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Abstract  

William Wordsworth is often considered the poet of nature, but he is also the 

poet of fathers. This study seeks to support this notion by examining 

Wordsworth's early and late poetry, as well as Wordsworth's only play, The 

Borderers. By providing a close reading of texts that involve fathers and their 

families, this study offers four components in building Wordsworth's poetic 

definition of father: the Sublime element of Nature that creates the poet; the 

suffering father who is overmatched in atrophied community; the abandoning 

father who has left the family in turmoil but can never escape himself; and 

finally, the child who is father of the man, perhaps Wordsworth's most famous 

notion of the father. Thus, Wordsworth's poetic definition of the father is quite 

complex, moving in dramatic swings from grand heights to the depths of 

despair: Sublime creator to ultimate sufferer and heavenly child to pathetic 

vagrant. Appearing throughout Wordsworth's works, the father casts a long, 

polarizing shadow, revealing a poet in the anxious state of revering him for his 

glorious creation and fearing for his potential ruin. 
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Introduction 

 

The Approach 

 

 It is understandable that William Wordsworth's works have been 

analyzed repeatedly through both biographical and psychoanalytical lenses. 

Sometimes the poet inserted himself as speaker in his poetry dramatizing 

episodes from his own life, including a thirteen book argument on the growth of 

the poet‘s mind. And surely it is difficult to write about Wordsworth‘s poetry 

without dealing with the poet himself. His biographical presence looms large 

over works that include characters patterned after himself and members of his 

family. And much of his work is about the people and events with which he 

came in contact, as well as his political views. However, I am more drawn to the 

works themselves and what they say, especially in terms of the development of 

families and how they are represented aesthetically, as opposed to Wordsworth‘s 

actual families. I am interested in the familial constructs as presented in the 

poetry—constructs of Wordsworth‘s mind. Thus, my approach is perhaps more 

textual or aesthetic in nature with some emphasis on psychological influences 

creating familial constructs in the poetry. To that point, then, beyond discovering 

what the biography reveals about Wordsworth's ideas regarding family, I seek to 

discover what his poetry reveals about the family. 
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 Specifically, this study attempts to construct Wordsworth‘s aesthetic of the 

father as portrayed in his works: early poetry, late poetry, and drama. To do so, I 

look at the works themselves primarily; although, at times I draw biographical 

connections in order to demonstrate authorial anxieties. Certainly, Wordsworth‘s 

major biographical events involve anxiety created by the father. Going back to 

Wordsworth's childhood, it is significant that none of the numerous biographies 

of Wordsworth attempts to suggest a close relationship with the future poet and 

his own father. When Wordsworth was just eight years old, his mother died, and 

his father dispersed the family, leaving Wordsworth doubly hurt. Only five years 

later, his father died and left his children financially and otherwise dependent on 

relatives. And of course, years later Wordsworth‘s own initial foray into 

fatherhood was not at all what he had planned on or hoped for as he had 

impregnated Annette Vallon in France and was soon forced to leave the country 

due to England‘s declaration of war against France. His father had, in a sense, 

abandoned the Wordsworth children twice, and then Wordsworth followed suit 

by abandoning his first daughter Caroline, leaving her to her mother in another 

country caught in violent turmoil. Surely these anxieties played on Wordsworth 

and influenced much of his poetry as much of it, indeed, is about family 

relationships and abandonment. 

 Beyond the biographical elements, however, I am more interested in 

father figures created and revealed in the poetic and dramatic works. The history 
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and the anxiety of influence are certainly there, but what is the result? What is 

the effect of this anxiety of influence? To discover the result, one must turn to the 

texts the poet created. Thus, my approach here is to focus on close readings of 

the texts. I attempt to draw out representations of the father through studies of 

many of Wordsworth‘s works in order to formulate his literary aesthetic of father. 

And as the representations of father reveal themselves, we will see that the father 

for Wordsworth is a complex, powerful force with the dynamic, contradictory 

responsibilities of both creation and destruction.  

   

The Study 

 

 There are four basic elements to the Wordsworthian father as presented in 

his literary works. First of all, there is the father who created the poet. However, 

he is not so much a literal father as he is an abstract entity from nature who feeds 

the intellect of the poet child. The second component to the Wordsworthian 

father is the father who suffers. Suffering fathers populate Wordsworth's poetry 

as much as his daffodils and waterfalls. As such, suffering is a primary 

characteristic of the Wordsworthian father. A third characteristic is the tendency 

of the father to abandon the family. As much as Wordsworth's literary fathers 

suffer, many of them simply leave or give up and die, which has disastrous 

effects on the family. A final characteristic of the Wordsworthian father is the 
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famous notion that the child is father of the man. This father is the creator of 

poets and community. An intense inspection of these patterns of characteristics 

allows us to unpack the complex and often contradictory father figures so 

important in Wordsworth's poetry.  

 Chapter one takes an adventurous look at what created the 

Wordsworthian poet, in his eyes. In other words, who fathered the poet, 

according to his poetry? Wordsworth argues in The Prelude (1799, 1805, 1850) that 

his parents were Nature. Thus, following Edmund Burke's A Philosophical 

Enquiry (1757), a work with which William Wordsworth was quite familiar, I 

break Nature down into feminine and masculine cohorts. Burke refers to the 

feminine in Nature as the Beautiful, while the masculine aspect of Nature is the 

Sublime. Therefore if Wordsworth argues aesthetically that his parents were 

Nature, I argue, through a close reading of the first version of The Prelude (the 

Two-Part Prelude of 1799), that the Sublime fathers the Wordsworthian poet.  

 I use the initial Two-Part Prelude for a couple of reasons. One is that the 

initial version shows a Wordsworth closer to the idea of pantheism; thus, it 

focuses more on the idea that a spirit in Nature, the Sublime, created him. Not 

that Wordsworth was ever really a pantheist, but as he grew older and more 

conservative, he backed further away from the idea of a god-imbued Nature. The 

second reason is that the Two-Part Prelude focuses almost exclusively on the 
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period of childhood and the foundational father-child relationship; thus, the 

earliest version is more pertinent to my argument.  

Chapter two focuses on the suffering father. So many of Wordsworth‘s 

fictional fathers are men who suffer for their families. They are often abandoned 

by community, and this abandonment creates an overwhelming sense of 

helplessness and defeat. A few prominent examples of this suffering father are 

Michael in the poem of the same name from 1800 and Herbert, the old blind man 

in Wordsworth‘s only play, The Borderers (1842). Wordsworth‘s autobiographical 

sonnet ―Surprised by Joy‖ (1815) is included for what it reveals about 

Wordsworth‘s own suffering projected onto the poem's father figure. Many of 

the poems in Lyrical Ballads (1798, 1800) also contain this suffering father often 

broken by financial hardship. By looking at these poems along with The 

Borderers, my hope in this chapter is to construct a clear presentation of 

Wordsworth‘s suffering father: who he is, why he suffers, and what effect this 

has on the family.  

Chapter three builds upon the suffering father by examining father figures 

who abandon their families. Some leave because of war; others leave out of 

poverty and shame, and some leave upon death. I look at the somewhat obscure 

poem ―Guilt and Sorrow‖ (1842) in this chapter as it deals primarily with a man 

who leaves his family and what effect this leaving has had on him. Wordsworth 

began the poem as ―Salisbury Plain‖ in 1793 and eventually cut out the ―Female 



Texas Tech University, Dan Ferguson, May 2011 
 

6 
 

Vagrant‖ (1798) portion of the poem to include in Lyrical Ballads, his venture with 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge. What is interesting, though, is that Wordsworth kept 

coming back to the story of the abandoning father years later, spending much of 

his efforts to flesh out the story of the male vagrant specifically in the final 1842 

version of the poem. Perhaps more than any other poem, "Guilt and Sorrow" 

reveals Wordsworth's lifelong interest in the aesthetic of the father, as work on 

the poem covers the bulk of Wordsworth's life as a poet from his earliest efforts 

of 1793 to the late poetry of 1842, reflecting the importance of this poem to my 

project. I also use the poem ―The Ruined Cottage‖ (published as part of The 

Excursion in 1814) in chapter three as it portrays the effects of the abandoning 

father on his family left behind. The poem discusses what causes the father to 

leave and, unlike "Guilt and Sorrow," deals more with the resulting effects of his 

departure on the family left behind.  

A few poems from Lyrical Ballads also prove useful in this chapter, namely 

―The Thorn‖ (1798) and ―The Brothers‖(1800). ―The Thorn‖ has a despicable 

narrator who uses the story of the abandoned mother for his own morbid 

entertainment, quite the opposite of what the Pedlar from ―The Ruined Cottage‖ 

would have wanted. ―The Brothers‖ actually contains a grandfather, something 

like the geriatric Michael of the Lyrical Ballads, who does his best to raise two 

boys until he dies. Much of this poem is also about what happens to the family 

when the father (in this case, grandfather) dies.  
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 Chapter four circles back in a way to chapter one in that I look at 

Wordsworth‘s philosophical idea of child as father of the man. Of course, I look 

at the 1802 poems ―My Heart Leaps Up,‖ ―To a Butterfly,‖ ―To the Cuckoo,‖ and 

―Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood.‖ 

Because much of ―Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early 

Childhood‖ is based on Hartley Coleridge, son of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, I 

look at the poem ―To H. C.‖ composed in the same year. ―My Heart Leaps Up‖ 

actually contains the famous, enigmatic line, ―The Child is father of the Man,‖ 

and while it is not the first to represent this kind of child, this poem is the first to 

declare it formally. Thus, I discuss some poems that appear to me to be 

precursors to this idea of child as father, namely ―The Fountain‖(1800) and ―We 

Are Seven‖ (1798), both from Lyrical Ballads, published years before the writing 

of ―My Heart Leaps Up‖ and the Intimations Ode. I look, as well, at some later 

works based on Wordsworth‘s favorite child Dora.  

 I find in this chapter that the child who is father of the man is seemingly 

from a pre-existent world with a wild and instinctive nature. Like the Sublime 

who fathered the poet, this child/father is mysterious and sometimes beyond the 

realm of understanding. The child is a kind of second father of the poet to be, 

and perhaps surprisingly, the child can be of either sex as we look at several 

poems that depict the child as a little girl. The child is an abstraction of a father 
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figure with grand, creative powers much like the Sublime as father discussed in 

chapter one. 

 By breaking down the study into an examination of salient characteristics, 

my hope is to present a complex aesthetic of the father as created by 

Wordsworth. The father is much more than a man with a family. The father is at 

times Sublime, distant, and suffering; at other times, the father is a child.   
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Chapter One  

Sublime as Father of the Poet 

Perhaps the most famous line from William Wordsworth‘s ―Preface to the 

Lyrical Ballads‖ (1800) is his definition of poetry: ―the spontaneous overflow of 

powerful feelings.‖1 In this historical document, Wordsworth expends 

considerable energy defending his idea of poetry against those critics of the long 

eighteenth century who expected the quaint couplets of Pope when they read 

poetry. What Wordsworth avoids discussing in the "Preface," however, is the 

cause of the eruption of powerful emotion which begets his poetry. Perhaps the 

reason why is that he had already explored this concept quite effectively in one 

of his greatest poetic achievements: ―Lines written a few miles above Tintern 

Abbey‖ (1798), which happens to belong to the collection of poems he is 

introducing. 

This chapter focuses on the cause of this eruption of feelings that created 

Wordsworth's poetry. In this chapter, I trace the salient force that helped create 

Wordsworth‘s poetic vision, the Sublime, which, it will be demonstrated, was the 

genesis or father of Wordsworth‘s poetic thought as he explains in ―Tintern 

Abbey‖ and in more detail in The Prelude (1799, 1805, 1850). The Sublime is a 

spiritual presence felt by Wordsworth during heightened moments as a child in 

nature, and it comes to Wordsworth in two forms. First the child in nature is 

startled by the Sublime during moments when the child is thinking selfishly. In 
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moments of childhood stealth, the Sublime comes and strikes fear in the boy. 

Wordsworth recreates these moments in nature in The Prelude and talks about the 

fear and awe that led to poetic thought. Secondly, the Sublime comes to 

Wordsworth as a spirit allowing him visionary powers and creating connections 

of the poet to nature and to humanity. Thus, the Sublime to Wordsworth is a 

fathering presence disturbing the poet as a boy and teaching him to connect to all 

things as he matures.  

 In order to understand Wordsworth's interpretation of the Sublime, we 

need to go back to his source. Some forty years before William Wordsworth 

would formally consider nature's effects on him as a child, Edmund Burke2 

established two aspects of Nature3 in his A Philosophical Enquiry into the Sublime 

and Beautiful. The Beautiful, he says, is the feminine in Nature which comforts us: 

vales, gentle streams, daffodils, and the like. The Sublime, Burke notes, is the 

masculine part of Nature that inspires awe and fear: 

Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and 
danger, that is to say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is a 
conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner 
analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime; that is, it is 
productive of the strongest emotion which the mind is capable of 
feeling.4   

 
Burke argues that the Sublime is more powerful than the Beautiful because pain 

is more powerful than any feeling associated with pleasure. While a number of 

critics read The Prelude through political lenses, and certainly Burke's notions 
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have political connotations, my reading casts the Sublime in more intimate, 

personal, and familial terms. It is Wordsworth's application of a concept inflected 

with political connotations and aesthetic associations to the context of the family 

that my reading seeks to demonstrate.  

Wordsworth‘s Sublime sees more exaltation and awe in Nature. Its 

powers and mystery lie far beyond any political institutions. Physically it is the 

cliff, the mountain, and the raging river. For Wordsworth, the Sublime was also 

the inspiration that helped create some of his greatest poetry. In a sense, as he 

discovers in The Prelude, it was the father of his poetry: ―a moral and spiritual 

presence , moulding and working on his mind as a human teacher might have 

done, though more mysteriously and profoundly.‖5 It is the mysterious force that 

leads him to reflection and meditation, contemplating his connection to all 

things. 

The Sublime as poetic father for Wordsworth is haunting and powerful. It 

is an abstract father who corrects and by correction, instructs. It is also a caring 

father in that it nurtures his poetic spirit, but there is an uneasy distance between 

son and father that leaves Wordsworth struggling to understand the mystical 

teachings of his Sublime Father. In certain moments of the Two-Part Prelude, the 

disconnect between the poet and the Sublime as father is agonizing. Certainly, 

the poet understands the importance of the poetic instruction provided by the 

Sublime, and he longs for connection to this haunting Spirit--that Sublime Father 
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who is the teacher instructing the poet in his art. A close reading of "Tintern 

Abbey" and the Two-Part Prelude of 1799 reveals the presence of the Sublime 

Father, tension between this father and his young poet, and the resulting 

eruption of powerful feelings that helped create Wordsworth's poetry. 

 

"Tintern Abbey" as Prelude to The Prelude 

 

In ―Tintern Abbey,‖ Wordsworth recalls his verdant childhood and 

subsequent love of Nature. Written before The Prelude, it is Wordsworth‘s first 

published attempt at understanding the creative force behind his poetic power. 

John L. Mahoney says of ―Tintern Abbey‖ that ―it is perhaps the first 

quintessentially Wordsworthian poem, the first poem that points up the vital 

connection between poem and life, the struggle to articulate human ideals, 

tensions. It might be seen as tracing the growth of the poet.‖6 ―Tintern Abbey‖ is, 

in a sense, a prelude to Wordsworth‘s Prelude. Like The Prelude, ―Tintern Abbey‖ 

is written in blank verse, the form Wordsworth used to create some of his 

greatest poetry. And, as Mahoney suggests, it touches on similar notions as The 

Prelude, the growth of the poet's mind.  

"Tintern Abbey" offers a kind of return home for Wordsworth. The poet 

has come back home in a sense after years of turmoil marking the death of 

youthful ideals. The poem famously begins, 



Texas Tech University, Dan Ferguson, May 2011 
 

13 
 

Five years have passed; five summers with the length  
Of five long winters! and again I hear 
These waters, rolling from their mountain-springs 
With a sweet inland murmur.7 
 

Five years have passed and a great deal has happened to Wordsworth. He met 

and fell in love with Annette Vallon who would bear his fist child Caroline, both 

of whom he would be forced to abandon due to declarations of war between 

England and France. And the revolutionary ideals he would espouse in France 

would come crashing down, as well. Indeed, much had happened to 

Wordsworth in this five years with the familial and political ideals once 

crystallized in determined youth, now questioned. But as he returns to the Wye 

in the poem, he feels connected to his childhood, the source of his rejuvenation as 

a poet. Mahoney says that the poem, representing the poet‘s condition, is one of 

crisis,8 but like The Prelude, it is also a poem of restoration and resolution.  

The connection to childhood is vital to Wordsworth as a poet, and a river 

forges this connection in "Tintern Abbey." As the Two-Part Prelude begins with 

the waters of the Derwent River, ―Tintern Abbey‖ begins with the waters of the 

Wye, channeling connections for Wordsworth with the Wye, a tributary of the 

Derwent, which was the river of Wordsworth's childhood. It is significant that 

Wordsworth opens both poems with water imagery, which is often his vehicle of 

choice for demonstrating connection or fluidity. In "Tintern Abbey," the 

connection begins in part from present to the past of childhood; then it continues 
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to Beauty and Sublime in Nature, poet and Nature, and finally poet and 

humanity. Monique Morgan suggests that ―the metaphor of the river of the mind 

describes the narrative project Wordsworth envisions‖ in The Prelude. The river 

mind encompasses tributaries and forks meandering from childhood to 

adulthood. Structurally this is the same narrative pattern reflected in The 

Prelude.9 Herbert Lindenberger says that these streams metaphorically represent 

―the workings of [Wordsworth‘s] imagination.‖10 Water for Wordsworth 

represents connection, interestingly connecting, as well, two poems about the 

growth of the poet's mind. "Tintern Abbey" begins with the poet at the Wye, and 

The Prelude begins with the poet at the Derwent. Thus, the Wye of "Tintern 

Abbey" flowing into the Derwent of The Prelude is a kind of conduit, both literal 

and figurative, to Wordsworth's childhood home. 

Water for Wordsworth also represents a duality because it contains the 

formative powers of Nature—Beauty and the Sublime—that create life and 

poetic vision. Water is pervasive, flowing, and transformative, allowing the poet 

―free range between the observable world and the higher transcendental reality 

which he wishes to make visible to us.‖11 Adding to the duality, water is 

restorative literally and figuratively, but it can also be destructive as seen in 

drowned man of The Prelude. Here in "Tintern Abbey," though, the focus is on life 

and restoration. Wordsworth twice repeats the words ―once again‖ in the first 

stanza, hearkening the restoration he feels upon returning to Nature that is 
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―[g]reen to the very door‖12 of surrounding farm houses. He has come back 

home, in a sense, for restoration to his past--the childhood that created the poet. 

Once the poet connects to Nature, he connects to the Sublime. In the 

second stanza of "Tintern Abbey," Wordsworth comes to the all important gift 

from Nature, the Sublime which infused his imagination and fathered his poetic 

vision. He acknowledges that while he has been absent, the verdant images of 

Nature that he sees before him have not; instead, they have brought him comfort 

on his travels. He owes to them 

    sensations sweet, 
 Felt in the blood, and felt along the heart, 
 And passing even into my purer mind 
 With tranquil restoration: —feelings too 
 Of unremembered pleasure; such, perhaps 
 As may have had no trivial influence 
 On that best portion of a good man‘s life….‖13    

 
He is restored to Nature, to which he reflects, he ―may have owed another gift, / 

Of aspect more sublime.‖14 That gift, according to Mahoney15, is memory and 

imagination. ―The ultimate gift,‖ Mahoney continues, ―is a deeply spiritual one 

involving interaction between an active mind and an animate nature.‖ It is the 

gift Wordsworth speaks of in the first line of the Two-Part Prelude where he asks, 

―Was it for this?‖ It is the gift from the Sublime in Nature, his poetic vision. 

Wordsworth describes the gift as 

     that blessed mood, 
  In which the burthen of the mystery, 
  In which the heavy and the weary weight 
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  Of all this unintelligible world 
  Is lighten‘d: —that serene and blessed mood, 
  In which the affections gently lead us on, 
  Until, the breath of this corporeal frame, 
  And even the motion of our human blood 
  Almost suspended, we are laid asleep 
  In body, and become a living soul: 
  While with an eye made quiet by the power 
  Of harmony, and the deep power of joy, 
  We see into the life of things.16 
 
This mood Wordsworth speaks of is a meditation which allows for poetic vision 

inspired by the Sublime. Nature's Sublime inspires awe in the poet, and from this 

awe, the poet is stirred beyond himself into meditation. The Sublime elevates the 

poet beyond his mortal limits so that by seeing "into the life of things," he sees 

the connections in all life. The key for Wordsworth is that now he connects not 

only to all things, but the lowest of human forms, which is an important refrain 

in "Tintern Abbey" and the primary theme of Lyrical Ballads to which the poem 

belongs. At this point in "Tintern Abbey," however, the poetic process in totality 

is still a mystery to Wordsworth. He is aware of the meditative spirit necessary 

for poetic composition, but how does this meditation come to him. What is its 

source? As he composes, he explores notions of its origin.  

 This question of origin, perhaps, is the crisis to which Mahoney refers. For 

Wordsworth continues that the idea behind this meditative, poetic state may be 

―but a vain belief…of half-extinguish‘d thought, / With many recognitions dim 

and faint, / And somewhat of a sad perplexity….‖17 The visions come and go, 
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and he does not seem to be able to harness the power. Thus, Wordsworth 

experiences a crisis of thought, unable to understand why these elevated 

thoughts of the poet do not come to him more fully and with sustained vigor. 

The mind of the poet is not as strong as the desire to think poetically. Poetic 

thought is not sustained, and he despairs. He realizes the present, however,—his 

place returned to Nature—and draws a sense of hope.  

Hope returns as Wordsworth returns to his youth, the source of his 

connection to the Sublime. In the third stanza, Wordsworth begins to recall the 

Sublime haunting of his youth spent in ―glad animal movements all gone by…‖ 

where   

The sounding cataract  
Haunted me like a passion: the tall rock, 
The mountain, and the deep and gloomy wood, 
Their colours and their forms, were then to me 
An appetite: a feeling and a love,….18 

 
This is a key passage in the poem, for it suggests what is to come in The Prelude. 

The poet returns to moments in his childhood haunted by the Sublime. Water, 

here in the form of the cataract with its Sublime powers, is something the child 

simply does not understand. It creates a fear in him similar to that in The Prelude 

when the boy has stolen the boat or when he later sees the drowned man "'mid 

that beauteous scene."19 And this fear is the Sublime of the mountain and 

―gloomy wood,‖ which paradoxically is also a ―feeling and a love‖: the Sublime 

and Beautiful of Nature like the drowned man in the beauty of the lake in The 
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Prelude. Nature, he explains in "Tintern Abbey," was everything to him as a child, 

at once all thought and no thought. He was consumed by its presence such that 

Nature became his presence, and he was connected to everything, as if a tiny part 

of something much greater than himself. All feelings from fear to love were 

combined in him, representing the symbiotic presence of the boy and his "glad 

animal movements"20 in Nature.   

 These fearful moments of Wordsworth's childhood hold the key in 

connection to the Sublime father. Wordsworth describes his youth as animalistic, 

roaming through Nature without thought as to the significance of things. Like 

the man in "Old Man Traveling," his nature was simplistic and animalistic, 

seemingly without thought or care. Wordsworth recalls, however, that these 

fearful moments in Nature would awaken higher thoughts in him, and he would 

realize a grand world and his connection to it. This is the Sublime father at work, 

jettisoning the boy into poetic thought such that he sees beyond himself and into 

all things and his place among them.  

 Now he reflects in "Tintern Abbey" how the youthful fear combined with 

love is gone; however, something greater has taken its place. Wordsworth has 

―learned / To look on nature, not as in the hour / Of thoughtless youth, but 

hearing oftentimes / The still, sad music of humanity….‖21 This last line is not 

expected. At the great turn in the poem where he acknowledges instruction 

received from the Sublime, and the crisis of origin is resolved, we expect victory. 
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What we get instead is place. This sad "music" comes from Tintern Abbey, a 

place at the time of the poem‘s composition populated by beggars. Critics have 

often said that "Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey" ironically has 

little to do with its namesake. Jerome McGann remarks that by the time the poem 

ends, everything has been removed. The abbey is not there, and neither are the 

beggars.22 Speaking of the same absence of beggars and abbey in the poem, 

Marjorie Levinson says that "the poem's insights are enabled by its oversights,"23 

meaning in part that Wordsworth sees more into himself than he does 

everything around him. However, while they are not named in the lines of the 

poem, the abbey is there, and so are the beggars in the "still, sad music of 

humanity." Thus, the poem teaches an important Wordsworth lesson: love of 

Nature leads to love of humanity, even the lowest of them. With the fulfillment 

of poetic vision sparked by the Sublime that jolted the poet beyond himself, 

Wordsworth sees the abbey's beggars as the embodiment of humanity, and they 

will comprise a significant place in his poetry.  

The Sublime haunted Wordsworth as a child, but now in lines 94-103, he 

sees it as a spirit connecting all things:  

      And I have felt 
  A presence that disturbs me with the joy 
  Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime 
  Of something far more deeply interfused 
  Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns, 
  And the round ocean, and the living air, 
  And the blue sky, and in the mind of man, 
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  A motion and a spirit, that impels 
  All thinking things, all objects of all thought, 
  And rolls through all things.24 
With the notion of place, the word elevated reminds us of where the poem is 

supposedly composed--above the abbey. Elevated takes on a different 

connotation, though, in that the "elevated thoughts" are the higher thoughts of a 

poet. In his elevated thoughts, Wordsworth feels significant connection with sun, 

ocean, air, and sky. Because of Wordsworth‘s connection with Nature, he then 

connects with all humankind.25 In Wordsworth's philosophy, all is connected by 

a mysterious motion, which is the Sublime. This motion ―impels / All thinking 

things….‖ Thus, the Sublime is the genesis or father of thought. It is the spirit 

jolting the young Wordsworth beyond himself such that he begins to see 

connections around him, and now he sees the Sublime as more of a spirit 

connecting all things. But Wordsworth will hone this idea later in The Prelude 

where he suggests that the Sublime is capable of moving only the poet, not every 

thinking being because in his view, only the poet can sense the Sublime. For now, 

this liminal world of Nature, he says, is ―The anchor of my purest thoughts, the 

nurse, / The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul/ Of all my moral 

being.‖26 Nature instructs and leads him, parenting him through Beauty and 

Sublime. His return to Nature comforts him after the years of turmoil preceding 

the poem's composition. Beauty and Sublime sustain him, but in time he will 

realize more fully that Nature is also the progenitor of his poetry.  



Texas Tech University, Dan Ferguson, May 2011 
 

21 
 

 As he revels in the comfort of Nature, Wordsworth turns again to the 

importance of the child's connection to Nature. In stanza five, his sister Dorothy 

represents that being he was in youth with a connection to Nature beyond 

understanding. Although she is only one year younger than William, she has the 

childlike connection to Nature that Wordsworth cherishes. Daniel Watkins 

suggests that Wordsworth enslaves Dorothy in his narrative while looking down 

on her as a child.27 What Watkins forgets, however, is Wordsworth‘s notion of 

the child being father of the man. Wordsworth, as fellow Romanticist William 

Blake, revered the child as a being innocent and celestial. More than this, 

Dorothy is emblematic of the child moved by the Sublime. Reading The Prelude, 

one notices that all of Wordsworth's precious moments with the Sublime 

occurred during childhood, and all he can do now is recall the moments in 

memory. Thus, what he is now is devalued by the distance between who is now 

and the child who was once so much a part of Nature. Dorothy for what she 

represents to Wordsworth is revered. Wordsworth sees Dorothy as an image of 

his former self, an image representing his own childhood now lost to 

Wordsworth, which is the cause of crisis in the poem. Her placement in the 

poem, therefore, is not one of lowliness, but instead loftiness. She reminds 

Wordsworth of the connection he had with Nature and now as an adult, the 

potential for reconnection to Nature. Dorothy possesses the connection to Nature 
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that he desires, and as her brother and closest friend, he clings to the connection 

she has, as it represents the potential for reconnection within himself.  

 Wordsworth now turns to the power of Nature. As a harbinger of 

thoughts expressed later in The Prelude, Wordsworth says of Nature in "Tintern 

Abbey" that 

     she can so inform 
  The mind that is within us, so impress 
  With quietness and beauty, and so feed 
  With lofty thoughts, that neither evil tongues, 
  Rash judgments, nor the sneers of selfish men, 
  Nor greetings where no kindness is, nor all 
  The dreary intercourse of daily life, 
  Shall e‘er prevail against us….‖28 
 
Wordsworth dramatically reaches here for consolation in the power of Nature. 

The dramatic reach signifies that he has not quite convinced himself of what he 

says as he attempts to convince Dorothy. Significant conviction will come later in 

The Prelude. Nature, he will determine in The Prelude, informs the minds of poets 

not so that they can avoid humankind‘s inhumanity, but in order that poets may 

find the humanity in the lowest of humankind. ―The dreary intercourse of daily 

life‖ will, as I have mentioned, figure prominently in his poetry, and he will 

return again and again to these woods, venturing further, searching for the father 

of his poetic thoughts.  

 "Tintern Abbey" for Wordsworth, is the initial journey, as we have seen, 

into his past and the formative years of the poet. It is Wordsworth's first attempt 
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to connect with the past of his childhood and the genitive spirit of the Sublime 

who fathered the poet. But for all its beauty and power, we discover that "Tintern 

Abbey" is somewhat incomplete. Wordsworth attempts connection to the past 

and to the Sublime that has created his poetic vision; however, the connection is 

tenuous. Were it not for Dorothy in the poem, it may be lost altogether. No, 

Wordsworth does not enslave Dorothy as some little girl far beneath his powers 

as a poet. He longs for what she represents--that pure connection to Nature that 

has slipped away from him in the last five years.  

 Wordsworth must have known that the connection he tried to achieve in 

the poem was strained; the spirit who moved him in childhood and "impels [a]ll 

thinking things" is murky. The connection to the Sublime is tenuous and not fully 

realized;  thus, he would return to this theme again, and he would find that in 

order to achieve the connection he sought, he would have to go back to those 

important events in his childhood that functioned as spots of time creating the 

poetic mind through reflection. He would need to explore the Sublime as father 

of his poetic thought in more depth in order to discover the genesis of his poetic 

powers. And as I mentioned before, just as in "Tintern Abbey," he would begin 

his poetic exploration again in The Prelude with the connecting image of water. If 

we can say that Wordsworth dipped his toes into the connecting waters of 

Nature in "Tintern Abbey," surely he would dive straight in with the 1799 Two-

Part Prelude.  
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Part One of The Two-Part Prelude 

 

What Wordsworth broaches in "Tintern Abbey," he much more fully 

explores in the Two-Part Prelude of 1799.29 Realizing the importance of Dorothy's 

childlike connection to Nature in "Tintern Abbey," the poet ventures back to 

Nature and back to his youth in The Prelude, initiated by a question that has 

puzzled readers for years. He begins the poem with a problematic pronoun 

reference asking the question, 

Was it for this30 
That one, the fairest of all rivers, loved 
To blend his murmurs with my nurse‘s song, 
And from his alder shades and rocky falls, 
And from his fords and shallows, sent a voice 
That flowed along my dreams?31 
 

The ambiguous this in the first line of the work refers to his poetic mind in that 

Wordsworth suggests that the river sent a voice to blend with his childhood and 

thus form the creative force behind his poetry. This voice is the Sublime. Klaus 

Peter Mortensen describes it as, ―The idea that in his meeting with great nature—

in this case the masses of water—Man can experience a corresponding greatness 

in himself.‖32 This greatness, Mortensen suggests, is the ―seeing heart‖33—what 

connects him to his childhood, Nature, and humanity. ―Great nature,‖ as 

Mortensen puts it, is the Sublime fathering his poetry. Thus, it is not a 

despondent this to which Wordsworth refers. It is the exhilarating disbelief 
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achieved when he realizes he has been chosen by Nature. ―Did the great river 

flow so that I could become a poet? Am I really the creation of the wonder of 

Nature?‖ Geoffrey H. Hartman says, ―Nature, for Wordsworth, is not an ‗object‘ 

but a presence and a power; a motion and a spirit; not something to be 

worshipped and consumed, but always a guide leading beyond itself.‖34 Nature 

is the Sublime and Beautiful, teaching and nurturing him into poethood.   

