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INTRODUCTION 

Although The Prelude by William V/ordsworth has long 

been heralded as a highly sensitive and perceptive auto

biographical poem, the specific .poetic form of this poem 

has been, to some extent, overlooked. A close comparison 

^^ "Ĵ^̂  Prelude and the literary genre of the epic reveals 

the many epic characteristics In The Prelude which add 

Wordsworth to the ranks of the great epic tradition with 

Homer, Virgil, Luean, Camoens, and Milton. It Is the 

purpose of this thesis to Illustrate the literary tech

niques which characterize The Prelude as an epic. 

As a background for comparison, the distinction 

between the various types of the epic and a brief history 

of the epic will be the subject of the first chapter. 

History undergoes definite stages of growth, and the epic 

pattern was formed and has progressed with the tide of 

history. The authentic or oral epic had Its birth In a 

herolfj society which fostered the tradition of the court 

minstrel, and In turn, as civilization advanced to the 

printed page, the literary epic emerged as a conscious 

poetic effort to Imitate the authentic epic, with modifi

cations to suit the reader Instead of the listener. The 

classical society of Greece and Rome embodied the heroic 

Ideal of courage and battle provre'ss; the medieval or Mid-

die Ages, Influenced by the rigid morality of the 



medieval church, emphasized the heavenly goal of man and 

condemned earthly merit; the Renaissance glorified the 

individual man for his accomplishments. The epic of each 

age reflected the prevailing social attitudes, and the 

epic poet became the spokesman of his time. With the pro

gression of the history of the epic, came the individual 

and creative touches of the different epic poets, each of 

whom contributed to the epic form. Virgil set the 

standards of epic style; Langland began the theme of the 

Christian quest; Luean initiated the use of recent history 

without supernatural machinery; Milton developed the 

subject of the destiny of man. The combined efforts of 

writers of the epic have produced definite characteristics 

by which a poem can be Judged as an epic. Wordsworth was 

aware of the methods of epic tradition and decided to 

rely on this grand form of literature to convey his auto

biography. 

Chapter II will be devoted to an explication of 

Wordsworth's purpose in writing his autobiography. The 

Prelude symbolized the stages of mental, physical, and 

spiritual grov/th that Wordsworth underwent from childhood 

to manhood. His was not the ordinary autobiography, but 

was a dlsco\'-ery of the world around him through the guid

ing influence of Nature. The experiences of the world 

which Wordsworth relates in the various books of The 



Prelude equip him with a store of mental pictures that 

enable him to envision a cosmic love of the universe and 

of all humanity. 

With a basic description of each of the books of 

The Prelude presented, the purpose of Chapter III will be 

to apply the epic characteristics to specific passages 

which mark the poem as an epic, as well as to observe 

variations from epic form which occur in The Prelude. 

Wordsworth recognized the merit of the epic In 

stating a grand theme of life because the epic has served 

man as a symbolic depletion of the state of society that 

is current during the poet's lifetime. The Prelude 

Incorporates a personal struggle with man's imlversal 

struggle to understand the world through experience. 

Wordsworth reveals in this epic poem his victory over 

life's conflicts. It is a Victory made possible by the 

influence of Nature. A study of the form and purpose of 

The Prelude reveals that this poem fulfills the require

ments for an epic poem of great stature. 



CHAPTER I 

THE HISTORY OF THE EPIC 

The epic poem emerged from civilization Itself. 

Prom primitive time man has been engaged in battles from 

which victors arose to become heroes of a tribe or 

country. Since the emphasis of early civilization was 

on war and conquering, stories of battles would be told 

and re-told for the enjoyment and inspiration of the 

people. Bards or minstrels became a part of royal courts. 

Their sole purpose v/as to entertain the royalty during 

their vast amount of leisure time with tales of heroes 

and battles set to music. The clever bards used many 

devices to Interest their listeners—repetition, allitera

tion, and descriptive language to bring these tales to 

life. This Is the basis of epic material—the songs of 

the heroes and the conquests passed from generation to 

generation. 

In a consideration of the development of the epic, 

Lascelles Abercromble, in The Epic, and C. M. Bowra, in 

From Virgil to Milton, have established definitions for 

the two major types of epics: authentic and literary. 

According to Abercromble, poetry such as the Odyssey, 

the Iliad, Beowulf, the Song of Roland, and the 

Nlbelungenl1ed, was an immediate response to some 

general and Instant need in its surrounding community, 

4 
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and made up the earliest form of epic—the authentic 

epic. * But as society went on towards civilization, the 

need for the epic as a form of entertainment grew less 

and less; and its preservation, if not accidental, was 

an act of conscious admiration rather than of unconscious 

necessity. With several kinds of poetry to choose from, 

a man would decide that he would like best to be an epic 

poet, and he would set out, after studying the form of 

the authentic epics, to write an epic poem. The poems of 

Apollonlus Rhodius, Virgil, Luean, Camoens, Tasso, and 

Milton are literary epics. 

Professor Bowra credits the distinction between 

Beowulf and Paradise Lost, authentic and literary epics 

respectively, to the difference between the oral and the 

written epic. The authentic or oral epic is an advanced 

stage of improvised lays. The oral poet composes his 

poem as he recites it. He Improvises "on the spot," and 

his talent requires long and elaborate training. To 

relate his tale, he must have a large store of lines and 

phrases to deal with any situation in his story; he may 

have stock passages for certain themes, such as the 

throwing of a weapon, the putting of a boat to sea, or 

Lascelles Abercromble, The Epic (London, I96O), 
p. 20. 

^Ibld., p. 21. 



the coming of morning or evening. In the Iliad and the 

Odyssey there are famous repeated epithets, synonyms, and 

alliterative word forms which are a heritage from the 

improvised lays. The conditions of improvisation and of 

recitation have created a poetry distinct In form by its 

use of repetitions and formulas.3 

Professor Bowra notes that the difference In condi

tions of composition leads to a difference in the charac

ter of the poetic style and of the heroes of the 

authentic and literary epics. The poet who writes for 

readers relies less on phrases and formulas than with 

single words. His plot must be carefully Interwoven 

without the omissions and contradictions that are allowed 

the writer of oral epic. If the oral epic triumphs 

through Its simplicity of style, the written epic appeals 

through its poetical technique and the significance of 

phrases and choice of words. 

The hero difference in the authentic and the oral 

epic is traced by Professor Bowra to the specific socie

ties that fostered the epic. Most oral epics display a 

heroic spirit and come from societies which hold heroic 

standards of conduct, while literary epics have a dlf-

3c. M. Bowra, From Virgil to Milton (New York, 
1963), PP. 1-32. 

^Ibid., p. 3. 
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ferent ideal for the hero which emerges from societies 

that are not heroic. The single man, Achilles, Beovmlf, 

or Roland, excels all others in strength and courage. 

His chief goal is to be remembered for his achievements 

even after death.^ The Heroic Ages had been long past 

when the literary epics were written. Virgil glorified 

the national hero who exemplified the ideals of his 

society and culture rather than the personal heroism of 

one man. 

Regardless of the age, epic poetry is essentially 

the same kind of art in all ages, fulfilling always a 

similar intention. Through a study of the various epic 

societies. Professor Lascelles Abercromble has defined 

the duty of the epic poet as the recorder of the "general 

circumstance of his tlme."^ He depicts whatever he feels 

is the significance of his age and lifetime. To accom

plish his task, the epic poet takes some great story 

which has become ingrained in the minds of the people. 

Usually the story will be so far in the past that the 

author can embroider the details at random. The story 

line will necessarily bear an air of actuality since it 

will come from human experience, whether in legendary 

Bowra, p. 3. 

6 
Abercromble, p. 39. 
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heroism, as in Homer and Virgil, from myth, as in 

Beowulf and Paradise Lost, or from actual history, as in 

Luean, Camoens, and Tasso. He relates his story In as 

lofty a style as he can manage. Professor Abercromble 

outlines this description as the goal of the epic poet in 

any age.^ 

Before considering the passage of the epic through 

the various stages of history, several charaeterlsties of 

the epic will be discussed and defined in terms of the 

findings of scholars of the epic such as E. M. W. Tlllyard, 

in The English Epic and Its Background, John Clark, in 

History of Epic Poetry, and Brian Wllkle, in Romantic 

Poets and Epic Tradition, as well as Professors Abercrom

ble and Bowra whose research on the epic has been cited 

previously. Professor Abercromble cites the reality of 

the epic material as a major factor in qualifying a poem 

as an epic. The prime material of the epic poet must be 

real and not Invented. Since the reality of the subject 

must be understood broadly for general appeal, it must be 

founded deep in the experience of men. A legend such as 

Beowulf, full of human truth, can be Just as real for an 

epic poet as a victorious battle. An account of the 

Christians taking Jerusalem is as close to reality as the 

7 
Abercromble, p. 39. 
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story of Odysseus sailing into fairyland and the adven

ture of da Gama sailing around the world. The poet has 

free license to Invent a story, Just as long as it may 

have been part of human experience. The story should 

involve events which are familiar to everyone in the 

poet's society, since such poetry has symbolically to 

account for actual facts and history in terms of a 

general significance." 

