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Preface

Wordsworth lived longer than any other major British writer of the
Romantic period. The eight decades of his life from 1770 to 1850 were
years of unprecedented scientific, technological, political, cultural, social
and literary change. Born in the era of the American revolution against
British rule, Wordsworth came of age during the French Revolution and
lived through twenty years of wars with France. He also witnessed the
suspension of Habeas Corpus in 1794, the abolition of slavery in 1807, the
Peterloo Massacre of 1819, Catholic emancipation of 1829, the invention of
the steam engine and the introduction of regular passenger train services
from 1830, and the radical democratic changes initiated by the 1832 Reform
Act. It would be surprising if Wordsworth’s writing did not respond in
some way to the momentous social, cultural, political, technological and
scientific changes of the almost-century of his life, and as Peter Simonsen
comments in a discussion of his early reception, Wordsworth may indeed be
said to ‘capture and hold in precarious suspension many of the internal
contradictions of the period’. But Wordsworth was also the poet of
what John Keats famously termed the ‘egotistical sublime’ — a poet whose
primary resource seems so often to have been his own life, thoughts,
impressions, memories and moods. The two epic-length poems that he
completed, The Prelude and The Excursion, seem at first glance precisely to
encapsulate this dichotomy of self and society and indeed to announce
themselves as such: 7he Prelude is concerned with what its title page calls the
‘Growth of a Poet’s Mind’ while 7he Excursion has to do with what its
preface calls ‘Man, Nature, and Society’. What recent criticism has man-
aged decisively to confirm, however, is that these two modes overlap,
interlink and ultimately merge. The poet of the egotistical sublime, the
poet who writes the first great literary autobiography in English and whose
poetry is remarkable not least for its investigation of personal impressions,
memories and experiences, is also the poet who critically engaged with the
transformative cultural and political developments of the era in which he

xvii
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xviii Preface

lived: he produces, as James Chandler comments, ‘extraordinary act[s] of
cultural stocktaking to contextualize his own poetic experiments’.

This book’s division into four sections reflects the different contexts in
which Wordsworth’s poetry is written and to which it responds. The
chapters in the first section discuss Wordsworth’s life and the immediate
circle of family and friends so crucial to his work, and explore questions
related to the composition and revision of his poems and to the writing of
his major prose works. Wordsworth’s immediate reception and later influ-
ence is then addressed in a series of chronologically arranged chapters that
consider his contemporary and posthumous critical reception, and his
influence on twentieth-century writers. The third section examines the
various literary traditions, particularly the poetic genres and modes, on
which Wordsworth so heavily depended and which he helped so decisively
to transform. The final section of the book addresses the various historical,
political, scientific and philosophical contexts that illuminate and help us to
better understand Wordsworth’s poetry and prose.

Keats’s off-hand but influential comment on Wordsworth as the poet of
the ‘egotistical sublime” helped to promulgate one of the many myths and
preconceptions that have grown up around the older poet’s work since his
earliest publications — that he is unremittingly humourless, conservative and
old; that he is obsessed by his own memories, thoughts and moods, and by
Nature just in so much as it reflects aspects of himself; that his poetry is
univocal, monotonous and preachy; that he writes in prosaic inconsequen-
tial detail exclusively of daisies and daffodils, or at best of children and
beggars; that his work is either pedestrian and uninspiringly quotidian in
emphasis, or that it is tendentiously transcendental and oppressively reli-
giose in orientation. The chapters in this book should help to separate
Wordsworth from the many myths and popular misapprehensions that
have developed around him in the two centuries since his singular and
strangely haunting poems first began to be published. In their focus on the
multiple literary, cultural and political contexts of his work, the chapters
that follow will help to ‘liberate’, as Maureen McLane puts it in her
contribution, “Wordsworth from “Wordsworth”.
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1770 William Wordsworth (WW) born in Cockermouth

7 April in the English Lake District, second son of Ann (née
Cookson; b. 1747) and John (b. 1741) (brother
Richard b. 1768).

1771 Birth of WW’s sister, Dorothy (DW).

1772 Birth of W\’s brother, John.

1774 Birth of WW’s brother, Christopher.

1775

18 April American War of Independence begins.

1777

22 June Slavery outlawed in England.

1778

March Death of WW’s mother. DW sent to live with
relatives in Halifax.

1779

May WW enrolled at Hawkshead Grammar School,
lodging with Hugh and Ann Tyson.

