines blend natural existent-

ialism and supernatural revelation with the constancy of the human soul as

the mediating link between an eternal earth and an eternal heaven. The self-ruled

soul shares with the unchanging earth a quiet revelation, a "wise passiveness"

that is distinct from the abrupt violence of apocalyptic shock, and the inexorable

process of human decay and death.

1	 ibid., 11.261-3.
2	 ibid., 11. 264-6.
3	 ibid., 11.279-295.
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In "Home at Grasmere", Wordsworth had initially dismissed the Arcadian

ideal as an escapist fantasy, a "Pagan superstition feigned for mansions

of the happy dead". 1 However, he returned to it in the "Prospectus", claiming

it as a "simple produce of the common day". 2 In the "Tuft of Primroses",

the Arcadia which St. Basil discovered in Pontus is no fiction but an "Enduring

Paradise ... covert serene of blessed mortality". 3 Wordsworth identifies

himself with Saint Basil. This is reinforced by the device of the letter

from Saint Basil to Nazianzen, where Wordsworth reveals his belief that he,

too, is to be the founaer of a revolutionary new order. In the letter, Wordsworth

objectifies, in the context of history, the conflicts which beset his own

vision. In turning against society, Saint Basil and Wordsworth return to

a value-system which has its own tradition, of which Christ was one exponent.

Consequently, there are echoes of Christ's teachings in those of Basil,:

There is a privilege to plead, there is;

'Renounce, and thou shalt find that privilege here'. 4

Basil's invitation to Nazianzen is an attempt to confront society with

the visionary new order. It is an attempt to bring about an interflow between

imaginative and spiritual grace and the masses of society. At the same time,

Basil's address to Nazianzen doubles as Wordsworth's own address to Coleridge,

and to the reader. It outlines the Utopian state that will be found on turning

away from a tainted, factious society; where:

No loss lamenting, no privation felt,

Disturb'd by no vicissitudes, unseared

By civil faction, by religious broils

Unplagu'd, forgetting and forgotten here

May'st thou dedicate thyself to God ... 5

Here, the individual lives not for himself but for God through Nature. Moreover,

through the contemplative life, the individual achieves a state of serenity,

or grace, within himself that cancels change. The landscape mirrors this

state of inner security and changelessness. However, the hermit must ultimately

reconcile himself with the finite aspect of his being, he:

must descend

From the pure vision, and his soul admit

A salutory glow of hope and fear ... 6

1	 ibid., 11.351.
2	 ibid., 11.807. MS.D.
3	 ibid., 11.353-5.
4	 ibid., 11.362-3.
5	 ibid., 11.364-8.
6	 ibid., 11. 380-2.
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Ultimately, he must accept the inevitability of death, and the promise of

future happiness in God. In life it is given to man only to:

Search in patience and humility

Among the written mysteries of faith

The will divine; ... 1

As in the first movement, Wordsworth is confronted with doubt about the potential

of a revolution to transform what is unalterable and predetermined in human

existence. However, he concludes the second movement with an affirmation

of evolutionary change; the monasticism of which Basil was a founder:

... hung like a shining cloud,

O'er the vast regions of the Western Church;

Whence those communities of holy men,

That spread so far, to shrouded quietness

Devoted, and of saintly Virgin's pure.
2

Basil was able to bridge the gulf between vision-in-solitude and life-in-society

by taking into society the memory of the paradise he had found in isolation

from society, and realizing this ideal in his life in society.

The impermanance of ideals, and their survival in an altered form, furnishes

Wordsworth with a new motif in his meditation upon change. The third movement

with its representative symbol of ruined abbeys draws together past and present,

the eternal and finite, the dynamic and the static, revolution and revelation.

A past age's monuments of revelation have fallen into ruin through neglect,

and through the inadequacy of the vision embodied in them to adapt successfully

to change and represent the concerns of a new age:

Fallen in a thousand vales the stately towers

And branching windows gorgeously array'd

And aisles and roofs magnificant that thrill'd

With halleluiahs, and the strong-ribb'd vaults

Are crush'd; and buried under weeds and earth

The cloistral avenues ...
3

Wordsworth is confronted with the change that time has wrought on the revolutionary

order which Basil founded. It brings him an awareness of the destiny awaiting

his own visionary order. Seeking permanence, the realization of the eternal

and static within the dynamic and finite, Wbrdsworth's revolution, too, will

succumb to change and future revolutions.