In dealing with a subject that encompasses the sig

nificance of human experience, epic poetry must be an 

affair of evident breadth of scope and length. Without 

length it would be impossible to portray the actions and 

depth of character that an epic poem requires. Coleridge, 

in a famous estimate, put twenty years for the shortest 

period in which an epic could be composed; and of this, 

ten years were to be for preparation. He meant that not 

less than ten years would do for the poet to saturate his 
9 

soul with the theme of the poem. 

Scholars who have studied the epic believe that the 

poets include supernatural machinery In their epics to 

emphasize the Importance of epic theme. The Immortals 

declare by their speech and by their action the Impor-

"^ 

Abercromble, p. l̂-̂, 

9 
Ibid., p. 50. 
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tance of the events of the poem. The use of supernatural 

machinery may seem to be in direct opposition to the 

demand for reality in the epic, but actually the reality 

Is heightened by the immortals. By placing the super

natural machinery on a lower plane of credibility than 

the main action, the poet underlines the bellevabllity of 

the human events he depicts. It is of man and man's 

purpose in the world that is the concern of the poet, and 

the gods are never to overshadow this theme. 

To elevate his story to epic proportions, the poet 

utilizes epic vocabulary, mythological language, and 

figurative language. As criteria for epic language, John 

Clark stresses that the language should be in keeping 

with the dignity of the subject, and that even the earli

est epics evidence a grand and heroic style. The amount 

of mythology and mythological language depends on the date 

of the subject. Almost every epic will contain references 

to minor mythology in connection with expressions con

cerning nature and natural appearances. Since the epic 

is poetry, it will naturally contain figurative language, 

mainly in the form of the epic simile or epithets. 

Brian Wllkle has traced the presence of a hero or 

^-0 
Abercromble, p. 53. 

John Clark, History of Epic Poetry (New York, 
196^^), p. 71. 
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heroes in the epic as another, and perhaps the most 

important, epic trademark. He views the hero as the 

symbol of the society represented in the epic, who there

fore provides the focal point of interest. Throughout 

the ages, the primary quality of the epic hero has been 

courage, both on an Individual and a national basis. To 

illustrate the capabilities of the hero, epic form easts 

him on a divinely sanctioned mission. In order to 

fulfill this quest, fortitude and resistance to grave 

temptations are required. More often than not, the 

mission concerns the fate of some nation or people, and 

the recognition of the merit of the hero comes with the 

1? 

successful completion of the mission. 

With the listing of the epic trademarks common to 

all stages of epic poetry comes the progression of the 

epic, which has been divided by the scholars into several 

stages of history, ranging from the classical to the 

romantic age. Each age contributed its share of tech

niques which make up epic form and style. The emergence 

of the first epics came during the classical civilizations 

of Greece and Rome, 

The classical epic embodied a tradition of heroic 

12 
Brian Wllkle, Romantic Poets and Epic Tradition 

(Milwaukee, 19^5). P. 11, 
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human action and courage. The Greek civilization, which 

placed great emphasis on valor and heroic deeds, fostered 

the beginning of the epic tradition with the poems of 

Homer. Through the Iliad and the Odyssey, Homer estab

lished an epic background which has endured throughout 

the history of the epic. 

Professor Abercromble exemplifies the characteris

tics of the classical hero through a study of the 

national heroes of the Iliad and the Odyssey, Achilles 

and Odysseus. Homer used the codes of Greek society to 

portray men who would symbolize the pride of the Greek 

state in daring adventures. The Homeric heroes were 

fighting men who were respected for their superior 

strength and courage. Above all, the Greek hero wanted 

to be admired as "the best fighter or warrior—this was 

13 

the type of personal glory that he sought," ^ The 

challenge to prove oneself as the best warrior provided a 

source for the series of battles which occur in Homeric 
epics. 

To broaden the scope of the heroic actions. Homer 

initiated the episodic tradition. With this literary 

device, the feats of the hero are heightened as he demon

strates his courage In foreign soils before returning to 

13 
Abercromble, pp. 61-62. 
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his homeland for the glory he is due. 

Closely connected to the episode is the pattern of 

the heroic mission in Homeric epic. E. M. W. Tlllyard 

has observed the vital Importance of this mission or 

quest In the epic. For example, the Trojan War in the 

Iliad, and he concludes that only by fulfilling this 

mission can the hero prove his worth. To add to the 

reader's interest, the dangers of the mission are assured 

by a series of pitfalls and temptations which could pos

sibly lead the hero astray, such as the Island of the 

sirens that lured Odysseus from his homeward goal or the 

Island of the cattle of the sun with the menacing 

Cyclops. -̂  

Despite the dangers of the epic mission. Professor 

Tlllyard credits Homer with a measure of compassion in 

determining the fate of his heroes. He enlists the aid 

of pagan gods to Intervene amid the many obstacles which 

waylay the heroic mission. Zeus foretells the fate of the 

Trojan War and warns prospective sinners such as Aegis-

thus against the killing of Agamemnon on his return to 

Mycenae."^ A council of the gods often supplies the plan 

Abercromble, pp. 61-62. 

^E. M. W. Tlllyard, The English Epic and Its 
Background (London, 195^). P. 37. 

Ibid., p. 35. 



14 

by which the hero will be aided. 

Perhaps In an attempt to instill the theme of cour

age in the reader's mind at the onset of the poem. Homer 

began his epic story at a late stage of total action 

17 
rather than leading up to this action. ' The opening of 

the Odyssey reveals the quarreling suitors in the house of 

the departed Odysseus, and it is only through the narra

tion of one of the characters that the past history or 

events surrounding Odysseus' departure are discussed.^^ 

Other epic writers followed the delayed beginning approach 

as they recognized the merit of the Homeric technique. 

The success of the epic was more readily assured if the 

reader became Involved in the action at the opening of 

the adventure. 

As Homer described the heroes and their missions, he 

was unconsciously retelling the world in which he lived. 

Perhaps here lies the advantage that Homer enjoyed over 

his epic Imitators because he did not have to look to the 

long-forgotten past for his material; Greek society of his 

time embodied the very heroic tradition that is Illustrated 

In Homeric epics. He lived in a truly heroic age. 

Turning from the Homeric consciousness of the 

17 
Tlllyard, p. 35. 

Ibid., p. 3^. 
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heroic virtues of man. Professor Abercromble Illustrates 

the Influence on epic style of Appolonlus Rhodius. In 

200 B.C., Appolonlus Rhodius, in his short epic. 

Argonautlea, exemplified the significance of love in the 

human experience. Although his poem concerns Jason's 

quest for the golden fleece, the most dominant theme is 

the love between Jason and Medea, Rhodius expanded the 

epic character to a more human level with his departure 

from the superhuman qualities of the Homeric hero. " 

With the fall of the Greek Empire came the rise of 

a new and highly civilized society in the culture of the 

Roman Empire. Whereas Homer Illustrated the outstanding 

Greek men who stood apart from and above the masses. 

Professor C. M. Bowra sets Virgil apart as an epic writer 

who depicts a hero who represents the social and political 

aspects of the Roman Empirei^^ The Homeric concept of 

man's honor is merged into a code of morality which all 

men, including the hero, must follow for the advancement 

of their civilization. The hero no longer lives and dies 

for his own personal glory, but for the glory of his 

society. Professor Tlllyard has recognized another 

advancement in epic history by Virgil in his transfer of 

the significance of the epic battle from an exhibition of 

19 ^rs 

Abercromble, p. 69. 

^̂ Bô r̂ra, pp. 13-15. 
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heroic prowess, as seen in the Iliad, to a fulfillment of 

Roman dominions through Jove's promise of eternal rule. 

If the Homeric epic seems restricted to the Heroic Ages, 

then Virgil was a man of and beyond his time in widening 

the scope of the epic to depict the increasing needs of a 

civilization, in his ease, the Roman Empire, as it 

pursued its program of world dominion. 

In expressing the depth of feeling inspired by the 

Roman Empire, Virgil endowed to epic history a magnificent 

display of style and rhetoric. His talent for capturing 

the mood he desired with precisely the correct word has 

not been surpassed or even equalled. Gone from the 

Vlrgllian epic were the stock epithets and repetition of 

lines V7hlch were evident in Homer's authentic epics. 

After studying the quality of the Vlrgllian style, Profes

sor Abercromble expresses the Idea that after the Aenled, 

epic style must be of this design: 

"They wer' amid the shadows by night in loneliness 
obscure 
Walking forth 1' the void and vasty domlnyon of 
Ades; 
As by an uncertain moonray secretly lllumln'd 
One goeth in the forest, when heav'n is gloomily 
clouded. 
And black night hath robb'd the colours and beauty 
from all things,"22 

21 
Tlllyard. p, 83. 

22 
Abercromble, p. 84. 
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After Virgil, .epic form seemed to be a close imita

tion of Vlrgllian style, but Luean dared to stray from 

the prescribed epic form and to rely on his own creative 

genius. According to Professor Abercromble, Luean felt 

that history was more real than legend, and therefore, he 

tried to remove supernatural machinery from the epic. He 

confined his subject to a single historical action, the 

civil war between Caesar and Pompey. This is an Important 

advancement in the development of the epic because it 

helped to merge the epic with the literal historical 

event. The Pharsalla represented a new fusion of history 

and poetry which became a new variety of the epic form. ^ 

During Luean's lifetime, however, his new epic technique 

was not appreciated, and his epic venture was termed a 

failure. 