 Thus begins the first part of William Wordsworth‘s Two-Part Prelude and 

thus begins Wordsworth‘s discussion of the patriarchal force of the Sublime in 

Nature from which Wordsworth received inspiration. The connection to ―Tintern 

Abbey‖ is obvious from the start: first a recollection of years gone by, and again 

we hear the waters flowing past like memories. It is fitting that Wordsworth 

begins with such a mystifying question as it accompanies the mystical origin of 

Wordsworth‘s poetic thought. 

 The Sublime in The Two-Part Prelude is the voice sent by the river that  
 
Wordsworth says, ―flowed among my dreams‖35 and 
  

…with its steady cadence tempering  
 Our human waywardness, composed my thoughts  
      …giving me  
…A knowledge, a dim earnest, of the calm  
Which Nature breathes among the fields….36  
  

Just as Wordsworth composes his poetry, this Sublime voice composes (fathers) 

his thoughts and gives him knowledge allowing him to see in the life of things as 

in "Tintern Abbey." By tempering Wordsworth's emotions and even actions, the 
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Sublime is father to the relationship Wordsworth builds with Nature. And in The 

Prelude it comes to him in perilous moments as when he kills a bird. Immediately 

after doing so, he ―heard among the solitary hills / Low breathings coming after 

me…‖37 and later while hanging on the cliff as he tries to steal a raven's egg,  he 

feels the power of the Sublime: ―With what strange utterance did the loud dry 

wind / Blow through my ears; the sky seemed not a sky / Of earth, and with 

what motion moved the clouds!‖38 In moments of fear, there is a haunting 

presence that Wordsworth initially cannot explain. This is the haunting presence 

of the Sublime mentioned earlier in my discussion of "Tintern Abbey." It is a 

force he does not initially understand; however, he begins to form an 

understanding as he considers these hauntings: 

   The mind of man is fashioned and built up  
  Even as a strain of music. I believe 
  That there are spirits which, when they would form 
  A favored being, from his very dawn 
  Of infancy do open out the clouds 
  As at the tough of lightning, seeking him 
  With gentle visitation—quiet powers, 
  Retired, and seldom recognized, yet kind, 
  And to the very meanest not unknown— 
  With me, though rarely, in my boyish days 
  They communed.39 
 
We have seen the Sublime figured by Wordsworth as an entity in Nature that 

haunts him as a child, but growing older, Wordsworth now understands that the 

Sublime is a spirit seeking out and forming a "favored being" or poet. It is the 

same spirit from "Tintern Abbey" allowing the poet to see in the life of things. 
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The composing spirits he describes here in The Prelude comprise the Sublime. 

And Wordsworth pays tribute to their power, composing to them in poetry. The 

spirits come to him from heights unknown, and though they bring ―gentle 

visitation,‖ it is clear by Wordsworth‘s repetitious, even reassuring insistence 

that the powers belong to the Sublime. They break through the clouds like 

lightning, yet they are ―gentle,‖ ―quiet,‖ ―retired,‖ and ―kind,‖ composing his 

mind as Mozart composed an opera. The mind of the poet becomes a living 

tribute to the Sublime: a work of awe as Coleridge at one time would have said 

of Wordsworth.  

 Thus, we have an initial look at the Sublime and its eventual power over 

the poet. However, Wordsworth's study of the Sublime is incomplete. He longs 

to go back to his childhood and recreate the moments when the Sublime visited 

him. Wordsworth is driven to find his poetic source and understand it more 

fully. This is the purpose of The Prelude. To find his poetic source, he must go 

back and study more thoroughly his childhood in Nature.   

 In the famous stolen boat moment of the poem, Wordsworth continues to 

relate the early influence of the powers of the Sublime: ―They guided me: one 

evening led by them / I went alone into a shepherd‘s boat.‖40 Wordsworth 

relishes in the paradox of the moment, for while he is alone, he is still among the 

guiding spirits. And while it is ―an act of stealth,‖41 it is also one of ―troubled 

pleasure.‖42 Here in the incongruity, the Sublime speaks: ―Not without the voice 
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/ Of mountain echoes did my boat move on.‖43 Brilliantly, Wordsworth 

describes the heightened emotions of the moment: fear and exhilaration. This is 

the moment when youth meets Sublime and where, while paddling steadily out 

in the lake,  

a huge cliff  
As if with voluntary power instinct,   
Upreared its head… 
And, growing still in stature, the huge cliff  
Rose up between me and the stars, and still,  
With measured motion, like a living thing 
Strode after me.44 
 

The rising cliff striding after him represents the Sublime, the terror of a moment 

in Nature where Wordsworth longs to become part of Nature, yet has youthfully 

chosen the wrong way to go about it. In his guilt-ridden fear, he imagines the 

haunting presence of a cliff knowing his crime and following him to administer 

punishment.  

The power of the moment haunted the young Wordsworth, and he recalls 

that he then moored the boat and stole his way back home with ―grave and 

serious thoughts.‖45 The surprising cliff impacted the young Wordsworth in a 

profound way such that ―huge and mighty forms that do not live / Like living 

men moved slowly through [his] mind/ By day, and were the trouble of [his] 

dreams.‖46 And this is the difference in a "favored being" that Wordsworth wants 

his readers to note. While most children may have later forgotten the episode or 

dismissed it as perhaps a bit silly, Wordsworth continued to be haunted by it 
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such that he can reconstruct the event in adulthood. According to Wordsworth, 

this is the difference between the normal or average mind and that of the poet, 

Nature's "favored being."47 The Sublime, as he suggests, is what grows the mind 

out of heightened moments the poet experienced in childhood. 

The heightened moment with the Sublime creates a memorable stir in 

Wordsworth initiating poetic thought. In summation of the moment, 

Wordsworth describes the Sublime spirits as ―beings of the hills,‖ those that 

―walk the woods and open heaths / By moon or star-light‖48 and combine with 

boyhood passions of the soul, ―sanctifying by such discipline / Both pain and 

fear, until we recognise / A grandeur in the beatings of the heart.‖49 Pain and 

fear represent the Sublime, which creates in Wordsworth the feeling of grandeur. 

Moments such as this presented the child Wordsworth with opportunities to 

comingle with revered higher spirits who will father his poetry by elevating his 

thoughts and revealing connections to Nature and humankind. It is clear in The 

Prelude that Wordsworth sees these moments as highlights of a childhood 

parented by Nature: Beauty and the Sublime.  

To understand more thoroughly Wordsworth's poetic process and its 

relation to the Sublime, it is important to look at Mortensen's study of the 

Sublime. He says, 

 ‗To muse,‘ then, can be defined as the expansion of the 
growth of the poet‘s imagination formed on the basis of the child‘s 
spontaneous experience of grand, sublime nature….[T]he 
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imagination is formed by early nature impressions and their 
repercussions on the child‘s mind; secondly, via introspection and 
retrospection , the adult poet can awaken this latent impressed 
form and let it act formatively and creatively.50 

 
Significantly, Mortensen acknowledges the importance of the presence of Nature 

and its formative power on the imagination and Wordsworth‘s creative process. 

As we have seen, the aspect of Nature that leaves such powerful impressions on 

Wordsworth is the Sublime. And the Sublime is the force behind Wordsworth‘s 

pregnant childhood moments.  

The Sublime does not, however, visit the young Wordsworth only when 

he is entirely alone. In another of these Sublime moments of The Prelude recalling 

his childhood in Nature, Wordsworth recounts skating adventures with friends, 

sporting boisterously like mustangs across the ice and then hearing the  

…precipices r[i]ng aloud  
The leafless trees and every icy crag 
Tinkle…like iron; while the distant hills 
Into the tumult sen[d] an alien sound  
Of melancholy.51 
 

Here the moment is highlighted by the paradox of sport and melancholy. 

Wordsworth would suggest, though, that the melancholy is most likely only felt 

not by the other skaters but by the young poet as he skates away from the 

throng. Doing so, he spins and stops suddenly while the surrounding cliffs 

continue whirling around the child, center of his revolving universe. As with the 

stolen boat scene, the moment becomes a spot in time for Wordsworth‘s 
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reflection, which allows for the growth of the poet‘s mind as he addresses the 

Sublime:  

  Ye powers of earth, ye genii of the springs, 
  And ye that have your voices in the clouds,  
  And ye that are familiars of the lakes 
  And of the standing pools, I may not think 
  A vulgar hope was yours when ye employed 
  Such ministry….52   
 
Using pronoun variations of "ye" and "I," Wordsworth figures his place among 

the Sublime by showing reverence for the spirits of his poetic father. Here 

Wordsworth acknowledges the spirits‘ deliberate attempts to reach him as a boy, 

telling thoughts of the grandeur and awe of Nature and the idea that man can 

commune with Nature by stopping and listening for the secret voice of its 

ministers. These same ministers of the Sublime work with ―grand but also 

everyday nature as a formative element of the consciousness.‖53 They are the 

genitives of the poetic spirit in Wordsworth often coming, it seems, in moments 

of paradox. They father his poetic thought, and he reveres them for it. 

 One striking moment of paradox experienced by the young boy is the 

drowned man of Esthwaite in The Prelude. Wordsworth describes the moment at 

twilight, when through the gloom, he could still see the opposite shore and ―a 

heap of garments‖54 beneath a tree. He recounts watching the scene for half an 

hour—a lifetime for a seven year-old boy—until the ―calm lake / Grew dark 

with all the shadows on its breast.‖55 Wordsworth personifies the lake here to 
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heighten the childhood fear. At once the lake seems alive and ripe for the 

paradox of the dead man it has consumed.  

The next day the drowned man is found. Through the child‘s eyes, 

Wordsworth says, ―At length the dead man, ‗mid that beauteous scene / Of trees 

and hills and water, bolt upright / Rose with his ghastly face.‖56 Wordsworth 

describes the paradox of beauty and death at once, drawing out the beauty of the 

moment by repeating the conjunction and that connects the elements of Nature, 

emphasizing the combination of Sublime and Beauty. Wordsworth reminds us 

that the beast of the lake that consumed the man is also the serenity at any other 

moment. It is the Sublime spirit of the lake, though, that creates the moment in 

the child, leaving the image, as Wordsworth tells us, as an independent 

creation—an archetype—that ―knows no decay.‖57 It is an element in the poet‘s 

mind and now forever present on his page. We are returned to the fearful child 

of "Tintern Abbey" and those striking moments of The Prelude when the child has 

stolen a bird's egg or a boat. Fear is a powerful agent of the Sublime startling the 

young poet into thoughts beyond himself and memories that are ever present.  

The haunting presence of these childhood memories reflects the power of 

the Sublime, but Wordsworth desires to know why these moments scared him so 

as a child and remain with him now as an adult. As Wordsworth has recollected 

these haunting memories, he begins the process of unpacking them and 
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discovering their significance, leading us climactically to his famous ‗spots of 

time‘ explanation:  

   There are in our existence spots of time 
  Which with distinct preeminence retain 
  A fructifying virtue, whence, depressed 
  By trivial occupations and the round 
  Of ordinary intercourse, our minds— 
  Especially the imaginative power— 
  Are nourished and invisibly repaired;  
  Such moments chiefly seem to have their date 
  In our first childhood.58 
 
Here Wordsworth expounds on what he has been describing all along in The 

Prelude. There are moments in the childhood of the poet that create poetic vision. 

These moments occur in instances of duality or paradox such as when the 

Beautiful in Nature suddenly meets the Sublime. The precipice, the stolen boat, 

the whirling cliffs while he is skating, and the drowned man—each moment 

occurs in Nature where the Beauty of the mountains, valleys, and lakes provides 

a setting for the scene, drawing the boy closer like a siren. In each instance, the 

Sublime, as poetic father, forges a moment for the child that he cannot forget—

and that he later must write about. Thus, Beauty sets the scene, the Sublime 

causes the moment, and the moment is fructified in the poet‘s mind in reflection. 

As the poet reflects on the moment, a reunion occurs with Nature in the act of 

writing, and he becomes one with his earthen parents: Beauty and the Sublime. 

And this, Wordsworth argues, is what has created the poet in him; the poet is the 

fruit of the union of the Sublime and Beauty. Thus, writing the moment, he 
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connects to the experience and back to Nature, his parents, which help him 

recreate the moment through poetic vision. These ‗spots of time‘ are bridges from 

his childhood to poetic manhood. He continues the bridge by offering further 

examples of these pregnant moments in Part One of The Prelude and to which he 

gestures in "Tintern Abbey." 

The next spot recorded in The Prelude is when Wordsworth rides 

horseback with a family servant and subsequently was separated and lost. He 

finds his way to the valley bottom where, long ago, a man had been hanged. 

Obviously scared, he climbs back out of the bottom in haste and finds a pool 

where a girl has just filled her jug and is struggling against the wind to take it 

back to her family. Wordsworth says: 

     It was in truth 
  An ordinary sight, but I should need  
  Colours and words that are unknown to man 
  To paint the visionary dreariness 
  Which, while I looked all round for my lost guide, 
  Did at that time invest the naked pool, 
  The beacon on the lonely eminence, 
  The woman and her garments vexed and tossed 
  By the strong wind.59 
 
Again, we have the duality of the Sublime in the hanged man and the Beauty of 

the vibrant force of the girl carrying the water. Water is appropriate for this 

duality because it takes life as in the man from Esthwaite, but it also gives life in 

the form of nourishment carried by the girl. This, no doubt, is the paradox of the 

―visionary dreariness‖ of which he speaks.  
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 Here Wordsworth actually lacks the words to describe the significance of 

the moment. He understands that for most people, the picture of the girl 

performing this common function is ordinary, as he puts it. But for the poet 

child, it is a picture he cannot ―unremember,‖ as Mortensen would suggest, 

because it is Beauty and the Sublime in one image. The Beauty of riding in 

Nature meets with the Sublime moment where young Wordsworth is faced with 

death, and this gives significance to the next image: the young water carrier 

struggling against the wind who represents the struggle of  life--Beauty midst the 

Sublime. It is the Sublime writing the significance of the events for Wordsworth, 

and it is the Sublime creating moments of connection for the poet. Through the 

Sublime as poetic father, Wordsworth connects to the importance of the young 

water carrier: death and life an equal part of Nature.  

 One of the most controversial moments in The Prelude predicts the death 

of Wordsworth's actual father. Wordsworth tells readers that one Christmas in 

his youth, he was watching for the three horses that would carry home his 

brothers and him. He says,―‘Twas a day / Stormy, and rough, and wild….‖60 On 

the day waiting for the horses, Wordsworth describes his feeling as an ―anxiety 

of hope.‖61 He was ―[f]everish, and tired, and restless‖62—impatient no doubt 

and angry at the delay as he sat in the rain with a lost sheep and waited.   

 Some critics see this moment as a poet experiencing anxiety over the loss 

of his actual father. Wordsworth's father just a few days after this event died of 
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exposure. Wordsworth‘s mother had been dead for five years by now, but the 

moment of his father's death truly left him an orphan just on the cusp of 

becoming a man. Eugene Stelzig makes a valiant attempt to tie specific spots in 

time such as the drowned man and this episode where the boy Wordsworth 

waits for the horses to the death of Wordsworth‘s father. He suggests that the 

death of his father figures indirectly and even directly at times in The Prelude.63 

Yes, the death of Wordsworth‘s father was significant for the child, but arguing 

that the deceased father hovers as ubiquitously over the poem as Stelzig suggests 

seems tenuous. Duncan Wu suggests that the child felt that God punished the 

young Wordsworth by killing his father because he was too eager for 

Christmas.64 Yet according to the text of the poem, Wordsworth gains a sense of 

peace and calm from the moment that prefigures his father's death, suggesting 

that the moment has little to do with his father's death several days later. The 

poem flows into a passage where the poet talks of drinking in the vision of the 

child in the rain. He sees it as sustenance from the Sublime, not remorse for a 

deceased father.  

 Water figures prominently in the image of the poet reconnecting with his 

childhood as he remembers the day waiting for the horses to take him home for 

Christmas. Wordsworth recalls the moment: 

  And afterwards the wind and sleety rain, 
  And all the business of the elements, 
  The single sheep, and the one blasted tree, 
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  And the bleak music of that old stone wall, 
  The noise of the wood and water, and the mist 
  Which on the line of each of those two roads 
  Advanced in such indisputable shapes— 
  All these were spectacles and sounds to which 
  I often would repair, and thence would drink 
  As at a fountain…65 
 
December rains on the teenage Wordsworth waiting impatiently for his ride 

home, and now the older, wiser poet drinks at the simile of the fountain. The 

visionary flow of the image links Wordsworth to those special moments of his 

childhood and creates in him the poet mind. There is nothing here to suggest 

remorse for the loss of his actual father. More important to Wordsworth is the 

connection to childhood via memory. The image in meditation has morphed 

from childhood connection to Nature to the poet drawing in sustenance from his 

poet father, the Sublime. His actual father may be gone, but his poet father 

nourishes him through elevated thoughts. 

 Wordsworth expands on the power of the Sublime to infuse his mind with 

images. In the next stanza of The Prelude, he discusses   

How Nature by collateral interest,  
And by extrinsic passion, peopled first  
My mind with forms…beautiful or grand  
And made me love them.…66 
 

By ―beautiful or grand,‖ of course, he is referring to his parents in Nature: Beauty 

and the Sublime. And the verb peopled exemplifies the parental creation of the 

poet in him. Beauty creates the love in him of Nature, and the Sublime fathers the 
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poet with images. Here the Sublime is less a boogeyman from his childhood and 

more of a progenitor of thought, peopling his mind with poetic images.  

 Wordsworth takes pleasure from the images of his childhood that come 

back to him. He continues in the next stanza to recount his childhood days in 

―unconscious intercourse‖ with Nature, ―drinking in‖ scenes ―Of curling mist, or 

from the level plain / Of waters coloured by the steady clouds.‖67 Wordsworth 

paints this stanza with water imagery to reflect the amniotic power of Nature on 

the poet‘s mind. There is no anxiety over the death of a father, only the joy of 

connecting to childhood and creating poetic images. He concludes the episode of 

waiting for horses by recalling,  

  Even while my eye has moved o‘er three long leagues  
  Of shining water, gathering, as it seemed, 
  Through the wide surface of that field of light  
  New pleasure, like a bee among the flowers.68  
 
Surrounded amniotically, he drinks from Nature and is sustained. Water merges 

with light, and there is tremendous joy as the poetry flows through his mind and 

pen. 

 Almost frenetic with joy at this point, Wordsworth closes Part One with 

images of fertility. His mind is now a kind of garden where memories of 

childhood live and poetry flows. Wordsworth closes by saying that in his 

―vulgar fits of joy‖69—his moments of duality—Nature spoke to him in order ―To 

impregnate and to elevate the mind‖70 where Father Sublime and Mother Beauty 
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created in him the poet by ―the impressive agency of fear, / By pleasure and 

repeated happiness.‖71 I hesitate to use the term impregnate as it seems perhaps a 

reach to tie the physical act of inseminating to Wordsworth‘s Father Sublime; 

however, Wordsworth‘s own use of the term is further proof of the connection to 

the Sublime. It is clear that Wordsworth‘s own estimation of the genesis of his 

poetic powers was created in him by Nature: Mother Beauty and Father Sublime. 

Thus, in the Prelude, the child of Beauty and the Sublime pays tribute to his 

parents. 

 Throughout the first part of the Two-Part Prelude, we see the Sublime in 

two basic forms. Initially the Sublime comes to the poet child in moments of fear, 

connecting the poet now back to the child connected to nature. The Sublime 

fathers the poet in the child by creating the memory. Secondly, the Sublime 

comes to Wordsworth as a spirit enabling him to see the life in all things, moving 

the connection to Nature beyond normal thought. It creates a meditative state in 

the poet during times of recollection, and this meditative state incorporates 

elevated thoughts that create his poetry. Through the poet's passionate 

reconnection to Nature through memory and meditation, the Sublime is a kind of 

spirit populating his mind with beautiful forms, allowing the poet to see 

connections in Nature, which will lead to connection to humankind. 
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Part Two of the Two-Part Prelude 

 

 What Wordsworth describes in ―Tintern Abbey‖ he determines in Part One 

of the Two-Part  Prelude. And what he determines in Part One, he further resolves 

in Part Two: Nature‘s Sublime and Beauty created his poetic vision while his 

―passion [for nature] / Was in its birth, sustained, as might befall, / By 

nourishment that came unsought….‖72 Wordsworth is simply a channel for the 

poetic thoughts flowing through his mind like the Derwent or Wye.  

 However, Part Two begins with a startling split in the poet. A few lines 

into Part Two, Wordsworth ponders the distance between the gamboling days of 

his youth to the poet now lifted up by the Sublime, and he is split into two 

beings: 

     [S]o wide appears 
  The vacancy between me and those days, 
  Which yet have such self-presence in my heart 
  That sometimes when I think of them I seem 
  Two consciousnesses—conscious of myself, 
  And of some other being.73 
 
The self split would seem another crisis for the poet, but it is not entirely critical, 

for ―A tranquilizing spirit presses now‖74 on the poet as he composes. Eugene 

Stelzig suggests that the poet self-composes as he writes about the growth of his 

mind; thus, ―autobiographical self-composition re-envisions and revises the past 

in a process in which recollection is an evolving content in the service of the 
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poet‘s current identity and self-understanding.‖75 It is interesting to note, 

however, that the stanza closes here with the split selves. As the poet is severed 

into two beings, the verse is, as well. What he once was is clear: the young happy 

savage, Nature‘s little vagabond. What he is now is still perhaps not as clear. 

Thus, he writes his way into existence.  

 Wordsworth then relates his return to a home from his youth that is now 

split like the consciousnesses of the previous stanza. With uncertain diction, the 

poet shows his uneasiness with the results. A ―native rock‖ which stood in the 

square of his boyhood village has been reduced to rubble and replaced by a 

―smart‖ assembly hall ―elbowing the ground.‖ Wordsworth says that this place 

once belonged to the children, the restless natives of Hawkshead, but it is now 

gone.76 Seeing the literal divide in his childhood almost presents another 

moment of crisis for the poet. Clearly he is bothered by the disturbance to his 

precious childhood. Perhaps too quickly he closes the stanza that recounts those 

things that are lost forever except for in his memory. If he is not careful, his 

poetry will be that of loss, and this is not his purpose. Wordsworth seeks self-

restoration in The Prelude. 

 In an attempt to restore himself, Wordsworth returns to a moment in 

childhood, but the moment is hollow without the help of his Sublime father. The 

poet returns to summer days spent on Lake Windermere, as he conquers the 

water in races with companions. However, like the ice skating episode from Part 
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One, paradoxical solitude finds him among water-weary friends resting in the 

shade, producing ―A quiet independence of the heart‖77 where he was ―taught to 

feel—perhaps too much—/ The self-sufficing power of solitude.‖78 Solitude 

restores him, but it does not resonate now like the power of the Sublime in Part 

One. Instead, the moment is somewhat hollow. There is no epiphany and 

restoration as there is no Sublime. The moment simply gives him peace enough 

to continue. Thus, he moves on to another episode of horse riding and another 

abbey.  

As Wordsworth recalls another moment in childhood with the Sublime, 

restoration for the poet becomes possible. Like the stolen boat episode of Part 

One, the poet confesses that the young Wordsworth has used ―subterfuge‖79 in 

order to take the horses farther than their owner would allow. Once at the abbey, 

though, the Sublime arrives as it does so in ―Lines Written a Few Miles Above 

Tintern Abbey.‖ He recounts a tranquil scene at the abbey when a sole wren was 

singing so sweetly in the abandoned church that  

The earth was comfortless, and, touched by faint  
Internal breezes, from the roofless walls  
The shuddering ivy dripped large drops, yet still 
So sweetly ‗mid the gloom the invisible bird 
Sang to itself that there I could have made  

 My dwelling-place, and lived for ever there, 
 To hear such music.80 
 

Unlike the moment by Lake Windermere, both components of Nature exist in 

this scene. We have Beauty in the form of the little wren whose song reaches out 
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to the young Wordsworth like the sad song of the vagrants inhabiting Tintern 

Abbey,81 building the connection of boy and Nature. Yet note the Sublime in the 

―shuddering‖ ivy moved by mysterious ―internal breezes‖ in the gloom. It is the 

combination of Beauty and Sublime that draws him in until he exults, ―O, ye 

rocks and streams, / And that still spirit of evening air, / Even in this joyous 

time I sometimes felt / Your presence….‖82 In Beauty, he felt the Sublime. Two 

parts of Nature create the whole and the child poet is home.  

 Wordsworth next finds the beginnings of the poet. Near Lake Coniston, he 

describes an old hall, ―[g]rotesque and beautiful,‖83 another place his roving 

companions and he would haunt. Revisiting the place now in composition, 

Wordsworth is awe-struck and appears almost to stutter, repeating in two lines 

the words ―there I said.‖84 The Sublime creates a pause due to the significance of 

the moment. It is at this point where the child predicts the poet to be, where ―first 

beginning in [his] thoughts to mark / That sense of dim similitude which links / 

our moral feelings with external forms…‖85 Wordsworth‘s poetry is the watery 

poetry of connection: connections to the poet‘s past, connection to Nature, and 

connections to humanity even—and perhaps especially—in its lowest forms. 

Here the Sublime of the moment sparks connections for Wordsworth, and 

connection is key for the growth of the poet's mind.  

 Wordsworth emphasizes the importance of connection. He marks now in 

this moment of epiphany that he would vow always to remember the Nature of 
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his youth even unto his last dying breath. Wordsworth tells the reader that at 

fourteen years old, ―these words / Were uttered in a casual access of / 

Sentiment, a momentary trance / That far outran the habit of [his] mind.‖86 It is 

as if Wordsworth has been looking for this moment, his own missing link 

connecting the youth whose parents were Beauty and the Sublime to the poet of 

today, but the poet is not quite satisfied that this indeed is the moment where the 

poet is born; thus, he must continue exploring the connection to his childhood 

and writing his poetic self into existence.  

The great question of the Two-Part Prelude is, ―What created the poet?‖ In 

Part One, he traces back to moments created by the Sublime that haunted him 

and perhaps first created poetic thought. And now he reaches the moment at 

fourteen years old when he first understood the importance of these moments, 

admittedly still beyond his own normal thought process.  

The poem at this point takes a turn to self-doubt and despair. Wordsworth 

continues by recounting other visits to Lake Windermere where the boys would 

play throughout the day and come back at nightfall. At such time, they placed a 

lone flutist among them on an island and rowed out listening to his haunting 

music coming from the rock:87  

    [O]h, then the calm 
And dead still water lay upon my mind 

 Even with a weight of pleasure, and the sky, 
 Never before so beautiful, sank down 
 Into my heart and held me like a dream.88 
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Here is a premonition of what is to come in the poem. Water, with its sublime 

properties, rises up and combines with the beautiful sky falling down into the 

young poet‘s heart, cradling him in Nature and hearkening to the blessed infant 

babe coming soon in Part Two. He then speaks of his childhood fondness for the 

sun and moon and says, 

     I hasten on to tell 
  How Nature, intervenient till this time 
  And secondary, now at length was sought 
  For her own sake. But who shall parcel out 
  His intellect by geometric rules,  
  Split like a province into round and square? 
  Who knows the individual hour in which 
  His habits were first sown even as a seed? 
  Who shall point as with a wand, and say 
  This portion of the river of my mind 
  Came from yon fountain?89 
 
While earlier he seems to establish the link back to the moment in his youth 

when he realized that Nature bore a more important purpose for him, here he 

gives pause to that thought, seemingly shrinking back from "murder[ing] to 

dissect"90 his own mind. Somewhat defeated, he returns back to the thought of, 

―Where did this all begin?‖ And even more, ―Who am I to even ask?‖ As much 

as he is the poet of hope and connection, so is Wordsworth often the poet of 

despair—still wondering now how it all began. This moment of crisis is a pattern 

in some of Wordsworth‘s greatest philosophical poetry. We have seen it in 

―Tintern Abbey,‖ and it exists as well in the ―Intimations Ode, ‖ and again we 

find it in the Prelude. There is much anxiety over the vagrant power of the 
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Sublime. When did it begin, and will it return? For Wordsworth, the Sublime is a 

significant part of the mysterious source of his poetic mind. In a sense, the 

Sublime as father represents the anxiety of the abandoning father explored in 

chapter three of my study. Here in The Prelude, the poet child of the Sublime 

desperately seeks reunion with the father, but his only means of connection is to 

travel back in memory to the child in Nature. 

 Part One is so deliberate with its spots of time, important moments of 

connection, but here in the second part of the Two-Part Prelude, the poet‘s river-

like  mind meanders, seeking concrete direction but never finding it until circling 

back to its source waters. The stanza ends, and then the poet reaches back to the 

most distant moment—that of the blessed infant babe: 

     Blessed the infant babe— 
  For my best conjectures I would trace 
  The progress of our being—blest the babe 
  Nursed in his mother‘s arms, the babe who sleeps 
  Upon his mother‘s breast, who, when his soul 
  Claims manifest kindred with an earthly soul 
  Doth gather passion from his mother‘s eye. 
  Such feelings pass into his torpid life 
  Like an awakening breeze, and hence his mind, 
  Even in the first trial of its powers, 
  Is prompt and watchful, eager to combine 
  In one appearance all the elements….91 
 
The focus has clearly shifted to the child‘s mother whom Richard Onorato calls 

Wordsworth‘s ―essential reality of the world‖92 for the babe. Onorato argues that 

the mother fosters the poetic spirit. And I would agree that the mother‘s comfort 
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is essential just as Burke would argue the importance of Beauty in Nature. 

Beauty and mother foster connection for the child. They offer comfort that the 

world is a place of peace and love. They encourage connection to humankind, a 

crucial element of Wordsworth‘s poetry. Mother allows the child to feel safe as 

he drinks in Nature‘s Beauty. This moment is essential for the poetic process; 

―the filial bond / Of Nature…connects him with the world.‖93 But Wordsworth 

does not end his search here because the Sublime again is missing, and the image 

is incomplete. 

 Reaching deep into his childhood, Wordsworth anxiously looks for his 

poetic source in the Sublime. Wordsworth says of the child, 

      feeling has to him imparted strength, 
   And—powerful in all sentiments of grief, 
  Of exultation, fear and joy—his mind, 
  Even as an agent of the one great mind, 
  Creates, creator and receiver both, 
  Working but in alliance with the works 
  Which it beholds. Such, verily, is the first 
  Poetic spirit of our human life….94 
  
The child now embodies elements of the Sublime: strength, exultation, and fear. 

It is the combination of mother and father—Beautiful and Sublime—that creates 

initial poetic spirit.95 Yet there is still a disconnect for Wordsworth because he 

has not actually accounted for the presence of the Sublime. Jonathan 

Wordsworth in his article ―The Two-Part Prelude of 1799‖ suggests that 

Wordsworth‘s description of the child is more one of hope than certainty because 
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he gives the child godlike qualities that he half dares to believe.96 This doubt is 

reflected in the softness of the second part of the poem that I have mentioned—

the meandering mind again looking for something to which to cling.  

 Doubt of his poetic source remains a significant problem for Wordsworth. 

He  continues in Part Two to search for his source that ―[f]rom early days‖ he has 

worked to reveal how ―infant sensibility‖ was ―[a]ugmented and sustained.‖97 

And he is still trying in self-composition. While he wanted to link all to the 

mother, he is reminded of his mother‘s death in this stanza. And yet somehow 

―the building‖98 of his being still stood. There has to be more to it in terms of 

what sustains his poetic powers, but what it is seems out of reach, unfathomable. 

All that he knows is that he has some sort of connection to Nature. Still, there is a 

crisis of poetic being that he cannot seem to answer.  

 In an effort to find poetic sustenance, Wordsworth returns again to 

Nature. In the next stanza, he counts the ways in which he has enjoyed all its 

aspects: the Beautiful and the Sublime ―[b]y silent inobtrusive sympathies, / And 

gentle agitations of the mind‖ in the paradox of ―Sublimer joy.‖99 Wordsworth 

relates again that his was an unusual appreciation for Nature whereby he 

divined an ―elevated mood‖ from the ―power of sound‖ in both storms and 

starry nights, when he listened to the ―ghostly language of the ancient earth‖ and 

drank in ―visionary power‖ in moments of ―shadowy exaltation.‖100 His mother 

is long gone—so too his father—and now the Sublime speaks in a ―ghostly 
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language‖ to him, granting him poetic power. Thus, he knows the power exists, 

yet he still is not able to make the link to its creation. Perhaps it is better to 

appreciate the power than to question its origins. No doubt, ―the soul…retains 

an obscure sense / Of possible sublimity.‖101 He is infused somehow, and for 

emphasis repeats the words ―growing faculties‖ to show that the poet‘s mind 

still imbibes Nature and thus, still grows with a purpose, the gift of a 

―superadded soul‖102 bestowed upon him by the Sublime and Beautiful. He asks, 

―How shall I trace the history, where seek / The origin of what I then have 

felt?‖103 He cannot find the origin, but Wordsworth is sustained by the presence 

of his poetic spirit. Connection to the Sublime as father is tenuous, but the father 

has done his part to infuse in Wordsworth poetic power, and perhaps that is 

enough. 