1	 ibid., 11.383-5.
2	 ibid., 11.460-5.
3	 ibid., 11.466-471.
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Wordsworth's imagery reflects the preoccupation with organic synthesis

and continuity that dominates his own philosophy. Just as the ruins of Tintetn

and Fountains abbey are in the process of being absorbed into nature, so

Wordsworth transforms Christian orthodoxy into "nature's pure religion".
1 They

are both analogues of a more elemental and universal evolutionary process,

of which Wordsworth recognizes his own revolution to be a part. As symbols

of revelation surviving through change and transformation, as symbols of

the spiritual and eternal, they stand in contrast to the "neglected image"

of Sympson's cottage, to the mutable and physical:

So cleave they to the earth in monument

Of Revelation, nor in memory less

Of Nature's pure religion ... 2

Wordsworth makes two attempts at drawing together his argument and establish-

ing it in the present. He recognizes that neither a flower, nor a history

of departed things will provide the image and synthesis he seeks. At the

same time, he is aware that the poem's inevitable tendency to focus on his

own experience can only result in an image that is solipsistic, transitory

and fraught with paradox and conflict. Rather than extending into a vision

of universal validity, the poem threatens to sink back into the solipsistic

visionary world of the poet's consciousness. While Wordsworth invokes "Nature's

pure religion" as a complement to Christian tradition and its revelations,

the poem turns inexorably toward its creation, and to the impasse which breaks

it off:

Nature's pure religion, as in line

Uninterrupted it hath travelled down

From the first man who heard a howling storm

Or knew a troubled thought or vain desire,

Or in the very sunshine of his joy

Was saddened at a perishable bliss

Or languish'd idly under fond regrets

That would not be subdued ... 3

Here, as Wordsworth approaches the conflict between vision-in-solitude and

life-in-society, the manuscript breaks off with the dilemma unresolved.

Unable to escape self-hood, either through Nature or History, and so unable

1	 ibid., 11.487.
2	 ibid., 11.485-7.
3	 ibid., 11.487-494.
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to resolve the constrictions and paradoxes inherent in his vision, Wordsworth

falls back into despair and doubt, with his vision of Paradise-in-life more

than ever beyond reach.

Wordsworth's second attempt at unifying the preceding movements and

symbols is more successfu. The Chartreuse episode furnishes the sought-for

image, drawing together the past, Nature, and the poet's own experience.

Moreover, just as Wordsworth's drifting of the Simplon Pass episode fourteen

years after the event (1790/1804) signals a major shift towards transcendentalism

in his conception of the imagination, so, too, the new redaction of the Grand

Chartreuse passage in 1808 indicates an extension of that transcendentalism

from private vision to more permanent, corporate forms. For Wordsworth,

the Chartreuse1 symbolizes personal revelation, or an epiphany; for in a

moment of heightened recognition this one event in his past brought a new

significance and unity to the conflicting elements in his own thought and

life. Just as Descriptive Sketches had recorded Wordsworth's awareness of

a need for the transition from Enlightenment liberalism to Revolutionary

Romanticism, so the "Tuft of Primroses" records revolutionary hesitations

turning toward a conservative, but still Romantic theology.

In the new version of this episode, Wordsworth places different emphasis

upon the events:

... And is thy doom

Pronounc'd and are we twain

The last, perchance the very last, of men

Who shall be welcom'd here ... 2

Here, Wordsworth supposes that he is the last man to see the old order of

Chartreuse. At the same time, Wordsworth introduces the "parting Genius",

who is both more than an auditory personification of the Twin Rivers of Life

and Death, and yet less than the abstract personification (Nature's voice)

to which he altered it in the 1850 Prelude:

... these sighs

These whispers that pursue or meet me, whence

( ) are they but a common ( )

from the two Sister streams of Life and Death,

Or are they by the parting Genius sent

Unheard till now and to be heard no more. 3

1	 The Chartreuse appears first in Descriptive Sketches (11.53 ff.), then in
The Prelude (1850) (See Appendix). It is omitted from The Prelude (1805).