The advent of the Middle Ages presented an abrupt 

change of thought from the classical civilizations of 

Greece and Rome, Although Christianity had its beginnings 

in ancient Rome, the full Impact of this new religion did 

not reach its heights until the Middle Ages, The Romans 

not only conquered the Invading heathens, but also 

Christianized them, and the great emphasis placed on 

"saving" all heathens Is reflected in the medieval epic. 

23 
Abercromble, p. 7^. 
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The essential subject of medieval epic was the Christian 

one of the earthly pilgrimage leading to salvation and a 

24 
higher life. Earthly ventures were viewed as only 

transitory "vales of suffering" to be endured by man in 

pursuit of heavenly goals. 

The anonymous author of the early English epic, 

Beowulf, interweaves a tale of heroic men with the theme 

of a Christian pilgrimage. Beowulf and his eomltatus 

champion the cause of the Christian Danes against the 

heathen monsters Grendel and his mother. The hero Invokes 

the aid of a Christian God, marking a diversion from the 

pagan gods of the classical epics. Although the courage 

of Beowulf is praised, the major contrast between Beowulf 

and the Grendel monsters is that of a Christian versus the 

powers of darkness. The threat of Grendel endangers the 

lives of the Danes, but more important, it conflicts with 

the pursuit of salvation through Christianity. In relat

ing this story of the Christian quest, the author of 

Beowulf, in the tradition of the authentic epic, relied on 

alliteration, similes, kennlngs, and epithets to enliven 

his oral epic. The effectiveness of the diction in 

Beowulf served as a source for careful imitation in later 

literary epics. 

25" 
Tlllyard, pp. I3O-I3I. 
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Another Illustration of the Christian early English 

epic is presented by Professor Tlllyard in his discussion 

of Langland's Piers Plowman. Through the literary device 

of allegory, Langland relates a story of "personal salva

tion and the Christian doctrine of self-sacrifice,"^^ 

The poem is composed of an allegorical vision of the 

world, with the particular area of England, between Heaven 

and Hell, and of the quest for the three different spirltu-

al states of Do-wel, Do-bet, and Do-best, The Church is 

personified throughout the epic as the means to salvation. 

In a dream sequence, the Good Samaritan portrays the 

doctrine of self-sacrifice as a necessary element in the 

Christian way of life. Langland reflected the Intense 

influence of the Church in the Middle Ages which focused 

the goal of man's earthly endeavors on the pursuit of 

eternal salvation. 

In his study of the development of the history of 

the epic. Professor Tlllyard has observed that the 

pessimistic outlook on life during the Middle Ages was 

replaced by the optimism of the Renaissance. The 

"rebirth" stage of history brought with it a re-evaluation 

of man and his purpose in life. Although Christianity was 

25 
Tlllyard, p. l62 

26 
Ibid., p. 151. 
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still an Integral part of society, the Renaissance raised 

man from the "baseness" of the Middle Ages and evaluated 

his sojourn on earth to the plateau of worthwhile accom

plishments. Man could be worthy of merit, and it was the 

responsibility of the Renaissance epic poet to sing of 

man's feats which were determined by the talents of the 

individual man. The Renaissance epic resembled the 

heroic poem of antiquity and differed from medieval epic 

in taking up its main position in depleting man's struggle 

In the world of experience through earthly ventures, 

rather than in heavenly pilgrimages,^^ 

' Professor Tlllyard has selected Petrarch and 

Boccacio as the Initiators of the Renaissance epic with 

their departure from the medieval subject of the soul's 

pilgrimage to heaven. These 15th century Italians bor

rowed the history of their native land for epic material, 

but injected their tales of the past with undercurrents of 

the political situations in l4th and 15th century Italy. 

Feuds and civil wars were disrupting Rome, and the char

acters of the Italian rulers were vital to the strength of 

the country. Petrarch, through the vehicle of epic poetry, 

established the standards for great leaders in his Roman 

heroes of the past. The Italian people could use the 

21 
Tlllyard. p. 181. 
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standards of past leaders as criteria to Judge current 

men In politics. Boccacio portrayed Agamemnon as a good 

man who suffered because of his ambition; he gave the 

hero responsibility for his fate and Involved the reader 

with actions on earth without reference to a heavenly 

28 
goal. These epic poets were the spokesmen of their 

times as they illustrated the good and evil characteris

tics of the individual man and gave their society hope for 

a better future with great leaders. In fact, they were 

didactic In their presentation of the morals of man. 

Although both Petrarch and Boccacio Innovated changes in 

epic subject material, they adhered to the form of the 

classical epic. The use of epic similes, narration of 

past events through characters, and love episodes reflect 

the Influence of the ancients. ̂  

Filled with the burgeoning spirit of the Renaissance, 

Arlosto followed Petrarch and Boccacio in ramifying the 

epic. In his short epic, Orlando Furloso, Arlosto 

departed from the traditional Latin epic to popularize the 

use of the vernacular in epic narrative verse. The 

popularity of his epic demanded imitation by his followers. 

In addition to his use of the vernacular. Professor 

. _ 

Tlllyard, p. 198. 

29 
Ibid. 
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Tlllyard has noted that Arlosto filled his epic with a 

variety of plots, to add the multiple plot to the list of 

epic characteristics. Spenser later borrowed this device 

in the Faerie Queene, with his presentation of several 

stories at one tlme.30 

The Portuguese also contributed to the Renaissance 

epic with Camoens' effort, the Luslads. Choosing the 

vernacular to convey his story, Camoens related the cur

rent voyage of Vasco da Gama to India. Luean had been 

the forerunner in the use of recent history for epic 

subject, but Camoens does more than serve as a historical 

recorder. He captures the expansive spirit of the 

Renaissance in Portugal's quest for new land through 

exploration. Camoens held a great depth of feeling for 

the adventuresome spirit of Portugal as a nation and for 

da Gama as a brave explorer.' Camoens himself had spent 

several years of adventure In Africa and the Far East, so 

he was adept at describing the perils of the Indian 

31 voyage.^ Unlike Luean, Camoens Incorporated supernatural 

machinery within the framework of a historical background 

to produce an effective mixture of truth and fantasy. Da 

Gama symbolized the heroism of the individual and the bold 

30 
Tlllyard, p. 219. 

31 
Ibid., p. 245. 
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spirit of the individual nation. 

Capitalizing on the wave of national sentiment that 

svjept Europe during the Renaissance, the Italian, Torquato 

Tasso, depleted the battle of the Crusades in his epic, 

Jerusalem Delivered. Professor Clark credits the 

popularity of Tasso's epic to the selection of a topic 

which exemplified the valor of Christian Europe defeating 

the heathens who attacked Jerusalem. Both religious and 

national appeal were summoned by the thoughts of the 

Crusades. Jerusalem Delivered did not portray the 

Crusades as any type of medieval pilgrimage of the soul, 

but emphasized the individuals who fostered the success of 

the Crusades.-^^ Professor Bowra. in his book. From Virgil 

to Milton, has compared Tasso to Camoens in his use of God 

and the angels as divine machinery rather than using pagan 

gods. The effects of the medieval Church were still 

evident in the requirements for literature during the 

Renaissance. The Christian divinities enacted the role of 

the supernatural forces of the classical epic as they aid 

the Christian forces against the heathens. To balance 

the action of the epic. Tasso equipped the Infidels with 

their own set of devils and fallen angels. They aid the 

infidels until God sends Michael to force them to 

32 
Clark, p. 232 
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retreat to Hell.33 perhaps Milton was Influenced by 

Tasso's portrait of the fiends of Hell when he wrote 

Paradise Lost. The epic requirement for the divinely 

sanctioned mission for the hero is certainly provided in 

Jerusalem Delivered as the Crusades were heroic missions 

of mercy to thwart the heathens. The struggle to recap

ture Jerusalem provides the Crusaders with trials 

comparable to Aeneas and other heroes from the past. The 

enchantress, Armlda, had much the same devastating effect 

34 on the Crusaders as the sirens had on Odysseus.^ Tasso 

Infused a tale of Christian bravery with the Renaissance 

Ideal of the individual pursuing his ovm alms in some 

worthwhile adventure. The Crusader, as depicted in 

Jerusalem Delivered, was a man of adventure and purpose, 

serving his own needs and those of Christian Europe. 

The late sixteenth century produced an English epic. 

Spenser's Faerie Queene. which Incorporated classical, 

medieval, and Renaissance epic characteristics, as well 

as bequeathed a new addition to epic form. E. K. W. 