1782 James Watt patents the steam engine.

1783

30 December Death of WW’s father.

1784

2 August First mail coaches in England (Bristol-London).

1785 WW composes ‘Lines Written as a School Exercise
at Hawkshead’ (first surviving poem).

1787

March WW’s first published poem: ‘Sonnet on Seeing Miss
Helen Maria Williams Weep at a Tale of Distress’ in
the European Magazine.

Summer WW writes main parts of 7he Vale of Esthwaite.

Enters St John’s College, Cambridge University.

Xix
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1788—9 WW composes An Evening Walk (first published in
January 1793).
1789
14 July Storming of the Bastille: beginning of French
Revolution.
1790

With Robert Jones, WW undertakes 3,000-mile
walking tour through France and Switzerland.

WW graduates from Cambridge University with a
BA degree.

WW living in London.

Part 1 of Thomas Paine’s The Rights of Man
published (Part 2 published in February 1792).
WW stays in North Wales with Jones.

WW travels to London and from there to France.
WW composes Descriptive Sketches. Mary
Wollstonecraft publishes A Vindication of the Rights
of Woman.

WW meets and has an affair with Annette Vallon
(1766-1841).

Napoleon proclaimed Emperor of France.
Caroline, WW’s daughter with Annette Vallon,

is born.

WW returns to England.

WW living in London December 1792 to late

June 1793.

Execution of Louis XVI.

France declares war on Britain. W writes (but
does not publish) public letter to the Bishop of
Llandaff defending the French Revolution.

WW walks across Salisbury Plain and sees Tintern
Abbey on his way to visit Jones in North Wales.
Writes first version of Salisbury Plain. William
Godwin publishes Political Justice.

WW may have revisited France.

In January WW is reunited with DW in Halifax,
from where they travel to Keswick to live in William
Calvet’s house Windy Brow; WW nurses Raisley
Calvert (from whom, after his death in January 1795,
WW inherits £900).
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28 July
1795

August—September

1797

June

July

1798

July

16 September

October

1799
May

December

1800

1801 January

May
1802
25 March

Chronology xxi

Habeas corpus is suspended in May until June 1995.
Execution of Robespierre.

Government introduces the ‘gagging acts’ outlawing
mass meetings and political lectures.

WW meets Samuel Taylor Coleridge (STC), Robert
Southey, and the publisher Joseph Cottle in Bristol.
WW moves with DW to Racedown in Dorset, a
house owned by the Bristol plantation-owning
Pinney family, where they live rent-free until July
1797.

By June, WW has completed his play 7he Borderers;
writes first version of The Ruined Cottage.

STC visits the Wordsworths at Racedown.

WW and DW move to Alfoxden House at the foot
to the Quantock Hills in Somerset, four miles from
STC’s house in Nether Stowey.

W\ rewrites The Ruined Cottage; working closes
with STC, he composes most of the poems included
in the first edition of Lyrical Ballads.

Thomas Malthus publishes Essay on Population.
WW revisits the Wye Valley with DW and writes
‘Lines Written a few Miles Above Tintern Abbey’.
WW, DW and STC sail for Germany, where WW
and DW stay in Goslar for the winter. WW begins
writing autobiographical verses that will become
The Prelude.

Lyrical Ballads published in Bristol and London.

WW and DW return to England.

WW and DW move into Town End (Dove
Cottage), Grasmere, in the Lake District.
Humphrey Davy first produces electric light.

WW begins Home at Grasmere; writes poems for
second edition of Lyrical Ballads together with the
Preface.

Act of Union creates United Kingdom. Second
(1800) edition of Lyrical Ballads published.

WW composes “The Leech Gatherer’.

In March and June WW composes much of the
‘Ode. Intimations of Immortality’.
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Peace of Amiens creates temporary cessation of conflict
between England and France until May 1803.
April Publication of third edition of Lyrical Ballads, with
revised preface.
August WW visits Annette and Caroline in France.
October Edinburgh Review founded.
4 October WW marries Mary Hutchinson (b. 1770).
1803 War with France resumes.
18 June WW’s son, John, is born.
Summer Meets Sir George Beaumont.

WW takes a six-week tour of Scotland with DW and
STC, where he meets Walter Scott.

STC leaves England for Malta.

WW’s daughter, Dora, is born.

Napoleon becomes Emperor of France.