29klAiNg4, 11.509-516.
3	 ibid., 11.522-527.
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The "parting Genius" of Christianity passes to the one revolutionary man

who can sympathize with the spiritual values of the ancien regime of consciousness.

It is a unique voice, an apocalyptic whisper of the last things. It marks

for Wordsworth the transition from institutional to existential religion.

The "whispers" are the imaginative effluence of Christianity, and through

their transmission to Wordsworth, they become absorbed into a New Order.

In the evolutionary myth which Wordsworth has been establishing for his own

philosophy in the "Tuft of Primroses", Wordsworth himself stands not only

as the founder of a new order, but also as the ultimate embodiment of an

older, spiritual, tradition. He is both the last and the first mane

Yes, I was moved and to this hour am moved;

What man would bring to nothing if he might

A natural power or element? Even so,

So consecrated, almost, might he deem

That Power, that organ, that transcendent frame

Of social being ... 1

Rather than directly denouncing the French Revolution's iconoclastic

and irreligious tendencies, Wordsworth has Nature voicing her defense of

Christian revelation:

... Stay your impious hand ...

Let it be redeemed

With all its blameless priesthood for the sake

Of Heaven - descended truth ... 2

The old order of Christianity had "Humanly clothed the ghostliness of things/In

silence visible and perpetual calm". The sartorial imagery mirrors Christian

theology's preoccupation with incarnation, and its use of symbolism to make

comprehensive complex and paradoxical truths. Carlyle later says of this:

In a symbol there is concealment and yet revelation ...

In the Symbol proper ...

there is ever, more or less distinctly and directly,

some embodiment and revelation of the Infinite;

the Infinite is made to blend itself with the Finite,

to stand visible, and as it were, attainable there. 3

1	 ibid., 11.527-32 c.f. Christ as the "Last Adam", I Corinthians, 15:45.
2	 ibid., 11.537-61. It is significant that Wordsworth's last attempt

to continue The Recluse, the 1826 revision of "Composed when a probability
existed of our being obliged to quit Rydal Mount as a Residence" should
conclude with the figure of Joan of Arc, a solitary visionary, heroically
endeavouring to change her society (11.140-202).

3	 Thomas Carlyle, Sartor Resartus, Book III, Ch.III. "Symbols". The Chartreuse
episode may be seen as one of Wordsworths "Spots of Time" described in
The Prelude of 1799, Bk I, 11.288 ff. It is a moment of intense mystic
revelation inspired by tte union of Nature arp imagination of the human with
+nn .-1-nrnml mrIA	 tExli,
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It is this ability to achieve a synthesis and integration of the disparate,

of the eternal and the mutable, and bridge the gulf betwen vision-in-solitude

and life-in-solitude, that attracts Wordsworth. The alternative which the

French Revolution had offered is one of dislocation, faction, and a materialism

devoid of the spiritual and the hope of redemption. Offering a vision of

universal harmony and interrelatedness, Christianity, symbolized by the Chartreuse,

gives human existance significance, in that man is made the centa, the focal

point, of the cosmos. Revelation affirms this so that the soul of man:

... Remembering how she felt, but what she felt

Remembering not, retains an obscure sense

Of possible sublimity. 1

Ultimately, what Wordsworth seeks goes beyond this. He seeks the integration

and synthesis of man within the universe, and the universe within man.

Rather than portraying subjectively the conflict of religion, revolutionary

enthusiasm, and Nature which takes place with the poet's mind, Wordsworth

distances himself from these antagonisms by projecting them onto an external,

historical situation - the irf"- cident at the Chartreuse. Moreover, by removing

the conflict from the immediate, subjective, present, Wordsworth is able

to give the clash and its reolution a more universal significance. The synthesis

which Wordsworth seeks in bringing together the antagonistic forces of revolution,

revelation, and evolution is defined in Wordsworth's new dispensation, where

man, co-eternal with Nature, is:

To thinkto hope, to worship and to feel;

To struggle; - to be lost within himself

In trepidation, - from the dim abyss

To look with bodily eyes, and beconsoled. 2

Human subjectivity, the excursive power of the imagination, is seen as the

power unifying the cosmos, linking the divine and the physical, the changeless

and eternal, with the mutable and finite.