Tlllyard theorizes that Spenser was well-versed in epic 

history and purposely used the techniques of his predeces

sors to create his epic effort. His love scenes between 

33 
Bowra, p. 151 

34 
Ibid., p. 167 
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Artegall and Radigurd in the fifth book is reminiscent of 

the love theme of Rhodius, and also of Virgil's Dido 

episode in the Aeneid.35 ^he repetition, rhyming, and 

simple diction reflect another classical influence—that 

of Homer's authentic epics.3° Book I utilized the 

medieval technique of allegory to envision the theme of 

the soul's pilgrimage to Heaven, The Red Cross Knight 

personifies man's soul which is aided by Divine Grace to 

overcome the Devil in the Journey to salvation. The per

sonification of the ^^-^^n Deadly Sins and the heavenly 

virtues echoes Langland's early English epic. Piers 

Plowman.37 AS Spenser shifts from scene to scene in the 

various books, he Illustrates the advantage of Arlosto's 

contribution to epic form—the multiple plot. From the 

allegory of Everyman's soul and the story of the Red Cross 

Knight, Spenser turns to the heroic attributes of Arthur, 

and in the final books. Professor Tlllyard recognizes the 

Introduction of the contemporary themes of Mary Queen of 

Scots and the Spanish Armada in a clever political 

allegory, Glorianna, or the Faerie Queen herself, is 

35 
Tlllyard, p, 271. 

36 
Ibid., p. 265. 

37 
Ibid., p, 282, 
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Spenser's symbolic interpretation of Elizabeth as the 

ideal English ruler, who voiced the Renaissance confidence 

In the individual to lead a nation to glory. He was a 

spokesman of his time in his presentation of the English 

ruling class and the hlerarchlal system,3^ in addition to 

imitating earlier epic poets, Spenser enriched the epic 

with a new verse form, called appropriately, the Spenser

ian stanza. Perhaps the success of the Faerie Queene is 

due to Spenser's far-reaching insight into man's condi

tion on earth and his awareness of the world of society 

around him displayed in an entertaining epic. 

Although Spenser employed a variety of themes in 

the Faerie Queene. he did not contribute any innovations 

in epic subject matter. Professor Bowra commends Milton 

for his assumption of the task of approaching the epic 

subject on a level which far surpassed the previous epics 

i^ Paradise Lost, Milton Includes all the familiar epic 

trademarks such as v;ar, battles, dangerous mission, and 

scenes in Heaven and Hell, but by placing his subject in 

the Bible, he removed Paradise Lost from any vestiges of 

the traditional eple.^^ Milton's subject, then, based on 

the Bible. Is the Fall of Man, with the central hero of 

38 
Ibid,, p. 289. 

39 
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Adam. This subject Involves all mankind. In every age, 

and it depicts a struggle of utmost importance—Every

man's fight with the devil for the salvation of his soul. 

Man himself is depicted in Milton's epic, and the reader 

becomes a part to the quest to determine the goodness or 

the baseness of the nature of man, Adam's heroism sur

passes the heroic efforts of former epics in that he must 

survive the obstacles that assail him after man's fall 

from grace and must emerge as a victor over the forces of 

darkness. The battles in Heaven between the Holy and the 

Fallen Angels are concerned with more than Just an earthly 

city such as Troy; they determine the destiny of man. 

The portrait of Satan becomes almost heroic as Milton 

enforces the Devil's strength of purpose on the side of 

evil. Milton skillfully elevates his epic subject to a 

state of grandeur with his eloquent style and diction, 

and Introduces blank verse to replace the usual epic rhyme 

scheme. The Renaissance belief in the individual worth of 

man is no where better Illustrated than in Milton's 

Paradise Lost, as Adam decides the fate of all mankind. 

With the scope of epic history before him, 

Wordsworth realized the Immense task that he would assume 

in the writing of his epic poem. The Prelude, He care

fully studied his predecessors and tried to combine their 

techniques with his creative genius to produce a poem of 

merit. 



CHAPTER II 

AN EXPLICATION OF THE BOOKS OF THE PRELUDE 

The Prelude represents Wordsworth's endeavor to 

recapture the story of his personal struggle of the 

development from childhood to manhood in poetic form. 

Closely allied with this autobiographical account is 

Wordsworth's philosophy of life with Nature which he 

portrays as the molding Influence of his life. The 

emphasis on Nature sets The Prelude above the range of a 

mere autobiography and places it within the heights of 

epic proportion. The purpose of Chapter Two is to pre

sent an overview of The Prelude, citing background 

information, and an explication of each of the fourteen 

books in order to promote an understanding of the various 

stages of mental and physical progression undergone by 

Wordsworth from childhood to manhood. 

Wordsworth's philosophy of life with Nature, 

reflected in The Prelude, Involves three stages of develop

ment: childhood, youth, and maturity. The childhood 

years, ages one through seven, encompass a period of 

sensation in which the child experiences an instinctive, 

animalistic response to the beauty of Nature in a 

thoughtless, mechanical, and selfish manner. The second 

stage, the youthful years of seven through twenty-one, 

28 
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marks a period of feeling and fancy in which the youth 

continues his childhood response to Nature, but with an 

appreciation of the beauty of Nature. However, the 

response of the youth is still tainted by selfishness as 

he enjoys the beauty of l̂ Iature for his own sake and 

thinks that the beauty is meant to please him and him 

alone. The final stage of development is maturity, rang

ing from age twenty-one upwards, and is the period of 

imagination, ultimate truth, and reason. The mature 

person, according to Wordsworth, recognizes the power of 

Nature to shape man's character. Through Nature, man is 

drawn into a conception of humanity as Nature teaches 

that "no man is an Island, entire of Itself; , , .". and 

gives him a sense of union with all mankind. 

Closely associated with Wordsworth's three stages 

of development through Nature are the enduring benefits 

of the beauty of Nature to man. As compensation for old 

age and for unhapplness in life. Wordsworth turned to 

"spots of time" or recollections of stored experiences 

with the beauty of Nature enjoyed in childhood. If man 

carefully garners the beauty of Nature in childhood and 

youth, then his store of memories will serve him when he 

is alienated with Nature, because of location in the city 

1 
John Donne, Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions 

(Ann Arbor, Michigan, 1959). p. lOF] 
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or to the infirmities of old age which prevent actual 

contact with Nature. These memories of Nature will keep 

man perpetually young and will serve as his inspiration 

to overcome the "trials and tribulations" of life. 

With the Impact of Nature as a focal point, 

Wordsworth, in 1795, undertook the task of relating his 

biography as an illustration of the power of Nature on 

the lives of all men. 

Book I contains the Preamble and an account of the 

period of sensation in which the child experiences an 

instinctive, animalistic response to the beauty of Nature. 

Wordsworth recounts himself as the noble savage: 

Beneath the sky, as if I had been born 
On Indian plains, and from my mother's hut 
Had run abroad in wantonness, to sport. 
A naked savage, in the thunder shower. (Book I, 11. 

286-300)2 

He responds to Nature in a mechanical, thoughtless way 

until he becomes aware of the malevolent force of Nature 

during an incident in which he encounters a savage thun

derstorm after he has stolen a boat for a secret ride. At 

this stage, Wordsworth recognizes that Nature can be a 

harmful as well as a helpful influence. 

Book II describes the coming of the time when Nature 

2 
Citations from Wordsworth in this thesis are to 

Poetical Works, ed. Thomas Hutchinson (London, I966). 
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will be sought for its own sake, during the second stage 

of development, the period of youth. H, W. Garrod. in 

Wordsworth: Lectures and Essays, compares Book II to 

Book I in the similar opening themes of boating, riding 

excursions, and bowling, but he notes the distinction, 

that in this second period, ages seven through seventeen, 

Nature is consciously sought. She is sought because. 

from her earlier Interventions, she has become associated 

with happiness: 

Those Incidental charms which first attached 
My heart to rural objects, day by day 
Grew weaker, and I hasten on to tell 
How Nature, intervenlent till this time 
And secondary, now at length was sought 

For her own sake , . , (Book II. 11. I98-203) 

Nature has become so associated, not with mere animal 

happiness, but with the happiness of human affection. By 

the age of thirteen. Wordsworth had lost both parents. 

and in Book II, he notices, like all children, that the 

first introduction to Nature comes through the parents.-^ 

Describing the loss of his parents, he writes: 

The props of my affections were removed. 
And yet the building stood, as if sustained 

By its own spirit! . . . " (Book II, 11. 279-281) 

The world of Nature shown to him by his parents gave him 

the strength to endure in the face of his loss. Nature 

3 
H. W. Garrod, Wordsworth: Lectures and Essays 

(Oxford. 1958), p. 32. 
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has become a primary force In Wordsworth's life as he 

recognizes his communion with her: 

From sources Inexhaustible, poured forth 
To feed the spirit of religious love 
In which I walked with Nature . . . (Book II, 11. 

356-359) 

Thei second book of The Prelude carries the reader to 

Wordsworth's seventeenth year. Garrod observes that this 

period closed the purely intimate biographical stage of 

the poem before Wordsworth had experienced contact with 

other men and with the nature of men. 

Book III introduces Wordsworth to the great world 

of men through his education at Cambridge, where he finds 

a world alien to his own nature-oriented world. David 

Perry, in The Limits of Mortality: An Essay on 

Wordsworth's Major Poems, has cited several passages which 

illustrate Wordsworth's impression of Cambridge, from the 

sounds from its kitchens, the bustle of its crowds at 

morning convocations, to the idle pastimes of its students. 

Wordsworth admits that he was ill-suited to the world of 

the Cambridge curriculum:^ 

For I bred up 'mid Nature's luxuries. 
Was a spoiled child, and, rambling like the 

wind. 
As I had done in dally Intercourse 

Garrod, p. 53. 