 Finally, Wordsworth is resolved that while he cannot know the precise 

origin of his poetic mind, he does know that the ―plastic power‖104 lives within 

him. He describes the power as formative at times, devious, and rebellious, too—

all elements of the Sublime. Those childhood moments when he came face to face 

with the Sublime are infused in him such that he communes with Nature, both 

commanding and yielding to Nature as he composes. He gives thanks for the gift 

in apostrophe to Nature: 

     Thou hast fed 
  My lofty speculations, and in thee 
  For this uneasy heart of ours I find 
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  A never-failing principle of joy 
  And purest passion.105 
 
At the end, he shares Nature‘s heart and thus, the heart of the friend to which the 

poem is dedicated, Coleridge.  

 

Conclusion 

 

 By revisiting his childhood in Nature, William Wordsworth broaches ever 

so closely the genesis of his poetry here in the Two-Part Prelude and doing so, 

sheds light on his definition of the Sublime and thus, father. The Sublime is a 

presence in Nature that disturbs the moment, whether it be fear from stealing a 

boat or a breeze that stirs the soul. Beauty creates the place for the moment, but 

the Sublime sparks the poetic thought. It elevates the poet and moves him 

beyond himself—at times dividing him into two beings. Father, then, is the 

instigator, the one who disrupts the poetic self in order to create connection back 

to Nature and humanity. Through this poetic father, there is division and 

eventually restoration. Father, as we will see later, is the child communing with 

Nature who thus eventually becomes the poet. In the early stages of 

Wordsworth‘s exploration, though, the poetic father is the Sublime, stirring the 

child‘s thoughts. Father is the creator of poetic thought. 
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 In "Tintern Abbey," the poet returns to Nature doubting his visionary 

powers  and looking for his poetic origins, and were it not for Dorothy, who 

represents the child in him that he has lost, he would not achieve resolution. 

"Tintern Abbey," thus, is Wordsworth's first glance back at what has created the 

poet in him. It is also perhaps his first poetic acknowledgment of the power 

granted him by Nature. But his search is somewhat incomplete as he has yet to 

search far enough to find his poetic source. 

 The Two-Part Prelude is a much deeper exploration of the origin of this 

power, and in it, he finds the child in Nature. Beauty and Sublime surrounded 

him as a boy, drawing him into Nature and shocking him into poetic awareness 

through the power of the Sublime. Beauty led him into Nature, and then the 

Sublime struck him with fear and awe such that he reflects even now on those 

long ago moments, creating poetry as he searches the depths of his experiences 

for the initial poetic spark. "Was it for this" that Nature chose the poet? Indeed it 

was, as only he could feel the power of the Sublime and turn its power into 

poetry. 

 The father for Wordsworth in this chapter is the Sublime creating that 

poetic spark that breathed life into his visionary power. It startles the young 

Wordsworth, sending his thoughts beyond himself. And as he grows into the 

poet, the Sublime reveals connections to all things. For the poet Wordsworth, the 

Sublime is a teacher. However, the Wordsworthian father in the next chapter is 
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much different. He is a real father of sorts, not so powerful and not always so 

fearful; he is the suffering father of Wordsworth's poetry who lives beyond the 

deaths of his own children. He invites pity and sympathy more than fear and 

awe, but still he teaches in a sense. He is Michael, Timothy, and other figures in 

Wordsworth's poetry who must find ways to persevere while losing that which 

they love the most: the precious child.  
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Chapter Two 

The Father as One Who Suffers 

“The poetry of „human passions, human characters, and human incidents‟ is for 
Wordsworth inevitably the poetry of suffering.”106 

 
 

This chapter explores the suffering father who appears over and over 

again in William Wordsworth‘s poetry. Many of the poems discussed here, of 

course, come from Wordsworth‘s joint venture with Samuel Taylor Coleridge: 

Lyrical Ballads (1798, 1800). Others come from collections written later in life. The 

point of the chapter is not to discover how Wordsworth‘s suffering father 

changes throughout Wordsworth‘s life, but simply to construct a further 

component of the Wordsworthian father found in his poetry. Thus, organization 

of the poems selected is not chronological. It is random suggesting not the 

variations of father as the poet ages; what we arrive at instead is the more 

interesting idea that the suffering father never seems to leave Wordsworth. And 

even more, the ubiquitous suffering father in Wordsworth's works argues the 

ever tenuous existence of the nuclear family. While he may have prized the 

domestic bliss of a perfect nuclear family as Alan Liu suggests in Wordsworth: A 

Sense of History,107 it is truly rare to find its existence in Wordsworth's poetry. 

Instead, we have fathers suffering primarily due to domestic disharmony from 

familial loss. The Wordsworthian father has lost a child, children, or even at 

times, the whole family. There is no domestic bliss for the Wordsworthian father, 
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only suffering. Critics have argued for ages that Wordsworth is the poet of 

nature or the poet of humanity. As much, it is clear that he is also the poet of the 

suffering father. 

 

Biographical Connections 

 

 For William Wordsworth, a great deal of what comprises the father is 

suffering often due to separation from family.108 In many of his poems, the father 

loses his wife and/or children and must somehow find a way to cope with his 

loss. Biographically, some may argue that this stems from an accumulation of 

events in Wordsworth‘s own life.  

As a child, he would suffer doubly when his mother died, for his father 

split up the family, sending children among various relatives.109 And later in his 

early adulthood, he lost his first daughter Caroline as he was forced by threats of 

war to leave France and his pregnant lover, Annette Vallon. As someone who 

was, at the very least, fond of the idea of children, no doubt there was some 

anxiety in leaving as he would never have the opportunity to help raise his 

daughter; although, he did support Annette financially from time to time and 

paid for his first daughter‘s eventual wedding.110  

Critics have argued that Wordsworth‘s poem ―Vaudracour and Julia‖ 

(1820), composed around 1804, plays out this anxiety of leaving Annette. In the 
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poem, a young man impregnates a woman of lower class who is then forced to 

take to a convent. When the baby is born, the young man is left to care for it, and 

he takes the child to his father‘s house who had never approved of the 

relationship and, hardened against his own son, will not have it in his presence. 

Thus, the young man and baby are forced to roam about homeless, and the child 

subsequently dies. The young man cuts off communication with the world in a 

kind of self-punishment—a theme later discussed in The Borderers—and wastes 

away, the poem says, in the state of ―an imbecile mind.‖111 This pattern of 

suffering upon loss of family plays out in many of the works discussed in this 

chapter. There is no doubt that Wordsworth was drawn to the figure of the 

suffering father.  

Much later into adulthood, two of his children with Mary Hutchinson 

died within six months of each other when they were less than ten years old. 

However, at the time it was unfortunately fairly common for children less than 

fifteen years old to die.112 Still, these were devastating blows for Wordsworth. 

Juliet Barker, in her biography of Wordsworth, says that the effect was long-

term, creating ―an abiding and ineradicable sorrow‖ such that forty years after 

their deaths Wordsworth could still describe their illnesses in exact detail.113 Part 

of what it means to be the suffering father, as will be seen in this chapter, is the 

father‘s lasting and detailed memory of the lost child. Certainly, much of 

Wordsworth‘s life was centered around the concept of familial loss, and it is 
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interesting to note that much of his most powerful poetry indeed explores this 

same theme. 

  Wordsworth‘s first child to die was Catharine. For her, he wrote the 

beautiful sonnet ―Surprised by Joy‖ (1815), revealing the suffering father after 

the death of a child. Incongruously, the title tells of a moment when the poet has 

somehow forgotten his daughter some five years after her death, as he writes the 

poem: ―Through what power, / Even for the least division of an hour, / Have I 

been so beguiled as to be blind / To my most grievous loss?‖114 Realizing that 

somehow he has forgotten her is almost worse than losing her. Tripling the loss 

is the knowledge that the vision of her in ―years unborn‖115 will never be 

restored.  

Here we must pause and recall the magnitude of loss for Wordsworth. 

Readers of this poem today have some difficulty understanding the true depth of 

the loss for Wordsworth. Yes, we can understand the ultimate pain of losing a 

young child, but Wordsworth‘s loss goes beyond what we can imagine. He has 

lost more than a child; he has lost the memory of her. For Wordsworth, there 

were no videos of kindergarten graduation, no birthday photographs.  

Truly, it is difficult for us to imagine Wordsworth‘s situation today. We 

mourn the loss of the child even if the child is living and has grown up and 

moved on, yet we still have precious images of the child. However, without 

images, all we have is memory, which is hardly as reliable as the technology we 
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have today. Thus, Wordsworth the father suffers in the loss of his child and 

further in the loss of her memory. When the last remnant of the child—the poet‘s 

memory of her—leaves, she is gone from him forever. And this second death is 

the poet‘s fault who somehow remembers all—even the numerous, nameless 

beggars who have crossed his path over the years. His daughter, however, holds 

no such precious place in his memory. Parts of her are now gone forever, and the 

poet mourns his deepest loss:  

    Through what power, 
 Even for the least division of an hour, 
  Have I been so beguiled as to be blind  
 To my most grievous loss?—That thought‘s return 
 Was the worst pang that sorrow ever bore, 
 Save one, one only, when I stood forlorn, 
 Knowing my heart‘s best treasure was no more; 
 That neither present time, nor years unborn 
 Could to my sight that heavenly face restore.116  

Thus, the loss of daughter is pain, the realization that he has forgotten her is 

more pain, yet the penultimate pain is the knowledge that he has lost the 

memory of her and that because he has lost her memory, he has indeed lost her 

forever due to his own failure. Further, he has failed as a father, for his duty—as 

will be seen especially in the Matthew poems—is to remember her, to live with 

her death until his own death. 

 What Wordsworth does not say in the poem is that somehow the poet 

must live with her death, yet move on. He has to live, to persevere in spite of the 
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loss, the guilt, and the struggle—much like the Leech Gatherer and other fathers 

in this chapter. The suffering father somehow must find a way to persevere. 

 

The Archetypal Suffering Father 

 

Long before he wrote ―Surprised by Joy‖ Wordsworth often wrote of the 

suffering father in collections such as Lyrical Ballads. Perhaps the archetypal 

suffering father is Simon Lee, a character in one of the best poems in the 

collection. The poem tells of an old, old man who lives with his wife long past 

their years. Imagine an old couple who live on the outskirts of town with no 

extended family and no apparent means of sustenance. They only have each 

other, and somehow that is enough to keep them alive, enduring a meager 

existence in bitter isolation. This couple is similar to that of Simon Lee and his 

wife. In the poem, Wordsworth creates for the reader the ideal suffering father in 

Simon Lee, though no child is mentioned in the poem.    

Simon Lee is the physically overburdened father, clearly half the man he 

used to be. He ―once was tall. / Of years he has upon his back, / No doubt, a 

burthen weighty.‖117 Age and toil have crumbled him, and he is poor, ―poorest of 

the poor.‖118 Most, if not all, Wordsworth fathers are poor. Extending his 

poverty, unlike Michael in the poem of the same name, ―He has no son, he has 

no child, / His wife, an aged woman, / Lives with him, near the waterfall…‖119 
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Perhaps he may have had a child at some point, but it is no matter now. He has 

no legacy. While he is the same age as Michael, Simon Lee is now a mere shadow 

of his younger self. Once he was ―full of glee.‖120 Now he has only one eye but 

still cheeks ―like a cherry.‖121 And like most Wordsworth fathers, he seems but 

half a man physically:  

And he is lean and he is sick,   
His little body‘s half awry   
His ancles they are swoln and thick   
His legs are thin and dry.122   

Far short of the vigorous old man Michael, Simon Lee is a dried leaf in fall 

struggling to eek out some sort of living with what bone and muscle he has left.  

But Wordsworth clearly wants his readers to admire the persevering spirit 

of Simon Lee, ―the weakest in the village.‖123 The tragedy of many of 

Wordsworth‘s fathers is marked by loss of spirit. In spite of his poverty of purse 

and the subtractions of physique, though, Simon Lee still bears up. As the 

narrator approaches, Simon Lee works at severing a root, but he cannot do it 

alone. He doesn‘t seem to realize the futility, though, and keeps at it until the 

narrator pathetically cleaves it with one blow. And Simon Lee cries in gratitude, 

which greatly disturbs the narrator. Perhaps this is one of the socialistic aspects 

of the Lyrical Ballads as Wordsworth would have the reader disturbed, as well. 

The suffering father in this poem and others speaks to the importance of 

community obligation.  
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Wordsworth is the poet of community. The rhetoric behind many of these 

poems is anti-Enlightenment (the self-reliant, emotionless man for himself), but 

more than that, it is aimed at a community who should reach out to the poor and 

offer help.124 The gratitude of Simon Lee is hyper-flowing because the act of 

helping Simon is clearly not commonplace. Simon Lee is not used to receiving 

help and suffers further in part due to Enclosure laws that swallowed up the 

land. Such gratitude, thus, leaves the narrator mourning the state of his 

community and its lack of charity. And for Wordsworth‘s readers, the act of 

severing the root paradoxically becomes the moment we connect with Simon 

Lee. The narrator connects with Simon Lee; thus, the reader does, as well. His 

plight becomes ours, and Wordsworth‘s purpose is achieved. Simon Lee 

instructs us—as any good father would and as many of the fathers in this chapter 

do—to care for our fellow man and woman, reflecting an evolving attitude 

towards charity.  

If Simon Lee is the penultimate father (though sans children at the 

moment in the poem), the Wordsworthian father can be described as 

overmatched, overburdened, and half a man in many respects but persevering as 

best he can. He is also often alone in his plight—emblematic of the lack of 

community. 
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The Childless Father 

 

One such suffering yet persevering father alone in his community is ―The 

Childless Father‖ (1800). The father in this poem is reminiscent of Simon Lee, 

well acquainted with the hunt. He differs from Simon Lee, though, in that while 

he is still physically able to hunt, he no longer has a joy for it. Wordsworth 

begins the poem with the narrator calling Timothy, the Childless Father, to the 

hunt: ―Up, Timothy, up with your staff and away!‖125 All are going to the hunt, 

the rabbit is on the run, and the dogs bay in ecstasy. Excitement is in the air. 

Wordsworth describes the happy little scene in Blakean fashion with an air of 

innocence and sing-song rhythm. He catalogs the beautiful colors of jackets, 

coats, slopes, pastures and girls in their ―blue aprons and caps as white as 

snow‖—all part of the ―holiday show.‖126 In the third stanza, however, 

Wordsworth inserts the image of a tiny box-wood coffin. The reader learns that 

just six months before today, the coffin containing the last of Timothy‘s children 

lay inside his house. Life abounds in the revelry of the hunt that symbolizes the 

life of the village in sustenance and survival; however, juxtaposed is death 

symbolized by a child's coffin. Amidst life, there is always suffering for the 

Wordsworthian father.  

But the hunt will not wait his suffering. Bounding from the image of the 

tiny child coffin, Wordsworth moves back to the present action of the hunt in the 
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next quatrain. Written in couplets of iambic tetrameter, it reads like a Christmas 

poem with joy all around: ―Now fast up the dell came the noise and the fray, / 

The horse and the horn, and the hark! hark away!‖127 But the sadness is wholly 

internal and certainly eternal for Timothy. As in ―Simon Lee,‖ the suffering is not 

abated by the community as it should be in Wordsworthian poetics. Even the 

narrator cannot penetrate it this time, for he can only speculate the cause of the 

tear as Timothy leaves this same house that once held his child‘s coffin: ―Perhaps 

to himself at that moment he said, / ‗The key I must take, for my Ellen is 

dead.‘‖128 And the reader is left to speculate further.129 Is Ellen the child, or do 

we have knowledge of Timothy‘s further despair? It would seem that since he 

must lock the door, no one is left. Perhaps Ellen is the deceased wife.130  

Either way, life goes on for Timothy. The hunt must continue though he 

has no one to hunt for but himself, and he must join it and bear his grief in 

silence, not disturbing the scene of Christmas joy, the eager dogs and the girls in 

white caps. The father must suffer alone, and he must continue on. His wife and 

children are gone, but he is still a father: the paradoxical Childless Father whose 

strong arms could not hold his family together like Wordsworth who could not 

hold the memory of his daughter Catharine. He must suffer, yet he must 

persevere, and he must do both alone. This is the suffering Wordsworthian 

father, and this is his task: to remember the child and bear the grief.  
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The Last of the Flock 

 

This same theme of the father who cannot hold his family together 

appears in another of the Lyrical Ballads: ―The Last of the Flock‖ (1798). However, 

beyond the single tear in ―The Childless Father,‖ here the father openly weeps in 

the road as he has basically lost all means of supporting his family. The narrator 

tells us: 

 In distant countries I have been, 
 And yet I have not often seen 
 A healthy man, a man full grown 
 Weep in the public roads alone.131 

Again Wordsworth uses couplets; however, he moves beyond the sing-song 

meter of ―The Childless Father.‖ More matter, less art perhaps. He simply 

focuses all attention on the sole figure in the poem: the father. We note that also 

unlike ―The Childless Father‖ with its joyful description of life around the father 

and the hunt calling him, in "The Last of the Flock," imagery is pared down, and 

there are no Wordsworthian daffodils, no pastures with multitudinous colors. 

There are no trees and no rivers, nor Simon Lee‘s waterfall, only a weeping man 

in the road: ―His cheeks with tears were wet. / Sturdy he seemed, though he was 

sad; / And in his arms a lamb he had.‖132 The Fenwick note accompanying the 

poem suggests that here Wordsworth demonstrates his disagreement with 

William Godwin over the so-called evils of property ownership. The lamb, 
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however, is more than mere property. It represents life; it represents the child. In 

William Blake‘s famous poem, the lamb is the lamb, the child, and even Jesus. 

The lamb encompasses all of humanity and is symbolic of the kind of community 

for which Wordsworth argues. The meek must be cared for—at the very least, 

cared about. A cursory reading suggests that the title of the poem refers to the 

lamb—the last of the flock. However, Wordsworth would have the reader 

consider the father as representing the last of the flock. A deeper reading will 

explain. 

 The father with lamb in arms relates to the narrator a tale of suffering. 

When he was younger, he was carefree, which is as it should be for a 

Wordsworthian youth. However, he grew older, purchased a pregnant ewe, and 

learned to care as he raised her offspring. The father tells the poem‘s narrator 

that he married, and his herd of sheep continued to grow to a full fifty. He notes, 

―They throve, and we at home did thrive.‖133 The lamb symbolizes the domestic. 

As the sheep thrive, so do family and father in domestic bliss. Now, however, all 

sheep have died save this one, he tells the narrator, and more than that, the 

father says, ―I care not if we die / And perish all of poverty.‖134 A family dying 

of poverty, however, is simply inexcusable to Wordsworth, the poet of 

community. It is wrong on two levels. First, the community has abandoned the 

father, leaving him impoverished and hopeless. This kind of community truly is 

no community. Second, the father has given up. We will see this type of father 
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more in the next chapter—the father who is overmatched to the point that he up 

and leaves his family, causing devastation. 

 No doubt the father has struggled mightily. We learn in the next stanza 

that he has ten children at home to feed. Moreover, he asked for help and was 

told that he was too wealthy for assistance. His only alternative was to begin 

selling the stock, which he did and watched as all that he had built, crumbled. 

The father describes the loss as ―a vein that never stopped, / Like blood-drops 

from my heart they dropp‘d.‖135 It is a vicious blow to the father because his 

primary role is to earn a living to feed his family. As the herd diminishes, so does 

his sense of self, or perhaps some would say, his manhood—certainly his sense 

of fatherhood. Hopeless, he is stripped of pride, stripped of his goodness, and 

sent, as he says, into wicked thoughts, of which paranoia is one. Abandonment is 

another. Seemingly, he stays and suffers through it, though. 

 Losing his sheep, the shepherd loses himself, for his work to support his 

family is an important component of the Wordsworthian father. In the ninth 

stanza, the shepherd father says that it was ―a precious flock to me / As dear as 

my own children be; / For daily with my growing store / I loved my children 

more and more.‖136 But as his flock dwindled, he says that he thought he loved 

his children less and less. However, in actuality, he loved himself less and less as 

he saw his self worth grow weaker as a shepherd father. And now he has lost all 

sheep save one and all father as he sits weeping in the road.  
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 The father‘s tale ends here, and so does the poem. For this father and 

many other Wordsworthian fathers, there are no easy answers, especially when a 

man is reduced to suffering alone. He has no communal help. He is like Simon 

Lee in that he must work through his problems on his own. Unlike ―Simon Lee,‖ 

though, there is no longer even narrative intervention in ―The Childless Father‖ 

and now ―The Last of the Flock.‖ And there is no Poet to save the last of the flock 

as in another of the Lyrical Ballads: ―The Idle Shepherd-Boys.‖ The shepherd 

father in ―The Last of the Flock‖ bears the burden alone. And because there is no 

help from his fellow man, it is as if he is the last of the flock—Mary Shelley‘s Last 

Man isolated, lost, and desperately trying to bear up somehow or perhaps the 

last of Christ‘s flock abandoned even by the Church with its ubiquitous absence 

in these poems. Charity does not exist for these fathers and perhaps for 

Wordsworth, it would not exist without political intervention. Without some 

help, the nuclear family cannot exist. 

 

A Beowulf Father 

 

 One of the strongest of these suffering fathers brought to his knees by the 

loss of a child is Michael. Richard Matlak correctly suggests that ―Michael‖ (1800) 

is the ―signature poem of the second edition of Lyrical Ballads.‖137  While it is not 

anthologized to the extent that ―Tintern Abbey‖ from the first edition is, its 
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presentation of domestic labor—the community in microcosm—has its own 

unique power in the emotion it evokes in the reader. ―Michael‖ is the poem of 

ultimate Wordsworthian domestic bliss and at the same time ultimate loss.  

James Averill points out that in ―many ways ‗Michael‘ is the simplest of 

Wordsworth‘s extended tales of human suffering.‖138 Averill suggests that what 

makes it simple yet powerful is the straightforward way in which the narrator 

tells the tale. Unlike ―Simon Lee,‖ for example, Wordsworth does indeed present 

a story for readers instead of asking readers to form the story themselves. More 

than the lack of narrative intervention, however, ―Michael‖ hits home for the 

most part because we simply know more about the old, suffering father after 

which the poem is named. Michael is a desperate, old man. More than anything, 

he wants a legacy, a son to carry on what he has worked sixty or more years to 

build, yet because Michael belongs to this class of suffering fathers, of course, the 

legacy he longs for is not to be. 

 The narrator is important to this poem. In fact, in the first two stanzas, he 

delivers the message of the poem through his own exploration of nature. The 

terrain around Green-head Gill is fierce, he says. Yet, according to the narrator, if 

the reader will just take courage, he or she will find passage through the rugged 

mountains to a glorious valley beyond. Thus, through courage in the struggle, 

there is reward in the beauty of Nature. As Averill suggests, ―The tale of 
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suffering becomes the link between man and nature.‖139 The reward, however, is 

not for the fathers in these poems. Instead, it is for the reader. 

 Deep in the heart of Nature in the poem, we find the paradigm of the 

Wordsworthian family. In the second stanza, Wordsworth follows with his most 

important theme—that love of Nature leads to love of humanity. He says, 

  And hence this Tale, while I was yet a boy 
  Careless of books, yet having felt the power  
  Of Nature, by the gentle agency 
  Of natural objects led me on to feel 
  For passions that were not my own, and think 
  At random and imperfectly indeed 
  On man; the heart of man and human life.140 

Thus, the tale of Michael culminates the lesson Wordsworth desires for the 

reader—that through his poetry, we can achieve a sense of Wordsworth's love 

for humanity. First, however, we must make the journey with the poet and 

receive the beauty of Nature. Then ―by the gentle agency / Of natural objects‖141 

will we be led to thoughts on humanity. 

 The household in "Michael" is where we find that humanity, and among 

that humanity is the Beowulf of Wordsworth fathers. Michael is an octogenarian, 

yet he is a man of enormous strength. He holds himself as example to his son 

Luke just as Wordsworth to the "youthful Poets" who will be his "second self 

when [he] is gone"142 and Beowulf to his follower Wiglaf; only Luke is no Wiglaf 

to carry on his legacy. Wordsworth writes that Michael is 

  An old man, stout of heart, and strong of limb. 
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  His bodily frame had been from youth to age 
  Of an unusual strength; his mind was keen 
  Intense and frugal, apt for all affairs, 
  And in his Shepherd‘s calling he was prompt 
  And watchful more than ordinary men.143  

He seems to possess every trait a man could want: strength, courage, and 

longevity. And he also has a dutiful wife presented in the poem as deep in 

thought yet always working, a woman whose ―heart was in her house...‖144 He 

owns his land and has perfected the art of shepherding. The only thing missing 

until late in his life is the son he would pass it all down to, a Wiglaf of sorts to 

carry on the tradition and build on his legacy. ―With one foot in the grave,‖145 as 

the poet says, little Luke was finally born to the couple and thus, as he enters into 

family, according to Brian Cosgrove, Michael enters into tragedy.146  

 ―Michael‖ depicts ―endless [domestic] industry.‖147 The old shepherd 

works the countryside all day with little Luke and then, ―When day was gone, / 

And from their occupations out of doors / The Son and Father were come home, 

even then / Their labour did not cease.‖148 Wordsworth goes to great lengths 

describing the work of Michael, Isabel, and even little Luke. In this poem, he 

presents the paradigm for the eighteenth century British family: the father 

working and teaching his son the trade, the mother working about the house, all 

working from dusk to dawn.149 To emphasize the archetypal status of the 

Michael household,150 Wordsworth says that to all in the area, the house was 

known as the Evening Star with its dusk light shining down on neighbors, ―a 
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public Symbol of the life, / The thrifty Pair had lived,‖151 seen by all who lived in 

the vale.  

 A significant part of this light comes from the unique love Michael shows 

his son Luke. In the next stanza, Wordsworth describes the love Michael has for 

his son as ―produc‘d / By that instinctive tenderness, the same / Blind Spirit, 

which is in the blood of all.‖152 We often hear of a mother‘s instinct and a 

mother‘s love for a child, but Wordsworth presents the father in this same light, 

redefining the role of the father as one who nurtures in a conventionally 

feminine way,153 which is a bit surprising coming from one of the most masculine 

of poets in history. To emphasize the point, Wordsworth says that for Michael, 

little Luke 

      was now 
  The dearest object that he knew on earth. 
  Exceeding was the love he bare to him, 
  His Heart and his Heart‘s joy! For oftentimes 
  Old Michael, while he was a babe in arms, 
  Had done him female service, not alone 
  For dalliance and delight, as is the use  
  Of Fathers, but with patient mind enforc‘d 
  To acts of tenderness: and he had rock‘d 
  His cradle with a woman‘s gentle hand.154 

Michael is here presented with a mother‘s love, doing ―female service‖ for the 

little lad and not simply handling the babe as a toy for his own pleasure, as 

Wordsworth says of typical fatherly contact with babies. No, the connection 

between father and child is much, much deeper—it is that of mother and child, 
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the ultimate connection between parent and child as Wordsworth describes it.155 

For Wordsworth, the spheres of gendered parenting are almost always separate; 

however, here genders are blended to emphasize the power and perhaps 

inimitability of Michael‘s love for Luke.  

 Michael's love for Luke is also guiding and nurturing. The most realistic 

lines in the poem describe little Luke in the fields with his new shepherd‘s staff 

handmade by Michael: ―There stood the little urchin, as you will divine, / 

Something between a hindrance and a help.‖156 Michael‘s reproach is gentle, 

though, a combination of  

looks  
Of fond correction and reproof bestow‘d  
Upon the child, if he disturb‘d the sheep 
By catching at their legs, or with his shouts 
Scar‘d them, while they lay still beneath the shears.157 

Michael‘s love is patient and pervasive, yet he maintains the line between parent 

and child, often a difficult thing to do with an only child. He corrects Luke 

tenderly, but corrects him, nonetheless. And each day of Luke‘s childhood passes 

much the same, with Michael‘s Natural love growing for the boy as ―[l]ight to 

the sun and music to the wind‖158 until the child reaches eighteen and the family 

receives ―[d]istressful tidings‖159 and domestic bliss is disrupted. Michael loves 

his boy with all his heart, and he raises the child the best way he knows how; 

however, Luke will not fulfill the legacy of Michael's love. Somehow it is not 
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enough as Michael will soon become one of Wordsworth's most important 

suffering fathers.  

 We learn in the poem that Michael‘s nephew is in financial trouble and 

that Michael is bound ―[i]n surety‖160 to bail him out. The sum is weighty for 

Michael, so much so that he considers parting with some of his land to pay the 

debt. He cannot do it, though, because as Judith Page suggests, ―the father-son 

relationship is rooted in Michael‘s love of his land.‖161 Michael has built a 

successful farm, and his greatest wish is to pass it down to his son. Thomas 

McFarland says further, ―Michael‘s land is the projection of his own heart‖; 

when relationship with the land is broken, his heart is broken—all is broken—

like the unfinished sheepfold.162 The land represents more than wealth; it is the 

legacy Michael wants to pass down to Luke. It is the father wanting better for his 

son. Yet here is where critics attack him for greed.163 Michael wants to keep the 

land for his son and so contrives to send Luke to work for a wealthy kinsman in 

order to pay the debt. Michael's plan is doomed to fail; however, he has little 

choice if he wants to give the whole lot to Luke. In a sense Michael is indeed 

greedy--greedy to give his son all he has earned. Farming is such a traditional 

family business even in our corporate farm world of today. There are still 

farmers whose grandparents and beyond owned the land they work today. And 

they want nothing more than to be able to pass their land down to the next 

generation.164 In further defense of Michael‘s desire to keep the land for his son, 
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we turn to Wordsworth‘s own thoughts on the subject. In his letter to Charles 

Fox accompanying a copy of the second edition of Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth 

writes about the importance of land inheritance to the private farmer in 

"Michael": 

  I have attempted to give a picture of a man, of strong mind and  
  lively sensibility, agitated by two of the most powerful affections of 
  the human heart; the parental affection, and the love of property,  
  landed property, including the feelings of inheritance, home, and  
  personal and family independence.165 
 
Wordsworth understood not only the value of land ownership, but also, and 

perhaps more importantly, the love of land ownership and all the feelings 

therewith. The land is symbolic of the family unit, and ownership of the land 

means caring for it, thus caring for the family. While it seems that Michael values 

land over son, it is the son he values most as the land would be one of his 

greatest gifts to him. It is the decision to keep the land and send Luke off to work 

that places Michael's values in question; however, what motivates Michael to 

make this erroneous decision is the love of Luke and the significance of the 

legacy Michael wishes to pass down to Luke.  

 If there is a self-serving reaction to Michael‘s plan, it is brief and 

forgivable, belonging to his wife Isabel. Upon Michael‘s initial announcement of 

the plan, Isabel thinks giddily of Richard Bateman, the young, local parish-boy 

sent to London to make it big, which he did, bringing pride to the poor 

neighbors. Would her Michael make it big, too, and bring her pride? Harmlessly, 
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the thoughts pass, and the family makes plans for Luke‘s trip. Isabel‘s hopes are 

only as human as Michael‘s desire to keep the land for Luke. They are prideful as 

would any couple‘s thoughts be, and they help to humanize the couple. Isabel 

quickly turns from her prideful thoughts, though, and urges Luke to stay as she 

realizes the effect his leaving will have on Michael, but Luke is bound to go. He 

is as steadfast—or stubborn—as his father, and Michael‘s plan remains.  

 Michael's motivations revolve entirely around his legacy. After the couple 

receives a letter from the kinsman participating in the plan and Michael 

announces that Luke will leave tomorrow, Wordsworth turns the reader back to 

Nature: to the sheepfold to be built ―[n]ear the tumultuous brook of Green-head 

Gill.‖166 On the eve before Luke is to leave, Michael brings his son to this spot to 

tell him how much he has loved and cared for him since his birth. While Luke 

cries, Michael relates further the history of the land passed down to him and how 

he has toiled the land until, like his eighty year-old body, it is almost spent. 

Michael asks Luke to lay the cornerstone of the sheepfold so that it will represent 

for him ―[a]n emblem of the life thy Fathers liv‘d.‖167 Michael tells him that he 

will do all the work Luke would have done while he is gone, and he will 

complete the sheepfold that will be Luke‘s anchor to the land and shield.168 It is a 

speech about legacy for young Luke so that he understands what his father has 

done and will do for him. And because Luke has been sheltered from all the evil 

in the world, Michael knows that he will need something to ground him, 
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something to cling to. It is not unlike the speech a farm boy would receive from 

his father today before going off to college. But the speech will not be enough in 

Luke‘s case. 