Publication of Walter Scott’s Lay of the Last
Minstrel.

WWs brother John dies when his ship, the Earl of
Abergavenny, sinks off Portland Bill, Dorset.

WW completes the thirteen-book version of 7he
Prelude.

Battle of Trafalgar.

WW writes ‘Elegiac Stanzas Suggested by a Picture
of Peele Castle’.

WW’s son, Thomas, is born.

STC returns to England.

The Wordsworths spend the winter in Sir George
Beaumont’s house at Coleorton, Leicestershire.
Abolition of slavery in British Empire.

British navy defeats French and Spanish fleet at
Battle of Trafalgar.

Publication of Poems, in Two Volumes.

The Wordsworth family move to a larger house,
Allan Bank in Grasmere.

W writes The Convention of Cintra criticizing the
British government’s foreign policy.

WW’s daughter, Catherine, is born.
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1809

February Quarterly Review founded.

May Publication of 7he Convention of Cintra.

1 June Publication of the first number of STC’s The
Friend.

1810 WW publishes an introduction to Joseph Wilkinson’s
Select Views of Cumberland, Westmorland, and
Lancashire (first version of what will become A Guide
Through the District of the Lakes in the North of
England, first separately published in 1822).

22 February WW publishes first of the Essays upon Epitaphs in
STC’s The Friend.

12 May Birth of son, William.

October STC leaves the Lake District.

1811

May/June Wordsworth family move to the Rectory, opposite
Grasmere church.

1812 Publication of first two cantos of Lord Byron’s
Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage.

4 June Daughter, Catherine, dies aged 4.

1 December Son, Thomas, dies aged 6.

1813

April WW appointed as Distributor for Stamps for the
County of Westmorland.

May Wordsworth family move to Rydal Mount, where
WW lived until his death in 1850.

1814 Publication of Scott’s Waverley.

February Napoleon abdicates.

August Publication of WW’s The Excursion.

1815

March Publication of WW’s two-volume Poems, including
Lyrical Ballads.

May Meets Benjamin Robert Haydon.

2 June Publication of WW’s The White Doe of Rylstone
(composed 1807-8) in The Courier.

18 June Napoleon defeated at Waterloo.

1816 Publication of STC’s Christabel, Kubla Khan: A
Vision, The Pains of Sleep.

1 May WW publishes ‘Letter to a Friend of Robert Burns’.

1817 Blackwood'’s Edinburgh Magazine founded.
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xxiv Chronology

July STC’s Biographia Literaria published.

December WW meets John Keats in London.

1818 WW campaigns for Tory interest in Westmorland
general election.

1819 Corn Laws passed to protect British agriculture;
Poor Law Relief Act passed.

April Publication of W’s Peter Bell (written 1798).

June Publication of WW’s The Waggoner (written
1806).

July Publication of Byron’s Don Juan Cantos 1 and 2.

16 August Peterloo massacre in Manchester.

1820

29 January Death of George I1I, succeeded by George IV. Trial
of Queen Caroline.

April Publication of WW’s The River Duddon, a sequence
of thirty-four sonnets.

July—October WW tours Europe with Mary, DW and others.

September Publication of four-volume Miscellaneous Poems of
William Wordsworth.

1821

23 February Death of John Keats.

1822

March Publication of W\’s Memorials of a Tour on the
Continent, 1820, and 102-sonnet series Ecclesiastical
Sketches.

8 July Death of Percy Bysshe Shelley.

1824

19 April Death of Lord Byron.

1825

January Publication of William Hazlitt’s Spirit of the Age in
book form.

1827

May Publication of WW’s five-volume Poetical Works.

1828

Summer WW tours Belgium, the Rhineland, and Holland
with Dora and STC.

1829

13 April Catholic Relief Bill, to which WW was strongly

opposed.
WW tours Ireland with John and James Marshall.
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1833
July

1834
25 July
1835
April

23 June
1836—7
1837

20 June

March—August
1839

1840

10 January

1842
21 April

1843
21 March

April
9 July

1845
December

1850
23 April
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1830 Liverpool-Manchester Railway: first steam
passenger service opened.
26 June George IV dies on 4 June and is succeed by
William TV.
1831 WW tours Scotland.
September—October
1832
June Great Reform Bill passed, opposed by WW, extends

the franchise. Publication of WW’s
four-volume Poetical Works.

Death of Sir Walter Scott.