David Ferry, Thje Limits £f Mortality: An Essay on 
Wordsworth's Major Poems (Mlddleto;m, Connecticut, 195977 
p. 127. 
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With those crystalline rivers, solemn heights. 
And mountains, ranging like a fowl of the air. 
I was ill-tutored for captivity; . . . (Book III, 

11. 350-356) 

Ferry has selected a series of metaphors which also cap

ture the world of change that Cambridge presented to the 

young Wordsworth. Cambridge was a whirlpool that "seemed 

to suck us in with an eddy's force" (Book III, 1. 14), 

It was as if "the change had waited on some Fairy's 

wand, . . . " (Book III, 11. 35-36). For a time Wordsworth 

seemed to be caught up in the spell east by the lack of 

reality of the college world. Although Wordsworth uti

lized the Cambridge experience to poke fun at the laziness 

of all undergraduates, the major aim of Book III vfas to 

symbolize the world of social experience Itself. The 

people encountered by Wordsworth at Cambridge were repre

sentative of the various types of people that he would 

meet throughout his life. According to David Ferry, 

Wordsworth realized that his education at Cambridge was a 

valuable experience, even if he was happier when he was 

closer to Nature:' 

. . . Hitherto I had stood 
In my own mind remote from social life, 
(At least from what we commonly so name,) 
Like a lone shepherd on a promontory 
Who lacking occupation looks far forth 

Ferry, p. 128 
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Into the boundless sea, and rather makes 
Than finds what he beholds. And sure it is. 
That this first transit from the smooth delights 
And wild outlandish walks of simple youth 
To something that resembles an approach 

Towards human business. . . . (Book III, 11. 510-520) 

After his plunge into the depths of social experience 

at Cambridge, Wordsworth returned to Nature during his 

summer vacation at Hawkshead, as Illustrated in Book IV. 

Geoffrey Hartman, in Wordsworth's Poetry 1787-1814, dis

cusses the return to Nature as a return from the world of 

unreality to the world of reality:" 
I overlooked the bed of Windermere, 
Like a vast river, stretching in the sun. 
With exultation, at my feet I saw 
Lake, Islands, promontories, gleaming bays, 
A universe of Nature's fairest forms . . . (Book IV, 

11. 5-9) 

Wordsworth becomes conscious of the renovating power of 

Nature. He also perceives Nature with more "human-

heartedness" and with an awareness of the effects of time 

upon Nature: 

Nor less do I remember to have felt. 
Distinctly manifested at this time, 
A hiiman-heartedness about my love 
For objects hitherto the absolute vrealth 
Of my ovm private being and no more; 
Which I had loved, even as a blessed spirit 
Or Angel, if he were to dwell on earth. 
Might love in individual happiness. 
But now there opened on me other thoughts 
Of change, congratulation or regret, 
A pensive feeling I It spread far and wide; . . . 

(Book IV. 11. 231-241) 

ft • • 
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Inspired by this new sense of appreciation of Nature, the 

mature V/ordsviorth dedicates himself to the life of a poet. 

With the understanding of Nature's love for all humanity 

comes a realization of Wordsworth's purpose in life as a 

poet. 

In reverting back to the childhood themes of the 

earlier books of The Prelude, Book V reflects Wordsworth's 

early debt to Nature as well as his early debt to litera

ture. Geoffrey Hartman submits that Wordsworth recognized 

a kinship between the effects of books and Nature on a 

child. They both provide an outlet of imagination in 

vrhleh the child can forget himself. The books of 

adventure, poetry, and imagination to which Wordsworth 

refers gradually break the child from the bonds of Nature, 
g 

and they prevent the premature maturation of a child:^ 

Oh! give us once again the wlshlng-eap 
Of Fortunatus, and the invisible coat 
Of Jack the Giant-killer, Robin Hood, 
And Sabra in the forest with St. George! 
The child, whose love is here, at least. 

doth reap 
One precious gain, that he forgets himself. 

(Book V. 11, 343-346) 

From the praise of adventure books, Wordsworth launches an 

attack upon those books which attempt to plunge a child 

into maturity. He glorifies childhood as a vital stage 

of development which should, be enjoyed to the fullest. 

9 
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without the pressures of growing up. The remaining epi

sodes of Book V deal with a poet's dream, the story of 

Wlnader, and the tale of the drowned man. The dream is a 

tragic vision in which the poet sees the purpose of 

poetry as a forev/arning of destruction for all men. The 

story of Wlnader and the tale of the drowned man retrace 

actual events in Wordsworth's childhood. Again the value 

of books of adventure is discussed. Because Wordsv7orth 

had read books of adventure which dealt with death and 

daring deeds, he was not shocked by the death of one of 

his childhood classmates or by the sight of a drov/ned man. 

The reading of books had prepared him to face the reali

ties of life, both pleasant and unpleasant. 

Book VI abandons childhood reminiscing and traces 

Wordsvrorth's return to Cambridge and a Journey through 

the Alps. Once again, Wordsworth does not measure up as 

a scholar: 

. . , many books 
Were skimmed, devoured, or studiously perused. 
But with no settled plan. I was detached 
Internally from academic cares; . . . (Book VI, 11. 

23-25) 

Longing to return to Nature, the poet and a friend 

Journeyed on a cross-country trip to the Alps. The 

mountain views presented Wordsworth with an inspiring 

panorama of all of Nature's splendor. In a passage on 

imagination, he reflects on the power of Nature combined 
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with man's imagination to create a mighty force that will 

endure the ravages of time. 

If Cambridge had presented Wordsworth with a 

disillusioned view of society, then it was a mere preview 

to his impressions of London, which are recounted in Book 

VII. All specimens of mankind, rich and poor, fit and 

crippled, were found in the teeming city of London: 

Rise up, thou monstrous ant-hill on the plain 
Of a too busy world! Before me flow. 
Thou endless stream of men and moving things! 
Thy every-day appearance, as it strikes— 
With wonder heightened, or sublimed by awe— 
On strangers, of all ages; . . . (Book VII, 11. 149-

154) 

David Ferry comments that the imaginative powers of the 

poet were stifled amid the din of the city: 

. . . I feel the imaginative povjer 

Languish within me; . . . (Book VII, 11. 468-469) 

Another point of Wordsworth's discontent with London, 

according to Ferry, stemmed from the heavy aura of 
11 hypocrisy which permeated the city. Parliament was, 

. , , that great stage 
Where senators, tongue-favoured men, perform. 

Admired and envied , . . (Book VII, 11, 491-492) 

Again Wordsworth is rescued from the smothering effects 

of society by his imaginative "spots of time" which 
return him to the Beauty of Nature: 

10 
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The Spirit of Nature was upon me there; 
The soul of Beauty and enduring Life 
Vouchsafed her inspiration, . . . (Book VII, 11. 

766-768) 

In contrast to the city life of London, Book VIII 

places Wordsworth in a pastoral setting among the rural 

dwellers. The peaceful life of the country and the 

shepherds bespeaks a harmony of all mankind. During his 

visitation with the "simple people," Wordsworth comes to 

a further realization of his love of all mankind through 

Nature: 

My thoughts by slow gradations had been drav«i 
To human-klnd, and to the good and ill 
Of human life: Nature had led. me on; 
And oft amid the 'busy hum' I seemed 
To travel independent of her help. 
As if I had forgotten her; but no. 
The world of human-kind outweighed not hers 
In my habitual thoughts; the scale of love, 
Though filling dally, still was light, compared 
With that in vrhich her might objects lay. 

(Book VIII, 11. 677-686) 

Restored by the beauty of Nature, Wordsworth sub

mitted to his urge to travel, this time to France. Book 

IX relates the story of his residence in France before 

and during the French Revolution. David Ferry notes that 

Wordsworth \ias naturally opposed to the Royalists because 

of his feeling that all men were equal, with no one man 

ranking above another,•'"̂  The second portion of Book IX 

is concerned with Wordsworth's relationship with the 

12 
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young French Republican leader, Michael Beaupuy, To 

Wordsworth, Seaupuy symbolized the love of all mankind 

which the Revolution sought to secure through the 

destruction of the tyrannical monarchal system of France: 

, . , By birth he ranked 
With the most noble, but unto the poor 
Among mankind he was in service bound. 
As if by some tie invisible, oaths professed 
To a religious order. Man he loved 
As man; and. to the mean and the obscure. 
And all the homely in their homely works. 
Transferred a courtesy which had no air 
Of condescension; but did rather seem 
A passion and a gallantry, like that 
Which he, a soldier, in his idler day 
Had paid to woman: . . . (Book IX, 11. 303-313) 

In a reference to an ill-fated love affair which 

Wordsvjorth experienced during his stay in France, he 

relates the story of Vaudracour and Julia, a pair of 

lovers who were parted because of a difference in their 

social ranks. Wordsworth viewed the Revolution as a 

panacea for all social inequalities. 

Book X continues the account of Wordsworth's 

residence in France, David Ferry comments that Wordsworth 

is aware of the crimes being committed in the name of 

freedom by the Republicans during the Reign of Terror, 

but he blames the past history of tyrannical monarchs 

Instead of the Revolutionaries: ^ 

13 
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But a terrific reservoir of guilt 
And. ignorance filled up from age to age. 
That could no longer hold its loathsome charge. 
But burst and spread in deluge through the lead. 

(Book X, 11. 477-480) 

As a measure for personal safety, Wordsworth left 

France and returned to England. As Book XI opens, 

Wordsv7orth retains his belief in the French Revolution. 