 The sharing of the sheepfold is truly a loving scene between father and 

son. Both Luke and Michael weep here, and while the reader may blame Michael 

for his greed in wanting to give all of the land to his son when his task is 

accomplished, the reader cannot help but connect with Michael as he expresses 

his undying love for Luke, which makes all the more painful the outcome of the 

poem. 

 Michael and Isabel at first receive sweet letters from Luke off working in 

the ―dissolute city.‖169 However, the tide turns for Luke as he turns to evil and is 

driven to shelter somewhere across the seas. At this point, all is lost. Wordsworth 

pauses here to remind the reader that ―[t]here is a comfort in the strength of 

love‖ that makes ―a thing endurable, which else / Would break the heart.‖170 

Here he tells us that Michael discovered news of his son‘s trouble, yet on he 

worked as he could, ―bearing up under the insupportable‖171 like Simon Lee and 

the Childless Father,  and when he had time, he went to the place where Luke 

had laid the cornerstone of the sheepfold and, as the poem tells us, never lifted 

another stone. The pain was too much. For seven years, he survives the news 

with his old dog lying by his side at the unfinished sheepfold until Michael dies. 

He had given all for his son, had sacrificed everything only to live out his 
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remaining years in the pain of his son's demise. And with his son's defeat, again 

the domestic ideal is defeated.  

 Three years later Isabel dies, and the house, which held at one time 

Wordsworthian domestic bliss, is no more. All that remains is the land, though 

changed, and the unfinished sheepfold all sold to a stranger and no longer a part 

of Michael's family. While Luke broke the chain of domestic love and 

agricultural legacy in the poem and all the wonderful hopes of his father and 

mother, the broken sheepfold provides a paradoxical link: the poem forever 

connects its readers to the paradigmatic father representing Wordsworth‘s ideals. 

Thus, Wordsworth preserves the link: love of Nature leading to love of 

humanity, the suffering father providing the key to both.    

 

One with Nature 

 

 As Michael was connected to Nature, and was thus especially valued by 

Wordsworth, so, too, is the old man in ―Old Man Travelling: Animal Tranquility 

and Decay, A Sketch.‖It is a short poem simply about a man walking intently to 

see his dying son. Everything about the old man expresses one thing: unity with 

Nature. Line three begins, ―He travels on, and in his face, his step, / His gait, is 

one expression.‖172 He moves not with pain, but with thought, ―insensibly 

subdued / To settled quiet.‖173 Effort is gone. A history of required patience has 
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composed a figure who no longer needs it. He is a man of perfect peace—a man 

with intense pain, but not feeling it. He is a man led by Nature—almost at one 

with it now as if an ambulatory old tree.  

 The old man's history of required patience describes a long journey of 

suffering. He has been so worn down by suffering that he can hardly feel. We 

learn at the end of the poem that his son is dying and that the old man‘s sole 

mission is to be with him. Here is a man grown used to the rack—the boxer 

grown used to the deafening blows of his opponent. Here is a father grown used 

to suffering. 

 Suffering is a result of the kind of connection Wordsworth longed for 

among humanity. These fathers are in pain because of the strong connection they 

have with their children, the greatest of all humanity in their fierce connection to 

each other, such as the little girl from the Lyrical Ballads unwavering in her 

determination that ―Nay, we are seven.‖174 Humankind is connected to 

Humankind, and the Old Man Travelling is further connected to Nature. Like the 

Childless Father, however, the figure in this poem suffers alone. Unlike in ―The 

Childless Father,‖ though, the narrator intervenes and asks the old man‘s 

mission, which is where we learn of his dying son. It is interesting to note that in 

1805 this intervention was cut out of the poem. Cutting these lines, however, 

destroys the connection of humanity: father and son, as without these lines we 

do not know that his son's impending death is what drives the old man to travel 
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in such a state. The narrative intervention connects the reader to the old man just 

as in "Simon Lee" where narrative intervention connects the reader to the 

suffering father. And just as the father is connected to the son via suffering, the 

reader is now connected to the old man through sympathy from knowing the 

purpose of his journey: to see his dying son one last time.  

 The Old Man Travelling is the father at one with suffering. He is, as 

Matthew will lament in ―The Fountain‖ (discussed later in this chapter), 

animalistic in his ability to move on. By this, I do not mean the kind of crazy 

hyperbole we associate with someone attacking something with animalistic fury. 

Instead, I mean to offer that he is, like Matthew suggests, similar perhaps to a 

bird whose eggs are eaten by the fox, yet stoically moves on later to care for a 

new batch. The Old Man Travelling has this sort of mentality. He is like the 

Leech Gatherer from "Resolution and Independence" (1807) who moves about as 

if a sea-beast, somehow at one with Nature and suffering…and somehow more 

or less than a man cut off from humanity to bear his suffering alone like the 

Childless Father and others in this chapter. Being at one with Nature and 

suffering, suffering now comprises his very nature.  
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Constructing Matthew 

 

 Figuring in five of William Wordsworth‘s poems from Lyrical Ballads is a 

schoolmaster named Matthew who aptly instructs us in what it means to be a 

suffering father. In two of the poems, the Wordsworthian speaker engages a 

debate featuring books versus Nature as teacher. These poems, of course, are 

―Expostulation and Reply‖ and ―The Tables Turned.‖ In ―Expostulation and 

Reply,‖ the speaker is sitting on a stone, soaking up Nature, and Matthew scolds 

him for ignoring the learning he might gain from those who have gone before 

him—from books, of course. The speaker responds that he is not sitting idly, but 

that Nature speaks to him using all his senses, and he cannot help but listen. In 

―The Tables Turned,‖ however, the speaker scolds one who is reading that he 

should spend more time learning from Nature. It is a debate fitting for a 

Wordsworth poem. More important to this study, however, are the other three 

Matthew poems: ―Lines Written on a Tablet in a School,‖ ―The Two April 

Mornings,‖ and ―The Fountain.‖ Here Matthew is a father figure the 

Wordsworthian narrator regards with love and respect. 

 In the first of the three poems, Wordsworth writes of the importance of 

appreciating fathers, namely by appreciating the father figure Matthew was to 

his school children. In ―Lines Written on a Tablet in a School,‖ the narrator 

begins 
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  If Nature, for a favorite Child 
  In thee hath temper‘d so her clay, 
  That every hour thy heart runs wild 
  Yet never once doth go astray, 
   
  Read o‘er these lines; and then review 
  This tablet, that thus humbly rears 
  In such diversity of hue 
  Its history of two hundred years.175 
 
The speaker tells the reader to read on the tablet carefully if he is a favored child 

of Nature like Wordsworth with a heart both moved and stilled by it. Otherwise, 

he is aware that it will mean little to the average person who sees the tablet. Such 

a heart that appreciates Nature is required of the reader in order to appreciate 

the father Matthew was. And of course, Matthew is at once both father and 

father figure in the poems. In ―Lines Written on a Tablet in a School,‖ he is the 

latter. 

 The speaker continues by telling the reader to make uncommon note of 

Matthew‘s name on this list of former schoolmasters, and if the reader is so 

moved, not to check the tear that might appear for Matthew. He describes 

Matthew‘s life in the schoolhouse as one of ―frolics‖ and ―sighs‖ and ―fun and 

madness.‖176 In a few brief lines, the reader pictures a man full of life who both 

enjoys fun times with his children and the quiet, somber times when a mood of 

sublime solitude would strike: 

  Yet sometimes when the secret cup 
  Of still and serious thought went round 
  It seem‘d as if he drank it up, 
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  He felt with spirit so profound.177 

In Wordsworth‘s notes on the poem cited in the Brett and Jones second edition of 

Lyrical Ballads, this Matthew is comprised of various characters and is not based 

solely on one individual from Wordsworth‘s childhood. Regardless, he is 

certainly of like mind with Wordsworth: one of Nature‘s favorite children, a 

―soul of God‘s best earthly mould‖178 who is struck like Wordsworth in sublime 

moments of reflection to be explored further in the next two Matthew poems. 

Wordsworth presents him in this poem as a father to his schoolchildren—full of 

love and life, but now gone. The next two poems give a more direct account of 

Matthew as a suffering father.  

 In ―The Two April Mornings,‖ this same Matthew is described as a father 

who still loves his daughter gone many years. The poem begins as Matthew 

walks with the speaker among the morning hills on another glorious day in 

Wordsworth‘s poetry. Incongruously, Matthew sighs and causes the speaker to 

wonder aloud why. He responds that this day reminds him of a day thirty years 

ago when after a bit of fishing, he paused at his daughter‘s grave. She had only 

reached nine years old when she died. Matthew describes her as ―The pride of all 

the vale; / And then she sang!—she would have been / A very nightingale.‖179 

As is common with children in Wordsworth‘s poetry, she is compared to an 

element of Nature, here a favorite of the Romantics: the nightingale. The effect, of 
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course, is to elevate the child beyond the common. She is the pride of the vale 

imaged as the very nightingale.  

 The image of the child is further compared to elements of Nature as 

Matthew talks of a girl that reminded him of his daughter. We learn in the next 

quatrain that Emma was the name of Matthew's daughter, and while she was 

dead and buried, Matthew in this moment thirty years ago felt that he loved her 

even more than ever. Leaving her grave, he relates that he then came upon a 

young girl who reminded him of Emma. Matthew says that the girl had hair 

―wet / With Points of morning dew.‖180 Again, Wordsworth connects this new 

girl to Nature here in an almost heavenly way so close to the church-yard. She is 

radiant with Nature, perhaps an earthly angel. Further connecting her to Nature, 

Wordsworth‘s Matthew says, ―She seemed as happy as a wave / That dances on 

the sea.‖181 Wordsworth continues the connection to earthly water from the dew 

in her hair, now to her dancing as a wave. This trope offers a fluid connection to 

the tears in Matthew‘s eyes as he remembers his dead child and now this little 

angel that reminds him all too well of his daughter. Water provides the 

connection, too, of past to present as Matthew's memory of his daughter is 

sparked by a cloud with "purple cleft."182 When he sees the cloud, he remembers 

the day he met the little girl who favored his daughter. Even now in the poem, 

the suffering father lives with the loss of his precious child just as Wordsworth 

lived with the loss of his own children, just as the father freshly grieves in "The 
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Childless Father" over his child dead for just six months.  The father must 

continue to suffer the loss of a child as Michael from the Lyrical Ballads suffers for 

seven years the loss of his Luke and Matthew thirty years after the loss of his 

daughter in "The Two April Mornings" still suffers from the loss of his little 

Emma.  

 Matthew suffers further as he reflects on the girl who reminds him of 

Emma. Again just as in ―Lines Written on a Tablet in a School,‖ we have one of 

Matthew‘s heavy sighs and here the most puzzling aspect of ―The Two April 

Mornings.‖ Matthew says, as he remembers the little girl from thirty years ago, 

that as he looked at her, he realized that he did not wish she were his. There are 

numerous reasons to explain why Matthew comes to this conclusion. Brian 

Cosgrove in his study, Wordsworth and the Poetry of Self-Sufficiency, argues two 

explanations: a reasoned maturity on the part of Matthew and natural logic—that 

to wish she were his is unrealistic and unnatural.183 Simply put, , though, 

Matthew could never replace his little Emma—even with this little angel dancing 

and playing near the church-yard. Part of what it means to be a father who has 

lost a child is suffering. Thus, he must continue to live with the loss of his 

daughter. He must do nothing to lessen the hurt, to weaken her memory. His 

suffering, in a sense, keeps her memory alive, keeping him connected to her. 

Matthew does what Wordsworth himself will later try to do when his own 
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daughter dies: keep the memory of his lost child alive. Doing so is emblematic of 

our humanity. Love requires suffering. 

 The same theme appears in ―The Fountain,‖ and again, Wordsworth uses 

water as the connecting element. A young speaker lies next to old Matthew out 

in the woods, and they talk of the fountain gurgling up at their feet. The speaker 

requests a song of Matthew to match the merry tune of the little spring, but 

Matthew replies that the spring will ―murmur on a thousand years, / And flow 

as now it flows.‖184 He then recalls that many times as a younger man he lay 

beside this very fountain, demonstrating the pervasive, inevitable connection of 

time in Nature. Further establishing the connection, Wordsworth‘s Matthew says 

that he is stirred to ―childish tears.‖185 He is a man weeping like a child because 

he says, ―the same sound is in my ears, / Which in those days I heard.‖186 And 

Matthew is lost in one of those solemn moments Wordsworth describes in ―Lines 

Written on a Tablet in a School.‖ The young speaker wants a merry tune, but 

Matthew is still in mourning. 

 Just as in ―The Two April Mornings,‖ Matthew pauses here to mourn the 

loss of loved ones. He thinks about the young speaker and mourns the loss of his 

own children long gone. And what bothers him is that other creatures in Nature 

seemingly are able to move on from the death of offspring. They enjoy their old 

age just as they enjoyed their youth, but humanity is beset by "heavy laws,"187 he 

says, and these somehow desensitize humanity, withdrawing our ability to feel. 
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If a father can feel mirth, then, so too should he feel sadness, especially for his 

deceased children. 

 At the end of this brief elegy, the young Wordsworthian narrator is clearly 

moved and calls out to Matthew that he will be his son in replacement of lost 

children. But as in ―The Two April Mornings,‖ Matthew cannot accept a 

replacement child, for this would minimize his suffering, would minimize the 

memories of his dead children. And as we have seen from Wordsworth‘s other 

suffering fathers, it is simply Matthew‘s fate as a father to suffer the loss of his 

children, to bear it out without mitigation.188 

 

The Tie That Binds 

  

Late in Wordsworth‘s life, just four years before his own death, he wrote a 

poem beginning, ―I know an aged Man…‖(1850). In this poem, Wordsworth 

introduces readers to the cruelty of living past all of one's family. The old man 

here is like the father in "The Childless Father, " in that he is surrounded by 

people, yet he has no one--no student like Matthew and no wife like Michael or 

Simon Lee. All of the old man's family have died. He is even without Nature. At 

one time, he befriends a robin, but the old man is now confined, and he has lost 

the bird. He talks to no one though he lives with many, and he sits alone in his 

suffering  
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He is poor, like many of Wordsworth‘s suffering fathers, and is forced to 

live in what the poem calls a ―large house of public charity.‖189 Twice the poem 

mentions that he is surrounded by people in this charity house, and both times, 

Wordsworth‘s speaker tells us that they are of no company to the old man.190 

Before he was confined to the charity house, we learn that the old man would 

daily visit a specific tree where he fed the same robin what crumbs of bread he 

had: 

  Dear intercourse was theirs, day after day; 
  What signs of mutual gladness when they met! 
  Think of their common peace, their simple play, 
  The parting moment and its fond regret.191  

The old man and the bird shared a bond that could no longer be matched by 

another, nor could it be broken. We learn that the old man lost wife, children, 

and all kin and that this bird became his only companion. The speaker says that 

it is the only ―recompense for all that he had lost.‖192 Of course, the friendship 

does not last, though, due to measures beyond his control, and the old man is left 

to suffer more. 

 The old man's bond with Nature is the cause of his further suffering. 

Ironically shut in the house of charity, he can no longer visit his robin friend. 

And the poem ends: 

  O that the good old Man had power to prove, 
  By message sent through air or visible token, 
  That still he loves the Bird, and still must love; 
  That friendship lasts though fellowship be broken!193 
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Though he is absent from the one friend he has left, the tie is still there 

symbolizing the tie to his family gone these many years. The bird became a 

surrogate family to the old man, and he took care of it while he could, but the old 

man is dispossessed of family and now Nature; he is left with nothing, truly 

impoverished in this house of charity. Thus, the connection to Nature that we 

have seen in other poems about suffering fathers is present even in this poem 

written late in Wordsworth‘s life, showing that Wordsworth still maintained the 

importance of connecting with Nature and the suffering father.  

  

One Suffering Mass of Humanity 

 

 As we have seen in the poems of suffering fathers, Wordsworth often 

explored the idea of connection in Nature—whether it is the connection of an old 

man to a robin or the connection to Nature such that a child becomes an earthly 

angel as in ―The Two April Mornings.‖ In the last poem I will discuss in this 

chapter, perhaps that connection reaches its zenith.194 The poem ―Resolution and 

Independence‖ explores the idea of the suffering father as one who has reached 

that sublime connection to Nature similar to that in ―Old Man Travelling‖ and 

well beyond that of the old man in "I know an aged Man."   

 ―Resolution and Independence‖ begins in a state of flux setting the reader 

on edge for the introduction of the poem's main character. The poem starts out in 
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past tense, moves to present tense after the third line, and then moves back to 

past tense in the third stanza. The shifts in tense cause a stir in mood early in the 

poem and forecast the connection of past to present. We begin with the elements 

of Nature raging: ―There was a roaring in the wind all night; / The rain came 

heavily and fell in floods.‖195 Mood and tense shift almost immediately, though, 

and now the sun is shining and the birds are singing. The reader is unsteadied by 

the sudden change and all too aware that what may now be calm and Beautiful 

in Nature may turn to dark and Sublime. This is prelude to the fourth stanza 

where the Wordsworthian speaker says, ―As high as we have mounted in delight 

/ In our dejection do we sink as low; / To me that morning did it happen so.‖196 

In this case, what now may be Beautiful soon does change to Sublime when the 

Leech Gatherer is introduced.  

 Before that can happen, however, Wordsworth must set the stage. This is 

the purpose of the first seven stanzas. In stanza two, the speaker says, ―All things 

that love the sun are out of doors; / The sky rejoices in the morning‘s birth.‖197 

The grass glows with dew and the hare runs over the ―plashy earth.‖198 Thus is 

Nature‘s playground witnessed with joy by the travelling speaker such that the 

vain and melancholy ways of men leave him entirely: ―such a happy Child of 

earth‖199 is he. And he tells the reader in the sixth stanza that all life has been a 

pleasant summer for him, such that ―all needful things would come 

unsought.‖200 Still in the midst of all this bliss, Wordsworth manages to end four 



Texas Tech University, Dan Ferguson, May 2011 
 

89 
 

of these six introductory stanzas on a negative note. And perhaps the argument 

could be made that each introductory stanza begins positively and ends 

negatively. Closing images of each of these stanzas consist of ―vain and 

melancholy‖201 men; ―sadness and blind thoughts‖202; ―solitude, pain of heart, 

distress, and poverty‖203; one ―who for himself [takes] no heed at all‖204; and 

finally ―despondency and madness.‖205 Life comes in highs and lows, the 

extremities of our existence. And fittingly, juxtaposed in this paradise of the 

speaker is extreme sorrow, for among Nature's playground, the speaker soon 

sees the Leech Gatherer. 

 Wordsworth uses two similes initially to describe the old man. He is first 

big and lifeless ―as a huge stone.‖206 And soon after he seems to crawl along the 

water ―like a sea-beast.‖207 He is a common element of earth and at the same time 

an extraordinary element of sea. He, of course, is a man, but hardly recognizable 

as such. His body is ―bent double, feet and head coming together in life‘s 

pilgrimage.‖208 The old man is one mass of humanity, representing the circular 

journey of life—the unformed pre-born, the old graybeard burdened by ―more 

than human weight upon his frame….‖209 He is a being who has suffered long. 

And there is a haunted, animalistic element about him such as that of the 

suffering father in  ―Old Man Travelling.‖ 

 The Wordsworthian speaker approaches the old man and asks him his 

business. We learn that he has for some time been a Leech Gatherer. He answers 
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in such a voice as a noble statesman would deliver, incongruous with the beastly 

physical mass he presents. His work now is his sole purpose in life. He continues 

talking to the speaker who describes his voice as a stream, embedded in Nature 

such that it is barely audible to the speaker. He is likened to a spirit who has 

come to admonish the Wordsworthian speaker to live better. 

 The speaker acknowledges that the Leech Gatherer is firm of mind, but he 

is struck by fear at the utter loneliness of the man. The speaker who says he has 

lived a life of happy ignorance, primarily of the loved ones around him, is now 

face to face with what he may become should he lose all. And the old Leech 

Gatherer has indeed lost all. In a letter to Sara Hutchinson, Wordsworth 

describes him saying,  

I cannot conceive a figure more impressive than that of an old man 
like this, the survivor of a wife and ten children, travelling alone 
among the mountains and all lonely places, carrying with him his 
own fortitude, and the necessities which an unjust state of society 
has entailed upon him.210 
 

Like Simon Lee, he perseveres in his work. Unlike Simon Lee, his work is all he 

has left. He is a mass of suffering left to a thankless job scouring ponds and 

streams for the lowly leech. Following the flow of highs and lows in the early 

stanzas, the Leech Gatherer is the low while the speaker is the high, but the 

speaker is all too aware that fate can turn at any moment, providing the 

ubiquitous tension in the poem and the anxiety Wordsworth seems to have felt 

for the suffering father who appears and reappears in his poetry.  
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 The Leech Gatherer is that father who carries on somehow. We do not 

learn in the poem of his lost family, but in a Wordsworth note to the poem. The 

loss is part of him as haunting memory, certainly, but he is beyond it, too, in that 

he perseveres. Like Simon Lee and Matthew, perhaps the loss is years behind 

him. Indeed, though, he is a mass of solitude, again emblematic of the lack of 

community—a man thrown down to the lowliest of occupations, to the lowest of 

existence. He is the man abandoned by community much like the father in "The 

Childless Father" who suffers alone. However, like Simon Lee, he perseveres 

through suffering. He plods on like the father in "Old Man Travelling." He 

accepts suffering as part of life and does what he can to continue a suffering 

existence just as Matthew in "The Fountain" says must happen with the father 

who has lost his family. Suffering must be his existence. Suffering defines the 

Wordsworthian father. 

 

The Most Dramatic of All 

 

 And finally, I wish to conclude this chapter with a brief discussion of the 

suffering father in Wordsworth‘s only play, The Borderers (1842). The Borderers is a 

play about an old man with no home. In a sense he is homeless and old like the 

father in "I know an aged Man"; however, the old man in The Borderers does have 

a dutiful daughter who cares for him and guides him as he is blind. Herbert, the 
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old man, winds up in the border region of Scotland and England where law has 

been displaced and people are at the mercy of outland bands, one of which 

Herbert meets up with and which eventually causes his demise. 

 At its core it is indeed a play about the suffering father, similar to 

Shakespeare‘s Othello, from which the play borrows its offending villain and 

ultimate victim. Michael Friedman suggests that ―the moral order of the world 

[in the play] is contingent upon the security of the father‘s power…without him 

the center cannot hold. Chaos is come again.‖211 Of course, Friedman ends his 

statement appropriately with a quote from Othello. Herbert is that father who has 

lost his power and with his destruction comes the destruction of the protagonist, 

Mortimer, who sees the old man as a potential father-in-law, but because of his 

part in the death of Herbert, he loses everything, including himself, much like 

Othello who loses all when he kills Desdemona.   

 So much of Wordsworth's play is similar to Shakespeare's Othello with 

several character counterparts such as Rivers who is the evil manipulator Iago; 

Mortimer who is the naive Othello who destroys himself; Matilda who is the 

innocent Desdemona; and Herbert who is Brabantio, Matilda's much abused 

father. Rivers is the antagonist in the play who convinces Mortimer to kill 

Herbert. Clearly, Rivers is Iago incarnate. He is a keen manipulator with 

principles of his own and sharp skills in rhetoric. And like Iago and Milton‘s 

Satan, he gets many of the best lines. These comparisons are certainly unoriginal, 
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though. However, few critics have considered the victims the two plays share. A 

brief discussion of Othello shines a bit of light on these two victims, revealing 

Herbert as the ultimate victim in the play: the suffering father. 

 Most readers of Othello would argue that Desdemona or Othello himself is 

Iago‘s prime victim. Some might even argue Cassio, Roderigo, or Emilia. All fall 

as a result of Iago‘s treachery; however, all mentioned bear some degree of 

culpability. Cassio takes the drink knowing full well that he cannot handle it. 

Roderigo is simply a rich fool. He suspects Iago‘s treachery and even confronts 

him about it, but he cannot escape his obsession for Desdemona. Emilia 

ultimately does the right thing and tells everyone about Iago‘s evil actions; 

however, she betrays Desdemona by stealing the handkerchief; she is not 

innocent. Desdemona herself is innocence embodied, yet she betrays her father in 

front of his peers in the senate when she declares her loyalty to Othello and not 

her father. Othello, of course, kills Desdemona in the play. He is Iago‘s victim, 

but he makes the decision to murder; thus, he cannot be the play‘s ultimate 

victim. None of these characters, though all victimized, is the ultimate victim in 

the play. 

 There is one victim in the play, however, who bears no guilt: Brabantio. 

For all we know, he is a single father with one child: Desdemona. And while he 

often requested Othello‘s presence in his home to entertain him with all his 

warrior adventures, Brabantio was clearly not aware of Othello courting his 
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daughter. He certainly would not have condoned it perhaps because of race but 

certainly due to class, yet similar to Herbert in The Borderers, he just wants to 

keep his daughter a little longer. If she is indeed all that he has, he cannot be 

blamed by Venetian society for his actions. He is indeed the ultimate victim of 

Iago. He is awakened at night to Iago‘s awful descriptions of Othello "tupping 

[the] white ewe,"212 his daughter. He is called before his fellow senators only to 

be disgraced by the one person he loves: Desdemona. And at last, heartbroken, 

he gives Desdemona to Othello. Later in the play, we discover that he died after 

Desdemona left home. Brabantio, the suffering father, is the play‘s ultimate 

victim.  

 Herbert of William Wordsworth‘s The Borderers is no doubt the same, and 

just like the fatherly victim in Othello, he is easily overlooked. Iago and Othello 

get most of the scenes and the best lines as do Rivers and Mortimer. Yet Herbert, 

like Brabantio, is the suffering father, and perhaps more so in The Borderers, he is 

the central figure on which every important element of the plot resides. In fact, as 

Robert Osborn points out in his introduction to the play in the Cornell 

Wordsworth edition, Herbert is the only major character in the play whose name 

never changed from early notebook entries of 1796 to Wordsworth‘s final 

revision in 1842.213 Mortimer started out as Ferdinand, changed to Mortimer, and 

then changed to Annandale in one manuscript and finally to Marmaduke. Rivers 

started out as Danby, changed to Rivers, and ended up Oswald. Even Matilda, 
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who began as Matilda, changed to Idonia in one manuscript and Idonea in 

another. The name Herbert remained throughout all revisions. It is perhaps a 

small note to discuss; however, it demonstrates a tip of the scales to the 

argument that Herbert was always for Wordsworth the central focus of the play. 

He is the one character on whose name Wordsworth was settled from the start as 

if all the other characters' names must be changed to work around the central 

character, Herbert. It is a small point indeed; however, the suffering father 

resides at the heart of the play. Herbert's demise is what sparks the play's 

tragedy, and his treatment reveals the truth behind every main character: 

Matilda, Mortimer, and Rivers. Indeed, Herbert is the play's central focus.  

 Fatherhood is explored in some fairly unique ways in this play and with 

various characters. Before discussing Herbert, I would like to spend some time 

talking about the other ―fathers‖ in the play. The first is Mortimer, a liminal 

father figure in the play, or as Robert Osborn puts it, a character in transition, 

beginning ―with the breakdown of his own sense of identity in the face of 

Herbert‘s supposed betrayal of the sanctity of fatherhood.‖214 This breakdown is 

due in part to the theme of borders in the play where, as Marjean Purinton 

suggests, much is in dispute even in the setting of the play, which is the border 

region of England and Scotland, a ―‘no man‘s land‘ where the absence of English 

jurisprudence allows every man to define his own terms of justice,‖215 and I 

would add, to define his own idea of father. Like the borderers he governs, 
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Mortimer is on the threshold, never firmly planted as ―father‖ or leader of the 

band of rebels as he sorts through his own identity although he claims to be 

―father of the helpless.‖216 At one instance, he is even like a son to Herbert.217 

Interestingly, Mortimer's end is much like the end of another liminal father in 

Wordsworth's poetry: Vaudracour of the "Vaudracour and Julia" segment from 

the Prelude. Both "fathers" wander the land in self-decreed exile. 

One scene in particular in the play heightens the liminality of Mortimer as 

father and son. In Act II in the scene of the old castle, Mortimer is greatly 

disturbed by the suffering father Herbert. His dog has just been killed by Rivers, 

and Mortimer is pained by Herbert‘s pain. He says, ―I look at him and tremble 

like a child.‖218 While Mortimer wants to lead and wants to see himself as father 

of his band, he is in the liminal state of fatherhood—at once father and son, just 

as Vaudracour in "Vaudracour and Julia," and this liminality presents a 

precarious existence for the Wordsworthian father. Actually, complicating things 

further, Mortimer is twice the son in the play. The other father figure to him is 

Rivers who longs to be a very different kind of father from Mortimer or Herbert. 

Rivers wants to assume Mortimer‘s role as father of the band and very 

nearly does so as he sends Mortimer to the edge of losing himself completely in 

the play. Thus, as Mortimer tries to maintain his leadership status, he also 

succumbs to another ―father‖ in the play, and that is Rivers. To Mortimer, Rivers 

becomes a Frankenstein as he attempts to create his own twisted son in 
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Mortimer.  In Act IV, scene ii, Rivers has been explaining to Mortimer how he 

murdered the sea captain by abandoning him—just as Mortimer has killed 

Herbert by abandoning him. And he tells Mortimer as a murdering father would 

tell his murdering son: 

  I would have made you equal with myself, 
  But that was a vain hope—you have struck home, 
  With a few drops of blood cut short the business;  
  Therein for ever you must yield to me. 
  Enough is done to save you from the curse 
  Of living without knowledge that you live. 
  You will be taught to think—and step by step, 
  Led on from truth to truth, you soon will link 
  Pleasure with greatness, and may thus become  
  The most magnificent of characters.219 

Or perhaps the most magnificent of creations—that is Rivers‘s hope. That has 

been his plan. Like Iago, he is content to let others conduct the evil machinations 

he carves out in his mind.  His creation—like Frankenstein‘s monster—is not 

complete, however. Mortimer has found another father in Herbert, and even 

now, after in fact murdering him, he still teeters on the threshold of evil and 

good—of son to Rivers and son to Herbert. And Rivers knows that his work with 

Mortimer is not yet done. In Act V, he says in soliloquy: 

  I have an eye that will take care of him, 
  And tame these freaks and curvetings of fancy 
  Into a sober fire. Henceforth I‘ll have him  
  A shadow of myself, made by myself.220  

Rivers is hell-bent on fathering an evil son to mirror his own ambitions and 

thoughts, or as Robert Osborn says, he ―demands a shadow of himself as proof of 
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his independent power.‖221 Again, though, Herbert is ever the father figure to 

Mortimer, as Robert, described by Wordsworth as a cottager, in the next scene 

actually asks Mortimer if he is a son to Herbert.222 Mortimer denies it, though. 

Whether he would now see himself as a son to Herbert in idea, he cannot admit 

it. He is lost in the threshold of evil son/good son, of borderer father/borderer 

son, and ultimately of good man/bad man. He cannot bring Herbert back as 

much as he wants, and at the end of the play in his final Othello moment, he 

condemns himself to suffer the same fate as the one he killed: to wander as 

Herbert. In fact, he condemns himself to permanent liminality, permanent 

suffering on the outskirts of humanity just like Vaudracour, but perhaps, if he is 

more fortunate, like the Leech Gatherer who finds a way to live, though barely in 

human form. By his final decision, then, Mortimer chooses to follow the true 

father in the play: Herbert.  

 Still, the ultimate victim in the play is Herbert. He has done no wrong. In 

fact, he is something of a hero in that we discover early on that he saved his 

daughter from a fire. And beyond that, he has somehow managed to live into old 

age with the memory of losing his wife and son as Matilda recounts in Act I. And 

of course, he is blind and palsied, further adding to the image of the suffering 

father.   

 Herbert is multiple father in the play. Of course, he is natural father to 

Matilda although this fact is in question for Mortimer. He is, as well, Matilda‘s 
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religious father as Robert Osborn points out: ―Herbert‘s language is pervaded 

with biblical references and biblical rhythms; his vocabulary, his age, his 

blindness, and his humility all identify him as a holy man…he has become a 

perpetual pilgrim.‖223 Like the Leech Gatherer, he is a wandering old soul full of 

life‘s wisdom. Herbert seems content to bear out the infirmities of his life as long 

as his daughter is with him. Like other fathers in this chapter, though, he is 

overmatched, overburdened, and representative of the lack of community. His 

barony in doubt, his old age and feebleness all the more certain, Herbert is the 

dramatic equivalent of the suffering father Wordsworth portrays in so many of 

his poems.  