WW takes two-week visit to Scotland with son John
and Henry Crabb Robinson.

Death of STC.

Publication of WW’s 45-sonnet series Composed or
Suggested during a Tour of Scotland, in the Summer of
1833, and of Yarrow Revisited, and other Poems.
Death of Sara Hutchinson.

Publication of WW’s six-volume Poetical Works.

Death of William IV, succeeded by Victoria.
WW tours France and Italy with Crabb Robinson.
WW undertakes final revisions to 7he Prelude.

Introduction of the uniform rate of a penny for
letters sent anywhere in Britain.

W publishes Poems, Chiefly of Early and Late Years
(including first publication of 7he Borderers).

Death of Robert Southey.
WW becomes Poet Laureate.
Death of Dora.

W\ publishes 7he Poems (single-volume collected

works).

Death of WW.
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Unless otherwise stated, quotations from Wordsworth’s poems are from the
readings texts in the Cornell volumes listed below.

BW Benjamin the Waggoner, ed. Paul F. Betz (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1981).

DS Descriptive Sketches, ed. Eric Birdsall (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1984).

EPF Early Poems and Fragments, 17851797, ed. Carol Landon
and Jared Curtis (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
1998).

EW An Evening Walk, ed. James Averill (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1984).

EY The Letters of William and Dorothy Wordsworth: The Early

Years, 2nd edn, ed. Ernest de Selincourt, rev. Chester
L. Shaver (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967).

Excursion The Excursion, ed. Sally Bushell, James Butler and Michael
C. Jaye (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2007).

FN The Fenwick Notes of William Wordsworth, ed. Jared Curtis
(London: Bristol Classical Press, 1993)

HG Home at Grasmere, Part First, Book First, of The Recluse, ed.
Beth Darlington (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
1977).

LB Lyrical Ballads, and Other Poems, 1797—1800, ed. James Butler
and Karen Green (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
1992).

LpP Last Poems, 18211850, ed. Jared Curtis (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1999).

LS The Letters of William and Dorothy Wordsworth, VIII: A

Supplement of New Letters, ed. Alan G. Hill (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1993).

XXVi
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LY The Letters of William and Dorothy Wordsworth: The Later

Years, ed. Ernest de Sélincourt, 2nd edn, rev. Alan G. Hill, 4
vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978-88).

MY The Letters of William and Dorothy Wordsworth: The Middle
Years, 2nd edn, ed. Ernest de Selincourt, rev. Mary
Moorman and Alan G. Hill, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1969—70).

Prose The Prose Works of William Wordsworth, ed. W. J. B. Owen
and Jane Worthington Smyser, 3 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon

Press, 1974).

PTV ‘Poems, in Two Volumes’, and Other Poems, 1800—1807,
ed. Jared Curtis (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
1983).

rPw The Poetical Works of William Wordsworth, s vols., ed. Ernest

de Selincourt and Helen Darbishire (Oxford University
Press, 1940—9).

RC The Ruined Cottage’ and “The Pedlar’, ed. James Butler
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1979).

SP Shorter Poems, 1807—1820, ed. Carl H. Ketcham (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1989).

SPP The Salisbury Plain Poems, ed. Stephen Gill (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1975).

SSIP Sonnet Series and Itinerary Poems, 18191850, ed.

Geoffrey Jackson (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 2004).

P ‘The Tuft of Primroses’, with Other Late Poems for “The
Recluse’, ed. Joseph F. Kishel (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 1986).

WD The White Doe of Rylstone; or the Fate of the Nortons,
ed. Kristine Dugas (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 1988).

1799 Prelude  The Prelude, 17981799, ed. Stephen Parrish (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1977).

1805 Prelude  The Thirteen-Book Prelude, ed. Mark L. Reed, 2 vols.
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1991).

1850 Prelude  The Fourteen-Book Prelude, ed. W. J. B. Owen (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1985).
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xxviii List of abbreviations

Other Works

BL  Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, ed. James
Engell and W. Jackson Bate, 2 vols. (Princeton University Press,
1983).

CL Collected Letters of Samuel Taylor Coleridge. ed. Earl Leslie Griggs,
6 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956—71).

DW]J  Dorothy Wordsworth, 7he Grasmere and Alfoxden Journals, ed.
Pamela Woof (Oxford University Press, 2002).

CH  William Wordsworth: The Critical Heritage, 17931820, ed. Robert
Woof (London: Routledge, 2001).
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