Only when France and England declare war on each other 

does Wordsworth become disillusioned with the French 

cause. He sinks into a state of depression and loses all 

faith in his fellow man. Wordsworth's sister, Dorothy, 

restores his faith in man by recalling the beauties of 

Nature to him: 

She whispered still that brightness would return, 
She, in the midst of all, preserved me still 
A Poet, made me seek beneath that name. 
And that alone, my office upon earth; . . , 

(Book XI, 11. 345-348) 

Restored by his sister Dorothy, Wordsworth expounds 

on the full effects of Nature on man's imagination in 

Books XII and XIII. Wordsworth had survived his trying 

experiences with London city life and the horrors of the 

French Revolution, and in these books he celebrates his 

renewed appreciation of Nature, In contrast to the 

biographical references in the previous books, Wordsworth 

utilizes a teaching narrative in Books XII and XIII to 

Illustrate the value of Nature for all men. He defines 

"spots of time: as Invaluable assets in the face of the 
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difficulties of the world and advancing old age: 

There are in our existence spots of time. 
That with distinct pre-eminence retain 
A renovating virtue, whence, depressed 
By false opinion and contentious thought. 
Or aught of heavier or more deadly weight. 
In trivial occupations, and the round 
Of ordinary Intercourse, our minds 
Are nourished and invisibly repaired; 
A virtue, by which pleasure is enhanced. 
That penetrates, enables us to mount. 
When high, more high, and lifts us up 

when fallen, (Book XIII, 11, 208-218) 

These memories of the beauty of Nature, first encountered 

in childhood, will inspire man throughout his life. 

Combined with the power of Nature on man's imagina

tion is the merit of the humanitarian aspect of Nature, 

illustrated in the conclusion of The Prelude, Book XIV. 

David Ferry observes that Wordsworth views Nature as the 

humanistic agency by which all men can live together in 

14 harmony. A love of Nature can be transformed into a 

love for all mankind. The final passage sums up Wordsworth's 

optimism for the fate of man through the lesson of Nature 

which is ever present from childhood to maturity: 

Prophets of Nature, we to them will speak 
A lasting inspiration, sanctified 
By reason, blest by faith: vfhat we have loved, 
Others will love, and we will teach them how; 
Instruct them how the mind of man becomes 
A thousand times more beautiful than the earth 
On which he dwells, above this frame of things 
(Which, 'mid all revolution in the hopes 
And fears of men, doth still remain unchanged 

Ferry, p. I6l. 
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In beauty exalted, as it is Itself 
Of quality and fabric more divine. 

(Book XIV, 11, 336-348) 

The Prelude is a monumental achievement in that it 

sinnbolizes Wordsworth's personal philosophy of life with 

Nature in terms of an autobiography which holds universal 

truths for all men, A brief explication of each of the 

fourteen books has been presented to formulate the 

purpose of The Prelude: the value of Nature in the lives 

of all men as Illustrated by the stages of development in 

Wordsworth's life from childhood to manhood, Wordsworth's 

purpose in writing The Prelude, as well as the action of 

each book, will be major factors in qualifying the poem 

as an epic. 



CHAPTER III 

THE EPIC CHARACTERISTICS PRESENT IN THE PRELUDE 

Following the presentation of the explication of 

each of the books of The Prelude in Chapter II, the pur

pose of Chapter III will be to apply the characteristics 

of the epic to The Prelude as evidence that the poem is 

in the literary genre of the epic. 

In selecting his biography as the basis of The 

Prelude, Wordsworth fulfills a major requirement of the 

epic: that the story material must realistically reflect 

a society or a civilization in a stage of history. The 

Prelude is the story of Wordsworth's development from 

childhood to manhood, and the references made to people 

and places are based on actual facts and incidents in his 

life. The reader can imagine that Wordsworth's boyhood 

home of Hawkshead, with its pastoral setting, and 

Cambridge, with its scholarly atmosphere, were accurately 

mirrored in the books of The Prelude. Books IX-XI, con

cerning the French Revolution may even serve as a type of 

historical diary of the events and morale of the people 

during and after the revolution. Just as Virgil portrayed 

the civilization of his time, the Roman Empire, in the 

Aeneld, Wordsworth relates his life in I8th century 

England. His vivid descriptions, ranging from the beauty 

î3 
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of the Alps, to the squalor of London city life, and the 

degradation of the aftermath of the French Revolution, 

were familiar recollections to Wordsworth's contemporaries, 

and add credibility and the mark of an epic to The 

Prelude. It is Indeed a story based on human experience, 

the life of the poet Wordsworth. 

In addition to the quality of reality of the 

material, an epic must be an affair of evident breadth of 

scope and length. Wordsworth was keenly aware of the 

themes of the epics of past history, thus he knew the 

lofty heights to which the theme of his poem must aspire 

before it could be considered as an epic. In fact, he 

names off the themes of earlier epics, like a catalogue 

of v/arriors for a battle in the Trojan War in the Iliad, 

as he ponders each of the efforts of the authors of past 

epics for a possible theme for The Prelude: 

Sometimes the ambitious Power of choice, 
mistaking 

Proud spring-tide swellings for a regular 
sea. 

Will settle on some British theme, some old 
Romantic tale by Milton left unsung; 
More often turning to some gentle place 
Within the groves of Chivalry, I pipe 
To shepherd swains, or seated harp in hand, 
Amid reposing knights by a river side 
Or fountain, listen to the grave reports 
Of dire enchantments faced and overcome 
By the strong mind, and tales of warlike feats. 
Where spear encountered spear, and sword with 

sword. (Book I, 11. I66-I77) 

But none of these earlier themes appealed to the creative 
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genius of Wordsworth, He wanted to surpass themes deal

ing with one great adventure or one particular hero. 

Like Milton, Wordsworth sought to portray the feelings of 

the "inner" man, but his theme was to be even more 

encompassing than Milton's story of the Fall of Man, 

Wordsworth chose to explore the mind of man as reflected 

in his own development from childhood to manhood. His 

story is to stem from the heart, and is to be full of 

truth for all mankind: 

Sometimes it suits me better to Invent 
A tale from my own heart, more near akin 
To my own passions and habitual thoughts; 
Some variegated story, in the main 
Lofty, but the unsubstantial structure 

melts 
Before the very sun that brightens it, 
Mist into air dissolving! Then a wish. 
My last and favourite aspiration, mounts 
With yearning toward some philosophic song 
Of Truth that cherishes our daily life; 
With meditations passionate from deep 
Recesses in man's heart. Immortal verse 
Thoughtfully fitted to the Orphean lyre; 

(Book I, 11. 221-237) 

Although The Prelude is an autobiography, Wordsworth uses 

this medium to illustrate that Nature can benefit every 

man as much as it benefited him. Thus, The Prelude 

expands to the scope of an epic like Milton's Paradise 

Lost, which relates the story of not Just one man, Adam, 

but of the Fall of every man from grace to sin. In 

relation to undertaking the task of writing an epic poem, 

Coleridge has been previously quoted as requiring a score 
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of years to write an epic, and at least a decade to decide 

on the theme. Wordsworth was very concerned about his 

development of an epic. He had doubts within himself 

regarding his ability to accomplish his goal of recounting 

the inner workings of the mind of man: 

This is ray lot; for either still I find 
Some Imperfection in the chosen theme. 
Or see of absolute accomplishment 
Much wanting, so much wanting, in myself, 

(Book I, 11. 261-264) 

The Prelude was the result of six years of serious 

soul-searching on the part of Wordsworth as he sought to 

find his place in the history of the epic. 

The use of supernatural machinery Is another 

eharacteristic of the epic poem. Whereas earlier writers 

of the epic, such as Homer and Virgil, utilized the gods 

of Greek mythology to serve as their supernatural 

machinery, Wordsworth employed a "new" form of the 

supernatural. Since Wordsworth's life vras totally 

Involved with Nature, it seems quite natural that Nature 

replaces the Greek gods as supernatural machinery in The 

Prelude. The purpose of supernatural machinery in the 

earlier epics was to Intervene in the plight of the hero 

as he sought to accomplish his mission. If the hero 

obeyed the will of the gods, he was rewarded; if he dis

obeyed, he was punished, Wordsworth observes this 

tradition of the epic as he portrays Nature as both a 
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malevolent and a beneficent force that shapes the destiny 

of the poet. During the period of childhood sensation, 

in Book I, the malevolent side of Nature reveals herself 

in two incidents. As V/ordsworth, the boy, attempts to 

rob a bird's nest of eggs, which would constitute a crime 

against Nature's law of the love of all creatures, he 

becomes aware of the overpowering presence of Nature, as 

she reprimands him for his deed: 

. . . and when the deed was done 
I heard among the solitary hills 
Low breathings coming after me, and sounds 
Of undlstlngulshable motion, steps 
Almost as silent as the turf they trod, 

(Book I, 11, 321-325) 

In a minor crime against a fellow man, Wordsvrorth steals 

a small boat for a secret ride. Replying to this action. 

Nature wreaks a savage storm over the lake. 