 Fatherhood in The Borderers is ultimately about existence in suffering. 

Herbert is emblematic of the suffering father we have seen in this chapter. He is 

infirm and destitute to the point of barely existing, yet he goes on as he can. 

Mortimer cannot become such a father until he, too, suffers. It is only when he 

finds himself responsible for the death of the true father in the play that he is able 

to become the father he wants to be. Through Wordsworthian poetics, though, 

this father must be one of suffering. 

As we have seen, to be a father in Wordsworthian poetry often means to 

suffer as the father must go on living while he has lost a child, children, or even 

his whole family. He is also emblematic of the breakdown in community like 

Simon Lee, Timothy, and others in that he is often left to suffer his losses alone. A 
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Wordsworthian father is one who is overmatched and overburdened, somehow 

half a man...someone like Michael who has failed in what he set out to do. At 

times, though, the Wordsworthian father possesses motherly love for his 

children like Vaudracour and Michael, blending the spheres of gender, yet his 

child never lives to carry on the example. The father exists in a liminal state, as 

well, like that of Mortimer and Vaudracour who strive to find ways to become 

the fathers they desire to be while existing as sons under the oppression of bad 

fathers who force them out. To break free from this liminal world, they must 

accept suffering as a way of life. They must somehow embrace the life of the 

Leech Gatherer. 

Wordsworthian fatherhood is about dealing with loss. As Wordsworth 

himself struggled to deal with the loss of his own children, so too does the father 

in his poetry often struggle with this kind of loss. Memory, then, is ever 

important to the suffering father. As Wordsworth's Matthew instructs, the father 

must live with the memory of the loss of his children. He must go on, but he 

cannot move on from the memory. He must persevere like so many of the fathers 

we have seen in this chapter. This is the hope at the end of The Borderers. 

Wordsworth‘s poetry is often tragic, revealing the breakdown in 

community which disturbed him so. Many of the fathers in this chapter are poor, 

wandering souls who have lost all and have the rest of their lives to live out in 

suffering. The Leech Gatherer and the Old Man Travelling are two such souls 
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imbued with the Sublime through years of suffering. Like Herbert, Michael, 

Timothy, and Simon Lee, they must suffer without help from community. And 

for Wordsworth, this is the real tragedy of it all. Love of Nature should lead to 

love of humanity, which is certainly part of the problem in The Borderers and a 

major part of the problem in poems like ―Vaudracour and Julia,‖ ―Last of the 

Flock,‖ ―Resolution and Independence,‖ and others.  

If these poems of suffering fathers say anything about Wordsworth, 

certainly it is that he is just as much the poet of community as he is the poet of 

Nature. For Wordsworth, the breakdown in community is often what causes the 

tragedy for many of these fathers. Simon Lee, Timothy, the Leech Gatherer, the 

old travelling man, the man with one last sheep, Mortimer, and Herbert all suffer 

from a breakdown in community where no one is there to help. And because 

community is broken, the father must often suffer alone. Physically, he is beaten, 

palsied, and warped into a mass emblematic of the broken nuclear family. He is 

then exiled into Nature where he finds his only comfort. Turning to Nature, then, 

leads us inevitably to the suffering father, providing the potential for restored 

community.  

 Unfortunately, chapter two perhaps presents the best case scenario for the 

Wordsworthian suffering father, for in the next chapter we find that at times the 

suffering is just too much, and the father leaves. Poems like "Guilt and Sorrow," 

"The Ruined Cottage," and "The Thorn" present fathers who have left their 
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families altogether. And as a result, destruction lies in their wake as whole 

families fall completely apart. Even Nature in "The Ruined Cottage" is 

symptomatic of the self-discharged father. And what community remains when 

the father has gone is sometimes warped and disfigured as in "The Thorn." 

However, Wordsworth somehow still clings to the possibility of the revival of 

community. All hope cannot be not abandoned by the poet who loves Nature.  
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Chapter Three 
 

The Father as Center When the Center Is Gone 
 

In chapter one of this study, we saw the father as the Sublime creator of 

William Wordsworth's poetic voice. This father is fearsome at times and always 

mysterious, coming to the young Wordsworth through his adventures in Nature. 

He speaks to the young Wordsworth, elevating his thoughts such that they 

become poetic. In chapter two, however, the Wordsworthian father is much 

different. He is the physical father that exists in many of the Lyrical Ballads, as 

well as in later poems and Wordsworth's only play, The Borderers. This father is 

the suffering father, left to persevere somehow after his child, children, or even 

whole family have died. He is often older, physically outmatched, abandoned by 

society--including the Church. At times, it is too much for him to bear, though, 

and the result is a new kind of father: the vagrant father who leaves his family. 

This is the father we turn to presently. He is the father who leaves his family in 

chaos. 

In William Wordsworth‘s play The Borderers, when the father is gone from 

the Wordsworth family, all is chaos. This is a theme explored by Wordsworth in 

several of the poems in Lyrical Ballads as well as in the poem ―The Ruined 

Cottage,‖ (1814) and a poem he worked on throughout his literary life: ―Guilt 

and Sorrow‖ (1842).224 Even in the 1793 poem ―An Evening Walk,‖ Wordsworth 

depicts the plight of the abandoned family: A woman desperately cradles her 
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two babes in the cold. Her husband has gone to war, and she has lost all hope. 

They freeze to death in forty three chilling lines among Wordsworth‘s earliest 

poetry. As well, in Wordsworth‘s tribute to the true story of ―George and Sarah 

Green,‖ (1808) the father dies in a fall, and the mother follows with the children 

doubly abandoned. Such scenes appear to haunt Wordsworth throughout his life 

as he returned over and over again to the theme of family abandoned by the 

father.  

The father is the economic center of the Wordsworthian family. He 

represents, as well, Burkean patriarchy in which the father is lord of the nuclear 

family, which Alan Liu argues developed in the eighteenth century, a time also 

of real turmoil for the British family. Liu says that 2% of all marriages ended each 

year in the death of one of the spouses during Wordsworth‘s time, and 30% of all 

marriages ended within 15 years. Orphans who had lost at least one parent 

accounted for 21% of the population of children . Roughly one half of all brides 

and grooms at their first marriage had already lost their fathers. Obviously, 

Wordsworth‘s lack of parents was not unique at the time; thus, it is not unusual 

for Wordsworth to focus to a certain extent on this common issue while writing 

about the common man.225  

The Wordsworthian father also represents Burkean Sublime at times 

inspiring fear. He can be cold, distant, and quick to anger; however, he can be 

―motherly,‖ as Wordsworth would describe him—soft and caring. But in some 
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cases, as this chapter will explore, he simply leaves, overburdened by the lack of 

help and shamed by his self-perceived ineptitude in economic hardship. What 

follows when the father leaves is the destruction of the family. At times the 

mother goes insane, as in ―The Mad Mother‖ (1798) and ―The Thorn‖ (1798); 

other times, she dies a slow death as in ―The Ruined Cottage.‖  

When writing of the abandoning father, Wordsworth deals in some cases 

with the fate of the children, but often it is left to the reader to speculate the 

horrible result. For example, in ―The Mad Mother,‖ we find a baby in peril. No 

one helps the mother, and the infant relies solely on this utterly unreliable figure. 

In ―The Thorn,‖ we do not even know whether a baby really exists because the 

suffering ―mother‖ is marginalized to such an extreme. This chapter will explore 

situations in Wordsworth‘s poetry in which the father disappears and the family 

is left to its own usually disastrous fate.  

 

Abandonment, Guilt, and Sorrow 
 
 

Guilt and sorrow for Wordsworth are integral parts of what makes a 

father. We have seen this in ―Surprised by Joy,‖ the Matthew poems, "Resolution 

and Independence," and other poems in chapter two. His duty is to persevere, 

and as he does so, there is almost always narrative admiration for the suffering 

father, the Michaels of Wordsworth‘s poetry. There is guilt at times for having 

outlived his children, and there is sorrow for not living up somehow. The poem 
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―Guilt and Sorrow‖226 contains a father who has left his family, murdered a man, 

and warped himself into perpetual ignominy. His actions are clearly his own as 

the Wordsworth narrator relentlessly tells us. And he lives like Vaudracour of 

The Prelude among the ruins in the poetic wasteland of Salisbury Plain. He has 

cast himself out of his family and out of society, leaving his family to survive on 

their own, and the results are disastrous. 

Significantly, "Guilt and Sorrow," as a poem and theme, spans much of 

Wordsworth's career as a poet. Wordsworth began the poem in the 1790s and 

parceled out part of it in 1798 for his poem ―The Female Vagrant.‖ Unable to 

forget the plight of the abandoning father, however, Wordsworth returned to the 

whole poem at various times throughout his career and one last time in the 1840s 

to complete it in publishable form as ―Guilt and Sorrow,‖ a poem of two forlorn, 

travelling vagrants: a man and a woman. The final version of the poem would 

solidify the story of the vagrant man, a father who left his family after disgracing 

himself mid extreme poverty.  

The vagrant father in "Guilt and Sorrow" is a man driven both to despair 

and reconciliation. The poem begins by describing the absent father in tatters. He 

wears a faded red military coat barely held together by patches. His hair falls in 

―straggling locks‖227 of gray, and he makes his way across the plain on ―feet half 

bare.‖228 He passes by a stately inn, but he knows that it bears no welcome for 

him and continues on. Later he comes to a vast cornfield, but the sower is 
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―nowhere to be found.‖229 The riches he passes underscore the pathetic suffering 

of the vagrant. Like Coleridge‘s mariner, there is ―Water, water every where / 

Ne any drop to drink.‖230 Of course, this also underscores one of the arguments 

of the poem—that England has riches in abundance, yet some individuals appear 

destined to enjoy only the smallest share or none, as it seems of our lowly 

soldier. This political argument has more steam in the earliest version of the 

poem, but as Wordsworth revised the poem later in life, it became less important, 

and emphasis was placed instead on the abandoning father who must somehow 

reconcile with his past. In the final version of the poem, the vagrant 

sailor/soldier who has abandoned his family is faced with several fathers who 

remind him of his past as father.  Two of these fathers come from the female 

vagrant‘s story.  

Before the soldier can reconcile with his past as father, he must revisit his 

crime. Stanzas five and six further add to the soldier‘s piteous condition as we 

learn of impending storms and no shelter for the soldier who now is referred to 

as the sailor.231 We learn in the next few stanzas a bit more about the sailor and 

how he was pressed in service to be a soldier and had struggled and fought for 

years before being granted release. His first thought afterward was to fly home to 

his wife and children. He had been robbed of his earnings, though, and was 

desperate. One of his primary purposes in the eighteenth century nuclear family 

is to provide economically for his family. Confused and displaced, he makes a 
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fatal decision. The narrator tells us that desperate in his loss of status and 

perhaps desensitized by the violence of war, he met a traveler, robbed him, killed 

him, and fled. Since then, he has roamed a vagrant—husband and father in self-

assigned, outcast suffering. As if to remind him of the fate he might have had if 

he had faced his accusers, he passes a gibbet on which hangs a man, and the 

soldier falls in a trance at the horrific sight. This will be a recurring theme for the 

vagrant soldier: he must revisit and reconnect with his past. Upon awakening, he 

moves on, destined to be faced with more elements from his past.   

As if in punishment for his crime and abandoning his family, Nature 

lashes out at the vagrant father. Wordsworth isolates him on the plain: ―He 

seemed the only creature in the wild / On whom the elements their rage might 

wreak.‖232 As such, the vagrant takes Nature‘s full wrath until he spies what 

appears to be an ancient castle and mid the storm seeks the only shelter he can 

find. After a brief time, he is driven out, though, in the moonless night, ―dark 

and void as ocean‘s watery realm / Roaring with storms beneath night‘s starless 

gloom.‖233 Again, we might think of those desolate lines from Coleridge‘s 

mariner: ―Water, water every where….‖ This kind of water is destructive, not 

restorative—further adding to the misery cascading down on the suffering 

father, for as we learned in chapter two, it is the fate of the Wordsworthian father 

to suffer. The soldier's suffering, however, is just begun. 
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These initial stanzas of "Guilt and Sorrow" serve to remind the reader of 

the plight of the poor and war-torn during the period of initial composition, the 

early 1790s. By 1793, England and France were officially at war with each other, 

and Wordsworth felt "that his country had become the natural enemy of 

liberty."234 This time marks the height of Wordsworth's revolutionary feelings, 

and he believed, according to Stephen Gill, that the story of the female vagrant 

would reveal the effects of an unjust war.235 Now, however, in the last edition of 

the poem, Wordsworth was long removed from his revolutionary feelings and 

placed his focus more on the suffering father—the man himself and his suffering 

instead of its external causes. Thus, the political becomes merely a backdrop 

upon which to illuminate the man who has abandoned his family in shame. 

More important to Wordsworth now is the suffering individual, as John Rieder 

argues: "The increased emphasis…upon the psychological suffering of the 

characters suggests that war may only bring to light a different social malady, 

the one that bows down the kindly spirit and breaks the springs of joy and that 

Wordsworth now considers more fundamental and pervasive than warfare."236 

Rieder is correct that the emphasis has changed in the poem, and it is significant 

that Wordsworth felt the need to emphasize the individual rather than the 

political. If "Guilt and Sorrow" makes a political argument, an argument of 

causes, and certainly it does as does much of Wordsworth's poetry, more than 
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that, it makes an argument about the individual, in this case, the father and the 

effects of suffering. 

 Wordsworth offers hope in the form of community in "Guilt and Sorrow." 

The sailor soon finds refuge in a ruinous church and rests, yet as he rests, he 

hears a deep sigh from the female vagrant whom he startles as he wakens her. As 

he calms her, the storm subsides on cue, symbolizing the harmony of community 

now formed in the holy ruins. As so often occurs in Wordsworth‘s poetry, 

community is created with a story when the woman begins her tale and being 

told, the story brings speaker and listener together. Wordsworth, as much as he 

is the poet of Nature, is also the poet of community. Stories connect people just 

as Michael‘s story in the 1800 Lyrical Ballads connects us to the old shepherd. 

Here, the female vagrant‘s story connects her to the sailor, and out of nothing, 

community is formed. 

 Through interior narrative, the female vagrant begins her story by 

describing the love she shared with her father. This is important to the sailor, as 

he must reconnect with his family vicariously through her story. The female 

vagrant tells the sailor of her beloved father who, when she was a child, bade her 

pray and taught her to read, one of her favorite pastimes. Like Matilda in The 

Borderers, she has no mother. And like Michael to his beloved Luke in 

Wordsworth's great pastoral "Michael," the father here serves as caregiver and 

teacher. Along with Michael and so many other Wordsworth fathers, the female 
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vagrant‘s father loses all, however. In the excerpt called ―The Female Vagrant‖ 

from Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth goes into some detail of the loss. Here the 

female vagrant tells her new friend that a rich landowner bought up the land 

around him and forced her father out when he would not sell. Much like the 

father in ―The Last of the Flock,‖ he loses all. In ―Guilt and Sorrow,‖ however, 

further minimizing his previous attack on government and other entities deaf to 

the cries of the poor in the 1790s, Wordsworth has the female vagrant merely 

relate in two lines that ―through severe mischance and cruel wrong, / [her] 

father‘s substance fell into decay.‖237 Nevertheless, they are forced to leave the 

hereditary farm. As Herbert teaches Matilda religion in The Borderers, upon 

leaving the family farm, the female vagrant tells the sailor that she watched her 

father as he stopped by the plot of his deceased wife and prayed. He had hoped 

to be laid to rest by her, but now he must say goodbye forever. Like so many 

other Wordsworthian fathers, here the father has to bear up and lead by 

example, but his daughter cannot pray through the tears.238  

 The female vagrant continues her story to the sailor by telling him about 

the young man she grew to love. She tells the sailor that he had moved away 

from her ―to ply a gainful trade‖239 and that she and her father then went to find 

a home. The sailor's new friend relates that she later married the young man, and 

they took her father in, as well. And for one short stanza, we have 

Wordsworthian domestic bliss; however, we know that it cannot last. She 
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continues that they worked in ―constant toil‖240 and that she gave her husband 

three children. But as with Herbert‘s death in The Borderers, once her father dies, 

her center is gone, and we have the second loss of a father in the poem. 

Everything around her, she tells the sailor, seemed to fall apart, and war broke 

out with the loss of the female vagrant‘s father.  Out of poverty and pride, she 

says that her husband then joined the fight, and she took her children to the coast 

where they all left for America. War had taken the sailor away from his family 

years ago, and now he must face the story of the hell he has left his family in, as 

the female vagrant's story represents that of his own family abandoned. This is 

the second example of several in the poem where the sailor must face his past. In 

a sense, Wordsworth is also facing his past, as the female vagrant not only 

mirrors the sailor's abandoned wife, but also Wordsworth's Annette Vallon.  

 The female vagrant's family is soon destroyed when she relates that she 

lost her husband. She continues by describing such hardships she faced as 

plagues and the perils of sea, yet she somehow survived, but she says that she 

lost her husband to the war, which is the third loss of father in the poem. As well, 

she says that she lost her children to the plague all ―in one remorseless year.‖241 

With tears all dried up, she says that she boarded a British ship for the journey 

back to England. Here the female vagrant pauses in her story to the sailor, and as 

she cries, he steps away to the window. He does not want to face his past, but he 

will have other opportunities in the poem. In symbolic hope, the sailor invites 
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her to enjoy the eastward view, and they begin their journey once again to a 

―lonely cot / A long mile thence‖242 as she starts up the tale again with her 

horrible journey on the British ship until she reached home: ―homeless near a 

thousand homes [she] stood.‖243 And somehow again there is loss in abundance, 

as she tells of standing homeless in a great city, but with no one offering to help 

her. There was no community for her. Now the sailor is left to wonder if this, 

indeed, is the fate of his own family left many years ago. As well, the story plays 

out Wordsworth's own anxiety of leaving his French lover and child. In a sense, 

it is a tale of guilt and self-punishment for Wordsworth. 

When the father is gone and family is destroyed, one of the few options 

the poor have in Wordsworth's poetry is crime. Soon the female vagrant ends her 

tale as she recalls that she began her new life without husband and children, now 

a vagrant two days without food. She relates that she was taken in sad shape to a 

hospital to recover, and again she says that somehow she cheated death. The 

female vagrant says that upon her release, she found a group of ―rough 

potters‖244 or thieves and stayed with them a while, but that life was not for her, 

and the female vagrant says that she has now been wandering for three years. 

She ends her tale in tears, and Wordsworth returns to the narrative of the sailor 

who again must somehow face his past. He must confront the effects of the loss 

of father, and at some point he must come to terms with his sins. What connects 

the narratives within the poem is the absent father. The female vagrant‘s 
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problems all begin when she loses her father, and they continue when her 

children lose their father to war. Her story amplifies the sailor's misery: the chaos 

and destruction he has subjected his family to by abandoning them. Perhaps in 

denial, the sailor does not grasp this connection at the moment; however, he soon 

will.  

 Quickly, another moment of possible connection is offered to the sailor, 

and this one hits home. Wordsworth offers no moralization at the end of the 

female vagrant‘s story, except to leave her story as it is and to take up with the 

frame journey of the sailor. And shortly, they come to a man beating his child, 

which frames the guilt of the sailor for leaving his own family and further 

compounds the misery a father can cause his family. The poor child in the story 

has infuriated the father with some innocent mishap that often happens when 

children are playing. The father rains blows on the little fellow, ―As if each blow 

were deadlier than the last,‖245 much to the dismay and utter astonishment of the 

female vagrant and the sailor who reproaches the enraged father in the next 

stanza. Angrily, the man rebuffs the old sailor, so that the sailor turns his 

attention to the suffering lad. This moment strikes a vital connection for the 

sailor:  

  Softly he stroked the child, who lay outstretched  
  With face to earth; and, as the boy turned round 
  His battered head, a groan the Sailor fetched 
  As if he saw—there and upon that ground— 
  Strange repetition of the deadly wound 
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  He had himself inflicted. Through his brain 
  At once the griding iron passage found; 
  Deluge of tender thoughts then rushed amain; 
  Nor could his sunken eyes the starting tear restrain.246  

A few things are important with this stanza. Note first the soft stroke of the sailor 

in stark contrast to the angry father‘s beatings and then the lack of end 

punctuation until the thought of his past has run its course through the sailor‘s 

brain; a connection is made from present to past, as the sailor connects the 

enraged father's violence with his own violent past. As well, the fate of the 

beaten boy reminds him of his own abandoned children. Perhaps his misdeeds 

as a vagrant father have finally come home. The sailor reaches out to the little 

boy, and this physical touch kindles what is most important in the poem: self 

recognition.247 Here the sailor finally comes to terms with himself and what 

horrible misery he has inflicted on his own children. The female vagrant‘s story 

may have cracked the surface, but finally it is broken by the child (always an 

important figure in a Wordsworth poem), and understanding is at last possible 

for the sailor. Reconciliation is made possible for the sailor as he witnesses the 

angry father soften, and there is hope. 

 The sailor suffers with the child, but he understands that his own 

suffering is much worse because he has inflicted pain more so even than the 

angry father while the child has only received pain. The child is thus innocent 

compared to the sailor who:  
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  Within himself he said—What hearts have we! 
  The blessing this a father gives his child! 
  Yet happy thou, poor boy! compared with me, 
  Suffering not doing ill—fate far more mild, 
  The stranger‘s looks and tears of wrath beguiled 
  The father, and relenting thoughts awoke; 
  He kissed his son—so all was reconciled. 
  Then, with a voice which inward trouble broke 
  Eye to his lips it came, the Sailor them bespoke. 
 
  ―Bad is the world, and hard is the world‘s law 
  Even for the man who wears the warmest fleece; 
  Much need have ye that time more closely draw 
  The bond of nature, all unkindness cease, 
  And that among so few there still be peace: 
  Else can ye hope but with such numerous foes 
  Your pains shall ever with your years increase?‖— 
  While from his heart the appropriate lesson flows, 
  A correspondent calm stole gently over his woes.248  

The sailor realizes that his own suffering is far worse than the beaten child 

because he has caused great suffering. His soul‘s beating has been long and 

torturous, fleeing from his family but never quite able to leave himself. Moved 

by the pained look of the old sailor, the father kisses the child. For him there is 

reconciliation, but not yet entirely for the old sailor. He implores the father to 

make some sort of peace within himself and love his family while he can, or he 

will learn the awful lesson of the sailor—that pain grows with time. Time does 

not heal all wounds. For the absent father, it only widens them into twisted, 

cavernous grins.  

Somehow, though, these words provide a bit of solace for the sailor. It is 

the balm of self realization, yes, but it is also the breeze of community. The sailor, 
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while he cannot perform his fatherly duties at home, has performed fatherly 

duties here with pertinent instruction. He has connected with the remorseful 

father shuddering with sweat from the violence he has inflicted on his little boy. 

It is the recognition of his own temper that helps the sailor to connect his past to 

the present and the father who needs to feel the connection to the stranger and 

then his son. Wordsworth completes the circle, and the sailor for one fleeting 

moment experiences family once again. His journey is not over, though, and the 

sailor and female vagrant move on from the scene.  

 As the sailor and female vagrant continue their journey, the surroundings 

now offer hope. No longer is Nature a wasteland of ruins and storms for the 

sailor. Instead the female vagrant and he travel a ―valley‘s pleasant scene,‖249 ―a 

winding brook, / That babbled on through groves and meadows green.‖250 They 

reach the inn they have been seeking, and it is another scene of domestic bliss 

with milk-maid, master, and housewife working in harmony as the vagrants at 

last feed in comfort. Domestic bliss allows for community, and the vagrants here 

are welcomed at last. After breaking their fast, the female vagrant leaves, having 

chosen a different path. As she looks back, though, she sees the sailor now as 

father, ―for, clustering round his knees, / With his oak-staff the cottage children 

played.‖251 The sailor‘s connection to the beaten child and wrathful father is what 

makes this scene possible. He has realized that he has not lost all father in him 

yet. Hope continues as the sailor gradually regains himself.  
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 And now, the moment has come for the sailor to come face to face with 

the past he has left behind. The female vagrant returns with news of a truly sad 

sight. Somehow it is the ―widow‖ of the sailor, now called soldier again by 

Wordsworth bringing back the sins of England's war with France, and she is 

dying homeless in a cart. The entire household and the old sailor/soldier rush to 

her, and the housewife offers her help, and they bring her in by the fire. It is time 

again for the sailor/soldier to hear the story of another female vagrant: his own 

abandoned wife. The dying woman tells the group that long ago she had fallen 

on hard times and had sought the home of her father, but she had grown too sick 

to complete the journey. She talks of the husband she had lost to war and a 

murdered man, and she relates how people‘s suspicions drove her out of her 

home with her two children and how she then lost her children. The family has 

split apart—all caused by the abandoning father. She confesses that her husband 

was suspected of killing the man long ago, but she could not believe it because of 

how good he was. The sailor recognizes the story as his own and weeps loudly 

as his wife is dying. He begs forgiveness, and she recognizes him as she dies with 

a look on her face bespeaking blessings on him and a contented heart.  

 The end of the last edition of "Guilt and Sorrow" offers final reconciliation 

and forgiveness that previous editions do not. Growing more and more ill at ease 

with himself, the sailor stays with his dying wife through the night. His sins have 

come home again to stay, and he groans aloud suicidal thoughts. After her death, 
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she is immediately buried, and the sailor leaves with thanks for the kind family, 

a model of what should have been. Straight he goes to the city to confess and is 

found guilty but pitied from his confession as he seeks the end to his suffering 

and proclaims his Savior—Son to the ultimate Father. In the last stanza of the 

latest edition of the poem, we learn that the sailor‘s fate has been pitied. In earlier 

versions of the poem, however, he is hanged. In ―Guilt and Sorrow,‖ he will not 

hang as the man on the gibbet whose corpse he had seen before falling into a 

trance. Forgiveness at last is final for the abandoning father.   

 Allowing the sailor to live is perhaps the greatest difference from the early 

versions of the poem. In ―Adventures on Salisbury Plain,‖ the sailor does not 

proclaim his Savior, and he is indeed hanged where fathers bring their family to 

witness the scene—as if no lesson is learned at all. However, Wordsworth now 

finds pity for the old sailor in ―Guilt and Sorrow.‖ He has been through enough, 

and not only that, but he has been saved as a Christian. It is interesting to note 

that this reconciliation to his Savior is only possible in the very latest edition of 

the poem—late, as well, in Wordsworth‘s life. Early in his life forgiveness was 

not possible as seen in the early editions of this poem as well as in the early 

edition of ―The Ruined Cottage.‖ However, almost fifty years after leaving 

Annette and Caroline, perhaps Wordsworth had finally forgiven himself for his 

youthful transgressions. Writing so often of the suffering father, he, too, had 

suffered, even more through the loss of his own children.  
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 Suffering is key for the Wordsworthian father, but reconciliation with his 

past is also important. "Guilt and Sorrow" plays out the importance of the father 

reconciling with his past. Mirror after mirror is shown to the vagrant father in the 

poem, and he must face what he has done to his family before forgiveness is 

possible. The purpose of the female vagrant's story is to provide one more mirror 

for the vagrant father. The beaten child is another such mirror. And finally 

somehow is own wife shows up in the poem as if coming face to face with the 

reality of his mistake is the only way he can come to terms with it. "Guilt and 

Sorrow" reveals both the difficulty and the importance of self-realization for the 

abandoning father, and the last edition of the poem, revised late in the poet's life, 

finally allows forgiveness for the vagrant father's sins.  

 

Another Father Gone and a Cottage in Ruin 

  

A poem Wordsworth began early in his career and worked and reworked 

similar to ―Guilt and Sorrow‖ is ―The Ruined Cottage,‖ the first poem William 

Wordsworth ever read to Samuel Taylor Coleridge in 1797.252 It is a poem that 

initially focused on the plight of Margaret, abandoned by her husband again to 

war, but as Wordsworth tinkered with it, he became obsessed more and more 

with the character of the Pedlar, the man telling the story. Many lines about the 

growth of the Pedlar‘s mind were written into the poem, which should sound 
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familiar to Wordsworthian scholars. And thus, the Pedlar began to take over the 

poem until it was actually renamed ―The Pedlar‖ in 1803.253 Accordingly, 

Margaret‘s story is diminished over time such that for this study, it is important 

to go back to the early texts of the poem in order to see the heightened effects of 

the abandoning father. I use MS D, one of the earliest complete versions of the 

poem provided by James Butler in his Cornell edition of the poem and the 

version Jonathan Wordsworth says is the most reliable of the early editions of the 

poem.254  

David Simpson in his study of ―The Ruined Cottage‖ in Wordsworth, 

Commodification and Social Concern is unrelenting in his attack on the Pedlar, 

whom he refers to as Satanic in sublime disconnect to the community around 

him. Comparing him to Wordsworth commodifying the poor for his poetic 

works, he says, ―The expense of Margaret‘s life seems to subsidize the pedlar‘s 

spiritual profit.‖255 Simpson says that the Pedlar is the only hope for community 

in the poem; however, he never stays around to offer any help like so many of 

Wordsworth‘s narrators. What Simpson fails to acknowledge, however, is that 

the Pedlar is a traveling salesman. As such, he really is so much a part of any 

community, as his business is to travel from community to community to sell his 

wares. To stay with Margaret would mean certain financial ruin. As well, 

perhaps there are other Margarets in other hamlets to be looked in on. Were he to 

stay here, others may be neglected. Simpson is right to point out the lack of 
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community in the poem, however, and his point rings true that so many of 

Wordsworth‘s narrators cannot create community although they may actually 

mourn the lack of it. He says, ―Wordsworth‘s strangers remain strangers, often 

ghostly strangers open only to minimal intimacies that dramatize alienation 

rather than community.‖256 Initially it appears that there is indeed no community 

in the poem. And of course, this is a major factor in Margaret‘s plight, but there is 

more to the story.  

 ―The Ruined Cottage‖ contains two parts and two narrators: a first person 

narrator that James Butler and others call the Poet along with the Pedlar. The 

Poet is the frame narrator who introduces the reader to the Pedlar who tells his 

story of Margaret to the Poet. He is not much of a poet yet, however. He is more 

of a seeker than a wise poet of Nature; therefore, I shall refer to the frame 

narrator throughout as the Seeker instead.  

The Seeker begins the first part of the poem by describing the landscape 

near the cottage. The time is summer with sun ―mounted high‖257 midst 

―embattled clouds…determined and unmoved.‖258 Already there is tension in 

the poem, Nature at war reflecting tension between the two narrators and the 

ecological disharmony of the family in the poem. To highlight the dichotomy of 

broken ecology in the poem, Wordsworth begins the poem with the Seeker 

describing bliss in nature for a man sleeping on ―cool moss‖ under ―some huge 

oak.‖259 This is not the case of the Seeker, however. Nature near the ruined 
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cottage is not so pleasant. The earth he lies down on is brown with insects 

buzzing about his face, and he is sorely annoyed with the ―tedious noise / Of 

seeds of bursting gorse…crackl[ing] round.‖260 This last gives us more insight 

into this ―poet.‖ He is not the Wordsworthian narrator appreciating both Beauty 

and Sublime in Nature. He is perhaps young and a bit naïve, certainly lacking in 

proper love and respect of Nature. Nature grows around him, yet he is annoyed 

by even the tiny sound of it.   

 Soon the Seeker meets a real poet whose purpose is to teach him 

important knowledge a true poet must have. In the same stanza, the Seeker finds 

the ruined cottage: ―four naked walls / That stared upon each other.‖261 He is 

more interested, however, in an old man stretched out on a bench near the door. 

He is the Seeker‘s old friend Armytage, a traveling salesman referred to as the 

Pedlar who is ―the pride of nature and of lowly life.‖262 In short, he is the real 

poet in the poem—a man connected to Nature and the impoverished. And he is 

here to teach the Seeker the meaning of harmony with community and Nature. 