The old dispensation, symbolized by the Chartreuse, was founded on "Heaven-

descended truth". It emphasized the descent from the higher to the lower.

The new dispensation will be from inner to outer: "from the dim abyss/To

look with bodily eys ..."3 Moreover, Wordsworth differentiates between the

1	 op.cit., The Prelude, 1805, Bk II. 11.335-7.
%C-4-0 6- Nrtr44eS 9 ibAl., 11.566-9.

3	 11.568-9.
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old and the revolutionary, new, consciousness, by asserting that the older

order was an "embodied dream". The new consciousness, alone, perceives reality.

Whereas the Old man, the Christian anchorite, had "humanly cloth'd the ghostliness

of things" by reducing the spiritual to the physical, the New man transforms

the material world into an animate world of spirit, through the imagination,

through a heightened state of consciousness. Instead of confining the spiritual

to the physical, the new order of consciousness will liberate man from bondage

to a material, objective, world by reconciling him with the forces animating

Nature. Here, he will achieve true liberty and equality in, and with, the

cosmos. Duality, the sense of the sgaration of Self from Nature, is transcended

by a consciousness of universal unity and synthesis. Evolution, revolution,

and revelation are integrated, being seen as aspects of one process bringing

the totality of man to reconciliation with the cosmos.

With the New Dispensation defined, Wordsworth concludes "The Tuft of

Primroses" with an attempt to realize this ideal within his own life:

... The Song will lead

Into a lonely Vale ... 1

Wordsworth makes it clear that he is not escaping reality by pursuing an Arcadian

myth. In turning away from society, from London, he is returning to a mode

of existence in which alone he may realize the ideal within his life. It

is a mode of existence where the mind is liberated in, and through, the common

forms of Nature:

Them a lowly Edifice embraced

By grounds that did not aim 4-4, wee.1%."ot.4.9

TQ-Qwcrthrow Rut to screen and hide,C0K4444)4.4,
2

eslit-en t-ed;

The poem concludes with Wordsworth a recluse, a voluntary exile, living

outside society in the company of a few chosen votaries. His situation parallels

that of Basil, he is waiting for society to turn towards the New Dispensation

of which he is the prophet. Ultimately, it is given to society to effect

its own regeneration, through the truths established by Wordsworth. The

gulf between vision-in-solitude and life-in-society cannot, in reality, be

bridged by one revolutionary figure, but through the processes of evolution,

revelation, and revolution society will grow towards the ideal which Wordsworth

has established, and achieve a Utopian regeneration.3

1	 ibid., 11.572-3.
2	 ibid., 11.588-591.
3	 See Appendix attached.
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CONCLUSION

FROM REVOLUTION TO REVELATION

- WORDSWORTH'S REVOLUTIONARY FAITH

Marilyn Butler has commented on "the all-important transition from external

to internal goals"' which followed Wordsworth's disillusionment with the

French Revolution. She has pointed to the importance of The Prelude in delineating

the transformation of "a pagan, external, this worldliness ... into a habit

of mind compatible with acceptance of religious truth".
2
 In effect, The 

Prelude can be seen to trace in Wordsworth's consciousness, a transition

from the perception of reality as a social phenomenon to a recognition of

it as object for contemplation. In the process, as M.H. Abrams has observed,

Wordsworth had:

absorbed the personal God into a sacremental nature in communion

with an apotheosized faculty of mind.3

As Wordsworth's own account in The Prelude of the mind's power of revelation

makes clear, it was through the imagination that man would recognize the

divine presence suffused in Nature and in his own existence:

... in such visitings

Of awful promise, when the light of sense

Goes out in flashes that have shewn to us(abode),

The invisible world, doth greatness make abode,

There harbours whether we be young or old.