When, from behind that craggy steep til then 
The horizon's bound, a huge peak, black and huge. 
As if with voluntary power instinct 
Unreared its head . . . 
And grovring still in stature the grim shape 
Towered up betvzeen me and the stars, and still, 
For so it seemed, with purpose of its own 
And measured motion like a living thing. 
Strode after me . . . (Book I, 11, 377-386) 

A wiser poet emerges from these incidents as he realizes 

the omnipotent force of Nature in her protection of all 

of creation. The beneficent facet of Nature's power aids 

the hero in her perilous Journey as Zeus aided Aeneas in 

the Aeneld. Nature is always at the side of Wordsworth 

in the form of "spots of time" or memories of the beauty 
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of Nature to further his ambitions as a poet. During his 

encounters with society at Cambridge, in London, and in 

Prance during the Revolution, Wordsworth is rescued from 

his total rejection of mankind by the inspiring remem

brance of the beauty of Nature. Brian Wllkle, in his 

book, Romantic Poets and Epic Tradition, notes another 

aspect of supernatural machinery in The Prelude, in the 

form of books. Wordsworth's dissertation on the power 

of books, in Book V, verifies Wllkle's theory that books 

enact the role of supernatural machinery. Books are 

placed on the level with Nature as molding Influences 

which aid the hero toward his poetic goal. The proper 

books, of adventure and imagination, steep the hero in 

knowledge that will enable him to face the perils of life 

such as death and grisly sights. Malevolent books rob a 

child of the Joys of childhood and force him too soon into 

maturity. Together Nature and books form supernatural 

machinery in The Prelude vihleh measure up to the feats of 

the gods of Greek mythology. 

In addition to supernatural machinery, the presence 

of a hero is a trademark of the epic. Aeneas, Odysseus, 

da Gama, and Adam all share the common characteristic of 

being the hero of an epic of their age. They all fulfill 

1 
Brian Wilkle, Romantic Poets and Epic Tradition 

(Milwaukee, I965), p.̂ 'Bo"! 
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the vital role of the solitary man who symbolizes his 

society as he undertakes a dangerous mission in pursuit 

of a worthy goal. Wordsworth is his own hero In The 

Prelude. The idea of a poet hero does not seem to 

coincide with the heroic characteristics of an adventurer 

like Odysseus or da Gama, but a close examination of 

The Prelude reveals Wordsworth as a courageous hero. 

Although he does not face warriors in battle, like 

Odysseus facing the suitors of Penelope, he goes to 

battle with his conscience as he struggles to discover 

his purpose in life as a poet. He seeks to attain this 

goal amid the temptations of society and the disappoint

ments of life. Wordsworth endures a test of mental 

rather than physical strength. He emerges victorious as 

he fulfills his goal as a poet through his Instruction of 

all mankind for a better life through Nature. 

As the hero of the epic proves his valor, his actions 

follow a pattern of the heroic mission or quest. Usually 

the goal of the hero is made evident at an early stage of 

the story, as Jason's quest for the golden fleece in the 

Argonaut!ca, and then, in a series of episodes, the hero 

Journeys to several foreign lands, like the Island of the 

Cyclops in the Odyssey, before his quest is ended, and he 

returns victoriously to his homeland. Along the paths of 

the hero's travels await various temptations such as the 
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wall of the sirens in the Odyssey, or the lure of the 

forbidden fruit in Paradise Lost. The hero of The Prelude 

does not travel further than the continent of Europe, but 

he definitely Journeys to unknown territory--the world of 

experience, through encounters with society. Cambridge 

with its world of scholars and bookish atmosphere is as 

foreign to the nature-oriented Wordsworth as the exotic 

lands visited by da Gama in his explorations. And the 

terrors of the French Revolution rival the terrifying 

visions of hell related in Paradise Lost: 

. . . —my nights were miserable; 
Through months, through years, long after 

the last beat 
Of those atrocities, the hour of sleep 
To me came rarely charged with natural gifts. 
Such ghastly visions had I of despair 
And tyranny, and implements of death; 
And Innocent victims sinking under fear. 
And momentary hope, and worn-out prayer. 
Each in his separate cell, or penned in 

crowds 
For sacrifice, and struggling with forced 

mirth 
And levity in dungeons, where the dust 
Was laid with tears. . . , (Book X, 11. 398-409) 

After overcoming the temptations which hinder his life's 

purpose as a poet, such as the temptation to be lax in 

his studies at Cambridge, and the temptation to turn his 

back on humanity after viewing the scurrilous representa

tion of society in London, Wordsworth returns to his 

beloved Nature, ready to share the spoils of his victory 

with all of mankind. The spoils of the poet are not of 
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monetary value, like the golden fleece, but are the keys 

to harmony among humanity through Nature, as illustrated 

in Books XII-XIV: 

In the recesses of thy nature, far 
From any reach of outward fellowship. 
Else is not thine at all. But Joy to him. 
Oh, Joy" to him who here hath sovm, hath laid 
Here, the foundation of his future years! 
For that friendship, all that love can do. 
All that a darling countenance can look 
Or dear voice utter, to complete the man. 
Perfect him, made Imperfect in himself. 

All shall be his: , , . (Book XIV, 11. 216-225) 

The heroes of the epics beginning with Rhodius' 

Argonautlea, experienced the emotion of love during their 

quests. Jason and Medea, in the Argonautiea. Aeneas and 

Dido, in the Aeneld. and Adam and Eve, in Paradise Lost 

all symbolize love in their respective epics. The 

presence of these couples endows the epic with compassion

ate feeling amid the war-like atmosphere created by 

battles and conquests in which the hero becomes involved. 

The epic hero assumes the human emotion of love to 

balance his feats of strength which sometimes remove him 

from the realm of reality, like Beowulf's single-handed 

slaying of the Grendel monsters. The poet V/ordsworth, 

caught up in the barbarianlsms of the French Revolution, 

and fighting to maintain faith In his fellow man, enjoys 

a brief period of happiness through love, as reflected 

In the Vaudracour and Julia episode in Book IX: 

0, happy time of youthful lovers, (thus 
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The story might begin,) oh, balmy time. 
In which a love-knot on a lady's brow. 
Is fairer than the fairest star in Heaven! 

(Book IX, 11. 553-556) 

But, as the relationship of Adam and Eve in Paradise Lost 

resulted in tragedy, the love of Vaudracour and Julia 

costs the destruction of this young couple. In describ

ing the dissolution of this relationship, Wordsworth 

writes: "How, between heart and heart, oppression 

thrust / Her mandates, severing whom true love had 

Joined," (Book IX, 11. 572-573). Love in the epic serves 

as a transitory form of pleasure which momentarily removes 

the hero's attention from his quest. 

Another sidetrack to the quest is the allegorical 

dream or vision given to the hero. Langland initiated 

the use of the allegory in Piers Plo^^an with the dream

like vision of the world and the three levels of spiritual 

states. He also used this device to Illustrate the 

doctrine of self-sacrifice in a vision of the Good 

Samaritan. Spenser imitated Langland's allegorical 

technique in The Faerie Queene with the allegory of 

Everyman's soul. Milton expanded the use of the allegory 

even further with the lengthy description of the vision 

of Heaven and Hell in Paradise Lost. Book V of The Prelude 

reveals Wordsworth's utilization of this characteristic of 

the epic. While reading an adventure story, Wordsworth 

falls asleep and is given a revelation in a dream. He is 
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puzzled by the appearance of a stone and a shell, but an 

Arab in the dream translates the symbolism of these two 

objects. The stone and the shell represent order and 

passion v̂ hich will be destroyed by the sea of destruction 

which awaits every man, Wordsworth believes that it will 

be the duty of poetry to forecast this pending doom, "An 

Ode, in passion uttered, which foretold / Destruction to 

the children of the earth / By deluge, now at hand . . . " 

(Book V, 11. 96-98). The purpose of these allegorical 

•dreams or visions is to give the hero insight into the 

future. From his dream, Wordsworth - gains renewed appreci

ation of the value of poetry and of his duty as a poet. 

In relating the various episodic ventures of the 

poet, V/ordsworth follows the tradition of Camoens' 

Ludlads, The Luslads is based on the historical voyage 

of Vasco da Gama, and Camoens was one of the first authors 

of the epic to use historical background as the basis of 

his story material. Books IX-XI of The Prelude are re

lated within the historical background as the basis of 

his story material. Books IX-XI of Th^ Prelude are 

related within the historical background of the French 

Revolution. Camoens himself had been a world traveler, 

so he was familiar with the experiences undergone by da 

Gama; Wordsworth actually lived in France during the 

Revolution, and had to flee the country to escape perse-



54 

cutlon by the new regime. Both Camoens and Wordsvjorth 

recognized the reader appeal of an historical situation 

which met the Interest of the masses. 

Although The Prelude is chiefly centered around the 

effects of Nature upon Wordsworth through his development 

from childhood to manhood, it follows the tradition of 

the Christian epic established by the early English epic, 

Pigrs Plowman. The poet of Th£ Prelude is a Christian 

hero V7ho acknowledges the presence of a Christian God. 

In Book VII, Wordsworth pities the residents of London 

because in the crush of the city they are prevented. 

From early converse with the works of God 
Among all regions; chiefly where appear 
Most obviously simplicity and power. (Book VII, 

11. 742-744) 

He views Nature as a representation of the beneficent 

povrer of God. In a reference to men who accept 

Wordsworth's philosophy of Nature, the poet depicts these 

men as servants of God; 

Theirs is the language of the heavens, 
the power. 

The thought, the image, and the silent Joy; 
Words are but under-agents in their souls; 
When they are grasping with their greatest 

strength, 
They do not breathe among them: this I speak 
In gratitude to God, Who feeds our hearts 
For His own service; knoweth, loveth us. 
When we are unregarded by the world. (Book XIV, 11. 