Interestingly, his choice of stories is that of the absent father. But before he can 

tell his story, his immediate task, it seems, is to instruct the hapless Seeker where 

to find water nearby. He does so, and the Seeker is sent climbing a wall near 

what the Seeker describes as a ―gaudy flower.‖263 This description is but another 

hint at the shortcomings of this ―poet,‖ the Seeker. He cannot even appreciate a 

flower.  
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Water, again, is revealed as an important symbol of connection for 

Wordsworth. The Seeker at last finds the well covered over in weeds and 

flowers, but it is sufficient enough to slake his thirst, and he returns to the Pedlar 

for further instruction. Water thus provides the first communal connection 

between Pedlar and Seeker. It is nourishment the Seeker needs, but water is also 

the ecological connection from Nature to Poet to Community. Water flows and 

nourishes just as a poet‘s thoughts flow into a reader creating community. When 

there is no community, there is no flow, and water stagnates or is covered over 

and choked out. Here the water is half there. It is almost choked out and covered 

entirely by the weeds grown over it, but the Pedlar knows it is there, shares it, 

and begins community in the poem. The initial metaphor of water is important in 

the poem, as Nature is reflective of the harmony or disharmony within the 

cottage household. And now, Nature is all weeds, overgrown and chaotic, 

around the abandoned cottage. The water is also emblematic of the sustenance 

found deep within the Pedlar's story. It is difficult to find at first, but the Seeker 

poet must find it.  

Along the way to the water, the Seeker has found a garden wild now with 

weeds. This is symbolic, as well. A garden is nature domesticated, cared for by 

humanity. It represents in a sense communion between humanity and nature. 

People care for the garden, and it replies in kind by providing beauty and 

sustenance. Here, though, the garden no longer has its caretaker and has fallen 
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into disrepair. In fact, it is barely recognizable now as a garden. In its abandoned, 

overgrown state, the garden is the ecological symbol of what remains from the 

abandoned father, as its existence is now chaotic. It is overgrown, almost choking 

out sustaining water. This is the chaos created by the abandoning father. Once 

there was love and care; now it is gone. Once there was a family in harmony, and 

now it is dispersed with only the memory of it remaining. And like the story of 

Wordsworth's "Michael," here is a story that must be told.  

The Pedlar begins by telling the Seeker of things around here that the 

Seeker cannot see. He speaks of death. As we die, he says, those things around us 

die, as well. He tells the young Seeker that Poets mourn what is lost, and if we 

have not done so before, clearly we must now associate the Pedlar with the real 

Poet as he shares a poet's meditation on Nature. He shares a powerful connection 

with Nature and mourns the loss of connection with Nature and humanity in this 

scene. Actually, it seems that Nature mourns, as well. The Pedlar says: 

    Beside yon spring I stood 
 And eyed its waters till we seemed to feel 
 One sadness, they and I. For them a bond 
 Of brotherhood is broken: time has been 
 When every day the touch of human hand 
 Disturbed their stillness, and they ministered 
 To human comfort.264 

Nature ministering to humanity returns us to Nature's Sublime from chapter one 

and its ministering spirits. Wordsworth suggests that this human connection to 

Nature must not be broken, for it is mutually beneficial. As he should, the Pedlar 
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shares his connection to Nature with the Seeker, but for Nature near this cottage, 

the connection to humanity has been all but severed. This is what remains in the 

absence of the father and now the rest of his family: Even Nature mourns.265  

 The Pedlar next talks of Margaret and says that he loved her as his own 

daughter. Wordsworth subtly suggests here the importance of the father. The 

Pedlar as poet is ur-father. He fathers all the lowly beings in Nature and now 

mourns the loss of Margaret, a woman who loved all that stopped by to drink 

from the stream in true communion with Nature and humanity. She is gone, 

though, and as the Pedlar talks of her death, he intersperses comments on the 

disrepair of the hut:  

       She is dead, 
  The worm is on her cheek, and this poor hut, 
  Stripp‘d of its outward garb of household flowers, 
  Of rose and sweet-briar, offers to the wind 
  A cold bare wall whose earthy top is tricked 
  With weeds and the rank spear-grass. She is dead, 
  And nettles rot and adders sun themselves 
  Where we have sate together while she nurs‘d 
  Her infant at her breast.266   

Clearly, he associates the death of Margaret with the state of the house. She is 

dead, and the house is stripped of its domestication. Once home was a mother 

nursing her babe; now it is weeds and snakes. The association is clear between 

human death and Nature out of control—all caused by the absent father. The 

cottage, the Pedlar tells us, was a picture to him of familial domestication, which 

as we have seen is the ideal family for Wordsworth. Its demise here is the 
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ultimate subject of mourning going back to the saddest of times for Wordsworth 

when his mother died and his father dispersed the family and later when he was 

forced out of France leaving behind a woman he loved and a child.  

 At one time, there was ecological balance around the cottage when the 

father was present. The Pedlar talks of Robert, Margaret‘s husband and now the 

absent father. He describes him as ―industrious… / Sober and steady.‖267 He 

worked early and late, and they ―pass‘d their days / In peace and comfort, and 

two pretty babes / Were their best hope next to the God in Heaven.‖268 Once the 

paradigmatic Wordsworthian father, Robert dutifully worked the land, 

connecting humanity and Nature forming ecological balance contrasted starkly 

now by the responsibilities Robert left behind and the ruin that followed.  But  

the Pedlar tells the Seeker that ―two blighting seasons‖269 and a ―plague of 

war‖270 (the ultimate inhumanity) left the land stripped of its bounty with 

Margaret still in high hopes but a husband soon afflicted with fever. The Pedlar 

offers that Robert survived the fever but only after a long fight. The family‘s store 

of food was then depleted, and it was a ―time of trouble‖271 for Robert, Margaret, 

their children, and all the other poor people in the land who were forced to beg 

for bread.  

 After Robert beat the illness, we learn from the Pedlar that he never was 

the same. It seems that he lost himself. The Pedlar says that he worked only 

casually around the house on silly and strange things such as carving ―uncouth 
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figures on the heads of sticks.‖272 And he lost his temper with his children and 

began to stray from home. When Robert returned, the Pedlar says he ―played 

with [his children in] wild freaks of merriment.‖273 As Robert lost himself, so too 

did he lose his sense of father causing chaos in the household. His children were 

confused, and the Pedlar tells the Seeker that Margaret‘s heart broke.  

 The Seeker has an important lesson coming to him; thus, the Pedlar leaves 

the story now ending Part One of the poem with a question for the Seeker: 

   ―‘Tis now the hour of deepest noon. 
  At this still season of repose and peace, 
  This hour when all things which are not at rest 
  Are cheerful, while this multitude of flies 
  Fills all the air with happy melody, 
  Why should a tear be in an old man‘s eye? 
  Why should we thus with an untoward mind 
  And in the weakness of humanity 
  From natural wisdom turn our hearts away, 
  To natural comfort shut our eyes and ears, 
  And feeding on disquiet thus disturb 
  The calm of Nature with our restless thoughts?‖ 

Recall the disconnect between the Seeker and Nature early on in the poem—how 

he longs for the comfort of sleep on some cool moss under a shade tree, yet he is 

instead bothered by flies and lying on hard, brown earth. The Seeker has an 

important lesson to learn about Nature and community, but the Pedlar‘s 

teachings are only half complete. The Pedlar pauses for effect—to let a bit of 

Robert and Margaret sink in. Beginning Part Two, he talks of other trivial 

matters, the Seeker tells us, and it greatly disturbs the Seeker. Childlike, he wants 
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to go back to the story of Robert and Margaret. This is exactly what the Pedlar 

wants. At length, he begs the Pedlar to finish the tale, and the Pedlar complies 

but with a warning that the tale, like the dangerous cliff in ―The Brothers,‖ is not 

merely someone else‘s misery for our own entertainment. 

 Returning to his story at the Seeker's request, the Pedlar says that he came 

back to the cottage and found Margaret in extreme grief. Robert had gone, and 

she was lost in the little house by herself with the children. The Pedlar says that 

Robert had left her some gold to get by on and had sent someone to tell her that 

he had joined the war. The Pedlar tells the Seeker that they soon began to talk of 

other things and that he left the little house with Margaret in better spirits as she 

worked her garden in tentative domestic harmony. It was spring then and the 

Pedlar says that he traveled quite a bit and returned again in summer to find 

Margaret out of the house now showing the slightest hint of neglect as vines and 

sundry began creeping around windows and door, and the garden was 

overgrown with weeds choking the rose down to the ground. The Pedlar says 

that a stranger came by and told him that Margaret was used to roaming far 

now, much like Robert had before he left. The Pedlar tells the Seeker that he sat 

impatiently waiting as the sun began to set when he heard Margaret‘s ―solitary 

infant [cry] aloud‖274 from within the house.  

 The Seeker begins to learn the effects of the abandoning father, as he hears 

of Margaret and the household falling apart. Margaret returned that evening, the 
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Pedlar tells the Seeker, her appearance reflecting that of the house—neglected, 

and she confessed that it was all she could do to return lately. He says that she 

confessed, too, that her oldest child was now ―a serving-boy / Apprenticed by 

the parish‖275 no longer living at home. The household was now splitting up. 

Domestic bliss had gone with Robert‘s disappearance.  And Margaret appears to 

have fallen into depression, spending most of her time wandering aimlessly and 

crying. The Pedlar says that she had a small sliver of hope, however, that she 

would somehow find a way to endure. Hope is slim, however, without the 

father. 

The Pedlar as a true Poet mourns the loss of domestic bliss. He now 

pauses and tells the Seeker how he still feels for Margaret and that in his travels 

at times he falls into a trance like so many Romantic figures moved beyond 

himself in this instance by the plight of a woman abandoned by her husband. He 

tells the Seeker that before leaving that evening he kissed her babe, and at the 

sight of it, Margaret wept—reminding her of a father‘s love now gone from the 

house. The Pedlar describes a house empty of love with Margaret roaming about 

in depressed lifelessness, leaving her baby home alone. Patriarchal duties 

abandoned, Margaret has abandoned motherly duties, as well. The father, as 

center, is gone, and the rest of the household is unraveling.   

 The Pedlar tells the Seeker that he left Margaret's house and returned 

again next spring to find her in worse shape, not knowing whether her Robert 
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was alive or dead. He describes the house in a further state of neglect with dim 

windows, comfortless hearth, and dirty floor. Even the baby, he says, now 

seemed depressed. The Pedlar says that the outside of the house was just as bad 

with weeds all around and a dying apple tree. He says that Margaret told him of 

her wish to die and that the only things keeping her going were her baby and 

son. In this same stanza we hear of ―truant sheep‖276 and an ―idle loom,‖277 both 

symbolic of broken domesticity. Work is at the heart of the Wordsworthian 

family. The family in Wordsworth's poem "Michael," the paradigm of all 

Wordsworthian families, embodies domesticity with the husband working and 

teaching the son and the wife working about the house. With Margaret‘s 

husband gone, domestic work exists no more. Work here symbolizes the care-

giving purpose of members of the Wordsworthian nuclear family. Its 

disappearance is symbolic of the lack of care now in the household—no husband, 

no care, no work—leaving only tenuous existence.  

 As well as tenuous, Margaret's existence is liminal, as she does not know 

whether she is still a wife or a widow. She is in between, confused, and lost. Time 

passed, the Pedlar tells the Seeker, and he relates that he returned again in 

autumn to hear from Margaret that her baby died. She was now alone. He says 

that she begged the Pedlar that on his journeys he would look for Robert, and we 

learn that this is the last time the two converse. He pauses, and a new stanza 

begins: ―Five tedious years / She lingered in unquiet widowhood, / A wife and 
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widow.‖278 Wordsworth repeats the fact that she is without husband. Her plight 

without husband is further magnified in that she does not know whether indeed 

she is a widow or not, but lives as if he were alive for five years, always looking 

for a husband she would never find.  

 The Pedlar ceases his story, and the Seeker has been moved. His thoughts 

still with the woman, the Seeker blesses ―her in the impotence of grief.‖279 He is 

now charged by the Pedlar to read with a more worthy eye the things in Nature. 

Margaret ―sleeps in the calm earth, and peace is here,‖280 says the Pedlar, 

slipping into a meditative state and ending his dialog. The Seeker closes out the 

poem admonished sufficiently, noting the birds singing in the trees around them. 

Nature continues, but the lesson is community as the two men rise from the 

bench and walk out from the ruined cottage to an inn, their ―evening resting-

place.‖281 The Poet has connected with the Seeker through story just as the female 

vagrant and sailor connect in "Guilt and Sorrow." The Seeker is also now 

connected to Margaret and the families abandoned by fathers. He now 

understands, as Wordsworth would have contemporary readers understand, the 

plights of the poor and down-trodden in his poetry. 

 ―The Ruined Cottage,‖ like ―Guilt and Sorrow,‖ is a poem of loss and 

remembering. The past is gone, but we must remember; we must maintain the 

connections, the community. We must mourn like the female vagrant and the 

sailor at the end of ―Guilt and Sorrow,‖ like the Pedlar and finally the Seeker in 
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―The Ruined Cottage.‖ We cannot escape like Robert. Community must be 

maintained, or all is chaos affecting Nature, as well. Kurt Fosso suggests that our 

relationship to the past is what creates community.282 Because the Seeker 

connects to Margaret through her past, he now has the potential to connect to 

others. The absent father is one who wrongfully tries to escape this past in ―Guilt 

and Sorrow,‖ and there are dire consequences as a result. The absent father in 

―Guilt and Sorrow‖ and ―The Ruined Cottage‖ creates a disharmonious past, 

and as he builds distance from it, the infection in the wound he created grows 

worse. His family suffers and dies, and Nature mourns in concert until a Poet 

comes along to tell the tale, to link us to the past, and to create community.  

 

“One Peaceful Family,”283 One Family in Pieces 

 

 Another poem that speaks to the importance of past is ―The Brothers‖ 

(1800), ―‗that model of English pastoral‘ as Coleridge called it.‖284 Alan Liu 

points out in Wordsworth: The Sense of History that ―such works as ―The Brothers‖ 

and ―Michael‖ demonstrate that while Wordsworth‘s poetry acknowledges the 

realities of parental deprivation, orphanage, and the hiring out of children, it 

preempts them by making its norm a nuclear ideal beatified above mortality.‖285 

Indeed ―The Brothers,‖ based on a true story, begins with the paradigmatic 

Wordsworth household we saw briefly in ―Guilt and Sorrow‖ and ―The Ruined 
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Cottage,‖ but unlike so many of his poems, ―The Brothers‖ also contains his ideal 

community, yet amazingly neither can hold off the chaos that must come when 

the father is gone.  

 In ―The Brothers,‖ Wordsworth presents his reader with a contrast in 

families: the nuclear family he idolized and the family broken apart much like 

his own. It presents the anxiety of the family with the precariousness of harmony 

and disruption that pervades much of Wordsworth‘s work. The Priest's family 

represents the harmonious nuclear family with wife, children, and all busy with 

the evening's domestic work at the beginning of the poem. And then there are 

the brothers from another family in stark contrast. One brother is dead, and the 

other has returned home only to hear the news of his brother's death and 

discover indeed that all his family is dead.  

 While it is a poem of contrasts, "The Brothers" is also a poem of crisis and 

realization. We have seen these two themes, of course, in ―Guilt and Sorrow‖ and 

―The Ruined Cottage.‖ Here the crisis is presented to the brother who comes 

home to realize that home is no more. In a sense, the homecoming brother 

suggests a homecoming father. He is the older, healthier brother who took care 

of his younger brother and then abandoned him, now returning to face the 

destruction he left behind. In his mariner vagrancy, he is like the father in "Guilt 

and Sorrow" destined to face his past and learn its lessons.  
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The poem begins in the humble home of a priest with mother, father, and 

children busy with their evening chores. As they work, the father, eying a 

supposed tourist in the churchyard cemetery, talks idly about the troubles with 

tourists while feeding ―the spindle of his youngest child, / Who turn‘d her large 

round wheel in the open air / With back and forward steps‖286 mirroring the 

back and forth of the past and present that lies ahead in the poem. Like the sailor 

in ―Guilt and Sorrow,‖ the past must be reconciled with the present. And like 

―The Ruined Cottage,‖ lessons must be learned from the past. As such, the Priest 

must needs teach the lesson to the ―tourist‖ he sees walking about the graves in 

the churchyard. This so-called "tourist" is Leonard, a child shepherd turned adult 

mariner now come home from the sea to return to his former profession. He is 

also, according to Juliet Barker, modeled after Wordsworth‘s own mariner 

brother John.287  

Leonard has come home, but failing to remember his childhood haunts in 

Nature, he is quite different from Wordsworth just come home in "Tintern 

Abbey." We learn in the third stanza that Leonard is the son of a shepherd and 

that he has the heart of a shepherd, although he left the family at thirteen to 

become a mariner. Twenty years have passed, though, and he is returned with a 

healthy sum of money determined ―to resume / The life which he liv‘d there‖288 

and to find his long lost brother. Fearing the worst, it seems, he begins his search 

in the churchyard. He is lost, though. While he once was a child of this vale, his 
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memory has failed him, and he is lost, failing to recognize his surroundings 

though they are a part of his childhood.  

This little scene encapsulates the Romantic ideal of the child of Nature 

contrasted with the man who grows apart from it. It is the anxiety of outgrowing 

Nature, of leaving behind what is most precious, and it is what Wordsworth 

feared most. We see it in one of his most famous lines from the Intimations Ode: 

―Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting.‖289 We forget the prenatal paradise we 

came from and have the fearful potential of forgetting our childhood past. What 

Leonard has forgotten here is the heavenly origin of his childhood. Leonard is 

out of tune with the Nature of his childhood. Therefore, he is lost physically and 

spiritually, the only cure for which is community.  

Leonard seeks to reconnect with his childhood community, and the Priest, 

like the Pedlar in "The Ruined Cottage," will be the agent of that connection. 

After a time, the Priest lays his work down and goes to meet the mariner. A 

dialog between Leonard and the Priest ensues. Still trying to get his bearings, 

Leonard asks about the apparently changed countryside, and the Priest tells him 

of two springs that existed at one time: ―Companions for each other…brother 

fountains…one is dead and gone, / The other, left behind, is flowing still.‖290 The 

two springs symbolize Leonard and his deceased brother. Water so often in 

Wordsworth‘s poetry symbolizes connection as we have seen in ―The Ruined 

Cottage,‖ and here it is no different. The Priest, relating the tale of fountains to 
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Leonard, offers the initial moment of connection: man to man and present to past 

with the fountains symbolizing the brotherly connection Leonard once had as a 

child. One fountain is dead, though, symbolizing the deceased brother. 

―The Brothers‖ is indeed a poem of death. In this same stanza, the two 

men stand among the graves while the Priest accuses Leonard (still thinking him 

to be a tourist) of enjoying too much the cliff that during storms kills ―twenty 

score of sheep / To feed the ravens‖ or even a shepherd.291 He accuses Leonard 

of a ―stranger‘s judgment‖292 for thinking that life is all just a simple pastoral 

here. The mountains are rugged and beautiful to look at, but they represent 

death, too. Nature, as Wordsworth knows, is comprised of both Beauty and 

Sublime. Of course, Leonard will soon know better. Representing the 

abandoning father come home, Leonard has no choice but to face the death he 

left in his wake.   

Perhaps ironically, the cemetery is symbolic of the ideal Wordsworthian 

community. Initially, Leonard inquires as to why there are no markers on the 

graves. He accuses the Priest and this community of being ―heedless of the 

past.‖293 The Priest retorts,  

We have no need of names and epitaphs,   
We talk about the dead by our fire-sides. 
 And then for our immortal part, we want 
No symbols, Sir, to tell us that plain tale: 
The thought of death sits easy on the man 
Who has been born and dies among the mountains.294 
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As it should be, the past remains present with this community, again ideal in 

Wordsworth‘s philosophy. Like the vagrant soldier learns in ―Guilt and Sorrow,‖ 

there is no escape from the past. And like the Pedlar  in ―The Ruined Cottage,‖ 

the ideal community keeps the stories alive of those long gone, here keeping the 

community together in perpetuity, keeping the deceased one alive in ―a kind of 

second life,‖295 as Wordsworth does in ―The Brothers‖ for the real Ewbank family 

on which the poem is based. Keeping the past alive is one aspect of 

Wordsworth‘s ideal community. Caring for each other, of course, is another 

aspect of the ideal community. We soon hear of this aspect as the Priest tells 

Leonard of his brother‘s life. 

 We learn with the Priest and Leonard in the cemetery that besides the 

Priest who is father to his children and flock, "The Brothers" contains four fathers 

in a sense, with two fathers in one man. Leonard, as the older caretaker brother, 

represents one father. Then there is the father of the brothers long dead and 

buried. The father who is double father, according to the Priest, lies nearby. He 

was Walter Ewbank, the grandfather of two boys who loved each other: Leonard 

and James. Walter, much like Wordsworth‘s Michael, had lived in the house of 

his inheritance and was a mountain shepherd until he died, ―buffeted with bond, 

/ Interest and mortgages.‖296 The Priest tells Leonard that Walter had been a 

happy man, though, who somehow survived his wife and son, thus taking on the 

task of raising his grandsons alone: 
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 The old Man was a father to the boys, 
 Two fathers in one father: and if tears 
 Shed, when he talk‘d of them where they were not, 
 And haunting from the infirmity of love, 
 Are aught of what makes up a mother‘s heart, 
 This old Man in the day of his old age 
 Was half a mother to them—If you weep, Sir, 
 To hear a stranger talking about strangers, 
 Heaven bless you when you are among your kindred!297 

Like Michael of Wordsworth and Coleridge's Lyrical Ballads and Vaudracour of 

The Prelude, Walter loved with a mother‘s love. This thought rings true with 

Leonard, and the memory of it makes him cry. It is the moment in the poem 

when the past becomes present with Leonard all because of a father‘s love. His 

tears symbolize the connection made. The Priest has done his work even though 

he hardly realizes it because he never recognizes Leonard in the poem. He 

quickly moves to talk about another grave, but Leonard wants to hear more 

about the boys and how they loved the old man.  

 The Priest tells Leonard of his childhood with his brother, and he learns 

that they were true children of Nature. Leonard hears from the Priest that ―from 

their cradles they had liv‘d with Walter, / The only kinsman near them in the 

house.‖298 And the brothers had loved each other, playing together in the fields 

and mountains of their inherited home. Recalling their love, the Priest says, 

―That God who made the great book of the world / Would bless such piety—―299 

―bound each to each,‖300 as it were. They loved each other in familial duty, and 

―Like roe-bucks they went bounding o‘er the hills: / They play‘d like two young 
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ravens on the crags.‖301 They were children of Nature like mountain animals in 

their pure, innate love for the land, souls ―knit to this [their] native soil.‖302 

Wordsworth connects the boys to Nature, creating idyllic bliss that increases the 

severity of Leonard's loss. As we have seen, though, Leonard must be 

reconnected with his past no matter the pain. 

 Leonard was a kind of surrogate father to his younger brother James, and 

as a kind of father, his leaving would cause much destruction. The Priest relates 

that when the brothers' grandfather Walter died, his home, sheep, and land were 

sold. The center was gone. Making matters worse, young Leonard, the Priest 

says, left with an uncle to make money at sea. And young James, Leonard's 

brother, was left behind to be raised by the community: ―If he had one, the Lad 

had twenty homes.‖303 At last, Wordsworth writes of the ideal community, the 

one that cares for its destitute and needy, but as I mentioned before, it is not 

enough, for James was delicate, as the Priest puts it. The Priest says that Leonard 

had looked after him such that there was a dependency in James. And James, 

now void of his big brother and perhaps surrogate father figure now gone, 

developed a practice of sleepwalking, looking for Leonard. The Priest tells 

Leonard that James died. He had napped near a cliff, and the story goes that he 

was sleepwalking while looking for Leonard and fell off the cliff. At last the 

abandoning older brother is reconciled with the misery his leaving caused.  
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 Here the Priest ends his tale, and the two men part with Leonard in 

obvious tears, past connecting to present in one flow down his cheeks. Leonard 

walks to a grove to recollect the Priest‘s words, and indeed, ―his early years / 

Were with him in his heart.‖304 While he had grown up in this beautiful land, he 

can no longer bear it and leaves to the sea again, growing into ―a gray headed 

Mariner.‖305 Again, with their acting father gone, all is gone, and the remaining 

son, once a surrogate father to his feeble brother, becomes a vagrant of sorts on 

the wild, chaotic sea. The ideal community is no match for the loss of father, even 

a surrogate father of sorts. 

 Like the family in "The Ruined Cottage," the family in "The Brothers" 

splits apart when the father leaves, but its fate must be remembered. Even 

though the feeble brother has a grand community to support him, it is not 

enough to protect him somehow, as he sleepwalks off a cliff while searching for 

his mariner brother Leonard, a surrogate father to the sickly boy. In this poem, it 

is now Leonard's task to face the past and find reconciliation representative of 

the suffering father. With the father and grandfather gone, memories of the 

family must live on somehow. There must be a legacy, and being the sole 

survivor of the family and surrogate father to his brother, it is now Leonard's 

duty to take on the task of the deceased father and grandfather and maintain the 

memory, for memory is a primary task of the father seen paradigmatically in the 

Priest. The Priest's family represents the ideal Wordsworthian domestic with all 
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of the family at work in the household. Thus, he also represents the ideal father 

who remembers all of the people in the cemetery without use of gravestones. The 

Priest and his family serve in contrast to the dissolution of Leonard's family. As 

head of this dissolved family, Leonard must do his part, as well, and reconcile 

with his past, maintain the memories, and suffer with his decision of abandoning 

the family.  

 Wordsworth demonstrates that once the father goes, all is lost. In "Guilt 

and Sorrow," the father leaves, and the family is destroyed. The father must be 

reconciled with this destruction. In "The Ruined Cottage," the family has been 

destroyed, and the father is truly gone, but community must now take up the 

banner of memory and tell the story. So, too, must the abandoned family be 

remembered in "The Brothers." The father represents for Wordsworth the center 

of domestic bliss, but the Wordsworthian nuclear family is at best unstable. 

Much is made of Wordsworth‘s love for and connection to his mother, and much 

is certainly made of the disconnect between Wordsworth‘s father and himself. 

This disconnect is perhaps one cause of the anxiety of the abandoning father in 

Wordsworth‘s poetry. He looks to find a true center for the nuclear family, but 

the center is ever so tenuous, like the connection with his own father. And once 

the connection breaks, once the father leaves or dies, the center is gone, and all is 

lost, but the family must be remembered. This is the fate of the abandoning 

father.  
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A Father's Poor Choice and a Daughter in Ruin 

 

 William Wordsworth‘s ―Ruth‖ (1800) is a poem of a lost soul sent 

spiraling from her father's remarriage. David Ferry calls "Ruth" ―[t]he most 

complete parable…of the necessary failure of ordinary human relations….‖306 In 

"Ruth," we find that one decision by a father can set the family into ruin. In 

―Guilt and Sorrow,‖ we have a good man turned bad who leaves his family. In 

―The Ruined Cottage,‖ a father desperate to find a way to support his family 

ironically leaves them. In ―The Brothers,‖ the father and grandfather die, and 

then the older brother, a surrogate father, leaves, and all is lost. In ―Ruth,‖ 

however, the father takes another mate upon the death of his wife, and the 

daughter is devastated and leaves.  

 When Ruth's father remarries, she feels betrayed. Perhaps Ruth‘s father 

could be accused of bad parenting; however, we only have two lines in the poem 

that deal with the father and his taking another mate. At this point,  Ruth takes to 

the woods like Wordsworth‘s Lucy in "She Dwelt among the Untrodden 

Ways."307 Ruth feels abandoned, and at once, all is lost. Chaos is come again, and 

her life is headed for destruction.  

 Leaving her father, Ruth is now at great risk. At seven years old, Ruth 

takes to the woods, ―As if she from her birth had been / an Infant of the 

woods.‖308 Perhaps out of desperation from perceived rejection from her father, 
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she turns to those Parents in Nature: the Sublime and the Beautiful. No parent, 

though, prepares for meeting the one I call the Pretender. Wordsworth describes 

him as ―a Youth from Georgia‘s shore, / A military Casque he wore / With 

splendid feathers drest.‖309 He looks the part of an Indian, but we find out later 

in the poem that he is not. He is a soldier returned from fighting in America. His 

reason for wearing the Cherokee clothing is to make himself more exotic than he 

is and dazzle those around him, namely impressionable girls such as Ruth.  

 Wordsworth further describes the Pretender as fairer than the panther and 

more fabulous than the dolphin. The panther comparison alerts the reader that 

the Pretender could very well be a predator; whereas, the dolphin comparison 

makes him exotic and free-spirited. Like Ruth, he, too, had been a child of 

Nature. Unlike Ruth, though, he had fought in America, and this had bent him 

from the Natural Parenting he had experienced. Violence had ruined him, and 

his nature has become dark and mysterious like the panther to which he is 

compared. Like the dolphin, he is unpredictable and free, which are dangerous 

qualities for a young woman with no familial support.  

 The Pretender captivates Ruth by telling her anything she wants to hear. 

He tantalizes her with stories of exotic America, as he longs to return, but he also 

lures her with ―Dear thoughts about a Father‘s love,‖310 suggesting that he could 

be father to her children. Further, he tells Ruth that children are ―dearer than the 

sun‖311 in America. Thinking of her man becoming a father, that night Ruth 
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sheds a ―solitary tear,‖312 which Wordsworth cleverly isolates in its own line in 

the poem. She has decided to leave with the Pretender. They marry, but as she 

prepares to meet him at the shore to leave for America, the Pretender abandons 

her to be with evil men. Perhaps he had once loved Ruth, but he has become a 

bad seed, and somehow the reader thinks that Ruth is better off without him, 

though not much. 

 Twice abandoned, Ruth goes insane and is housed in a prison for three 

seasons during which time Nature is with her in her mind—even ―a wild brook 

with cheerful knell / Did o‘er the pebbles play‖313 in her cell. She then flees 

physically from the prison and returns to the woods, occasionally begging for 

food at the roadside. The poem ends with a hollow note: the sounding of a 

Christian burial that awaits Ruth when she dies, which accordingly does little 

good for her while alive. It is an odd ending to the poem signifying again the 

complete lack of community. Ruth has no one. She is all alone. The Christian 

burial is the outrage at the end of the poem for the lack of supporting community 

while she is alive. As A. A. Markley notes, ―Nature may be Ruth‘s recourse, but it 

is not a substitute for human community.‖314 She is twice abandoned by those 

who should love her, doubly noting the loss of community in the poem. The first 

cut is the unkindest, though, dealt by the father. Ruth feels neglected and 

betrayed by him, and this sets in motion the ruin that becomes her existence. In 

"Ruth," there is no father to tell her story, and there is no community. Thus, the 
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poem ends on a hollow note. Ruth is still alive at the end of the poem with only a 

Christian burial to look forward to. There is no father, so there is no 

reconciliation as in "Guilt and Sorrow" or "The Brothers."   

 

The Mad Scene 

 

 Wordsworth‘s ―The Mad Mother‖ (1798) is probably the most haunting of 

the Lyrical Ballads. It is a poem about mother and infant, yet the mother is indeed 

clearly insane, and the baby is in severe danger. Again, we have the abandoning 

father, and as in ―Ruth,‖ there is no community to save the poor child. While we 

fear for Ruth leaving her home for the woods at seven years old, fear is 

heightened greatly in ―The Mad Mother.‖ It is the breaking point in more than 

one respect. 

 Perhaps more than any other Wordsworth poem, "The Mad Mother" 

emphasizes the problem of the English poor. The poem famously begins, ―Her 

eyes are wild…‖315 It is written in present tense, which intensifies the fear in the 

reader for this insane mother and her dependent infant, isolated from any 

community. Here another woman has lost her center. And to drive the point 

home to his contemporaries, Wordsworth offers that this is no woman from 

another country; she speaks ―in the English tongue.‖316 Many of Wordsworth's 

poor could exist anywhere, but to make it abundantly clear to his English 
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readers, he gives the mad mother an "English tongue." The abandoned poor is an 

English problem over and over.  

 Wordsworth's mad mother is an isolated, haunting figure. She talks to her 

infant throughout the poem acknowledging at first that she has been labeled by 

others as mad. She appears to confuse the meaning, though, and says that no, 

indeed she is glad. She further tells the little babe, ―I pray thee have no fear of 

me.‖317 It is an odd thing for a mother to say to her own baby. Whether the baby 

has expressed some fear, we do not know. But the mad mother seems to be 

aware that the bay is afraid of her, or perhaps she is aware of the fear her 

madness has inspired in others, which has left her further isolated in England. 

Immediately, though, the reader sees her as a clear threat to the baby that 

depends on her.  

 Inspiring even more fear in the reader, Wordsworth delves into her 

madness. In an odd stanza, she tells the baby that she once had a fire in her brain 

and that she saw three ―fiendish faces‖318 pulling at her breasts. The most logical 

explanations for this illogical image of multiple faces pulling at two breasts are 

either that she imagined her baby as some kind of unholy trinity, or perhaps she 

had triplets, and two of the babies died. Either way, we get no actual explanation 

in the poem. She eventually sees her one son, and this is what brings her 

happiness, especially when he sucks at her breast. She is a woman isolated and 
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disconnected, but this physical attachment and outpouring of nourishment from 

mother to child give her purpose and happiness.  