Our destiny, our nature, and our home,

Is with infinitude - and only there.
4

When Wordsworth's writings of the period 1793 to 1797 are examined,

there is a clear evolution in sensibility from an outlook on human existence

as a political phenomenon to a more spiritual and existential perception

of man's state. Essentially, Wordsworth's early poetry, and later depictions

of the experiences dealt with in it, trace Wordsworth's search for a certainty

upon which to build faith. The chiliastic note which reverberates through

Wordsworth's poetry at this time is essentially religious in the sense defined

1	 Marilyn Butler, Romantics, Rebels and Reactionaries, (Oxford University
Press; Oxford 1981), p.67.

2	 ibid.
3	 M.H. Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism, (Norton; New York, 1971), p.139.
4	 Wordsworth, The Prelude (1805), ed. Jonathan Wordsworth, et al, (Norton;

New York, 1979), Bk VI, 11.533-9.
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by Paul Tillich:

Religion is the aspect of depth in the

totality of the human spirit ...

It means that the religious aspect points

to that which is ultimate, infinite,

unconditional in man's spiritual life ...

the passionate longing for ultimate reality. '

There is an evolution in Wordsworth's quest for "ultimate concern" 2 from its

origins in faith in political change through a period of estrangement from

the external world of man to the certainty arising from faith in the apocalyptic

power of the imagination.

Central to Wordsworth's search for certainty and his changing understanding

of reality was the idea of revolution. The Descriptive Sketches and The 

Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff attest to Wordsworth's faith in revolution

as the necessary means of bringing about a new order. The extent of Wordsworth's

faith in man's ability to produce a Utopian state can be measured by the

extreme and uncompromising stance he takes against the established order.

Despite the incendiary tone of these works, Wordsworth's guiding impulse

is fundamentally humanitarian. Seeking to redress the inequality and oppression

he had perceived in his society, Wordsworth looked to the idea of democracy

and political revolution for the certainty upon which to ground his faith

in man's potential.

For Wordsworth, revolutionary France was a revelation of the potential

human reason had to bring into being a society in which man could achieve

happiness through liberty and equality. However, the abstract nature of

Wordsworth's calls for social change in these two early works reveals an

idealism far removed from an accurate appraisal of the nature of man and

society.

Descriptive Sketches had concluded with the apocalyptic vision of revolutionary

France testifying to Wordsworth's faith in political revolution and the millennial

potential of human reason. This enthusiasm was continued in The Letter to

the Bishop of Llandaff, where a shift in focus becomes apparent. Deriving

inspiration from his faith in revolutionary France, Wordsworth had turned

to England seeing there the need for political and social change.

1	 Paul Tillich, Theology of Culture, (Oxford University Press; New York,
1959), p.7.

2	 ibid., p.8.
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Faith in Utopian change through the political restructuring of society

dominates Wordsworth's next poem, A Night on Salisbury Plain. However, rather

than the stylized and abstract depictions of suffering characteristic of

his previous works, Wordsworth explores on a more concrete and individual

level the effects of oppression and the need for change. At the same time,

there is an increasingly more introspective trend in his poetry. Rather

than revolution being a phenomenon purely restricted to the external world,

Wordsworth sees the potential of revolution from within man. Compassion,

rather than the abstract, rational, benevolence of Godwin, offers the possibility

of individual redemption.

Wordsworth's revisions to A Night on Salisbury Plain are significant

in that Wordsworth omits direct reference to the French Revolution. Moreover,

though. the idea of revolution still present in the poem has political overtones

it has evolved into an awareness of change and redemption occurring within

man. The association of revolution with the violent, millennialist social

upheavel of the French Revolution has weakened. In its place, Wordsworth

had expressed a change in faith and in his understanding of revolution.

Redemptive change was to come from within the individual acting in compassion

toward his fellow man.

Wordsworth's recognition of the inadequacies and dangers of political

revolution and the rationalist, Utopian, ideals underlying the French Revolution

culminates in The Borderers. In this dramatized allegory, Wordsworth depicts

his loss of faith in political revolution. At the same time, Wordsworth's

period of estrangement from revolutionary man coalesces with the new direction

his faith in an inner revolution was taking. The rejection of revolution

as a purely political phenomenon compliments Wordsworth's growing faith in

man's capacity to attain a state of grace within Nature.