271-278) 

Unlike the theme of the early Christian epics which 

emphasized the pilgrimage of man's soul to eternal 
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salvation with little regard to his brief life on earth, 

the theme of The Prelude is vitally concerned with man's 

visitation on earth, however brief it may be. According 

to Wordsworth, man can reach the utmost fulfillment of 

his life in this world through a recognition of the beauty 

of Nature. Since God created Nature and the law of love 

of all of creation, man can glorify God with an apprecia

tion of Nature. In The Prelude, Wordsworth established a 

pattern for a Christian life through Nature. 

In contrast to earlier epics, Wordsworth deviates 

from the tradition of beginning an epic in the height of 

action, and then using the "medlas res" or flashback 

technique to recount the early background of the story. 

Homer began the Iliad In the throes of the battles of the 

Trojan War, and only after securing the interest of his 

audience did he reveal the background history of the war 

through one of the characters. He also used this tech

nique in the presentation of the Odyssey, as Odysseus is 

seen first as a daring adventurer, and later, his 

background, as the wandering husband who has left behind 

a sorrowing wife, is given. The Prelude breaks with 

tradition in the opening books which trace the childhood 

and youthful adventures of Wordsworth before gradually 

leading up to the action of the poem, Wordsworth's ambi

tion as a poet. Books I-IV give the reader a carefully 
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illustrated history of the Influences which solidified 

Wordsworth's philosophy of life with Nature. Without an 

idea of Wordsworth's early contact with Nature, the whole 

thematic message of The Prelude, a better life through an 

appreciation of Nature, would be lost. The climax of 

Book IV, when Wordsworth realizes his poetic goal after 

viewing the splendors of a sunrise, also would be meaning

less without a concept of the poet's Involvement with 

Nature, The crux of the benefits of Nature Involve "spots 

of time" or stored memories of the beauty of Nature, 

garnered in youth and childhood, which offer inspiration 

to man in his later years when he is out of actual physi

cal touch with Nature. The opening books of The Prelude 

provide specific examples of the childhood delight with 

Nature which revive Wordsv7orth in the later books as he 

struggles to attain his goal as the poet of merit, and 

also prepare the reader for an acceptance of Wordsworth's 

instructions on Nature in Books XII-XIV. Although the 

action or climax of The Prelude is delayed until Book IV, 

Wordsv^orth does utilize the "medlas res" or flashback 

technique in later books. The incident contained in 

Book V concerning the boy of Wlnader is taken directly 

from Wordsworth's childhood recollection of a young 

schoolmate who had died at the tender age of twelve. 

Book XII gives further evidence of the flashback 
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technique as Wordsworth recounts a childhood Journey: 

From our first childhood. I remember well. 
That once, while yet my inexperienced hand 
Could scarcely hold a bridle, with proud hopes 
I mounted, and we Journeyed to the hills. 

(Book XII, 11. 225-228) 

The "medlas res" style of the early epics is avoided 

in The Prelude because the action of Wordsworth's epic 

bears a striking difference from the action in previous 

epics. The Iliad. Beowulf, the Aeneld, and the Luslads, 

all base their action on a series of battles among 

nations or individuals, on fierce combats between man and 

beast, or on one man's conquest by exploration. The 

action of these epics is of a physical nature; physical 

prowess and little else is the determining factor of 

victory. Although Adam, in Paradise Lost, must do battle 

with his conscience to attain forgiveness from God, a 

large military battle between the angels and the fiends of 

hell is staged by Milton as his Imitation of the earlier 

epics. The action in The Prelude consists of a mental 

progression from the selfishness of childhood and youth 

to the love of all humanity. The scope of this action is 

Immense, and the victory can not be the clear-cut victory 

of a battle, Wordsworth thought that the French Revolu

tion V70uld be the victorious solution to the Improvement 

of the condition of man's humanity to man. But the 

revolution and the resulting Reign of Terror spelled 
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defeat and disillusionment for Wordsworth and his faith 

In the goodness of man. The battle scenes described 

during the French Revolution are included mainly to 

illustrate man's inhumanity to man rather than to demon

strate military tactics. Thus the action in The Prelude 

is a continuous struggle by Wordsworth to find a way to 

teach the law of love of humanity to all men through 

Nature and poetry. As in the heroic battles of earlier 

epics, the main character—V/ordsworth—emerges victorious, 

but the result of his victory has benefits which far over

reach the fate of one country or group of men, Wordsworth 

gains a chance of renewed meaning of life for all mankind 

through his victory. 

An area of common ground existing betvfeen The 

Prelude and its predecessor in the history of the epic 

lies in the vocabulary and lofty style characteristic of 

the epic. To place due emphasis on the Importance of the 

theme, it was the task of the epic poet to express his 

poem in as lofty a style as he could manage, Virgil set 

the standards for epic style with his eloquent epic 

similes, which were later imitated by the author of 

Beowulf with the additional descriptive device of the 

kenning. Milton, in the grand manner necessary to portray 

the Fall of Man, borrowed and further developed the style 

of the authors of the previous epics. His initiation of 
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the use of blank verse gave him new freedom in grandiose 

wording without the burden of a cumbersome rhyme scheme. 

In The Prelude. Wordst'jorth combines the techniques of his 

predecessors to produce an epic style which aspires to 

unparalled heights. The first evidence of epic vocabulary 

appears in Book I with references to Greek terms familiar 

to the Homeric epic, such as "priestly robe" (1. 52), 

"holy services," (1. 53), and "Aeolian visitations." 

(1. 96) The use of epic similes is found in passages 

"describing the beauty of Nature: 

The morning rose, in memorable pomp. 
Glorious as e'er I had beheld—in front, 
The sea lay laughing at a distance; near. 
The solid mountains shone, bright as the clouds. 
Grain-tinctured, drenched in empyrean light; . . . 

(Book IV, 11. 324-328) 

As Milton chose blank verse to relate his story of 

the "inner" man, Wordsworth applied blank verse to his 

autobiographical development from childhood to Nature. 

Both men explored the "inner" man through a probing of 

the struggles of conscience which each man undergoes. 

Blank verse is well-suited to the flexible nature of man 

portrayed in Paradise Lost and in The Prelude, 

Application of the characteristics of the epic to 

The Prelude leads to the conclusion that Wordsworth's 

efforts successfully fulfill the requirements of an epic. 

Since The Prelude was a conscious attempt by Wordsv/orth 

to follow a specific literary form, the poem is classified 
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as a literary epic. Although Wordsvrorth did record a 

history of his age in The Prelude, his primary goal was 

to develop a poem which follovjed the tradition of the 

epic. Like Camoens, Tasso, Spenser, and Milton, 

Wordsworth chose the distinct genre of the epic because 

of the style and grandeur which an epic demands. 



CONCLUSION 

Epic poetry has received added stature because of 

the addition of Wordsworth's The Prelude, Taking the 

characteristics of the epic which has been initiated and 

developed from the age of Homer to the age of Milton, 

Wordsworth Interwove his autobiographical account within 

the margins of the epic form. As his predecessors had 

reflected the progression of eivilization in their epic 

poems, Wordsworth also mirrored his age, the age of 

turmoil in 18th century Europe. Throughout the story of 

his development from childhood to manhood, Wordsworth 

skillfully employed stock devices of the epic such as 

reality of theme, supernatural machinery, the Christian 

hero, the heroic mission for the quest amid temptation, 

and the allegorical dream. The Prelude exhibits these 

characteristics in the scope of a theme which far sur

passes the Impact of a particular hero like Aeneas or a 

particular adventure, like da Gama's trek around the 

world. 

For Wordsworth, the epic becomes more than a poem 

of limited audience appeal. The_ Prelude is the combina

tion of Wordsworth's life story with his philosophy of 

life. Both are founded in the all-encompassing power of 

Nature. Because of the Importance of Nature in 

Wordsworth's life, this force becomes all things to him: 

61 



62 

the supernatural machinery which intervenes in his 

development from childhood to manxiood, the source of the 

realization of his purpose in life as a poet, and the 

rejuvenating aid which inspires him in his battle with 

temptations and disappointments in life. 

The purpose of Virgil and Homer's epics was to 

glorify their courageous national heroes, Camoens and 

Tasso emphasized the national pride in their nations' 

achievements in exploration, Milton changed the image of 

the epic from a concentration on the outer physical man to 

a treatment of the "inner" or mental aspect of man, as 

illustrated in Paradise Lost. He brilliantly coped with 

man's pangs of conscience involving sin. The Prelude, 

through the voice of the poet Wordsworth, reaches out to 

all mankind with the problem of man's inhumanity to man. 

He understands the experiences, as related in the books 

°^ The Prelude, which can turn a man against humanity. 

Using his life as an example, Wordsworth offers instruc

tion in the love of all of humanity through an appreciation 

of Nature. Thus Wordsworth elevated the epic to new 

heights with his valuable and timeless message for all 

men. 

The conclusion of this thesis, which has presented 

a history of the epic and an examination of the books of 

The Prelude to illustrate Wordsworth's compliance to epic 
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form, is that The Prelude is. Indeed, an epic. But 

Wordsworth's epic extends beyond the realm of a literary 

effort; for him, the epic becomes the vehicle to 

transport his philosophy of life with Nature to all men. 
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