 Along with her strange visions, we also discover that she puts her baby at 

risk physically. She climbs, holding her baby high ―o‘er the sea-rock‘s edge….‖319 

Mentally, she is clearly unstable. Is she physically unstable, as well? The reader 

fears for the baby that she carries. She at least understands the danger of the cliff 

on some level, but she does not avoid it, which further suggests her insanity. 

Again, she tells her baby not to fear. The reader, though, has no such choice. She 

is a mother gone mad, isolated with her little baby depending entirely on her 

unstable care. 

 In the seventh stanza, the mad mother, in her confusing way, brings up 

the abandoning father. She tells the baby of his father who ―cares not for [her] 

breast.‖320 It is now the baby‘s to have all to himself. Here the mad mother 

confuses sexual and maternal nature—that somehow the baby will enjoy her 

breast doubly. And he should be happy, she tells him, that he is no bastard. She 

is married to the father who has ―gone and far away.‖321 We never hear where 

the father has gone, but she is searching for him, eternally and perhaps vainly 

searching for the center of her sanity at the same time. 

 Now perhaps we may clarify to an extent the third confusing stanza with 

its fiendish faces tugging at her breasts. In the next to last stanza, she is talking to 

the baby about all the things she will teach it, but it stops sucking, and she now 
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envisions that her baby has disappeared and been replaced by something with 

―wicked looks,‖322and then she thinks her baby has now gone mad, as well. Her 

sanity fades in and out as does her perception. When her mother‘s milk no 

longer flows into her babe, she seems to have no more purpose, and she loses 

what little sanity she has. Breast feeding is a physical manifestation of her duty 

to the child, and the tenuous connection she has with the only thing keeping her 

going is lost. 

 The poem ends with the mother encouraging her baby to smile and be 

happy that she knows ―the poisons of the shade,‖323 which further builds fear in 

the reader. Perhaps she knows to avoid them, but perhaps she also knows to use 

them to kill any more fiendish faces. The poem ends with mother and baby 

returning to the woods like other Wordsworthian characters such as Ruth and 

Lucy. With the baby so dependent on this strange mother and with the high 

childhood mortality rates at the time, though, we know that the baby does not 

stand much of a chance.324 The baby has no one else to depend on. The father is 

gone, there is no community, and chaos is all around. There is no community to 

save the two, only those fearful and accusatory of the mad mother. The baby, 

indeed, has little chance as the mother's sanity is gone, and so is the abandoning 

father--both irretrievable in this bleak world.  

 The infant in "The Mad Mother" is worse off even than James, Leonard's 

feeble brother. James's father and grandfather died, and his brother, also 
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surrogate father, left him, but he had a great community to nurture him, the ideal 

Wordsworthian community, but it could not make up for the loss of father. The 

baby in "The Mad Mother" has no father, no community, and only an insane 

mother to care for him. Further, there is no one to tell his story, only a distant, 

unnamed narrator. Being told in present tense, we understand that the narrator 

is there watching, but there will be no communal intervention as in "Simon Lee" 

when the narrator offers to help sever the root. This child's fate has been sealed 

by the abandoning father.  

 

Discommunity and “The Thorn” 

 

 The last poem I wish to deal with in this chapter is Wordsworth‘s ―The 

Thorn‖ (1798) from Lyrical Ballads. It is perhaps Wordsworth‘s most gothic poem 

with voices of the dead and the character of Martha Ray, a kind of ghost 

character that sits atop a hill crying, ―‘Oh misery! oh misery! / ‗Oh woe is me! oh 

misery!‘‖325 It is an experimentation in narration that did not always work as we 

can deduce from Wordsworth‘s adamant comments on the poem that the 

narrator was not him. Indeed ―Geoffrey Hartman regards it as ‗Wordsworth‘s 

most experimental poem‘‖326 with a narrator quite the opposite from 

Wordsworth's own philosophy of community. He is even worse than the 

voyeuristic narrator from "The Mad Mother." Here the narrator revels in the lack 
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of supportive community. He studies the abandoned mother not for the 

purposes of helping her or urging some community support, but for the sole 

purpose of self-amusement. He enjoys her crisis caused by another abandoning 

father.  

In ―The Thorn,‖ we have a woman with a problem and a community that 

would rather gossip and spy than offer help. The gossipy narrator tells us that 

Stephen Hill did not join the military; instead, he left Martha Ray at the altar for 

another woman. Also in doubt is the condition he left her in. Some in the 

community seem to think she was pregnant.327 The narrator of the poem clearly 

suggests that this is true, but again, we do not know what to believe from this 

narrator. Because he is not a respected Wordsworthian narrator who longs for 

community, the narrator in "The Thorn" is not to be trusted. He is subversive, 

telling the tale of Martha Ray as a gossipy neighbor with facts distorted perhaps 

for shock value. 

The gossipy narrator of "The Thorn" spends considerable time dissecting 

the particulars of what he suggests is an infant grave. The first five stanzas of the 

poem describe the thorn: ―a mass of knotted joints, / A wretched thing 

forlorn.‖328 It is the height of a ―two-years‘ child,‖329 and it is covered in mosses 

pulling it down. It has a muddy pond three yards to the left that is carefully 

measured by the annoying narrator as three feet by two feet, and there is a hill of 

moss nearby that measures the size of an infant‘s grave. There is a great deal of 
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measuring being done by this narrator. He presents these measurements as facts 

as if he knows all of the facts about Martha Ray.  He has obviously spent 

considerable time investigating her predicament, but the only facts he has are 

these dubious measurements; the rest is pure gossip, further revealing a diseased 

community, as the Wordsworthian community would not care about these 

measurements. They would care about Martha Ray, instead. They would want to 

help her in her predicament instead of measuring thorns and mounds of dirt.  

Without care, the narrator presents Martha Ray as an isolated, pathetic 

figure. Stanza six introduces Martha Ray who is ―known to every star, / And 

every wind that blows,‖330 but ironically no one in the community really knows 

her. Whether she has cast herself out in mourning or been ostracized for 

intercourse outside of marriage, we do not know. But she sits beside this thorn 

and cries, and the gossipy narrator would like to know why—not so that he can 

help but purely out of morbid curiosity like the Priest‘s tourists in ―The 

Brothers.‖ Further he adds that ―if you see her in her hut, / Then to the spot 

away!‖331 In other words, do not approach her, but go investigate the thorn and 

the mound and the little muddy pond while she isn‘t there. Maybe do some more 

measuring. 

Stanzas eleven through thirteen offer the cause of Martha Ray‘s problem: 

Stephen Hill. On the morning they were to be wed, Stephen Hill chose to marry 

someone else and left her. Six months later, Martha Ray appeared pregnant and 
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insane, often hiking to the little hill. The narrator tells us that Old Farmer 

Simpson suggested to him that she became calm at nine months and knew just 

what to do. The narrator later spreads more rumors that she has either hanged 

the baby or drowned it, but that everyone is for sure that her baby is buried 

there. Alan Liu suggests that outside of begging, infanticide was the only other 

choice for a destitute mother, and it became so morbidly popular that a century 

later, infanticide in England would account for one-fifth of all homicides.332 It is a 

horrible decision a mother should never face, but the narrator of "The Thorn" is 

not interested in Martha Ray's problem as a typical Wordsworthian narrator 

would be. Instead, he delights in mystery and misery. Martha Ray is not a 

suffering individual to him; she is just another juicy story.  

Wordsworth presents in "The Thorn" a narrator who all but refuses 

community. In stanzas seventeen through nineteen the narrator mentions that he 

"climbed the mountain's height"333 one night and saw Martha Ray in her 

standard scarlet cloak, but he did not try to communicate with her. She is less 

than human to this narrator, and he is not interested in community with those he 

considers beneath him. To communicate with her would be to create community 

and to make her less of a legend and more of a real person, and our narrator has 

absolutely no interest in either. We can assume from her isolated penance that 

others in the diseased community feel the same way. The vagrant soldier in 

―Guilt and Sorrow‖ speaks to the angry father beating his son, and community is 
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created. The Pedlar speaks to the Seeker in ―The Ruined Cottage‖ and creates 

community linking past to present. The Priest in ―The Brothers‖ speaks to 

Leonard and does the same. However, no one speaks but the title character in 

―The Mad Mother,‖ and there is no intervention, narrative or otherwise, in 

"Ruth" and ―The Thorn.‖ Martha Ray does not receive communal or even 

narrative help as Simon Lee receives from the narrator in "Simon Lee." She is left 

to suffer on her own. Stephen is gone, and her center has fallen out. She lives the 

life of a ghost, the subject of gossip, and her misery is compounded by a diseased 

community refusing to help, enjoying their own creepy measurements and 

speculations. Her only escape, according to Tim Fulford, is ―vagrancy and 

madness,‖334 the same as the Mad Mother.  

The narrator in ―The Thorn‖ is no helpful Priest from ―The Brothers.‖ 

Unlike the Priest who, regardless of his annoyance with tourists, reaches out to 

the isolated Leonard and makes connections to the past, the narrator in "The 

Thorn" keeps his distance. He is in the presence of misery with the opportunity 

to heal, but he enjoys too much maintaining his distance from Martha Ray. He 

likes keeping her at a sub-human level and using her story to entertain his 

neighbors. While the narrator in "Simon Lee" intervenes and helps the struggling 

subject of the poem, the narrator of "The Thorn" selfishly chooses not to. He is the 

voyeuristic narrator who takes pleasure from a distance and makes community 

impossible. Thus, Martha Ray must suffer in isolation.   



Texas Tech University, Dan Ferguson, May 2011 
 

155 
 

So many of Wordsworth‘s mothers and children are lost to madness or 

death without the father. This dissolution of the family places more importance 

on Wordsworthian patriarchy and the nuclear family, but the existence of the 

nuclear family in Wordsworth's poetry is short-lived if ever present. No 

Wordsworthian family remains intact for long, for the Wordsworthian father of 

this chapter leaves and abandons his family. So often he either struggles and 

does his best to bear up, or he is simply gone, abandoning the family to join a 

war, become a vagrant, or die. Rarely does the nuclear family with father at the 

center stay together in Wordsworthian poetics, and when the father is gone in 

Wordsworth‘s poetry, all is lost. He is the financial and psychological center that 

keeps the family together and ties them to community. In his absence, there is no 

place for a poor woman in England‘s patriarchal society.335   

The father in this chapter is the one who dies or leaves, abandoning his 

family and dooming them to suffer, but when the father survives, he must suffer, 

as well. He must be reconciled with his past as the father in "Guilt and Sorrow." 

And there must be self-recognition in order for him to achieve reconciliation. 

Near the end of Wordsworth's life, this reconciliation meant forgiveness, as the 

vagrant father in the last edition of "Guilt and Sorrow" is forgiven. He comes face 

to face with what he has done to his family, and he is sorry for it. However, 

Leonard in a much earlier poem, "The Brothers," must face his past as an 
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abandoning surrogate father, but there is no forgiveness. He must simply 

maintain the memory of what he has done and live out his life a vagrant mariner.  

When the father never returns or reconciles, the ending can be somewhat 

hollow unless there is a Poet to create community. In "The Ruined Cottage," the 

abandoning father never returns, and the family is ruined. Nature surrounding 

the scene of what once was domestic bliss is in ruins, as well. But there is a Poet 

to tell the story, to remember as the Priest in "The Brothers." The Pedlar is that 

poet who shares the story of Margaret with his friend, the Seeker, and in the 

sharing of the story and the remorse of what has happened to the family, there is 

community, and there are lessons to be learned.  

There is no community when the storyteller is disconnected, however. In 

"Ruth," the narrator simply relates the story and promises a Christian burial for 

her. There is no help; there is no other community. In "The Mad Mother," the 

narrator is a voyeur who simply relates the perils of the infant child who is 

destined to die a senseless death at the hands of a mother who has lost all, 

including her mind, because her husband has gone. There is no community to 

help them. In "The Thorn," the narrator represents a diseased community who 

beyond simply ignoring the mother in peril, studies her and measures things all 

for the purpose of creating gossip. He does not represent the ideal 

Wordsworthian community or the Wordsworthian narrator. He represents the 

community in ruin, cannibalizing a mother who has lost her child possibly by 
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committing infanticide. The community, Wordsworth seems to argue, is as much 

to blame as the abandoning father, for if the father returns as in "Guilt and 

Sorrow" and "The Brothers," there is a possibility of reconciliation. Of if a Poet is 

there to tell the story, lessons can be learned, and community can be created. But 

if the father never returns and community is never created, death is the only 

promise for the abandoned family.   

The next chapter marks a distinct shift in Wordsworth's idea of father. We 

have seen the father as a Sublime creator of the poet, a father who suffers for his 

family, and a father who abandons the family. In the final chapter, we look at the 

father who is a child: Wordsworth's famous child as father of the man. In a large 

sense, it is a change from the father of chapters two and three, but chapter four's 

father hearkens back to the ideas expressed in chapter one. This father is the 

child of great potential who creates and unifies. The child contains knowledge of 

its pre-existence and thus is marvelous and other-worldly. In a sense, this child 

represents ultimate community as it unifies both the living and the dead.   
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Chapter Four  
 

The Child as Father of the Man 
 

 
William Wordsworth wrote ―The Fountain,‖ a poem from Lyrical Ballads 

that incorporates his utopian idea of the child as father of the man years before 

he expressed it in ―My Heart Leaps Up‖ (1807). "The Fountain" is one of the 

Matthew poems about a pupil and instructor out in nature. Matthew is the 

instructor, an older man now contemplating the life he has lived while reposing 

with his young pupil near a fountain. The fountain, as I have discussed, is 

symbolic of connection. Here there are multiple connections: instructor to 

student, old man to young, and past to present (the most important)—all 

working to create the kind of community Wordsworth desired and here 

represented by young student and older teacher.  

The sound of the fountain initiates connection to the past. Matthews says 

to his pupil: 

 My eyes are dim with childish tears, 
 My heart is gladly stirr‘d, 
 For the same sound is in my ears, 
 Which in those days I heard. 
 
 Thus fares it still in our decay: 
 And yet the wiser mind 
 Mourns less for what age takes away 
 Than what it leaves behind.336
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Matthew‘s tears flow like the fountain, connecting past to present. He still has 

the memory of his symbiotic childhood connection to nature; it has not been 

removed by time, but the child itself is long gone. And Wordsworth would echo 

this same connection several years later in ―My Heart Leaps Up.‖ So was it then; 

so may it be now. This is the kind of connection to nature that Wordsworth 

shared when he was a child. He valued it greatly and celebrated it often in his 

poetry, but he also mourned the loss of it in numerous poems. It is the 

connection to nature that created the Wordsworthian idea that the child is father 

of the man. As I have said earlier, Father is the child communing with Nature 

(Beautiful and Sublime) who eventually becomes the poet. This child, however, 

is often too distant for the poet. Thus, much of Wordsworth‘s poetry is about the 

anxiety of losing this child/father. 

 While the genesis of the child as father of the man may have been 

explored briefly in ―The Fountain,‖  ―Tintern Abbey,‖ and the Two-Part Prelude, 

it was central to four poems written around 1802 and published in 1807: ―To the 

Butterfly,‖ ―To the Cuckoo,‖ ―My Heart Leaps Up,‖ and ―Ode: Intimations of 

Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood.‖ These poems will be 

explored first in order to establish the philosophical idea of the child as father of 

the man. Later, we will explore poems where these fatherly children live. 

 We will discover that the child who is father of the man is ―a divinity-

charged existence, [a creature] of connectedness,‖ as John L. Mahoney describes 

in William Wordsworth: A Poetic Life.337 The child embodies Blakean innocence 
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with a celestial pre-knowledge from its heavenly existence before birth. The adult 

has lost this pre-knowledge and cannot understand the child at times, and the 

poet both mourns and admires this pre-knowledge. This child is a wild, rustic 

creature of nature, and according to John Powell Ward, is also ―elusive, and so, 

in a sense, marginal.‖338 The celestial child as father of the man is ephemeral in 

two senses: the child will soon be tamed by its new surroundings on earth, thus 

losing its wild innocence, and Wordsworth, try as he may, cannot always conjure 

the child within himself whenever he wishes. The child as father is a shaper of 

knowledge, a creature of hope and unity, and perhaps surprisingly, it is also not 

gender specific. Wordsworth calls it prophet and philosopher. There is great 

reverence for this child who is father of the man and great anxiety over its 

fleeting nature.  

 

A Fluttering Childhood Memory 

 

 There are two poems by Wordsworth called "To a Butterfly," and both 

were composed within a month of each other in 1802, according to Ernest de 

Selincourt.339 The poem I use here is the earlier of the two beginning, "Stay near 

me...." I use this version because it references the family of Wordsworth's youth 

more fully and presents an initial picture of the type of child who is father of the 

man. In terms of its composition, Mary Moorman says that ―To a Butterfly,‖ 

whose idea came from a discussion with Wordsworth‘s sister Dorothy, began a 



Texas Tech University, Dan Ferguson, May 2011 
 

 

161 
 

series of recollections of childhood, ―not merely of sights and sounds but of the 

whole complex of emotions and mental experiences which these sights and 

sounds awakened.‖340 This earlier "To A Butterfly" better encapsulates the 

complexity of emotions of the children recollected by Wordsworth.  And these 

recollections would forecast the bold statements of ―My Heart Leaps Up.‖  

―To a Butterfly‖ incorporates a most anxious narrator and for good 

reason. The poem begins with the speaker anxiously calling to the butterfly to 

stay awhile for the speaker‘s enjoyment. Beyond enjoyment, though, it is as if the 

speaker needs the existence of the butterfly, for it represents something precious 

to him and something he no longer has. Anxiety is seen not only in the narrator's 

initial imploring of the butterfly, but in the six exclamation points in the first 

stanza alone and also in the image of the butterfly itself, for the Wordsworthian 

speaker tells us that this butterfly contains the entire history of his childhood and 

presents ―A solemn image to my heart, / My father‘s family!‖341 There is so 

much contained in such a small and delicate creature. The butterfly, thus, 

represents the fleeting, ephemeral childhood memory for the Wordsworthian 

narrator. As much as Wordsworth wants the butterfly to stay, so too, does he 

want the fleeting feeling of childhood to remain forever. Thus, the image of the 

butterfly is symbolic of the childhood memory of what fathered the poet—who 

he was then and what he has become now. It flutters in and out seemingly by its 

own whim. It is grand when it comes, but there is much anxiety regarding its 
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staying and even more despair when it leaves, as we will later see in the Great 

Ode.  

 "To a Butterfly" presents the child as father within the fleeting image of 

the butterfly, but the child as father is also seen in the description of the 

Wordsworthian children chasing the butterfly. In the second and last stanza of 

this short poem, Wordsworth recalls the days of his childhood chasing the 

butterfly while his sister, here called Emmeline in the poem, was fearful to 

disturb it. Juliet Barker in her biography of Wordsworth notes that Emmeline in 

the poem paints a close picture of Wordsworth's sister Dorothy who, she says, 

would chase butterflies with her brothers when they were young.342 Thus, the 

Wordsworthian children are at once dashing through nature with no thought as 

to the mortality of things, acting instinctively only, and interacting with even the 

meanest creatures of nature. These are initial, cursory examples of the child who 

is father of the man. The child is whimsical and carefree—as much a creature of 

nature as the butterfly, but the child is also caring and delicate like 

Emmeline/Dorothy. Like the butterfly, however, the child is also ephemeral. 

This child will not last. 
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The Call of the Child 

 

 Another poem that presents us with an initial, brief look at the philosophy 

of the child as father of the man is ―To the Cuckoo,‖ whose call, Moorman says, 

―brought up into consciousness the ‗visionary hours‘ of boyhood….‖343 The 

cuckoo, like the butterfly, is symbolic of the Wordsworthian child. Its call brings 

back memories, and as the butterfly flits in and out, creating great anxiety in the 

narrator of "To a Butterfly," we find in ―To the Cuckoo‖ another fleeting creature 

not easily found, only heard in this case.  

In lines three and four, the Wordsworthian speaker, in apostrophe, asks 

the cuckoo, ―shall I call thee Bird, / Or but a wandering Voice?‖ The creature is 

here and there, fleeting and found, at once a bird and also much more, bringing 

Wordsworth ―a tale / Of visionary hours‖344 –again, that exquisite, magical time 

of childhood. In the fourth quatrain, the cuckoo is ―No bird, but an invisible 

thing, / A voice, a mystery.‖345 Moorman suggests that the names Wordsworth 

gives the creature make it seem otherworldly, ―a herald from the spiritual 

world.‖346 It incorporates qualities of the Sublime, and as representative of the 

spiritual world, it represents the pre-existent child seen in the Intimations Ode. 

Like the butterfly, a concordance to his childhood, the cuckoo is much more than 

itself. It is a link to the magical time of childhood.  

 The bird is ephemeral like the child, as well. In the sixth quatrain, the bird 

is ―a hope, a love; / Still longed for, never seen.‖347 It is so ephemeral that it is 
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even difficult to name. It is symbolic of the child Wordsworth wants to recapture, 

the lost father of the man. It is the hope for the future: the child who will 

eventually create the poet and at the same time, the memory that will hopefully 

last. It is the love reciprocated by Nature. It is a creature from ―[t]hat golden 

time‖348 and now at home in ―[a]n unsubstantial, faery place.‖349 It is a creature 

of past and present, like Wordsworth‘s memories of childhood: otherworldly, 

flighty, only as permanent as the memory it sparks.  

 Both "To a Butterfly " and "To the Cuckoo" present simple creatures of 

Nature that symbolize the child who is father of the man, as we shall see later in 

the Intimations Ode. The creatures are small and seemingly insignificant. They 

are simple and often overlooked. Yet they contain an otherworldly kind of magic 

that Wordsworth is fascinated by. Wordsworth longs to capture the creatures 

and keep them forever, but they are just as elusive as the child who will grow up 

and lose the magic of its pre-being. Both of these creatures serve as symbols for 

Wordsworth that he will process and build into his idea of the child as he works 

toward the concept presented in the Intimations Ode.  

 

Antechamber to the Great Ode 

 

 The poem that announces in earnest one of Wordsworth‘s greatest works 

and is on its own a magnificent little piece is ―My Heart Leaps Up.‖ Referred to 

by some as the Rainbow poem, it is a short poem of nine lines with several 
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grandiose statements, one of which being the subject of this chapter. John 

Worthen notes that the poem sums up what both ―To a Butterfly‖ and ―To the 

Cuckoo‖ say, ―but it also trie[s] to see the positive side of what [Wordsworth] 

examined tragically in ―To H. C.‖350 (1807), a poem to be discussed later. "My 

Heart Leaps Up" affirms the importance of the child's appreciation for nature 

and demands that the speaker continue to see as a child. The short, but profound 

poem reads: 

  My heart leaps up when I behold 
   A rainbow in the sky: 
  So was it when my life began; 
  So is it now I am a man;  
  So be it when I shall grow old, 
   Or let me die! 
  The Child is father of the Man; 
  And I could wish my days to be 
  Bound each to each by natural piety.351 

 "My Heart Leaps Up" makes a bold statement, yet it still manages a little 

uncertainty. David Ferry notes that the poem begins on a rather positive note, 

ends with some uncertainty, and encompasses much of Wordsworth‘s feelings 

about childhood,352 an amazing feat for such a short poem. The first few lines 

announce the connecting symbol—this time, the rainbow. Like Wordsworth‘s 

butterfly and cuckoo, the rainbow moves Wordsworth in adult life to reconnect 

with his childhood, and it is of so much importance to him that he pledges to die 

if he later sees the rainbow and fails to feel this way, making the connection to 

childhood. With such a strong statement, however, one wonders if Wordsworth 

were preaching to himself as much as anyone else—reaffirming in his own mind 
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what must be maintained in order to keep his poetic spirit of thought. The 

closing of the poem answers this question, as Ferry notes, with an anxiety of 

uncertainty.  

 Piety is perhaps the key to this short but profound poem. Wordsworth 

states rather factually that ―The Child is father of the Man‖; however, he can only 

wish for the continuity of feeling of natural piety, which Harold Bloom says is 

defined by the statement: ―The Child is father of the Man.‖353 Piety is the awe he 

felt for nature as a child now turned to reverence and love for his fellow man, or 

as Michael H. Friedman puts it, the ―state in which it may be presumed that 

egoism and aggressiveness have been subdued.‖354 Friedman contradicts what 

we usually associate with Wordsworth in his manly egoism subdued, which is 

possibly why there is so much anxiety at the end of the poem. It is a grand wish 

to remain childlike in appreciation of nature and not to be jaded by the everyday 

conformity of feelings, much less overcome by a growing ego resulting from his 

burgeoning reputation as an important poet. As well, Wordsworth was about to 

marry and bring much more responsibility to his shoulders with the start of a 

family. To remain childlike under these circumstances would be, at the very 

least, difficult. Friedman suggests further that this poem announces the need for 

a new kind of community: ―This community would have to be congruent with 

the dictates of the covenant [of binding natural piety]. It would have to damp 

egoistic effective power and stress mutually reflexive bonds.‖355 This is the kind 

of community where the poor are cared for, where there is reverence and respect 
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for every human being. It is the argument of the Lyrical Ballads and of much 

Romantic poetry. The problem with Friedman‘s assertion is that the wish in the 

poem is only for the Wordsworthian speaker to maintain natural piety, which, of 

course, is symptomatic of the egoism Friedman argues should be subdued. Thus, 

while the poem makes bold statements, there is a problem with reconciliation, 

which calls for a much deeper study in a larger work, the Great Ode. 

  

The Celestial Child in the Great Ode 

 

The child is always central to Wordsworth and never more important than 

the child in the Intimations Ode. John Worthen suggests, ―One of Wordsworth‘s 

constant endeavors was to locate the child within himself.‖356 This endeavor is 

perhaps the genesis of the Great Ode; certainly it is the great anxiety within it. 

Wordsworth began ―Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early 

Childhood‖ in 1802, around the same time as ―To a Butterfly,‖ ―To the Cuckoo,‖ 

and ―My Heart Leaps Up.‖ Unlike the shorter poems, however, he did not finish 

it until a few years later. John Powell Ward, in his article ―Wordsworth‘s Eldest 

Son: John Wordsworth and the Intimations Ode,‖ suggests that one possible 

reason is the birth of Wordsworth‘s first child in 1803 who did not seem to live 

up to Wordsworth‘s grandiose ideas of the child.357 John was a good child, 

according to Ward, but he did not have the sensitivities and intelligence that 

Wordsworth prized in a child. Thus, Ward and others suggest that the child in 
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the Intimations Ode is fashioned after Hartley Coleridge, son of Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge.  

Hartley was six years-old when Wordsworth began the poem and 

exhibited Wordsworth's ideals of the child-poet. Worthen says that Hartley was 

precocious, imaginative, articulate, fanciful, and a bit wild.358 Wordsworth was 

simply fascinated by him; however, there also seems to be some anxiety in 

Wordsworth's regarding Coleridge's son as witnessed in the poem, "To H.C.," 

Wordsworth's poem about Hartley. We have already seen the anxiety of the 

fleeting child/father where in three poems from the year before Wordsworth 

attempts to recapture the child only to have it slip from his fingers, and "To H.C." 

presents just such an ephemeral figure. The anxiety of the lost child would take 

some time to resolve. The butterfly will not stay, the cuckoo he cannot even see, 

and he can only wish to maintain necessary natural piety. Wordsworth had been 

dealing with these issues well before his first son‘s birth and would turn to them 

again in the Intimations Ode. 

 The mood of the Intimations Ode reflects Wordsworth's anxiety of losing 

the ephemeral child within. John L. Mahoney says that the Intimations Ode is ―in 

a sense a map of the inner life with shadowy boundaries rendered by a poetic 

cartographer, shadings of loss and gain, sadness and joy, despair and hope.‖359 

The terrain of the mind is indeed treacherous as Wordsworth looks for answers 

to the deepest of questions. It is as if his existence depends on finding the 

answer. What makes the poem great is Wordsworth‘s vulnerability revealed in 
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the poem. Like ―My Heart Leaps Up,‖ but even more so, there is much anxiety 

and a range of emotions in the search for answers. At once, there is a dreariness 

in the poem as Wordsworth recalls the lost vision in verse after verse. All of the 

glory that the child experienced is gone, but the poem ends somehow 

triumphantly as the speaker clings to the memory of childhood vision. As the 

speaker still appreciates nature, there is hope. The child-like appreciation for 

nature is still there.   

 In the Intimations Ode, Wordsworth looks to harness the imaginative 

powers of the child. The poem indeed begins with an epigraph from ―My Heart 

Leaps Up,‖ written the day before Wordsworth started the Intimations Ode. 

Significantly, the epigraph starts with the line, ―The Child is father of the 

Man.‖360 Harold Bloom says that the Intimations Ode is about ―separateness and 

consequent mortality, and about the imaginative power that can bridge that 

separateness and so intimate an immortality that is, in turn, just and only ‗primal 

sympathy‘ of one human with another.‖361 Beyond this imaginative power, 

though, is the child. That is the true source. The separation of which Bloom 

speaks, of course, is from the Child: the wild, elusive father of the poet, with 

reconnection to his reestablishing the poet. Lionel Trilling successfully argues 

that critics are wrong to suggest that the poem is about the loss of Wordsworth‘s 

poetic power.362 As Bloom says, the ode is about the imaginative power that 

regains what is lost at least in terms of connecting to the child and then 

connecting with others in what Wordsworth calls ―primal sympathy.‖ All must 
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begin with the Child who fathers the Man just as ―Nature fathers Imagination‖363 

through the Sublime and Beautiful. 

 Wordsworth begins the poem with the child and recounts what has since 

been lost. He says: 

  There was a time when meadow, grove, and stream, 
  The earth, and every common sight, 
    To me did seem 
   Apparelled in celestial light, 
  The glory and the freshness of a dream.364 

The time he speaks of is that of the young boy fresh from a heavenly pre-

existence. This pre-existence bathes everything in nature in a dream-like light, 

but by the end of the first stanza, it is gone as the child has grown up. 

Wordsworth recounts images he loves from nature in the second stanza: the 

Rainbow, the Rose, and the Moon (Wordsworth‘s capitals). He enjoys all, but a 

glory has gone, he says. Even the Rainbow from the epigraphic fragment of ―My 

Heart Leaps Up‖ has disappeared. Indeed, the Intimations Ode begins with a 

great crisis of loss going back to that ephemeral nature of the child. Its innocence 

and power cannot last in this world, and so much is lost with it. 

 The third stanza has puzzled many critics, for just as Wordsworth says 

that the glory has gone, a ―timely utterance‖365 has restored him. Mary Moorman 

insists that the utterance must be ―My Heart Leaps Up,‖366 Wordsworth‘s own 

utterance, for in the short but powerful poem he regains his child-like love of 

Nature. Trilling suggests that it is ―The Leech-Gatherer.‖ Others would suggest it 

was Dorothy from her comments that sparked the first of this set of poems: ―To a 
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Butterfly.‖For the butterfly brought Wordsworth right back to his childhood and 

even became a symbol of its delicate, ephemeral nature. It could just as well have 

been something Hartley Coleridge said as odd a little fellow he seems to have 

been.367 As well, later in the same stanza a ―Child of Joy‖ appears shouting 

around the speaker, and the speaker calls for the shouting shepherd boy to 

continue. It could be a generic shepherd boy, or again it could be Hartley who 

had the poetic sensitivities that little John did not.   

Possibly the crucial utterance was something from the Sublime as the next 

few lines of the poem recount that great mystery in Nature: a boisterous cataract 

billowing over a cliff, voluminous echoes in the mountains, and wild winds 

sweeping through the ―fields of sleep.‖368 Indeed, much of the poem presents the 

feeling of the poet in Sublime reflection. The mood for at least the first half of the 

poem is morose and melancholy. Possibly, though, the "timely utterance" is the 

call from all ―blessed Creatures‖369 to each other in the same puzzling stanza. 