Wordsworth's discovery and expression of his new faith culminates in

The Ruined Cottage and The Pedlar. The Ruined Cottage reveals Wordsworth's

belief that acquiescence to Nature and love can unite man with the greater

reality of which his life is a part. 1 At the same time, acquiescence brings

1	 See Arthur Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being, (Harvard University Press;
Cambridge, 1936), Ch.X. pp.288-315, "Romanticism and the Principle of
Plenitude". In this chapter, Lovejoy traces the evolution of the Newtonian,
eighteenth century, view of the cosmos into the neo-platonic world view
and moral philosophy of early nineteenth century Romanticism. Wordsworth's
poetry from 1793 to 1798 reveals this change from the mechanistic world
view of the Enlightenment to the idealist outlook of "The One Life",
an, essentially Romantic concept.
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with it the ability to prevail over the hardship and suffering caused by

social disharmony. The Pedlar is Wordsworth's testament to his faith in

revolution as a phenomenon occurring within man through the revelation brought

about by the interaction of the mind's excursive power and Nature.

The poetry leading up to The Lyrical Ballads charts Wordsworth's evolving

faith in the imagination as the means by which redemptive changes could be

brought about within man, and ultimately society. Wordsworth's view of revolution,

then, had changed from his earlier radical faith in immediate change through

violent social upheavel to the belief in a more gradual evolution within

man and eventually society.

In later poetry, The Prelude, The Recluse, and The Excursion, Wordsworth,

in retrospect, would trace the evolution of his revolutionary faith, seeing

it as the basis for both his moral vision and its aesthetic. The origins

of Wordsworth's concept of man, society, and the imagination, then, effectively

lie in his evolving response to, and faith in, revolution, most significantly

during the period 1793 to 1798.
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APPENDIX

THE PRELUDE (1850)

Between 1816 and 1819, Wordsworth inserted a new redaction of the Chartreuse

episode into The Prelude. Modelled upon the version in "Tufts of Primroses",

it differs radically from it. It reflects Wordsworth's turning away from

the New Dispensation which he had defined in the fragments of The Recluse.

Moreover, it mirrors Wordsworth's commitment to a BurkeAn, conservative,

Utopia. It reflects his acceptance of political and religious orthodoxy.

The imagination no longer furnishes a power that unifies and liberates; it

is confined to the passive role of accepting faith. Nature had become identified

with the political and religious institutions of society. Wordsworth's conser-

vatism, as revealed in the Chartreuse episode in The Prelude, is an evolutionary

outgrowth of his attempt at bridging the gulf between solitude and solidarity.

Rather than society reconciling itself with Wordsworth, Wordsworth had become

the spokesman for his society and the conservative Utopia.

In the 1850 Prelude's version of the Chartreuse episode, rather than

stating that the old order must give way before the new, Wordsworth defends

it against the inroads of change, whether revolutionary or evolutionary:

As toward the sacred mansion we advanced

Arms flashing, and military glare

Of riotous men commissioned to expel

The blameless inmates, and belike subvert

That frame of social being, which so long

Has bodied forth the ghostliness of things

In silence visible and perpetual calm. 1

Wordsworth has shifted the emphasis in The Prelude in accordance with his

commitment to conservatism. Wordsworth defends the Chartreuse in that it

is a symbol of "that frame of social being", a symbol of the heritage on

which his own culture stands. It embodies values that are universal and

unchanging, extending continuously through the past, present and future,

uniting them. It is representative, moreover, of the synthesis of two previously

conflicting modes of consciousness. It reconciles revelation, or descent

from the higher to the lower, with the interflow between inner and outer

which was central to the Utopian state of consciousness Wordsworth defined

in the "Tuft of Primroses". For Wordsworth, now, the French Revolution was

1	 William Wordsworth, The Prelude (1850), ed.J.Wordsworth et.al. (Norton,
1977), Bk.VIII, 11.423-30.
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an assertion of irrationality and ignorance, a transient yet destructive

deviation from the will of God manifesting itself through the course of history,

the institutions of society, and a politicized Nature. Wordsworth saw the

revolutionary as "unrestricted and unthinking man". For Wordsworth, the

conservative, evolution and revelation were correlated and antithetical to

revolution.