And in fact, the poem is indeed about connection and reconnection, a call from 

the present to reconnect with the past belonging to the child. The Intimations 

Ode is so internal; thus, we cannot know for sure the origin of the ―timely 

utterance.‖ Regardless, the crucial utterance restores the Wordsworth narrator 

but only briefly, for the conclusion to the stanza offers this refrain: ―Whither is 

fled the visionary gleam? / Where is it now, the glory and the dream?‖370 The 

poem would end on this note for two years as Wordsworth surely struggled for 

the answer. 
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As we discovered in the Two-Part  Prelude, when Wordsworth looks for 

his source, he eventually turns to the blessed babe. Wordsworth returned to the 

poem in 1804, a year after his first son John was born, beginning the fifth stanza 

with ―Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting.‖371 This sleep and forgetting 

presents the notion of Romantic pre-existence in which the child has come from 

heaven ―trailing clouds of glory‖372 as it arrives on the earth. The baby brings 

with it its own sense of knowledge that is gradually stripped away by the 

―prison-house‖373 of earth. But the child, ―Nature‘s Priest,‖374 retains the celestial 

light it was born with for a time until humankind destroys it with enculturation 

and indoctrination. It is not Nature that strips this light from the youth. It is 

simply life and as Trilling puts it, growing up.  

The narrator then turns to the child at play, presenting the child as the 

great imitator. Stanza seven begins, ―Behold the Child among his new-born 

blisses, / A six years‘ Darling of a pigmy size!‖375 Note that Hartley was 

approximately this age when Wordsworth returned to the poem in 1804. And the 

little boy is embraced in the poem by the light of his father‘s eyes, a fitting 

description of Coleridge‘s love for his son. The child shapes those things 

surrounding him as he pleases, filling his own stage with endless imitation. In 

other words, this world is other to him, so he imitates to belong, and perhaps 

negatively, to conform. Nevertheless, there is a fondness in this stanza for the 

child, and the negative idea of conformity is downplayed, for the child's light 

brightens the speaker, bringing hope in the poem.   
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The speaker continues to heap praises on the little being from heaven. The 

eighth stanza reveres the child as ―Thou best Philosopher,…Mighty prophet! 

Seer blest!...a Master o‘er a Slave, / A Presence which is not to be put by.‖376 

Worthen says that the child ―is not just father of the man: he is grandfather, 

great-uncle, superior being, close to God, closer still to Nature. But the poem also 

sees the child as perfectly ordinary, simply optimistic, not worrying about 

death….‖377 The child is one in the poem who sees the grave as just a lonely bed, 

foreshadowed by the child in ―We Are Seven‖ who sees her deceased siblings as 

still part of the family and not severed by death. All is light with the child; 

however, he will soon, according to the speaker, have the weight and custom of 

the world upon him. And we see that his imitation from stanza seven, while 

adorable as a little fellow, is seen by the Wordsworthian narrator as something 

that will indeed turn negative. The yoke of custom and conformity upon the 

child is ―Heavy as frost, and deep almost as life!‖378 This line hearkens the death 

by exposure Wordsworth‘s father suffered, yet it does contain some hope in the 

qualifier almost. Still, negativity is present in the poem, and the Wordsworthian 

speaker has not found his way out of it entirely. He will soon, though. This hope 

is further rooted in stanza nine. 

The hope in the poem is the memory of childhood connection. As I noted 

before, it is what connects the Man now to his Child/father. The ninth stanza is 

paradoxically joyous in recalling ―past years… [which] breed / Perpetual 

benediction‖379 not for the ―[d]elight and liberty‖380 of the child, but for what 
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leaves the child when he becomes a man: ―[h]igh instincts‖381 that saw no mortal 

boundaries. He mourns the loss of the youthful feeling of immortality, yet he is 

joyful for the memory of it, which he says, is the ―fountain-light of all our day, / 

[and] …master-light of all our seeing.‖382 Wordsworth here combines two of his 

most powerful images: water and light in order to underscore the importance of 

memory. Water, as we have already seen, is the image of connection. Light is the 

image of power beginning the stanza in mere embers yet building to a full flame 

that offers ―truths that wake, / To perish never….‖383 Trilling suggests, 

―whenever [Wordsworth] has a moment of insight or happiness, [he] talks about 

it in the language of light.‖384 Indeed here is a moment of extreme joy. The poet 

has found his connection to the powerful child, and nothing can sever it. The 

speaker says that our souls know the connection to pre-existence, and we can 

hear ―the mighty waters rolling evermore.‖385 Fittingly, Wordsworth ends the 

stanza with his connecting image--water that is powerful and ever flowing. 

The poem continues the newfound joy in the tenth stanza and thus 

continues the connection theme now to all nature‘s creatures in song as the 

speaker joins ―in thought.‖386 He adds that while ―nothing can bring back the 

hour / Of splendour in the grass, of glory in the flower,‖387 the speaker will find 

strength in memory and now ―primal sympathy,‖388 his connection to nature and 

humankind. If the magic of childhood connection to everything happened once, 

the poem argues, it can happen again, springing forth from human suffering 

which inspires communal connection: the necessary piety of "My Heart Leaps 
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Up." We see this most deeply in the character of the Pedlar in ―The Ruined 

Cottage‖ as well as in many of the Lyrical Ballads where human suffering argues 

for connection, for community. Wordsworth continues in the last stanza that 

nothing should sever the connection to loved ones. He gives thanks for the 

human heart that loves nature and loves humankind—even the meanest of 

flowers and the humblest of England‘s poor.   

For Wordsworth, community was his chance at regaining childhood 

connection with nature, and the father of this thought, was, of course, the child: a 

being that he saw as boundless, instinctive, celestial, and otherworldly 

intelligent. The poem argues that the child comes into the world boundless, and 

then limits are forced on him, and he conforms. But the imaginative mind can 

recall the boundless child before conformity. These memories argue to 

Wordsworth that once he saw no boundaries such as poverty, and he can 

reconnect with those beings around him: all the scary, marginal figures of Lyrical 

Ballads roaming England‘s paths in animalistic vagrancy. The child allows him to 

connect with even the meanest of creatures. The legacy of the Child fathers his 

connection to Humankind. 

Thus far, we have seen childhood as fleeting and mysterious, a founder of 

what is to come. The Wordsworthian child is a creature of hope. As well, he is a 

celestial philosopher. He is an instinctive shaper of things, a prophet with pre-

knowledge. All of these characteristics comprise Wordsworth‘s philosophy of the 

―Child as father of the Man.‖ Wordsworth also turned his philosophy into 
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practice in poems from the Lyrical Ballads as well as later poems revealing the 

paradigmatic child. Of course, as he fashioned bits of the Intimations Ode about 

Hartley Coleridge, the poem ―To H. C.‖ should shed more light on the child as 

father. Wordsworth wrote a few poems about his own children, namely 

Catharine and Dora, the latter to receive the lion‘s share of the praise. As we will 

see, he found her to be a fountain of inspiration, his own wild little woodland 

sprite.  

 

Hartley as Delicate as a Dew Drop 

 

 The first poem that reveals the philosophy of the child/father in practice is 

―To H. C.‖ It was written in 1802, the same time as the other poems we have 

discussed thus far and in fact just two days before ―My Heart Leaps Up,‖ 

according to John Worthen. He asserts that the poem functions as a kind of pre-

epitaph for Hartley, as he was destined to live a very difficult life as the poem 

suggests, winding up eventually as a vagrant alcoholic.389 Indeed, he began with 

so much promise. Coleridge doted on him when he was a child, and 

Wordsworth was clearly struck by his uniqueness. Little Hartley was a fanciful 

creature who was extremely intelligent and lively. He seemed to Wordsworth 

barely a being of this earth, and as we see in the poem, his existence appears just 

as ephemeral as the child who is father of the man.  
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 The first stanza reveres the little boy as a ―faery voyager‖390 come from 

afar and speaking in ways that earth‘s people hardly understand. He appears to 

have the pre-knowledge of the child/father in the Intimations Ode like a 

misunderstood prophet/philosopher, as he brings "fancies from afar."391 

Wordsworth then describes the child as floating above water in ―a stream clear 

as sky, / Where earth and heaven do make one imagery….‖392 Fittingly, 

Wordsworth uses water to show the connection of heaven and earth all made 

possible by Hartley, the child/father. He is, as the Intimations Ode describes, a 

shaper of things, the great reconciler creating his own world and knowledge, and 

merging the elements as he pleases. He is a unifier and a ―blessed vision… [so] 

exquisitely wild‖393 that Wordsworth fears for the child‘s future. Because he is so 

unique, he seems to be of this world and not. His existence is therefore fragile. 

This world of Wordsworth's with its broken families and beggars will swallow 

him up. As well, we must look to his father, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who was 

unhappy in his marriage, often away, and suffered health problems that led to an 

opium addiction. Children in Wordsworth's time, as we have seen, lived a 

tenuous existence, and if the father is central to the nuclear family, Hartley, with 

all his sensitivities and living in a family with some instability, was in great peril.   

 The second and last stanza spells only more doom for the child. 

Wordsworth envisions pain and grief for Hartley and wonders how will the 

child handle it. If he is like his father, and it appears that he is, little Hartley is 

headed for trouble, for if it is pain, will there be opium? If it is grief, will there be 
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fits of depression? His only hope is that Nature will somehow grant him the 

heart of a young lamb and that the heart will keep him young, for he is not suited 

for all the pain of this world. But if he has the "young lamb's heart among the 

full-grown flocks,"394 will it really sustain him, and if so, how? The poem does 

not say except to suggest that Hartley will still be out of place. Wordsworth 

imbues Hartley with the fleeting existence of the child/father. Hauntingly, the 

poet says, ―What has thou to do with sorrow, / Or the injuries of tomorrow?‖395 

The young lad still retains so much of his pre-existence that he is perhaps too 

wild for this earth. He is such a child of his pre-existence that there seems to be 

no future in him, no tomorrow. And if he is the poet-child destined to become a 

great poet like his father or Wordsworth, will he be able to discover the 

sustaining ―timely utterance‖ that Wordsworth would find in the Intimations 

Ode? If not, he may very well be doomed.  

 The poem ends by describing Hartley as a dew drop brought by the 

morning of another world and too delicate to bear much of this earthly world for 

very long. Wordsworth again uses water to show the connection the child has 

with his pre-existence, but once that connection fades, once the dew drop melts 

into the grass, little Hartley will be no more. He is ―A gem that glitters while [he] 

lives,‖396 but at any moment and by the touch of anything, he can disappear as 

only so much water that once connected heaven and earth in the previous stanza. 

He represents that delicate, ephemeral childhood of Wordsworth‘s anxiety, 

perhaps made more delicate by his exquisite wildness to be appreciated, for sure, 
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while he is still that Child who is father of the Man. However,  like the child of 

Wordsworth's Intimations Ode, his existence cannot be sustained. Thus on two 

levels, little Hartley is in trouble. On the one hand, he is the child of a man who is 

hardly stable. As well, his sensitivities present him as the child-poet who thrives 

in his current state, glowing as a gem, but the child in him will not last, and what 

will happen then? In a sense, he is a child doubly cursed, and as a mirror of 

Wordsworth's former self, he can only be appreciated for what he is now and 

mourned for what he will become. 

 In Wordsworth's philosophy of the child as father of the man, the child he 

was, was great, but as he grows older, his fear is that the adult he becomes is less. 

As much as he tries to avoid it in the Intimations Ode, his philosophy cannot 

avoid the idea of loss, of becoming less than what he was. This is the anxiety seen 

whenever Wordsworth describes this child who is father of the man. It is the 

same anxiety of the narrator in "To a Butterfly," and it is the uncertainty in the 

boldness of "My Heart Leaps Up." Greater still, it must be the anxiety feeding the 

ego that created the Prelude, writing the existence of the poet and his greatness. 

Somehow if the child indeed was great, can what he create be even greater? It is a 

circular problem that creates the tension in the Intimations Ode and "Tintern 

Abbey," for the child, great as he was, is indeed ephemeral. 
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Catharine the Great 

 

 Perhaps the most surprising aspect of Wordsworth‘s child/father is that it 

is not gender specific. For Wordsworth, as manly and perhaps chauvinistic as he 

was, the child was the Child, no matter the gender. Certainly, Wordsworth 

preferred the nuclear family with the man as head of the household, and scholars 

have discussed his disdain for ‗womanly novels,‘ but his poetry—early and 

late—reveals that the favored, celestial child could just as easily be boy or girl as 

can be seen in some of the poems to his daughters, Catharine and Dora, as well 

as in a poem to his grandchildren and in the much anthologized ―We Are Seven‖ 

(1798). 

 Wordsworth's daughter Catharine is the subject of one of his poems about 

the favored child of Nature. ―Characteristics of a Child Three Years Old‖ (1815) 

was written about his daughter Catharine who would tragically die just one year 

after its composition. Wordsworth describes her in the poem as loving, wild, and 

innocent—specifically the latter two adjectives characteristic of the child as father 

of the man. He offers in the short poem a brief glimpse of her at play, and we see 

a child that entertains herself well whether with others or alone, a trait favored 

by any tired parent. He compares her to a fire that burns as brightly alone or 

whether someone watches it, and he suggests that she is captivating to behold. 

She prefers solitude, as well, which, of course, is something Wordsworth himself 
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appreciated. Up to this point, Wordsworth describes her as any parent might 

describe a child; however, there is more to Catharine who is wild and innocent. 

 Wordsworth draws two more comparisons to Nature in his poem about 

Catharine. First, she is compared to a fire burning brightly, but then he goes on 

to compare her to a fawn, moving along silently and unexpectedly. She is that 

favored child of Nature who is quick, unexpected, and ephemeral. We have seen 

Wordsworth use the image of the butterfly. In this case, the fawn is similar 

because it presents the same innocence and delicateness, representing the child 

who will not last. Wordsworth also compares Catharine to a ―soft breeze ruffling 

the meadow-flowers / Or…a placid lake.‖397 Here Wordsworth again uses his 

primary image of connection, water. Gently, the child stirs the water, causing 

ripples of her presence to move across the lake; however, the ripples from this 

breeze will soon end. The child is like a fawn or quiet breeze over the lake; she is 

connected to Nature in her own quiet way. She is wild, innocent, and Nature‘s 

daughter, just like the Child who is father of the Man. Unfortunately, she is just 

as fleeting though Wordsworth did not know just how much so at the time. 

 

Dora 

 

 Like the wild fawn or uncontrollable breeze in "Characteristics of a Child 

Three Years Old," Wordsworth's daughter Dora was wild and wayward. 
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Wordsworth was very close to his daughter Dora, born in 1804. Subsequently, 

there are quite a few poems written about her (certainly much more than his 

other children), and she even replaced his ailing sister Dorothy (her namesake) as 

his amanuensis. Judith W. Page describes her as the wild and wayward one in 

her youth.398 In three excerpts of letters from Dorothy to Jane Marshall, Lady 

Beaumont, and Catherine Clarkson, Dorothy presents little Dora as clever, lively, 

obstinate, unmanageable, and wayward in her imagination.  No doubt 

Wordsworth saw some of his own childhood in her as Philip Shaw suggests that 

she is much like the youth of the Prelude,399 especially in terms of her 

waywardness, imagination, and fondness for nature. And Wordsworth 

perceived the poetic, celestial spirit in her as early as in her first year, as we will 

see in two poems written the same year she was born: "The Kitten and Falling 

Leaves" (1807) and "Address to My Infant Daughter, Dora" (1815). Both of these 

poems describe Dora as the Child who is father of the Man, and both were 

written in 1804, the year of Dora's birth. 

 The first poem, "The Kitten and Falling Leaves," presents a simple scene 

described exotically. The poem appears straightforward; however, its message is 

complex. The first stanza presents the picture of a kitten chasing falling leaves. It 

is a scene on the wall perhaps in the children's room, and Wordsworth describes 

it while holding his baby Dora. It is a "baby-show,"400 and Wordsworth does his 

best to see it perhaps as the child would. The leaves fall, he says, as if they are 

driven by fairies from another world, perhaps the prenatal, celestial world of the 
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newborn infant, as each element of the simple scene is described as otherworldly. 

The kitten is then compared to a tiger in exotic fierceness, attacking the fairy-

driven leaves at every turn. The kitten is also compared to an Indian conjurer, 

playing not to the watching crowd, but for his own desires. All three images, the 

fairy-driven leaves and the kitten as tiger and Indian conjurer, present the scene 

as if it might be imagined by a poet-child. Wordsworth reveals the picture as a 

child might see it, and he seems to take particular joy in being able to see it as a 

child would—however, not quite. As he reflects on the scene and contemplates 

the wondrous effect it has on Dora, he says, 

  Yes, the sight so stirs and charms 
  Thee, Baby, laughing in my arms, 
  That almost I could repine 
  That your transports are not mine….401 

He realizes that she has that pre-existent spirit of the child/father in her that she 

can appreciate nature‘s forms different than he, and he mourns the loss of 

childhood in himself and also the child that will slip away from the baby he now 

holds. She, too, will grow old. 

 In one stanza, Wordsworth describes the unusual silence of Nature. All is 

at rest, and he is not sure why. Everything is silent and hidden. The show, it 

seems, is over. He wonders where the blue jay has gone: the "[l]ithest, gaudiest 

Harlequin! / Prettiest tumbler ever seen!"402 He is gone, and so has the lamb who 

will soon outgrow its youth, sobering into adulthood. Here is perhaps a key to 

the quiet scene Wordsworth presents. The quiet in nature symbolizes the child's 
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growing into adulthood. Now Wordsworth holds baby Dora in his arms, but she 

will grow old, and the light of her youth will fade just as all the creatures of the 

forest have grown silent. What will sustain her? What will sustain him? 

 Wordsworth vows in the poem to maintain youth somehow. He takes 

comfort from his own description of the kitten and the exotic exploits he 

imagines for it. If he can maintain youthful imagination, he can maintain the 

thought of the child. He vows that even though he may grow old, he will 

"gambol with Life's falling Leaf."403 He will maintain his youthful imagination. 

Thus, the child Dora represents what Wordsworth once was: that blessed babe 

whose imagination in nature ran wild. She is the child who is father of the man; 

she has the connection to nature he desires. Dora represents the hope for 

Wordsworth that nature will not remain silent to him--that he will find his 

youthful senses that were so in tune with nature and maintain them as he grows 

old. Little Dora, however, has only to listen, for she comes with the prenatal, 

natural power that has weakened and fades in Wordsworth lest he pour himself 

into channeling the child. That kind of power is like the butterfly and the cuckoo. 

It is as ephemeral as the child who is father of the man. 

 The second poem to Dora further reveals her as that celestial child who is 

father of the man. In ―Address to My Infant Daughter, Dora,‖ Wordsworth 

celebrates the celestial child/father in her and calls her  

one life of that bright star, 
  The second glory of the Heavens…; 
  Already hast survived that great decay, 
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  That transformation through the wide earth felt, 
  And by all nations….404 

Again, he describes the pre-existence she has come from, and as Trilling has 

reminded us, Wordsworth again uses the image of light to reflect his utter joy. 

She is as celestial as the child in the Intimations Ode, coming from God through 

the sleep and forgetting. She is like the moon who passes through its phases, and 

she has just survived the first one, yet Wordsworth knows that the pre-existence 

is already fading in her. Wordsworth is incredulous that she has survived the 

first phase of her life in this first month, and there is some anxiety as to what lies 

in store for her, for Wordsworth has lost children before and knows the tiny 

thread of life to which they cling. Her existence, like the child who is father of the 

man, is fragile.  

  Wordsworth then ponders the mortality of the child and considers her 

one month of life in comparison with ―heaven‘s eternal year.‖405 He considers 

were she to have been born of an Indian on the plains out in the harshness of 

nature and how she might have only lived one short, human month. Her 

existence is as ephemeral as the butterfly or the cuckoo. We have seen this 

anxiety over the child before. There is almost a need in Wordsworth for her to 

live, for not only, of course, does he love his daughter, but she is just passing into 

that wonderful time of childhood, and there is hope that she will enjoy it just as 

he did. But the moon to which she is compared will continue to move through its 
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phases. There will be no end; however, little Dora's life is so much shorter and 

finite. She is precious to him for many reasons.  

 Next, Wordsworth considers how the child will be loved. Judith Page 

suggests that he offers to love her as Michael, the old shepherd from the Lyrical 

Ballads who loved his Luke with all his heart, feeling ―the need to nurture, to 

provide ‗female service‘‖….406 And as he does so, Wordsworth finds a 

connection in the poem:  

parallels have risen,   
Resemblances, or contrasts, that connect,   
Within the region of a father‘s thoughts, 
Thee and thy mate and sister of the sky.407 

She, a child/father and thus shaper of things, has unified the male and female in 

Wordsworth, and he has obviously made the connection to his child as father of 

the man, and thus he makes another connection. He continues to compare her 

life to the moon as she moves ―sinless…[in] silver purity….‖408 They each cheer 

those who witness their brightness. And Wordsworth in line 58 suggests that she 

has a foreknowledge of her task to live, unlike the moon, but one short life 

without cycle, another trait of the child/father who possesses otherworldly 

knowledge but lives an ephemeral existence. Little Dora smiles in the poem, and 

Wordsworth‘s brief despair is gone. Her smile is ―like the beams of dawn….‖409 

It is natural, powerful, and brightens the world. He ends this powerful poem by 

stating that surely she will have joy, ―her holiest language, …and Reason‘s 

godlike Power…,‖410 the Beautiful and Sublime in one being.   
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 In "Address to My Infant Daughter, Dora," Wordsworth describes the 

child who is father of the man. She is a unifier, bridging her pre-existence with 

the earthly world around her. She is ephemeral, meek, and so mysterious that he 

compares her to the moon that rises in its distant, perpetual phases. And as we 

have seen before, there is much anxiety over this child who is father of the man. 

She brings questions that are unanswerable, but she brings the promise of hope 

and love, as well. She is the child who is father of the man in that what she is 

now will create what she is to become--what she is now represents the glorious 

child in Wordsworth who created the poet and creates him even still as he recalls 

the child within in poetic times of need.   

 

Daughter as Savior 

 

 ―The Westmoreland Girl‖ (1845) is a poem William Wordsworth wrote to 

his grandchildren just five years before his death. It, too, shows the child/father 

as female. Wordsworth wrote the poem, of course, as a lesson to the little ones, 

but it also offers up a picture of the child as father of the man, obviously the 

emergent image of the child he was helping to shape, the child who moves 

beyond prescribed gender boundaries.  

 Wordsworth, in a poem of two parts, suggests that Nature is the proper 

parent for the child who is father of the man. In the first part, a ten year-old girl 

saves a lamb from a raging flood. She is a rustic creature of courage and love. In 
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the second part addressed ―to a mature Audience,‖411 we find that she is a wild 

child of Nature (Wordsworth‘s capital), running amok without parental 

guardianship. Like so many children in the early works of Wordsworth, she is 

motherless. Her mother has died, and now she is being raised by the father and 

Nature—primarily, though, by Nature as the father has given her considerable 

freedom. We are not to blame him, though, as the narrator says, because she had 

consoled her father when the mother died, and he simply loved the daughter too 

much to take her from Nature. Thus, she has been raised by Nature primarily, 

and she has embraced Nature's teaching. 

 As child/father, she is imbued with the characteristics we have already 

seen. The speaker tells us that she became a protector of the meanest of God‘s 

creatures as she was linked with ―inferior creatures.‖412 She relates to the 

meanest of creatures and cares for them by protecting them from hunters and 

fishermen. The narrator also says that she moves about ―Like a Spirit of air,‖413 

similar to that of the cuckoo or butterfly. She is ephemeral in nature such that she 

always eludes the hunters and fishermen. She is fleeting and mysterious, almost 

a legend, as she protects the little animals of the forest. Like the cuckoo and 

butterfly, she is also a creature of hope fighting against those who would abuse 

nature.  

 This nature girl shares the similar characteristics to other child/fathers we 

have seen. Like so many of Wordsworth‘s poetic children, she loses her father. 

However, all is not lost for her as it is for the children in a previous chapter 
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because Nature (the Sublime and Beautiful) has intervened in the young girl's 

life. The speaker asks what will temper her wildness now that her father is gone 

since Nature is all that she has. The answer is piety, as "My Heart Leaps Up" tells 

us. This girl cares a great deal and is bound to nature. She is thus bound to the 

meanest creatures of nature, for many of Wordsworth's poems teach this same 

lesson: that we should be bound in piety to the meanest creatures among us, 

including the poor. The speaker says that she may perhaps become the paradigm 

of her sex and that she is truly a sage, like young Hartley Coleridge, another 

figure of the child/father. Indeed, she represents Wordsworthian ideal in the 

child, the child/father. 

 Why would the manly, chauvinistic poet choose a girl as the paradigm for 

childhood? One answer is that Dora had such a powerful effect on him as she 

represented so much of who he was when he was younger. However, long 

before Dora came along, Wordsworth used the female sex as the paradigm of the 

figure close to nature as seen is so many of the Lucy poems. But he also used a 

girl to embody the child/father in one of his most famous poems, ―We Are 

Seven.‖  

 

Child as Father of the Child 

 

 Transcending all of Wordsworth's children is the little girl in "We Are 

Seven." John T. Hiers, in his article "Wordsworth's Vision of Childhood: A Call 
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for Reexamination," says that the Wordsworthian child reveals a ―transcendental 

mind [with] innate powers to unify the world of natural mutability and to 

envision the eternal beauty of all life.‖414 We have seen some of these very 

characteristics in the child as father of the man. He/she incorporates a mind of 

transcendental powers and unifies what has been separate. The child/father has 

a pre-knowledge that the adult mind cannot understand, ―a radiant unity 

untarnished by the things of the world.‖415 We see this in ―To H. C‖ as well as in 

―The Kitten and Falling Leaves.‖ Such a child also exists in ―We Are Seven,‖ 

written years before most of the other poems discussed in this chapter.   

 If Michael in Wordsworth's great lyrical ballad is the father of 

Wordsworthian fathers, the little girl in "We Are Seven" is the same for 

Wordsworthian children. In his book Romanticism and the Forms of Ruin, Thomas 

McFarland says that the little girl in ―We Are Seven‖ is indeed ―that ‗best 

Philosopher‘ of the Intimations Ode…She is a specification of the way in which 

the child is ‗Mighty Prophet! Seer blest! / On whom those truths do rest, / 

Which we are toiling all our lives to find.‘‖416 Only she was written long before 

the child in the Ode. In a sense, she is Child as father of the Child to come, for 

Wordsworth explores early in narrative in "We Are Seven" what he would later 

explore philosophically in the Intimations Ode and other poems. 

 The little girl in "We Are Seven" contains within her important 

Wordsworthian wildness. She is a simple child, as the poem begins, with ―a 
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rustic, woodland air, / …wildly clad.‖417 She is that paradigmatic rustic child of 

the wilds. But as David Ferry says,  

the child‘s wildness is more than rusticity. It is the wildness also of 
H. C., of the child untamed by mortality, wild because alien to our 
world, as if children were creatures from another atmosphere, 
possessing another sort of knowledge. Their wildness is their 
relation to another sort of nature than adults can know.418 
 

Perhaps this is why Wordsworth was so taken with Hartley and later with Dora 

who seemed to share the poet‘s temperament.419 And it is worth noting that 

indeed the little girl in the poem was based on an actual child Wordsworth met 

on a tour in 1793, almost ten years before ―My Heart Leaps Up‖ and the 

Intimations Ode;420 however, we know little about her except what Wordsworth 

provides in the poem.   

 As we look at the description of the girl provided in the poem, we see that 

she is imbued with characteristics of the child who is father of the man. The 

narrator describes the little maid in "We Are Seven" as simple, eight years-old, 

and rustic. She is also "wildly clad."421 It is important that the little girl is rustic 

because she has been kept from the kind of social conformity that erodes too 

quickly the pre-existent, wild nature Wordsworth saw in this type of child. Her 

simplicity is further example of the unurbanized child who lives in close 

connection with nature. Indeed, she is "[b]ound each to each [of her siblings] by 

natural piety"422 from her close connection to nature. Hiers believes that 

Wordsworth scholars have placed too much emphasis on the child's relationship 

to nature; however, it is not scholars who have placed the importance on nature; 
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it is Wordsworth. Wordsworth emphasizes the relationship to nature in poems 

such as the Prelude, "Tintern Abbey," the Intimations Ode, "My Heart Leaps Up, 

and "The World Is Too Much with Us," for example. Hiers is correct when he 

says that "[n]ature is not the ultimate source of the child's intuitive wisdom"423; 

however, the child must connect to nature in order to connect to humanity. 

Natural piety is essential and comes from the child's connection to nature. This 

natural piety is seen in the girl in "We Are Seven," as she plays in nature; she is of 

nature, rustic. 

 The child in "We Are Seven" contains Wordsworth's essential piety, and, 

as a result, is a unifying creature. After a brief description of the girl, the rather 

smart and somewhat annoying narrator approaches her and asks her about her 

family. She replies that there are seven children in all, but the narrator soon 

discovers that two of them are dead, and the narrator argues with her that there 

are only five children. The child will not have it, though. She still visits and plays 

with her dead siblings in her own mind, something the narrator simply cannot 

understand. She is like the child in the Intimations Ode who sees the grave as 

merely a lonely place to wait. She unifies dead and living in ―unbroken 

continuity.‖424 She sings to the dead as she sews and plays around the graves. As 

Hiers says, she is ―capable of apprehending immortality through the faculty of 

an imaginative, transcendental mind.‖425 Transcendence is key to the child who 

is father of the man, but it is her bond with nature that has given her natural 

piety. 
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 The little girl is clearly the precursor to the child as father of the man that 

Wordsworth describes in ―To a Butterfly,‖ ―To the Cuckoo,‖ ―My Heart Leaps 

Up,‖ and ―Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early 

Childhood.‖ She is otherworldly, beyond adult understanding, like Hartley 

Coleridge in ―To H. C.‖ She is a natural philosopher and unifier of life and death. 

She is indeed a mysterious little creature of hope in the Wordsworthian 

philosophy of nature. 

 For Wordsworth, the image of this child as father of the man exists to a 

certain extent both in and out of his poetry. The child/father exists in his poetry, 

but Wordsworth also sees characteristics of the child/father in the children 

around him. I would equate this biography of the child/father to the dramatized 

autobiography of The Prelude. It is a fictionalization of truth in the sense that the 

child exists in Wordsworth's fictional characters and the fictionalizations of the 

children around him. The child who is father of the man is a celestial being 

coming from some pre-human, divine existence like little Dora in "The Kitten 

and Falling Leaves," Hartley Coleridge in "To H. C.," and the little girl who is the 

subject of the poem "We Are Seven"; thus, the child contains otherworldly 

knowledge that the adults in these poems simply cannot understand. The child is 

also a wild, rustic being like Catharine in "Characteristics of a Child Three Years 

Old," with strong ties to nature creating necessary natural piety, which 

Wordsworth believed would then create ideal community with all beings loving 

and respecting each other. The child, as Wordsworth describes him or her, is a 
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prophet and philosopher. Unfortunately, however, the child is ephemeral like 

the butterfly or cuckoo. Like Hartley Coleridge in "To H. C.," the child is a kind 

of magical dew drop-- that trembling drop of water that connects earth and sky. 

Wordsworth feels much anxiety over the child/father because while the child is 

ephemeral, it is also vital due to the potential it creates for ideal community 

called for in Wordsworthian poetics. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 The Wordsworthian idea of father is certainly complicated. On the one 

hand, there is the philosophical child as father of the man whereby the pre-poet 

child is given some significance as father. However, on the other hand, 

Wordsworthian Father may not be a title one would wish to have if he or she knew 

the ramifications of it all. The Wordsworthian father is mysterious and haunting 

in the form of Sublime whispers that taught Wordsworth to be a poet. But the 

fully realized human form of the Wordsworthian father in his poetry and drama 

is often over tasked and heavily burdened. He suffers for his family, like 

Michael, the potent Lyrical Ballads figure, as he watches life disintegrate around 

him, his crops fade, his wife and children die. And sometimes he is simply too 

overburdened and leaves to go to war, becomes a vagrant, or both.  

Always the father must suffer and remain connected, though. He cannot 

escape the ties to his past, whether positive or negative. The lesson of Michael‘s 
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Luke is that he flees this connection and ends up lost to his family and himself. 

The anxiety of connection must be maintained at all costs. Biographically, this 

anxiety may have come initially from Wordsworth‘s father dispersing the family 

upon the death of Wordsworth's mother, and it may have been compounded by 

the family Wordsworth left in France. Regardless, in Wordsworthian poetics, 

there must be connection from father to past. The connection is what sustains old 

fathers like the Leech Gatherer in "Resolution and Independence." Perhaps it is 

the guilt of abandonment, and perhaps it is sorrow for what was. Nevertheless, 

connection must be maintained. 

Yet if we trace the Wordsworthian father back far enough, we find a grand 

figure, a celestial being born into this world from God. He (or She, as we have 

discovered) contains a pre-knowledge, shaping things as he or she wishes, 

unifying life and death, nature and humanity. He or She is creator of it all, "the 

glory and the...dream."426  
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