Wordsworth and Burke saw society as an organism reaching out in the

past and future. The Church and State embodied an ideal of continuity, a

nexus of inheritance, preservation and transmission, which is Nature's working

in all forms. It was a:

permanent body composed of transitory parts; wherein, by the disposition

of a stupendous wisdom, moulding together the great mysterious incoporation

of the human race, the whole ,.. in a condition of unchangeable constancy,

moves on through the varied tenor of perpetual decay, fall, renovation

and progression. Thus, by preserving the method of nature in the conduct

of the state, in what we improve, we are never wholly new; in what

we retain we are never wholly obsolete. It is only through Church and

State that man now is to find meaning in his life. 1

By subsuming his identity in a larger, corporate entity, man finds consolation

and hope:

Between the portals of shadowy rocks

leaving far behind life's treacherous vanities,

For penitential tears and trembling hopes

Exchanged ... 2

By implication, the liberty sought by the revolutionary can only result in

alienation from Nature, God, and the meaning these give to his existence.

Paradoxically, true liberty and equality are only to be found in the loss

of Selfhood, in the subsuming of one's being in the institutions of society,

symbolized by the Chartreuse, where "monarch and peasant (are) equalized

in God's pure sight ..." 3

In this version of the Chartreuse episode, a conflict emerges which

has not been apparent in previous versions.

Writing nearly thirty years after the event, Wordsworth projects his

1	 Quoted by C.W. Parkin "Burke and the Conservative Tradition", Political 
Ideas, ed. D. Thomson, (Pelican, 1978), p.124.

2	 Wordsworth, op.cit., 11.456 ff.
3	 loc.cit.,
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current beliefs onto an earlier episode in his life, while yet trying to

depict with verisimilitude his initial reaction to the revolutionaries' sacrilege

of the Chartreuse. He reconciles the duality of his present existence with

that of a past state of consciousness, by causing earlier beliefs to have

inherent in them his present attitudes. He is consequently able to reconcile

his earlier, revolutionary enthusiasm with his conservatism. Responding

to Nature's anguished cry at the onslaught of the revolution, Wordsworth:

... by conflicting passions pressed ...

responded; 'Honour to the patriots' zeal!

Glory and Hope to new-born Liberty!

Hail to the mighty projects of the time!1

Wordsworth resolves the "conflicting passions" of revolutionary enthusiasm

and reverence for the mysteries and revelations of religion by acknowledging

the liberty which both offer to man. However, revolutionary enthusiasm is

correlated with patriotism and a reactionary defence of society's institutions.

Revolution consequently becomes a defense of civil liberty. Ultimately,

revolution becomes equated with republicanism, in a tradition that extends

back to the republican idealism of Greece and Rome. It stands for moderation,

tolerance, and a defense of traditional rights and institutions.

Wordsworth concludes the Chartreuse episode with an address to Coleridge,

and an epiphane which confirms his Christian orthodoxy. In his aside to

Coleridge, he reaffirms his "sympathetic reverence" for Christian mystery

and doctrine. Departing from the Chartreuse, Wordsworth "feeds his soul

with darkness". 2 He feels the absence of God. Symbolically, he has descended

from the Chartreuse, from the meeting place of God and man, back to the realm

of Nature, where the pure radiance of revelation is obscured. However, turning

his face back to the Chartreuse he:

... with uplifted eyes beheld

In different quarters of the bending sky,

The Cross of Jesus stand erect, as if

Hands of angelic powers had fixed it there .... 3

In an intimation of the eternal made manifest in the present, the Cross dominates

the landscape as a symbol of God's omnipresence in time and space. Morever,

1	 ibid., 11.440-3.
2	 ibid., 11.481.
3	 ibid., 11.482-5.
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it holds forth God's promise of man's ultimate redemption and restitution

to grace in a Paradise beyond life. As such it epitomizes Wordsworth's conserv-

ative Utopia. Against the cross stands the apocalyptic forces of the French

Revolution. Wordsworth's final judgement on the French Revolution, and the

idea of political and social revolution, concludes the Chartreuse episode;

the French Revolution is characterized by "the undiscriminating sweep/And

rage of one State-whirlwind ..." 1 It is a cataclysmic force, promising only

chaos and the destruction of an order, which is the embodiment of "heaven-

descended truth", and the guarantor of man's salvation.

1	 ibid., 11.487-8.
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